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And to all Earth-humans who look beyond our home planet, this tiny, third rock from the sun, and dream of Universes that await us, filled with life and love.




Who are we? We find that we live on an insignificant planet of a humdrum star lost in a galaxy tucked away in some forgotten corner of a Universe in which there are far more galaxies than people.


For me, it is far better to grasp the Universe as it really is than to persist in delusion, however satisfying and reassuring.


Somewhere, something incredible is waiting to be known.


—CARL SAGAN




CHAPTER ONE


Rosie


When she awoke, it was a little before six a.m. The view, framed by the window near her bed, set her mood for the day. The rising sun was slightly above the flat horizon. Its orange rays backlit a few puffy, non-threatening clouds. The Atlantic Ocean was calm as it caressed and defined the North Carolina shoreline this June morning.


Roseanne Conlon, who preferred being called Rosie, smiled at the sunrise. She lifted her head from her allergy barrier pillow, shed the lightweight blue comforter, rolled to her left and swung her feet out of bed onto the carpeted floor. Before standing, she inhaled deeply through her nose, held her breath and counted silently to ten. Then she breathed out slowly through her mouth to another silent ten-count. A calm that matched the tranquil sea inhabited her seventy-three-year-old body. Rosie stood, stretched out her arms, palms up, then up above her head and finally forward and back ten times. These were the movements that began her every day. Every day.


Next were a few steps into the bathroom where she shed her nightgown and stepped into a warm shower. Rosie took one in the morning and one at night; a routine with purpose. The morning shower warmed her muscles, tendons, ligaments and bones, warning arthritis to stay away. She stretched up on her toes, arms up and to the side, pushups against the tile wall, pulled her knees up to her chest one at a time, grasped her feet, one at a time, and pulled them up behind her to stretch her thigh and hamstring muscles. Finally, she bent over and reached for her toes as far as she could. She came up short by about ten inches.


•  •  •


There was a time, she mused, when I could bend over and touch my palms to the floor. But don’t complain, Rosie, old girl; ten inches short isn’t bad for seventy-three years and arthritis.


•  •  •


Her last in-shower exercise was squatting under the warm water and flexing her thigh and gluteus maximus muscles as tight as she dared. All of these movements were repeated ten times.


The purpose of her evening shower was to wash her body and hair, and relax her mind for sleep.


Rosie had followed her morning routine every day for the nearly five years that she had lived at the Wilmington Parish Retirement Home for Ladies. For those who lived and worked there, it was just called the Residence. The facility was run by the Diocese of North Carolina, headquartered in Raleigh at the Sacred Heart Cathedral.


Locally, the Residence was referred to as the Catholic Ladies’ Home, although many of its forty-seven residents were not Catholic. The simple reason for that situation was money. For the home to be self-sustaining, its fifty rooms had to be at least seventy-five percent occupied.


After drying herself, Rosie brushed her teeth. Her cropped salt-and-pepper hair required little attention. When she wiped away the condensation on the bathroom mirror, the face that looked back at her was familiar, to be sure. She moved closer. Beneath its lines, wrinkles and emerging age spots, she sought to find that vital, pretty, young woman who used to stare back at her those many years ago. She smiled, remembering her. She felt a tinge of melancholy for days long gone.


•  •  •


Gazing down at her breasts in the mirror, she let flow a few sweet memories of how her husband, Jimmy, would at times come up behind her after a shower. He’d kiss her moist neck and caress her breasts with his large hands, calloused from his work as a carpenter. He would whisper how beautiful she was and how much he loved her. Sometimes, she remembered, smiling, that would lead to what they called their “SBB”—sex before breakfast.


They were married for fifty years. He was gone now for nearly seven. Lung cancer. He smoked unfiltered Camels and quit when it was too late.


Their daughter, Kate, lived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where she worked for the Deputy Chancellor of Public Schools. Kate Conlon, formerly Kate Conlon Legum, was forty-eight and divorced. After Kate’s children, two boys one year apart, finished college, they both moved away—Herbie, twenty-eight, to Los Angeles; Alex, twenty-seven, to Hawaii. Once a year, since Jimmy died, Kate sent Rosie a plane ticket to visit her at Christmastime. When they were able, the boys would also come to Boston for the holidays. Neither was married.


But this past Christmas, Kate had a new boyfriend. Arthur was an Adjunct Professor of New Media Law at Harvard. Kate had had several affairs since her divorce, but this relationship was serious. As a surprise, he booked the Christmas break at the Atlantis Resort in the Bahamas. The boys in L.A. and Hawaii were not coming East either. So, without family, Rosie spent the holidays with a few of her friends at the Residence who had no family nearby, or at all.


