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Cool Air
By Peter Cronsberry

	 

	Evelyn Holmes worked the crevice in her forehead the way a kid picked away at a scab. This wrinkle was so deep, a mother spider could have laid eggs in it. Or so she thought.

	“I may be seventy-five, but I’m not going to look seventy-five,” she rasped out at her reflection in her bathroom’s medicine-cabinet mirror.

	With gnarled fingers, she gripped the basin as tight as her late husband, George, gripped the steering wheel before he crashed their car and killed himself. Heart attack. Dead before his car hit the bridge abutment. Those business trips all over the country she thought he was on? Casino slot machines had never lost their appetites.

	The downtown life and that three-thousand-square-foot condo in swish Lincoln Park was in Evelyn’s rearview mirror. She’s been a midtown gal for a few years, now. She’d shared a second-floor rental apartment with a mouse that played hide-and-seek, where paint had curled in hard-to-reach places, where the mechanical groans of her fridge signaled it had reached its best-before date, and where central air had been nothing but a pipedream—cruel punishment on a July day, where a breeze felt like a blast from a hairdryer.

	She held dear her photos, memories, the illusions of yesteryear’s marriage, and some newly-made friends who knew more about the treasures found in thrift stores than the contents that once filled her Gucci handbag. Strange as it seemed, she accepted her circumstances, part of which would change when she heard the eventual snap of the mousetrap.

	Evelyn was always a people person. Her bird’s-eye view of the street directly below was home to a dry-cleaner’s, a fabric shop, and a health food store that cozied up to a gym where she admired the svelte and the chiseled as they came and went through its front entrance.

	Her pension check covered the rent. There was enough money to put food on her table, buy the yarn for her knitting and the crossword-puzzle books she hoped would keep her mind sharp.

	But way back when she turned fifty, thoughts of trying to keep Death’s bony hand off her shoulder always filled her head. Now, when she went to the druggist’s for her prescription, she bought what her budget allowed in the way of lotions, potions, ointments, and herbal remedies as she tried to keep her appearance. Too bad that gravity and the calendar had other plans.

	To Evelyn, getting old had as much appeal as curdled milk. And as George’s car barreled at a hundred clicks toward that bridge with one hand clutching his chest, she had her hand on the telephone to call Dr. Wilcox, who she’d heard seemed to work miracles with injections, but indecision stopped her dead in her own tracks, so to speak.

	She also believed in luck, and if there was a pocket in any of her garments, a penny was surely tucked inside. Why, there wasn’t a table, nightstand, bookstand, or countertop in her apartment that wasn’t topped with an acorn or dice or even a wee figurine of an elephant she’d saved from a box of Red Rose tea. All were feel-good objects that helped her cope in the down-market life that defined her days on this rock.

	So, there she was, dressed in a white, floral sundress, big sunglasses that shielded her baby blues and her pumps that cushioned her tender tootsies as she strolled along a sidewalk of an old part of downtown where dollar stores, burger joints, and supposed antique stores studded the streetscape.

	She called it luck that she happened upon one of those supposed antique stores. She sidestepped a fallen bird’s nest and cast her eyes up above a mud-colored wooden door and read the paint-chipped wooden sign: Uncle Odds Emporium of Curios and Antiques. Then she looked at the front window of the place, and when she saw a mannequin of a faceless magician, a mottled, slab tombstone, and even a model crypt with a pair of hands that grabbed on to barred doors—from the inside—she knew she had found something special. Intrigue grabbed her by the throat, and she pushed against the door that screamed against warped wooden floorboards.

	Once inside, she was greeted with a scratchy-sounding, “hullo” from the back of the place. She walked over to the front of a broken-tiled aisle and discovered what was behind the disembodied voice.

