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      For Mr. Murphy, Ms. Lily and Ms. Stellabella. Thank you, my feline roommates, for sharing your home with me.
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      Hazy gazes across the antique Irish linen tablecloth she loves at the husband she doesn’t. How long has it been? Ten years? Fifteen? Longer? Ever since she realized she’s less important to him than his golf clubs. It’s two days past New Year’s and the antique red and gold decorations she had painstakingly put up have been ignored by everyone but her son.

      “Pass me that lovely salad, would you, dear?” Marshall smiles, that vacant lawyer half-grin he uses on his clients. “I was just telling my assistant today how you air-dry your own tomatoes from the garden every fall. My talented wife.”

      “You had an actual conversation with Sassy Suz?”

      He picks up his napkin and holds it across his mouth, chuckling. “She is pretty spirited.”

      When did he get his teeth whitened? They’re glowing. Like Chiclets.

      Hazy picks up the crystal bowl shaped like lettuce leaves and passes it to him. A bowl she usually saves for company. But tonight … is special.

      As he forks out romaine crumbled with blue cheese, smoked bacon, homemade croutons, toasted pine nuts, and dribbled in Hazy’s secret anchovy dressing, he smiles in that looking-right-through-you way he’s perfected. The way a person looks at a well-worn but comfortable sofa that’s been around for twenty years.

      He raises one eyebrow. “Any more roast? So tasty after two days of turkey.”

      Hazy pushes her chair back, pads across the creaking oak planks of the home she has grown up in, got married in, and raised her family in. In the kitchen, she runs her hands down the front of her apron embroidered with poodles Sean made for Mother’s Day when he was ten. Underneath it she wears the deep green wool shift she had sewn for Christmas Day. Not that anyone but her son had noticed.

      Picking up a hunk of beef with her fingers from the serving plate, she dunks it into gravy and stuffs the whole mess into her mouth. And I wonder why I’m a hundred and sixty-nine pounds.

      Hazy stares out the kitchen window at her long sloping backyard buried under a foot of early winter snow. Flakes are falling the size of popcorn. Withered rose vines cling to a wicker gate that lists sideways threatening a full collapse. And her little pond with the stone bridge she’d built herself—what? —nine summers ago, is frozen solid. Along with the goldfish she’d forgotten to retrieve before the chill. Usually, she would have netted them into large buckets to live in the basement until spring.

      Sorry, goldfish. I’m a bad-bad fish mother. But didn’t I read somewhere they could miraculously thaw out and live to swim another day?

      Hazy smiles at the possibility before picking up the heavy silver-plated dish they’d gotten for their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary almost ten years ago now. From Dilly? No, too conservative for Sister Dearest. From Loose Eel, as Hazy likes to refer to Lucille, her mother-in-law from hell? Maybe Dad and his new wife Lisanne? Doesn’t matter.

      She glances down at her perfect Boeuf Bourguignon on the serving dish, with Chardonnay gravy congealing around the parsley potatoes retrieved from her garden, and carefully stored in her fruit cellar.

      A strand of coiled chestnut hair streaked with the odd strand of gray springs from her single braid and tickles her cheek. She tries to blow it away unsuccessfully.

      With one last glance at the backyard, she murmurs under her breath, “I’m fifty-two. My children are grown. I’m fat. I’m way past my sell-by date. And I’ve lived in the same house my entire life. My entire life!”

      “That is,” she adds with a grin, “until tomorrow. One more night.”

      Picking up the serving dish, she heads back into the dining room.
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      Hazy leans into the luxurious leather seat in First Class Air Canada Flight 624. A blonde beauty in uniform stands expectantly, awaiting her lunch order. She fingers the menu, glancing through the elegant selections once more. So many delicious tidbits to choose from.

      “I’ll have the Cornish hen, please.” Hazy reaches across the empty seat beside her to hand the menu back. “And the Sauvignon Blanc.”

      “Excellent choice. Hang onto that menu for dessert, okay?” the flight attendant advises. “Such a deep freeze this winter in Ontario. Setting records for misery, they say. So, you’re heading off for a winter getaway, may I presume, madame?”

      Hazy tugs down the sleeve of her new powder-blue jacket. “You could say that.”

      “Well, I don’t blame you. Another vodka martini while you’re waiting for your lunch?”

      “Sure, why not?” Hazy leans back against the headrest, gazing at the fluffy clouds.

      Damn, but her hair feels uncomfortable in the chignon she’d fashioned this morning the way she’d seen in the magazine. Maybe she can tug it out. Hell, it’s not as if there’s anyone around to criticize her. As in, Loose Eel: “Hazel, dear, did you mean to wear your hair that way?”

      Sister Dilly: “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Haze, but that style went out of fashion after the War.”

      Son Sean: “Why don’t you drop into my salon next week while you’re in Toronto and I can, like, you know …”

      Daughter Raven: “You look like grandma from the old country.”

      Marshall: “Do you have any more of that yummy soufflé?”

