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      2019

      I sat in the passenger seat of my daughter’s fancy car, watching her lock the front door of my house. Why the hell did I let her talk me into leaving? When she got in the car, I asked for the house key. She hesitated, gave me an irritated expression, and handed it over. She started the car, backed down the driveway, and pulled out onto the street.

      I’d been living alone for about four years, since my wife, Sharon, died. I didn’t have much of a social life; most of our friends were connected to Sharon and stopped calling a few months after her funeral. My two college buddies who lived in the area were no longer around. One died two days after his seventieth birthday. The other had Alzheimer’s and was in a memory care unit in Ann Arbor. But I kept busy reading, working in my woodshop, and watching TV. Juan, my lawn and garden guy, and his wife, Marguerite, who picked up the house, visited me regularly.

      Juan and Marguerite found me after my fall down the basement stairs in early January. I couldn’t get up; my hip and right arm were fractured, and I had no way of calling for help. I was on the basement floor for almost thirteen hours until they arrived and called an ambulance. While I was in the hospital, I heard the doctor mention something about a nursing home, and that motivated me to push myself in physical therapy so I could return home. I made it back home. But my daughter, April, never seemed thrilled about my achievement and had been relentless in pushing me into senior housing.

      April drove slowly past the house, giving me one more chance to look at it until it vanished behind the tall hedge marking the property line. I always thought the place was too big and ostentatious, and I wasn’t fond of our snobbish and snoopy neighbors. Sharon, on the other hand, loved everything about the house and neighborhood. She viewed herself as one of Detroit’s elites, and the house showed the world she was loaded and successful. She paid for everything and reminded me of that when I expressed my reservations about it all.

      We drove for a few miles, and April kept giving me expectant glances, as if she wanted me to say something. She always acted uncomfortable when I was quiet, so it was no surprise when she rambled on and on about my “new home” in Farmington Hills.

      “I’m so excited for you, Dad. You’re gonna love assisted living! Think about it. You won’t have to cook, clean, or anything, and I’m sure you’ll meet a lot of nice people. It’ll be great!”

      “I wonder if that’s what criminal defense attorneys tell their clients when they’ve been sentenced to prison.”

      April shot me a puzzled look. “I’m not following. Tell them what?”

      “That they won’t have to cook or clean and they’ll meet a lot of nice people.”

      April appeared to tighten her grip on the steering wheel as she took a deep breath. “Come on, Dad. You told me you’d give it a try. It’s not a damn prison! It’s the best assisted living facility in Southeast Michigan, and you’re fortunate to be going there.”

      “As I told you before, April, I don’t need assistance with living.”

      “You can’t back out now, Dad. I’m sorry, but it’s all arranged. Your apartment is set up with furniture from Mom’s beach house, and we have an appointment with one of the owners when we arrive.”

      April turned off the highway onto a long blacktop driveway leading to a sprawling one-story brick building that looked like a ski lodge. The landscaped grounds were impressive, with old-growth oaks and white pine dotting the property, along with flower beds bursting with colors. I kept my mouth shut because I didn’t want April to think my resistance to the move was starting to wane.

      I noticed a brightly colored van, a Mercedes convertible, and a few nondescript vehicles as we drove by the parking lot adjacent to the building. I turned to her. “When are you going to bring me my car?”

      “No reason to have a car here, Dad. They have everything you need.”

      I slapped my hand on the dashboard, startling her. “Wait a minute! You never mentioned I wouldn’t have my car.”

      “Oh, I’m sure I did. Maybe you just don’t remember.”

      “Don’t remember? Are you kidding me? I never would have agreed to stay here without a car.”

      “Dad, I’m sure we talked about the car. And frankly, I don’t think it’s safe for you to be driving. Remember your accident last month?”

      “Sure, I remember! The son of a bitch jammed on his brakes, and I rear-ended him. It was just a fender bender.”

      “But you got a ticket.”

      “Big deal. How many tickets and fender benders have you had, April?”

      “Dad, this isn’t about me.”

      I felt my face reddening. “And the house?”

      April looked in the rearview mirror, casually fluffed her bleached blond hair, checked her lipstick, and adjusted her sunglasses. “We’ll put it up for sale when the time is right.”

      “It’s not yours to sell, April! I’ll decide when to⁠—”

      April stopped the car in the circular drive near the entrance, opened her door, and got out. A short, trim man with curly dark hair came flying out the door toward her. He was wearing boating shoes, khaki pants, and an unbuttoned navy blazer over a pink golf shirt. I stayed put as a final protest.

      “April, so nice to see you again!” the man said. He and April hugged.

      They let go of each other. Then April walked over to my side of the car and opened the door. “Dad, I want to introduce you to Brett Beaudry. Brett and his partners own this beautiful place and two others.”

      I reluctantly got out of the car and shook Brett’s hand. What else could I do?

      “Great to meet you, Mr. Livingston. May I call you Bud? April told me all about you. I’m thrilled you and your family chose Serenity Assisted Living as your home away from home. You’ll be happy and safe here, my friend.” Brett droned on and on while April smiled and nodded, as if she was endorsing his sales pitch.