•  •  •


Rosie dressed and went into her small living room. She turned on the local TV news. She then settled into her favorite wing chair. It was one of the few furniture items that she had brought with her from their rental apartment on nearby Wrightsville Beach where they had retired. Jimmy’s cancer showed up a year and three months after they had settled in there. It took him from her quickly. She had made no friends in the area, and was quickly depressed living alone. Kate had made what seemed like a half-hearted offer for her to come to Boston. Rosie knew that would never work. Finding the Residence was a Godsend. She adapted to this new life, and was happy here. It was previously a resort hotel, was built back in the 1930s. The Raleigh Diocese took it over in 1985, after it was nearly destroyed by Hurricane Diana that made landfall at Cape Fear on September 13, 1984.


The dining room opened at seven-thirty for breakfast. Most of her friends at the Residence got up later. Rosie had nearly an hour to kill. She chose a magazine from the pile on the table next to her and flipped through the pages. It was a Victoria’s Secret Spring Catalogue that she had brought up to her room from the lounge. Something caught her eye. It was a centerfold display of a new line of lace slips, garters, teddies and bustiers. A thought brought a sly smile and mischievous twinkle to her eyes. She stopped for a moment to consider it.


“Yes!” Rosie said aloud. “Oh, yes! This is a must!” She stood up, grabbed the remote, and turned off the TV. Then she took the magazine to a small desk where she sat down and proceeded to tear out the order form from the catalogue. Giggling, Rosie picked up a pen and began to carefully write out an order for several items.




CHAPTER TWO


Julie


Rosie’s oldest friend at the Residence, Juliette Lobato, was two years younger. Everyone called her Julie. Juliette and Roseanne—Julie and Rosie. They were a mismatched pair who, when finding themselves alone for very different reasons, found each other. And like their small group of friends at the Residence, they were poster women for, “The new seventy is fifty,” syndrome.


Julie’s morning rituals were very different than Rosie’s. She needed an alarm clock on the night table next to her bed. She needed a second alarm clock across the bedroom on her four-drawer dresser. It was set to ring ten minutes later than the first because her response to the first alarm was to reach over, shut it off, and go back to sleep. The habit was a throwback to the days when she played semi-professional poker well into the wee hours of the morning, sometimes to dawn, while sipping Bourbon neat with a side of branch water.


Julie slept naked. It was seven a.m. when the second alarm announced itself. She threw her white cotton blanket aside, and slipping out of bed, staggered across the room to silence it. The air in the darkened room was chilly, so she grabbed her terry robe, and while putting it on, walked to her bedroom window. She opened the drapes, then opened her robe and let the warm rays of the morning sun soak into her body. It felt very sensual. Memories of a few times, after her divorce, when she shared a similar scene with different men standing naked beside her, brought a wry smile. Julie took a deep breath and sighed. The memories quickly faded, but her body shuddered slightly.


Face washed, teeth brushed, removable bridge in, long dyed black hair combed, panties, bra, slacks, blouse and low-heel shoes on; all in fifteen minutes. Julie was ready for the day.


Her first item of business was to turn on her laptop, a Dell that her ex-husband had given her for her sixty-fifth birthday. He spent four hours teaching her how to operate it and the programs he’d had installed.


•  •  •


Three days after that, he announced that he had met “someone” and wanted a divorce from their ten-year marriage. Julie was South Side Chicago tough. Not an easy person to live with. It was his second and her third marriage. Neither the new woman, nor Julie, had children.


She was delighted to grant him an uncontested divorce for two reasons. The first was that he had money, which she knew she could get in place of the house because he wanted to keep it. It was his house that he had built for his first wife. Julie’s goal, which she accomplished, was to extract enough cash to give her, along with her social security and modest bank account, a decent nest egg and income for the rest of her life.


“No point in giving it away to lawyers,” she had told him. “Call it cash for freedom.” He quickly agreed.


The second reason was that she no longer had any interest in sex, while he, being four years younger than she, had become a Viagra junkie. He was desperately trying to hold on to what he called his manhood, which he defined as being able to have an erection that lasted more than five minutes.


At the time, he was sixty-one and owned a Toyota dealership in Charlotte. The “someone” he had found was forty-six. She worked for him in his service department. Julie knew they had been having an affair for at least three years. So she negotiated a large cash settlement and wished him good luck. Her parting words to him were that he was the lousiest lay she had ever had—with or without Viagra.


•  •  •


It took a few minutes for Julie’s computer to boot up and another few to show her that she had two winners at the Tampa Bay Downs racetrack through on-line betting. No such luck with her four Mega Millions lottery tickets. The grand prize was now up to four-hundred- fifty million dollars. So her gambling results for yesterday were up $41.75 at the track and down $20 on the lottery. She decided she would put her winnings into $40 worth of lottery tickets and lay off the ponies for a day or two.


With those morning chores done, it was seven forty-five and she was ready to meet her friends for breakfast.




CHAPTER THREE


Freida


It was seven twenty-five when Freida Riggs took up her violin and began her morning practice session. This month, the piece she chose was Mozart’s Violin Concerto No. 5 in A Major. She tuned the G, D, A, and E strings, in order, by ear, and settled the instrument comfortably beneath her jaw and shoulder, resting it lightly against her neck. She reached for the play button on her SONY combination VCR, DVD and VHS player and pressed it. She then played along with a DVD of master violinist Itzhak Perlman, and the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. Freida started and finished on time with them, but was upset because she missed several notes, and her bowing was off a bit.


