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CHAPTER 1

The idea of stealing the money first came to me as I stood in line at Lundergren’s Liquors, my fist wrapped around a six-dollar liter of Chablis. It hit without warning and bored into my brain like a tiny meteorite, forever changing the landscape.

I quickly assured myself this was an intellectual exercise and not an actual idea. My mind tends to wander in bizarre places, but it usually comes home when called. I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and focused on the squat little woman in front of me who was grabbing items from the counter displays and tossing them onto her pile. To her two six packs of Miller Lite, she added four Slim Jims, a bag of beer nuts and a lemon. Behind me, a man seemed to be carrying on an animated conversation with himself. But when I turned, I saw that the young, bald guy sported one of those ear phones. He looked like he was being assimilated into the Borg collective.

“I gotta stop at the deli for Carlisle’s liver scraps,” he was saying. I hoped Carlisle was their dog and not their two-year-old.

Robbing a store—how hard could it be? What would I use as a weapon? Not a gun. Those things can go off. Then what? Did anyone ever get away with the old stiff-finger-in-the-pocket ploy? The clerk calls your bluff with a Louisville Slugger and then what do you do with your finger? Nothing dignified, that’s for sure.

I watched as Marv Lundergren keyed in the woman’s purchases. Deep lines creasing his rough, reddened skin weighed down his features, rendering his expression immobile. When he’d rung up a total, the woman began rummaging through her purse, finally emerging with a checkbook. “Can I write this for twenty over?”

“Sure.” Marv caught my eye and winked.

I tightened my grip on the Chablis, digging my nails into my palm. Of course I’d never rob a store in Fowler. Not only could I be recognized, but I’d never take money from someone I knew. Not that the folks up by the Wisconsin border or wherever I decided to pillage were any less deserving of their money. That was the problem: who did deserve to be robbed?

Having recovered a pen from her purse, the woman asked, “What’s the date?”

“August third,” I told her and added the year.

“Where does the time go?” she muttered as she began to fill out the check.

Indeed.

The cell phone talker behind me had moved on to another call. Maybe someone who bought dog food at the deli and couldn’t wait to get home to consult his stock broker deserved to be robbed.

As I watched Marv glance at the woman’s driver’s license and then pull two tens out of the till, it occurred to me that a liquor store heist would be pointless anyway. Even on a good day, the till probably didn’t contain more than a few hundred dollars. Most people used credit cards or wrote checks. In order to get the kind of money I needed, I’d have to rob a bank. And that was way too daunting. I sighed, more from relief than disappointment. That was when I realized I actually had been considering it. My scalp tightened.

“Robyn?”

I jerked out of my reverie and set the Chablis on the counter. “How’s it going, Marv?” I dug a five and two ones out of the canvas laptop satchel slung from my shoulder.

“Can’t complain. How’s your mom doing?”

Marv’s long, knobby finger punched open the drawer and plucked out my change.

“About the same.” I pocketed the coins and collected the bottle, now concealed in a paper bag.

“That’s a pretty nice place, isn’t it?”

“It is. She likes it real well.”

“Marcy Spender’s mother moved in there, didn’t she?”

I nodded. “I see her sometimes.” What I didn’t add was that my mother had pronounced Cloris Spender “duller than dirt.”

“Well, you give Lizzie my best.”

“Thanks, Marv. I’ll do that.”

As I stepped outside and into the damp heat, a wave of shame nearly flattened me. Whether I robbed Marv or a total stranger, I’d be turning someone into a crime statistic. The world was a scary enough place already.

Believing that ended my flirtation with crime, I filled my lungs with the muggy air and welcomed the return of my sanity.

A light rain began to fall. I tilted my chin up towards the solid gray sky and enjoyed the soft punches of cold against my face.

Rainy days accentuated Fowler’s blandness, which had to work some to get to pleasant on a crisp spring morning. Except for an occasional splash of color—a turquoise scarf, a basket of purple flowers in the florist’s window and a neon bar sign—the town looked like a film noir set. Along the wide, mostly empty sidewalks, a disturbing number of storefronts had a “to rent” or a “space available” sign propped or taped in their windows. I lived above a picture framing store that, in the two years I’d lived in Fowler, had also been a clothing boutique and a shop selling religious artifacts. Liquor stores and bars did well, and the coffee shop was always busy. A psychic had rented a retail space a half block from my apartment, so maybe that was a good sign. She ought to know.

Now that I’d determined that robbery was impractical, not to mention just plain wrong, I felt almost giddy. I didn’t want to steal anything. Aside from a souvenir ash tray and maybe a bar glass, I’d never stolen anything in my life. Even when the girls I’d aspired to hang with in middle school dared me to steal—or “lift” as they’d eu-phemized—a tube of Yardley lip gloss, I’d declined. They’d called me “chicken” and shunned me at the lunch table. I suppose I was scared, but I also believed it was wrong. So why had it even occurred to me to knock off a liquor store? Maybe it was easy to claim the higher ground when you didn’t need the money. Or the lip gloss.

I considered walking to my destination, Dryden Manor, but decided I didn’t have the time. Not only did I have a three o’clock appointment with my accountant/financial advisor, but I was hoping to avoid April Clarke, Dryden’s director. I had a pretty good idea of her schedule—it paid to be attentive—and knew she usually took a late lunch. So if I got in and out of there by two thirty, I shouldn’t run into her.

I cut down the alley between the florist’s and the Depot to the small lot where I park my eleven-year-old Civic. The little green machine has got only thirty-five thousand miles on it, and I don’t think my mechanic believes me when I tell him the speedometer has never turned over. It hasn’t. The low mileage attests to the fact that I love to walk, don’t care to drive, and on most days I don’t stray far from home. The exception was taking my mother for a drive. There were times she got so antsy she couldn’t stand being indoors and around people. On those days we’d go for a long ride, usually out in the country, and the miles worked on her like a mild sedative.