	He was an old man dressed in a rumpled white shirt and appeared as if he was being swallowed up in the seat of a black leather chair’s cracked and bleeding white foam rubber. And as this genial gent pushed himself up and though hunched, he shuffled his way up the aisle with his arms bent at forty-five-degree angles at his sides that gave him the look of a sheriff in search of his gun. He had black, button eyes, a mouthful of stained and broken teeth, and a shock of thick white hair that stood on end and made him look like he’d peered into the bowels of Hell. Squatted atop piles of dusty tomes were statues of a Minotaur, serpents and beasts with long, yellowed teeth. These creatures seemed to guard not only the passageway but their caretaker as well.

	When he moved past her, he stood beside a Victorian fireplace dusted with black soot and busts of King, Lovecraft, Grant, and Cushing that sat sentinel on its mantel.

	She stole one more glance back at his perch and noticed that beside an old gilt-colored cash register stood a bookcase that was fashioned out of a lidless, upright coffin.

	“You’ve got a bird’s nest down on the sidewalk in front of your store,” she said with a dose of sympathy. “Bad luck, you know.”

	“For me, or for the bird?” he said with a wry smile.

	Evelyn blushed.

	“Yes, I know,” he started, as he wiped his beak on a hankie with dime-size tombstones printed on it. “I was just about to go out and sweep it up. It got knocked down last night from that little tremor the city had. ’Bout two in the morning it was. You feel it?” Then he shoved the hankie into his crypt-grey khakis.

	“Well, a storm woke me up. I just thought it was one of those foundation-shaking rumbles of thunder. I’m in an apartment building. No damage, though. The news this morning said that there were lots of cracked windows and a few house alarms that went off.”

	“This town is never quiet,” he said, almost as if he knew more than she did.

	“Well, there was enough of a commotion to upset the world of a poor sparrow.”

	“She’ll rebuild. Have a look around. There’s something for everyone. Are you looking for anything in particular?”

	“Yes. I’m looking for, well, don’t laugh, but I’m looking for something that might bring me some luck,” she said. She seemed almost spellbound by the Gothic charm of sepia-toned plaster walls pimpled with sconces straight out of a crumbling castle. She arched an eyebrow at the sight of a stuffed raven, its claws curled around a branch fastened to the wall opposite the fireplace.

	Then she looked down at a table that showcased some of the most macabre objects she’d ever seen: three rusted embalmer’s tools tied together with barbed wire, a meat grinder with bits of something in its cogs, and a thick, dusty, leather-bound book that said THE DEAD in old spidery script. Bound obituaries, maybe?

	But when he saw her put her hands on the grey blades of an old fan, he suspected an imminent sale. “Ah. A perfect choice,” he said as he hobbled over to her. “’Specially in this kind of heat. Heat like this can kill a person. That little gem is in perfect working order. Brought it all the way from Europe.”

	“Europe, you say?” she said, more fascinated than unsettled by his wares.

	“Yep. Every few months I go over there on a buying trip. As you can see, I carry some of the more, shall we say, out-of-the-ordinary items. Nothin’ wrong with a conversation piece, is there?”

	“Or for nightmares,” she said and offered a genuine smile. “No offense,” she finished.

	“None taken. Thanks for the compliment,” he said.

	She looked back to the fan. “Nothing unusual about this. It’s just a fan.”

	“Oh, that’s not just any old fan. No, it’s one-of-a-kind. Silent. Light as a feather. Come on over here and I’ll plug it in.”

	He picked up the little beast and she followed him over to an electrical outlet set into the wall just below a watchful grey gargoyle. He plugged the fan in, and without a squeak, creak, or groan from age, its blades began to whirl.

	“Listen,” he said.

	“I don’t hear anything.”

	“Exactly! No sound to bother you when you’re watching television or trying to sleep. Do you have a window to put it in? Gotta be a south-facing window, ’cause it’ll not only cool you down, it’ll bring you luck.”

	“Well, I’m not sure what direction my living room window faces, but it’s big enough for this fan. It’ll look just darling in it. I’ll take it!”

	“Wonderful! Just one more thing.”

	“Yes?”

	“This fan here, it has special properties. Are you close to a place where young people go? You know, an arcade or a gym, that kind of thing?”

	“Why, yes. There’s an athletic center that’s right across the street from me.”

