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PROLOGUE
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August 30, 2014

“No! No! Stop!” she screamed. No one heard her. The apartment walls were well-built, almost soundproof. Most of her neighbors—deaf.

The oversized pillow smashed down, covering her face and upper body. 

Fast. So fast. Arms trapped. No air. 

Dizziness. 

Need air. Can’t breathe. Stupid. I’ve been so stupid. 

I should never have moved here.

Blackness.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The First Day at Holy Oak Retirement Village

May 3, 2014

Look with mercy, O God our Father, on all whose increasing years bring them weakness, distress, or isolation. Provide for them homes of dignity and peace; give them understanding helpers, and the willingness to accept help; and, as their strength diminishes, increase their faith and their assurance of your love. This we ask in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

—The Book of Common Prayer

Millie

Millie closed the prayer book and stood to survey her new domain. Sun streamed happily through a bank of windows beyond her sofa. Amazing how the couch had looked so tiny in the TV room back home and yet took up so much space in this new open-plan kitchen/dining/living room. 

If only she’d dared to plunk down money for the Garnet floor plan instead of the Opal. A larger great room would have been nice. But what use is extra space if it makes you run out of money before you die? 

Millie had knowingly placed herself in a granite and faux-wood cage by moving into Holy Oak Retirement Village. The buy-in had eaten up not only the proceeds from the sale of her farm but a good bit of her savings as well. The fee was not refundable. Those dollars were gone. 

The rest of her money was securely invested in bonds and certificates of deposit. Interest from those plus her social security covered Holy Oak’s monthly fees with enough left over for what her father had called “walking around money.” 

Millie was comfortable, at least financially. For the moment. But if anything upset the delicate balance between interest rates and monthly costs, Millie’s goose would be thawed out and ready for the oven. She’d have to start spending the money that produced her income. At that point, it would only be a matter of time before her funds dwindled to zero. 

The Chief Residence Counselor’s description of what would happen if she outlived her savings had given Millie the willies. 

“We’d move you into one of the studio apartments,” the broad-faced Scooter had said. “One of the charity programs would kick in for the monthly bill on that. You probably wouldn’t be in there for very long anyway.”

There were a lot of documents in Millie’s file cabinet with words like “Life Care Community” and “party of the first part” that laid it all out in legalese. Basically, Holy Oak had agreed to take care of Millie—one way or another—for the rest of her life in return for every bit of her money. Nice if you liked living there. Hell if you didn’t. 

Millie’s shoulders sagged. She straightened them. Tried to look on the bright side. Financially trapped or not, at least she wouldn’t be shriveling into a prune all by herself. 

A plethora of potential friends slumped around Holy Oak. The one person Millie knew there, Scooter the Resident Counselor, had jowls so droopy he might easily be mistaken for a resident of the retirement village. But he was not really a friend, just a jumped-up sales agent.

Outside the bank of windows, a woodpecker teased insects from a maple. Millie rubbed her throat. Thought about how Scooter had first presented himself as Steven M. Frankel, avuncular advisor who could be trusted with one’s life savings. By the end of the sales process, he’d morphed into Scooter, best pal who would never steer his close buddy into the wrong retirement center. Who would he turn into next?

Scooter’s position in her new life was neither here nor there. The only person Millie had energy to be concerned about was herself. As of that morning, she was a card-carrying old lady, neatly loaded into apartment F103 of Holy Oak Retirement Village’s Independent Living unit and poised for take-off into the great unknown. 

Moving from a five-bedroom, two-story home nestled at the edge of a commercial tomato-growing operation to a twelve hundred square-foot apartment was going to take some getting used to, to say the least. Even though there was no need for a large kitchen because of the generous meal plan. Particularly if the new place came with an emergency call bell in the bedroom. The plan to move to Holy Oak had been set for years, though. It was her late husband’s way of caring for her from beyond the grave. Millie felt his presence in every detail.

Far from a vague idea to go into “one of those places” upon Cranston’s death, the scheme had been meticulously thought-out. Millie had known for years she needed and could afford an Opal but not a Garnet or a Beryl. Unless, of course, she were to give up the dog, Camille. For Camille, quick access to the outdoors was needed. And that meant a premium-priced ground floor apartment with a patio. No one who knew Camille had any illusions about her bladder control. She’d had a lot of puppies. 

