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NO USE TRYING TO TALK her out of it. Luella had made up her mind. 

She toppled the bottle on its side so its contents spilled across the coffee table.  Non-descript pills tumbled across the leather inlay.  The leather inlay of the horrid piece of home furnishing Gianni had ordered from the Eaton’s on College Street in 1973. He’d selected this monstrosity, with its tiger veneer and brass tacks and gold-trimmed leather, without so much as consulting her. 

Coming from any other husband, that might be construed as a sweet, if tacky, gift. A surprise for his darling wife.

Coming from Gianni, it was yet one more assertion of his power over her. 

She should have burned it when he died, burned the whole house to the ground. Nothing in it was truly hers.  Still, she couldn’t bear the thought of neighbouring homes going up in flames. Nabila and her kids would have nowhere to live.

No, no sense going out in blazes.  A person should die the way they lived.  As far as Luella was concerned, a quiet death would be just what the doctor ordered—though she doubted Dr. Gupta had suicide in mind when he prescribed this batch of sleeping pills.

She hesitated, wondering if the kindly doctor would bear the brunt of the blame when she was found dead, killed by the script he’d written.  But no.  How could he be held culpable after the act she’d put on in his office?  She hadn’t felt entirely comfortable taking on the role of Grieving Widow, but it was an easy fit. Wouldn’t most wives have trouble sleeping in an empty bed following the death of a husband who’d been her constant companion from the age of sixteen?

Most wives would.

Not Luella.

But suicide would have to wait, she thought, glancing at the stack of cash she’d extracted from all her various bank accounts. 

She’d stood tall, held her ground as she’d instructed the teller to close out everything but the chequing account, where her husband’s pension would likely continue to land even months after her death. The kids could divide up what was left in that, but before she killed herself she’d have to choose a deserving charity.  Choose a charity and give away the cash Gianni had squirreled away throughout their married life.

A more interesting person would go on a spending spree, maybe take it to the casino. But what use was there in acquiring more things, or even more money, when her plan was to off herself the very next day.

Off herself.  

That term made Luella shudder.  

She wouldn’t be offing herself, thank you very much. Taking her own life?  Sure.  Committing suicide?  That, she would do.  Ending it all, even.  Offing herself sounded practically pornographic.  Not at all her style.

Luella had just about finished rounding up her pills and dropping them back in the bottle when she heard a set of footsteps approaching her front door.  Could have been the woman who delivered the Etobicoke Mirror—late, as always—except, no, the Mirror had been delivered yesterday. On time.  Anyway, the delivery woman always placed the free paper on the landing without walking up those creaky wooden stairs leading to the front porch.

Luella hurriedly dropped the remaining pills in the bottle.  She set it beside her stack of cash, on the ledge of the upright piano—which was undoubtedly out of tune, considering it hadn’t been played since the kids were young.  

As she considered the wad of cash and bottle of pills, she felt she was living the life of some sort of rock and roll musician.

Sure enough, there was a knock at the door.  Luella’s heart thumped.  She took one last look at the money and the drugs before pushing aside the sun-bleached curtains.  The girl on the porch must have sensed movement from inside, because her head swivelled so fast her long black braids swung behind her.  

Luella had never seen this girl before.  She had dark brown skin and wore a light brown pantsuit—perhaps more orange than brown.  The colour of a fox, at any rate.  Her face appeared quite young—a pretty teenager, tall and slim, with subtle features—but the suit made Luella second-guess herself.  

What kind of teenager wore a pantsuit, for goodness’ sake?

A huge smile sprouted across the girl’s lips. She raised one hand, curling her long fingers in a wave, though she couldn’t possibly have seen Luella through the window’s glare.

No use pretending not to be home. 

“Very well, then,” Luella grumbled as she tramped to the door.  Before she’d fully opened it, she asked, “What are you selling?  Religion or hot water heaters?”

The girl looked perplexed for a moment, and then bounced as though her body were attempting to remove itself from her shoes.  “Oh, I’m not selling anything, ma’am.  My name is Chandelle Jervais.  I go to West End Collegiate.”  She turned slightly to indicate the redbrick building across the street.  “That school right there.”

The first thought that popped into Luella’s head was: my kids both went to that school.  The second thought was: my husband always said there were too many poor kids coming over from the apartments on the other side of Jane Street, that the city should build a separate school for them—though he’d phrased it rather differently.

Instead of expressing either of those thoughts, Luella said, “I hear you kids every day at 3:30 when school lets out.  I hear your basketballs along the sidewalk —thump, thump, thump.”

Chandelle’s smile flickered momentarily, which told Luella she had no idea how to react to such a statement.  Luella couldn’t very well blame the girl.  What a stupid thing to say.  This child obviously wasn’t the basketball-playing type, though with her height she’d likely do well. Not to mention the fact that, even when she stood still, she seemed to be eternally bouncing around.

The girl held a clipboard against her chest.  After swiftly consulting it, she said, “I’m here because I’m organizing an event at Meadowlark Retirement Residence on Sunday.  We learned in Social Studies class that senior citizens often feel socially isolated.  Same goes for recent immigrants and... well, a lot of people, really.  So I thought it might be good to have a community gathering where groups of people who wouldn’t normally get together can mingle.”

“Where did you get my name?” Luella asked, wondering is Nabila next door had reported her to some agency as a socially isolated senior. Technically true—if socially isolated meant having no friends or close family, and if senior referred to anyone over the age of 60—but not a problem she was looking to fix.

Chandelle’s expressive face took on a note of concern. She must have thought she’d offended Luella, because she hurriedly said, “Oh, I didn’t get your name from anywhere.  I’m going door-to-door around the neighbourhood asking everyone if they’d like to—”

“Donate a bit of money!” Luella exclaimed, so gleefully the girl nearly jumped out of her wedge heels.  