      Chuckling to herself, Hazy tugs out the chignon, smoothing her shoulder length hair with her fingers. I can’t believe I’m here. On this plane. Heading to … oh my gawd, it was only … three weeks ago!
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      Hazy stands at the open front door of her suburban home at 8:00 a.m. wearing her Good Wife expression she’s worn over the course of their three decades of marriage. She’s dressed in her usual gray sweats while she waves goodbye to Marshall heading out to work.

      She loves her Good Wife look. She’d found the Good Wife look comes in very handy in the past. Specifically, every other Tuesday for the past two and a half years to be exact, when she rides the bus from St. Catharines, where they live, to Toronto, to spend the day.

      After all these years, Marshall still doesn’t know.

      As soon as his black BMW disappears down the long driveway, she races to her bedroom to change into her navy pantsuit, yank her hair back into a scrunchie and call the cab to take her the two and a half miles to the station.

      As she stands outside on the platform waiting for the bus that’s running late, an icy shiver skates down her back from her neck to her knees.

      You’d think all my fat would at least keep me warm on a day like this. But no. That would be way too kind.

      A blast of Arctic air slaps her cheeks and her thoughts. She pulls up the collar of her navy tweed wool. Where is that damn bus?
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        * * *

      

      The miles roll away as she gazes out the sleet-dirty window somewhere around Grimsby, at the endless, snow-smothered orchards and fields sprinkled with new housing developments that huddle around Lake Ontario. Most of the farms, she notices sadly, have For Sale signs on them so they can join their sibling fields in the brave new world of Tacky Suburban sprawl.

      She wonders idly what Marshall thinks she is doing right now? Flipping through recipes? Pressing his pajamas he insists on being ironed, just like his mommy Loose Eel used to do? Putting up more Christmas decorations?

      Marshall probably assumes I’m busy baking up a French loaf with the new Hamilton Beach bread-maker his executive assistant Sassy Suz bought me for my birthday. How thoughtful of her.

      Hazy turns the pages of her British murder mystery. Across the lake she can see the Toronto skyline dimly painted under the clouds. She turns to grab her chocolate-chip muffin lying on the seat beside her, glancing down at Raven’s old gym bag.

      Almost there.

      The Gray Coach bus chugs slowly along the always traffic-clogged Gardiner Expressway beside the dull cold waters of Lake Ontario, then turns north up Bay Street. The driver announces various options, “Anybody for the subway, get off at King. But only if you have no luggage underneath the bus. Otherwise hang tight. We’re almost to Dundas Street Terminal. Outside temperature is pretty damn cold with a chance of frozen fingers and toes. Merry Christmas.”

      A few giggles and groans drift through the crowded seats as people shift this way and that, half standing, gathering up their treasures. Hazy stuffs her muffin wrapper into the litter bag attached to the front of her seat, smears some ChapStick on her dry lips, yanks her tam over her ears, pulls on her gloves, then slips one hand through the handle of her purse, and the other through her daughter’s gym bag.

      Ready to de-bus. She wonders why they never say that? You de-plane a plane but you never de-bus a bus. Curious.

      Her thoughts jolt back to the present with a sour screech of giant brakes followed by an abrupt lurch forward. She waits for everyone else to de-bus before she gets up. After all, she has plenty of time before her first appointment.
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      “My sweet leetle Hazelnut, I mees you so much!” Luis’s accent is as thick as the day he’d arrived from Spain twenty-odd years ago. “’Hurry, hurry. I have special music for us today.” He twitters about, all one hundred and thirty pounds of him, like a sparrow with the only breadcrumb in view.

      After exchanging a quick kiss on each cheek, Hazelnut scurries into the empty women’s changing room, hand-painted with the word “Damas”, zipping open her bag as she goes. Once inside, she plunks it on the bench and opens the nearest locker. Quickly, she wiggles and wobbles out of her pants and sweater and sensible brown boots.

      Ten minutes later, she emerges with her long waves slicked back into a bun and held with a flame-colored barrette the size of a cabbage. She wears an equally colorful skirt in acres of flouncy layers over a black leotard and net stockings. Proudly, she prances into the studio in her brand-new leather tap shoes ordered directly from Andalusia; she flings her head back as she clip-claps her crimson castanets.

      Hazel Rosalie Thistle of St. Catharines, Ontario, is about to dance the flamenco.

      With wild abandon, Hazy stomps and swirls and flings her arms about in ever-expressive gestures, all the while snapping her castanets in Luis’s expert embrace. His special surprise today is Enrique Ruiz Martinez in person, a genuine flamenco guitarist and childhood friend, who has traveled all the way from his village in Malaga.

      The passionate song fills the air with the tragic tale of a young peasant girl who falls in love with a gypsy and brings disgrace and the wrath of the gods down on her parents, her grand-parents, her great-grandparents, and heaven only knows who else.

      Suddenly, Luis stops, clicks his feet together, and bends Hazy deeply over his right arm, her fingers trailing backwards onto the hardwood floor.