	“Now, isn’t that fine? You just put it in the window that looks out onto the gym. The cool air its blades generate combined with all that healthy energy wafting over from the gym will take years off your life. No disrespect, ma’am, but you’ll feel younger and you’ll look younger.”

	“I can’t say no to looking younger, can I, mister—”

	“Odds. Just like the sign says.”

	“Well, I’m going to put it in my window as soon as I get home. Thank you so much!”

	“You’re very welcome. I’m glad you stopped by.”

	“So am I, Mr. Odds. So am I.”

	She watched him wrap it up for her the way Santa would an elf with a gift at his workshop.

	About a half hour later, she walked into her apartment, went straight to her living room window, and got a welcome-home blast of hot city air in her face.

	“Goodbye, heat. Hello, refreshment. And maybe even a new me,” she said, positively giddy.

	She took her prize out of her cloth shopping bag, held it in front of her and then positioned the fan in the window’s sill. Then she turned it, so that it faced inward and plugged it into the outlet down below.

	“Oh,” she said to herself as she looked out onto the street. “I think I’m facing west. Doesn’t matter. A fan’s a fan.” She shrugged her shoulders and then smiled when she caught sight of a virile man who carried a workout bag into the gym.

	Satisfied, Evelyn stood there with her hands on her hips and a smile stitched on to her face as she watched the blades whirl in silence. Cool waves of air started to soothe the slack skin on her arms, legs, and especially her face.

	She poured herself a glass of lemonade and then sat in her chair in front of the fan. She closed her eyes and felt its breeze as it played with the ends of her white locks.

	She shifted her hand that brushed against the long-handled mirror she always had tucked in beside the seat cushion. Every day, she gave her face the once-over, always on the lookout for fresh wrinkles.

	And every day, she took her supplements she bought at the health food store. She dabbed on her facial creams after she showered in the morning and every night before she went to bed.

	Three weeks went by since she’d adopted her mechanical child, and one day when she was hosting a game of Bridge, Hilda Barrows told her how much more relaxed she looked. Penny Watkins thought Evelyn’s complexion had changed and her best friend, Dottie—brazen as she was—said Evelyn needed to fess up as to her miracle cure: her wrinkles were disappearing.

	Evelyn could have purred like a cat over their compliments. And with each one, she looked over to the fan and then caressed her face and said that she’d been trying a new face cream she’d discovered at an out-of-the-way merchant’s, but its location stayed mum! She wasn’t haughty, holier-than-thou, or conceited, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to tell them what she believed was working the real miracle.

	The next morning, she opened the Chronicle to the crossword to make sure that her brain was still firing on all cylinders. But there was one part of the paper she never did read, and that was the obits, because reading them would make her feel like she was crawling into her own coffin.

	By mid-morning, she went out and ran some errands, and the praise kept right on coming. The checker that bagged her groceries, the clerk that signed out her library books and the residents she ran into in her building—they all commented on how different she looked. But it was Jalinda Williams who put the icing on Evelyn’s cake when she said to her, “Girl, you look like the good Lord gave you back ten years on your life. Wait! Make that fifteen!”

	July winked at August, and that ushered in waves of heat that made the city folk feel like wet dishrags. But the heat never seemed to bother the twenty- and thirty-somethings she saw at the gym’s entrance. They looked energized when they went in and pumped and smiling as they wiped their foreheads with their towels when they came out.

	Shadows from city buildings loomed like hungry monsters over her apartment building as Evelyn sat in her chair and knitted. She put a hand to her face, felt how smooth her skin had become, and then she craned her neck to give her fan a coveting glance. She reveled at what Odds had said to her about the connection between the fan and fitness, and as she pulled her mirror out from behind the cushion, she looked at her reflection and said, “Just how young could I look?”

	She knew how important exercise was, and every day after lunch, she went for a walk around the block of her building but always on the east side of the main drag. She wore her dark sunglasses, her pumps, and the sun visor that looked like a bird’s beak, and off she went.

