
  
    [image: image]

  


  
    [image: image]

  


  
    Copyright © 2014 by Scarlett Ridgway Savage

    All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

    Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

    Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

    Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

    10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    eISBN: 978-1-62873-916-2

    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

    Savage, Scarlett.

    She effin' hates me : a love story / Scarlett Savage.

    pages cm

    Summary: "Based on the award-winning play, She Effin' Hates Me is about three women relearning to love one another for who they are . . . and more importantly, for who they're not"-- Provided by publisher.

    ISBN 978-1-62636-556-8 (pbk.)

    1. Women--Fiction. 2. Families--Fiction. 3. Female friendship--Fiction 4. Love stories. gsafd I. Title.

    PS3619.A848S44 2014

    813'.6--dc23

    2013040783

    Printed in the United States

  


  
    To Daphernunu and Jessaboo, my Funny Bunny and my Baby Lady: You are the lights of my life, the pride of my soul, the treasures of my heart. Without you, I am nothing.

    To Thomas Bruce Mills ( A Love for Traitors), writer, would-be Olympian, intellect, and the best friend a girl ever had for more than a quarter of a century now: Here’s to twenty-five more creative years . . . but with fewer divorces on both our ends!!

    To my parents of choice, Joel and Edith Ellis. Joel, your stories about Vietnam inspired so many of the stories Buddy tells about “Jimmy.” I found a way to put you onstage without putting you onstage! And Edith, at one point Buddy tells Suzanne, “Your mom was a woman, all right—wars are fought over women like that.” I can’t think of a better description of Joel’s love for you. Thank you both for adopting me into your family and for loving me in the bad times as well as the good.

    And finally, to Bruce “the Shark” Allen, who helped inspire the character of Buddy McKinley by approaching me during intermission at a fund-raising run (for Sexual Assault Support Services in New Hampshire) of my rape-awareness play “Dear Daddy, Love Cassie,” and saying, “So, genius, when are you going to write a romantic lead for an old fart like me?” I knew immediately what he was saying. So many actors hit fifty or sixty and suddenly the phone stops ringing; for women, it’s even worse. And why? Do we stop falling in love after age fifty? Stop learning life lessons? Stop feeling? No. Thank you for reminding me of that, Bruce. And to his two wonderful daughters, Susan and Katherine, his lovely wife, Jean, his amazing sister, Karen, and so many others in the Portsmouth theater community. I still miss you every day.

    (And yes, I’ll tell everyone that you were so dubbed “the Shark” because as a book reviewer you so ravaged Peter Benchley’s Jaws in the Boston Globe that it prompted Steven Spielberg to name his mechanical shark after you!!!)
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    ONE

    “You know, as your mother, I’d rather give myself a bikini wax with Super Glue than criticize a single thing about you. But, honey, I say this with love—when are you going to do something about your weight?”

    Suzanne had been waiting for that comment to find its way into the conversation ever since she’d grabbed a third glazed donut at breakfast.

    “I’m only a size eight, Ma.”

    Suzanne leaned back in her lawn chair, her damp tendrils framing her face as the sun streamed down on them in the front yard of Ava’s house, where Suzanne was currently “hanging her hat,” as her late father would have said. And it was a beautiful place to be able to do that, she thought fondly, looking through the lush, leafy yard that looked out onto the Piscataqua River. The three-bedroom, two-hundred-year-old button house was snug, but the high ceilings and smart layout gave the illusion of roominess; it had been modernized without destroying its antique value. Ava had seen to every detail of that operation personally when she’d moved in. There were several maple trees, a couple of ash, and four oak trees in the yard, between here and the riverfront, and the leaves were just beginning to hint that they’d soon burst from their deep green to their scarlet, russet, and walnut.

    She hadn’t travelled much in her lifetime, but every autumn she still felt blessed to live in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, right on the waterfront.

    “That’s four sizes smaller than the ‘average’ woman my age,” Suzanne continued, just as though she and her mother hadn’t had this same conversation a thousand times in the past ten years. “You can’t force me into some ridiculous Hollywood standard just because Madison Avenue has somehow duped women into draconian methods of starvation in order to consider themselves attractive.”