Isn’t it nice when everything comes together so neatly?

“No, no,” Chandelle explained.  “I’m not collecting—”

“Come in, come in,” Luella said, beckoning the girl into the front room.  At this point, she didn’t even care whether the charity was legit or this high school student was outright robbing her.  Anything to prevent her kids from getting their grubby hands on her cash.  “How much would you like?”

Chandelle followed Luella reluctantly into the dark house and stood in the doorframe dividing the front room from the foyer.  “I’m not collecting money, Mrs...”

“Genova, but call me Luella.”  She slipped a few hundred-dollar bills out from the elastic.  “It sounds like a wonderful initiative.  Take as much as you need.”

“Thank you, that’s a very kind offer, but, actually, I’m not allowed to take money.  I’m just hoping to sign people up.  It’s a potluck, the way we’re doing it.  There’s no cost to attend.  Everybody just brings food for the gathering—as much or as little as you can afford.”

Chandelle eyed the wad of cash as Luella returned it to its resting place on the piano.  She watched the girl’s gaze then transfer to the bottle of sleeping pills, and wondered if perhaps inviting a stranger into her home had been a mistake.  She knew what her husband would have said on the matter, but she tried to put that out of her head.

“Would you like a cup of tea?” Luella asked.  

“No, thank you.”

“A soft drink?  A glass of milk?”

“No thanks, Mrs. Genova.  I appreciate the offer, but I actually have a lot of doors to knock on before I get started on my school work.”

“Isn’t this for school, this project with the old folks’ home?”

Chandelle shrugged gently as she gazed at her clipboard.  “No, I’m actually just organizing this because I want to.  I’ve already finished my community service hours.”

Community service hours?  Gianni would be rolling in his grave if he knew Luella had invited a juvenile offender into their home.  

She felt a self-satisfied grin growing across her lips.  

Nothing you can do about it now, oh husband mine.  I might just invite her to move into Shannon’s old room. How about that?

“When did you say this was happening?” Luella asked.

Chandelle brightened again, and said, “It’s this Sunday at Meadowlark Retirement Residence.”

“Sunday?  That’s soon.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”  Chandelle offered a sympathetic frown, then said, “I started off just inviting people in my building, then the building next to mine.  It’s taken weeks to knock on all these doors.”

“How many students are organizing the event?”

“Just me,” Chandelle replied, bouncing on her heels, perky as anything.  “But that’s okay.  I like organizing stuff.  It’s fun.”

The girl’s eager sincerity shattered what was left to be broken of Luella’s armoured heart.  “Do your parents help you at all?”

“Oh, yes.  My parents do a ton of community work.  They’re the ones who inspired me to take initiative.”  She slipped a sheet of paper out from her clipboard.  “My mom actually printed these flyers for me.”

Luella did recall spotting this flyer tacked to a hydro poll on one of the rare occasions she’d recently left the house.  She’d never have guessed it was put together by a high school student, much less a juvenile offender attempting to redeem herself through good works.  There wasn’t much that moved her to tears these days, but she found this young woman’s efforts quite touching.

“If you think you can make it, I’ll write down your name,” Chandelle said.  “And it’s good if you can tell me you’re going to bring.  That way we won’t end up with forty tuna casseroles and zero desserts.”

“Of course,” Luella replied, clearing her throat so her voice wouldn’t break.  “I suppose I could throw together a homemade lasagna.  I haven’t made one in a while, but the kids used to love it.”

“Oh, you have kids?” Chandelle asked, giving a kind smile. 

Luella knew this was only polite conversation, but it was more than she could handle.  This girl’s true kindness contrasted sharply with her own children’s greed.  In light of all that was going on her mind, she found herself tearing up.

Young Chandelle met her gaze with one of pure empathy, and said, “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have asked.  It’s none of my business.”

“No, no, my treasure.  You haven’t done anything wrong.  I’m just a little broken up...”

“Oh.”

“...after losing my Noodles.”

“Oh...?”  Chandelle’s eyes widened and she raised a brow as she consulted her clipboard.  “Well, you don’t have to bring lasagna if you don’t want to. You could bring something else.”

Luella let out a laugh, cackling bleakly. She was already holding back tears.  “My dog, dear!  My dog!”

The girl looked around cautiously, as though she were afraid of stepping on something she couldn’t see.

“He’s not here,” Luella said.  “Noodles—my dog.  He’s in a hole in the backyard.”

“Ohhh,” the girl said.  “Noodles is a dog.”

“Was a dog.”

“And he died?”

“No, treasure,” Luella said with a sudden burst of antagonism.  “I buried a live dog under six feet of dirt.  What do you think?  Of course he’s dead.”

Chandelle stopped bouncing. She held her clipboard tight to her chest.  Her voice was sadly subdued when she said, “I’ve put you down for homemade lasagna.  The address is on the flyer, and there’s a little map in the corner, in case you have trouble finding it.”

“I’ve lived in this house since 1973.  You think I’ll have trouble finding it?”

“No, ma’am,” Chandelle replied, lowering her gaze to the spot where Noodles used to sleep.  “Thanks again for your participation.  The seniors will be so happy to get to know some of the younger people in the neighbourhood.”

At first, Luella thought Chandelle was referring to herself—high school students, younger people—but after a moment’s reflection, she realized Chandelle was including Luella in this category of “younger people in the neighbourhood.”  She’d have accused anyone else of being a hopeless flatterer, but not Chandelle.  Sincerity gleamed through this girl’s pores like splashes of sunshine.  She obviously believed what she said.

“I should get going,” Chandelle said, speaking more to the clipboard than to Luella.  “Lots more doors to knock on.”