	And on her little sojourn, she passed outdoor patios where she heard people who gabbed and griped about the city or their neighbors. And one of the things she heard so often was their complaint about how little green space there was. Didn’t matter whether it was downtown or midtown, people wanted to feel the coolness of natural shade, hear and see some birds, and look at earthy green instead of ash grey.

	Around four o’clock, Dottie popped over for a chinwag and to watch their soap opera, “Days of Our Lives,” and once that was over, they played a quick game of cards. Dottie felt the heat close around her like an unwanted embrace. She coaxed stray strands of grey hair back into her bun, and she noticed how often Evelyn looked over to the fan. “You expecting a gale out of that thing to really cool this place down?” she asked.

	“Hmm?” Evelyn said. “Well, it’s been working wonders for me ever since I bought it.”

	“You never did say where you got it from, anyhow? Fess up. I ain’t never seen one like that at Canadian Tire or Walmart.”

	“That’s because I didn’t get it at Canadian Tire or Walmart.”

	Dottie put her cards face down and said, “Okay. Then where did you get it?”

	Evelyn pursed her lips then looked at her cards and said, “I found it at a place downtown called Uncle Odds something or other.”

	“Uncle Odds! Oh, Ev, surely you didn’t go in there!”

	“And why not?” Evelyn asked.

	“It’s a morbid shop run by an old fool. If you ask me, the only day that that store should be open is Halloween!”

	“I’ll have you know he sold me that fan at a real good price. Said it came all the way from Europe.”

	“Hah! Rubbish! It won’t last the summer! You watch!”

	“Have you ever gone into Odds’ shop?”

	“Nope. Wouldn’t be caught dead in there. Saw him once in his front window, and he looked like he crawled out of his own grave. I’ve heard whispers of bad things that happened to some folks that bought some of his junk… deadly junk that belonged more in a ghoul’s garage sale.”

	“Name one!”

	“I heard tell of a man who bought an urn there, and then he started killin’ people. And then there was a guy who bought a painting from him, and a ghost came out of it. The ghost haunted him so bad, the man died of a heart attack right there at his wife’s graveside. If I were you, I’d get rid of that thing before it—”

	“Before it what? Kills me, too, Dottie? Listen, that fan’s done me a lot of good. Besides, he told me I should put it in a window facing a gym because it would take years off—”

	“Oh, now I get it. Lemme guess. He told you you’re going to look years younger if you just let the young vibes and the cool air waft all over you.”

	“That’s not fair!”

	“’Tis fair. Just looking out for you, kid.”

	“You told me yourself that you thought I looked younger.”

	“And you do! Everybody’s noticed. But really, Ev, a little old fan, mystically can do what a tube of cream from a drugstore can’t?”

	“I believe him, Dottie!”

	“The devil’s snake-oil salesman is what he is. You believe what you want, but I still say that that old warlock sold you a bill of goods. Your play.”

	“Look at my face, Dottie.”

	“Your play!”

	“Go on. Just look at my face. You see any wrinkles? Every one of those cracks has practically gone away ever since I got that fan and put it right there in that window.”

	“Across from the gym, no less. Ev, honey, do you hear what you’re saying? It’s all a lot of hocus-pocus.”

	“It isn’t hocus-pocus! It isn’t! Dottie, my bones don’t crack near as much when I walk, and I feel like I’ve got more energy.”

	“Listen, if you think it’s working for you, then that’s all that matters. You tell the other girls?”

	“Of course not. They don’t need to know, and please don’t say anything.”

	“Are you kiddin’? They’d have the men in white coats over here pronto. Okay, Ev. Have it your way. My lips are sealed. Let’s get back to the game. Your play. But I’ll say one last thing.”

	Evelyn hung her head as she waited for the next salvo.

	“If you do turn into this fifty-something siren and you see some eligible men come out of that place, wouldja steer ’em my way?”

	All of a sudden, laugh lines appeared on both their faces. They finished their game and parted with a hug.