    Suzanne tossed her braid primly, as always, priding herself for turning a fondness for cheeseburgers and fries into a political stance.

    “Besides,” she added, by force of habit, “it’s just my baby weight.”

    “Your baby just turned eighteen. That’s baby weight with some staying power,” Ava observed; her tone of voice brooked no excuses, for this or any other matter. “Now that you’re finally divorcing that bum, I would think you’d want to clean up your act altogether. You were eighteen years old the last time you were on the dating circuit. And thirty-six is a lot saggier than eighteen, if you don’t mind my saying.”

    “Ma, I’m hardly fat, or . . .”

    “And speaking of her, when is the princess coming back from freshman orientation?” Ava interrupted her. “After all, I’m not going to be around forever, so she’d better see me while I’m still here to see.”

    “You’ll outlive us all,” Suzanne said airily. “You’re too tough and bitchy to die, and you damn well know it.”

    Ava snorted, giving her a hurt look, but she did not, Suzanne noted, deny it.

    “Anyway,” Suzanne informed her, “I just talked to her, and she said she had to check her schedule. Probably later this afternoon, by bus, or early tomorrow morning.”

    She flipped the magazine calmly, but each page snapped as she turned it.

    “What she’s really doing, of course, is checking with this new guy, Brandon, making sure that works for him. Ten to one, she’s spending all her time with him these days.”

    “Oh, what the crap is that?” Ava scoffed. She put a yellow mum next to an orange gerber daisy; she’d been tempted to use a hollowed-out pumpkin rather than a crimson vase, but regretfully decided September 1 wasn’t quite in pumpkin season. “She’s way too young to ‘check her schedule.’ She’s got her whole life to throw away on some loser, so why can’t she spare a week or two for an old lady before she goes off to college? What was the last one, the one with the hair that stood straight up? A minister’s son?” She shook her head grimly. “A horny teenage boy stole your last days of childhood from me, and now the sons of bitches are after Molly’s. How can a mere grandmother compete with that?”

    “The one before that got her forty percent off at L.L.Bean, remember?” Suzanne remembered. “I really liked that one.”

    “Honey, I’m more important than a silly date. And if I’m not, well, damn it, I should be.”

    Now Ava hauled out the big gun.

    “I know you like to joke about it, but the fact of the matter is that I really will be gone in the not-too-distant future. I don’t always feel as strong as I used to. In fact,” she touched the back of her hand to her forehead dramatically, “I’m feeling a bit faint as we speak.”

    “Are you serious?” Suzanne leapt to her feet and led her mother over to the picnic bench; since her father died eight years ago, Ava’s frequent jokes about her mortality didn’t strike her quite so funny as they once did. “Did you take your blood pressure pills today? I knew I shouldn’t have let you work out here in this sun . . .”

    “Let me?” Ava demanded; she was getting impatient with Suzanne’s overreactions to the tiniest jokes. “We’ve got quite a ways to go before we get to the part where you ‘let’ me do things. And, yes, yes, yes, of course I took the blood pressure pills. Do you think I’m crazy enough not to? And I took the vitamins. And yes, yes, yes, lots of water, and I exercise every day.” She glanced at her watch. “But you’re right. I should get inside and get moving. The new neighbors are moving in this week, and I want to make sure that the flower arrangement is ready. First appearances are very important, you know.”

    Suzanne watched her closely for another moment, to Ava’s annoyance, just to be sure. Finally, she returned to her lawn chair. “How do you know they’re moving in so soon, Mom? Have you met them?”

    “No,” Ava said breezily “But like any good neighbor, I took out my footstool and peeked in the windows.”

    “Mother!”

    “Oh, I know, I know,” Ava picked up the broom and started sweeping up the errant stems and petals that had fallen to the ground as she created her neighbor’s welcome gift; bits of yellow mums and orange gerbera daisies decorated the ground, as though evidence of some flower-related crime. “It was a violation of my neighbors’ privacy, but they weren’t home. Like your father used to say, ‘Cop didn’t see it, I didn’t do it.’”

    Suzanne leaned back again in her chair, her eyes disapproving, but the corner of her mouth twitched into a smile.