“Wait.”  Luella surprised herself by grabbing the sleeve of the girl’s suit jacket, preventing her from leaving.  “Wait just one moment.  I have to... I need to... apologize... for my rudeness.”

“Oh, you don’t have to.  You weren’t rude.”

“I was, and I shouldn’t have been.  You’ve been nothing but kind to me, and look how I turn around and treat you!  I’m a wicked old woman and the world would be better off without me.”

“That’s not true.”  The young woman’s friendly gaze met Luella’s, apprehensively, and then shifted to the velvet curtains.  “Have you noticed these drapes are blocking out a lot of light?  It’s so nice and sunny out today.”

“Too much sun hurts my eyes,” Luella said, though she found her fingers releasing the fabric of Chandelle’s jacket when the girl stepped closer to the window.

“I’ll just pull back these heavy ones, okay?  I’ll leave the lace curtains closed.  That way you get more light, but not too much.”

An embarrassing amount of dust came off the curtains when Chandelle opened them.  Enough to send Luella into a coughing fit that could only be combatted with a cool glass of water.  She excused herself to chug tap water in unladylike proportions.  

As she refilled her glass for a second serving, she called out to Chandelle, asking whether she would like one as well.  One of Gianni’s numerous pet peeves: calling out to him over a running tap, or from a different room in the house.  Or asking any question at all, if he was in a particularly foul mood.

Chandelle didn’t answer.  She most likely hadn’t heard the question.

When Luella returned to front room, she found her guest standing by the piano.  The first thought that crossed her mind was: I hope that girl is stealing my money. But no such luck. The stack of brown plastic bills remained, their security features gleaming holographically in the sunlight.

“See?” Chandelle asked.  “Isn’t it nice and cheery with the drapes open?”

Luella didn’t answer that question.  She had something on her mind, and she wanted to say it before she forgot.  “I never wanted a dog.  Noodles wasn’t my idea.”

“Oh.”

“The kids begged and pleaded for years, but we always said no.  You know what kids are like—no, I don’t suppose you do.  They want all of the rewards with none of the responsibility.  They’ll rub its belly and run around with it in the yard, but who’s stuck feeding the darn thing and taking it for walks and vet trips and cleaning its sick when it somehow finds a frog to eat in the ravine?”

“But you must have loved your dog,” Chandelle said, hugging her clipboard tightly, like she expected Luella to hurl something at her and she wanted to be prepared.  “Seems like you miss it.”

“Him. Yes. I do, God help me.  I resented that pooch from day one.  Never imagined, all these years later, that dog would be my sole companion. Husband—gone.  Kids—gone.”  Luella flopped down in her chair by the window, and gazed longingly at Noodles’ unoccupied place at her feet.  “It was just me and the dog.  Now the dog’s gone, and it’s just me.”

Luella didn’t expect a teenager to know what to say.  Even people her own age didn’t seem to know how to respond to her sullen grief.  That was half the reason she hid herself away behind those heavy curtains.  No one could get inside her fortress.  No one could get to her.

“I’ve always wanted a dog,” Chandelle said, fitting her chin awkwardly between the clipboard’s metal prongs.  “My parents say it’s cruel to keep a dog in an apartment—not enough space to move around.  It would be another story if we had a house, but who can afford one?  Well, I guess you can.”  

Chandelle fixed her gaze on the curio cabinet, admiring trinkets Luella had accumulated over the years.  All junk, but it had been sentimental at one time.

“Plus my parents work all day,” the girl went on.  “And I’m in school.  Then there’s all of our community involvement.  It’s too bad you couldn’t have a dog that’s like a timeshare, so if you’re really busy, someone else can take care of it sometimes.  Hey, that’s a good business idea!”  She tore out one of the potluck flyers and scrawled her idea on the back of it.  “Someone like you could keep a dog for someone like me, and then I’d visit it sometimes.  Because you have the house and the yard and the... time?  I think?”

Luella wasn’t sure what she’d be committing herself to if she agreed, so she stood from her chair and said, “Put me down for lasagna.  I’ll see you on Sunday.”

Chandelle beamed.  “Actually, lasagna is perfect because a lot of the old people need soft foods.  They have trouble chewing because... dentures, I guess?  I don’t actually know why.  But lasagna is great.  I even put you down as Luella the Lasagna Lady.  How about that?”

“Well, that’s just fine,” Luella said, leading the girl to the front door.

This was the most socializing she’d done in weeks, and it was so exhausting she thought she might need a nap. But first she’d have a look through the kitchen cupboards to see if she still had any of those large disposable lasagna trays. That way she could just drop her contribution at the old folks’ home and avoid the unsavoury task of socializing with the elderly. 

It was admirable, this girl’s community spirit, but Luella was already beginning to resent her commitment. Now she’d have to wait until Sunday evening to top herself.

Top herself.  That had a nice ring to it.  A little edgy.  A bit of sass.  She’d top herself on Sunday, after this ordeal with the old folks.

She found a stack of lasagna trays and set them on the counter so she wouldn’t forget about this one last wretched responsibility. As she passed through the foyer on her way to the stairs, a holographic shimmer caught her eye.  Chandelle had left the three bills offered to her on the coffee table.  Now they were sparkling in the sun.

Before heading upstairs, Luella figured she might as well return them to the stack from whence they came.  She picked up the darn things—and whose bright idea was it to make paper money out of plastic?—then took three steps toward the piano. 

When she picked up the wad of cash, she got a strange sense that something was missing.  Once she’d added the three bills, she shifted the stack from one hand to the other, weighing it.  Did it feel lighter?  Heavier?  Perhaps that Chandelle girl was such a rampant do-gooder she’d added her own money to the cache. 

Luella returned the stack of money to the piano and stared at the sheet music beside it.  All Greek to her.  