      I felt as if I needed an alcohol wipe to rub Brett’s slickness off my hand before it soaked into my skin. He was definitely impressed with himself and apparently spent a lot of time in a tanning booth, darkening his skin to complement his bleached white teeth and the gold around his fingers and neck. His fake charm and smooth-talking manner really turned me off. When you’re over seventy, I figure you have enough life experience to evaluate a flashy guy who hugs your daughter.

      April had a history of not making good choices involving men, so it was no surprise she seemed enamored with Brett and bragged that he’d obtained his bachelor’s from Cornell and his MBA from President Trump’s alma mater, the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania. It was as if April expected me to sing his praises, but I said nothing.

      Puzzled by their connection, I asked, “How do you two know each other?”

      “I met April through your son John,” said Brett. “John and I were in the same high school class at Cranbrook. We graduated together.”

      Cranbrook. That word stirred memories of my many disagreements with Sharon about the elitist attitudes our kids had developed at that private and expensive prep school she insisted they attend.

      “I see,” I said.

      “I’ll have one of the aides get your suitcases out of the car and take them to your room. Just like a five-star hotel, but you don’t have to tip,” said Brett, winking at me. “Let’s go to my office.”
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      There was a commotion on the other side of the spacious lobby, where three men were watching the Tigers baseball game on a wall-mounted TV. The inning had apparently just ended, and the distinctive introductory drumbeats of the sixties rock classic “Up Yours” were blasting. The men were laughing and high-fiving each other. I remembered “Up Yours” as a powerful rallying tune during my protest days as a student in Ann Arbor, but its message of resistance to authority and opposition to the Vietnam War was lost long ago.

      April looked at the men and then back at Brett. “What the hell are they so excited about?”

      “The tall one there with the ponytail gets a royalty check every month because that asinine tune is played in stadiums,” he replied. “It’s pathetic.”

      “Wait,” I said. “That guy wrote ‘Up Yours’? Wow.”

      Brett sneered. “Right. He and his friends get all excited when it’s played. You’d think they’d have something better to do.” Apparently sensing my interest, Brett added, “Stay away from him. He’s a liar and a troublemaker.”

      Brett motioned for April and me to follow him into his office. I noticed on the wall a large framed photograph of Brett, President Donald J. Trump, and a buxom woman in a tight-fitting, low-cut shirt and golf skirt standing next to a golf green. Brett was smiling so broadly I was surprised the glint of his artificially whitened teeth didn’t ruin the photo. The president seemed to be casting a side-glance at the woman’s large endowments.

      Brett launched into his spiel when we were seated.

      “Well, super! We’re so happy to have you here at Serenity, Bud. You’re going to love it! There are some amazing people who live here, and I’m certain you’ll make new friends. We take care of everything—meals, laundry, medication. We even provide entertainment! Birthdays are a big deal. You get the meal of your choice, and we make the day very special. We have bingo, exercise classes, card games, occasional music nights, and church services. Sometimes, the residents get together and work on elaborate puzzles.”

      Brett’s well-memorized speech about all the benefits of living at Serenity stopped for a moment as he looked past April and me to the front of his office and into the lobby. I turned to see what had caught his attention. A short, heavyset woman with an unruly mop of brownish-gray hair and a shirt with cat faces was peering into the office as she slowly pushed her wheeled walker.

      Brett continued. “Okay, where were we? Anyway, as I was saying, we serve you just about anything you want for breakfast between 6:30 and 8:30 a.m. Lunch is served at noon, and dinner is at 5:30. Our meals are outstanding, so be prepared to gain weight, Bud. The evenings are yours . . . Excuse me a moment.” He sprang from his chair, bolted past April and me, and quickly opened the door. This time, we both turned to see what was happening. The woman with the cat shirt had returned and was again peering into the office.

      “Is there anything I can do for you, Mrs. Miron?” Brett asked.

      “No. Just getting a little exercise.”

      The woman began moving along, so Brett closed the door, sat back in his chair, and asked if we had any questions. When we didn’t, he extracted the housing contract from a manila folder on his desk and gave it to me. “I put a red X by all the places you need to sign.”

      I picked up a pen, wondering if my signature would lock me into an expensive long-term contract that would leave me marooned with no means of escape. I asked, “Can the contract be canceled?”

      “Yes, with thirty days’ notice. But our residents rarely cancel.” Brett smiled, flashing his pearly whites.

      The residents don’t cancel because they die here, was my first thought, but I decided to keep that comment to myself. I signed the contract with the intent of canceling in a few days. That would get April’s attention.
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      After giving April and me a tour of the apartment, Brett said he had to head off to the golf course for an early-evening tee time. He gave April another hug, and we shook hands. As he was leaving, he mentioned that Nurse Jackie would be stopping by to collect my medications and explain the policy for storing them.

      The apartment was nicely furnished with the items April had delivered. My suitcases were eventually brought to the apartment, and my daughter quickly unpacked them, stashing clothes in the bedroom closet and dresser drawers. After we finished making my bed, she put my toiletries next to the sink in the bathroom, along with a towel and washcloth.

      April’s phone chimed. She glanced at a text message and said abruptly, “Dad, I’ve got to get going. I know you’re going to like it here. Just give it a chance. Oh, one more thing.” She pointed at a small unopened box on the bedroom floor. “There’s a couple framed pictures of you and Mom in there.” She gave me a kiss on the cheek and said curtly, “Love you,” and left.

