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Just Another Monday

​


 


I stepped in the shower and took a few minutes to simply stand
there and let the water wash over me. With eyes closed against the
needling spray, I tilted my face into the stream and mouthed the
words today is the day.

I wasn’t trying to drown myself before
work. The mantra was yet another attempt to finally make good on a
New Year’s resolution to put my life back together. It’d been six
weeks since I’d made that promise to myself, five months since my
life had fallen apart. Ever optimistic, I had approached each
Monday as a new beginning, with a new theory to apply, a new
therapeutic tool to use, and a new method to fix what might wind up
proving to be unfixable.

Nothing had yet to work. I was now
down to positive affirmations and hope.

“Today is the day,” I said
aloud and reached for the shampoo bottle.

I paused, thinking I heard
an alarm somewhere. Poking my head out the shower door, I learned I
was right. An alarm was
blaring. My burglar alarm to be exact.

A bolt of adrenaline shot down my
spine. Being naked and alone when someone breaks into my house was
yet one more thing I was ill equipped to handle.

All too aware of just how
defenseless I was, I shut the shower door and inched back to the
wall. The tiles were jarring cold on my skin despite the steamy
water in front of me. I pressed hard against them anyway, wanting
to get as far from the fogged up door as possible. That
knife-wielding hand silhouette from Psycho played in my memory, which
was weird because I’d never seen the movie.

My imagination didn’t stop there,
though. I could easily envision masked men scurrying through my
house. Looking for what or who I hadn’t a clue, I just knew they
were intent on doing horrible deeds and probably doing them to
me.

I found myself cringing, sliding down,
crunching into a ball waiting for my demise. Then I waited some
more. And still I waited. After a few more minutes waiting, my
shoulders grew tired. I dropped to the floor and sat, straining
only my ears.

The siren continued its shrill yell. I
remained immobile in the shower, listening, until I noticed the
water wasn’t quite as hot as it had been and was coming out colder
and colder.

“Ugh. I just did it
again.” I rolled my head back, bumping it on the tile. “C’mon Lucy.
Today is supposed to be the day!”

I stood and turned the water off.
Wrapped in a towel, I stepped out of the shower, opened the
bathroom door to my bedroom and, of course, no one was there.
Obviously the alarm had scared the person off and I’d wasted all
the hot water behaving like a cornered Chihuahua instead of taking
control of my life. Again.

Inside the bedroom door, I
punched my code in the alarm pad and hit off. The siren quieted.

“Hello!” A man shouted
from downstairs.

I slammed the door and locked it. Then
I realized serial killers probably didn’t shout pleasant greetings
before striking.

“Who’s there?” I
called.

“Officer Stanley Cooper,
with the Atlantic City Police Department!” he yelled
back.

I opened the door and leaned out far
enough to see down the stairs. At the bottom was a familiar face.
Officer Cooper had arrested my son last fall.

“Hi, um, I was in the
shower. I’ll be out in a second,” I said.

He nodded. “We’ll be down here in the
kitchen. Looks like that’s where someone attempted to break
in.”

I let the police do their
thing and inspect my house for evidence while I did my best to get
ready for work, which included extra deodorant. I could hear my
mother psychically nagging me from 1,200 miles away:
You could have at least washed under your arms
while you were sitting there, doing nothing in the
shower.

I pulled my hair back into a curly
ponytail, tugged on a pair of black slacks and buttoned up a white
blouse. In the mirror, I thought I looked drab but also somewhat
utilitarian. Like I was the kind of person who got things done,
solved problems, had her life together.

“Today is the day,” I said
to my reflection. “Today is the day I take life by the horns and
shake some sense into it. Yes. Today is the day, damn
it.”

Downstairs, I served coffee to the
same officer I had yelled at back in September when he had politely
waited for my son to put on his sneakers. I was nicer to him for
this visit and he was even more polite with me.

Someone had definitely broken into my
house. Someone had entered the mudroom door without damaging the
lock, rummaged through the food in the kitchen, and was too lazy to
shut the cabinets when he was done. The only person I could think
of doing that was my soon-to-officially-be ex-husband,
Lester.

“He doesn’t know your
code?” Cooper asked.

“I put in a new alarm
system when he left.”

“Does he have a key?”
Cooper’s partner, Officer Bryant asked.

“No. But it’s entirely
possible I forgot to lock the door last night. I’ve been a little
absent-minded lately.”

“Is he considered
dangerous?” he asked.

“He’s considered stupid.”
I tried to pour myself a cup of coffee, but the pot was
empty.

“Look,” Cooper said. “You
do live in a nice section of AC, but still, no neighborhood here is
nice enough to leave the doors unlocked. You might want to be more
careful in the future.”

“We can’t file this as a
domestic dispute,” Bryant said. “But if you seriously suspect your
ex-, we can call him in to question him.”

​ “Thanks, but I don’t think that’s necessary.” I gathered their
empty cups and put them in the dishwasher. “Lester had our kids for
their first weekend with him. He probably just realized he had
nothing to send to school with my daughter for lunch. She refuses
to eat the school food.”

“Really?”

“Yes. She’s quite the
picky eater.”

“No. I mean do you really
think that’s what he wanted?”

I nodded, which meant I was lying to
the police, something I was pretty sure was supposed to be illegal.
But I didn’t want them getting involved in my divorce battles.
Today was the day I would take charge and handle things for myself.
I would get even with Les.