After putting away the violin, she ran her hands under warm water for a few minutes. Then she took two blue Aleve tablets and stared unhappily at her increasingly arthritic seventy-five-year-old hands. The aging of her body was becoming an enemy to her greatest pleasure. While finishing dressing, she wondered how she could possibly keep up with her next selection, a duet with Yo-Yo Ma playing the prelude to Bach’s Cello Suite #1.


•  •  •


Freida had reached the peak of her career as second violin in the North Carolina Symphony, headquartered in Raleigh, eleven years ago. She had been with the well-established orchestra for twenty-three years. She never had ambitions to make the first violin chair, or to perform as a professional soloist. However, she had appeared many times at various synagogues in the Carolinas and Georgia, with her flautist friend, Ruth Sterner. They were in demand, playing the musical accompaniment to Kol Nidre, the haunting liturgy that traditionally began the evening service for Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement.


Her husband, George, a career officer in the Marines, commanded a search and rescue helicopter unit aboard the Essex-class aircraft carrier, USS Hancock. After Vietnam, they tried to have children, but without success. Testing showed George was sterile. His potentially long deployments aboard ship made them poor candidates for adoption.


George and Freida found prejudice alive and flourishing in North Carolina when he was stationed in Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. As a Marine, he could not become overtly involved in the Civil Rights Movement. But Freida could, and did, after she saw the treatment of black veterans returning from the war.


George died of pancreatic cancer when he was only forty-nine. Years later, the Veteran’s Administration admitted that the cancer, and his sterility, might have been the result of the heavy doses of Agent Orange that he was exposed to during extensive operations in Vietnam along the Ho Chi Minh Trail.


After George’s death, Freida devoted herself to her music. Though born into the Pentecostal Church, she eventually found comfort in Reform Judaism and converted.


•  •  •


Freida Riggs dressed and said her morning prayers with a special side remark to God, asking that He please cut back on her advancing arthritis and diminishing concentration. Then she went downstairs to the Residence dining room to join her close friends for breakfast.




CHAPTER FOUR


Six Friends For Breakfast


On her way into the dining room, Rosie had stopped at the front desk. It was just before seven-thirty. No one was on duty yet. She dropped a plain, stamped envelope, without a return address, into the out-going mailbox with a flourish.


“Go forth and do your thing,” she told the envelope. It contained her Victoria’s Secret order.


There were eight round tables in the dining room, each covered with white cloths and matching napkins. The plain white china was serviceable, as was the glassware. The durable, stainless steel utensils were set on top of the napkins that were placed above the entrée dish. Each table had a small vase with artificial, yellow and purple pansies. There were windows along the east and west walls, allowing for morning and dusk sunlight to warm and color the room. Rosie shared all her meals with her five best friends at a table next to the west window. In the summer, they all liked to eat dinner as late as possible, to enjoy the sunsets.


Sammy Kim, the staff dining room waiter, came toward the table as Rosie sat down. He was from South Korea. His given name was Sueng, but no one in the Residence could pronounce it correctly. So he told them to call him Sammy. He was a practical man, single, in his early fifties, with a quick wit and, at times, a sarcastic tongue. He flirted with some of the residents, being very astute at figuring out which of them would enjoy it.


“Good morning, Miss Rosie,” he greeted cheerily, with a carafe of hot coffee in hand. “Coffee?”


“Pour away, Sammy,” she said. He leaned over her left shoulder, gently brushing against it, and filled her cup.


“You looking really nice this morning, Miss Rosie,” he half-whispered in her ear. “Is that a new dress?”


“This old thing? No. I’m sure you’ve seen it before.”


“Well, it suits you. And it’s not even a suit.” He laughed at his own little joke. So did she. “Brings out the blue in your eyes.” He smiled and winked at her as two more of Rosie’s group, Gina Ferrari and Bonita (Bonnie) Apollo, arrived.


“Are we interrupting anything?” Gina asked.


“Nothing we can’t continue later,” Rosie said, winking back at Sammy.


“Go for it, girl,” Gina said, sitting down.


“Good morning, Rosie,” Bonnie said as she sat down, leaving an empty chair between herself and Gina.


They were two of the six friends who sat together. In fact, the six did mostly everything together. These were women who had been basically left alone in the world and had found pleasure in each other’s company as long as they were flexible and tolerant of one another’s quirks, likes and dislikes.


“You ladies special. So pretty all the time,” Sammy told them. “Coffee?”


“Oh yes, Sammy. I need a quick transfusion this morning,” Gina joked, lifting her cup for him to fill.


“And tea for you, Miss Bonita?” he asked after pouring.


“What have you got?” she asked.


“I have new Celestial Seasonings. Name Morning Thunder.”


“Sounds strong. Anything lighter?”


“Green tea. Dragon Fruit Melon. Has vitamin C.”


“I hope you don’t think I look like a dragon this morning, Sammy.”