Camille was, as usual at that time of the morning, lying in a perfect down position, her gaze fixed on the handle of the pantry door. Millie felt her heart swell behind her breasts, which sagged uncomfortably at the moment because she’d forgotten to put on a bra that morning. All the excitement and confusion of moving had her flustered. 

“You know that’s where we put the dog biscuits, don’t you, girl?” she said to the Jack Russel Terrier who was at present her only real friend.  

Millie took her no-line trifocals off and rubbed her eyes. Dog biscuits were easy. What she really wanted to know was where the movers had put her denture cleanser.  
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CHAPTER TWO
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Stepping Out

May 3, 2014 (Evening)

Each friend represents a world in us, a world not born until they arrive, and it is only by this meeting that a new world is born.

—Anais Nin

Millie

Millie stepped into the hallway and pulled her door shut. Carpet sculpted to look like rippling water with random beige wavelets stretched into the distance on either side of her. How well would pee stains blend into that stuff if Camille happened to mistake textile for grass the way she’d sometimes done back home? Millie shrugged. All materials at Holy Oak had probably been chosen for stain resistance.

Independent Living wing or not, people old enough to be in a retirement center were likely to have occasional accidents. Just like Camille, although her accidents were not due to her status as a senior canine. The rules about where to pee and where not to had simply never made much sense to her. If a surface was soft and squishy, Camille considered it pee-able. 

The elderly terrier didn’t usually act up when left alone, but this was a new environment containing a sofa freshly upholstered to complement the Opal unit’s color scheme. Its soft squishiness might prove too much for Camille’s weak bladder. Even worse, she could get frightened by some strange, monsterish sound like the air conditioner’s whoosh or a leaf blown against a window. When Camille got scared and realized she was alone, she tended to bark—more of an eerie howl, actually—until someone showed up to take charge of the situation. Howling was fine when the only neighbors were a bunch of tomato plants. It might not be so well-received by the hoity-toities of Holy Oak, though. Millie listened for a moment. No sound came from the apartment. It was a good beginning, but Millie was still apprehensive—there were so many ways for a newcomer to put the wrong foot forward.  

And Millie couldn’t just move away if things turned icky. Cranston had chosen her retirement cell—uh, make that “center”—and Millie would have to live in it, hopefully on good terms with the neighbors. If Camille upset people by howling all the time, Millie would sentence herself to a sort of solitary confinement rather than field complaints about the noise. She would take advantage of the meal delivery dining option every evening. Bingo games and genealogy lectures would be nixed. She would miss out on the active social life described in the Holy Oak brochure. If that happened, it would be a tragedy because social connection was what Millie had given her life savings to find. She’d been so alone back on the farm. Dangerously solitary. The way her father had been at the end of his life.

A soft click came from the door directly across the hall. A small, very wrinkled face with chubby-lidded eyes tilted toward Millie. Liver-spotted hands gripped a walker. 

“Hello! You must be my new neighbor.” A Texas twang. It didn’t go with the Asian features of the woman bent at an agonizing angle over the walker.

“Yes, yes, I just moved in this morning.” 

Red lipstick. Bobbi Brown’s Parisian Red, if Millie’s guess was correct. Upwards of forty dollars a tube last time she’d looked.  

“Scooter told me you were coming. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. He said you’re retired from nursing?” 

Showtime! Millie felt like she was on display, a product for the community to choose or discard. She licked her lips. Noticed the carry bag hanging from the woman’s walker. What kind of old lady accessorizes her tailored pantsuit with a Bud Light walker bag? 

The kind Millie wanted desperately to be friends with. How lucky to find someone with flair when she would have clutched at anyone who floated by in this river of oldsters.

She switched on her hundred-watt smile. She had other smiles, but they were all lower wattage. This situation called for full power, though.  “He’s right. I was a nurse.” 

“I know your name—Millie Macone, isn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s it. And you’re...” 

The name tag on the door behind the woman read Liang Hoskins.

“Most people call me Lee Ann, but it’s really Liang. Chinese American if you couldn’t tell.” 

Liang batted her lashes. When she lowered her head, a thick, ash-colored bob swished along her jawline. “Hoskins is my married name. Loo—that was my husband—was Chinese also.”

Cool air floated down from an unseen vent. A man plodded by, shrugging into a golf vest as he walked. Millie rubbed her upper arms while Liang chattered. “The customs officer who let his people in umpteen jillion years ago got hold of Hao Seong and butchered it into Hoskins.”

“That happened a lot, I think.”