      I picked up the box and put it in the closet.

      Nurse Jackie arrived a few minutes later. She was clearly younger than April and appeared confident and organized.

      She told me that all prescription medication was kept in a locked cabinet at the nurses’ station and dispensed to residents by staff nurses. She asked me what prescription medications I was taking, and I told her I took Zestril for blood pressure and Lipitor for cholesterol. She was surprised to learn I didn’t take pain medication. I told her my doctor had prescribed thirty pills when I was discharged from the rehab facility but that I’d only taken two because they made me feel loopy.

      Nurse Jackie looked concerned. “Mr. Livingston, with the injuries you had, you may develop arthritis in those areas and experience toothache-like pain. It’s very important to address that pain as soon as it flares up, so don’t hesitate to let us know if you feel uncomfortable. With today’s medicines, no one should experience chronic pain.”

      I thanked Jackie for her advice and gave her a large Ziploc bag containing the pill bottles I’d brought from home.

      After she left, I sat on the edge of my bed, thinking about April and our discussions over the last few months. I remembered her complaining about the twenty-five-mile drive from her apartment in downtown Detroit to my place and how she seemed put out and preoccupied every time she stopped by. She’d always been self-centered and not particularly compassionate, but I took her concerns about me seriously. Then it hit me: She’d manipulated me out of my house.

      I stood and cursed at myself for being so trusting and naïve. I imagined April calling her friends and gloating that she’d off-loaded her caretaking responsibilities and wouldn’t have to check up on me.

      I looked at my watch and realized dinner would be served soon. The last thing I wanted to do was go into a dining room full of strangers and pretend I was happy to be with them. I thought about skipping dinner, but I was hungry. And I’d be in the same spot in the morning when breakfast was served. I had to pull myself together.

      I went into the bathroom, closed the door, and took off my shirt. Then I turned on the hot water at the sink and picked up the washcloth April had laid out. I held it under the water until it was saturated, then squeezed out the excess water and placed the warm washcloth over my face. I concentrated on my breathing and tried to relax by thinking about floating on a calm lake on a warm, sunny day.

      After a few moments, I pulled the washcloth off my face, intending to hold it in the hot water again and start the process over. I looked at the steamed mirror in front of me and saw a dark figure. I nearly fell over as I spun around and faced Gene Simmons of the rock band Kiss.

      His life-size poster was taped to the back of the bathroom door.

      Simmons was decked out for a concert, with his black-and-white painted face, a one-piece leather outfit generously adorned with steel studs and chains, matching black boots with eight-inch heels, a black bass guitar in his hands, and, of course, that extraordinarily large lizard-like tongue hanging out of his mouth.

      I shook my head in disgust as I wiped the water off my face and chest with a towel.

      The previous resident must have been a Kiss fan or had some weird obsession with Gene Simmons.
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      Should I stay put or go to dinner? I mulled over this question for several minutes and eventually decided to go to the dining room and eat, then return to my room and write a thirty-day lease cancellation notice, which I’d give to Brett first thing in the morning.

      I entered the dining room and spotted Mr. Up Yours sitting at a table with his two companions. When they looked at me, their conversation seemed to become more animated. Were they talking about me? Remembering Brett’s warning, I veered away from them and walked toward an empty table on the opposite side of the room.

      Someone yelled, “Dude!”

      I kept walking.

      “Hey, new guy!”

      I looked and saw Mr. Up Yours waving me over to their table. I froze, unsure what to do. If I don’t go to their table, they’ll think I’m a jerk. If I go to their table and Brett sees me with them, he’ll think I’m a jerk for ignoring his advice. I’m screwed no matter what. This is the kind of crap you don’t have to deal with when you live alone.

      I sighed and approached the three men. Mr. Up Yours stood and introduced himself.

      “Hi, I’m Clayton Davis. And you are?”

      “Bud Livingston.”

      We shook hands.

      “Have a seat, Bud. We’re always interested in getting to know the new inmate.”

      I sat in the only available chair.

      Clayton leaned forward in his chair and seemed to be sizing me up while stroking his mousy-brown Fu Manchu mustache. His long brownish-gray hair was tied in a ponytail and hung down to the center of his back. He’d apparently taken a page from Ringo Starr’s or Liberace’s playbook and wore rings on most of his fingers. And his Sex Pistols T-shirt was a bold statement of his musical taste that undoubtedly drew the ire of some of the residents. His high cheekbones, inquisitive blue eyes, and disarming smile gave me the impression he’d probably been a lady’s man in his younger days.

      “So, Bud . . .” Clayton glanced at his pals. “Oh shit! Excuse me! Ever hear of the “Sylvester Stallone in a wheelchair” look-alike competition for seniors?”

      “Can’t say as I have.”

      “Well, if they had one, my good friend here, Jim Rogers, would win hands down.”

