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It’s all about family, Angie tells the Greens. An elderly dementia patient can experience significant anxiety on their bad days. Love and support go a long way. The staff at Lindell is wonderful, in fact, they were given an award by the National Alzheimer’s association just last year for their work in memory care. She assures them that their mother will get the best of everything. They’re welcome to walk through the nursing wing, ask questions, and even chat with a couple of residents who still have a good grasp on things. Angie can tell them who fits that description—if they’d like.

Dan Green has the sour look of someone who is about to part with a lot of money—not his money, his mother’s, but he’s managing it for her. Angie assumes it’s a sizable estate. Lorna Green and her husband, Joseph, owned a chain of grocery stores across the Southern Tier, the biggest of which was in Binghamton. Most people at Lindell are retired professors from Dunston University. Some, like Lorna Green, are business owners. It’s a liberal community, solidly Democratic; yet, when asked how many other Jewish residents there are, Angie comes up short.

She returns to the idea of family engagement, and Dan Green says they won’t have a lot of time for that. One daughter is heading off for college; another is getting married; the third is expecting a baby; and their son is pursuing his PhD in Physics at Princeton.

“Well, that’s certainly a beautifully full plate, isn’t it?” Angie asks, her voice light, and full of warmth and love for her fellow man. In fact, she thinks Dan Green’s probably a jerk, not because of his curt manner, but because his wife looks all used up. Angie knows that look. She’s seen it on the faces of her clients before she joined Lindell, when she wanted to use her Master’s in Social Work to save women from the abuse that comes from making bad choices about men. As Dan goes through the paperwork Angie gave him, Debbie Delaney comes to mind with her front teeth knocked out; her right eye swollen shut; a bruise the size of a baseball on her cheek; her two children sitting on the floor, playing with a headless doll and stuffed cat. Debbie went back to her husband when he got released, saying it was her fault; she’d made him mad; she didn’t follow the rules. Angie can’t quite see Dan as a wife-beater, but he’s overbearing and probably selfish in bed.

This thought causes her to flush. She’s sure they’ll notice. Maybe they’ll think she’s having a hot flash. She’s only 34 but might look older. If so, she doesn’t mind. It’s probably an advantage in her line of work. She made the mistake of mentioning this once to her mother, who was appalled. At 55, her mother could pass for ten years younger. Angie wishes she’d inherited her genes. Instead, she got her father’s blond hair and gray eyes; her mother is a brunette. Nor are they built alike. Her mother is petite; Angie wears a size 16, and her therapist discourages her to dwell on this. It’s hard on her self-esteem.

Dan Green wants to know how soon his mother can move in. Angie consults the spreadsheet on her computer. There’s a vacancy now; the previous resident passed away just last week; the room just needs a fresh coat of paint.

Her cell phone buzzes on her desk.

“Excuse me just a moment,” Angie says. She looks at the phone. There’s a message from Matt. Why couldn’t he have called her last night, when she was at loose ends and really wanted to hear his voice?

“What color?” Sophie Green asks. 

“I’m sorry?” Angie says.

“For the room. The paint.”

“Yes, of course. We offer a choice of seafoam green, sea breeze blue, pale daffodil, or pearl gray,” Angie says and hands her four small paint cards bearing the hues she’s just named.

“What’s wrong with white?” Dan Green asks.

“Too antiseptic. She needs color. Color is very important. It nurtures the soul,” Sophie says.

At this Dan turns a withering gaze on his wife, who meets his eye for just a moment, before looking down at the cards in her lap.

“I couldn’t agree more. Color is crucial. Our paints are very carefully selected to be warm and inviting,” Angie says.

Dan looks crossly at Angie, then returns to the forms he’ll have to fill out for his mother to be admitted.

A few minutes later Angie’s phone buzzes again, and again she takes a quick look. This time it’s a text from her younger brother, Timothy. 

“What does this mean, ‘if a resident should decease before the end of any given month, no pro-rated fee for that month will be refunded on his or her behalf?’” Dan asks.

“Well, the rent is due on the first of the month—”

“With a five day grace period.”

“Yes, that’s correct. As I was saying, the rent is due on the first, and if your mother, or any resident, were to pass away any time during that month, you don’t receive a pro-rated refund for the portion of the month the room is not occupied.”

“What a racket.”