      “And now, my leetle Hazelnut, I, Luis Jose Pablo de Escontria of Malaga, Espana, wish you to honor me … to being my partner …” He spins her around, clip-clapping his castanets high in the air and snapping his heels. He stops suddenly, pulling her to a standstill; he holds her at arm’s length. “In the Annual Pape and Danforth February Flight of Fancy Flamenco Competition.”

      The lonely strains of the guitar moan about the peasant girl’s loss of her share of the olive harvest, and her lost crowning as Queen at the Summer Solstice Festival, and of course, her lost love of the gypsy who hightailed it out of town at the first sign of trouble.

      “Luis,” Hazy gazes at her dance partner fondly. “I am most honored to be your student.”

      His shoulders shift up with pride. The corners of his mouth turn upwards, higher on the left side, in a small smile under his pencil-thin mustache.

      “But … but … there is something very important I need to take care of first before I say yes. My future depends on it.”

      His eyes cloud over with wounded pride. “Are you saying⁠—?”

      She takes him by both arms. “Please, Luis. Listen.” She holds him until he relaxes. “If everything goes well this afternoon, as I’m sure it will, I’m positive, in fact, but just in case …”

      His head jerks away from her in a dramatic gesture of rejection worthy of the flamenco.

      “I would love nothing more in this world than to have the honor of being your partner in the competition. And I’m sure I can be and I will be. I just need to check this one thing out first.” Gently, she turns his head to look directly into his eyes. “I will call you tomorrow. When I know the truth. I promise you. I give you my word of honor.”

      “Well, okay, partner.” He kisses her on one cheek, then the other. “I will wait for your call tomorrow. It ees so very important to you, yes?”

      “The rest of my life depends on it.” Hazy double kisses him back. “We are always honest with each other.” As she walks back into the change room, she mumbles under her breath, “Which is more than I can say for some people.”
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      “The trouble with you, Hazy, is that you lead such a dull life.” One hour later, her sister Dilly scrapes a sliver of butter onto her one allotted half croissant, and takes a mouse-sized nibble before she leans across the table. “You do the same damn thing, day in and day out. Cook some gourmet extravaganza for that turd of a husband of yours. Tidy your house. The house we grew up in, not even a new house. Sew something. Weed your garden. I mean, how can you stand it?”

      The siblings are seated in a lovely little French restaurant tucked away on Queen Street West. Tastefully decorated in silver strands of velvet ribbon with intervals of tiny bunches of red berries, it really feels festive, reminding everyone that Christmas is just around the corner. It’s Hazy’s favorite place when she dines in the city. Although she travels in every other Tuesday, she meets up with Dilly at two- or three-month intervals. It’s all she can take.

      Dilly picks up a pickle in her manicured fingers and crunches it like a chipmunk. “I mean, you haven’t even lived anywhere else! First, you and Marshall move into that awful basement apartment Mom and Dad made for you when you got preggers in high school. Then they move into the condo,” She crunches down the last of her pickle. “So you can move upstairs! For the rest of your life!”

      Hazy slowly and deliberately layers on the butter in great gobs, then stuffs half a croissant in her mouth in one go. “You say that like I’m some sort of pathetic addict. Like I need rehab for dullness.” She stuffs the other half of the fluffy pastry into her mouth, then mimics Dilly’s hoity-toity voice. “Please help me, I need an intervention. I’m way too responsible. I make way too many sound financial decisions. I take excellent care of my family. And gasp!” She flings one hand against her forehead. “I read Julia Child's cookbook when I was still a teenager! I’m an addict … to boredom!”

      Dilly tosses back her head, clearly miffed.

      Good. The hell with Dilly and her high horse. Who does she think she’s talking to, anyway? She’s four years younger but she acts like she knows everything.

      Like the time she told Hazy how simple it was to wax your own eyebrows. “Easy peasy,” she had explained with a flourish. “You just use this special wax one of my clients sells. Here, I’ll give you a free pack.”

      As it turned out, it had taken two years for Hazy’s eyebrows to grow back in.

      The spiffy waiter arrives for their lunch orders. He reminds Hazy of Luis. She smiles and jumps in. “Duck l’orange, s’il vous plaît, with butter-basted vegetables and roast potatoes.” She hands back the menu. “Oh, and another glass of Beaujolais.”

      The waiter’s eyes crinkle in a warm smile. He reluctantly turns to the skinnier, crankier version.

      “And I’ll have the French onion soup. Hold the cheese and croutons. And a small Caesar salad, no dressing. Perrier.” She extends the menu.

      The waiter shares a raised eyebrow with Hazy before he speaks. “So, broth with onions then?” He saunters off.

      Dilly glares at him before flinging back her honey-streaked blunt cut that could slice cucumbers with a “look-what-I-have-to-put-up-with” grimace. Or as much of a grimace as she can manage with the skin around her lips having been recently Botoxed.

      Changing the subject, Hazy pipes up, “So how’s the ad agency these days? Living up to your expectations, being the boss of your own boutique? What’s the name of it … Buzz, or Fuzz or …” She sips her wine slowly.