	But Dottie’s hit-job on Evelyn’s rejuvenator wasn’t going to change a thing. Evelyn babied it. She cleaned it. She smiled at it. She pleaded with it to never give up the ghost. And her silent partner just kept right on giving, as it turned left to right, left to right…

	But as we all know in life, a little rain must fall. The next day, she was startled out of her nap by the sound of shouting down at street level.

	She got up out of her chair, looked out the window, and noticed a cluster of workmen dressed in dusty jeans, bright orange safety shirts and hardhats—all of them standing on the gym’s front steps. They looked like bees in front of a hive. She couldn’t quite make out what all the fuss was about, but the more she looked, the more she noticed there weren’t any people dressed in workout clothes that went into or came out of the place.

	The workmen moved to the far right-hand corner of the gym. Two men looked at what could have been the building’s blueprints while a third man put a tape measure against the wall, and the fourth walked to the opposite end of the building. She figured they were going to fix the front steps, maybe sand down the concrete or whatever they did to repair cracks. Buildings aged just like people did, she thought to herself. So, she didn’t think anything more about it and went back to her fan therapy and dozed off again.

	But the commotion across the way was as unsettled as was the city.

	She was awakened shortly after to the sound of hammering. She got up out of her chair, looked out the window, and noticed workers were putting up hoarding in front of the gym.

	Like a cat, curiosity got the better of her. She had to find out what was going on. She put on her pumps and headed on over to the gym. She marched up to the hoarding and was met by a big beefy man, somewhere deep in his forties, dressed in a navy shirt, jeans, white hardhat, and he carried a clipboard. He was writing something, but she couldn’t see the pen that seemed to be all but swallowed up in a thick puffy hand. When he saw her, he stopped writing, put his arms up, and told her to keep back.

	It turns out that there was more to that earthquake a few weeks back than what she or even Odds knew. Mr. Construction told her that the rumbling that that tremor caused, managed to shift the building’s foundation. There were thick dark cracks that looked as if a giant spider was going to push its way through the cinderblocks in the building’s basement.

	But the worst of the news was what he said to her next.

	“So, your men are here to fix it?” she asked, full of presumption.

	“Fix it? Oh, no, ma’am. This building, she’s being prepped.”

	“Prepped? What does that mean?”

	“For demolition, ma’am. It’s too unstable. The foundation has been so badly compromised from the inside that we’ve got orders and rightly so, to tear ’er down. Place could pancake at any time.”

	Her eyes were so wide you’d have thought she’d dreamt of seeing herself at her own funeral.

	“But they’ll rebuild, won’t they? Put a new gym in this one’s place?”

	“That’s up to the city, ma’am. And politicians being politicians, well, they’re bound to do what they set their minds to, and sometimes us regular folks don’t have a say in the matter. I’m really sorry, ma’am, but I’m going to have to ask you to keep clear of this sidewalk. S’too dangerous. You never know, an aftershock could hit and take this building down in a heartbeat.”

	“Yes. Yes, of course. We don’t want anybody getting hurt,” she said.

	“I’ve got to get back to my men. No disrespect, ma’am, but if you could cross at the lights and use the sidewalk on the other side of the street, please.”

	She was speechless. Deflated and with her head down, she looked like she’d just been handed her eviction notice. She shuffled to the traffic lights and then trudged across the street to her apartment building.

	When she came through the building’s lobby, she ran into the Super, Scotty McTavish. She quizzed him about the goings-on at the crippled gym, and he no more knew what was to replace it than the date of his nephew’s birthday. But he was sure whatever took its place, it’d be commerce because the city was too hard up for cash, so a new gym seemed to make sense.

	Once she got inside her apartment, she got on the phone to Dottie and apprised her of the situation. “They’ll rebuild. They just have to!” she said. Dottie tried to calm Evelyn’s nerves by agreeing with her.

	She spent so much time in her chair she felt she needed to be close to that fan now more than ever.

	She couldn’t get interested in any of her TV programs. The tea in her cup went cold, and a fly found the untouched biscuit on her plate. She started to knit, but then she stopped, and all that grey yarn made it look like she had a mess of intestines in her lap. She wasn’t even half-interested in knowing whether Randall was going to propose to Charlene in her romance novel. She just plain looked like someone up and told her Christmas was cancelled.