Liang sighed. “So tragic. To go from being practically the emperor’s right-hand man to being some flunky called Hoskins!” She shook her head. 

The scent of pork chops wafted down the corridor. Millie’s stomach rumbled. She turned slightly, hoping to encourage Liang to shuffle along the hall with her. Momentum might carry them through an entire meal together. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Let us Break Bread Together

May 3, 2014 (A Few Minutes Later)

Let us break bread together on our knees

When I fall on my knees

With my face to the rising sun

O Lord, have mercy on me.

—African American Spiritual

Millie

Liang crept toward the dining area at a pace that seemed designed to bring them into the vicinity of the pork chops around midnight. She gave a detailed account of two generations of the Hao family before they reached the library. 

Saddled with two arthritic knees and a stiff ankle, Millie couldn’t go much faster herself, although she liked to think she could run circles around a person using a walker. Near the mail room, Millie managed to steer the conversation back to present-day America and was able to learn that Liang had been a nurse herself, an ICU director. She’d hated the job. 

“Trying to find enough nurses to fill three ICU shifts would drive most people to drink.” That drawl again. Millie loved it. 

“I hear you on that. I was night supervisor at AnHealth for years. I think we were fully staffed on every unit maybe twice in all that time.”

Millie usually told people she’d loved working as a night nursing supervisor. They might think less of her if they found out her true feelings. The way she’d wavered at the slightest hint of opposition. The agonizing knowledge that whatever her decision, somebody would be angry about it. 

Liang’s smile went all the way to her soft brown eyes. It made her look like a person who could be trusted with something more than nicey-nicey small-talk.

Millie took a deep breath. “I really wasn’t qualified for the job.” 

“But surely they checked your credentials before turning you loose on an unsuspecting public?” 

“Oh, I had all the right initials after my name. It’s just that I’d rather wrestle an eel than make somebody mad.”

“And everybody’s always mad at the nursing supervisor.”

“Exactly.”

It was nice, talking to someone who understood what she’d been through. If you can’t be your real self with your companions in death’s waiting area, you are not in the right retirement center.

“What made you decide to retire?” Liang asked.

“I wanted peace. Weeks and weeks where I don’t decide anything bigger than what to eat. Time with friends.”

“Nice set of goals, those.”

Tennis balls on the walker’s front feet swished softly as Liang pushed it along in front of her.

Millie’s knees hurt. 

“How’d you get up the gumption to finally move in here?” Liang asked.

“I realized I wasn’t safe driving anymore. Big problem if you live on a farm like I did.”

The walker clanked as it hit the tile floor in front of the library.

“Not much Ubering to be had out there, I bet.”

“Not much, no. Plus, I ran out of people to talk to. Once I couldn’t get around anymore.”

Soft chatter and the clink of silverware on ceramic drifted from the restaurant ahead.

Liang grinned. “They didn’t flock out to your place in droves?”

“I thought people would offer to drive me to church. But I ended up watching services online and got rides to exactly zero movie nights or potluck suppers.” Millie sighed. “To be fair, most of the people I was close to are either dead or can’t handle the forty-five-minute drive out to my house.”

“Living so far out, how in the world did you get groceries without a car?”

“That was a problem. I paid one of the farm hands extra to drive me to the store once a month.”

A man, morbidly obese, shuffled past them with a blank look in his eyes and a loop of rope dangling from his back pocket like an off-center tail. 

“Unbeknownst to me, he was a drinker. About the second time I had to roust him out of the Hoot ‘N Holler bar to drive me home from Walmart, I knew my time on the farm was up. And here I am.” 

Liang grinned. “And here we are at Bentley’s about to eat some of the best groceries around.”

Bentley’s Grill, the main dining room, was called that to distinguish it from the neighboring food service area, The Taproom, which was actually just a walk-up counter in the front of Bentkley’s that served mostly burgers, fries, and deli sandwiches. 

Once you got past the walk-up counter, Bentley’s was about as far from a nursing home cafeteria as a dining establishment could get without attracting an under-fifty-five crowd. Reservations were required, usually with a three-day wait. Luckily, Millie’s name was on the roster even though it was her first full day at Holy Oak. Scooter had set that up for her when he scheduled her move-in. 