I listened to a Vivaldi guitar concerto as I drove. He usually lightened my mood. As opposed to Beethoven, who made me want to conquer something. Or someone. I pulled into the lot at Dryden and let the strings crescendo and fade before turning off the car.

One of the things I liked about Dryden Manor was that I could honestly say I wouldn’t mind living there myself when my body and mind couldn’t make it on their own anymore. Not that I was planning for that to happen. I’ve never been able to imagine myself old, and I think there’s some timer in my head that keeps me from becoming too enamored with the idea of a long dotage.

From the outside, the building resembled an English Tudor estate surrounded by a thick, manicured lawn, mature oaks, pines and ashes, and seasonal gardens, now vibrant with purples, golds and pinks. Walking paths wound through the grounds and bordered the Crystal River, which ran the gamut from a meandering stream to a rushing torrent, depending on the amount of rain and the snow runoff. Today it flowed at a good rate, attesting to the wet spring and summer we’d had, and I took a moment to watch the current carry a narrow, twisted log downriver before I turned and headed up the walk.

I signed my name in the visitor’s register and rounded the time up to 2:15. The receptionist wasn’t the usual woman, but she seemed to know who I was and, with a wry smile, directed me toward the first floor lounge. “I think Lizzie’s holding court.”

That’s the thing about being Lizzie Guthrie’s daughter. People know me.

Two years ago when she moved to Dryden, I thought my mother was on her way out. She has chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, brought on by years of smoking, and was wasting away, both physically and mentally. I believed that my mother had chosen her time, and while I wanted to respect that decision, I also wanted to see that she got some of the luxury and pampering she’d missed out on in her retirement. Dryden Manor was the place.

But then, instead of continuing her downward spiral, she’d thrived at Dryden. After a rocky start, that is. Smoking was not allowed on the premises, and my mother was an unapologetic smoker. She had to go cold turkey. For a month she called me daily, alternately begging, cajoling and commanding me to buy her a pack. Many a day I wanted nothing more than to march down there, jam a Virginia Slim between her lips and light it for her. But then the calls became less and less frequent and eventually they stopped. And once her doctor sorted out her medications, her mental state improved some. Her short term memory was still diminished and evenings, when her confusion was most profound, could be surreal, but her memory of events in the distant past was still good, albeit selective. For example, she frequently spoke of the luxuries she enjoyed as the wife of a banker, but had forgotten that Wyman considered many luxuries to be Satan’s temptations. (I’ll never forget the battle over the bidet. Wyman won.) Then, after he died, she’d worked for a couple of tight-fisted dermatologists until she was in her seventies, starting as a clerk, a secretary and finally retiring as an office manager. And now she ruled Dryden as lady of the house. This didn’t win her a lot of friends among the residents, but she had her fans among the staff members who liked the feisty ones with delusions of grandeur.

I would have loved watching her occupy this role if it weren’t for the sad, stark fact that her worst fear had come to be: she had outlived her money. She wasn’t aware of this—a small gift the dementia offered—and I’d only begun to realize the lengths to which I might go in order to keep her from knowing.

Last month I’d been a week late with her rent. I’d used up the last of her funds and emptied most of my checking account as well. I knew all I was buying was time and that the days until August rent was due would creep up on me like hyenas smelling a kill. Now it was here—three days ago—and I’d squandered the time, visiting a few nursing and assisted living homes that accepted public aid residents and, at the same time, wondering how large an apartment it would take to contain the two of us. I’d even resorted to purchasing lottery tickets, a practice I’d always scorned. And speaking of practices I tend to scorn—robbery would be near the top of that list.

“Robyn.”

I froze, hearing the soft thud of footsteps coming up behind me on the plush carpeting. Drawing in a deep breath, I turned to face April Clarke, who approached with a handbag slung over her shoulder and a set of car keys dangling from her right hand. Timing was everything.

Her smile didn’t seem forced, which was more than I could say for my own. She gestured with a nod in the direction of her office. “We need to talk,” she said. “It won’t take a minute.”

When I hesitated, she added, “I’ve been leaving messages on both your home and your cell phones.”

I nodded—I know when I’ve been busted—and followed her into the small office next to the reception area.

April closed the door behind us and moved into the middle of the room, pushed aside a coleus plant on her desk to make room for her purse. But she held on to her keys as she leaned her butt against the desk’s edge.

I swallowed. “I just need a few more days to find a place.”

“Are you looking?”

When I’d made the decision to move my mother into Dryden, April had been one of its assets. I’d watched her chatting with residents, and she’d never given me the impression that she wanted to be somewhere other than with her old people. Fully involved and focused, she could not have not been faking. And now, as she waited for my answer, I didn’t see any anger or sign that she viewed me as a deadbeat who had let it all come to this.

“I, um, yes. I’ve got an appointment this afternoon with Willoway Care Center.”

“They have a bed available?”

“Yes.” I paused. “Middle of the month.”

She nodded. “They’re good. I’ve heard good things.”

“That’s good.” I blinked and looked out the window, past a vase of black-eyed Susans.

“She’ll do okay, Robyn.”

“She doesn’t like change.”

“People of her age usually don’t. But give her a little time. She will adjust. Lizzie’s tough.”

My shoulders bobbed once in a half-assed attempt at a chuckle. “Yeah.” The elm outside blurred and I looked down at the floor. “I know.”