	But her constant companion remained so, as its head kept on rotating left to right but with the horrible news delivered: its cool air felt grave cold.

	Evelyn never was one much for sleeping late, and these days, she was up before five just as the birds were greeting the city with their warbling cheer. But on this particular morning, it wasn’t the robins that roused her from her slumber.

	It wasn’t fingernails on a chalkboard, but it was pretty damned close.

	It was the sound of metal that scraped on pavement and diesel exhaust that belched from the smokestack of an excavator’s cab. From due north, it crawled its way toward the construction site, and once it arrived at its target, a team of workmen descended on the thing like worms to a carcass.

	The red ball of fire had just poked its nose over an eastern skyscraper, and the time was a whisker shy of 7:00 AM.

	Evelyn pulled a supposed lucky penny out of her shorts pocket and clutched it like it was a panic button. And there was her little helper perched in the window with its head that turned left to right as if to say “No!”

	She looked like a human gingerbread lady with her arms bent at her sides. She gulped in some air and slow-walked it to the window, terrified to look.

	It was cause enough for a heart attack.

	Wrecking machine. Two great big steel pincers at the end of a long boom positioned at two o’clock, and in short order, a man seated inside its cab would move levers that would send those pincers goring into the concrete sarcophagus. Even the burly boys in their dump trucks were lined up at the corner ready to haul away the rubble to a roadway being built along the eastern shore.

	She heard the beast of a machine hiss as it came to a stop and watched as a few men gathered around to talk the mission over.

	Hard to say whether it was fate or coincidental planning as she and Dottie were headed to a mall to do some shopping and then stopped off at a botanical garden to peruse the posies and walk the hedgerows—a small antidote for avoiding the impending dust and destruction. By about half past seven, she’d left her apartment without so much as a nod to her faithful friend.

	Twelve hours later, the dust hadn’t quite settled, long after the yellow behemoth collapsed the structure in on itself.

	Evelyn walked into her apartment looking like a mourner headed graveside with Dottie acting as a pallbearer. Dottie huffed as she took off her shoes while Evelyn padded over to look at the mole of steel and glass that had been cleaved off a slab of concrete skin. She turned the fan on, looked out, and when she turned back around to Dottie with such a horrified look on her face, she clapped a hand over her mouth. All she could do was point backward toward the window and the carnage across the street.

	Dottie asked, “How bad?”

	Evelyn went and stood in the kitchen, closed her eyes and shook her head.

	Dottie marched over and looked out to the gray gash in the streetscape. She turned around and said in no uncertain terms, “You know what this means, don’tcha?”

	“My death. But I’m sure you’ll find a way to put a positive spin on all this.”

	“You’re damned right. And quit with the dyin’ talk, will ya? That hole across the way ain’t gonna stay a hole forever. You know why? ’Cause I’ll just betcha the city’s got a mind to put a newer and better gym right where the old one stood. You just watch!”

	Evelyn put a hand to her face and felt a wrinkle coming on as her eyes rimmed with tears.

	“And stop bellyaching about your looks. You want to think that a piece of junk from a kook’s shop is gonna help keep ya young, you go right ahead, but your real answer is—”

	“That fan! And that gym!” Evelyn shouted.

	“No, they ain’t!” Dottie shouted back then dialed down her tone.

	“Then how do you explain the wrinkles on my face that disappeared, Dottie. Now they’re coming back!”

	“Creams! You said it yourself, you found a special one in some secret place. Well, maybe it ain’t so special! Find a new one. Or two. Ev, honey, no matter how much we all wanna turn back the clock, the truth is we just can’t.”

	“You think I’m being ridiculous.”

	“You’re not ridiculous. I’d never judge you. You’ve got friends that love you for who you are and wrinkles be damned. Ev, we’re of an age where hucksters have old folks like us in their crosshairs.”

	“Dottie, I don’t want to get old!”

	“You think I do?”