      Jim shifted in his wheelchair and looked at me. I could definitely see his resemblance to Sylvester Stallone. His wavy dark hair, streaked with gray, hung well past his ears and down the back of his neck. There was hardness in his craggy face, and he had round, dark, penetrating eyes. I could tell he wasn’t very tall—definitely less than six feet. He had a broad chest and short, muscular arms. I noticed a tattoo of an eagle head on his right forearm. But when Jim smiled, his face lit up, and his intimidating appearance vanished.

      “Welcome aboard, Bud!” Jim said.

      I noticed a nasty white scar on his wrist as he reached out to shake my hand. A quick glance confirmed a matching scar on his other wrist.

      “And this fashionable young man with the slightly receding hairline is my buddy, Charlie Johanson,” Clayton said.

      Charlie shrugged, and I smiled. He was bald as an egg! His soft, round face, ruddy cheeks, bright-blue eyes, and friendly smile reminded me of a beardless Santa Claus.

      “Nice to meet you, Bud,” Charlie said. “Where ya from?”

      “I grew up in a small town in the Upper Peninsula, but I’ve been living in the Detroit area since the early seventies.”

      “A Yooper! I used to have a hunting camp near Newberry. My boys and I shot a lot of bucks there over the years.

      “Love the Upper Peninsula!” said Jim. “I went up there in the late sixties when I was on leave to check out Northern Michigan University in Marquette. I was thinking about going to college up there after I got out, but . . . Well, things didn’t work out.”

      “Jim was in the 101st Airborne,” Clayton said.

      Jim frowned, then smiled and said, “What a beautiful place! I remember looking out over Lake Superior and thinking I really was in God’s country. I can’t believe you’d leave that for metro Detroit! What the hell is wrong with you?”

      I laughed. “My wife and I met in Ann Arbor when we were students in the late sixties. We fell in love, and the rest is history.”

      “Love can make a man do some crazy shit,” said Clayton. “I bet you wanted to go back, but she didn’t want to live in the boonies. Am I right?”

      “Well, it was a little more complicated than that. I wanted to go back, but my wife got a job outside Detroit when she was done with her schooling, so we moved to this area. Been here ever since.”

      “What kind of job?” asked Clayton.

      “She was a doctor.”

      “No shit! What kind of doctor?”

      “A thoracic surgeon.”

      “Wow! Wait. What kind of surgeon is that?” he asked.

      “Her surgery focused on the chest organs, like the heart and lungs.”

      “That’s big-time surgery.”

      “Definitely,” I said, nodding.

      “So . . . is your wife . . .”

      “Yeah, she died four years ago. Breast cancer.”

      “Sorry, man,” Clayton said.

      After an uncomfortable, quiet moment, Jim said, “Bud, I’m not done talking about the Upper Peninsula. Ever fly-fish?”

      “Sure. The Escanaba River has some really big brown trout.”

      Jim’s eyes widened. “Bow hunt?” he shot back.

      “Yeah.”

      “Backcountry camp?” he asked.

      “All the time. Spent a lot of time in the Huron Mountains and on Isle Royale.”

      “Oh my God, Bud! You were a regular Tom Sawyer!” Jim exclaimed. “You had the life I wanted! You and Clayton have so much in common. He loves the wilderness. Right, Clayton?”

      “My ass!” Clayton jumped in. “Don’t listen to that BS, Bud. I’m a concrete-and-steel kind of guy. The one time I went camping, I damn near needed a transfusion, I lost so much blood. The mosquitoes were after us from the moment we arrived, a leech attached himself to me while I was swimming, and I found a wood tick burrowed into my leg after I got home. Literally, everything I encountered that weekend sucked. In fact, the whole damn weekend sucked.”

      “I used to have a hunting camp near Newberry,” Charlie said again.

      I made a point of looking surprised. “I bet you shot a lot of big bucks. I’ve heard there’s some monsters in that area.”

      Clayton smiled and gave me a sly wink. “We did. I had some great times with my boys.”

      “Charlie can be a little forgetful at times,” said Jim. “But we’re all forgetful at times, right, fellas? That’s part of getting old.”

      We nodded in agreement.
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      Dinner was served, and we began to eat. “How long have you been here, Clayton?” I asked.

      “Hmm. Let me think. It’s been over three years since my accident.”

      “Accident?”

      “Yeah. I rode my Harley up from Florida to visit my mom, who lived just outside Detroit. I was minding my own business, riding down the road, when a banker who’d had a few too many martinis blew a stoplight and hit me. I lost my leg below my knee.” He reached down and knocked on his prosthetic leg. “When the ambulance came, the attendant took one look at my leg, opened the ambulance door, and told me to hop in.”

      I smiled at Clayton’s offbeat humor. He grinned, looked at his friends, then turned back to me. “Okay, where were we? Oh yeah. After I got out of the hospital, I stayed at my mom’s house. But I had all sorts of complications, and she couldn’t take care of me. So, to answer your question, I came here temporarily almost two years ago. When the lawsuit settled, I had enough money to stay put until I came up with a new plan.”

      “You must like it here.”

      “It’s okay. The place is clean, the food is good, staff is great, and I have my pals.” He flashed Jim and Charlie a quick smile. “The only negative is the manager, Brett. He’s a douche.”

      “Tell Bud about your court thing,” said Charlie.