Bryant frowned at his partner and
stood. “How would you like us to proceed from here?”

“I’ll deal with it,” I
said. “I hope this didn’t take you away from more serious problems
this morning.”

“Serious problems in
Atlantic City?” Cooper laughed. “Never.”

 


 


I called Les from my cell as I sped to work. His line went
directly to voice mail.

“I don’t get it,” I said
after the beep. “Were you hungry? I’m sure you don’t have much to
eat at your place. Your skinny girlfriend probably needs all the
cupboard space for her Diet Coke and cigarettes, right? But was
that really necessary? And you still can’t shut a freaking door,
can you? What the hell is the matter with you?”

And now I was going to be late for
work on a Monday. It was a bad sign that wouldn’t be missed. I’m
the activities director at the Atlantic City Community Center for
Seniors. I’m surrounded by mental health professionals who, while
specializing in the concerns and care of the elderly, were still
trained to perceive late Mondays as a sign of someone with a
weekend drug or alcohol problem. And weekend drug or alcohol
problems often become workweek drug or alcohol problems. Or at
least good fodder for gossip.

I pulled into the parking lot at the
center, found a spot, and whispered my new motto as I ran-walked to
the building. “Today is the day I begin putting my life back
together. Today is the day I get it all in control. Today is the
day I take charge.” I crossed the breezeway, yanked open the
center’s doors, sped through the common area and wound up in
reception a little short of breath.

“Here she is,” the
receptionist Gayle said instead of greeting me. “Lucy,” she waved
her hand toward a man on the other side of her desk. “This is Enzo
Fabian. He said he had an appointment scheduled with you for nine
o’clock.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I
panted. “I had you down for nine fifteen.”

“Regardless, it’s nine
thirty now and I’ve been waiting.” He replaced a brochure on
Internet dating services in the wall rack behind him.

“Yes, again, I am very
sorry. I, uh, had a meeting before work this morning that took
longer than I expected.” I extended my hand. “It’s so nice to meet
you, Mr. Enzo.”

“It’s Fabian.” Ignoring my
hand, he tugged on the ends of his jacket sleeves, one at a time,
before looking at me.

“Well then, call me
Lucy.”

“No, it’s
Mr. Fabian.” He pulled
at the lapels of his jacket.

“Excuse me?”

A snort of laughter came from
Gayle.

“My name is Enzo Fabian,
not Fabian Enzo.” His nonsmiling face assured me he found no humor
in the situation. He was stern and polished: olive skin, slicked
back dark hair with a touch of gray at the temples. He wore shiny
shoes and an almost equally shiny suit. He was a stereotypical
Italian, complete with an I’ve-got-connections squint to his eyes.
New Jersey is full of men who look like that; most of them are of
Irish or Russian descent.

“Once again, I’m sorry
Mr. Fabian.” I
cleared my throat. “Of course. I remember now. We spoke on the
phone last week. Why don’t we go have a seat at my
desk?”

He nodded and followed me through
administration. I did my best to keep my eyes averted from the
die-cut hearts and Cupids taped to everything that didn’t move as I
led him through the maze of cubicles. If it weren’t for Stacey,
from human resources, I would have made it to my desk untainted by
the phony displays of affection. But as I rounded the last corner
she pounced on me and shoved a pink-and-red paper in my
face.

“Only four more days,” she
crooned.

I took the paper and looked at it. It
was an invitation to a singles-only Valentine’s party.

“Shouldn’t this be against
company policy?” I tried to give it back to her.

“Of course not.” She
wouldn’t take it from me. “It’s a personal thing, at my house.
You must come,
Lucy. I’ve got just the man for you-oo!” She ran off before I could
trip her.

I refrained from asking Enzo Fabian if
he had a lighter. Instead, I wadded the paper in a ball and marched
to my cubicle.

“I’m sure there’s fresh
coffee in the break room,” I said. I threw the invitation in the
trash under my desk and picked up my cup. “Could I get you
some?”

“No, thank you.” He sat in
a client chair, crossed his legs and ran a hand down his trouser
shin, smoothing a slight crease, before looking at me
again.

“Okay, right to business
then.” I gave him an acquiescing nod and took my chair behind my
desk. “Judging by appearances, you are not the one in need of our
services, correct?”

“Correct.”

I waited for him to continue. He
didn’t.

“So are you looking here
on behalf of a parent?”

“Yes.” He gave me a
closed-lip smile. “My mother passed away a few months ago and my
father is having a hard time adjusting to living here as a single
man.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.
So they were not local?”

“What do you
mean?”

“Did he move to this
area after her
death? When you said ‘adjusting to living here’ I thought
perhaps—”

“Oh, no. Actually, yes.”
He frowned. “Yes, he moved here...from Philadelphia.”

“I see.” I realized I was
caressing my coffee cup.

“What do you
see?”

“Why you would like him to
join us here.” I pried my fingers from the mug and opened a file
drawer to retrieve the intake forms. “So he could meet people in
the community and perhaps make new friends.”

He paused as if to think about what
I’d said. “Yes, yes, that’s exactly right.”

“Well, joining our center
will certainly encourage him to develop friendships with people
around here as well as help him learn how to live as a single man.”
I tapped the papers on my desk to line up their edges. “I have to
ask though, was it his idea to enroll here, or do you just feel he
is in need of it?”

“Why do you have to
ask?”

“He isn’t here. Often
that’s a sign the senior is unwilling to be a part of our
community.”