“Mr. Green, I’m sure if you—” Angie stops when her phone buzzes a third time.

“Are we keeping you from something?” Dan asks.

Angie silences the phone and puts it in her desk drawer.

She says the no-refund policy is standard for retirement communities and nursing homes. They’re welcome to explore other options. In fact, she encourages all families of prospective residents to do just that.

“Hm,” Dan says.

“Miss Dugan didn’t write the rules, Dan,” Sophie says.

“Please, call me Angie.”

She talks about the fitness center, the lecture series, weekly movies, and the art room, describing each in detail. She offers to take them on a tour so they can see for themselves.

“We already looked everything over. It’s nice enough. That won’t make any difference to Mom, though. She doesn’t even know what day it is half the time,” Dan says.

“She’s bound to enjoy pet day. It’s always a real favorite with the memory care patients,” Angie says, then explains this is when a staff member brings in her own dog or cat to visit.

“Mom’s allergic to cats.”

“Well, please make sure you indicate that on the medical history form.”

Dan continues to go through the pages, one by one. Minutes pass. Angie wonders why Matt’s up so early. He doesn’t start work until four. He tends bar downtown, a position that seems to agree with him on a number of levels—he can banter with the best of them, he likes being around people when they’re drinking, and he digs the bands that come and play on the weekends. He was once an aspiring guitarist and will be again as soon as he can lay his hands on a good instrument. 

Dan puts the papers he’s been reviewing back in their folder. He looks at Angie.

“Mr. Green, I’m sure your mother will find this a wonderful place to start the next chapter in her life,” she says.

“You make her sound like a book.”

Angie laughs. She searches for something flattering to say and can’t think of anything.

“I say yes,” Sophie says.

“It’s not up to you,” Dan says.

“Your mother and I have been close for years. You know that. I think I know what she’d want if she were—”

“In her right mind?”

“Fully in possession of herself,” Angie says.

Dan pulls out his checkbook with a heavy sigh. Angie explains that he needs to go to the Ombudsman’s Office to sign the financial agreement and remit payment. He stands, checkbook still in hand, turns and leaves her office. Sophie gives Angie back the paint cards, then extends her hand. Angie shakes it. Her palm is clammy and nasty to touch. Angie has held many nasty hands in this business—sticky, bloody, callused, fever-hot, ice-cold, even one with three broken fingers. Sometimes the physical aspect of being a social worker is the worst of all.

Alone, Angie pulls out her phone and listens to Matt’s message.

“Hey, it’s my day off. You wanna get together for a drink? Call me.”

Did he tell her before that he was off today? She can’t remember.

Timothy’s text says Matt was over at their place last night and made a crack about Sam’s weight. Sam is Timothy’s girlfriend. She’s also friends with Angie. They met at Lindell before Sam quit to go back to school. Timothy and Matt have been friends for a while, which makes Matt insulting Sam all the more disturbing.

The second text is from Sam saying she knows Timothy already texted her about what Matt said, and that really, she’s not upset about it. 

Why didn’t anyone get ahold of her yesterday—Sunday? And if Sam and Timothy invited Matt over, why didn’t they have her, too? She thinks Matt probably went over to watch the game, Sam was probably on campus studying, came home, and they rolled into dinner without it being any kind of formal thing.

What the hell got into Matt, anyway? Angie carries a little too much weight herself. Does he think she’s fat? 

They’ve been seeing each other regularly for about a month and a half. They haven’t slept together, though she wants to, very much, and he seems to want to as well, but they just can’t manage it. They kiss great, they turn each other on, but then some chill seems to settle on them. As if they each secretly think that taking off their clothes and getting into bed is a very bad idea. For Angie’s part, not liking her body makes it hard to let someone else touch it. She also assumes that when Matt imagines her undressed, he can’t summon the necessary enthusiasm to lie naked against her.

But maybe she’s read him wrong. Maybe he’s as eager as she is.

She texts him back. Sure, when and where?

Her phone stays quiet. 

She calls Timothy. He’s on his way to work, at the Gap store in the mall. He says he just wanted to give her a heads up about what happened because she seems so into the guy. She asks him if he thinks she’s making a mistake.

“Beats me. I mean, he’s usually fine, but this was out of line.”

“Are you guys still friends?”

“Yeah, but he needs to chill out and apologize.”