      “Bzz. It’s pronounced Biz.” Dilly leans forward. “As in, Ad Biz.” She leans back. “Well, of course I have no time for myself. It’s twenty-four-seven with clients calling all hours, demanding changes to their precious commercials of their crappy products and not wanting to pay for it. Then trying to find time to get to my spin class, my nutritionist, my hormone balancer, my astrologist, my⁠—”

      “How’s your love life?” Hazy cuts her off while reaching for another of the still warm croissants.

      “My what?”

      By the look on Dilly’s face, you’d think Hazy had asked about her parole officer.

      “Your love life. The other half of the species. It’s been, what, two years since your third divorce.”

      The waiter arrives with their salads, one naked, one all dressed.

      “My second. Second divorce. I didn’t actually marry Harold.” Dilly nibbles a piece of lettuce. Straightening her shoulders, she stares directly at her sister, daring her to comment on what she’s about to say.

      The waiter holds the pepper mill in mid-grind, waiting.

      Dilly mumbles, “I just thought I did.”
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      It’s been an hour since Hazy waved goodbye to Dilly, yelling Merry Christmas back and forth as they rush down the street in opposite directions to catch taxis. Now, she stands in front of a squat brick office building that looks as old as Toronto itself, and maybe it is. She checks the address she pulls from her pocket. Yep, this is the right place.

      Before this afternoon, she’d only spoken over the phone to the people she is about to meet. She doesn’t know why she was so reluctant to come here before. Maybe the reality of it.

      Her assessment of them so far is that they are odd but efficient.

      It’s now or never. She enters the building and crosses over to the elevator, pressing the number three button. As she travels upwards, she can feel her anxiety increasing. She keeps thinking about the last time. Three years ago? Five? When he promised never again. Now, here she is.

      The elevator creaks to a stop; the door opens. As she’s about to exit, a giant of a man appears in the hallway out of nowhere, wearing a blinding lime-green puffy coat, a purple scarf, earmuffs, and carrying a small ratty dog in a tartan warmer.

      He waits for her to get off before he jumps on board. “Cold enough to freeze your testicles today!” he shouts as the doors close on him.

      Startled, Hazy almost drops her gym bag. Who in the hell was that?

      A minute later, she tentatively pulls open the frosted glass door of T.P. Investigations.

      “Come in, come in. Sit down, take the chill off.” A sixtyish woman cheerfully greets her in a wool dress so smothered in multi-colored pansies; it makes Hazy dizzy to look at her. She’s wearing fuzzy reindeer antlers on her head and holding a watering can. She motions energetically to two mismatched leather chairs, one burgundy, the other orange. “Be with you in a sec.”

      Hazy chooses the burgundy, sits down and looks around while she removes her coat. Bright yellow walls echo summer sunshine. The windowsill above the old radiator is lined with potted red geraniums with one healthy heather plant in the middle and a poinsettia in honor of the season.

      The curtains … what’s wrong with the curtains? As Hazy stares at the soft yellow-striped cotton, she realizes the hems are hand-sewn with different colors of thread. They hang cheerfully at various lengths, brushing the flowers below them. A mottled brown rug covers old hardwood. Against the far wall, a coffeemaker sits on a side table along with a collection of People magazines and a very large bottle of Smirnoff vodka. Beside it, on top of a mini-fridge, a motley collection of mugs huddle around a plate of homemade cookies. In one corner, she spies a dog’s bed. In the other, a messy jumble of baby clothing and toys lie in a heap.

      “Miss Wilkes will be right with you,” the Pansy Woman answers her unspoken question from her neatly organized desk outside the inner door. “I’m Felicity. If you need anything, just ask. And help yourself to the coffee and cookies. Or the vodka, for that matter.”

      A burst of noise emanates from the inner closed office. Both women turn their heads. The door flings open to admit a willowy sylph of a young woman with spiked-out red hair, and the most amazing mauve eyes Hazy has ever seen. In her hands she holds an infant bawling at the top of his lungs.

      “Walter, give it a rest.” She beams at Hazy. “My half-brother, Walter.”

      Soon an older woman, looking remarkably like the younger one, emerges carrying not one, but two more infants. “And his two sisters, Pats and Gerta. It’s a Dutch name, apparently, the Gerta one, not the Pats. Pats is short for Patricia,” she addresses Hazy, as if it would mean something. “Merry Christmas.”

      The younger redhead plunks into a chair beside their visitor, and digs into a baby bag slung over her shoulder for a bottle. Deftly shoving the rubber nipple of warm milk into Walter’s rosebud mouth, she leans over to Hazy, blinking those amazing eyes. “Tell me, how does a fifty-three-year-old woman give birth to triplets, I’d like to know. I mean, honestly. Popped them out like farts.”

      She sits back, adjusting the baby. “I’m Pumpkin, by the way. Merry Christmas. I’m really Penelope but nobody has ever called me that since my dear auntie here called me Pumpkin when I was this age.” She glances down at Walter. “She was smashed on champagne at the time. I’ve got my revenge though. I call her Lawrence. Do you want to know what her married name is going to be? It’s hysterical.”

      Hazy sits back stunned, mumbling “Merry Christmas”, holding onto her purse for dear life. Who are these people?