What was missing?  What had been there earlier that wasn’t there now?

It came to her all at once.  In her mind’s eye, she watched herself spilling pills across the coffee table.  A beautiful cascade.  And then picking them up, putting them back in the bottle, setting the bottle on the piano.

Now they were gone. Gone!  That no-good do-gooder had stolen her stash!
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LUELLA ARRIVED AT MEADOWLARK Retirement Residence with two lasagnas—one meat, one roasted vegetable and ricotta.  She’d stacked the trays one on top of the other and wrapped them in a towel to preserve heat and keep them from burning her hands as she carried them from the car to the front entrance.

Luckily, the doors were equipped with accessibility features, or she’d have had trouble getting through with her hands full.  Luella bumped the push-button panel with her hip and the double doors opened slowly, giving her time to admire the Community Potluck poster accentuated with sparkles and glitter.

For a pill thief, that Chandelle certainly had a knack for papercrafts. Probably a skill she picked up on the inside.  Or perhaps she’d carried out her community service hours in an afterschool arts and crafts program for underprivileged youths.  Were juvenile offenders permitted to work with children?  Seemed counterintuitive, except that, technically speaking, juvenile offenders were children themselves.

Children who steal an old woman’s pills with no regard for her wellbeing...

The audacity of that girl, to come into a stranger’s home and steal a prescription that could have been life-saving medication, for all she knew.  Certainly, Luella could have tracked down the little criminal via the contact information on the flyer, but wouldn’t it be so much more satisfying to confront the girl face to face?  See the whites of Chandelle’s Bambi eyes while she made the accusation? 

Don’t play innocent with me, young lady.  The jig is up.  You stole my pills and I want them back, pronto!

She’d rehearsed a variety of speeches while preparing her lasagnas.  This one was far more succinct and, she thought, more effective than the others.  As soon as she saw the girl, she’d hand off her lasagnas and let the confrontation take shape.

Luella had never been inside this building, but she didn’t find the atmosphere (or the odour) as offensive as she’d anticipated.  She entered the foyer and approached a utilitarian reception desk, which sported everything from a ringing telephone to an overflowing printer.  All it lacked was a receptionist.  

Fortunately, there was another poster tacked to the front of the desk, this one sporting a sparkly arrow.  This way to the Community Potluck!

No need to fear confrontation simply because she’d gone out of her way to avoid it all her life. The time was nigh. No guts, no glory.  If not now, when?

Luella repeated to herself all the words of wisdom she’d seen embroidered on throw pillows at the home goods store.  She steeled herself against jittery nerves.  Holding her lasagnas close to her chest, she marched across the foyer, toward the community room.

She expected to find the place hopping.  Perhaps she’d arrived too early.  Inside, there were more tables and chairs than people, and most of those were seniors, likely residents of the facility.  Her heart slumped when she noticed the balloons and streamers pinned to Dollarama tablecloths, and the hand-painted signs that spelled out Welcome in a variety of languages.

Chandelle had gone to so much trouble, and for what?  Unless Meadowlark Retirement Residence played home to a mere nine seniors, even the people who lived there couldn’t be bothered to attend.

The community room had the feel of a school cafeteria—complete with cliques, but minus the jollity. If Tony Bennett hadn’t been serenading the room via the boom box in the corner, the various groupings of elderly people would have been sitting in utter silence.

“Lasagna Lady!” a familiar voice called from across the room.  “You came!”

Chandelle’s smile shone like the sun as she raised one long arm above her head and waved like a flag.  Luella hadn’t noticed her standing behind that white industrial folding table.  In fact, Luella was almost 100% certain the girl hadn’t been there when she’d entered the room.

This was it. Now or never.  Don’t play innocent with me, young lady...

“Wow, you’re early,” Chandelle said, beaming brightly as she waved Luella over.

“Early?”  Luella tried glancing at her watch without toppling the lasagnas.  “But the flyer said—”

“Thieves!” a woman cried out from the foyer, interrupting Luella’s train of thought. “Thieves, the lot of you!”

A well-dressed older lady marched into community room, waving a pair of lace gloves with the velocity of an oncoming tornado.  Her pillbox hat sat atop a neatly coiffed nest of white hair, secured with a jewelled hatpin.  The hot pink skirt suit would have appeared audacious on a lot of women, but the colour was a lovely complement to her medium-brown skin.

Out of nowhere, a young attendant with Meadowlark Retirement Residence embroidered on her hospital scrubs appeared at the woman’s side.

“Hush now,” the attendant said, in an Eastern European accent.  “We don’t want to disturb other residents.”

“I will not hush!” the woman replied.  “I refuse to cover up the crime that’s been committed against me!”

A tall black man in loose-fitting dungarees rushed across the room to take the woman’s hand.  “What crime, Mrs. Hayburn?”

Her expression softened when he bent low enough that the much shorter woman could press her palm to his cheek.  “Oh, it’s Jerome, my Jerome!  You haven’t been to visit me in donkeys’ years.  What brings you here today?”

“They’re having a party for the neighbourhood, Mrs. Hayburn.  But it’s not Jerome—I’m Wade, remember?  I volunteer every Sunday.”

Mrs. Hayburn’s expression hardened.  “Yes, Wade, I know who you are.  You’re not Jerome. Of course you’re not Jerome.  I misspoke, simple as that.  Isn’t a person allowed to misspeak once in a while without everyone thinking she’s lost her marbles?”

The female attendant threw her hands in the air, as if that accusation had been aimed at her.  She spun on her heels and left the community room, shaking her head and grumbling under her breath while the young volunteer consoled the older woman.  “Nobody thinks you’ve lost your marbles, Mrs. Hayburn.  Now why don’t we sit down together and you can tell me what’s going on?”