“Oh, no, Miss Bonita. You very lovely.”


“Okay,” she said, smiling. “Let’s give the dragon fruit whatever a try.”


“Good choice. You wait for your friends before ordering?”


“Don’t we always?”


“Yes. But sometimes not always. I be back with Miss Bonita’s tea.” He left.


“He’s always so pleasant in the morning,” Rosie said. “Oh, here come Julie and Eva.”


•  •  •


At seventy-seven, Eva Kobva was the oldest of the group. She had come to America at the tender age of eighteen—a refugee after World War II. But there was nothing tender about her. Her mother was Jewish, as were most of the people in her village, including her two best friends. The three girls, barely fourteen then, ran into the woods a day before the Germans arrived. Eventually, they joined up with a band of Hungarian partisans. She became a war-hardened fighter who had a personal vendetta against the Nazis. After the war, she had no love for the Soviets who moved in and took over her country. Back in her village, her parents felt differently.


Eva left, on her own, and found her way to the American Army in occupied Germany. The U.S. command in Berlin had the record of her Partisan service and facilitated her emigration. Through the New York City Catholic Diocese, she found support and work, learned English, went to night school at City College, and eventually became a grade school teacher. She was widowed at sixty-two, when her husband, an electrical engineer and power plant supervisor with Con Edison, suffered a massive coronary on the job.


Eva was an introspective person. She rarely spoke of her life in the forests of Eastern Europe, fighting the Nazis, and then, only in passing if pressed. Her parents died under communist rule. She had a few relatives in Hungary, but never made any meaningful contact with them.


Twelve years ago, she retired to Asheville, North Carolina. Four years ago, after a successful three-year battle with breast cancer, she moved to the Residence where she found sincere friendship and good company.


•  •  •


Julie sat down next to Rosie. Eva sat in the chair left empty between Gina and Bonnie.


“Good morning, one and all,” Julie said.


“Yes. Good morning,” Eva echoed. “I see Sammy has been here,” she continued, gesturing to Rosie’s and Gina’s half-empty cups of black coffee.


“He’ll be back soon. He’s getting me some dragon tea,” Bonnie told her. Rosie saw Sammy come out of the kitchen with a teapot in one hand and a carafe of fresh coffee in the other.


“Heeere’s Sammy,” Rosie said, mimicking the “Heeere’s Johnny” that Ed McMahon was famous for saying when introducing Johnny Carson on The Tonight Show.


Sammy poured the tea for Bonnie and then coffee for Eva. He filled Julie’s cup, and then freshened the other ladies’ coffee cups as Freida, the last to arrive, joined the group.


“Good morning, everyone,” Freida said. “Good to see we all lived through the night.”


“Now there’s a cheery thought,” Eva remarked.


“But a fact,” Freida responded.


“I guess it’s also a fact that no one at the table is pregnant,” Gina said sarcastically.


“Speak for yourself,” Rosie told Gina, smiling slyly at Sammy who had no idea why.


“That’s right,” Bonnie said. “When we got here, Rosie was having a moment with Sammy.”


“What is moment?” Sammy asked.


“Yes. That’s true,” Julie said. “Maybe those two had a little tryst last night.” Everyone looked at Sammy.


“What is tryst?” Sammy asked.


“Something these girls all had in their dreams last night,” Rosie told him. Sammy, used to being teased, played along. He smiled.


“Nice pleasure to be in your dreams. This morning, in honor of the tryst, new chef is making special omelets to order. We have ham, pepper, onion, turkey bacon, cheddar cheese, Swiss cheese and egg whites only, if you want.”


The women oh’d and ah’d and ordered. Sammy left.


Sister Mary Francis, the assistant administrator of the Residence, came by the table. She was a Carmelite, who long ago had set aside wearing her nun’s habit. She felt it had been a deterrent for people, especially women, to be open with her. Many seemed to think of the habit as intimidating. This was especially true in a senior female Residence, such as this, where several of the residents were not Catholic.


“A lovely June morning, ladies,” Sister Mary greeted. “And how is everyone today?” They all answered with nods, smiles and “goods.” “I see by the schedule that you are all together on an outing today.”


“The museum,” Rosie offered. “Who’s driving?”


“Nicole will take you in the van,” Sister Mary told them.


“She passed her driver’s test, then?” Gina asked.


“Yes. Got her license yesterday.”


“You know,” Bonnie said, “one really doesn’t learn to drive until they get their license and get some real-life road experience.”


“Then I guess we’re destined to be new-driver Guinea pigs,” Gina commented.


“Now, now. Nicole is an excellent driver,” Sister Mary chided them. “She’s been driving with Father Bernard for two months now. He taught her himself, and he says she’s ready.”


“Like the last two chefs he hired were ‘ready’?” Freida asked, using her fingers as quotation marks. That got three snickers, two nods and an “uh-huh.”


“Well, ladies, I look at it this way,” Sister Mary told them. “Driving is quite different from cooking.”


“The question is, Sister Mary Francis, which is more dangerous?” Rosie asked.


