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Praise for Joan Barfoot
      
‘Barfoot has a keen eye for the small dramas of everyday life and illustrates them with poignancy and wit. The tangled, guiltinfused
         relationships between parents and children are sure to ring a bell. Read it if you love a perceptive and darkly funny read’
         Eve

      ‘Funny and uplifting, Barfoot writes brilliantly about the cruelty of old age and infirmity, and the toughness of people who
         choose not to surrender’ The Times

      ‘This is powerful stuff . . . a poignant read that unsettles, haunts and disturbs with the best literary sensibility’ Independent

      ‘Darkly funny . . . proves a surprisingly uplifting novel from one of Canada’s most sardonic but sympathetic observers of
         human nature . . . a gloriously subversive piece of fiction’ Herald

      ‘Her defiant vision and the spark and bite of her shapely prose buoy the spirit’ Vancouver Sun

      ‘This new novel will further enhance her reputation as an intelligent, stylish and original writer . . . Biting, sly, sardonic,
         are the adjectives that best describe Barfoot’s voice. But Exit Lines is far more than a darkly funny and clever exercise about the plight of the elderly. It is a fine, tautly paced ensemble
         piece.’ Montreal Gazette

      ‘It isn’t surprising that Joan Barfoot has become an internationally recognized writer. Barfoot’s work is striking, combining
         as it does a keen eye for a situation with a feeling for human motivation that is impossible to fault’ London Free Press, Canada

      ‘Barfoot’s clarity of insight, wicked sense of humour and zest for life shine through this darkly compelling work’

      The Canadian Press

   



      
Joan Barfoot is an award-winning novelist whose work has been compared internationally with that of Anne Tyler, Carol Shields,
Margaret Drabble and Margaret Atwood. Her novels include Luck in 2005, nominated for the Scotiabank Giller Prize, as well as Abra, which won the Books in Canada first novels award; Dancing in the Dark, which became an award-winning Canadian entry in the Cannes and Toronto Film Festivals; Duet for Three, Family News, Plain Jane, Charlotte and Claudia Keeping in Touch, Some Things About Flying and Getting Over Edgar. Her 2001 novel, Critical Injuries, was longlisted for the 2002 Man Booker Prize and shortlisted for the 2001 Trillium Book Award. In 1992 she was given the
         Marian Engel Award. Also a journalist during much of her career, she lives in London, Ontario, Canada.
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      AT THREE IN THE MORNING . . .

      AT THREE O’CLOCK IN THE MORNING, that defenceless hour when anything feels possible and nothing human or inhuman out of the question, the Idyll Inn’s only
         sounds are the low hum and thrum a complicated building makes to keep itself going. Like any living body, even a sleeping
         or unconscious one, a building has to sustain its versions of blood and breath, so there’s a perpetual buzz to it, white noise
         in the night.
      

      With only those faint sounds for companionship, three o’clock in the morning is an uneasy hour for the wakeful. It is also
         the most discreet hour for dodgy, unsavoury acts. Still, while those abroad tonight in the Idyll Inn may find their moods
         swinging between severely apprehensive and hopeful, there remains potential for a kind of slapstick comedy. If they are discovered,
         whether too soon, too late, or quite irrelevantly, their lookout will bumble about causing as much tripping and confusion
         as possible, while the others are to divert authority with exclamations and flailings and jostlings.
      

If all goes well, there’ll be no repercussions. If all does not, they’ll be in big trouble. They have chosen nevertheless,
         not lightly, to draw on whatever reservoirs they possess of determination. Stubbornness. Will. Solidarity in the cause of
         friendship and, they suppose, of its surprisingly expansive boundaries.
      

      On their side is the unassailable fact that whatever transpires, barring on-the-spot discovery, the odds are decent that no
         one will ever find out. Resistance is high, they understand, to seeing them clearly at all. Or as one of them has previously
         remarked, “Most people would rather paddle the Amazon than be tourists around here.”
      

      People are cowards, she meant.

      So were they, once.

      Well, they can’t be cowards tonight. In the morning, though, the real morning, they intend to have a bit of a liein. Either
         life will go on as unaltered and perilously as life at the Idyll Inn ordinarily does, or they’ll be indulged with extra treats
         and particularly kind words. Either way, it’s nice to have cosiness and comfort to look forward to, if only because the prospect
         of even a small reward at the end helps keep a person going, really.
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      GOOD BUSINESS, WELL DONE . . .

      NEARLY FOUR SEASONS BACK, during a blessedly balmy spring run of late-April days, move-in time has finally come to the Idyll Inn. From start to near-finish,
         from plans and permits to all the necessities and some of the graces, construction on this plot of riverside land in this
         small city has taken just eight months, including the periodic disruptions of winter. During this time and even before, when
         it existed only in theory, the place has been an object of interest and curiosity; in some cases, suspense; in a few others,
         desperation.
      

      This Idyll Inn is the latest addition to a small chain that is not locally based. The corporation is not called something
         obvious like Idyll Inn Inc. or Ltd., but is a numbered company run by a management group on behalf of a collective of professionals,
         mostly dentists and doctors, interested in untroublesome, steady investment in what’s bound to be a growth industry. The expectation
         is that as the chain thrives, it will become a bigger firm’s takeover target, so from every perspective, present and future, its investors must prosper—how can they lose?
      

      The paved parking lot, which will be adequate for the ordinary run of events, is insufficient for so much simultaneous activity,
         so each day during moving-in week there’s a muddle of small vans and trucks arriving with their loads of possessions, leaving
         not much later empty. There is, too, considerable risk of dented fenders, bumped bumpers, in all the forwarding and reversing
         and squeezing by large and small cars, many of them occupied by tense multi-generational groups up to their necks and nerve
         endings in emotions of one sort and another.
      