      Pumpkin bursts into fits of giggles. Eventually she managed to spit out, “Hill … Hill … Hillary McHagerty. Did you ever hear of a name so silly in your entire life? Hillary McHagerty. That is, if she marries him. Do you want to hold him?” She thrusts the baby in Hazy’s face.

      “Ah … ah …” Hazy jerks her head towards the outer door, desperate to escape.

      Forgetting her offer, Pumpkin sits the baby bottle down, jumping up and dancing a little jig, causing Walter to gurgle contentedly. “How did we get roped into this week-long babysitting job, anyway?”

      Her two-baby aunt in the far corner chair pipes up, “We offered. No, you offered. It was your brilliant idea.” She imitates her niece’s airy voice. “Hey, Roger, you and Becks, you both look sooo exhausted. Why don’t you sneak away for a little romantic vacay before the holiday? Lary and I aren’t busy at the moment. We’d adore taking care of your precious babies.”

      “Humph.” Pumpkin plunks back down beside Hazy. “I must have been out of my kumquat mind.”

      Hazy has an opinion on that but she’s too flabbergasted to speak. Kumquat?

      “I’m forgetting my manners,” the two-baby redhead speaks from the doorway. “Mrs. Thistle, do come in. I’m Lary Wilkes, private investigator. I’d shake hands with you, but as you can see⁠—”

      “I’ll take the little buggers for awhile.” Pansy Woman springs up, reaches out her arms. Soon, two wide-eyed but mercifully silent babies grin over at Hazy.

      “Follow me.” Lary Wilkes enters the inner office.

      Too late to make a run for it. Might as well see what this crazy woman has to say. Reluctantly, Hazy follows her inside. She takes a seat in a dining room chair across from a massive wooden desk. A framed photograph of a squat, black-haired man smoking a cigar and holding the little dog she had seen in the elevator stares down at her from the wall.

      Lary follows Hazy’s gaze. “T.P. Bladder and his dog Timex. Died in his sleep over a year ago now; the man not the dog, and left this agency to his nephew Stan. Fortunately, his last name is Norton, not Bladder, can you imagine?”

      Hazy could not imagine. Not in her wildest dreams. Her brain is buzzing as if her head is stuck inside a beehive.

      Lary continues, “Well, Stan is Pumpkin’s boyfriend, and short story longer, Stan decided to let me run the business since I was already T.P.’s associate. Before he died in his sleep, that is. So.” She smiles brightly at Hazy. “To the job at hand.”

      “What are those?” Hazy stares at a tower of paperbacks on a fragile side table threatening to topple over.

      “Oh, help yourself, please do. They’re on the house. My novel, Private My Eye.”

      “You’re a writer, then?” Now, Hazy is totally confused.

      “My one attempt. But no worries. I’m a certified private investigator. Got my licence on the Internet. That way I could drink at the same time I studied ha-ha.” Lary’s hands fly through messy piles of files on her desk. “Now where’s your folder? I thought it was … no … maybe …”

      Hazy glances around. Lined up at the back of the office, three infant car seats are carelessly stacked alongside another dog bed sitting under a window decorated with more of the homemade curtains. On the far wall hangs a photo with palm trees, sunshine, and a grinning couple holding fishbowl-sized margaritas. To cover her nervousness, Hazy gets up to take a closer look. The man in the photo is the same strange one in the lime coat she had run into in the elevator. His arm’s around Lary Wilkes. He wears saggy chartreuse bathing shorts hanging to his knees and his skin is sunburned the color of ripe tomatoes. The woman wears a black one-piece bathing suit. They stand in front of a small outdoor pool. Behind them a wooden sign hangs from chains, saying, “El Gato Loco.”

      Still flipping through her files, Lary explains, “El Gato Loco. Crazy cat, that’s what it means. It’s my favorite hotel in Pee Vee where we got engaged. Here it is.” She extends an eight-by-eleven envelope on the desk.

      Reluctantly Hazy sits down. It’s now or never.

      “Take your time, please,” Lary says kindly. “Do you want a martini? We usually have one about this time. Dulls the pain of babysitting.”

      “I’d like to be alone if that’s alright.” Hazy’s fingers are shaking.

      “Certainly. Absolutely. Of course. I’ll just … you take your … I’ll be right …” Lary jumps up and disappears into the mayhem in the lobby.

      Hazy sits back in her chair, her fingers touching the envelope, her eyes closed. Truth time. Do I really want to know? Yes. No. Yes, I have to know. He promised never again. He promised never again three times now. But he said he really meant it this last time.

      “Cut the stalling,” she mumbles under her breath. Slowly, clumsily, Hazy withdraws the photographs from their hiding place, lays them in her lap. She takes a deep breath before she looks down.

      And there is Marshall in his “tighty whities” with his assistant, Sassy Suz, draped in nothing other than yards of hot pink feather boas on his office sofa.

      She picks up the photo with shaky fingers before dropping it on the floor. She looks down at the next one. They’re dancing naked except for being entwined in streams of feathers. Eventually, she goes through them all, one by one.