And then, because I figured April shouldn’t have to ask all the tough questions, I said, “I’ve got some money coming in next week. Can I pay you then for the days she’s still here?”

“Robyn, don’t do this to yourself. Your mother doesn’t want you to go into debt over this.”

I shook my head. “I won’t.” I wondered what April would have thought about my criminal inclinations. I could hear her: Robyn, your mother doesn’t want you doing hard time over this.

After studying me for a few moments—I didn’t blink—she sighed and said, “Okay. I’ll tell Connie.”

“Thank you, April.” Connie—Dryden’s financial manager—was the one who did make me feel like a deadbeat. But I had to be grateful for any time they gave me and, if necessary, I knew how to grovel.

On my way to the lounge, I stopped in the women’s room to pull myself together. While my mother has never been good at reading my moods, this afternoon I was sure I wore defeat like a cast-iron choker. Here I was—forty-five years old with no one in the world depending on me except for my mother and my dog. And I’d been a disappointment to at least one of them. Some days I hated what I saw in the mirror. I blew a puff of air up toward my bangs. Maybe there was still a chance. An outside chance that was as stupid as robbing a bank, but at least it was marginally legal. I swiped my lips with a stick of gloss and went to see my mother.

I found her sitting with three women in the lounge. As usual, she wasn’t behaving. The fact that she is far from the most popular resident at Dryden Manor doesn’t faze my mother one iota. I think she sees herself as a firm but benevolent monarch who doesn’t expect to be adored by all.

She’s a small woman, made smaller by bones that were collapsing into themselves. But she held herself as straight as her C-shaped spine would allow. Today she wore the powder blue terry pants and hoodie that I’d gotten her. She sat with her legs crossed and her fingers laced around one knee. Her chin was lifted so she could look down her petite nose at the women sitting in a semi-circle around her.

If I could have chosen the physical traits I would inherit from my mother it would be her near immunity to wrinkles—at eighty-two, her face was almost without lines—and her hands. They were slim, with fine, blue veins and were seldom still, punctuating her sentences and grasping the air for forgotten words.

Of course, there were also days when I wished I’d been adopted. As I came within earshot of her little group, I conceded that this might be one of those days.

“Of course it’s not pizza, Effie,” my mother was saying. “You need more than cheese to make a pizza. It’s got to have sausage or those pepper things on it. Why if—” She broke off when she saw me, and the moment of confusion she often had when I arrived unexpected passed—like a cloud lifting from her eyes—and, without getting up, she opened her arms to me.

“This is my beautiful daughter, Robyn.” She often introduced me this way. It made me feel schizophrenic—as if there were a homely but more compassionate daughter who showed up more often.

I took her hand and gave it a little squeeze.

The three women looked at me with varying degrees of skepticism. Effie, whose hair was dyed a harsh shade of brown that matched her perpetually arched brows, looked up at me and said, “What do you think, Robyn? Can a pizza have just cheese on it?”

My mother’s grip on my hand tightened. I swallowed. “It’s not a very interesting pizza.” A nail dug into my palm, and with some effort, I pried my hand from hers.

“I brought your wine, Mom. Should I take it up to your room?”

Her eyes locked on mine. Glaciers exuded more warmth than those pale blue stones.

“So it is pizza,” Effie crowed, proving herself as pugnacious as her soft, square jaw implied.

“It’s a sorry excuse for a pizza.” I turned toward my mother. “Why don’t you come up to your room with me?” I asked, offering her a way out of this deteriorating situation.

Bestowing a gracious smile on the women, my mother said, “Syl, Vera, do come to my room before dinner for an aperitif.”

Before either Syl or Vera could respond, my mother took my arm and, steadying herself with her cane, allowed me to escort her out of the lounge.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw the three women huddled together, talking, glancing our way. Effie was smiling.

“Would it have killed you to agree with me?” my mother said.

“Pizza’s important.” Then, because it never hurt to remind her, I added, “You don’t always have to be so confrontational.”

“I’m entitled to my opinion, aren’t I?”

“You are. But you stated it as fact.”

“I see.” She nodded as though this angle required careful thought. “So what I should have said was ‘that’s not pizza to me.’”

“That would have been more diplomatic.”

“The hell with being diplomatic. I’ve been diplomatic all my life.”

Hardly.
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My mother’s room on the second floor overlooked the river and the walking path. When she’d moved in, we sat together with the binoculars I’d given her, watching the ducks and geese. A pair of cardinals frequented a nearby yew, and she referred to them as “my cardinals.” I was grateful that the couple had chosen a tree near my mother. Not only were they fun to watch, but their antics provided conversation fodder.

My mother settled into her rocker by the window, and I checked her tissue and hand cream supplies and rinsed out her wine glass, using my thumbnail to rub the tinge of red from the rim. I always felt like I should do more to make this a home for her. But there wasn’t any more to do.

This was what getting old was like. Everything got smaller—our homes, our freedom, our bodies. After my stepfather died, we had moved to a three-bedroom ranch house. When I went to college, my mother gave me as many of her belongings as I would take and moved to a two-bedroom apartment and then later to a one-bedroom retirement condo. Now her home consisted of a square, beige room with a microwave and mini-fridge in one corner and her bed, a chair and television in another. She’d jettisoned everything else, donating most to Salvation Army. She did give me her jewelry and a Wedgewood plate. And even though she’d instructed me to throw away a box crammed with old papers and clippings, I’d stashed it in the basement of the building where I rented. I didn’t want to throw away anything I hadn’t looked at, but out of sight was out of mind, and I seldom thought about it.