      How purposefully strangers hustle through the parking lot, how swiftly and surprisingly movers wielding sofas and chairs in
         the corridors overtake those slowly taking up residence—how alarming and rude.
      

      Never mind, their day will come.

      At this stage in the numbered company’s expanding history, there’s a vast, detailed, operational template governing services,
         menus, staffing levels, recreational offerings, cultural and religious observances, decor and other fundamental amenities,
         right down to the number and location of phone connections in individual suites. Overall design, however, varies from one
         Idyll Inn to another, depending on lot size and shape. This Idyll Inn, if viewed from the unlikely vantage point of the air,
         more or less resembles a sperm: a rounded head with a long two-storey tail.
      

      The tail section contains forty suites, twenty up, twenty down, all brightly painted, with shiny fixtures in their bathrooms
         and large windows in their main rooms. The main room in each suite provides lots of space, adaptable to individual taste, for chairs and sofa as well as TV set and sound system, coffee table, an end table or two, and various
         meaningful knick-knackeries. Each suite also contains an array of built-in cupboards, closets, drawers and shelves for storage
         and display purposes, which means that bedrooms don’t have to contain closets and drawers, and so can be on the small side,
         really only big enough for a human or two plus bed and side table.
      

      Ten main-floor suites along one side of the sperm-tail’s long central corridor even have decks attached, which will be useful
         for outdoor leisure activities such as sitting in lawn chairs in the upcoming good weather. Those rooms and decks, which overlook
         the river flowing by, or in deep summer, drying up, are more expensive than the rest, and not everyone can afford the extra
         cost on top of what is already a substantial basic rent.
      

      That rent includes the friendly, communal, well-intentioned features located in the single-storey part of the building which
         would, from the air, form the plump head of the sperm. Circling about from the main double-doored entrance are several rooms:
         a large lounge with plants and paintings, low tables, soft chairs and hard ones, where sociable people are expected to gather
         to chat and play cards or word games, or to rattle away at the computer on a desk in one corner; a crafts and activities room
         with long schoolroom tables and chairs, and tall cupboards behind whose doors are the papers, glues, paints, yarns and mosaic
         tiles that are to become drawings and placemats and small candy dishes; a laundry room, another benefit of the place, one
         more dull burden lifted; a kitchen outfitted with restaurant-quality cooking and refrigerating equipment; the open space of the dining room, where almost everyone upstairs and down will gather for breakfast, lunch and supper at round tables,
         getting to know each other quite swiftly, if they don’t already, for better or worse. Since this Idyll Inn is located in such
         a small city, a mere forty thousand citizens give or take, it’s safe to assume that many residents will already know, or at
         least know of, each other. Again, for better or worse.
      

      The dining room’s grandest feature is a great wall of windows facing, like the most costly suites, the river that winds by
         bearing ducks, canoeists, anglers, assorted debris. Better than television, is the idea; and also light, as has been proven,
         affects people’s spirits. Research in design indicates that a happy crew, or at worst a tolerably amenable one, should be
         the result. Not that, once residents are installed, their moods will necessarily count for much—certainly not to the distant
         investors, as long as the money rolls in. The Idyll Inn is rather like a Brazilian mine or a sweatshop in China that way.
      

      Some afternoons and evenings the dining room will be cleared for various entertainments. Every day there’s to be a minimum
         of one organized activity somewhere in or outside the building, and holidays will be marked as they arise and as they represent
         the customs and beliefs of the residents. Here in this city, there’ll be no need for any very exotic or even multicultural
         celebration, but whatever does come up is well covered.
      

      Completing the circle, back near the main entrance, is the staff office, which this week, possibly every week, is busy with
         harried people, women, on a steep learning curve. Across from it is the ill-named library, a dark-panelled room with no books
         except a set of encyclopedias and a severely out-of-date atlas, but with a wide-screen TV and a fireplace, two large sofas and several easy chairs—rather lush, in an
         English unlettered-country-gentleman sort of way.
      

      And that’s it. The landscaping remains to be done, but otherwise the contractors have met most of their deadlines. Incomplete
         landscaping doesn’t prevent the place from opening for business, although, aside from the parking lot, the property is bogged
         down in spring mud. Soon, however, it will be covered in sod and dotted with decorative rocks and perennial flowers and shrubs,
         and no doubt residents will enjoy observing this happen as spring and summer unfold. Many are probably interested in gardening,
         and the rest should be pleased enough to watch workers working.
      

      It’s in the interests of its distant investors that the Idyll Inn be comfortable and attractive in order to appeal to prosperous
         clients. At the same time, there must be responsible limits, which in practice means that the walls are painted appealing
         shades of pastels, and the chairs and tables are both efficient and homey, and the floors look like real tile, and the flowers
         and plants placed here and there out of the way are either full-grown and thriving or fake, and the art on the walls is unobjectionable,
         mostly prints of gardens, seashores and animals grazing in fields; but which also means that under the paint the drywall is
         not always smooth, the chair at the computer desk in the lounge is by no means ergonomically top of the line, the floor tiles
         are stick-downs, and the flowers and plants camouflage a certain draftiness around some of the windows.
      

      Those doctors and dentists with their numbered company and expanding empire have no intention of being directly involved with—of
         even visiting—this Idyll Inn or any other, so it’s fortunate that Annabel Walker exists. She grew up in this city, left at twenty, returned at fifty, and
         in the interim trained and worked restlessly in nursing, briefly and radically in auto repair, and finally and practically
         in accounting. She has already worked at a larger Idyll Inn elsewhere, although not as manager. She is unencumbered and plain,
         and looks fairly worn down by the world, and at this stage is likely to remain unencumbered and plain, if not necessarily
         worn down, and so can presumably be counted on to concentrate on running this Idyll Inn.
      