    “He stole that line from George Carlin. But your nosiness is getting out of hand—worse than a child’s, I swear.” Suzanne flipped another page to see who was wearing what to yet another unnecessary awards show. “Molly gives me less headaches than you do. Just remember, do what you have to do in this world, but if you get caught, lose my number—I’m not dipping into my cigarette money to bail you out.”

    “God forbid—and I certainly wouldn’t expect you to dip into the money you’ve got earmarked for The American Lung Cancer Society.” Ava watched Suzanne light up the fifth cigarette she’d had in the past hour, then patted her own ample bosom. “That’s why I always keep a little extra in my ‘lucky pocket.’”

    “You know,” Suzanne warned as she exhaled loudly to annoy her mother, “your nosiness is going to get you into big trouble one day, young lady, you mark my words.”

    “Who the hell are you calling a young lady?” Ava demanded. “Look, I just needed to know if it was someone interesting, someone with stories to tell, who’s not afraid to have a good time. God forbid it’s some old fuddy-duddy who’s going to discuss the frequency and consistency of his bowel movements the first time we say hello.”

    “This is the nicest retirement village on the whole Seacoast,” Suzanne pointed out. “We looked at them all. You’re the one who wanted to live right here in good ol’ sunny, cobblestoned Portsmouth.”

    “If I can’t see water, I don’t want to live there.” Ava repeated her lifelong motto firmly. “Not to mention, I have to be where I can get my fix of Molly Malone’s Irish stew—it was the one thing even your father admitted they did better than our restaurant.” She dumped a load of stems into the trash. “But the thing is, honey, people under fifty call it a retirement village; we call it ‘A Place for Human Raisins to Turn into Mush.’”

    “Give your neighbors a little credit!!” Suzanne cried indignantly. “You’re not like that; maybe some of them aren’t, either.”

    “Of course I’m not like that. I’m an extraordinary lady.” Ava smiled to take the edge off the pompous words. “At any rate, I hope the new neighbor hates bridge and golf as much as I do, otherwise they bug you constantly. ‘Just give it a try; you’ll enjoy it if you give it a chance.’” She snorted. “Pushers, that’s what they are, just as bad.”

    “I’m not sure that someone trying to get you to go golfing can be compared to a drug dealer, Mother, but A for effort.”

    “I mean, golfing!” Ava spat. “What’s the point? You try to hit something into a hole. Well, if a man can’t do it in the bathroom, how the hell’s he gonna do it on a great big field . . . with a much smaller hole, no less?”

    “Again, Mom,” Suzanne grinned despite herself, “not quite the same thing.”

    “I’m telling you, a good neighbor is the key to living, and not just existing, in a place like this. Just someone to hang out with. As long as they like to do all the same stuff as I do, of course. If they don’t, they can just go to hell, and I’ll tell them so.”

    “I’ll just bet you will, you old bat.”

    Ava gave her a warning look and fell silent for a moment, concentrating on her arrangement, the soothing silent harmony of the colors in the basket casting a calming spell on her. A rare quiet moment passed between the two women. The sun shone down on the tops of their heads, and a cool breeze from the shore, a hundred yards away, whirled up to take the slow burn of the strong rays away.

    “What did the message say, exactly?” Ava asked innocently, snipping away at a mum head. Without being told, Suzanne knew exactly which message she was referring to.

    “You were right there when I played it, Mom.”

    “Yes, well, my memory isn’t quite what it used to be, whether I take my ginko or not.”

    Suzanne sighed.

    “Molly said, ‘I’ll be home Friday afternoon, Mom. And I’d like it if you, me, and Grandma could have a talk. I’ve got something very important I want to tell you.’ Then, you know, she said good bye, I love you, some kind of crap like that.”

    She hoped that would be enough to satisfy Ava and get her to shut up—at least on this particular topic—but she also knew that was wishful thinking.

    “Well,” Ava persisted, “what was her tone like? Did she sound like it was good news, or bad news?”

    Suzanne paused, recalling her daughter’s words, her inflection; more than anything she recalled the wall of worry that had crashed into her at Molly’s words. But after repeated listenings, she had been no more the wiser as she was on the first go-round.