      “Okay, I’ll give you the short version. I have occasional pain in my stump, but I don’t like pills. I prefer natural medicine. So I got a medical marijuana card with the help of my doctor. Everything was totally legit. One evening, Brett pulled up to the building and saw me outside smoking a joint. He flipped out and tried to evict me. We went to court, and the good guy won. He’s hated me ever since.”

      “Tell him what the judge said at the end,” said Jim.

      “It was great, Bud. He called Brett a dickhead. Said he’d kick his ass if there was any hint of retaliation.”

      “You’re kidding,” I said.

      “Yeah, I’m kidding. I don’t remember exactly what he said, but he definitely implied that Brett would be in a world of shit if he tried to mess with me.”

      I put my fork down and was reaching for my glass of water when there was a sharp and loud rrruupp.

      Clayton, Jim, and Charlie stared at me with disgusted looks.

      “Did you fart?” Clayton asked.

      “Of course not.” I could feel my face getting flushed.

      Clayton looked at Jim and Charlie, sniffed a couple times, then appeared to rule them out as suspects. He turned back to me. “Do you have wheels?” he asked.

      “Not here. My daughter thinks I shouldn’t drive.”

      “Then you’re branded and stranded. It happens all the time, Bud.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been branded too old, too senile, or just too fucked-up to drive. You’re dumped here without wheels, so you’re stranded in this place. You’re branded and stranded. It’s a clever way for your family to stop taking care of you and know where you are at all times. Unless . . .”

      “Unless what?” I asked.

      “Unless you know someone who has wheels.” Clayton leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Have no fear, Bud. The Mothership is on the launching pad.”

      “What?”

      “Clayton has a custom van in the parking lot, Bud,” explained Jim.

      While I was trying to process branded and stranded, there was another abrupt and violent rrruupp, followed by a gentle, fading pa pa pa poop.

      “If you’re going to fart, I wish you would do it away from the dinner table,” Clayton said in a serious tone.

      Jim chimed in, “Where I come from, it’s not good manners to fart at the table.”

      “I didn’t do it!” I almost shouted.

      Clayton, Charlie, and Jim looked at me skeptically.

      Embarrassed and humiliated, I wiped my mouth with a napkin, tossed it on my plate, and slid my chair away from the table.

      A tall, attractive woman with stylishly cut salt-and-pepper hair was approaching. We made eye contact, and she smiled. I stayed put, feeling my face go flushed. She had to be just shy of six feet tall, with a slender and athletic build. She was a sharp dresser, wearing white pants and a light-blue blouse. I wondered if she was the social director or something like that.

      When she reached our table, she stood next to Clayton. Then she looked at me and smiled again. Her right arm hung loosely by her side as if it was dead weight. Then she looked at Clayton, who avoided her gaze. She put her left hand on her hip and seemed to be studying Jim’s and Charlie’s faces.

      “How’s my favorite cribbage player?” Charlie asked her.

      “I’m doing well, Charlie. Thanks. What’s going on over here, boys?”

      “Nothin’,” said Clayton. “Just getting to know our newest Serenity resident, Bud Livingston.”

      “Yeah, I bet you are. Hi, Bud. I’m Kathleen Adams. I’m just down the hall from you.”

      I stood and shook her left hand. Her warm smile and genuineness somehow made me feel awkward and unsure of myself.

      “Nice to meet you, Kathleen,” I said. It was all I could muster.

      She motioned to me to sit. Then she fixed her dark eyes on Clayton. “Now, we don’t want to scare Bud away on his first day, do we?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “You know what I mean.” She opened her hand. “Fork it over, mister.”

      “Fork what over?”

      “The remote.”

      “What remote?”

      “The remote sitting on your lap.”

      Clayton picked up the remote off his lap and looked as if he was surprised to find it there. “This?”

      “That’s the one.”

      Clayton reluctantly gave it to Kathleen. She pushed the button, and a fart noise came from underneath my chair. Everyone laughed. This time, I did too.

      The woman wearing the cat shirt apparently heard the laughter and saw Kathleen talking to us. She left her table, pushed her walker over, and stood next to Kathleen, who was about a foot taller and much thinner. Her face was wrinkled, with deep worry lines around her eyes. Her bright-red lipstick, liberally applied, reminded me of the candy lips I used to buy as a kid.

      “What’s the ruckus over here?” she asked in a deep, raspy smoker’s voice. She looked up at Kathleen and grinned.

      “The boys were up to their customary welcome prank again,” replied Kathleen.

      Looking at me, the woman asked, “Did it work?”

      “They got me good.”

      Clayton, Charlie, and Jim smiled. Her eyes brightened, and she giggled for a moment. “Nice going, guys!”

      “Bud Livingston, this is Abbie Miron,” said Kathleen.

      I rose again, and we shook hands. The cat heads on her shirt were of every breed, shape, and size, so I asked the obvious question: “You a cat lover?”

      “Hell no. I bought it for a buck at Kmart years ago, before they went out of business. They had a super blue light special that day. Remember those?”

      I nodded.

      She looked me up and down as if she were assessing a giant. “You’re one tall drink of water. How tall are you?”

      “Six four and shrinking.”

      “I know how that goes,” said Abbie. “My problem is I get wider with every inch I shrink. Shit, I used to be your height.” Everyone laughed. “Hey, Charlie. Can you believe it? Bud actually has more hair than you.”