They sign off.

She calls Sam who reiterates that it’s no big deal. Matt was just in a weird mood. Angie wants to know what he said, exactly.

“That there’s so much of me to love.”

“Ouch.”

“It’s okay.”

“You’re a good woman.”

“I don’t know about that. I just don’t care what Matt thinks.”

Sam has a point. Matt is Angie’s boyfriend, not Sam’s. Timothy adores Sam, and that’s what matters, right?

When they hang up, Angie registers that Matt still hasn’t gotten back to her.

What if he’s really just another flaky, insensitive idiot? It wouldn’t be a surprise, would it, given the kind of man she always attracts? 

No. 

She refuses to give in to negative thinking. She’s going to stay open, see where this thing with him might go, and push past the barriers between them—and within herself—to find happiness.

Assuming it even works that way. 
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Sherry asks Angie what she thinks of her idea to engage some of the residents in an oral history project. Is she on board? Angie knows to say yes because Sherry’s her boss and genuinely invested in the welfare of the Lindell community. Not that Angie isn’t invested. It’s just that she finds herself overwhelmed by her personal cynicism from time to time. It occurs to her that no one cares what any of these old folks have to say, then figures that’s exactly Sherry’s point. A voice, a story, some sense of agency regained.

Sherry was contacted by someone in the History Department at the University. The plan is to have students come in and conduct interviews. Did Angie know you could major in folklore? 

She didn’t. She has no idea what one would do with such a degree. Tell tall tales, no doubt. Hell, one doesn’t need a degree for that. Just ask Matt. He never got back to her about that drink. She’s called him four times in the last three days, with no response. She wants to go by the bar where he works but realizes that would look desperate. Sam and Timothy are quiet, too. Clearly, they’ve moved on from the awkward moment Matt caused.

“Who comes up with the questions?” Angie asks.

“The folklore students, I suppose. I haven’t really thought about that.”

Sherry is pushing 60. The pouches below her eyes speak to fatigue, a lifetime spent in the service of others, endless self-sacrifice. Sherry’s devotion is compensated outside of work by the love she gets from her husband and five children, or so Angie believes. Sherry only mentions her family in passing. The husband came to the Christmas party the year before. He’s a quiet, modest-seeming man who teaches math at the University. Recalling how he looked adoringly at his wife as she sipped her glass of fruit punch makes Angie ache.

“You don’t want them asking just the usual things, like where they were born, or what they did for a living because that’s just collecting data,” Angie says. “They need to say something like, ‘Describe the hardest struggle of your life,’ or, ‘What’s the one thing you’re proudest of?’”

Angie’s pleased with herself. Great ideas flow out of her when she least expects them.

Sherry leans back in her chair and taps her lower lip with a gnarled forefinger. Her polish is sky blue. 

“That’s good. That’s very good,” she says. She looks at her watch. She asks Angie if she’d like to take charge. 

“Sure.” Angie wishes she’d kept her mouth shut.

Sherry hands her a piece of paper with someone’s name and an email address.

“Reach out to her, tell her we’re really enthusiastic. We can’t wait to get started.”

Angie takes the paper and leaves the office. She’s got a care meeting in a few minutes, and the thought of it makes her heart sink. Once a resident goes into the full-time nursing wing, these quarterly meetings become difficult. There are always tough health issues to discuss, and hard choices to make. Keeping one’s distance and remaining objective isn’t easy. On the night they met, at a party at Timothy’s, Matt asked her why she chose a career where she had to deal with people who were messed up, one way or another.

“Because I’m good at handling messy people,” she said.

After her second beer that night, she went on to talk about her father, Potter, who’d had a major drinking problem when she was young. It’s why her mother eventually left him. At one point, Potter had to move in with her because he got behind on his rent. Sometimes people can’t help what happens to them, she told Matt. 

“Yeah, but don’t you get burned out?” he asked, sneaking a peek down the front of her blouse.

She does totally get burned out, but she’s not going to think about that now.