A maître d—with pimples peeping through a scraggly goatee in a way that made Millie want to cry for all the teenage angst in the world—checked his computer before guiding Millie and Liang across an expanse of non-slip flooring. They settled in at a table butted up to a soaring glass wall beyond which flames danced in a firepit. Millie jumped a little when the wind pushed one of those flames toward her. Somebody needs to turn the gas down on that thing, she thought. Beyond the roof of F building, where her apartment was, clouds glowered.

Inside Bentley’s, jazz burbled from a sound system so realistic that people touring the facility often peeked around corners in search of the nonexistent live band. Millie had done so herself the first time she experienced the magnificence that was Bentley’s. Two chefs clanged skillets and slammed oven doors in a show kitchen opposite the windows.

The restaurant slowly filled with old people, some in wheelchairs, others bent over walkers like Liang. A few walked without any kind of aid. Everyone was dressed as if for an evening at the theater. Jewels sparkled at withered throats and drooping ear lobes. 

Millie straightened her blouse, then pulled her attention away from the well-dressed throng to find out more about Liang. “How did you get that Texas twang?” she asked.

“Born and raised in Sweetwater, Texas,” Liang told her between sips of sweet tea. 

“What’s a girl from Sweetwater doing in Greenville, South Carolina?”

Liang laughed. “I came by way of New Jersey.” 

Millie sipped tea while watching a scrub-suited care attendant wheel an immense man to a table. She envied Liang’s peripatetic life. Millie had never left the upstate, except for occasional Myrtle Beach vacations. “I thought I detected a little bit of a Yankee accent in there with that Texas drawl.”

“I guess there’s some of everything in my voice. Except Chinese. I’ve never even heard that spoken except on TV.” 

“Okay, now I have to know your story. Dish.”

Liang took a big swig of tea. “I went to nursing school in Abilene. During finals week of my last semester, I got called into the dean’s office.”

“Trouble?” 

“Kind of. I’d been joking—a lot—about one of the professors being sweet on a student.” 

Millie’s eyebrows rose and almost quivered, like antennae probing the air for information. She stayed quiet so Liang would keep talking.

“Turns out I’d stumbled onto the truth.” Liang ran her butter knife along the edge of her napkin. “Marriages broke up. I nearly got expelled.” 

Liang chuckled. “There was this recruitment poster on the wall in the dean’s waiting area. It had a picture of a beach in Atlantic City—"

A dead ringer for the actor Keanu Reeves pushed a stick-thin woman’s wheelchair past their table. Liang nodded at the man. “Melonhead,” she said.

The Reeves look-alike inclined his head without missing a step. “Ms. Hoskins.” 

Millie twisted the diamond stud in her left earlobe. A carved watermelon glistened on the salad bar. Surely Liang had not called the man a melon. “Did you say Melonhead?” 

“Something like that.”

“He lets you call him Melonhead?”

“I just can’t pronounce his real name. It’s some Thai thing about twenty syllables long. Melonhead is as close as this Texas gal can get.”

Millie cleared her throat. She glanced at the watermelon sweating on the buffet. Melonhead sounded wrong to her. Like something that would ruin your political career if you had one. She wondered if she should confront Liang about it but decided not to go off half-cocked. Her dad had always scolded her about that. Maybe it wasn’t too late to take his advice. She said, “I guess you’re pretty good friends with this melon person or he wouldn’t put up with a name like that” instead of “That is a man, not a food item” which is what she wanted to say.

Liang frowned despite Millie’s effort to be inoffensive. She drew her head back as if Millie had said something slightly off color. “Not particularly friendly. No. He’s a caregiver. Private duty.”

Had Millie ruined things already? Millie tried to realign herself with Liang by saying, “I know the breed. Puts in four hours here, four hours there?”

A nod from Liang. “He doesn’t even work here, really. He’s just some kind of private contractor.”

“Helps with baths? Pushes wheelchairs?”

“Among other things. I think he acts as a sort of companion for some of the ones on the verge of needing memory care.” Liang coughed. “When he’s not wandering the halls trying to get people to hire him.”

Across the room, Melonhead adjusted his trousers before sitting next to his client. His pockets bulged unattractively.

Millie moved her teaspoon to make it line up perfectly with Liang’s across the table. Stared at the oak leaf pattern embossed on the handle. She had the lay of the land now. Liang wasn’t friends with Melonhead. She just felt safe mistreating him because he was a low-level aide. A courageous person would have called Liang out on it right there. But Millie couldn’t risk reversing her first tentative steps toward fitting in, not even to stand up for someone so boyishly handsome.