“I have no interest in dining among thieves. They stole my precious jewels.  You see?”  She showed Wade her bare fingers.  “My rings. They’re gone. Stolen!”

“Why don’t we have a look for them in your room?” the volunteer said, guiding her toward the foyer.  “Remember a couple weeks ago we found them beside the bathroom sink?”

“I didn’t lose them, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I know, Mrs. Hayburn, but let’s have a look anyway.”

Before they’d quite reached the foyer, they were headed off at the pass by the female attendant in Meadowlark scrubs and another woman—the manager, maybe?  Her shock of orange curls betrayed her formal expression, hinting at the frenzy behind the poise. She wore a black pantsuit and a blouse that was nearly the same shade of cream as her freckled skin.  Her little gold nametag read Mallory.

“What’s this I hear, Mrs. Hayburn?” Mallory asked, sounding very much as though she were speaking to a naughty child.  “Polina tells me you’ve been kicking up a fuss about your jewellery again.”

“They’ve stolen my rings!” Mrs. Hayburn said, showcasing her bare fingers.

“I can see that,” Mallory said, placing one hand on the woman’s hunched shoulder.  “Come with me and we’ll have a chat about it.”

“What do you care?” Mrs. Hayburn asked.  “You probably took those rings yourself.”

When both staff members left the community room with the elderly woman, the volunteer Wade gazed slowly around before following along.

“Here, let me help you with that,” Chandelle said, surprising Luella by stealing the lasagnas out of her hands.  “Oh, these are heavy.  Your arms must be killing you!”

Luella hadn’t yet snapped out of the conversation the whole room had overheard.  “Hmm?  My arms?  They’re fine. I’m not an invalid.”

An elderly woman in a wheelchair snapped her head in Luella’s direction so quickly her neck made an angry crackling sound.  If looks could kill, Luella would be a goner for sure.  

In which case, she wouldn’t have any use for those sodding sleeping pills.

Sleeping pills!

The jig is up, Chandelle.  You stole my...

“Maybe you can help me set up, since you’re early.”  Chandelle grabbed a sheet of sticky labels and handed it to Luella: appetizers, salads, hot dishes, desserts.  “Could you stick these on different parts of the table?  That way it’ll keep things organized.  The kitchen staff said it’s okay if we use their cutlery and dishes, so I’m just going to run and grab those now.”

Chandelle was wearing the same fox-brown suit she’d had on the day she’d knocked on Luella’s door.  When she whirled around, she made a rattling noise, like maracas, and Luella’s gaze shot to her suit jacket.  

The pills—they were there in that pocket!

She started to say Chandelle’s name as the girl headed toward the foyer, but held back when Chandelle stopped short.  Community members had begun to filter in, and Chandelle gazed at the grouping like a deer in the headlights. Perhaps she’d bitten off more than she could chew with this event.

Chandelle quickly turned her back on three new arrivals—an Asian teenager and a middle-age white couple—and stared at Luella like she’d seen a ghost.

“What’s wrong?” Luella asked, feeling genuinely concerned despite herself.

“That girl,” Chandelle whispered, pointing without turning.  “You can’t let her see me.”

“Too late for that, I’d say. She’s looking right at you.”

“Hide me!”

“Oh! Em! Gee!” the girl cried.  “Chandelle?  Is that you?”

Chandelle stepped so close she was practically standing on Luella’s toes. “Pretend we’re talking about something.”

“Who is she?” Luella asked.  “A girl from school?”

“From my old school,” Chandelle said.

“Well, go say hi.  I can take over here, or fetch the dishes from the kitchen.”

So much for the monumental confrontation Luella had rehearsed.  Right back to playing the lamb. Story of her life.

“No, no.”  Chandelle straightened up and tugged at the hem of her suit jacket, causing Luella’s pills to rattle.  “This is my function.  I’m the chief organizational officer.  I can’t be distracted by socializing.”

She didn’t have much of a choice.  The Asian girl ran over and threw both arms around her, covering her eyes.  “Guess who!”

“Eugenia,” Chandelle said unenthusiastically.  “Hey, hi...”

“I can’t believe it’s you!”  Eugenia bounced like a bunny as Chandelle spun around to give her a proper hug.  “Oh my gosh, I’ve missed you so much!  What are you doing here?”

“Organizing the community potluck,” Chandelle said.  “What are you doing here?  You’re not part of this... community.”

“My grandma lives here—my Grandma Rankin.  We try to visit every other week.  Sometimes we don’t.  Anyway, she told us there was this potluck thing today, so we brought a cake.”  Eugenia gave Chandelle a playful slap on the arm.  “I can’t believe you organized it.  You’re so good.  I’m always telling everyone you’re the best person I’ve ever met.”

“Thanks,” Chandelle said, though she didn’t take the compliment particularly enthusiastically.

The middle-aged couple approached and said hi to Chandelle, said Eugenia talks about her all the time, which would have embarrassed most teens, but this Eugenia girl seemed perfectly happy for her parents to sing her friend’s praises.

Luella offered to take the cake, which was obviously store-bought, while the girls chatted.

“Your page is gone from the Almighty Book of Face,” Eugenia said.  “Did they throw you in jail again?”

Luella listened all the more closely when she heard the word jail.

“No, I shut it down myself.”

“I don’t blame you,” Eugenia said.  “Some of the things people were posting on your wall?  It’s like... I couldn’t even believe it.  People are the worst.”

“Yeah, sometimes. Some people.”

“I reported all those nasty comments.  I want you to know that.”  Eugenia reached for Chandelle’s forearm and gripped it tight.  “You are, like, the nicest person I’ve ever met.  I mean it!  Anyone who’s got nothing better to do than harass you obviously doesn’t have much of a life.”