I adjusted the angle of a photo—my mother in her mid-thirties in front of the Trevi Fountain—on the wide windowsill. Her life had been distilled to a few mementos: a picture of me, some figurines— two dachshunds and three finches. And, of course, there were my biological father’s remains, which currently resided in a raku vase she kept on the window ledge. He died just before I was born, so I have absolutely no memories of him, but every year on his birthday I buy a new vase for his ashes. I’m not sure why I do this, but I think it’s both a way to honor my father and an excuse to buy pottery. Plus the fact that my mother seemed to enjoy the ceremony where we removed the plastic container holding his ashes from the one vase and put it into the new one. We would toast him with wine and she would tell me a story about him. It’s usually the same one—how he proposed to her—but she likes telling it.

After I’d poured her a glass of wine, I told her I had to leave. Then I braced myself. My mother hated being alone, a time when she was more likely to get confused and anxious. It was as if this worrisome voice in her head started in on her when she was by herself. In order to combat it, she’d usually turn on the television. But she couldn’t converse with the TV, and so there were days I nearly had to fight my way out her door.

“Where are you going?”

“I’ve got an appointment with my accountant.”

“Why do you need an accountant?”

“Because I was a journalism major.”

“I don’t know why you didn’t study something more difficult. Like finance. Or medicine.”

I clamped my mouth shut.

She paused for a moment, and her thin white brows drew together as she posed a question to herself. “It’s not tax time, is it?”

“No,” I said, hoping she’d drop it.

“Then why do you need an accountant?” For an eighty-two-yearold woman with encroaching dementia, she sure knew what questions to ask.

“He’s also my investment advisor.”

“Oh.” She pushed herself up from the chair. “Take me with you.”

This was what I feared. “I don’t know, Mom. I’m just going to be sitting in an office.”

“I don’t care. I need to get out of here.” Her tone had taken on a panicky edge. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought she was teetering on one of her anxiety states. The signs were there. But I figured it was more likely she didn’t want to return to the lounge, where she’d have to face Effie and friends and might have to acknowledge her erroneous take on pizza. Losing face was not something that Lizzie Guthrie did gracefully.

But before I could come up with a reason for her to stay here, she had propped her cane against the wall and was zipping up the front of her hoodie.


CHAPTER 2

The Arthur Floyd Tart building, Fowler’s tallest, was named after the architect who designed it. The big, black slab of stone had tinted windows and an impervious look to it. Several floors of the building once housed a prosperous computer software company that made the kind of computer games that were probably inciting children and other impressionable types to violence. But they were quite successful at it, so Fowler took the attitude, if they’re not designing cyber characters who gleefully disembowel each other here, they’ll be doing it somewhere else. Which is exactly what happened after they were bought out by a larger company. So now those floors were empty, and the darkened windows looking down on Fowler’s business district reminded me of some carrion beast waiting for the town to gasp its last breath.

The Tart’s remaining businesses occupied the lower and upper floors, and my money man was on the tenth, and highest, floor.

Unlike his persona, Mick Hughes’s office was unassuming. It consisted of an outer room where his secretary du jour plied her trade and his own office, which gave him a view of Fowler’s skyline, such as it was, and the expressway extension beyond it.

Since I’d been his client, he’d had three different secretaries. Different and yet not. As though they had all risen from the same gene pool: tall women with athletic builds and blond hair. They were polite enough, but smiles were hard won.

The current secretary’s desk plate identified her as Myra Quill, and she peeked into Mick’s office before waving me in. No way I was letting my mother sit in on this meeting, so I settled her into one of the armchairs in the outer office and selected three magazines for her. She discarded Southern Living and Time but opened In Style. I left her in Myra’s care.

When I walked into Mick’s office, he stood—not something he normally did—and whistled under his breath—not something he ever did. “What happened to the rest of you?”

Since I’d seen him in February for my taxes, I’d lost the thirty pounds I’d been carrying since my divorce twelve years ago. It was a combination of things—walking, a little weight training, less fast food. And there is no underestimating the toll that worry can take on a person’s metabolism. Nerves apparently speeded mine up. I might have been a happier person a year ago, but I did like being able to fit into smaller jeans.

“I donated it to Models without Hips,” I said as I drew the big envelope filled with my finances from my satchel and set it on his desk.

“You look good.” He said it like I was a Philadelphia cheese steak sandwich.

“Thanks.” I dropped into the chair and patted the envelope. “And I’m hoping you can find some money for me.”

I noticed he had his own “Robyn Guthrie” file opened on the desk. After allowing his gaze to linger on me—on my chest in particular—for another moment or two, he settled into his chair. I knew I’d overdone it with the knit top, which was a snugger fit than my usual sloppy Ts. I was here hoping he’d offer me a loan, not a romp in the sack.

But Mick moved on, picking up the top sheet from his file and placing it squarely in front of him. “This looks pretty good,” he said, after perusing it for a moment. Then he glanced up at me. “You planning on taking early retirement?”

“No,” I said with the sigh of a person who knows she’ll never retire. “My mother lives in Dryden Manor, and she’s running out of money.” I hated telling anyone this. “If I can come up with some of it, maybe I can get a bank loan to cover the rest.”

He folded his arms on the desk and leaned toward me. “How much you talking about?”

“It costs roughly five grand a month.”

He whistled again in a different kind of appreciation and looked down at the figures.

“I’ll do anything to keep her out of a Medicaid bed,” I said.

Shrugging, he said, “Have her move in with you.”

“I’ll do anything but that.”

He was right—I should find another apartment—one on the ground floor with an extra bedroom—and move her in with me. The “sandwich generation” did it all the time—three generations under the same roof. I didn’t have kids, so I guess that made me an openfaced sandwich. The guilt and shame I felt over my own ambivalence was eased slightly by the knowledge that my mother didn’t want to share an apartment with me any more than I did with her. I knew that because we’d tried it once.