She changed the subject instead. 

“How about children?”

Liang had just one son, Tom, an assistant DA in Nolan County, back in Texas. Not married. No children.  “He’s what we used to call a confirmed bachelor,” Liang said. 

The two women’s eyes met. 

Liang glanced toward the firepit. “He does have a male roommate.” 

Male roommate, indeed. A younger person would have just said the word. Gay.

A fly landed on Millie’s waterglass. Its emerald back shimmered before Millie brushed the tiny being away. How was it that in the deep South, being gay still raised eyebrows? Even in 2014. Millie couldn’t figure it out. She was thrilled, though, to be trusted with knowledge of Liang’s son’s gayness so soon after meeting. Maybe she hadn’t blown things so badly after all.

Liang asked about Millie’s family. 

Basically, Millie didn’t have any. She’d been an only child, was an orphan now; most people were at age seventy-two. No children, only scattered cousins of the once removed variety whose names she barely remembered. 

Millie shook herself as if coming out of a cold bath. Noticed a faint stain on the snowy tablecloth. Her birth family was a sore spot. Better to talk about the husband who’d been the light of her life. “My husband, Cranston, was a financial planner back in Due West.”

Liang looked up from the menu in front of her. “Doesn’t seem like there’d be many people in Due West with finances enough to need planning.”

Millie felt her cheeks flush. “There weren’t. Cranston moonlighted as a farmer, grew vegetables. Wholesaled them to places like Walmart.” She studied her menu.

“That’s some moonlighting job.”

Millie shrugged. Beyond the window, the firepit’s flames billowed out to one side. She’d always stuck to the moonlighting fiction to please Cranston. But you don’t make friends by feeding people falsehoods. And Cranston wasn’t around anymore. “Farming was his real job. He only ever did financial planning for us and about two other people.” 

A figure towered over them. Scooter, the Chief Residence Counselor who’d sold Millie on Holy Oak. He pulled a chair up to their table for two and down he plopped.  “Girls, I hope I’m not interrupting you.”

Liang narrowed her eyes. Frowned. “Well, as a matter of fact—” 

Scooter turned toward Millie. “I just want to welcome our newest Holy Oak resident.” 

The waitress approached. Scooter ordered beef tips. Millie and Liang opted for the chicken.

Scooter was an experienced salesman. You could get through an entire afternoon with him simply by nodding appreciatively while he went on about the glorious paradise called Holy Oak Retirement Village. 

Millie had heard the whole spiel before. She nodded at all the right spots without even thinking. Why was Scooter pitching someone who had almost memorized his sales talk? Habit, maybe? He sounded like a farmhand from All Creatures Great and Small gentling an old cow into the knacker’s van.

Millie took a deep breath. Watched Scooter’s jaw move. Old cow about to be killed, indeed! Now was not the time to contemplate her own passing. She wasn’t afraid of death, exactly. But she wanted to consider it on her own terms, like during church or with a glass of wine at sunset. Not at supper. Better to think about something else. Scooter’s looks maybe.

Scooter had an odd face. His head wasn’t that big. Why did it seem like something was out of kilter in that area? His features—mouth, nose, and eyes—were small. Like child-sized. And they were very close together. Scooter’s face bothered Millie. It reminded her of Henry VIII. She, of course, had never actually seen Henry VIII. But she’d seen paintings of him and she hadn’t liked his face at all.

Finally, the meal ended. Scooter left, but not before reminding Millie to try out the Wednesday morning pottery class. 

In the process of getting up from the table, Liang made a wide turn with her walker just as Melonhead swung his client’s wheelchair around to avoid a bald man. The wheelchair came to a halt in front of Millie, its front wheel inches from her Vionics sandal.

Liang let out a rueful chuckle. “I guess I’d better introduce my friend here before you run her over with that thing, Melonhead. This is Millie Macone. Millie, this is Melonhead and—” Liang gestured toward the woman in the wheelchair, “Willa Wickersham.”

Willa drooled, her eyes unfocused. Millie bent down and patted her hand, then straightened up to face the person Liang called Melonhead. The name grated on Millie. She did not like it. Calling people fruit could be hurtful. But criticizing Liang on the very first day of their friendship didn’t seem like a real good idea. Millie decided to lead by example. 