Had other kids been cyber-bullying Chandelle?  There was that girl out east who’d killed herself because of cruel things teens were saying to her on the internet. Luella had watched an entire investigative report on the subject.  She still didn’t understand quite how it worked.

Is that how Chandelle got herself in trouble with the law?  Did she bite back when the other kids came after her?

“Sometimes I text you,” Eugenia went on.  “You never text back.”

“I got a new number.”

Eugenia nodded gravely, as if to say: I understand.  “Well, give me the new one.  I miss you so much!”

“Okay,” Chandelle said.  “Maybe later.”

Strange that the girl would shy away from a friend who thought so highly of her.  Of course, Luella had spent her entire adult life doing the same thing, so who was she to judge?

Eugenia’s parents told her it was time to visit with her grandmother before the potluck started, and Eugenia told Chandelle they’d catch up later and she’d for-sure-for-sure get that new phone number so they could keep in touch. Chandelle said okay, but she looked exhausted, so Luella offered to go to the kitchen to grab the plates and things, except that she didn’t know exactly where the kitchen was.

“We can go together,” Chandelle said, reigniting as she got back to work.  “Thanks again for all your help, Mrs. Genova.”

“Please, call me Luella.  Genova is my husband’s name.”

“But aren’t you your husband’s wife?” she asked.

Luella wanted to say something snarky like: don’t remind me!  

Instead she said, “My husband has passed on.”

“I know, but...” 

Chandelle never did finish that sentence.

She led Luella through a maze of corridors that felt more like a hospital than a home. On the way back, while they carried plastic busboy tubs heavy with clean dishes, there was some commotion down one of the corridors.

“That sounds like your little friend,” Luella said.

Chandelle stopped in her tracks.  Her expression read blank as they both listened.  

That was definitely Eugenia’s voice crying, “How can she be dead? We just talked to her and she was fine!  She sounded fine!  How can you be fine and then suddenly die?”

“Sometimes that’s how it happens,” her mother was saying as Luella and Chandelle sped toward the flurry of activity.  “Sometimes death is quick, doll.  It’s better that way.  No pain.”

“You don’t know she wasn’t in pain.”

“Maury,” the girl’s mother said in a calm, commanding hiss.  “Go get someone.”

“Get who?” the man asked.

“The girl from the front desk. Or one of the attendants. Anyone on staff. They’ll know what to do.”

When Luella and Chandelle located the source of the commotion, Eugenia’s father was on his way out of the room.  His arm smacked into Luella’s busboy tub so hard it made a hollow knocking sounded, but he appeared not to notice. In fact, he didn’t seem to see them at all. His skin was ghostly white and his face stricken, his expression utterly absent.

Eugenia sobbed forcefully, her face tucked into the crook of her mother’s neck.  Her mother patted her gleaming black hair, sliding her bright green elastic farther down her ponytail with every pass, until it couldn’t cling on any longer and fell to the floor.

Eugenia’s mother looked up at Luella and Chandelle as they entered the room, but her gazed passed right through them, like they were ghosts.  She stared out the open door, petting her daughter’s hair, waiting for someone else to enter.

On the bed lay the body of an elderly woman fully dressed in a purple cardigan and tan slacks.  Her hands were folded across her chest as though she’d planned to die when she lay herself down on that folksy bedspread.  It bore images of farmers and goats and flowers and barns, primary colours on a white background.  No pillow beneath her head.  Her sandy grey hair was neatly set and coiffed.  Her eyes remained wide open.  A body without a soul.  

The air was still, despite Eugenia’s vulgar show of emotion.  Her mother had stopped petting her hair, and now remained as motionless as the body on the bed.  

Death had a way of sitting heavily on any space it occupied.  

This, Luella knew from past experience.
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DIDN’T IT FIGURE THAT the one time Luella could have used those sleeping pills for their intended purpose, her prescription was aggravatingly absent?  She didn’t have the heart to confront Chandelle about the theft, not after the ordeal with her friend’s grandmother.

They say it’s the quiet ones you have to watch out for, but perhaps the goody two-shoes are the real troublemakers.

Chandelle had never seen a dead body.  The vision shocked her, and she told Luella she felt as though she’d crossed some mysterious threshold into adulthood.  Of course, that was after snivelling for hours in Meadowlark’s resident library with Eugenia draped over her shoulder—while Luella alone welcomed potluck participants into the community room.

She shouldn’t complain.  She really didn’t mind too much.  All told, she estimated between seventy-five and one hundred people showed.  Luckily, they did manage to stagger their arrivals or they’d never have all fit in one space.

With Meadowlark staff attending to Mrs. Rankin (or, at least, to the body that had once been hers), Luella had to run around clearing plates from tables so newcomers would have a clear spot to sit down.  Plenty of families attended, which was nice to see.  Luella had always enjoyed being around small children.  She’d sometimes daydreamed of doddling grandkids on one knee.  

Now she knew that would never happen.

Tears formed at the corners of her eyes, but when she closed them, her mind went back to that small room at Meadowlark, to Mrs. Rankin’s lifeless face.

There was something brutally haunting about an empty shell with wide open eyes.  Every time Luella tried to sleep, she saw the old woman’s hazy pupils, a greyish corona surrounded by milky whites—and those whites dotted by tiny red pinpricks.  The combination of open eyes and an open mouth gave her the look of a caught fish gasping for breath on the floor of a cottager’s pleasure craft. 

At the end of it, that’s all we amount to: a dead fish at the bottom of a boat.

Again, Luella reached for her pills before remembering they were gone.

Aside from at funerals, the only dead body she’d seen was that of her husband.  When he was gone, his eyes became oil spots on a field of white.  No red dots for him.  She would always remember looking into those open eyes and knowing, without a doubt, that the spirit no longer inhabited the flesh.  