	“But—”

	“No buts! You saw how quick they tore out that gym. They’ll rebuild. You’ll see. Have some hope. Keep the faith, kid.”

	“I still think there’s something to that fan. And when that gym gets rebuilt, I’ll look—”

	“I’m not going to tell you to throw that fan away. I’d be happy to do it for ya, but if you really think— Listen. Get some rest. Don’t forget, you, me and the girls are going to see that George Clooney picture tomorrow. Now, that’s the kind of rejuvenator we all need!”

	“The popcorn’s my treat.”

	“That’s my girl. Chin up. I’ll see you in the morning.”

	Their parting hug had a way of casting a ray of sunshine on a very stormy day.

	At a little before midnight, Evelyn lay awake in her bed with her hands at her neck as she felt for loose skin. Then she heard a rumble of thunder, birthed from a storm cloud that stalked from the west at sixty clicks. She turned her head toward the window, and the last thing she saw was a claw of chain lightning that forked in the distance. Oddly enough, the rain lulled her into such a deep sleep she never did hear the crash of two mature trees just behind where the gym once stood.

	The next morning, she padded into the living room and turned on the fan without so much as a glance at the remains across the street.

	Then she went into the kitchen to see to her breakfast, and the teacup she pulled down from the cupboard slipped from her fingers and ker-smashed on the parquet flooring.

	That brought a couple of choice curse words from her lips.

	When she finally managed to set a cup of tea to steeping, her hand knocked the sugar bowl and sent a white spray across the counter.

	“Goddammit all to hell!” she shouted. “Well, Lord, I’m all yours! Things come in threes, so bring it on!”

	A couple of minutes later with her cuppa finally fixed, she was ensconced in her chair with the fan blowing cool air through her locks.

	She turned the television on, and straight away she put a hand to her forehead and felt for wrinkles.

	But she could only stew for so long. Her sideways glances were a little shy on results, so being a beggar for punishment, she got up out of her chair and looked over at the section of street that looked like a row of teeth with one missing from the inside of a boxer’s mouth. But this time she noticed something different on the site’s hoarding. There was a big white sign with what looked like lots of black lettering on it. Of course, she couldn’t make out the words, but as sure as Monday followed Sunday, she got the idea into her head that it looked like one of those development signs that sprout up on vacant lots. Her jaw opened wide enough, a fly could have flown in and down to her stomach.

	Right away she reached over to her table, grabbed her phone, and punched in familiar numbers.

	“Dottie!” Evelyn shouted after Dottie picked up on the first ring.

	“I’m here! What’s wrong?”

	“There’s a sign on the hoarding at the site,” she crowed and fanned her face so fast you’d have thought she had a mouthful of cayenne pepper.

	“You got a pair of binoculars?”

	“Nope. It’s got to be a development sign, right?”

	“Mmmm. Could be.”

	“Come on, Dottie! Now’s the time for a hefty dose of that never-ending optimism of yours,” Evelyn barked. “Get over here and let’s go take a look. It’s Saturday, so there aren’t workmen there to shoo us away.”

	“I’ll be there with bells on!” Dottie said.

	Minutes later, those two old birds stood at the intersection waiting for the light to change when Dottie said, “Lotta damage from last night’s storm. Must’ve been some wind. There’s tree branches everywhere.”

	“Storm didn’t cool things down much, did it? Oh, hell!”

	“What is it?”

	“I forgot my glasses,” Evelyn said.

	“I brought mine. C’mon, the light’s changed. Let’s see what the sign says.”

	The twosome beetled a diagonal line to the hoarding like they were about to charge the doors at a bingo hall. Dottie’s agility got her to the gate first, and Evelyn brought up the rear as she puffed like a steam engine.

	“Your get-up-and-go out of gas, girl?”

	“Just a twinge in my legs,” she wheezed out with her hands on her hips. “Enough of the sarcasm. Just tell me what the sign says.”

	Dottie put on her glasses and craned her neck as she tried to read all those black capital letters. She managed to read a few words then turned to Evelyn with a partial verdict. “Yep. It’s a development, all right. Good sign, Ev.”
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