“Okay,” was all Mick said with a nod. He opened the envelope I’d given him, then sat back, smoothing his tie against his chest. Neither of us spoke for several minutes as he went over the papers I’d assembled, which laid bare the state of my financial affairs.

Having someone peruse my finances felt a lot like getting a pelvic exam, and to keep from squirming, I glanced around the room. Mick had no photos on his desk, and his bookshelves were filled with thick, imposing tomes. The only items interrupting the monotonous beige of his walls were his degree from U of I, which hung on the wall next to his desk and, beside that, a watercolor of a chestnut horse in a white-fenced paddock. I suspected that Mick, or someone else he held dear, had painted it. It wasn’t very good. The horse’s legs were short in proportion to the rest of its body, and its tail was inadequate. But I’ve never asked about the artist, because I was afraid he might ask for my opinion. And I would have to tell him the truth. Because that is what I do.

Rumors swirled around Mick Hughes like flies around a rotting peach. He’d been a jockey—that much was known fact. I’d heard that he walked with a limp, although I’d never seen him walk far enough to determine the veracity of that rumor. I seldom saw him without the desk between us. The source of that limp was up for debate. One story had him mangling his leg in a bad fall during a race. Another had someone mangling his leg for him when he refused to throw a race. I find the former story more credible, since I couldn’t believe Mick was familiar with the higher ground. He seemed to revel in his role as Fowler’s bad boy. He was probably a few years younger than me—early forties—with a broad forehead and bright, rather intense, eyes. I always thought his sandy brown hair needed a combing, but he may have been going for the unkempt look, because he sometimes looked like he could use a shave as well. As far as I knew, he’d never married, but I doubted he had qualms about dating women who were.

Until today, I’d been content to know nothing of Mick’s life outside this office. An editor at the Fowler News and Record had recommended Mick Hughes to me when I’d first gotten to town, saying that Mick earned money on the side as a bookie and as a loan shark, but that he kept his various enterprises separate. This convinced me that reasonable people benefited from Mick’s financial acumen. The rumors didn’t bother me. Besides, I figured the more shady his extracurricular doings, the harder he’d work at keeping everything above board in his legitimate business.

“If you didn’t need five grand a month, it’d be a pretty good year for Robyn Guthrie, wouldn’t it?” Then he leaned back in his chair and raked a hand through his hair.

In fact, it was a good year. I’d ghosted a book and had established myself as a stringer at several magazines that paid well. In addition I was earning some money as a freelance editor. If you ignored the fact that I needed sixty thousand dollars to keep my mother at Dryden for the next year, I was doing great.

Just as he began punching my numbers into his computer, his phone rang. He answered, saying, “I’m busy here, Myra.” As he listened to her, he picked up a slip of paper, tapping it against the edge of his desk. Then, abruptly, he said, “Send him in.”

He gave me a thin smile. “You mind waiting outside for two minutes, Robyn?” He wagged his head toward the door. “Gotta see this guy.”

“Sure,” I told him, relieved that I didn’t have unfinished business with Mick.

The man waiting for Mick carried a black briefcase and wore a black suit with a bright white shirt and a stern look. I got a whiff of a spicy cologne as he brushed past me on his way into Mick’s office. I had an image of the two of them exchanging wary looks along with thick wads of money.

My mother had nodded off, head resting on one shoulder. It was a position I often found her in, and one that looked like it would give her the neck cramp from hell. But I let her sleep and picked up Time. To be honest, I was also more in the mood for In Style, but would’ve had to extract it from beneath my mother’s hand, possibly waking her.

Myra seemed interested in what was going on in the other room, but since there was a closed door keeping her out, she had to content herself by keeping watch on her side. She reminded me of an overeager Doberman—alert and all jittery with stifled energy. Like she was just waiting for an excuse to throw herself at the door.

I didn’t have long to read. No more than five minutes passed before the man left Mick’s office. He glanced at me with eyes the color of washed-out cornflowers. Myra watched as he walked out the door then settled back onto her haunches.

My mother roused from her nap.

“Who’s bringing the salad?” I heard a trace of panic in her voice.

“I am, Mom.”

She nodded, murmuring, “Don’t put any grapes in it,” and went back to sleep.
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“I’m good, but I’m not a magician.”

Back in his office, Mick delivered the bad news as he studied my life on paper. He shook his head and went silent for several moments, tapping his pencil against the edge of his desk. He had rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and pulled his tie down an inch or so.

There was an edginess to him now, as though he was a doctor about to tell me I had better get my affairs in order. Then his lips moved slightly as though some new thought struck him, and he began plugging more numbers into his computer. I noticed a sheen of perspiration on his forehead. At least he was working hard.

I surveyed the room again—anything to distance myself from the edginess. That was when I noticed that the painting of the horse was crooked.

It hadn’t been crooked before the man with the briefcase stole a few minutes of Mick’s (and my) time. Or had it?

I quickly added together a number of facts: Mick made book on the side, therefore he dealt in cash; the man had something in the briefcase, which might well have been cash he was bringing to Mick; Mick had to put the cash somewhere, and the painting was large enough to hide a small wall safe. More insane justifying: while money made on illegal betting wasn’t exactly stolen, it wasn’t obtained in a legal manner either. Therefore, it was okay to steal it.

Then the cautionary, albeit underdeveloped part of my brain kicked in, and I reminded myself that Mick’s reputation was due, in part, to the gusto with which he pursued deadbeats. One persistent rumor had him kidnapping the mistress of a man who hadn’t taken his debt seriously enough and he had threatened to return her to the man’s wife one digit at a time. I had no idea how that particular ploy ended and wasn’t even certain it had occurred.