      During the months of construction, she has spoken extensively and intensively with a great many people. She has cracked the
         whip with contractors to keep schedules nearly on track. She has interviewed and hired staff, supervised the distribution
         of instruction manuals and the showing of corporate videos on required procedures, and is already keeping an eye on one or
         two staff with a view to possible firings. She has been responsible for furnishing and stocking the place, within the limits
         specified by the Idyll Inn rules. All that is good business, well done.
      

      She has also, when possible, personally interviewed prospective residents. She has reviewed their histories, medical and otherwise,
         checked their credit, conducted tours, allocated suites, heard a great many stories. Unlike a newcomer to town, she knows
         there will be people at the Idyll Inn over whom she’ll particularly have to exert her authority, and here, quite possibly,
         comes one now.
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      MUSTN’T START ON A SOUR NOTE . . . 

      NOT FOR SYLVIA LODGE an ignominious arrival in the hands of others, that sure, helpless sign of having waited too long. She comes to the Idyll
         Inn under her own steam, not counting the taxi driver, who gets no tip—imagine honking from her driveway instead of ringing
         the doorbell, imagine not helping, and never mind that she doesn’t particularly need help with only a purse and a small fabric
         suitcase containing toiletries, mainly.
      

      He can mutter, “Cheap old bitch,” if he chooses, but he’d do better to turn his mind to the benefits of courteous service.
         Another time she might set out to instruct him about who may lie behind the rangy flesh of an eighty-one-year-old female,
         which in this instance happens to be a good tipper, but today she has other concerns.
      

      She is not one of those superstitious people who hesitate before pride in the nervous belief that it precedes a fall. Pride,
         in fact, helps hold her upright, and therefore upright she proceeds along the short walkway and through the two sets of automatically opening glass doors of the Idyll Inn entrance. There’s not much time before her moving van
         will arrive, her possessions in the hands of two scruffy young men she found through the classifieds. She has culled fairly
         ruthlessly, but there’s still a lot of life travelling behind her, and she wants to be organized for it and prepared to direct.
      

      Her new home sweet home. But mustn’t start on a sour note, or a dubious one.
      

      It is mid-afternoon. She woke early this morning, melancholy as any normal human would be. Besides closely supervising the
         young men as they loaded her selected remaining possessions into their van, she took a last stroll around her garden, admiring
         particularly the hardy spring tulips and tough, graceful forsythia. Indoors she observed the light slanting through leaded
         windows, patterning bare hardwood floors, and ran her fingers over the naked fireplace mantel and shivered at the echoey sound
         of her solitary voice when she made the sentimental mistake of saying aloud, “Goodbye then, old house.” She cooked herself
         an asparagus omelette for lunch, on the theory that future omelettes would likely be of the cooling, rubbery variety, possibly
         not even involving real eggs. It’s been hard not to think of one thing and another as “last”: her last bath in her own tub;
         her last turn of the key in the big oak front door with the diamond-shaped, eye-level glass insert; the last time she can
         consider much of anything hers.
      

      Choice, responsibility, blame: all hers. Straighten up. Buckle down. “I am Sylvia Lodge,” she announces at what, in a hotel,
         would be the front desk; in a prison, the guard post. “I have arrived.”
      

She is not unaware that as she approached, Annabel Walker, who somewhat remarkably is supposed to be running this place, was
         scooting back into her private office, leaving a sprightly young thing to jump up in greeting. “Mrs. Lodge, oh good, we’ve
         been wondering when you’d get here, let me find someone to show you to your suite.” Such enthusiasm and energy. This is a
         very expensive place, thousands a month. Evidently one pays for enthusiasm and energy, although one might rather not.
      

      “No need, thank you. Two young men will arrive shortly, however, in a small truck with my things, if you would direct them
         to me.”
      

      “Your sons? Grandsons?”

      Sylvia raises her eyebrows. “No, they are not.”

      Relationships are bound to develop, but obviously it will be necessary to hold out against forced jollity. Presumptuousness.
         The sort of thing that leads to singalongs, and clumsy exercises from a seated position to the tunes of old ballads.
      

      En route from the front desk to her new home sweet home, she pauses nevertheless to admire the wall of windows pouring sunshine into the dining room. Each table holds a bud vase
         with a single white or pink carnation. Carnations are a cheap flower, but still, a civil gesture. And such light! Nightfall
         will hit hard. It often does, and how much harder here, on her first night?
      

      She will not think about that; marches on, past a kitchen where two hairnetted staff manhandle vast metallic pans and pots—she
         was right to make her last meal at home a fragile, irreplaceable one—and continues around the curve to the corridor that leads
         to her suite. The main attraction of this place is that it is utterly new. Under no circumstances would she be concerned about ghosts or other emanations of former
         inhabitants, but she does respect the virtues of never-before-used tiled showers and floors, fresh carpets and unmarked painted
         walls, however unfortunately peach-pink and robin’s-egg blue and pewtery grey and faint yellow in tone, along the same aesthetic
         lines as the tepid landscape prints stuck up here and there. More important, she has a powerful and practical respect for
         the downspirallings of capitalism’s endeavours. In ten years the Idyll Inn will be shabby, but in ten years, if she does not
         happen to be dead, she’ll likely be too broke to live here—the resources of a lawyer’s widow are not necessarily as lavish
         as some might suppose.
      

      Her suite is the seventh door on the left down this wide hallway. Her sanctuary; her vacant sanctuary at the moment, pending
         the arrival of her possessions. The remains of her life.
      

      Don’t think of them that way.

      The bathroom is to the right, just inside the door. Its fixtures are purely white for the time being, the flooring blue tile,
         the step-in shower protected by a pebbly, translucent door. There are three pot lights in the ceiling, and a frame of twelve
         little bulbs, three to a side, around the mirror over the sink. The toilet and shower feature bars to hold on to and lift
         off from as need be.
      