      Marshall with the pink boa tied around his penis.

      Sassy Suz in boa handcuffs, merrily begging for mercy.

      Hazy stops breathing. She actually feels her heart cease to beat while she stares down at the scattered heap of pictures on the floor.

      Inexplicably, she bursts out laughing, guffawing at the top of her lungs. She jumps to her feet and begins to dance the flamenco around the room, bellowing, “Whee! Ho-ho ha-ha! I’m free! Ho-ho ha-ha! I’m free! I’m free-free-free!”

      The door cracks open slightly. Two faces peek in, round-eyed, mouths open.

      Hazy finally spots them, mid-twirl as she madly heel-toes, and snaps her imaginary castanets in the air. “Bring on the martinis!” she shouts gleefully. “I’m free at last! I’m free!”

      The door closes, opening a few minutes later with two women carrying glasses, a bottle of olives, and vodka.

      Lary looks at her client for a moment. “Are you sure? I mean, you’re in shock, and⁠—”

      “Good riddance to the cheating son of a Loose Eel bastard!” Hazy shouts before executing an enthusiastic spin, landing right in front of them. She sings the well-known classic from the Sound of Music, “So long, farewell … Auf wiedersehen, goodbye … Goodbye … Goodbye … Goodbye …”

      Calmly, Hazy takes the glasses from Pumpkin, carries them over to the desk, and reaches for the vodka, gesturing to the two Wilkes ladies to join her. She pours them each a healthy shot, adds some olives, and lifts her glass to toast. “He’s dust.”

      Pumpkin glances down at the scattered photos. Finally, giggling as she sips, she manages to spit out, “I’d say, it’s more like he’s … feather-dusted.”

      Hazy dances over to the picture on the wall. “Where’s this place you call Pee Vee?”
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      Sitting in First Class in her window seat, Hazy wakes up from her little post boozy lunch snooze. She turns to stare out at the brilliant blue sky and smiles before reaching for her carry-on from below the seat. Grinning like a kid, she heads to the washroom.

      With some difficulty, she manages to yank off her pantsuit and blouse, and pull on the pretty salmon-flowered cotton dress she’d found on sale at the mall three days ago. She reaches around in her bag again, and pulls out a pair of strappy cream sandals she’d discovered at the back of her closet. She pulls them on, admiring her new summery pedicure before stuffing her old brown clunkers into the tiny airplane garbage disposal. Don’t need those anymore, ha-ha.

      Reaching deeper into her carry-on, she retrieves the crocheted ivory cardigan with three-quarter sleeves she had created for her daughter Raven’s college graduation. (Raven had legally changed her name from Rachel at age nineteen. Something about not wanting to sound “ordinary” like her mother.) The new name suits her actually, with her pitch-black hair and pointy features. Not to mention the fact that she went on to study ornithology. Smoothing down the sweater, Hazy recalls that no one at the graduation even noticed the intricacy of the design except for Sean, of course, who had admired the tiny burnt orange and cinnamon wildflowers around the collar and down the front edges.

      Hazy stuffs the pantsuit into her carry-on along with the blouse, brushes her teeth, refreshes her makeup and redoes her chignon. Damn I look good. Must be that diet she went on, she thinks. “How to Lose 190 Pounds Overnight.” Dump your lying, cheating bastard of a husband.

      She applies some peach blush on her cheeks from her brand-new makeup case. When was the last time she’d worn any? Mascara? Makeup of any kind, for that matter?

      She digs into her purse and pulls out the dangling silver earrings she had treated herself to at Duty-Free in Toronto airport. They look like little chandeliers with tiny sherbet-colored amber drops. Perfect.

      As she attaches them to her ears, she notices her ring-free left hand. No band of gold. No antique diamond engagement ring, a gift from her grandmother to make up for Marshall not being able to afford one all those years ago. No gaudy anniversary circle of rubies Marshall gave her years later. Which girlfriend had picked that one out, anyway? She’d carefully packed them into her jewelry box and left it on her dresser.

      As soon as she gets a tan, you won’t be able to tell the rings were ever there. She smiles at herself in the mirror, rubbing her newly Sienna Sparkle lips together.

      It’s January 4th, 2008. How she’d made it through the Christmas holidays with a smile on her face, she’ll never know.

      And now I’m ready. Ready for the rest of my life. Bring it on!
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      Hazy flings open the old wooden balcony shutters, letting in moist, warm air. A sound catches her attention and she looks down at the small swimming pool encircled with colorful tiles, where a young couple is exiting through a wrought-iron gate. The movement makes the wooden sign, dangling on chains overhead, swing slightly: “El Gato Loco.” Just like in the picture in the crazy ladies’ office she’d stumbled out of what? A few weeks ago?

      Slowly, she takes the pins out of her chignon and lets her hair drift down around her shoulders, tickling the skin on her bare arms. She swears she can smell the Pacific Ocean two blocks away and hear the gentle rolling of the waves. Her eyes follow the rambling cobblestone street running downhill alongside the hotel filled with chatty people eagerly heading out for the evening. She’s only been here an hour and already it feels like home.