“Surely that cannot be your real name,” she said, smiling encouragingly. The poor guy was probably intimidated by Liang. Millie hoped he would see she was on his side. She also hoped Liang would sense Millie’s strong support for her. The two were not incompatible, were they? She would figure all that out later. Right now, she just wanted to stand up for what was right while not making anybody mad.

Melonhead told her his real name. It did sound like Melonhead.

Millie cleared her throat. She examined the caregiver’s face with its slightly upturned eyes and perfect lips. Tried her best to imitate the sounds that had just come from those lips and failed utterly.

“Just call me Melonhead. Everyone else here is doing this.” He glared at Liang for a moment and then trundled toward the open area in front of Bentley’s, pushing his patient in front of him like a load of firewood in a wheelbarrow. 

Millie turned toward Liang. “That went well.”

“I told you his name is impossible. Melonhead is as close as anybody around here can get.” 

Millie bit at a flake of skin on her lower lip. The chefs’ hats bobbed as they chopped and stirred. Good thing she’d had the sense to stay off her high horse with Liang about the poor guy’s name. It really was unpronounceable. Maybe she should introduce another topic. Something with less syllables. 

“Why did Scooter do that?” Millie asked. “Sit with us, I mean. Doesn’t he want to go home after being in this place all day?”

Liang sighed. 

“He eats with one or another of us just about every night. I think it’s because he can charge his meal to the marketing department if he sits with a resident or somebody he’s trying to sell on this place.”

“You’d think they could pay him enough to buy food. The buy-ins on some of these apartments are unbelievable. And the monthly fees! Surely, they spend some of that money on salaries.”

“I don’t know. They must pay okay—you don’t see any of the others trying to cadge meals. That other resident counselor—that little Britney—is always out of here like a shot. I saw her getting into her car at two thirty yesterday.”

“Sounds like maybe she had to pick up kids from school.”

“Yeah, she does have a couple of boys. I’ve seen them trailing after her sometimes in the afternoon. She looked upset that day, though. Maybe one of the kids was sick.”

Millie’s knee hurt. She moved closer to the wall and grabbed hold of the handrail concealed in some strategically placed, very decorative molding. Using the handrail made her feel old, but she had to get some weight off that knee. 

“Doesn’t Scooter want to go home to his family?” she asked. “Maybe he’s like this surgeon I knew who kept making up excuses so he could sleep in the doctor’s lounge to get away from his wife. They got divorced right quick after he started doing that.”

Liang stopped walking and turned her head toward Millie.  “I don’t think he has anybody to go home to. His wife died a couple of months ago. Some kind of cancer that took forever.”

Oh, that was bad. She hadn’t even known Scooter had a wife and now here one was, dead. Poor guy, I should have listened to him instead of thinking about his Henry VIII face.
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New Territory

May 26, 2014

Biscuit, biscuit, sniffing out a biscuit!

Biscuit for me

Biscuit for me. 

Mom says, “Sit” and I get a biscuit!

Biscuit for me

Biscuit for me.

—Camille Macone

Camille

It took only a few days for Camille to decide the new place was okay.  She had no idea why her mom had brought her there, but a dog goes where her human goes—that’s one of the rules of dogdom.

The new territory had lots of windows with low sills. A dog could step right outside if that hard clear stuff wasn’t in the way. That would be even better than Camille’s doggie door back home. There’d been only one of those but the whole back wall of this place was covered with windows. Camille had already seen a whole bunch of squirrels and a four-dog pack through the big windows. 

Camille’s exquisite sense of smell told her those dogs were well-fed and not frightened. It would be good to play with them and maybe join their pack. The squirrels smelled fat, juicy, and stupid. Camille planned to eat them as soon as she got a chance. 

There was a bad odor in the new territory, too. A frightening one. Not a coyote. A human. It was the smell of a human turned predator. 

Camille vowed to keep that one away from her mom.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Friends Appear (and Disappear)

May 27, 2014

Let today be the day you speak only the good you know of other people and encourage others to do the same.

–Steve Maraboli

Millie

Spring in upstate South Carolina means cool mornings although it can get hot by lunchtime. That’s why, in the three weeks she’d been at Holy Oak, Millie had taken to strolling with Camille over to the dog play area before breakfast. A hard rain this particular morning had delayed her outing until almost noon. Now, the whole outdoors felt like a sauna. Sweat ran down Millie’s neck and her blouse was damp by the time she opened the chain-link gate. 