      It’s the little things, isn’t it?

      While other little things can turn at the flip of an ankle into quite large things.

      To the left, opposite the bathroom, is a cupboard unit with drawers for sweaters, underwear, nightgowns and scarves, and an
         open space below into which her tiny new fridge will fit nicely. Then comes the closet, with its two doors that do not open outwards but run side to side. It’s nothing
         like her walk-in at home, but it will contain, she supposes, what she has reduced herself to.
      

      She must learn not to think home of the place she has left, even if she lived there for half a century and has been here for maybe ten minutes. So much will
         need swift redefining; for instance, what’s referred to here as the living room, with its sturdy bluey-grey spillproof carpeting and pale yellow blank walls, where she will shortly distribute the loveseat,
         easy chairs, recliner, little tables and TV and bookshelves and pictures that are on their way—it will be her sitting room. That being, she expects, her main activity in it.
      

      It’s the picture window and what lies beyond that clinched the deal. The window is separated from the river by a slow slope
         and a few metres of cattails and other marsh grasses. Anglers will float by in their boats. In winter—she’s not sure about
         this—there will perhaps be skaters and cross-country skiers. In any event, for the most part the effect should be pastoral.
      

      Beside the window with the clinically white vertical blinds she intends to replace is a second door, this one to the outdoors
         and her own private deck, where in good-weather seasons she will arrange her own private lawn furniture: a chaise, two cushioned
         upright folding chairs, a white metal table with legs weighted against winds springing up, and an adjustable yellow umbrella.
         She sees herself out there in loose trousers and shirt, a book and binoculars, the world of the sitting room left well behind.
      

      It was irritating having to put up an argument for a main-floor, riverside suite with a deck. Annabel Walker— she must remember Sylvia, although they carefully did not touch on histories and old times—Annabel tried hard on their tour
         to persuade Sylvia to live on the second floor, where the most lucid and able are supposed to gather in merry segregation.
         “We’d prefer,” Annabel said, “to keep our main-floor spots as much as possible for residents who need a little more help—maybe
         some supervision with the shower and toilet—or those who can’t move so independently.” Those would be the residents who, Annabel
         clearly meant, would be tottering about behind walkers, or bit by bit losing their marbles, little coloured glass balls rolling
         out of their brains, tripping them up.
      

      Who would therefore keep staff on the hop, and so were best kept handy, saving distance and trouble. “I think not,” Sylvia
         said. “Having a deck suits me best. Have you considered that your plan is entirely backwards? Of course that’s up to you.
         And your other residents. But as for me, this is my choice.”
      

      Annabel sighed, an aggrieved, unpromising sound. “Well, as long as you realize that all your neighbours may not be as congenial
         to you as the people upstairs.” It’s a shame that Annabel looks like her mother: pudgy and pudding-skinned and, given that
         she’s managing a fair-sized establishment, distinctly unauthoritative. She’d have a better shot at being more, oh, electric, if she resembled her father. It was once a mystery to Sylvia how Peter came to be married to a woman like Annabel’s mother.
         Men marry down, that must be it. They may occasionally mistress up, but they do tend, poor short-sighted things, to wife down.
      

      Not that that matters. Sylvia will now be in a world consisting mostly of long-lived women, men who would be her contemporaries being for the most part, like her own husband, Jackson, not to mention Annabel’s father, Peter, already
         dead.
      

      This is also a place where, if she’s not careful, people will take to diminishments like sweetheart and dear, which will not do.
      

      And meals will not sufficiently cater to whims, which is why she bought the little snack-and-wine-sized refrigerator. Whatever
         happens to major ones, she has no intention of being deprived of minor desires.
      

      Staff will generally be underskilled and ill paid. Some will be kind, some cruel, which she can hope will cause them to be
         fired, but they’re unlikely on the whole to be very bright. Annabel sounded proud of a staff-to-resident ratio that is in
         fact not awfully remarkable once broken down by simple arithmetic into round-the-clock shifts every day of the week. “A nutritionist
         plans the meals,” Annabel said, “and as well there will always be fresh homemade snacks in the lounge, and free tea and coffee.
         We’re hoping people will gather in the lounge, get to know each other, enjoy the entertainments. And we’d like to build up
         the library with people’s own books.” Presumably the mobile and lucid will be able to figure out how to use the elevator to
         get from their second-floor perches to these assets of the main floor. Sylvia forbore making this remark to Annabel.
      

      “Of course we have an activities coordinator.” Of course they do. This will be the person urging Sylvia to make fiddle-fingered
         crafts, or play word games, or sing along to heartfelt old songs. “And naturally we want everyone to keep up with their own
         interests.” That will rather depend on their interests, won’t it? Sylvia didn’t say that, either.
      

The larger point is that staff, however ill paid or unskilled, will arrive when she presses the unattractive button she will
         wear like a necklace on a cord around her neck. They will help her get dressed and do other personal tasks that require deft
         fingers. She used to have very deft fingers. “Your father could tell you,” she might advise Annabel. Now her clumsy, painful,
         swollen-knuckled hands look to her like someone else’s entirely, which is eerie and jarring.
      

      If she falls in another of those terrifying, bone-defying topplings, no doubt she will still experience the startling sensation
         of genuine fear as she watches the floor and her body merge in slow motion, but now there won’t be the panic about what happens
         next: someone will come pick her up. These are the trade-offs of moving to a place like this. The trick is never to trade
         too much, or too swiftly. Not for her the quick, naive, goggle-eyed Look! Beads! Here, take all of Manhattan!

      Where the hell are her things?