Images of my own shattered kneecaps were enough to restore reason. You are nuts, Robyn, I told myself, adding a mental thump upside the head.

Just then he looked up, and for a second I thought he was seeing right into my mind where my felonious thoughts screamed in 72-point type. But he pressed his mouth into a narrow line and swiveled his computer screen so I could read it.

“That’ll buy you three, four months.”

I sighed. And waited.

With a quick glance at the horse, I told myself that if he was going to offer me the loan, it would be now. And accepting a loan from Mick Hughes would be only slightly more sane than stealing the money from him. Maybe he’d give me a decent interest rate because I was a client or because he thought I looked good in a snug shirt and minus the thirty pounds. And then what would I do? That kind of loan—even one with a reasonable interest—would keep me in debt for most of my life. But if it would keep my mother in Dryden, maybe it was worth it.

His chair squeaked as he leaned back, hands clasped lightly as he studied me. Finally, he said, “I’ve known you about a couple of years, right?”

“About that.”

“And I know you’re a pretty smart lady.”

I nodded. “Thank you” didn’t seem appropriate.

“Smart enough to know that nobody could squeeze that kind of money out of your portfolio.”

I swallowed.

Mick continued. “That’s not why you came here, is it?”

It was all I could do not to look away. “I guess it’s not.”

Neither of us spoke for several moments. Finally, he said, “You don’t want to do this.”

My face grew warm and I swallowed again. Of course he was talking about his loan service, but I figured if anyone could spot a larcenous thought, it would be Mick Hughes.

“Trust me,” he said.

Nothing more. Loan not offered, therefore not taken. Last chance down the tubes. I managed to convince myself that he wouldn’t give me such a great interest rate. He probably saved his “specials” for women a lot better looking—not to mention younger—than me. There was still the bank. But even if I could get the loan there, I had to wonder if the amount would outlast my mother. How much was enough? Weighing her days left against a loan—God, there were times I despised myself.

He was right, of course, and I’d been nuts to even consider such a thing. Embarrassed by my own presumptions, not to mention foolishness, I began stuffing my papers back into my canvas satchel. “Well, thanks anyway. Maybe I can get a bank loan.”

“You don’t want to do that either.”

“What I can’t do is nothing.” A sheet of paper slipped from my pile and wafted to a graceful landing on the other side of the room, one corner curled against a black file cabinet.

“Shit,” I sighed, slumping back into the chair. It was just a piece of paper, but, at this moment, I was no more capable of retrieving it than I was of swimming the English Channel.

He was up and moving around his desk before I could stop him. I noted that he did limp, but it wasn’t—at least in those few steps— pronounced. “I got it.”

He had some trouble bending over; apparently his bad leg didn’t bend very well. But he returned the errant sheet—a copy of the letter welcoming my mother to Dryden and a listing of the monthly charges. I love irony. I stuffed it, along with my other papers, into my satchel.

“Just sit for a second,” he said, returning to his chair.

I gestured toward the door. “My mother’s out there.” In truth, I had no desire to stand, to leave, to maintain any momentum.

He glanced in that direction then shrugged. “She can wait.”

I took a few deep breaths, trying to collect myself. I had no idea what Mick was thinking until he said, “There are some pretty nice places out there. Dryden’s not the only option.”

“I know,” I said. “I’ve got an appointment at Willoway this afternoon. Just to check it out.” I’d gone through the public aid process and my mother had been approved, but I hadn’t yet fully resigned myself to moving her to that bed that was opening up in a week and a half.

He waited, as though he knew I wasn’t finished.

“The thing is, she likes Dryden.” And that was all I trusted my voice to say.

He leaned back with a sigh, nodding as though he sympathized. But then he said, “I can’t help you. Sorry.”

“Okay. I understand.” Then I added, “But I am going to need to buy her two more weeks at Dryden.”

“We can do that.”

Like it was our money. But I just nodded and said, “Let’s do it then.”

“I’ll work the figures up here.” He seemed eager to be able to help me with something. Maybe he was just showing a nice side I hadn’t known existed before. But then he added, with a small grin, “You need some distracting.”

I looked at him, saw the spark in his eyes. “You think?”

“Cubs are playing the Cards tonight. Got tickets behind the Cubs dugout.”

Yeah, that was all I needed, I thought. Like nine innings with my accountant was going to solve my problems. “Sorry. I’ve got an interview tonight.”

His brows pulled together, and he tapped his forefinger on the mouse. “Job interview?”

“Oh, no.” I shook my head. “Not a job. Well, kind of. It’s for an article.”

He waited.

“I’m doing an article on a new business in town. The woman’s a psychic. A medium.” I hurried on before he could snort. “I’m going to witness a séance.”

“No kidding,” he said, cocking his chin. “What’s her name?”

“Starwise. Erika Starwise.” I added a small shrug. “I doubt that’s her real name, but that’s her business.”

“Can’t you reschedule?”

“No.” I tried sounding regretful but firm. “If I were just interviewing her, that would be one thing. But this séance is supposed to connect this client with her late husband, and there’s something to the timing.”

“You’re shitting me.” He leaned back, folding his arms over his chest. “He’s dead, right? What else has he got to do?”

I laughed. “Good point, but I’m just—”

“Miss Guthrie?” Myra had opened the door just enough to stick her head into the room. “Your mother is getting a little anxious. I wondered...” She trailed off, her eyes wide with desperation. Behind her, I could hear my mother: “Robyn? Robyn, hurry.”