She slipped the lead off Camille and sank with a loud “Whew” onto a wrought-iron bench near a sign that said, “Holy Oak Dog Park.  Resident Dogs Only. No Golf.” Somebody had scratched “Brad!” into the paint at the bottom of the sign so that it read, “No golf, Brad!” 

A lanky, athletic-looking man waved from the other end of the bench. Sunlight glinted from a chunky watch on his left wrist. Warren Billingsley, lone male in the troupe of early-rising dog owners Millie was becoming a part of.

Millie returned his greeting with a nod. A faint whiff of Moroccan Neroli aftershave hung in the air.

Beyond a small expanse of grass, Liang fumbled with a button on the water fountain while her schnauzer, Boron, sniffed at the ground near her walker.

Warren half stood. “Boy! Quit peeing on that bench,” he yelled in the direction of a medium sized mutt with dark, wiry hair gone gray around the muzzle. The dog did not look at Warren but finished urinating and trotted over to a huge oak that shaded most of the dog play yard. 

A painfully thin woman with shoulder-length white hair approached. High cheekbones gave her a Slavic look. Her eyes, deep set and dark, had a witchy glint that wasn’t exactly pleasant. An oversized half-moon pendant dangling from her neck didn’t do anything to cut down on the occult vibe. This was Tosca, relatively new to Holy Oak but already the diva of the morning dog-park group. 

She had such a dark aura that Millie wondered if she might belong to some kind of Pagan worship coven thing, the kind where they leave mutilated carcasses of farm animals lying around. Or was it aliens who did that? Whatever. Tosca looked more like a witch than an alien. Millie tried to remember if there’d been anything in the Greenville News about satanic cults around Holy Oak. She couldn’t recall any articles about it. That might be because most mornings, she skipped the news section and went straight to the crossword, though. 

“Tosca,” Warren said. The pair held their gaze for a few seconds before Warren continued. “How are things over in C-building?” 

C-building was one of the original Holy Oak housing units. It was part of the Independent Living section, but the apartments were older, the floor plans cramped, the closet space abysmal. Most C residents had been there since before F building was even a twinkle in the administrator’s eye. As those original residents filtered out to funeral homes or Assisted Living, their apartments were renovated with granite countertops and new flooring that looked like wood. But nothing could be done about the closets. 

Even with the facelifts, C units weren’t exactly selling like hotcakes. There were deals to be had there but only people with a need to economize took them. After only three weeks at Holy Oak, Millie was already aware that a C-building unit was kind of like a C-class Mercedes; lots of prestige out on the street, but nothing to crow about back at the dealership. 

Tosca brushed some dog hair off her tunic top before sidling into the shade near the bench. “Things are fine over there, I guess.” She shrugged and looked at Millie. “I don’t really spend enough time there to know much about it. I’m usually out and about.”

Tosca waved at a woman with a large belly and skinny legs who was clipping a leash to her Schipperke’s collar. “Oh, there’s Kathleen!” 

Another flap of Tosca’s withered and bony hand. “Come over here and say hi to Millie.” 

Kathleen was more of an associate of the group than a full member. Because of an addiction to sleeping late and a husband in Skilled Nursing, she didn’t often make it to the dog park before it got too hot for much more than a quick potty break. 

Kathleen shuffled over, the reluctant Schipperke towed along on an Outward Hound leash. With a dowager’s hump the size of New Orleans and that apple belly, she looked a little like Humpty Dumpty. Tight black pants and white blouse emphasized the eggy look that day.

Millie managed to return Kathleen’s gruff “Hey” without saying anything about the storybook character, but it wasn’t easy. 

Apparently, Tosca didn’t have Millie’s self-control. “Why are you dressed like that? Those pants make you look like Humpty Dumpty.”

Kathleen’s already small eyes narrowed to slits behind her bifocals. “Humpty Dumpty? This entire outfit was in the window at Dillard’s Department Store just yesterday. Looked elegant on the mannequin. Saleslady said I look a lot like that mannequin. Bought the whole outfit.”

Tosca snorted and opened her mouth. It seemed like she might have been about to compare the mannequin’s shape to Kathleen’s. 

Warren took a couple of steps forward, adroitly placing himself between the two women. This was obviously not his first attempt at corralling them. 

He took Kathleen’s hand and kissed it. “So, where are you headed this fine morning, my lady?”  

Kathleen giggled and tilted her head to the left.  “Off to see about Melba Whitover. Didn’t show up at Ballon Animal Construction class. We were planning to give her all the elephant ones. To celebrate. Sweet thing turns eighty-five this month. Loves elephants.”