Everyone at the table waited for what they knew would be the inevitable answer. Sister Mary Francis always enjoyed sparring with this group of residents. But she was, in the end, a woman of faith.


“Neither, or either,” the good Sister answered. “In the case of the chefs, Father Bernard might have avoided all of us being poisoned. Let us hope, unlike in baseball, there are more than three strikes before we’re out. And as far as our dear novice Nicole’s driving is concerned…well, I suggest you trust in the Lord, and the wisdom of the Department of Motor Vehicles of the great state of North Carolina. Enjoy your breakfast and the museum, ladies. I look forward to a thorough report from you at dinner.”




CHAPTER FIVE


The Museum


Nicole Mallory, the novice in her sixth month of her novitiate at the Residence, had the Dioceses’ 2003 Chevy Venture, eight-passenger van, parked in front of the main entrance of the Residence. The motor was running—perhaps chugging was a better description. The windows were open. She sat behind the wheel, anxiously watching the front door for her passengers. None were in sight. She looked at her wristwatch and tapped the horn indicator on the steering wheel lightly. Nothing happened. She pressed it harder and a blaring HONK emerged.


•  •  •


Nicole Mallory had grown up in Elkhorn, a suburb of Omaha. Her family roots were those of Irish Catholic settlers—pioneers, who came west in the land rush of 1873, by train, when one hundred-sixty acres of land could be had for ten dollars, and the promise to live on the land for five years. They had long since abandoned farming. An only child, her mother was a high school biology teacher; her father a chemical engineer for Monsanto.


The decision to be a nun came to Nicole when her freshman high school class spent a day sorting and wrapping Christmas presents for homeless children in Omaha, Nebraska. After graduation, Nicole joined the Order of Servants of Mary through their motherhouse, the Lady of Sorrows Convent in Omaha. In keeping with their mission of community service, Nicole was assigned to the Residence in Wilmington. The decision to take her final vows was still several months away.


•  •  •


Five of the six ladies were waiting in the lobby for Freida. They heard Nicole’s horn blast.


“Our driver seems to be impatient,” Rosie said. She was cheery, as usual. It was her idea to go to the museum today. They had a new exhibit of early Native American life.


Eva, on the other hand, was distressed. “Let’s hope she’s not as impatient on the road,” she muttered.


“Feeling any better now, dear?” Bonnie asked her. Eva had bitten hard into a toasted bagel at breakfast and a filling came out of one of her molars. Sister Mary Francis had called and made an appointment for her at the dentist who serviced the Residence.


“Not at all. It hurts. And I’m going to miss the museum, assuming our freshman driver gets us to town alive.” Eva pouted. “It’s always something.”


“That’s what Roseanna, Roseanna Danna said,” Julie told Eva, hoping to cheer her up.


“What? What are you talking about?” Eva asked.


“Gilda Radner. You never watched Saturday Night Live, Ava?” Julie always called Eva, Ava. She said it was how they pronounced it in Europe, and since Eva was originally from Hungary, she thought that was the polite and correct thing to do. On the other hand, Eva put everything Hungarian in her life behind her. They usually had a fun argument about it, but this morning, Eva was in no mood.


“No,” she told Julie curtly. “I never watched such foolish things.”


“Well, you would have liked her. She was Jewish, like you. And funny. She used to say, ‘It’s always something…’ when there was something going wrong in her life.”


“My bad tooth is not just something. It hurts and it’s not funny.”


Julie shrugged. “Sorry, dear. The dentist will make it better. Sadly, she died young.”


“The dentist died?” Eva was confused.


“No. Gilda Radner. Ovarian cancer. She was only forty-two.”


“That’s too bad. Really. Now please, where is Freida?” Eva asked.


“She looked a little off this morning,” Rosie commented.


“Yes. A little sad, I thought,” Gina added.


“It’s the arthritis,” Julie told the others. “I heard her playing this morning. She stopped a few times. Lost her place. I don’t think her fingers move the way they used to.”


“Just her fingers? She’s lucky. Nothing on me moves the way it used to anymore,” Bonnie offered, smiling.


“Ain’t that the truth?” Rosie said. She looked down the hall and saw Freida coming down the stairs. “Okay, girls. Here she comes. Game on.” Rosie started to applaud.


All, except Eva, joined in. Freida arrived, stopped in front of them, and took a theatrical bow.


“Thank you, my public. Thank you, one and all from the bottom of my heart. I accept this award…”


“Speaking of bottoms,” Gina interrupted as she headed for the door, “how about we all get ours into the van so Nicole can show us how quickly she can wreck it.” They all followed her, laughing, except Eva. She rubbed her jaw and grimaced in pain.


•  •  •


The Cape Fear Museum, founded by the United Daughters of the Confederacy, has been around for nearly one hundred twenty years. It is situated in downtown Wilmington, just eight blocks from the Cape Fear River waterfront. The ride from the Residence at the south end of Shell Island, to the Museum, was a little over fifteen miles.