“Oh.” He bit his lower
lip. “We didn’t think of that.”

“I’m sorry?”

“We uh, I didn’t realize
that was the normal thing to do.”

“Yes, usually, an
interested senior wants to be part of the whole process of joining.
Are you sure he knows you’re here to enroll him?”

“Yes. He.. uh...he had a
project he needed to take care of this morning. So he sent me
instead.”

“But he’s interested in
what we can do for him?”

“He’s very interested in
you.”

“Me?”

“Your services.” He
re-crossed his legs, smoothing out his trouser shin again. “But
would you be the one working directly with my father?”

“That would depend on what
it is he needs or wants from us.” I found a clipboard on my
credenza. “I mostly preside over group meetings as a facilitator,
but I do substitute whenever I’m needed in the classes.”

“Is that
all you do
here?”

I let the clipboard clack loudly on
the intake forms. “I do quite a bit behind the scenes, Mr. Fabian.
Is there something specific you or your father want from the senior
center?”

“We specifically want to
know who will be working with him.”

“That would depend on
which class or group he chooses to join. I can give you
biographical information on all of our associates.”

“That would be good. Can I
see yours?”

I dropped the clipboard, opened
another file drawer, pulled out the brochure listing the experience
of everyone who works at the center, including me, and handed it to
him in silence.

He looked it over. “Yes, here you are.
Lucinda Womzak. Right. Yes. I think you’re the one.”

“I don’t understand. Is
there something particular you’re looking for? Does your father
have a special need?”

“What do you
mean?”

“I was inquiring as to
whether he was suffering from a professionally diagnosed physical
or psychological disorder.”

“Does he need one to be a
member here?”

“No.”

“I don’t think he has a
problem like that. Can you handle a normal man?”

I sucked in on my lips to keep from
saying I’d yet to meet one. “What would your father like to get
from our center?” I asked after taking a long inhale.

“He would like…safe
companionship. Can you offer that?”

“Safe companionship? I’m
not sure I understand.”

“He needs to find someone
he can be comfortable around, to talk about anything
with.”

“So you think he needs
someone to be his friend, his confidant?”

“Confidant. Yes. That’s
not something you would do is it?”

I leaned back in my chair
and took another long inhale. I couldn’t blame him for not
wanting me near
his dad. I didn’t exactly start off on my most professional footing
with him. However, if he didn’t have such a snobby attitude, I’d
probably be handling the whole meeting better. Also, I’d certainly
be on my game if I’d had a little bit of coffee in my system. But
it was all his fault I didn’t have a fresh cup of the electric
juice in front of me.

I exhaled and instead of taking
another calming inhale, I lost control of my tongue. “I’m not sure
what you’re getting at, Mr. Fabian, but I’ve been working in this
center, dealing with seniors, for more than ten years. I have yet
to lose one. I have yet to accidentally or even intentionally
poison one. I have yet to have one commit suicide on my watch.
I—”

“But will you spend
one-on-one time with my father?”

“Again, that would depend
on what he needs from the center. He may not ever see me here. Now
then—”

“Do you do that
frequently, though? Spend alone time with your clients? Do you try
to get close to them?”

“Often I—”

“How close?” He tilted his
head in such a way that I got what I thought was his point. I
exploded with laughter so hard my belly bounced. He remained
unamused. His eyes were so dark I couldn’t see their pupils. They
were so emotionless it was hard for me to believe the laugh-lines
extending from their corners were well-deserved.

“Forgive me.” I took a
tissue and dabbed my eyes. “It’s been a long time since someone
mistook me for trophy-wife material.” I laughed again and blew my
nose at the idea. Even if I were a hot honey, there’s no way I’d
get back into the dating market on the arm of an over-seventy stud
muffin on Viagra. I pulled myself together and looked the man in
his humorless eyes. “I have no intentions of becoming romantically
involved with any of the seniors here. Now then, has your father
made his move to the area?”

“His what?”

“His move from
Phila—”

“Oh, that.” He ran a
finger along the inside of his shirt collar. “Yes.”

“Good, then perhaps you
could have him complete this paperwork.” I removed the pages from
the clipboard and handed them to him. Ordinarily I like to have the
intake forms completed in person because that tends to make
potential clients more committed to joining. But I couldn’t wait
any longer for coffee. “Send it in and then we’ll arrange for a
tour of the facilities. If he still wishes to join afterward, we’ll
process everything.”

“How long will all that
take?”

“That would depend on him.
When he returns the paper—”

“I could have it to you
tomorrow.”

“He should probably tour
the center, maybe stop in on an open class or two.”

“When do they happen? Do
you have a schedule? Can he do it today?”

In slow motion, I pulled a schedule
from the wall file. Something felt off to me, very off. The whole
meeting with the man was a little off, but it was getting even
further away from the path of normalcy and I was beginning to
suspect it had nothing to do with my clean coffee cup. “Here
is—”

He snatched the printout from my hands
and looked it over.

“As you can see,” I
continued, “there are plenty of group therapy sessions dealing with
grief and life changes. The ones highlighted in yellow are ones I
facilitate. They are open groups, meaning they’re not confidential
and anyone can attend. The other classes, the ones where we teach
seniors to use webcams, or the cooking or hobby classes, might give
you a good idea of exactly how my associates would interact with
your father. And of course depending on his needs, we can arrange
for private, more personal thera—”

“Very good.” He
stood, shoved the papers into his breast pocket, and tugged at the
ends of both sleeves again. I wondered if he had something hidden
inside them. “You will see us soon.” He smiled a smile so bright
and wide that if it were possible, I’d swear he stole it from
someone else.
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​ Is It
Too Early for a Do-Over?