Mr. Jenkins won’t be attending his meeting today, though it’s his right to. He made it clear he wanted to stay put. If Angie had to guess, he wasn’t nice about it either. He’s grown increasingly resistant to being bathed and dressed. He fights the toothbrush, the razor, and the comb, all wielded by patient, long-suffering hands. Though one aide, Carla, got a little rough with him the other day and was put on probation. She put him in a headlock, so she could get a washcloth to his face. Mr. Jenkins is usually quiet, but he howled “like hell,” was how the floor nurse put it. That nurse, Ella, is present, as is Dr. Trane, and another aide, Susie. Mr. Jenkins’ family lives out-of-state. Sometimes one of his daughters calls in and they put her on the speaker if she wants to ask questions. No one is calling in today.

The agenda is simple: How is he doing? Do we need to change anything? Ella mentions an increasing level of anxiety. Dr. Trane suggests Ambien. Susie says he seems to get the blues more than he used to. Everyone knows depression is not a normal condition, even for the elderly who get dumped, left behind, shut away, and ignored, but these are Angie’s own words, not the accepted vocabulary. 

Recently, her therapist noted a growing sarcasm about how she describes her work. Were she in a session now, she would be asked to consider if she’s been dumped, left behind, shut away, and ignored. Yes, yes, no, yes. Well, she’s shut herself away on occasion, becoming what her mother calls a hermit, her father a recluse, and her siblings a castaway. It occurs to her then, with shocking force, that if they all know this about her, why don’t they do something about it?

Like what? 

Like pulling me up and out.

Nancy, her therapist, often party to her internal dialogues, tells her that only she can do this for herself. The speed with which Angie closes this loop comes as a pleasant surprise. She is making progress. She is seeing herself more clearly than she used to.

Angie mentions the folklore project. She asks Susie if she thinks Mr. Jenkins might be interested in participating.

“He’s not much for talking about himself, that’s for sure, but I bet he could be encouraged,” Susie says. She’s in her early twenties and exudes friendliness and enthusiasm. Her zeal makes Angie feel old.

Angie confirms that Mr. Jenkins’ end of life documents are in order. Not long after he arrived at Lindell, he signed a Do Not Resuscitate order against the wishes of his two daughters. The elder is listed as his Medical Proxy. She can make decisions on his behalf, should he become incapable, but cannot insist that life support be continued. Angie thinks, not for the first time, of the elderly people her parents will one day become. Her mother, widowed now for three years after her second husband got struck by lightning on a golf course, will go down fighting every inch of the way. Potter is more likely to benignly accept the inevitable, as long as there’s a good glass of whiskey in it for him now and then. Despite his second wife’s good influence and his own sporadic determination, Potter will leave this world loving liquor as much as he probably loved anything.

As the meeting concludes, Angie’s phone buzzes inside the pocket of her jacket. Matt left a message! The icon on the screen is like a star hanging in the night sky. 

But she won’t listen to the message now. Let him be the one to wait this time.

She bangs out a quick email to Lynn Lowman, the University student organizing the interviews, suggesting they meet for coffee somewhere near campus. Angie likes getting out of Lindell when she can, even now, with winter socking in. Lynn answers right away that she’s free tomorrow morning around ten. Would that be convenient?

Angie replies that it would. Should they try the Starbucks in College Town? When Lynn replies with a smiley face, Angie pauses before answering with Lovely. See you then.

This evening, she’s having dinner with her father and his wife, Mary Beth. Mary Beth is a contractor. Angie doesn’t care for her much. Mary Beth’s manner is always courteously distant. Angie suspects that Mary Beth is uneasy with the close relationship Angie and Potter have. They never intentionally exclude her from their conversations, it’s just that they have a way of reading each other’s minds and finishing each other’s sentences. The last time Angie ate with them, Mary Beth served up a bland orange soup she said was carrot with garlic. The woman might be out there building the most beautiful houses in and around Dunston, but in her own kitchen, she’s a dud. Angie, on the other hand, is a pretty good cook, something Matt has remarked on several times, though all she’s ever made him was a grilled cheese sandwich. It was the addition of goat cheese with a touch of honey that did it, she thinks. She suspects his tastes are pretty pedestrian in most things. 

Her hand touches the phone in her pocket. 

No, not yet.

She turns off her computer, puts on her coat, and shuts the overhead light in her office.