When the six ladies were on board with seat belts fastened, Nicole pulled away from the front entrance and out onto Waynick Boulevard. She turned left and headed north to the bridge that connected the island to the mainland. The ride was smooth; her turns were efficient and controlled.


“That’s very nice, Nicole darling,” Rosie complimented her. “Very professional.”


“Thank you, Miss Rosie. Father Bernard is a good teacher.”


“Father Bernard taught you?” Julie asked, acting surprised.


“Yes, he did.”


“I wonder if he has a license to do that,” Julie mused aloud. “Maybe we should report him?” she teased.


“Oh, leave Father alone, Julie,” Gina told her.


“License? He don’t need no stinkin’ license,” Bonnie chimed in with a decent imitation of the famous line from the classic movie, Treasure of Sierra Madre, uttered by the Mexican bandit to Humphrey Bogart—“Badges? We don’t need no stinkin’ badges!” Everyone, except Nicole, laughed heartily, not only at the sixty-five-year-old movie reference, but at how it was enhanced by Bonnie’s normal Hispanic accent. Even Eva, with her sore mouth, had to smile.


They made one stop when they arrived downtown to let Gina Ferrari out. She didn’t want to go to the museum. Her favorite thing to do in Wilmington was shop. There were several nice apparel and jewelry stores along the Cape Fear River waterfront. Eva’s dentist appointment was in an hour. She also chose to get out and join Gina for a while before walking to the dentist’s office, which was only six blocks away.


•  •  •


“This is the exhibit I wanted to see!” Rosie exclaimed as they entered the hall of the Cape Fear Museum dedicated to exhibits that were on temporary loan from other, larger museums.


The others, Julie, Freida, Bonnie and Nicole, followed behind her.


A large sign across the rear of the hall announced: ‘This exhibit, Early Native American Life, is graciously on loan from the New York Museum of Natural History.”


There were five sections to the exhibit covering pre-Columbian tribal lives of the Plains, Northwest, Eastern, Southern and Eskimo peoples. The most interesting part was a section of life-size dioramas depicting scenes of hunting, ceremonies, dress and family life of each tribal area.


The women worked their way through the hall slowly, commenting on how lifelike and detailed each diorama was. They found the presentations of family life the most interesting. Some scenes, especially those that showed wives, husbands and children, brought a melancholy feeling to the four older women, while Nicole kept saying how lovely and warm the scenes were.


Bonnie, the oldest, noticed the silent, knowing glances between the usually effusive Rosie, and Freida.


The last exhibit in the hall was a large diorama depicting Eskimo family life inside their igloo. The father sat near the fire, sharpening a whalebone tool. Two children played with a husky puppy. The mother prepared food while nursing an infant at her breast. In the corner, a very old Eskimo woman sat chewing on a piece of sealskin. Her face was lined and weathered. Her facial expression was a contented smile as she watched the children play.


“That’s a lovely scene, isn’t it?” Bonnie said.


“Even the old lady looks happy,” Rosie responded. “See how she watches her grandchildren.”


“That’s so nice,” Nicole added.


“Nice, huh?” Julie said. She was standing behind them. “Did you know Eskimos leave their old folks out on the ice to die when they’re sick, or if there’s not enough food?”


“Not anymore,” Rosie corrected her.


“Right. Now they just dump them into nursing homes,” Julie retorted angrily. “Or on the street if they’re lucky. I saw this TV documentary special about those… What are they called?”


“Bag ladies,” Freida said softly. “It’s very sad.”


There was a long, quiet pause as the four older women gazed at the diorama. Nicole watched them. Their expressions seemed suddenly distant and emotional—something that she did not understand. But the women did. They saw themselves as that Eskimo grandmother. Not that they had been discarded, but rather that life had dealt them each a journey that had brought them to loneliness, and now to live out their days with each other in the Residence. Not an ice floe, but a separation from family and the productive, active lives they once knew.


“Anyone hungry?” Nicole asked, breaking through the emotionally heavy atmosphere in front of the diorama. Bonnie looked at her watch.


“Why do you do that when someone mentions eating?” Julie asked Bonnie. “You always do that.”


“It’s just a habit,” the retired schoolteacher answered. “We only had thirty minutes for lunch at school so we… Oh, forget it. I don’t have to explain myself to you.”


“Okay, girls,” Rosie interjected. “You can put on the boxing gloves when we get home. Meanwhile, let’s cruise around for a while through the rest of the museum. Then I suggest we pick up Gina and Eva and have some lunch at that Riverboat Landing restaurant on Water Street.”


“Is that the one where you can sit out on those little balconies?” Freida asked.


“Yes. But they’re only for two people. If we all tried to fit on one, we’d immediately be eating in the street below.”


They all laughed at Rosie’s joke, breaking the tension between Julia and Bonnie.


“How about the exhibit that has all those great Cape Fear stories and history?” Bonnie suggested. “I hear there are a few new ones.”


“Sounds good to me,” Rosie agreed. “Lead on, Senorita.”	


Bonnie turned away from the Eskimo diorama to get her bearings. “This way, I think,” she said, pointing to the right.