 


 


I headed straight to the break room and poured a cup of sludge
before making a new pot of coffee. Once it was ready and I was
armed with a fresh cup, I was able to summon the courage to face my
e-mail.

The last thing I had read on the
previous Friday was a message from Mona, the center’s Director of
Administrative Operations. It was a confidential memo letting me
know the center’s holdings had taken a hit and we were in dire
financial straits. Our budget gurus were intent on examining
everything we were doing and it was very possible, if we didn’t
find a way to cut costs and increase funding, the place might have
to close its doors before the end of the year.

We were a private organization funded
by a philanthropic donation from a little old lady who literally
hit the jackpot. Her name was Mildred Mae Gold and she took her
lottery winnings in one lump sum, which after taxes left her more
than seventy million in cash. She built a new animal shelter,
funded a stray cat spaying and neutering foundation and, when she
realized she still had plenty of money in the coffers, she decided
to spend it on older people. She said she’d always wished there was
someplace she could go and learn something new or just be around
people her age without having to move into a home. She set up the
foundation for the community center, refusing to have it named
after her as she didn’t want people to think she was vain, and died
a few months later.

Her start-up money went a long way but
not long enough. And now, according to Friday’s e-mail, rather than
appealing to the government for aid and assistance, which would
take away our flexibility in how we ran the place, what we charged,
and what we offered, the center would begin asking for donations
from the general population and we would be upping our membership
fees.

In the interim, I needed to put
together a “sound and reasonable” justification for each group and
class. I would need to prove that we were using the time and skills
of our associates as efficiently as possible. If it should be
discovered that I had “excess staffing measures in occurrence,” I
would need to eliminate the positions involved and merge
activities. I was also to do a census for each class and group to
determine whether we could make changes to raise our
staff-to-senior ratio without upsetting our members. And, if I had
time, maybe I should pray for a miracle.

I sat at my desk with the fresh brew
in hand and read the follow-up Mona had managed to produce that
morning. It wasn’t a retraction. Instead, there were sign-in sheet
attachments I was to use with each group and class, and an Excel
form in which I was to input the group names, member names and
rationale for existing.

I printed a sign-in sheet, made the
sign of the cross over it, and headed to my Monday morning eleven
o’clock group.

 


 


“Why are you taking names, Lucy?” Mr. Schwartz asked. He stood
at the card table where I’d placed the sign-in sheets next to a
bowl of dairy-free, wheat-free cookies. “Who are you going to give
this information to?”

“It’s just for me, Mr.
Schwartz.” I smiled at him as I helped my intern, Rachel, arrange
the chairs in as perfect a circle as we could make it. “I’m trying
to figure out exactly how many people we’re working with in all the
programs we run here to make sure we’re using our time to
your best
advantage.”

“But why do you need
names?” He bent over and inspected the cookies at close
range.

“I thought it would be
easier. The cookies are safe. They are gluten free and wheat
free.”

Satisfied the members would think the
chairs were evenly spaced, thus no one chair was in a more
prominent position, hence more important, than another, I retrieved
my precious coffee cup from my own seat and sat.

“Who else will see these
papers?” Mr. Schwartz picked up a cookie, scrutinized it at close
range and took a sniff. “Why does anyone need to have proof I was
here?” He braved a nibble.

“Actually, no one does. If
you’d like, you may put ‘anonymous’ down on the line,” I said, even
though I knew that now all the attendees would list themselves
as anonymous and
the sheet would be worthless to Mona.

My Monday morning group was an odd
bunch who didn’t fit in anywhere else at the center or anywhere out
in the world. I had slowly pulled them together over the years as I
realized none of them had their own safe place. I believed everyone
needed that one special place where, even if you were not
unconditionally loved by everyone else there, you were
unconditionally accepted. A place where you knew you were safe to
be yourself with no inhibitions. A place where you could say what
you wanted, dress the way you wanted, act in whatever way you were
comfortable and no one would hold it against you—for long anyway.
Most people have that place at home; others find it at work or in
their church and still others get it with their fellow card players
in the casinos. The folks who made up this group didn’t have that
place until I gave it to them.

This group would be the
hardest to justify to people looking to cut economic corners. On
the schedule it was listed as: Misc. from 11:00 until
needed. It had never been clearly defined
for anyone. Nor were any specific goals or themed rationale
routinely applied to it. My only intention every Monday was to give
the members an opportunity to simply be themselves. I was sure
number-minded people would put the group first on the chopping
block to improve the center’s time use. Though I felt it was the
most in need of existing.

Although I never insisted
on a point for our meetings, I always showed up with notes or
discussion ideas covering topics I thought they could use a little
help with. For today’s meeting, I had hoped to encourage them all,
particularly Mrs. Elliot, to be sure to keep their medical
appointments. It had seemed to me that as the winter had
progressed, Mrs. Elliot’s left shoulder had grown noticeably larger
than her right and I knew she had a
hatin’ (as she called it) on her
doctor.

However, inspired by Mona’s memos, I
switched gears. I thought I’d get the group to help me come up with
a name for them. I wanted to see how they viewed themselves and why
they were there. Perhaps their perspective would help me define and
rationalize them on my new reports.