      I still have hair. But, unlike Jim and Clayton, I keep mine trimmed over my ears and off my neck.

      Charlie laughed. “Ya think?”

      “Was that you walking by Brett’s office when I was getting checked in?” I asked Abbie.

      “Sure was! Please sit down, Bud. A man of your advanced age shouldn’t be standing for long periods of time.”

      I sat. She crossed her arms and looked at Clayton and the others. They smiled, seeming to know what was coming.

      “Let me tell you what these SOBs did to me,” she finally said. “For days, they told me about seeing a big rat digging a hole near my window. I had rats on the mind after that. I even dreamed about them. That damn Jim even told me an aide found rat droppings in the hallway.”

      “It was a perfect setup,” said Clayton, smiling at Jim and Charlie.

      Abbie continued. “Anyway, one morning, I’m heading down to breakfast, and I see a great big rat with a long, disgusting tail zigzagging down the hallway toward me. I was petrified. It’s not like I can turn and run. The damn thing saw me and came straight at me. I thought I was going to have a heart attack. It went under my walker, between my legs, and down the hall. Then I heard these three morons laughing. It was a remote-controlled rat. I could have killed them at the time, but now I think it’s pretty funny.”

      “Do you still have that rat, Clayton?” asked Kathleen.

      “Damn right! Robo Rat is hibernating. He only comes out on special occasions.”
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      I didn’t write a thirty-day notice after I woke up. I actually smiled when I thought about the fart prank and the laughter that ensued. After almost four years of being alone, it was nice to feel I was among friends, even if I was the butt of the prank. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d laughed and enjoyed myself like that.

      The first breakfast reminded me of breakfast in a college dorm. Kitchen workers were bustling about as residents trickled into the dining room. Some of the residents were nicely groomed and in street clothes, and others were disheveled and still in pajamas and bathrobes. There were coffee klatches here and there, and a few residents were sitting alone at the tables.

      I saw Abbie sitting by herself, working on a crossword puzzle. She looked up, saw me, and motioned for me to join her. She yelled, “Come sit, Bud. No fart machine here!”

      I laughed and joined her.

      “You got quite a reception at dinner last night,” said Abbie, “but I think you passed the test. I’m just glad Kathleen intervened. Who knows what those knuckleheads would have done next.”

      “Where is she from?” I asked. Concerned she’d tell Kathleen I’d asked about her, I added, “I swear I’ve seen her before.”

      “I can’t remember where she lived before she came here, but I know her two daughters live in Farmington. She’s my best friend in this place. She got married in her late teens and was a stay-at-home mom. Her husband was in the insurance business. She was kinda sheltered and is a bit naïve, but you couldn’t find a better person. I love her. She’s super down-to-earth and is always positive.”

      Abbie asked me if my check-in with Brett went well and confirmed that the woman who accompanied me was my daughter. She mentioned she’d seen April in Brett’s office on another occasion.

      “Brett sure seems to have a lot of visitors,” she said.

      “I’m sure he does. Managing a place like this is a big undertaking.”

      “I don’t know, Bud. It’s weird. People drop by, have a quick conversation, then they’re out the door. That just seems strange to me.”

      “He’s definitely a smooth operator. I’ll give you that.”

      “I feel like he’s up to something.”

      “Like what?”

      Abbie looked around the room, as if checking to be sure no Serenity employees were within earshot. “Like, maybe he’s in the Mafia.”

      Jim rolled up to the table in his wheelchair just as I was about to explore Abbie’s theory.

      “We were just talking about Brett,” said Abbie.

      “Oh boy,” said Jim, grinning. “The Mafia thing?”

      She nodded.

      “Abbie is our resident detective, Bud. Big fan of Law and Order.”

      Jim looked suspiciously around the room and then said quietly to Abbie, “I’ve been thinking about our conversation last week. Remember you told me about all sorts of people coming and going? Well, I think you may be onto something.”

      “Really?” said Abbie, seeming happy to finally have some support.

      “Yeah. The other day, I saw Brett make a call from his office. I thought it was odd he’d be making a call at the dinner hour. A while later, a car pulled up in front of the building, and a man in dark clothing got out. He pulled a square box from the back seat, came into the building, and went directly to Brett’s office.”

      Abbie’s eyes widened. “No kidding?”

      “Yeah, Brett took the box and gave the guy cash. Then the guy beat a path out the front door, got in his car, and split. I’m sure it was a Mafia transaction.”

      “What makes you so sure?” she asked.

      “When the car drove away, I noticed it said Godfather’s on the side.”

      “You’re an ass, Jim.”

      He grinned. “I know.”

      Abbie stood to leave. “Someday, you’re going to admit I was right all along.”

      Jim and I watched Abbie steer her walker around people and tables until she vanished down the hall.

      So, Jim,” I said. “Last night, Clayton said you were in the 101st Airborne. Did you serve overseas?”

      “Two tours in Vietnam.”

      “That must have been rough.”

      There was a flash of pain across Jim’s face. “It was.” Just as quickly, he appeared to shake off whatever dark memories my question had triggered, then smiled. “I keep thinking about you growing up in God’s country. When I was up there checking out NMU, I actually thought about going AWOL. I felt at peace at a time when I was questioning a lot of things.”