She walked in that direction. The women followed.


Freida paused and looked back at the diorama. She imagined, for a brief moment, that the Eskimo grandmother was now smiling at her.




CHAPTER SIX


Lunch On Cape Fear River


“There!” Rosie shouted. “There she is.”


Gina Ferrari was standing in the shade of a tall tree in front of The Basics, a modestly priced restaurant. It was next to the entrance to the Cotton Exchange, a mini mall that had shops, galleries and a few nice restaurants. Nicole pulled the van over to the curb. Seeing it, Gina bent down and picked up three packages that she had placed on the sidewalk next to the large sculpted urn at the Cotton Exchange entrance.


“Jesus H! She’s been at it again,” Julia announced, noticing the packages.


“I wonder what she bought this time,” Bonnie ruminated aloud.


“I’m betting shoes,” Julia said. “She loves shoes.”


“Maybe a bathing suit,” Freida suggested.


Nicole got out and went to the rear of the van to open the door to the van’s storage area. Gina, who was walking with a slight limp, met her there. She put the three packages in and then limped around to the street side door that Rosie had slid open. Gina got in and cautiously moved past Rosie to the third row of seats.


“So, Gina, how’d you do?” Rosie asked.


“Don’t ask,” Gina answered curtly. Her tone of voice inferred that she was annoyed.


“What happened?” Rosie asked, as Nicole, who had shut and locked the rear door, got into the van. “And why are you limping?” Nicole called Eva on her cell phone to tell her they were on their way.


“I had a moron of a clerk in the shoe store,” Gina answered. She folded her arms.


“What did he do?” Bonnie asked.


“First of all, he was a she. Second of all, she brought out the wrong size of a boot that I wanted to try on. I wear a ten wide. She had an eight narrow. But I didn’t realize that until she insisted on pushing my foot into it. She damned near tore off the bunion on my right big toe.”


“Oh, my,” Freida said. “I feel your pain, darling. I have one there myself.”


“So what did you do?” Rosie asked.


“You mean after I howled like a banshee?”


“Missus Kobva is already at the restaurant,” Nicole said, interrupting Gina’s story. “We’d better get going.” She gunned the motor and swung the van out into the Market Street traffic. The sudden move silenced everyone in the van. Bonnie crossed herself. But Nicole was up to it. She slid the big van into the flow of traffic like a pro. There was a collective sigh of relief.


“Like a banshee, you were saying?” Rosie asked Gina.


“I thought she tore the damned thing off. I guess I kicked her with my other foot.”


“You guess?” Julie asked.


“I kicked her onto the floor. It was a reflex.”


“And?” Freida asked.


“And what? I told her to get me the right size.” There was silence in the van. No one was surprised.


•  •  •


Gina Ferrari was seventy-four. In her previous life, she had been a dancer. Well, actually a showgirl at Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas. Before that, she had worked in the chorus on several Broadway shows, and before that, she was a Rockette at Radio City Music Hall.


Gina grew up during the 1940s and 1950s in a heavily Italian section of Brooklyn called Bensonhurst. She loved dancing. After high school, in 1960, she took several dance classes in Manhattan while working for her father in his Brooklyn restaurant. One of her father’s best customers, and friend, was Joseph Profaci, the head of what was called a Mafia family. At that time, Profaci was sick with cancer. It took his life in 1962.


When the crime boss heard that Gina wanted to be a professional dancer, he made a few calls to some “friends” on Broadway. She got an agent and auditions. The reason Gina got those auditions was not lost on the choreographers. They were nervous, but when, to their relief, they saw what a raw talent she was, they were relieved and happy to hire her.


Gina dated several members of the Lucchese and Gambino families, but never married. Eventually, one of her guys set her up as a dancer at Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas. After many years, she quit being onstage and worked as the assistant choreographer and all-around den-mother to the showgirls. She went to church every Sunday and to confession once a month; less and less as she grew older.


The move to South Carolina was to take a nice, easy job as a hostess at the Sunrise Inn, in Georgetown. She kept in shape and had some cosmetic surgery done the week after she signed up for Medicare. On her seventieth birthday, she officially retired from the business and moved one hundred miles north to The Catholic Women’s Residence in Wilmington. Gina was an experienced woman for whom the title “spinster” was hardly appropriate. She was financially comfortable, but found, after a very social life, that living alone was stressful. The five friends, her own age, that she’d made at the Residence might not be as worldly as she was, but they were solid, loyal, and for the most part, fun.


•  •  •


“And how was doctor bloody gums?” Rosie asked Eva after the group had settled at a round table that the maître d’ of the Riverboat Landing had reserved for them. Eva was already there. A half-empty Grey Goose vodka martini, straight up, was in front of her.


“As usual…a torture chamber!” Eva answered. “The man won’t give anyone over sixty gas.” She sipped her drink. Some of it ran down her chin because her lip was still numb from Novocain.


“I used to just love that nitrous oxide,” Bonnie said, smiling.


“Me too,” Freida concurred. “A wonderful nap.”