She waved an old-fashioned flip phone in Warren’s direction. “Not answering. On my way to knock on her door.”

Tosca shuffled toward Kathleen and sneered. “Melba’s at Whole Foods. I saw her in the hall this morning. She was on her way to get some of that organic ice milk she likes.”

Liang crept up, making slow progress across the less-than-level ground. Finally, she parked her walker and sat on a little seat that folded down from behind the Bud Light bag. 

Millie’s knees ached. She thought about getting a walker. It would be handy to have one that converted to a chair like that.

Liang gestured toward Kathleen’s outfit. “Are you going to a costume party, dear?” 

Kathleen shook her head. Her eyes were very narrow. “Have to check on Melba. You people are something else.” 

She stalked off, muttering about paying top dollar for an outfit just to be called Humpty Dumpty before it had ever even visited the dry cleaner.

Tosca waggled a sparkly red leash. “I better get my Chloe and take off. Melba could have fallen or something. If she’s hurt, they’ll probably want me to ride in the ambulance with her.” 

She hurried off in the direction of the dogs playing in the big oak’s shade.

Millie said, “But isn’t this Melba person at Whole Foods?”

Warren drew his lower lip into his mouth. Kicked the dirt. “She could be home by now. Maybe she slipped bringing in her groceries. Tosca is very helpful. If there’s the slightest chance someone might need her—”

Liang looked up at Millie. “He means Tosca loves excitement. If there’s the slightest chance of an ambulance ride, she’s on it. It’s like watching a tiger bring down a sick buffalo.”

Warren made his left hand into a fist. He put the right hand up in a halt gesture. “Liang. Let today be the day you speak only the good you know of other people—"

Liang rolled her eyes.  “I’m immune to your preachy quotes, Mr. Professor.”

She turned away from Warren and winked at Millie. “He taught English Literature over at Wofford College for way too many years. It’s driven the boy a little crazy.”

Warren cleared his throat. “Might I suggest we step over to C-Building and see the lovely Miss Tosca in action?”

He looked at Millie. “That way you can judge for yourself whether she’s a concerned neighbor or a wild animal slavering over a little excitement.”

––––––––
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A SHORT BUT SWEATY walk later, inside the cool air of C-building, they found Kathleen pacing in front of a door marked C-109.

“Knocked. Three times now. No answer,” Kathleen looked worried.

Liang’s walker slid to a stop, leaving a streak on the glowing faux-pine floor. She unfolded the seat and dropped onto it with a grunt. “Have you called for help?”

Below painted-on brows, Kathleen’s eyes drew into slits once more. She pursed her lips. “Somebody from admin is on the way.” 

Warren leaned against the wall next to the door. 

Tosca tried the knob. Shook her head when it didn’t turn. “I just hope they don’t send Scooter. That boy is about as useful as tits on a boar hog.”

The shuffle of loafers on faux pine. Scooter strode toward them, a smile rapidly dying on his lips. “I seem to have arrived at the perfect moment.”

Tosca examined her nails. “Don’t sneak up on people and you won’t hear things about boar hogs, young man.” 

Scooter bared yellowish teeth in a playful snarl. He did look a little like a wild pig. If such creatures had tiny mouths. Which they don’t.

Tosca shrugged.

Scooter pulled a keycard from the front pocket of his khakis. 

“I already tried her cell,” Kathleen said.

He rapped on the door, waited a few seconds, then opened it. He turned to face the group. “I’m going in to check on her now. I’m supposed to prop the door open so emergency services can get in fast if they need to.” He glowered at them. “Can I trust you guys to stay out here? Because you are not allowed inside Melba’s apartment without her permission.”

Nods all around. 

“Okay, then.”

Camille sat. Millie gave her a Bil-Jac liver treat.

Chloe tugged the red leash taut. Her head pointed at the open door. 

“Sit, Chloe,” Tosca said. 

Instead of sitting, the dog lunged toward Melba’s apartment. 

Tosca sighed. She looked at Warren. 

Warren gave a slight nod.

Liang stood and prepared her walker for walking.

Tosca dropped Chloe’s leash.

The dog dashed through the open door.

“Chloe!” Tosca’s shout was decidedly halfhearted as she stepped through the open door.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Mayhem Senior Style:
Holy Oak Village

Elnora Lowlands





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