“Gotta go,” I said.

“I’ll call you when I figure out the best way to do this.”

I smiled my thanks and left. I should’ve anticipated this. I doubted Myra was much in the way of company.

My mother was standing, her cane forgotten, In Style on the floor. Her knees buckled, and she started to go down, but I got to her first and managed to settle her back into the chair.

“I’m here, Mom. Now, let’s sit down. We’ll be going right away.”

“Why did you leave me?” Her tone was harsh, accusing.

“I didn’t, Mom.” I had to grit my teeth, biting back words.

I sat next to her and rummaged in my satchel for a stick of gum. “How does spearmint sound?”

“Get me out of here!” She was yelling.

“Okay, okay,” I said, my hands fumbling to unwrap the gum, knowing she’d have trouble walking in her agitated state. “How about we stop for a glass of wine and some nacho chips?”

I handed her the gum. Hands trembling, she folded it twice and put it into her mouth, chewing it several times before saying, “Where will we go?”

“Ernesto’s?”

As I steered her toward the exit, Mick stood in the doorway to his office, watching us. He nodded at me, and it seemed like there was some regret in the gesture, but by the time we’d reached the elevators, I’d decided that I didn’t know Mick Hughes well enough to be interpreting his gestures.
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My mother insisted on walking across the lot to my car rather than letting me pull it around for her, so it was a slow journey. It had stopped raining, but I kept my hand wrapped around her arm. To distract her, I mentioned that Mick had asked me out.

She stopped, the tip of her cane centered in a puddle, and looked up at me. “He did not.”

“Yep. Asked me to a baseball game.”

“Well,” she said, shaking her head and moving her cane forward another six inches. We followed. “You’re not going, are you?”

“No,” I answered, but was a little puzzled by her question. She usually didn’t miss the opportunity to tell me I should date more.

“People are just too familiar these days. Take that woman who came to see me this morning. Calling me Lizzie—”

“What woman came to see you?”

She stopped again, puzzled. “What was her name? I can’t remember, of course.”

“Was she in your room?”

“She was quite pleasant, you know.”

“Was she in your room?”

“She came to my room, but I entertained her in the meditation room.”

“What did she want?”

“She knew Robbie.”

“My father?” She seldom talked about my father, and when she did she usually referred to him as Robert.

“Did I say Robert? I mean Wyman.” She took another step. “Yes, she was here about Wyman.”

“How good a friend was she?” Wyman, my stepfather, did have a history.

I took her arm and she slumped against me. “Oh, my. I’m very tired. Is it far to the car?”

I found it mildly amusing that my mother wanted me to think she’d gotten the names of her husbands confused, and yet I knew if I drove past the nacho place, she’d remind me to stop.

“It’s right here.” I steered her around the silver Mercedes parked next to me.

“Oh, good.” She gave me a sweet smile. “Would you get the door for me?”


CHAPTER 3

I took my mother to Ernesto’s for her wine and chips and for the interrogation I planned to give her. She must have sensed my motives, because at first she insisted she was tired and wanted to go home. But when I sweetened the pot by suggesting we get cheese on our nachos—an extravagance we frequently pined for but seldom indulged in—I knew I had her.

I waited until the waitress had set the plate of cheddar-smothered tortilla chips (jalapeno peppers on the side) on the ceramic-tiled table and my mother had filled her little plate. But before I could open my mouth, she began her own line of questioning.

“Why don’t you get a job at the Tribune?

“What? What’s this about?”

“That’s what this appointment was about, wasn’t it? You’re having money problems.”

“I’m not having money problems.”

As if she didn’t hear me: “I’m sure the Tribune would pay better than that freelance work you do.”

“This isn’t exactly a good time to apply for a job at the Tribune.”

“Of course it is. You just have to march down there and show them how good you are. You’ll never get anywhere in this world, Robyn, if you don’t put yourself out there. Why, I’d never have gotten my job at the bank if I hadn’t stood up straight, tossed my head back, walked in there and told them they needed me. And do you know what they did?”

“They hired you.”

She nodded as though she’d made her point.

When she paused for a sip of wine, I jumped in before she could swallow. “Tell me about this woman who came to see you.”

“What’s to tell?” She set her glass down, broke off a corner of one chip, dipped it in extra cheese and thrust it into her mouth. I could hear the slow crunch as she chewed.

Normally, she gave me a numbingly detailed description of the rare visitor to cross her threshold.

“Where did you say she knew Robert from?” I asked, hoping she would lapse again.

She licked a smear of cheese off the tip of her finger. “Wyman. It was Wyman she knew.” Giving me a look, she added, “Which one of us is senile?”

I nodded, smiling. “Sure. Wyman.”

“Her father knew Wyman from the old neighborhood. He lived outside Los Angeles.”

“Wyman was from Cleveland.”

“What did I say?”

“Los Angeles.”

“Hmm. I think perhaps this woman lives there now.”

“But you called it ‘the old neighborhood.’”

“I misspoke,” she snapped. “I’m an old woman.” She added that haughty glare of hers but was the first to look away.

When my mother cannot remember something, she usually gets upset, almost to the point of tears. I say “almost” because her eyes are quite dry. Which is too bad. A good sobfest can be therapeutic. I extracted a chip from the nacho pile that was large enough to feed a family of four. “What was her name?”

She shook her head, then she took a dainty sip of wine. “You know my memory.”

“What did she want?”

“She was just paying her respects.”

“What did you talk about?”

“Oh, I don’t remember. It’s not important.” Then she slipped into her whine mode. “I don’t know why you question me so.”

“I’m just trying to jog your memory.”

“I’ll thank you to let me jog my memory on my own, if you don’t mind.”