The sky is low and dark. The sharp smell of silver on the air says it will snow that night. She’s not worried. It’s a short drive from Potter’s back to her place, and they’re good about keeping the roads clear in the Heights, the section of Dunston they live in. Angie’s mother lives there, too, in the house left to her by her late husband. She talks every couple of months of selling it and moving to Montana where she met someone on her weird cross-country trip right after her husband died. Timothy and Sam are about a mile away from her. Just down the block from Timothy’s her youngest brother, Foster, is house-sitting for a professor and his wife while they’re on sabbatical in Paris. Angie’s sisters, Maggie and Marta, live in New York City and come up at Christmas. That’s the only time the siblings are ever all together. Angie thinks this is an artifact of the cramped quarters they endured for so many years in the meager rental homes their parents had them in. Only after her mother left her father and married a man with money did they have space to themselves. Or maybe their personalities just clash. She’s seen enough family dynamics working at Lindell: a brother thinks his mother is losing her marbles, and a sister who says she’s just fine, and neither listens to the doctor who says it’s hard to know without further scrutiny. Or two sisters who can’t agree on how much their mother should be asked to do to stay active. One says she should do what she wants to at her age, and the other thinks forcing herself to participate in an art class or mild exercise with the lady across the hall is the way to go. Families so often disagree. Maybe this is Nature’s way of keeping everyone alert and on their toes; though, how conflict ensures the survival of the species escapes her. 

At home, she is met, as always, by Peggy, her four-year-old tabby cat. Peggy glides across Angie’s leg as she removes her coat. She wants to change before heading out again. The sober and serious pantsuits she wears to work are comfortable, but they don’t do much for her. She recently bought herself a silk scarf in a lovely lavender tone that she pairs with several different turtleneck sweaters and blue jeans. The scarf improves her mood. She supposes that’s why women like jewelry and perfume, too. Something to make them feel special.

Tiny snowflakes drift down as she drives to Potter and Mary Beth’s. Their house sits behind a wide lawn. The stone lions on either side of the front door are a bit much. Mary Beth found them at a place that was going out of business and thought they were hilarious. Potter helped her wrestle them into her truck and threw his back out in the process.

Potter answers her knock and says Mary Beth isn’t back from work yet. She called to say she was running late, dealing with a client who’s flipping out about the cabinets he chose—ones Mary Beth advised against getting. Their evenings often begin like this, with a description of what’s going on with Mary Beth. He concludes by saying the client is an idiot but always good for the payments.

“So, how are you?” he asks. They’re in the kitchen, which of course Mary Beth remodeled after they moved in. The color palette is a soothing mix of blue, gray, and white with pops of red and green, like the scarlet tea kettle, and the lime ceramic bowl on the counter.

“I’m good. Tired, but good.”

“Well, you look great. That’s a really pretty scarf you have on, by the way.”

Potter hands her a glass of white wine though she didn’t ask for it. Angie doesn’t drink much during the week, maybe a little more on the weekends, but she’s always careful, aware of her consumption, because of him. He gets nothing for himself and says he’ll wait for Mary Beth before diving in.

Angie remarks that something smells awfully good.

“Lasagna. Made it myself,” Potter says, and suddenly Angie is cast back almost twenty years to the dismal house the family lived in right before their mother had had enough. Potter had cleaned up his act, temporarily at least, and made chili. He was out to prove he could be useful. It was short-lived. He soon went back on the bottle. 

He asks how work is and she tells him about the folklore project. As she does, she wonders if someday the memory she just relived will be shared with a stranger as a way to keep her engaged with a world she’d rather just withdraw from. 

“I want to ask you something. Did you know your grandparents?” Angie asks.

Potter scratches the back of his head.

“Well, I knew my dad’s folks, but not my mom’s.”

“What were they like?”

“Tired and pissed off.”

Angie laughs. Both of his parents were dairy farmers, and she assumes the grandparents were, too.

“Did they ever tell you stories about their lives?” she asks.

“Hell no. They were too busy making me mind my Ps and Qs. Your Aunt Patty’s, too, though everyone always liked her a lot better than me. Boys get a bad rap. But I probably deserved it. I was a real stinker sometimes.”

Angie sits on one of the padded counter stools and tastes her wine. She’s heard many of her father’s stories before. The first few attempts at sobriety caused him to ramblingly summon the past. Often, she was the only one around to listen. Still, she asks him now what he means, exactly.

“Well, I must have told you about the time this one crazy cow of ours kicked down the barn door,” Potter says. This is a new story, and Angie says she would love to hear the rest.