“Hey, Lucy,” Rachel took
her place beside me. “Do you think we can meet sometime?” she
asked. The seniors continued to file in, make a brief stop for
cookies and glance at the sign-in sheets before inspecting the
chairs.

“Of course. Is everything
okay?”

“My parents told me last
night I was going to have to support myself this summer. I need a
real job. I’m hoping you could put in a good word for me. You
always said I would like it here if I’d just give it a
chance.”

“You actually want to work
here?”

She had changed her major from Child
Care and Support Services to Gerontological Social Work right
before interning with us. Recently I had suspected she would go
back to school for engineering.

“Anywhere.”

Given our financial situation, the
center was probably a no-go, but I had a lot of local connections.
I scribbled a note on my steno pad to remember to ask around for
her. “Let’s figure out a good time to talk when there are no ears
around, sound good?”

“Sure,” she said, staring
over my shoulder.

I craned my head around until I heard
something crack in my neck. There, in the doorway, stood Enzo
Fabian with a man who looked older than he, but not quite old
enough to be his father. Nor was there a family resemblance. The
other man was taller and had a bulkier build. His wore a similar
suit, but he was obviously more comfortable in it: Enzo kept
pulling and tugging on his jacket.

It’d been only about an hour since the
man had left my cubicle. He must have immediately gone to get his
friend before returning to the center.

“This isn’t good,” I
muttered, wishing he had taken his time.

“You know them?” Rachel
asked.

“The shorter one is doing
a test run to see if he should sign up his father. Maybe the other
is his brother?”

“They look like extras
from a mob movie. Think they’re packing guns?”

“Maybe, but don’t let
anyone else in here think that.”

I stood to greet them. Enzo gave a
slight, almost imperceptible shake of his head. I returned to my
chair while he and his brother, his hired thug, or whoever the
henchman was, took their places, standing with their backs against
the wall just inside the door.

Really, I should have been happy to
see them. Certainly it would be good for the center to have another
paying customer. And really I would have been happy to see them, if
they had shown up at any other time. This was the worst group
possible they could have picked to observe. I intentionally lost
control of these people every week. It’s one of the things they
needed: a safe, controlled loss of control. Outsiders watching
might not understand. They might even think I was negligent and
incompetent.

“Good morning,” I said to
the group. I received a few grumbled greetings in response. No one
sat. I turned to Rachel and winked.

“So your folks want you to
get a job?” I asked in a loud voice.

“Well, it’s damned time
she supported herself,” Mrs. Elliot plopped her large rear end into
a chair. I eyed up her shoulder. It was still swollen. Mr. Schwartz
slipped into the chair next to her.

“Oh, you poor thing,” Mr.
Hanson scurried over and sat next to Rachel. He put his
magenta-nailed hand on her arm. “I know it can be scary to forge
out into the wilderness. But you are smart, honey, you
can—”

“It’s a parent’s duty to
be sure each child is well equipped for the future,” Mr. Moffat
interrupted with a slight German accent. He sat his very trim,
well-groomed self next to Mr. George, who was on my right. Mrs.
O’Leary, who always wore rain boots despite the weather and never
made eye contact with anyone, quietly sat beside Mr. Hanson and
pulled out her knitting needles and gray yarn.

“Parental duty!” Mr.
Thomas shouted as he sat next to Mrs. O’Leary. “Parental duty.
That’s what’s wrong with America’s youth today.” He wagged his
finger around the circle. “Everyone thinks it’s their parents’ duty
to do everything for them. When I was a child, just out of primary
school, I was supporting myself with a job—”

“Oh were you? Ha!” Mr.
Moffat retorted. “I guess you were lying then when you said you
were recruited by the Phillies just out of primary school.” He
pushed round, wire-rimmed glasses up his nose. “You did
nothing.”

My comment had worked.
Everyone, except Mrs. Dimiccio, had taken a seat in a hurry. The
rule of the room was you could not speak beyond hello until you sat, regardless of
whether you found the perfect chair or how opinionated you were on
the topic. Mrs. Dimiccio, who seldom knew what we were talking
about, always sat last in whatever chair was available as she could
never remember there were no assigned seats.

“We’ll discuss Rachel’s
future at another meeting,” I said. “Today I’d like to talk about
naming our group. After that, maybe we could continue the
discussion we started last week about speaking honestly with our
doctors. I think—”

“I ain’t saying nothing
else to that man,” Mrs. Elliot said.

“I understand,” I replied.
“But doctors are important so we’ll get back to them in a minute.
Right now—”

“There are strangers in
the room!” shouted Mr. Schwartz. He pointed at Enzo and his
friend.

“Actually, they are not
strangers to me.” I straightened in my seat. “They are observing me
in action to evaluate my skills.”

I could tell Mr. Schwartz wasn’t sure
if he believed me. He glanced around the room for support and
almost found it in Mrs. Elliot.

“Who says you ain’t got
skills?” She turned in her chair to shout directly at our visitors.
“She got skills, man! What you think—”

“Mrs. Elliot, thank you,
honestly, thank you,” I said over her shouting. “It’s not whether
or not I have skills, it’s how well I use
them.” I faced Enzo. “Perhaps this is not the
best group for you to observe.”

He wiped dust motes from his arm
before answering. “I think it is,” he said.

“Well then,” I turned back
to my seniors. “If you feel uncomfortable or if there is something
private you wish to discuss with just the group, perhaps you could
hold it off until next week.” I touched Rachel’s arm. “Would you be
kind enough to take some notes?”