      Here they come now, with shufflings and bumpings and young men’s voices out in the corridor. This will be fine. Fine enough.
         It only takes getting used to, and a little time to get settled. It’ll remain a shock for a while, being incarcerated even
         in this genteel, open-doored prison. Not that she intends to be excessively jailed, and sorting out who and what still interest
         her from who and what no longer do is going to be interesting. As will be the fresh challenge of acquainting herself with
         people she might not otherwise know; a potentially stimulating project, a means of taking advantage of opportunity, taking
         charge of a new environment, making the most of necessity.
      

      The most positive possible spin.

Besides, as Jackson used to say about handling the more peculiar legal affairs of so many town residents, “Some shit always
         happens.” It wasn’t always funny then, but it is now, and she is laughing when the young men arrive bearing her loveseat between
         them. Perhaps she sounds mad, laughing all by herself and at nothing; or maybe she just looks typically addled and old. Which
         makes her laugh again, at the useful camouflagings of age and its occasionally happy invisibilities, which is how it can keep
         secrets, and even some kinds of freedom.
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      NOT ALL THE OLD MEN . . .

      AH, BUT NOT ALL THE OLD MEN ARE DEAD. Canting slightly sideways, with a middle-aged man in a dark grey suit at his left, a middle-aged woman in a daffodil track
         suit pushing his wheelchair, George Hammond is about to take up residence in a room across and down the hall from Sylvia Lodge.
         He doesn’t see Sylvia in her doorway because his leftward vision is blocked not only by the man in the suit, but by the infuriating
         residues of a stroke.
      

      How well George Hammond has done to be up and about in this surely glorious universe; how gritty and determined a man he must
         be to have come so far: from his kitchen floor to this spiffy, optimistic new building. He should be pleased with himself,
         he ought to feel proud and happy and safe.
      

      He does not.

      If he can’t see Sylvia, she can see him, there’s nothing wrong with either her eyes or her memory. Of course she recognizes
         George Hammond, who ran a shoe store for years.
      

His surprisingly delicate hands have clasped Sylvia’s ankles and cupped the soles of her feet, they have pinched at her toes
         to demonstrate the roominess of loafers and high heels and golf shoes, although they haven’t done so for quite a while now,
         since he went out of business. The woman with him is likely his daughter. She’s of an age to have gone to school, more or
         less, with Sylvia’s Nancy. Perhaps the man is her husband. If so, they live someplace fairly distant—out west, maybe? Sylvia
         has heard something but doesn’t remember exactly, why would she?
      

      He had the beguiling smile of the natural salesman. “Good fit, I’d say,” beaming upwards from the stool at her feet. “And
         they show off your legs.” Sylvia had sleek, shapely legs, it was true that a nice pair of high heels set them off. Compliments
         were pleasing, even from a merchant who, one might assume, only really paid attention to people from the knees down.
      

      He is not smiling now. His face looks dragged down, by stroke or gravity, who can tell? It is enlivened, however, by temper.

      Good for him. Young people should not get off lightly when they do these things to the old. Sylvia has avoided the problem
         by keeping herself out of anyone’s hands, even benign ones, or Nancy’s. Today’s move is in the nature of a coup in that sense. A triumphant fait accompli. And isn’t the French language useful.
      

      Also, sauve qui peut. “No, no,” she tells the two hired young strangers carelessly distributing her possessions, “that chair goes by the window.
         Put the loveseat across from the TV, between the end tables.” George must be what Annabel meant by the decrepit coming to
         roost on the main floor. Depressing, really, and this isn’t even a nursing home, the next step downwards en route to incapacity’s basement. Unlike
         nursing homes, with their particular standards for the amount of actual medical care required in the course of a day, not
         to mention a considerably less elegant ambience, this is a retirement lodge, the Idyll Inn—hard to imagine who dreamed that name up. “Sounds like one of those twee cottage names,” Sylvia told her friend
         Mabel when she was deciding to move here. “Dun Roamin’. Bide-a-Wee. You know? The Idyll Inn, my rear end. The Belly-Up is
         more like it.”
      

      And Mabel said, as intended, “Oh, Sylvia, you are bad,” and giggled. The trick is not to let people know how much certain
         things matter. Sympathy is bad enough, pity utterly deplorable.
      

      In which case, Sylvia must deplore her brief pity for George Hammond. For all she knows, he’s like her: weighing choices and
         odds, making his decisions himself. She would certainly resent being used as an example against him, but that’s what is happening
         inside his room as Colette MacPherson, voice pitched high with strain, says, “You have a good-looking neighbour, Dad, did
         you notice? And she sure doesn’t look unhappy, she looks like somebody who figures this place’ll suit her just fine.”
      

      “Blah blah blah,” says George Hammond as clearly as he can manage. “Blah blah blah.”

      She sighs. “Look, Dad, all your own things are here, isn’t that nice? Not just your clothes but furniture and even the photographs—it’s
         the same as your living room at home, and just as big. The only difference is that you won’t be alone, and you’ll have help
         if you need it. We’re lucky you don’t need real nursing care, so we could get you in here. Lots of people want to live in a bright new place—did you notice there’s even flowers on the tables out in the dining room?— and
         for sure I’ll feel better, knowing you’re safe.”
      

      “Blah blah blah,” says her father.

      “Window,” he adds. Because against his better judgment that big span of glass, even though it overlooks mud at the moment,
         does have its appeals. And according to Colette there’s a nice-looking woman right down the hall—who would that be, someone
         he knows? He used to know practically everybody in town, although he no longer remembers them all and can put names to even
         fewer. Still, words return one by one, sometimes creeping the entire way to whole and mainly ungarbled sentences. It’s like
         magic when that happens. Like a starburst in his head, something as ordinary as knowing words, making a sentence.
      

      He could just as well say, however awkwardly, “Push me to the window, please,” instead of “Window,” but it feels useful to
         emphasize disabilities. Maybe it’s pitiful when weakness is a man’s best weapon—his only one—but at least it’s only an exaggeration,
         not a lie.
      