    “She sounded like it was . . . news.” Suzanne said at last. She continued to flip through her magazine, but she realized she was more yanking than turning the pages. Don’t take it out on the magazine, she chided herself. You still want to see pictures of the new Johnny Depp movie.

    “No clues at all?”

    “I get the idea,” Suzanne conceded, “that it’s got something to do with this Brandon.”

    Ah, I’ve gone and done it, she cursed herself. I’ve made him “this” Brandon. I’m officially an old bat. A thirty-six-year-old bat.

    “Well,” Ava sniffed in her I’m-not-kidding voice, “she’d better not be engaged, or moving in with a boy, or anything ridiculous like that.”

    Suzanne sat perfectly still. If she froze completely, maybe time would stand still, and her mother wouldn’t be able to finish this train of thought.

    “Or pregnant, worse yet,” Ava continued.

    Damn it! The accursed word had been spoken aloud. Now the gods had been officially tempted.

    She wondered if she should get up, turn around three times, and spit, the way her friend Thomas Mills did when he’d slipped and mentioned the name “Macbeth” in a theatre once. (Apparently, you were supposed to call it “the Scottish play.”) She wondered what euphemism you were supposed to use for pregnancy you desperately hoped didn’t exist.

    Most women loved being told they looked young, and most of the time Suzanne was no exception. But Suzanne looked so young that whenever she introduced people to her daughter, they’d often ask both Molly’s and her own age and then she could see them mentally doing the math.

    Thirty-six minus eighteen equals too damn young to have a baby in this day and age.

    She’d been eighteen when she pushed Molly out of her vagina and into this cold cruel world; the very same age Molly was now. The age that had seemed plenty mature at the time now seemed terrifyingly young—infantile, in fact.

    Well, they say history repeats itself. Apparently they say that for a reason, damn it.

    “At her age, just heading off to college,” Ava continued her tirade, blithely unaware of the embolism her daughter was having. “Although, it’s not like when you were young, sweetie. She won’t have to give up college, though, not like you did. Universities are all set up for that sort of thing now—heck, even some of the high schools.”

    Ava snorted in disgust at this twenty-first century marvel.

    “When I was in high school, if you got in trouble, they just shipped you off to your Aunt Sandy’s in Texas,” she confided, “whether you actually had an Aunt Sandy in Texas or not.”

    “Really?” Suzanne felt a bit faint, suddenly, even though she was already sitting down.

    “Oh, yes, indeedy-do. But nowadays . . .” She stopped to point at Suzanne with a dahlia. “Did you know that Portsmouth High School now has day care for the students who have children?”

    “No, I didn’t know that, Mother.” Now Suzanne felt downright nauseated.

    Day cares in high schools?

    It was truly a world gone insane.

    There was a fine line, she felt, between making the best of a bad situation and encouraging bad behavior. She wasn’t sure which side of the fence the topic of “day cares in high schools” landed on.

    “Well, if she is pregnant, I’ll just kill her.” Ava pulled out two bright yellow mums in order to make way for three orange tulips a bit more violently than she’d intended, and lost a mum head in the process. “I mean it. I’ll just kill her, throwing away her life like that.”

    She thought for a moment as she wrestled with the greenery, as Suzanne tried to keep her breathing even and calm. She flipped right past pictures of the Royal Baby—she didn’t feel like seeing him just now—and found that even Johnny Depp’s perfect face didn’t have its usual calming effect on her.

    “You were only twenty-eight when you had me,” Suzanne said weakly.

    “Twenty-eight is a hell of a lot more than a decade older than eighteen.” Ava snipped another flower to emphasize her point. “That’s a formative ten years. Especially in my day.”

    In my day. Suzanne wondered how often she’d heard those words in her life. Too many, she was certain, to count up just now.

    “I won’t kill her till after she has the baby, though,” Ava decided after a moment. “Oh, I just love babies! I always wished you’d had more than one—just not with that bum.”

    “You only had one.” Suzanne pointed out.

    “That was different—after I had you, I couldn’t have another one.”

    Suzanne hadn’t known that; she felt a wave of sympathy for her mother.

    “I didn’t know that,” she said softly. “You never said anything.” After a moment, she pressed gently, “Why not?”

    “Because,” Ava said emphatically, “it hurt too damn much.”