She bit off the point of a chip and chewed it carefully. “I believe her father knew Wyman from church.” She nodded as though she liked the fit of this story. “Yes, I believe that was it.”

I gave her a dubious look.

“He was a very devout man, Wyman was,” she said, and added a bitter little smile that suggested she didn’t forget what else he’d been.

Wyman did have fierce religious tendencies. Until I was old enough to rebel, he forced me into church every Sunday. It was some odd offshoot religion that was okay with dancing but drinking was out of the question. To this day I won’t go near a dance floor or a church, and my beverage of choice is Famous Grouse. But seeing as this is the worst my stepfather ever did to me, I haven’t got much room to complain.

When I was sixteen, he died of a heart attack, much to the dismay of Greta Evans, the church organist, who was beneath him at the time. That turned my mother off to church.

Almost thirty years later, the memory of Wyman’s funeral was still quite vivid. When Greta had the nerve to show up, my mother presented her with the funeral bill, saying that if it weren’t for Greta, Wyman would still be alive, therefore Greta had better pay up. Wyman must have had a thing for in-your-face women because Greta stepped right up to my mother and said Wyman wouldn’t have strayed if he’d been getting some at home. My mother, her face pinched tighter than a gibbon’s, told her that she and Wyman had sex three times a week. And then, caught up in the moment, she added that only a month before they’d made love in the vault of the First National Bank, celebrating Wyman’s promotion to vice president. At that point, the funeral director and his assistant had, much to the mourners’ disappointment, intervened. We’d never know how many other local landmarks bore Lizzie and Wyman’s mark.

At the time, I was mortified. At sixteen I didn’t want to be identified as the daughter of the couple who had sullied the vault, and I was relieved when my mother moved us, presumably for financial reasons, from upscale Oak Brook to middle-class Westchester. Still, for a long time I could not even approach a drive-up bank window without putting my mother and Wyman in there, rolling in dough. It took me years to gain enough perspective to find the humor. Although my mother and I never discussed the incident, I hoped it was a memory that hadn’t been lost to her. She and Wy may never have gotten to Paris or even Montreal, but at least they had the bank vault.

The incident had made my mother bitter enough for her to shed Wyman’s last name and go back to Guthrie. I had never been legally adopted by Wyman—neither of us considered it much of a priority, I guess—and had always gone by Guthrie. I didn’t know much about my biological father, but being Scottish appealed to me.

“This cheese is too salty,” my mother said, curling her lip. I considered returning to the stranger who had called on her, but knew it was pointless. I just hoped this woman wasn’t someone trying to sell my mother a time-share in Vail or a set of encyclopedias. My mother did like to buy things.

We talked about the weather, and I reminded her again that I was taking her out for her birthday dinner in a couple of weeks so she should start thinking about a place. And I told her about the articles I was writing and the magazines that would be publishing them. She asked if I had been paid for the book I’d ghosted, and I told her I had; she said she thought I should think about investing in a house. I told her I’d think about it.

And then, as the mention of money often does, she was reminded of her own financial state. She’d had a decent savings when she retired—a combination of her own retirement fund and the money Wyman left her, although she’d had to dip into the latter on occasion. Monthly assessments on the retirement condo she moved into five years ago had nibbled away at it. But then there had been a series of scams she’d fallen prey to: telemarketers promising her riches and mailings targeting her distrust of any state or federal institution. But the T-Rex among the carnivores had been a disastrous real estate deal in which she’d lost thousands. Lots of thousands. I blamed myself for much of this; I should have been paying closer attention to her finances, but she’d always been so sharp in that department. I hadn’t wanted to see her decline, so I’d ignored the signs. I finally realized what was happening when one day when I called her and it was like talking to a character out of Alice in Wonderland. She was babbling about Robbie taking her for a ride on his sail boat and how she’d gotten sunburned. My parents had lived in Colorado Springs. At the time I hadn’t seen her for a couple of weeks, but she’d been okay then. But after I hung up I drove out there and found her playing solitaire in a threadbare robe with food rotting on the counter. I’d taken her to the ER and they’d admitted her at once. She had a temperature, was dehydrated and confused. She spent five days in the hospital and two weeks in a nursing home getting her strength back. It had all happened so fast, but her doctor told me that wasn’t unusual. I swore it would never happen again.

While I was sorting through her finances, trying to figure out what she could afford, I learned about her “investments.” My mother hadn’t put up an argument when I suggested she make me power of attorney and had let me move her to Oak Park and into the two-bedroom apartment I’d been renting. To say it was a disaster was to say that the Civil War was a misunderstanding. Part of the problem was that she had no one, except me, to talk to. She refused to go to the senior center, which she said was filled with “old, simple people.” (I’m sure they missed her too.) But she hated being alone— which seemed odd for someone who had lived a significant part of her life alone, but her doctor assured me that this was fairly normal. When she was awake, she needed to be talking to someone, and I was it. And she could be awake most of the night. I hired a series of caregivers to spend some time with her, but my mother drove one after the other away, like a batter fouling off pitches. I wasn’t sleeping much and found myself snapping at her for no good reason. I had trouble concentrating and wasn’t getting my work done. In short, I was becoming someone I didn’t recognize. And then she wouldn’t quit smoking, which wasn’t helping her health or my asthma, not to mention the fire hazard risks. During the two and a half months we’d lived together, she had deteriorated, I was losing my mind, and I didn’t know how to stop either. And she seemed miserable as well. Getting smaller and hardening as I watched. Her doctor told me she probably didn’t have more than six months. That was when I looked into the assisted living option. I figured her savings would last six months, but I wasn’t sure that I could.
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