      A tiny bright-colored bird lands on her windowsill, chirping at her like a long-lost friend, cocking his head back and forth as if he’s trying to tell her something.

      “He thinks I should celebrate my new found freedom,” she tells herself. “And well I should.” Grinning, she turns away to the single bed where her suitcase lays open along with a bag from the Duty Free. Reaching inside, she pulls out a bottle of Frangelico, her favorite Italian liqueur, only purchased for Christmas. Until now.

      Skipping into the tiny bathroom, she finds a single water glass and brings it back to the bedside table. She screws off the top and pours the thick, sweet liquid until it curves over the brim. Sitting back on the bed, she tips her head back and feels the sweet hazelnut treat slide down the back of her throat.

      Somewhere on a distant street, a lone guitar strikes up a tune. A voice of pure silver fills the damp air with the unfamiliar words of a likely familiar theme–love lost; love found; love betrayed, or not enough soda in the tequila.

      Hazy’s eyes glance over to her suitcase, where the contents spill over the bed. Giggling like a teenager, she spies her castanets and slaps one in each palm. As the ripened peach of a sun dips below the rim of the ocean, Hazy dances with abandon in her bare feet across the tile floor, faster and faster, swirling and clapping, slowing only to take another slug of her beloved Frangelico.

      Ahhh … freedom!
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      Sunlight blazes on her eyes, her cheeks, and her arms. It must be a zillion degrees in here! A cacophony of car horns, yelping dogs, shrieking children, and some insane person from outside yelling over and over, “Agua! Agua!” assaults her ears. Her head feels like a bag of steel dice are rolling around inside.

      Tentatively, Hazy lifts her head from the pillow. The dice tumble and bumper-car against each other. “Oomph, oomph.” Her head drops back down. Mercifully, she falls back to sleep.

      Two hours later, she awakens thirsty enough to drink from a toilet. She’s still wearing her new cotton dress from the day before. Sweat drips between her ample breasts, and her legs stick together at the thighs.

      She lifts her head just enough to look around. On the windowsill sits the empty bottle of Frangelico. On the side table a small distance from the bed, a full bottle of Evian water rests on its side, evidently left over from her flight. She rolls over and reaches for it … reaches for it … reaches for it …

      Whack. Thump. Splat. “Oomph … Owwww!” She lands on her stomach on a small rug gaily hooked with a matador in full red cape. Fortuitously, the mini-bottle lands in her hand unopened. Somehow, she manages to lift her head just enough to pour it down her parched throat. And falls back asleep on the matador.

      “Señora, Señora.” Tap. Tap. Tap.

      “Señora? You ho-kay?”

      Hazy lifts her head from the rug, turns on her side to stare at the doorway from where the voice is emanating. Where am I? What language is she speaking?

      Tap. Tap. Tap. “Señora, por favor …”

      Hazy hears the sound of a key turning. A young Mexican girl no more than sixteen stands with a mop and a bucket of cleaning tools. She stares in confusion at the hefty woman lying spread-eagled on her stomach on the rug, clutching an empty water bottle.

      Hazy lifts her head again, twists around to smile brightly. “Good morning. Ah, buenas dias.”

      “Buenas dias, Señora. Ees ebery-ting ho-kay?”

      Somehow, Hazy manages to get herself into a sitting position facing the door, smooths down her dress and grins. “Ah, I was ah … just looking at the rug. So beautiful.” She pats it without turning her head.

      “I come back mas tarde, ho-kay? Later, I come back.”

      Hazy grins and pats the rug again. “So pretty, the matador.”

      The girl stares at her. It’s not the first time she’s seen a tourist drunk on their butt. “Yes, ho-kay.” She disappears like a mirage.

      As soon as the girl is gone, Hazy collapses back onto the floor.
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      “How about you have the ear of the little dog?” The waiter’s teeth shine brightly. “Sometime, it help you with the overhang.” He stands beside Hazy’s table on the small wooden patio by the sea, a restaurant recommended by the snickering nice lady in the El Gato Loco lobby. Evidently, the matador rug episode has gone the rounds.

      “A what? An ear? Oh, ha-ha. Sure, why not? I will have a hair of the little dog. Sounds good, por favor.” Her eyes pour over the menu.

      “A Bloody Mary ees go well with the huevos rancheros,” the waiter suggests cheerfully.

      “Oh, very good. Yes, great. I’ll have one of those.” Hazy gives him a silly grin. What in the hell is a “huevos”? She turns her face to the bustling seashore.

      It’s late Sunday morning. Children run everywhere, dancing in and out of the lapping waves, chasing each other, splashing water on their mamas and papas and grandmas and grandpas, and playing with their toys they got for Christmas. On blankets, families squish together, sharing barbequed fish on a stick, melons, sodas, and conversation.