Her husband had shuffled off this mortal coil, and now he was gone.

She’d phoned her son in the days and weeks prior to Gianni’s death.  She’d left Junior a message saying it was now or never.  Bury the hatchet or carry it forever and ever, Amen.  She imagined her son had some way of contacting his sister—those two had always been closer with each other than with their parents. 

Neither child called back after she’d left that final message saying their father had passed.  

Neither attended the funeral.

Ungrateful children. Didn’t they realize she needed them?  She needed to see their faces.  It made no difference to her whether they mourned their father’s loss.  All she wanted was to see that they were capable of offering her some support.

Gianni’s funeral wasn’t for the sake of the departed.  It was intended for those left living, for the woman figuring out what life would look like without that person who’d shared her bed throughout her entire adult life.

Luella wanted to be able to show her children their father’s inert body and say, “Look! There’s nothing to be afraid of.  He’s gone.  He’s really gone.”

Those eyes. Those wide open eyes...

And Mrs. Rankin, grandmother of Eugenia Rankin, mother of the distraught man who’d left her room in a state of utter shock, lying dead in her perfectly pressed camel-coloured trousers and her neat purple cardigan.  Eyes wide open.  Cloudy greyish eyes no longer clear like Gianni’s, but rather dotted with strange spots, as if the whites had come down with a case of chicken pox. 

Luella would never forget those eyes. She would see them before her for as long as she lived.

At least there was some comfort in knowing she too would soon depart this woeful world.

So many possible ways to die, and yet none she could face, aside from the pills.  Ever since she’d buried Noodles, she’d been praying to go peacefully in the night, but it hadn’t happened yet.  Such a shame the veterinarian couldn’t inject her with whatever magical elixir he’d inserted into her dog. 

Obviously she would have to take matters into her own hands.

But not tonight.

She turned on the television for company and comfort.  Gianni had always held the opinion that a television in the bedroom would interfere with the body’s electrical currents, though that’s not how he would have phrased it.  Within a week of his death, Luella had bought herself a brand new TV—one of the flat-screened variety—and paid extra to have it installed directly on the bedroom wall.

It was like living in a dream.

There was little to watch at this hour but infomercials and programming too crass for her tastes.  She settled for one of those forensic type shows.  A little on the gritty side, but better than a loud-mouthed man and unconscionably happy woman selling non-stick skillets.

Blue light from the television reflected against the pearlescent wallpaper of Luella’s bedroom while a medical examiner—a good-looking woman who appeared to be almost as young as Chandelle—performed an autopsy on the murder victim. This sort of thing was too graphic for Luella, especially on a day when she’d been confronted so viciously by death.

She closed her eyes and listened as the coroner spouted medical jargon at a pair of well-versed cops.  From what Luella understood, the teenaged victim had traces of DNA under her fingernails. She’d fought back against her attacker.  There was a gash to the side of the head: blunt force trauma.

“So that’s what killed her?” the male officer asked—they’re always much more kindly and attentive on television than they are in real life.

“The trauma was generated post-mortem,” the medical examiner explained.  “Check out her eyes.”

Luella opened hers.

“She’s got little red spots in the whites,” the female cop said, bending toward the victim.  “What’s that all about?”

“Petechial hemorrhaging,” the medical examiner replied.  “Your victim was suffocated to death.”

Those words echoed in Luella’s mind as the program cut to commercial.

Little red spots... petechial hemorrhaging... suffocated to death...

All at once, Luella sat up in bed, stiff as a board.  

“Good glory,” she said to the empty room.  “Grandma Rankin was murdered!”
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LUELLA SAT AT THE BREAKFAST table, staring at the kitchen phone.  She knew she ought to call the police.  That’s what any responsible citizen would do.  

She rose from her padded vinyl chair, leaving the dregs of her morning coffee to keep her toast crumbs company on the table.  Her husband would have had a thing or two to say about that, but he wasn’t around to obsess over things like buttering toast directly on the counter, or eating it without the aid of a plate, and Luella couldn’t be bothered.

It was freeing to be a little messy, but she wondered if she did it simply to rebel against Gianni’s memory. At the end of the day, she still had to wipe up crumbs. It would probably be easier to wash a dish.  

Perhaps her husband had been right all along.

No, it wasn’t a matter of right or wrong.  Some things were more complicated than right or wrong.

Luella picked up the telephone.  She stared at its gummy push-button numbers.  This, she still thought of as the “new” phone, though it had to be twenty years old by now.  She still had a rotary phone upstairs, and another in the den.

She set the phone back in its cradle.

Luella had her reasons for shying away.  Police officers in the real world weren’t at all like the ones on TV.  The real ones had a knack for blaming the victim rather than the criminal.  If she called to say this woman, Mrs. Rankin—who had, according to Chandelle, been taken directly to the mortuary after an expedited visit from Meadowlark’s doctor-on-call—had not died of natural causes, would the police not suspect her of the murder?

The phone rang, and Luella jumped back as though it had come alive.

Could the police read her thoughts now?  Were they phoning her?

Reluctantly, she picked up the phone and held the receiver to her ear.  “Hel...lo?”

“Is this the lasagna lady?”

The voice was bright and young, undeniably familiar. 

“Chandelle gave me your number.”

Luella could have been knocked over with a feather when she realized who was on the line.  “Eugenia, is it?”

“Sorry for calling so early,” the girl said, implicitly confirming her identity.  “My parents have to do the funeral arrangements, so they sent me to the retirement place to start going through my grandma’s stuff.  But, like, I get here and the lady says I can’t go in on my own. I need adult supervision.”

“Oh dear.”

“So here’s my question...”

“Oh dear.”