“Take notes?” Mr. Schwartz
cried. He gripped his chair as if to keep seated. “Take notes? Why
are you recording what I’m saying?”

“I’m not. Mr. Schwartz,
please. Give me a minute to explain.” I breathed in deeply and
thought about adding a few more minutes to my walk that night so I
could have a cookie. But on the exhale I remembered how they tasted
and changed my mind. “Right now, on the center schedule, this time
slot is marked as miscellaneous. And, aside from being
just not a nice way to describe all of you here, it is a term that
our new computer system is rejecting.” I tried to elbow Rachel
without anyone else seeing. I hate to lie to my seniors, but if I
explained to this group that their place was in danger of going
away from them unless I justified it with facts and figures, the
room would erupt into chaos, paranoia, tears and even fainting
spells. “So, I was hoping we could work on a name for us, and maybe
even a fun acronym.”

“An acro-what?” Mrs.
Dimiccio asked.

“An acronym,” I said
louder. “You know, like PATCO stands for Port Authority Transit
Corporation?” I assumed they were all familiar with the train
system, PATCO, as it was the line that serviced Atlantic
City.

“Port what?” she
asked.

“Port
Authority.”

“Did you go on a cruise?”
Mrs. Dimiccio wanted to know. “I didn’t realize you’d been
gone.”

“I didn’t go anywhere. I
was just trying to give you an example of what I meant. But we
don’t need to use an ac—”

“Well why were you at the
port?”

“I wasn’t. I was just
trying to use an example—”

“Example shmample. Why are
you recording our meeting?” Mr. Schwartz asked again.

“We need a name for our
group.” I explained. “I thought we could brainstorm together and
Rachel could take notes.”

“Oh.” Mr. Schwartz crossed
his arms and frowned into space, presumably thinking up a
name.

There was a lull for a few minutes
until Mrs. O’Leary made a suggestion.

“How about SOS?” she asked
as she knitted the same project she brought each week: a very, very
long, gray swath of something very, very gray and long.

“Sauce?” Rachel asked. “As
in spaghetti sauce?”

“That would be gravy,”
Mrs. Dimiccio said. “You put gravy on spaghetti.”

“No, S–O–S SOS,” Mrs.
O’Leary said. “It could stand for Seniors Out of Sync. We could
also use S-O-O-S, SOOS. I saw a TV show on Out of Sync Children.
That’s what made me think of it.”

“I don’t understand why
people on TV say you put tomato sauce on spaghetti,” Mrs. Dimiccio
said.

“Only people in New Jersey
call it tomato gravy, honey,” Mr. Hanson offered. “Everyone outside
of Jersey calls it tomato sauce.”

“Oh, is that where Lucy
went?” Mrs. Dimiccio asked.

“Yes, yes it was,” I said.
“Good, so there’s a start. S-O-S, SOS. Seniors Out of Sync. Anyone
else have an idea?”

“It’d sound better as Out
of Sync Seniors.” Mr. Thomas tightened his crossed arms, ready for
battle.

“Then that would be O-S-S,
OSS, or O-O-S-S, OOSS,” said Mrs. O’Leary. She turned her long,
gray thing around to knit in the opposite direction.

“Either way, that sounds
nice,” I said. “Any other ideas?”

“Ossssssss. Ooooooosssss,”
purred Mr. Hanson.

“O-S-S?” Mr. Moffat said.
“How underhanded!”

“I don’t understand.” I
looked at him. “What is underhanded?”

“The O-S-S spied on the
Germans,” Mr. Moffat leered at Mr. Thomas. “He’s digging at my race
again.”

“Ossssssss. Ooooooosssss,”
repeated Mr. Hanson in the background.

“I don’t think that’s the
case,” I said. “I’m sure Mr. Thomas was just trying to be helpful.
Does anyone else have a suggestion?”

“Ossssssss. Ooooooosssss,”
continued Mr. Hanson.

“What you wearing under
that blouse?” Mrs. Elliot demanded of him.

Mr. Hanson’s eyes were shut, his lips
puckered as he made the sounds: “Ossssssss.
Ooooooosssss.”

“Mr. Hanson!” Mrs. Elliot
yelled. “Leo!”

“Huh?” His startled legs
jerked and arms flailed.

“Under your blouse!” Mrs.
Elliot shouted. “Is that a black bra?”

“It is.” Mr. Hanson
unbuttoned his shirt. “It’s new. Want to see?”

Mr. Hanson needed to be able to show
off his women’s clothes without anyone making him feel awkward. He
got that from the group. But a quick glance at Enzo Fabian’s
appalled face told me he didn’t realize what was going
on.

“You can’t wear a black
bra under a white blouse,” Mrs. Elliot said. She wasn’t attacking
him. She was in the group because she needed a place where she felt
valued and validated. She was trying to help him.

“Why not?” Mr. Hanson
asked. With his shirt completely open, he arched his back giving us
all a good view of his white chest hairs sprouting over the padded
black bra.

“It’s not right,” Mrs.
Elliot said.

“She’s correct,” Mrs.
O’Leary confirmed. She was there so she could have a place where
she was seen and heard. “You can’t wear a black bra under a white
blouse.”

“But she does,” he said
pointing to Mrs. Elliot.

“Yes. Because I’m black,”
Mrs. Elliot explained. “If I were white, I’d wear a white bra under
a white blouse and you should, too.”