      “It’s a special place. After I cross the Mackinac Bridge and pay the toll, I feel like I’m home, even though I’m over one hundred and twenty-five miles from my hometown. I haven’t been back in years. My wife and kids weren’t fans.”

      “Maybe we should talk Clayton into taking us up there,” said Jim.

      “You think a self-described ‘concrete-and-steel guy’ would want to leave the city and travel north for six hours?”

      “I kinda doubt it. We’ll have to work on that. Have you seen the Mothership?”

      “I glanced at a bright-red van in the parking lot when we were pulling up yesterday. Is that it?”

      “Yup. You’ll be blown away when you see it, Bud. It’s cherry deluxe—leather seats, carpeted walls, a kick-ass sound system, and even a wheelchair lift.”

      “Really? A wheelchair lift?”

      “Yeah, he had it installed before his mom went into the nursing home. He’s very close to her. Visits her all the time. Be sure to check out his license plate the next time you’re outside.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not going to be the spoiler. Just check it out.”

      “All right. I will.”

      “What are your first impressions of this place?” Jim asked.

      “I like the people I’ve met so far, and my apartment is comfortable. I wish I had wheels, but that’s another issue.”

      “There’s some really great people here, Bud. Charlie is a gem of a guy, and Kathleen is a sweetheart. They came here around the same time and are close friends. You’ll see them playing cribbage from time to time. Charlie occasionally has difficulty counting his cards, but Kathleen is amazingly patient and understanding. Did you notice her right arm?”

      “I did.”

      “She had a major stroke a few years ago—after her husband died. She was in rehab for months but never regained the use of her arm. Her daughters and grandchildren are regular visitors. Abbie’s a bit rough around the edges, but she’s a good egg. And Clayton is impulsive, unpredictable, and has a reputation for bullshitting and name-dropping. But he’s a blast to be around. I love the guy. He’s a great friend and an amazing musician. I’ve never seen anyone play the piano like him. No kidding, Bud. It’s magical. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen him play since Sister Mary Katherine died.”

      “A nun?”

      “Right. She used to live in your apartment. Everybody loved her.”

      Jim must have noticed me flinch. “What’s wrong?”

      I smiled. “Nothing.”
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      Another benefit to living alone was that I wasn’t on a schedule. I could come and go as I pleased and eat when I felt like it. That wasn’t the case anymore. Meals were served at specific times, and my day revolved around those times. I looked forward to the meals because they gave me opportunities to get more acquainted with my new friends, but the dead time between the meals was driving me nuts. I wasn’t into bingo, blanket making, yoga, watercolor painting, and some of the other organized activities. I felt cooped up and bored. So I decided to take long walks in the morning and afternoon.

      One afternoon, I returned from a walk and found Charlie and Kathleen playing cribbage. Kathleen was counting Charlie’s hand.

      “Fifteen-two, fifteen-four, fifteen-six, and a pair is eight,” she said. “Looks like you beat me again, Charlie! Good game.”

      Charlie smiled and moved his peg to the end of the board.

      Kathleen and Charlie greeted me, and Kathleen asked me if I knew how to play cribbage. I said I did but admitted I hadn’t played in a long time. Kathleen suggested I play Charlie, but Charlie declined, saying he wanted to keep his winning streak intact. Kathleen challenged me to a game, and I accepted.

      I shuffled and dealt the cards. She said that when she and her husband were first married, they were so broke that they spent many Friday nights playing cribbage. I told her I tried to get my wife interested in the game but that she would have none of it.

      As the game progressed, we chatted about our lives. Charlie and Kathleen spoke glowingly of their children and grandchildren. As we talked, I felt a touch of envy mixed with sadness. When Kathleen eventually asked me about my children, I put on a fake smile and told her that April lived in a condo in downtown Detroit and my son, John, was an investment banker in California.

      Kathleen said Clayton told her my wife had been a surgeon, so I knew it was only a matter of time before she or Charlie asked me about my occupation. The expected question still made me feel uneasy. Not everyone respected a man who stayed home with his children while his spouse worked. When the kids were in high school, they told me some of the parents said I didn’t work, and that bothered me.

      “Were you also in the medical field?” Charlie asked me.

      I shifted in my chair. “No, Charlie. I was a high school teacher.”

      “Really? That’s great,” said Kathleen. “How long have you been retired?”

      “Well, I was a high school teacher, which I thoroughly enjoyed. I loved the kids, and I felt as if I was contributing to their social and intellectual growth. For years, several of them kept in touch with me. But circumstances took me in a different direction. When Sharon finished her residency, she took a job with a high-powered medical clinic. She was pregnant with April, who was born a few months later. Sharon’s career was just taking off, and we didn’t want to put April in day care. So I took a leave of absence to care for her. Then John came along, and that delayed, and eventually ended, my return to teaching.”

      I didn’t want Kathleen and Charlie to think I begrudgingly gave up my career to care for John and April, so I said, “Don’t get me wrong. I enjoyed being with my kids every day. Sometimes it was hectic, especially when they were teenagers, but we had a lot of fun. And I learned how to cook.” Kathleen smiled. I sighed. “That’s the way things went, but I admit it was disappointing not being able to return to the classroom.”