“Will you be my adult?” Eugenia asked, her voice spirited and hopeful.

Luella looked around the kitchen.  If she’d spotted anything odd or out of place, she’d have thought this was a dream.  “Where are you?”

“At the retirement place,” Eugenia said.  “Meadowlark.  Where I met you.  You were with Chandelle. Remember?”

“Yes, yes, I... and what is it you’d like me to do?”

“I don’t know anybody in this neighbourhood—besides Chandelle, but she’s got class in, like, five seconds.”

“Oh yes,” Luella said, absently.  “It’s Monday, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, well, exactly, but Chandelle said she didn’t think you had a job or anything.”

“Indeed,” Luella replied through gritted teeth.

“And you live nearby, right?”

She relaxed somewhat, feeling sorry for the young girl who’d just lost her grandmother.  “That’s true.  I do.”

“So could you be my adult?  They won’t let me into my grandma’s room unsupervised, so if I can’t find an adult I have to go all the way home again, and it already took me an hour and forty-seven minutes to get here, so...”

Eugenia let her exasperation hang on the air, and Luella latched on like a sap.  What choice did she have?  These young people certainly had high expectations of a relative stranger, and Luella couldn’t help but feel somewhat put-out, but it’s not like she had anything better to do.

“Sit tight,” she told the girl.  “I’ll be right there.”

* * * *
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“SORRY ABOUT THIS,” said Mallory, the staff member with the frizzy orange hair and the neat black skirt suit.  She led them down the labyrinthine hallway and unlocked Eugenia’s grandmother’s door.  “We’ve had thefts reported recently, so we’ve had to tighten up security measures.”

“It’s okay,” Eugenia said.  “I understand.”

The girl was dressed in green leggings, high-top sneakers, and some kind of strange yellow jumper which flared at the base.  Her outfit gave the distinct impression of a small child playing the role of a daffodil in a school play.

When the staff woman, Mallory, opened the door, Luella held her breath.  She half expected to see Grandma Rankin lying fully clothed on the bed, eyes wide and spotted, mouth open like a fish.

Of course, the old woman was no longer there.  No trace of her remained, except the sparse belongings they’d come to remove.  

“Did you bring boxes?” Mallory asked as Eugenia stepped cautiously inside.

“Boxes?” the girl asked.

“Moving boxes.  To pack up your grandmother’s belongings.”

Eugenia looked quickly to Luella.  “Oh.  No.  I came on the bus.  I didn’t think...”

Mallory offered a smile that seemed genuinely caring.  “We’ve got some in storage.  I’ll grab them for you. BRB.”

When the staff member had gone, Luella turned to Eugenia.  “BRB?”

“Be right back,” the girl clarified.  “She’s trying to talk young, I guess.”  She rolled her eyes and laughed, then quickly stifled a sob.  It came out sounding like a hiccup.

Luella rushed to the girl, imagining for a moment she was comforting her own daughter.  “Shh, shh, shh...”

She held the girl and they rocked together, until Luella felt tears soaking through her knit sweater.

“Sorry,” Eugenia said, stepping away to wipe her face with the back of her hand.  “I got your top all snotty.”

“No need to concern yourself with that,” Luella said, subtly drawing a balled-up tissue from the pocket of her slacks to wipe the girl’s fluids from her clothing.

She’d expected the room to feel haunted, but it didn’t.  In fact, it struck her as peaceful, sunny, bright.  A pleasant place to die.  She kept thinking how lovely it felt to hold that girl close and comfort her while she cried, how it made her feel like the good mother she’d once been, years ago.  

Would it seem strange to take Eugenia in her arms again, now that they’d broken apart?  Yes.  Yes, it would.  Very strange indeed.

Eugenia moved silently around the room, gazing at the photos stuck into the sides of her grandmother’s mirror, picking up knickknacks on the dresser and putting them down again.

There wasn’t much to the room: a bed (a deathbed, in point of fact) against one wall, which was flanked by two night tables; a dresser against the opposite wall; a cozy chair beside the hallway door.

“What’s through there?” Luella asked, pointing to the door beside dresser.

“Bathroom,” Eugenia mumbled.

“She had her own private bathroom?”

Eugenia looked askance, as if to ask if it was so unusual for an old woman to have her own private bathroom.

“I didn’t know if the facilities would be shared,” Luella said.

“Why would they be?”

Luella didn’t have an answer for that one.

“Sorry,” Eugenia said.  “Here you’re helping me out at a moment’s notice, and I’m acting all... cruddy.”

“Really, you’re not.”

“Sure I am!  I didn’t even thank you for coming!”

“You did,” Luella countered.  “I’m sure you’ve thanked me five times already.”

“Five times isn’t enough.”

“Trust me—it is,” Luella said, perhaps a little too firmly. The girl’s saccharine pleas had edged a little too much toward sycophancy for her liking.

“Well, anyway, I appreciate it.”  

Eugenia turned again toward the dresser.  

Luella watched in the mirror as the girl traced her fingers across various items: a teapot with mismatched cups; a crystal parrot; a clay mouse some child had undoubtedly made for her—a child named Eugenia, judging by how long the girl dwelled on that particular item.

To give the girl some privacy, Luella turned away.  She found herself suddenly exhausted, and sat on the edge of the bed, focusing her attention on the nearest night table. 

This surface was also covered in priceless nostalgia: antiquated silver toilette accessories—hairbrush, hand mirror, cuticle scissors, comb; large print detective novel; big blue button; bright pink nail polish—Eugenia’s, most likely; and a papier mâché ashtray containing a lovely assortment of rings.

Luella took them in hand.  To pass the time, she fitted them onto her fingers.  Mostly on the middle one, index, and thumb, since they were all too big for her.  

“Goodness,” she
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