      Along the boardwalk running immediately in front of the restaurant, a thriving mess of energy parades. Teenage girls in short skirts and heels chase and run from teenage boys. Sunburnt middle-aged tourists waddle along in gaudy flowered prints. Young mothers push baby strollers while their proud husbands puff out their chests. An occasional drunk lurches along, holding a bottle of homemade hootch. Beside the boardwalk, vendors all in white and laden down with their wares call out to the crowd, “Almost free today! Come see!” Little girls clutching bouquets of roses weave in and out.

      Hazy looks out further to the old stone pier to her right where lovers stroll hand-in-hand. Fishermen idly chat with friends over a smoke and a six-pack. A beagle chases a seagull off a wooden piling. Empty charter boats bob in their moorings.

      Am I dreaming all this? Am I really here in Puerto Vallarta?

      “Yep, I finally did it,” Hazy murmurs, sipping her Bloody Mary. “Hooray for me.” She looks down at her bare left hand. After rubbing the little callus on the back of her fourth finger, she holds her palms out to the sun.

      A nearby vendor woman mistakes her signal and toddles over, smothered from neck to torso in cloth bags stuffed to the brim. In a flash, she expertly removes loose-fitting, soft cotton beach dresses of various brilliant colors, displaying four of them like a fan.

      “How much?” Hazy smiles.

      “Fifty pesos. Each one. Almost free today for you.” The vendor grins, showing off a gold-rimmed front tooth in a marvellously wrinkled cocoa complexion and twinkly eyes.

      “I’ll take all four then, shall I?” Hazy holds up four fingers. Snapping open her purse, she brings out two hundred pesos and hands them to the woman.

      The vendor’s eyes go wide with shock. In a micro-second, she folds the bills into her wallet attached to her belt, gathers up her bags, and scoots away before Hazy can change her mind.

      A scrawny woman the shape and color of an old cigar with thin peroxided hair and clown makeup, leans over from the next table. Her voice betrays a lifelong smoking habit. “You coulda had ‘em all for fifty pesos total. You gotta learn how to talk ‘em down.”

      “Well, I believe in being kind and fair and generous,” Hazy retorts.

      Cigar Lady pulls a pack of Marlboros from her Gucci purse. “She took ya big time.” The dark lined skin on her emaciated arms swings back and forth like wet Kleenex while she struggles to light her cigarette. Her bony fingers are ringed with lumps of diamonds and gold bands. Thick bracelets encircle her bird wrists along with a jewel-encrusted Rolex. A pendant the size of a pineapple hangs on a thick chain around her neck like a noose.

      Hazy stares at the woman in disgust before turning away to wave goodbye to the grinning vendor. The Mexican lady waves back, a small sweet child now clinging happily to her dress.

      Money can buy a lot of things, Hazy muses. But class isn’t one of them.
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      Hazy senses rather than sees a tall, lean, deeply tanned man leave the beach restaurant behind her. With some difficulty, due to her wobbly sandals and equally wobbly brain, she makes her way with her bundle of dresses up the packed dirt lane to the busy road a block or so away. She stops at the intersection.

      The man steps beside her. “You overpaid by four times for those dresses, you know. You’re expected to barter for them. She will tell all the other vendors about you and you will be swarmed with them.”

      Hazy can’t put a finger on his accent. It isn’t Spanish, she’s sure of that.

      He sticks out his hand. “Yves. They call me Sculptor.” His grip is vice-like.

      Hazy looks up into blue denim eyes set in a long bony weathered face. What little hair he has, is brushed back with no apologies for his baldness. He wears faded black shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt over a lean, toned body.

      Fifty? Sixty? Sixty-five? It’s hard to tell with that decade of tan.

      “Hello, I’m Hazy. I just arrived yesterday.”

      “No kidding, really? I can hardly tell,” he sneers, showing off handsome teeth.

      Is he being funny? Rude? Or just another man-sized idiot?

      They start walking together through the intersection onto the sidewalk on the far side.

      “What hotel are you staying at?” The blue irises burrow into her browns.

      “Ah, the Crazy Cat. El Gato Loco.”

      He stops abruptly on the sidewalk and takes her roughly by the shoulders. He shouts at her like an angry parent. “That is your first mistake! Never, I repeat, never, tell a stranger where you are staying in Vallarta. This place is swarming with con artists and crazy people!”

      And I’m looking at one right now.

      He continues forcefully, “Ready to pounce! Rob you of all your money! Your watch, your credit cards, your jewelry. So.”

      He grins before letting go. They begin walking as if nothing has happened. When he speaks again, his voice is teasing. “So. Where are you staying, madame?”

      Hazy rolls her eyes at him. “At the beach?”

      He bursts into a hearty laugh. “You don’t say that, ha-ha. You change the subject and say, tell you what, why don’t I meet you somewhere? That is, if you want to see this stranger again.”

      “Tell you what, why don’t I meet you somewhere?” Hazy’s headache returns full-dice boogie.

      Who the hell is this nut-job?

      “Arribe at six. The most popular bar in Vallarta. See you there. Don’t be late.”

      He starts jaywalking swiftly across the street, slapping his hand on the hood of a car that has dared to drive too close to him. He yells over his shoulder, “See if you can find it.”
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