      Why is she doing this to him? “Why?” he asks jaggedly. “To me?” It’s irritating that Bill, the insurance fellow who years
         ago took Colette half across the country and still keeps her there, puts a tailored arm around her when she cries. It makes
         George look like the one in the wrong.
      

      It’s also annoying that it’s Bill who says, “We’ve been over this, George. We’re not doing something to you, we’re doing our
         very best for you. Look at this place—I’d live here myself if I needed a little help getting along, and let’s face it, you
         do. We’re too far away to give you that, and anyway we wouldn’t always know how, and besides, we both work all the time. Here, they know what to do so you’re safe and well cared for. And like Colette says, you’ve got your own things,
         and you’ll have friends here, you know. Now,” his tone firming, “we had to guess how you’d want things arranged, but if you
         tell me what you’d like changed, I’ll move it around now, no problem.”
      

      “Blah blah blah.” No problem, says the smartass, but where’s the insurance against a perfectly good life turning upside down
         in a kitchen? What would the premiums on a policy like that amount to, Mr. Insurance Executive? “Why” and “to me” isn’t even
         what George means, really. What he means is, “How does this happen?”
      

      This is how:

      An eighty-year-old man gets up in the night because he has a bad headache that requires an Aspirin. He makes his way to the
         bathroom cupboard in darkness, because after years and years in a house, who needs lights? Then he’s off to the kitchen for
         a glass of water, and next thing he’s waking up on the floor in the dawn light with the strangest dead-fish quality to at
         least half his limbs and an inability to picture just what a fish would be, much less say the word. He lies waiting for answers,
         and learns that getting up, or unscrambling the sense of things, is not going to come naturally.
      

      He’s no quitter, George Hammond. He’s a man who, if he can’t get what he wants one way, will—except for the store, he finally
         couldn’t save it; or Alice, he couldn’t fix her, either—invent another route to his goal and desire. He has a creative nature
         that way. So he lies on the kitchen floor waiting for capacities to return. He tests this and that and finally gets his right
         leg to obey him, however reluctantly, but not his left leg. He can only move his left arm by gripping and hauling it with his right hand. He tries saying help, experimentally, and hears fmphf. There is no one to help. What’sher-name is in a place. Something. Never mind. He’s alone.
      

      He wets himself, because he doesn’t have a choice in the matter. The prospect of shitting himself is more dire. It would be
         nice if what’s-her-name, Alice, was here so he could close his eyes and be taken care of, but as it is, he has to take care
         of himself, so he bends his right leg and pushes and slides back slightly on the wet linoleum, and repeats the motion until
         overhead he can see the grey cord of the telephone reaching down to its plug, and rolling slightly he grasps the cord with
         his right hand and pulls, pulls again, until the phone teeters on the edge of the kitchen table and he closes his eyes because
         when it comes down it will hit him, which it does, glancingly, on the forehead.
      

      The light in the kitchen is no longer dawn but full, bright day. Somewhere along the inch-by-inch length of his journey, he
         has lost time. He has also left his pyjama bottoms behind.
      

      His fingers pursue the phone fallen beside him, but what next? There are numbers for help, but they’re gone from his mind.
         There’s a single programmed one on the top row, though, if he can find it. He tries once, shifts his blind fingers, tries
         again and when he hears the voice of rescue, oh, what triumph!
      

      “Please state your emergency,” he hears, and his heart sinks. “Mmph,” he says, which is still not close to “help.” “Mphlmph,”
         he tries, and then, reshaping his lips around an unwieldy tongue, whispers, “Aylay.”
      

      The woman’s voice is calm and, to his ears, tender in a new and strange way. “I understand,” she says. How could she? But how grateful he is that she understands and is kind. “You just stay on the line. Don’t hang up”—as if he could—
         “I’m tracing your address, and we’ll have help on your doorstep as quick as we can. When you hear the siren you’ll know we’re
         just about there,” and when she rattles off his street name and number he sighs a yes down the line, “so you stay with me here and I’ll stay with you, and even if I have to put you on hold for a minute or two,
         you hang on,” and she talks him to sleep, content as a baby, slumbering in her arms, sucking her tit. Which wakes him up with
         a start. Either that or his name. “Are you George Hammond?” she’s asking. “That’s the name that comes up on my screen—is that
         you?”
      

      “Ahh,” he says. He hears sirens down the block. Now crunching wheels in his driveway. Now fists on his door—as if he could
         rise up and open it.
      

      “Don’t you worry,” the tender voice says, “they’ll find their way in. Just relax. I’ll stay on till they get to you.”

      “Stay with me forever,” he would like to say. “Don’t ever leave.”

      What a crowd in his kitchen! A police officer, two ambulance people—the street must be whirling with lights, what will the
         neighbours be thinking? He doesn’t want to let go of the phone, but is no match for the fingers peeling his from the receiver.
         He hears a man’s voice say, “Stroke,” and “Yeah, thanks, we’re okay here now,” and there’s a rumbling of voices before he’s
         rolled one way, and when he rolls back he’s on something being raised and clicked into place like an ironing board only on
         wheels. He tries lifting his right hand in some kind of gesture, but it turns out he’s strapped down, all limbs confined.
         There’s a bump and a jolt, and doors slam and they’re off, the siren making its rising and descending whoo-whoo and a woman in blue fussing above him with one thing and another.
      

      And that’s how life changes. He doesn’t even get to look around, say goodbye, make a choice about coming or going.

      In the ambulance he does shit himself. “It’s all right, don’t worry,” says the woman attendant, but of course he worries,
         how could he not? Everything, everything gone to shit in a moment.
      