“The thing to remember is that dentists are not doctors,” Julie chimed in.


“Whadda ya talkin’?” Gina said. “Of course they are.”


“No,” Julie insisted. “Dentists are like engineers. They like to build and fix things. When they were babies, they played with erector sets and Lincoln logs.”


“He’s still a baby,” Bonnie said. “I don’t think he even shaves yet.”


“A baby with a heavy hand,” Eva said, rubbing her jaw, and then wiping her chin. The Novocaine was wearing off.


“Maybe if you took better care…you know, floss and have regular cleaning,” Freida suggested, “you might prevent what happened.”


“What happened was that our new Polish chef makes toast like rock candy. You’d need a hammer, not floss, to get any of that out.”


“So did he?” Freida asked.


“Did he what?”


“Use a hammer?”


Gina forgot her aching toe and laughed. So did Julia and Rosie.


“That’s not funny, Freida,” Eva said seriously. “Maybe I’ll use a hammer on you.”


Freida acted startled at the response. Always one to get in the last word, she smiled at Eva. “But I didn’t have any.”


“Any what?” Eva asked, frustrated.


“Polish toast,” Freida said innocently. “I grew up eating grits.” Then she smiled. Eva rolled her eyes and smiled too.


There was more laughter now from everyone, including Nicole. She always enjoyed the way this group of women sparred and taunted one another. Deep down, she knew how much they cared for one another. For most of the ladies at the Residence, their friends there were all the family they had.


The waiter, a local college student, arrived at the table of laughing women. Eva’s sore jaw and Gina’s sore foot were forgotten.


“Well, that must be quite a funny joke,” he said, trying to be friendly. But it came out sounding patronizing. The laughter stopped abruptly. The ladies all stared silently at the waiter. A long moment passed.


“My friend here,” Gina said, pointing to Rosie, “was telling us an amusing story of how she had sex with a priest last night. Would you like to hear about it?”


The waiter’s mouth opened and then closed and then opened again, as if he was trying to answer, but his brain supplied no words. Finally, he cleared his throat. “Would you like to order now, ladies?” His voice quavered slightly.


“I’ll have another one of these,” Eva said immediately, pointing to her martini.


“And separate checks,” Freida said, “except hers.” She pointed at Nicole. “Spread hers evenly among the six of us.” The waiter wrote furiously on his pad.


“Any other drinks, ladies?” he asked.


“Of course. But not her,” Gina said, also pointing at Nicole. “She’s not old enough. Bring her a Mountain Dew.”


“Diet Pepsi, please,” Nicole told him. “And actually, I am old enough. But I’m the designated driver today.”


“Good point,” Rosie said. “I’ll have a gin and tonic.”


“Make that two,” Julie said.


“Three,” Freida added.


“I want a Brandy Alexander,” Gina announced.


“That’s mucho calories, girl,” Rosie offered.


“I don’t have to worry about that, like some people I know,” Gina said, smiling at Rosie who was, as she liked to say when the subject of weight came up, pleasingly plump. That brought a moment of silence.


“Well,” Bonnie finally said, “I guess I’m last.” Everyone looked at her. They knew that something exotic and complex was coming.


“Do you have any papayas?” Bonnie asked.


“Yes, Ma’am, we actually do.”


“Wonderful. Skin and cut one up. Put it in the blender with a jigger of vodka, a jigger of dark rum and three ice cubes. Whip it up good and frothy. Top it with a maraschino cherry and a straw.” The young man wrote furiously.


“What about an umbrella for your Shirley Temple?” Gina asked.


“That’s not a Shirley Temple, Gina dear,” Bonnie answered. “A Shirley Temple has no alcohol.” She looked back at the waiter. “But an umbrella sounds divine, if you have one.”


“We do, Ma’am. Thank you, ladies. Do you want me to get these first or are you ready to order now?”


“Drinks first, please, young man,” Rosie said politely. “We’ve just come from our AA meeting and we’re thirsty as all get-out.”


“Oh. Well then, uh, then I’ll get these in the works and come back for your lunch order.” He left in a hurry.


“Nice touch, Rosie,” Julie said. “I’ll bet he’ll have a good story back at the dorm tonight.”


“She’s dead,” Eva said, and drained her martini.


“Who’s dead?” Nicole asked.


“Shirley Temple.”


“Who was she?” the young Novice wondered.


“A little girl who sang and danced in movies long before any of us were born.”


“Wow,” Nicole said. “She must have been real old.”


“Ancient. Eighty-six, I think,” Freida guessed. Silence at the table. It happened often these days when someone brought up the subjects of sickness, death or age.


“I’m going for the flatbread pizza,” Julie announced, breaking the moment of refection. “With roasted peppers and mozzarella. I’m not sure I can eat the whole thing. Anyone want to share?”


“How about pepperoni instead of the peppers?” Freida asked.


“No.”


“Okay, then I’ll have pepperoni and mozzarella,” she said.


“I’m going to have the roasted vegetables, but no cheese,” Mirabella announced. “Any takers?” Silence.
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