“Actually, dear,” Mrs.
O’Leary corrected with knitting needles clacking. “He should wear a
beige or a tan one under a white shirt.”

“And he should put gravy
on his pasta,” Mrs. Dimiccio added, probably making it quite clear
that she was in the group because she had no idea where else to go
on Monday mornings.

“But I want to wear a
black bra!” Mr. Hanson shouted. “I wanna be a black lady
today.”

“Has anyone ever noticed
how much of your behavior is based on you wanting to be someone you
aren’t?” I offered.

“I’m not that way at all,”
Mr. Moffat replied. “I find I’m perfectly brilliant and
well-rounded. More people should be like me.”

“Perfectly brilliant?
You’re insane!” retorted Mr. Thomas. He and Mr. Moffat argued in
this room because they couldn’t do it at home. They had married
twin sisters. Both were now widowed but stuck in their decades-old
habit of pretending to get along. They let loose only in this room.
“If everyone were more like you, the world would be full of loud,
blathering know-it-alls! The world could do less with—”

“You!” Mr. Moffat charged
back. “The world doesn’t need—”

“You know,” I said loudly,
yet calmly. “I think the world is a beautiful place in that there
are so many different kinds of people. I was just commenting, as I
often see people are unhappy because they wish they were someone
else, or that they were somewhere
else. For example—”

“I wish I were on Broadway
singing right now,” Mr. Hanson said. He broke down and sobbed into
his hands. Mrs. O’Leary dropped her knitting to rub his back with
loud tsk-tsking. “I can sing.” He leaned his head onto her lap, in
dangerous proximity to the points of her needles. “You should hear
me. I should have been on Broadway.”

“Do you realize how
dangerous the streets of New York are, man?” Mr. Schwartz asked.
“You’re lucky you’re here. Sing now. Sing here.”

Perhaps if Enzo Fabian’s father was a
drag queen, or had delusions, or exhibited some other eccentric
behavior, he would realize what he was witnessing. Another peek at
his shocked face, though, assured me I wouldn’t be passing a check
from him to Mona in the near future.

Regardless, I let Mr. Hanson perform
and receive the validation that he was an acceptable member of the
human race that he so desperately needed. He wiped his tears and,
with his shirt still open and bra showing, he stood in the center
of the circle and belted out a tune I’d never heard
before.

He finished on a shaky high note and
buttoned his blouse while we applauded. I glanced over to where the
men were standing and caught Enzo’s backside. He took his jacket
off as he followed the other man out the door. Mr. George said
something as I watched them leave.

Mr. George is one of my favorite
seniors. He’s rumored to be the son of one of the few African
American Prohibition-era bootleggers. He’s always reserved and
nothing ever riles him. Quiet, yet seemingly amused, he’ll sit and
smile a smile that told you he understood more than the rest of us
and that he knew exactly how absurd the world really is.

“Excuse me?” I asked,
bending closer to him while Mr. Thomas and Mr. Moffat argued over
who wrote the song Mr. Hanson sang.

“MOFs,” Mr. George
whispered into my right ear, leaning hard on his cane. “That’s what
we should call ourselves. M-O-F, MOFs.”

“And what would that stand
for?”

“Messed-up Old Fucks.”
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Les didn’t return my call all day. I
was going to try him again as I drove to pick my kids up from high
school that afternoon, but my doctor called me first. I saw the
name of his practice on caller ID and eagerly anticipated bad
news.

“What do you mean there’s
nothing wrong with me?” I asked into my minivan’s Blue Tooth. “How
is that possible?”

“Looks like you take good
care of yourself, Lucy,” he said.

“But I’m sure I have a
thyroid condition. Did you test that?”

“Yes. It tested normal.
Why would you think otherwise?”

“I was on WebMD. I have
all the symptoms.”

“Can I tell you how much I
hate that website? Many conditions share similar
symptoms.”

I pulled up behind a
Toyota in the school’s car line and put the van in park. “You don’t
understand. I have to have a thyroid problem.”

“Have to?”

“Yes! Fixing my thyroid
would fix so many other problems. Don’t you get it? A verified
thyroid condition is a fat woman’s wet dream.” I leaned my head
against the steering wheel while he laughed. “Really, what else
could be wrong with me? What else can you look at?”

“What kind of problems are
you having, Lucy?”

I sat up straight again. “Let’s start
with all the weight I’ve gained. Why is that happening?”

“Actually, you’ve lost
weight since you were here in October.”

“Because my sister has
been forcing me to power walk every night. But I’m still fatter
than I used to be when I never exercised at all.”

“It’s perfectly natural as
a woman ages for her to put on a few extra pounds
and for it to be harder
to lose.”

“You know, that’s an
almost nice way to tell me I’m getting old.”

“You of all people should
know there’s nothing wrong with getting old.”

I huffed a sigh. “Well what about my
hair? Is that from age? It’s coming out by the handfuls. And my
brain! My attention span has shrunk to the size of a
microchip—without giving me the same processing power, mind you.
And it’s getting harder to remember who that woman is I see in the
mirror every morning. According to WebMD, those are all signs and
symptoms of a thyroid problem. How else can you explain
it?”

“Honestly,
Lucy?”

“Only be honest if you
think a lie would hurt me more.”

“You’re overstressed,” he
said with another laugh.

“I know that.” I waited
for him to continue. He was more patient than I. “And?”

“And that’s
it.”

“That can’t be
it.”