      It’s a while, though, before he gets close to comprehending how far everything has gone to shit. Immediately through the hospital
         doors he becomes meat: juggled and poked and intruded upon, lit here and there, faces, some friendly, some interested and
         concerned, others not, appearing and disappearing, voices talking too low or too fast or with too many words, gone before
         he can catch them. At some point Colette’s frantic face arrives over him, Bill’s beside her, so time must have passed, they
         have a long way to travel to bedsides back here, his own or her mother’s. Then Colette’s face and Bill’s are gone and he is
         hauled through more corridors and up an elevator, into another bed, and then wheeled out again and down an elevator and through
         a tunnel and he’s someplace else altogether, although still in the hospital. People ask questions, they have him do this and
         do that, raising his right arm, for instance, and failing to raise his left one. And all these days, weeks, maybe months,
         time is nothing. It is day or night, but it no longer extends the way it used to into time passing or getting somewhere.
      

      That, it appears, ends today. Time means something now. It means, according to the traitor Colette, that this room in this
         barely glimpsed place is his future and he’d better get used to it and even be glad for it, that’s what she’s saying.
      

      Every Sunday, his only day off from shoes, Colette sat on his lap while he read the Saturday comics to her, even the soap-opera
         ones that weren’t really for children. She was obedient, and not because she had to be scared of her parents either, like
         some kids. There may have been a few tough teenage years, but they were harder on Alice than him, due to his long hours at
         work, and other things. Later on, the day Colette graduated, she said, “I love you, Dad,” as he took her picture in her windblown
         black gown, her hand holding the stupid tasselled flat cap from flying away. Also “I love you, Dad” just before they set off
         down the aisle so he could give her away—give her away!—to Bill, who then had the nerve to take him at his word and actually
         take her away.
      

      “Blah blah blah,” he says now, glaring hard at the two of them, or intending to.

      “Please, Dad,” she says. “I know it’s difficult, but we’re doing our best.” No. If they were doing their best, they would
         fix him. They would find somebody to fix him. They would fold time and put him back as he was the night he went to bed with
         a little headache and woke up with a big one. “Be brave,” she says. So even Colette admits this isn’t all easy-peasy, nice
         as pie. Four-and-twenty blackbirds baked in a pie, they used to sing about those, the two of them, when they were, maybe,
         out in the garden, those precious Sundays again, him weeding the vegetables and feeding her fresh peas in the pod—how did
         the song go? He’s got the first words but then it all falls away, does she remember?
      

      It didn’t used to make her look sad. It used to be a cheery tune, if you didn’t pay attention to the baked-alive birds themselves.
      

      Somewhere inside this person with her mother’s pink cheeks and narrow nose and wide, thin mouth, this person who makes a living
         doling out loans for a big bank, must be the happy, obedient blackbirds-in-a-pie girl; just as somewhere inside his own tilted
         body is the man who made sure she was clothed, fed and loved, who ran with her two-wheeler when she was first learning to
         ride, who held her up in the water when she was beginning to swim, who had encouraging words for whatever she wanted to try.
         Well, he foresaw trouble when Bill turned up, but Colette was not asking for encouragement then. George had given her so much
         of that, she mistook her desire to move far away for the best, right, only thing to do. Even now, even still exiled half the
         country away, she gives no sign of regretting choices of decades ago. Look at her, with Bill’s hand on her shoulder.
      

      So much love, it seems, has made her hard. Now it turns out her mind and heart are much larger than her father’s. It turns
         out she can very well decide not to clothe, feed, love, encourage or care for him in return. Are there debts, then? He shakes
         his head. At some point things always get muddled. He can’t get his brain to go very far.
      

      “Please, Dad,” Colette repeats. How old is she now? Fifty sounds about right—imagine that!—although he can’t be certain just
         how big a number it is. “Don’t cry.” He’s crying, is he? That happens unpredictably these days. Sometimes he doesn’t even
         notice till a tear falls into his lap. She probably thinks he’s unhappy. Depressed, as the social worker at the hospital said people often are after strokes, speaking airily, as if grief amounted to much the same thing as a sniffle or a cut finger. Anyway, he’s not depressed, he’s damned mad. It’s
         goddamned unfair, events that come out of the blue in the middle of the night, striking a man down on his own kitchen floor,
         leaving him in other people’s pitiless hands.
      

      Colette’s included, it seems.

      He cannot see a way out. Even when it came to closing the store, he made the decision himself, although pressured by malls
         and their big crushing chain stores—there were days when almost nobody came through his doors. But he thought the situation
         through, mentioning possibilities to Alice but not actually consulting her, and chose the closing date, and put the prices
         with his own hands on his remaining stock for his end-of-business sale, and even managed to be polite to old customers who
         showed up for the first time in ages to say how sorry they were to be losing a landmark downtown business, not to mention
         how they appreciated his suddenly cherished attentions to the demands of their growing or bunioned or flattened or high-arched
         or long-toed or otherwise hard-to-fit feet in years past.
      

      A little late for compliments and regret. As it’s late for Colette to be saying, “You’re always good at making the best of
         things. I know you’ll manage this too, once you’ve settled in. And I’ll be here to help”—how his heart leaps! “Bill has to
         fly home tonight, but I can stay on for a few days.”
      

      A few days. What about years?

      He cannot imagine even a week in this room, with outings to corridor and dining room and damned crafts room and coffee lounge.
         “And this is our library,” said the bloody woman showing them through, who runs the place and whose face rings some kind of
         faint bell, “with the fireplace and the big-screen TV. We picture it as a cosy alternative to the lounge for residents, especially in the evenings.”
      

      Here, people are residents, at least to their faces. At Alice’s nursing home, they’re called patients. Is this payback for Alice? But he had no choice, did he? When she did things like turn on the stove and forget, and often
         didn’t know where she was, and took to pummelling him with her weak little fists, and could barely begin much less finish
         a sentence—what could he do?
      