The cow had just calved, and they put her in the small barn by herself to avoid the stress of being with the rest of the herd. Now, also on the farm in those days was a goose that wasn’t quite right, by which he means it walked funny, sort of at an angle, flapping its wings as if it wanted to fly and couldn’t. He can’t remember where it came from. It seems to him as if it had always been there, wandering around, honking, getting in everyone’s way. The cow and the goose developed a friendship, which wasn’t as odd as it sounded. Farm animals did that. A pig could take to a puppy, or a lamb to a kitten, and so on.

After a day of being alone with her calf, the cow went nuts. She wanted out of that barn, and how! She paced, she lowed, she kicked the walls. They all took turns going down to try and quiet her. The goose could hear its friend’s distress. It waddled up the little hill to the barn and just stood there. The cow, maybe sensing its presence, quieted for a time. Everyone went on about their business. Then, after a while, the cow kicked the door down and bolted. They had a hell of a time catching her, but they did and put both her and the calf with the other cows. She accepted the calf, let it nurse, and was showing herself to be pretty maternal after all. Potter and his dad went up to the barn to deal with the fallen door. It was no easy task for the two of them to lift it, but they finally got it upright, and underneath it was one squashed goose. 

“Oh, wow! I wonder if the cow knew what she’d done!” Angie says.

“I’m sure not. She was just glad to be out of there. Frankly, I always thought their relationship was pretty one-sided.”

Potter has clearly enjoyed telling this tale. He pours himself a narrow finger of whiskey into a glass he’s had at the ready.

“But how were you a stinker?” Angie asks.

Potter looks confused. It’s not the first time he’s gone off-topic. 

“Well, just take my word, there were things I shouldn’t have done,” he says.

“Come on, like what?”

“Like taking my dad’s truck out without his permission and running it into a ditch.”

The cooler light in his eyes says the results of that mishap were unpleasant, probably spectacularly so. She asks nothing more.

When more time goes by and Mary Beth still doesn’t come, they sit down and eat Potter’s lasagna. Angie likes it, but it’s dry. She doesn’t say so. The one drink he’s allowed himself makes him quiet and conversation hard. Angie lets it go. She’s comfortable alone in her own thoughts for a little while.

“I hear your brother got a new cat,” Potter says.

“Foster? Yeah, he told me.”

Foster works in a vet’s office and has his choice of the old and abandoned. This latest is a one-eyed destroyer he’s named Mad Max. Mad Max has poor bladder control. Angie is pretty sure the nice rugs in the professor’s house are already soaked. To clean them will be expensive, Foster will panic, call their mother, who will be reluctant, but then will give in and cover the cost for him.

They finish eating and go on sitting in the dining room where the lit candles on the sideboard flicker pleasantly. Potter refills her glass with red wine this time, then says he should have given it to her sooner since white isn’t really what one eats with Italian food unless you’ve made chicken or fish. Potter isn’t well acquainted with culinary niceties, and Angie thinks he’s repeating something Mary Beth must have said.

Her phone trills its merry tune from her purse on the kitchen counter. After five rounds, it stops. Potter looks her in the eye to ask why she didn’t answer it. She shrugs.

“Are you still seeing that guy?” he asks.

“Off and on. More off, than on.”

“That’s too bad. I liked him.”

“You met him?”

“Yeah, at Timothy’s pot-luck last month. You weren’t there, were you?”

“No.”

Angie had been on her way when she was called in to help handle an emergency at Lindell. A resident, living independently in one of their cottages, had attempted suicide. He left a note, saying seventy-five years on earth was enough for anyone, and now he was ready to go. He gulped down forty-three Ambien tablets and got into bed. It came to light when his daughter called and got no answer. The medics pumped his stomach. The first thing he said when he came to was, “Shit.” The staff had to go over his file, see if they’d missed something that would have alerted them to his state of mind, find a way to assure the family that he was in good hands. Angie didn’t know Timothy had invited Potter, and Matt never talked about meeting him, which Angie now finds odd.

“He strikes me as your type,” Potter says.

“How so?”

“Energetic. Ambitious. Good head on his shoulders.”

Are they talking about the same guy? But Angie knows Potter tends to see people in a favorable light. It’s part of his charm, and no doubt, without realizing it, he’s drawn to that same charm in others.