“Stress can easily cause
hair loss, weight gain, fatigue—”

“But there’s no cure for
stress!” I shouted. “There’s no pill, no—”

“Yes there is.”

I thought maybe he was on the verge of
prescribing an antianxiety medication and wiggled my rear in my
seat with a new sense of hope. “What is it?”

He paused before answering. “You’ve
been a patient of mine for so many years, I feel I can speak to you
as I would a friend. Can I do that?”

“Again, only if it’s less
painful than the alternative.” I gazed across the roofs of the cars
lined up in front of me wishing I’d never gone to college. People
often assume social workers are immune to ever being anything other
than calm, rational and analytical. As if a degree made you less
human, less emotional. If Dr. Munoz was about to tell me I should
already know how to handle my world falling apart without being
stressed, he might experience firsthand how very wrong he was. He
might get to be an audible witness to me ramming my minivan into
the first unmovable target I could find, which unfortunately meant
the Prius parked in front of me would be trounced by a gas
guzzler.

“I realize there is plenty
going on in your life that you don’t like and you cannot control,”
he said. “However, I know you. In the past you have always been
able to focus on what you could control and on finding the good in
situations. Think back to when I sewed up your daughter’s head
after she’d hit it on the board during a bad dive. Do you remember
what you said to Joy then?”

“I barely remember
lunch.”

“I remember it well
because I thought it was such a perfect piece of advice that I have
rephrased it for many other patients since.”

“What was it?”

“Remember how angry she
was? She was upset because she had messed up the dive, not because
she had hurt herself. You told her the accident was done and over
with. She couldn’t undo it and being angry about it only wasted her
energy. You told her it was time to heal. You said if she insisted
on staying upset and angry about what she couldn’t control and what
had happened in the past, it would only make the trauma last longer
and the healing more difficult.”

“Are you sure I said that?
That seems uncharacteristically wise.”

“Ha! You are wise,” he
said. “And now I think you need to take your own
advice.”

“Taking a pill seems much
easier.”

He laughed again. “I’m so glad you’ve
kept your sense of humor through everything, Lucy. Use it on
yourself. Let go of the past. Make the best of whatever you can
control now and stay focused only on that.”

We clicked off. I was
tempted to call my insurance company to see if I could get a new
doctor, but then I saw my daughter, Joy, emerge from the
school. Today is the
day, I reminded myself.

While the kids were at their dad’s for
their first partial-custody visit the past weekend, I had prepared
a speech that was meant to motivate them into working with me to
fix our family. I had originally planned on being able to say “the
doctor is prescribing a medicine to help get me back to normal so I
can lead us.” Unfortunately, it now looked like I was going to have
to improvise.

It was hard to believe, as I watched
my daughter trudge to the van in a cloud of anger, how we used to
be a happy, positive, and cohesive family unit. I had been one of
the lucky few who had everything a woman could want: a kind, stably
employed and faithful husband, two well-adjusted kids, a lovely
home with a great kitchen, a satisfying job, and even a nice dog in
our yard.

Then one day, the Tuesday after Labor
Day, Les informed me he was leaving me for another woman; Joy
informed me she had called the police on her brother for selling
marijuana; and the groomer called to inform me my dog had been
killed in a freak accident.

Yes, in one day my life turned into a
country and western song and serendipitously, I’d discovered a new
kind of information overload.

Looking back, that was actually a good
day. I was too numb to think and feel. The next day, Wednesday,
when all the emotions and thoughts walloped me, was the worst day
of my life. The following five months were spent in a dazzled state
fighting with lawyers, fighting the juvenile justice system, and
fighting back the tears as my children became increasingly distant
from me. We now seldom spoke and they did their best to leave
whatever room I was in. They didn’t even eat at the kitchen table
with me anymore. I often felt like I was living with two secretive
boarders.

But, that was then. Today
would be the day I reconnected with them. Today would be the day we
re-discovered our loving bond. Today would be the day we begin the
trek back to the life we used to have. I sat taller in the
seat. Today is the day!

Joy opened the van door.

“Hi, pumpkin!” I
squeaked.

“God, Mom.” She climbed in
and sat in the seat behind me. “Do you think you’ll ever get, like,
a real car? It’s so embarrassing having to ride in a minivan all the
time.”

“Seems to me minivans are
popular in the car line at school.”

“Whatever.”

Although I wasn’t looking, I knew
beneath all the black liner, she was rolling her eyes. Joy was once
a bubbly, cheerful, popular and pretty girl; a champion on her high
school swim team. She was now a Goth queen, who swam only on
occasion. The transformation happened the week after Labor Day. Joy
had said her newly dyed black hair, black nails, black lipstick and
swollen, pierced tongue all resulted from her simply being ready
for a change and that it had nothing to do with her dad. Les had
said he believed her. I still thought they were both
lying.

“Where’s Ash?” I asked.
The name Asher is Hebrew for blessed or happy. It was suggested by
my Jewish obstetrician and it seemed like a good idea when I gave
birth to the twins. I was on the receiving end of a multitude of
painkillers that day.

“How would I
know?”

Instead of answering, I thought about
what I’d make for dinner. Joy should have known where her brother
was because they were in the same grade, with the same teachers,
with the same circle of friends, with nearly identical schedules,
and with lockers next to each other. But I couldn’t control what
she thought she knew. So I followed Dr. Munoz’s orders and focused
on what I could control: dinner. I wondered whether I had enough
green pepper at home to make a decent meatloaf.
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