      Alice no longer knows her own name, never mind his. His situation could not be more distant from hers.

      Well, okay, it could be. But still.

      And okay, maybe it’s not fair to be mad at Colette, but who else is there?

      Funny how he sees snippets of life. He can’t tell if that’s different from before, but what comes to his head is not the smooth,
         lifelong unfolding of a movie, but snapshots, like the bike-riding lessons and swimming and pea pods. “Sweet,” he says, and
         Colette must understand something of the gentleness but not forgiveness that he intends, because although she does not look
         happy, exactly, she looks as if he’s partly restored in her eyes.
      

      But he’s still very angry. Why wouldn’t he be?

      “So,” Bill says, “do you like the couch where it is? We had to guess which cable outlet you’d want the TV hooked up to, so
         like I said, if you want things moved around, now’s the time. There’s three phones, one on the end table by the chair, another
         at your bedside and the other’s in the bathroom on the shelf by the sink. You can tell me where you’d like the pictures hung.
         If you do, of course. Maybe you don’t.” There’s that to be said for Bill: he offers this small choice, he shows that much respect. It’s not that he and George haven’t gotten along, it’s that affections get shifted and
         loyalties change. George closes his eyes. He is so very tired of change.
      

      “Do you want to lie down for a while, Dad?” She’d like that, wouldn’t she? Then later she could say, “But I only left because
         you were sleeping, and I didn’t want to disturb you.”
      

      “No. Push.” He waves his right arm. “Out.”

      “Into the hall and around again? Another tour?” Of course not, he means out altogether, what does she think? But Alice too pleaded for release in the early nursing home days, and it got her exactly
         nowhere and isn’t likely to get him anywhere either, not with Colette set firm against him, and his furniture already here.
      

      It was hard not to blame Alice for losing her mind. It seemed one of those things where, if a person put some effort into
         using it, she’d get to keep it; but maybe it wasn’t. Dr. Miller kept saying it was to do with tangles forming up in her brain
         like tree roots in a drain, but to George’s mind that’s what plumbers’ eels are for: to keep that sort of disastrous twining
         and knotting from getting too big and hard. “Do something,” he ordered in the early days of Alice losing her grip. “Get some interests.”
      

      “What?”

      “For Christ’s sake, I don’t know. You think of something.”

      He was impatient, sometimes probably cruel. He didn’t understand. Now he does, a little. Because it does seem that things
         can just happen and boom, there you are, struggling for words and other things, for a bit of freedom, some choice independently
         made. If Colette can’t feel the depths of that, well, he couldn’t either. Tit for tat. But then too, Colette, like Alice, is supposed to be a better, more, oh, outward-looking person than he. “Shit,” he shouts, just as loud and clear as he can, slamming his right fist on the arm of the wheelchair.
         “Shit. Goddamn.”
      

      “Shh, relax, Dad, we’re on our way.” The room whirls and he’s turned back to face the doorway so that he can see the side
         of the room he couldn’t see on the way in: the closet, the cupboards, nothing personal on display yet although Colette says,
         “Look, here’s the drawers where your sweaters and pyjamas and underwear are. I’ve hung up your trousers and shirts in the
         closet, and there’s space for bulk supplies of soaps and deodorants and so forth in these cupboards here. We’ll figure out
         what you’ll need, we’ll make lists.” Bulk supplies—so she can fly off with a clear conscience in a few days.
      

      “See the number on your door, the big 14 here? That’s how you’ll know this is your room when you’re coming back.” From meals. Games. TV movies. All the promised fun. “And isn’t this a nice touch?” There’s a plastic display box screwed to the wall beside his door. Beside everyone’s door.
         “It’s for any little personal item you’d like to put there, or a photo. So people get to know a little about you.” Let’s see,
         what would identify him to a passing-by stranger? Maybe a picture of himself as just another old shoe.
      

      He snorts. “Blah blah blah,” he says.

      “I wish you’d stop that, Dad. It’s really rude. And mean, too.”

      “Can’t,” he says, very slowly and carefully, “be good all the time.”

      “Well, you might try, even just for a few minutes.”

There, that’s his Colette: crisp and sticking up for herself. He expects he taught her that. Alice sure wouldn’t have, unless
         by opposing example. The right side of his mouth curls up in a half-grin. “My girl.” And, mischievously, “Blah.”
      

      She laughs and slaps his good shoulder; so that’s all right.

      “Want to go back around? If we do a few circuits from different directions, you’ll get oriented for when you’re wheeling yourself.”
         When she is gone. Around and around he will go, all by himself, and where he lands, nobody will know.
      

      Besides the fact that he has to get used to a useless left side, which is a very complicated loss in itself, George’s vision
         makes him crazy. One eye cuts out at a fuzzy-edged limit, and is blurred and impossible anyway, while the other works as it
         always has, except harder. It gets tired, having to see pretty much everything all by itself, and a tired eye causes headaches,
         and headaches now lead to sizzles of panic.
      

      Or maybe the panic of the moment is due to the woman turning the corner at the end of the hall. She halts, she stands there
         at the intersection like some goddamn Amazon. George’s right eye blinks like mad but it’s still Greta, even camouflaged by
         a lot more saggings and baggings than she had long ago.
      

      How long?

      Whether Greta recognizes him at this distance or not, she’s quick on her feet, and within a blink or two she is gone. What
         if she lives here? What if she’s one of his many new neighbours, what if the room she dodged into is her own, which he’ll
         have to pass in order to get anywhere in this place?
      

Then he is even more trapped than he dreamed. It’s enough to give a man a stroke, an anxious flare-up like this, and for a
         moment he has to close both his eyes, although not praying, exactly.
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