      “I’m sure you were a great teacher,” said Kathleen, “but you should feel good about the sacrifices you made for your family. As far as I’m concerned, you had the toughest job in the house.”

      The conversation was making me feel vulnerable, so I collected and shuffled the cards, then steered the conversation in a different direction. “Brett told me Clayton wrote, ‘Up Yours.’ Does Clayton ever talk about it?”

      “Not much,” said Kathleen. “I talked to him about it once, and he went on and on about the encouragement he got from Graham Nash in writing the song. But I checked Wikipedia, and there’s nothing about that.”

      “He knows Graham Nash of Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young?” I asked her.

      “That’s what he says.”

      “Clayton is a great guy, but he is full of it sometimes,” said Charlie.

      The game ended when Kathleen pegged out. I congratulated her, and we agreed to play again soon.
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      Abbie looked out the window of her apartment and watched a large black car with tinted windows pull into the parking lot. A tall, thin man with slicked-back black hair and dark sunglasses got out of the driver’s side. He stood behind the open door and appeared to survey the parking lot and grounds. After a few moments, he bent down and said something to the passenger.

      The passenger-side door opened. A rotund blond man holding a briefcase emerged. The two men began walking toward the building.

      Abbie quickly picked up her iPad and placed it in a bag attached to her walker. She hurriedly left her apartment and went to the lobby, where the two men would make their entrance. As she went by the office, she noticed the closed door and Brett sitting at his desk, talking to Nurse Jackie, who sat in a chair across from him.

      Abbie positioned herself in a chair facing the entrance, took out the iPad, turned it on, and aimed the built-in camera toward the entrance doors. A few moments later, the men entered the building, and Abbie let loose with the camera shutter button.

      Abbie watched as the two men joined Brett and Jackie in the office and began talking. The conversation appeared heated. No one laughed or smiled. At one point, Brett raised his voice and slammed his hand on the desk. Jackie nodded and seemed to agree with whatever Brett said.

      The short man in the tan suit eventually handed Brett the briefcase. Before opening it, he looked out the office window and saw Abbie looking at him. He said something to Jackie, and she turned in her seat and looked toward Abbie. Abbie pretended to be reading her iPad. Brett turned his attention back to the briefcase, opened it, and peeked inside. He said something to the man, who nodded. Brett closed the briefcase and gave it back to him.

      “What’s happening, Abbie?” said Clayton, who was standing next to her.

      “Damn it, Clayton! Don’t do that ninja sneaking-up shit on me.”

      “I didn’t sneak up on you! You were so engrossed in your iPad that you didn’t hear me.”

      “I’m sorry.” She whispered, “I’m doing some surveillance on those clowns in Brett’s office. There’s something going on in there.”

      “Still think it’s a Mafia operation?” Clayton said with a smile. “That blond dude definitely looks Sicilian.”

      “Piss off. Every mob operation has an accountant. You know, someone who cooks the books. I figure the blond guy is the accountant, and the other guy is his bodyguard.”

      “I’m on my way to the van to get something. I’ll check ’em out.” As Clayton turned to leave, he saw a photograph of Graham Nash on the front page of the entertainment section of an abandoned Detroit Free Press on a chair adjacent to Abbie. He picked up the paper, studied the photograph, and read the accompanying article.

      “Holy shit! That’s incredible!” said Clayton as he tossed the paper back on the chair.

      “What?” asked Abbie.

      “Graham Nash is playing in Royal Oak in August.”

      “That’s nice,” said Abbie dismissively. Concentrating on the two strangers in Brett’s office, she added, “They were in that big, dark car in the parking lot. Check that out too.”

      “Will do.” Clayton winked at Abbie, walked over to Brett’s closed office door, and knocked. He glanced back at Abbie, who stared in disbelief.

      “What?” yelled Brett rudely.

      Clayton slowly opened the door a few inches until he could see Nurse Jackie. “Excuse me. Nurse Jackie, I think I’ve got . . .” Clayton looked down and pretended to be embarrassed. “I think I’ve got a hemorrhoid. A lot of itching and burning in the Batcave, if you know what I mean.”

      “Clayton, I think this can wait until later,” said Jackie sternly. “We’re in the middle of a meeting.”

      “Oh, sorry, man. I’ll talk to you later.” Clayton quickly walked away from the partially open office door and smiled at Abbie as he headed out of the building.

      “Who the hell was that?” asked the short man as Brett stood to close the door.

      Keeping her eyes on her iPad, Abbie listened intently.

      “The medical marijuana asshole I took to court last year,” said Brett. “I’ve had it with him. His time is coming.”

      A few minutes later, Clayton came in carrying some sheet music and a paper grocery bag. Still stunned that he had interrupted the meeting, Abbie whispered forcefully, “What in God’s name did you say to them?”

      “Brett and the boys?”

      “Right.”

      “Oh, that.” Clayton looked at the goings-on in the office, smiled, and said, “I told them I was sorry to be such a pain in the ass, but I was itching and burning to know what they were talking about.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Quit jerkin’ me around, Clayton. What the hell was that about?”
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