Angie blushes when she realizes she’s attracted to Matt because he’s like Potter. Potter doesn’t notice her high color, or if he does, he might assume it’s from the wine.

The back door opens, and Mary Beth comes in, carrying a three-ring binder she slaps loudly on the counter. She leans into the dining room, takes in the fact that Potter and Angie have already eaten and sighs. Potter gets up, takes her coat, hangs it in the closet off the kitchen, and offers her a drink which she accepts. She’s wearing a pink silk blouse and tailored black pants. She’s reached the point in her career where the tools are held by others. She just supervises. Angie admires her professional success. Where her own career is concerned, there aren’t many chances for advancement unless she wants to go back in the field again, which she doesn’t.

Mary Beth takes the seat at the head of the table. She sips her scotch and tilts her head to one side, then to the other. Potter stands behind her and massages her shoulders. Mary Beth closes her eyes. She looks like a purring cat. Angie is uncomfortable witnessing such intimacy. After another minute, Potter stops and removes their dirty plates. He asks Mary Beth if she’s ready for a bite and she says no, not just yet, thanks.

She talks about the Dillard remodel. Angie went to school with Lisa Dillard. Angie remembers her as unremarkable in every way. Now she’s got a house that’s getting a new kitchen, a new sunroom, and a new nursery. Angie’s not sure why these facts are disturbing. Is it the nursery that bothers her? Does she want children? Is her biological clock ticking?

“It took her years to get pregnant,” Mary Beth says. This seems like highly personal information for Lisa Dillard to share with her contractor. But she’s heard details like these from Mary Beth about her clients before. Maybe she’s a different person around them; softer, warmer, drawing out little confessions and making them feel at ease.

“Those fertility treatments are expensive,” Mary Beth adds. She has no children of her own, and Angie can’t tell if there is regret or envy in her voice.

Mary Beth and Potter talk a bit of shop and Angie’s mind wanders. If she and Matt had children, what would they look like? Would they get her blonde hair or his brown? Gray eyes, like hers, or deep blue, like his? Would they be sturdy or sleek? What would they wake up and look forward to when they got to be the age she is now?

Mary Beth winds down. After a moment she says she had a call from Lavinia—Angie’s mother—about remodeling her kitchen.

“Really?” Angie asks.

“Yup.”

“Well, I think she might want to put the house on the market later this year,” Angie says. Her mother complains about the house a lot. She lives there with her housekeeper and close friend, Alma. Lavinia says the house is too big, too cold, not modern enough. 

“That must have been an awkward conversation,” Potter says. Angie’s parents are in regular contact and have been for years. She has no idea what they have to say to each other now, so many years divorced, with their children grown. It has occurred to her before that they still love each other very much, and this thought finds confirmation in the wary look Mary Beth gives Potter as his eyes fill with warmth.

“She was business-like. So was I,” Mary Beth says.

“For sure,” Potter says. He leaves and returns with a plate of food that he puts in front of her.

Angie reads their thoughts. He feels guilty for having affection for his ex-wife. Mary Beth wants to brain him for it and will keep silent until Angie leaves, at which point she’ll speak her mind unsparingly.

Relationships are always fraught. Why are things between men and women always so hard? 

Angie tells Potter it’s getting late. She has a meeting in the morning at the University.

“Really?” Mary Beth asks. Angie recalls with an angry pang that Mary Beth once told Potter she didn’t understand what Angie was doing in social work, but then also hinted that it was the only thing she could handle and do well. Angie still doesn’t know why her father divulged that. Maybe he was warning her to stay on her toes in case Mary Beth said something mean. Ironically, it’s only Angie’s own mother that ever does that, but not for a while now, admittedly. And Angie isn’t proud of the fact that her own tongue has sharpened over the years, especially toward her twin sisters, who have learned to avoid her most of the time.

“A student is working on a project that involves Lindell,” Angie says. She can see Mary Beth isn’t interested in the slightest, so she describes the situation in detail, embellishing an otherwise ordinary series of events with the lie that it was all her idea in the first place.

“So, that’s why you were asking me about my grandparents,” Potter says. His smile says he thinks she’s clever.

“My grandparents were nuts, my mother’s parents, that is. Never knew my father’s. Anyway, my grandmother could talk your ear off, and my grandfather had nothing to say,” Mary Beth says.
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