    Well, I walked right into that one.

    Suzanne laughed. That was one of the joys of having Ava for a mother; she was always good for a laugh or two—especially when she didn’t mean to be funny.

    “But to have a baby around again . . . !” Ava said wistfully. “I love their chubby little legs and their bellies. I love their smell.”

    “Mother . . .”

    But it was too late; baby lust had already seized Ava in its mighty grip.

    “Oh, a baby is a wonderful thing to have around the house!” she squealed delightedly. “Especially during the summer, waddling around its little wading pools—and on holidays!” She reached forward and grasped Suzanne’s arm happily, her eyes aglow with pure grandma fever. “Remember how we used to put Molly under the Christmas tree, and she’d stare up at the twinkly lights?”

    Suzanne cleared her throat loudly, hoping to drag Ava back down to planet Earth, where she could realize the actual ramifications of Molly’s pregnancy, beyond the smell of baby powder and no-tears shampoo. Thankfully, Ava took the hint.

    “But no, no, no, she’s too young,” Ava added hastily. “Far too young. So we’ll just kill her. That’s what we’ll do.”

    She hummed for a moment, as she worked on her arrangement, before adding, “We’ll kill her, and then we’ll keep her baby.”

    Suzanne jumped to her feet and glared at her mother. “Mother!”

    “What?” Ava asked, her eyes completely innocent.

    “My daughter,” Suzanne said firmly, “is not pregnant.”

    “You’re sure? Absolutely, completely sure? No room for doubt at all?”

    “Yes, of course I’m sure.” Suzanne snapped.

    Her heart was pounding in her throat, and she realized she’d let herself get more worked up than she’d meant to.

    “Look, I’m sorry I snapped at you, Mom. I’m just—well, as you can imagine, it’s a sensitive topic for me.”

    “It ain’t a picnic topic for me, either,” Ava reminded her, arching her eyebrow.

    “I know, I know, and I apologized to you for the shame of not being able to hold your head up in church a million times already.”

    Ava snorted a little, but gave her daughter a guilty look. The second she’d held Molly for the first time, moments after her birth, an innocent bystander would have thought the idea to have Molly in the first place had been Ava’s.

    “But, I’m telling you,” Suzanne insisted, “I know my daughter, Mom. I got pregnant because I was more concerned with sneaking beer out of your supply than I was about getting my hands on some birth control.”

    “You can’t imagine the amount of pride that last sentence has given birth to within me,” Ava said wryly.

    “My point,” Suzanne willed her voice to sound calm; in reality, her heart had jumped up into her throat the moment the words pregnant and Molly had been spoken in the same sentence, “is that Molly is much smarter than to get pregnant by accident.”

    “Oh. You’re probably right, at that.” Ava looked oddly disappointed, sipping at her iced tea a bit forlornly.

    Then again, once upon a time, anyone who knew me would have said the same thing about me.

    Damn it!! Suzanne nearly wailed out loud. This persistent inner voice was going to drive her insane.

    “Hmmm. Well, darn it all,” Ava’s voice was ironically tinged with sadness. “I was just starting to like the idea of four generations of Applebaum women in the world. Just think what a nice Christmas card we’d have, with the baby right in the center.”

    “You don’t know it’d be a girl—and by the way, this is completely hypocritical of you.” Suzanne looked up at her mother, fanning herself with her magazine to try to dry her sweaty face. “When I told you I was going to have Molly, you freaked—no, more than freaked, you had a total meltdown. Jesus, we had to get you a bucket of ice and a compress for you head.”

    “As well as an eight-ounce glass of vodka, straight up,” Ava nodded. “The good ol’ drinking days.”

    “But,” Suzanne squeaked incredulously, “if Molly turns around and does the exact same thing, you’re suddenly Granny Poppins? It’s not fair!”

    “Well, it’s different.” Ava looked at her as though this should be obvious. “You were my child. If Molly gets pregnant, it doesn’t make me look completely devoid of proper parenting skills.”

    “Wow, you are really mean today,” Suzanne marveled. “Are you sure you’re taking all your meds?”

    Ava heaved a deep, guilty breath and put a hand on Suzanne’s shoulder. “Okay, fine. The jig is up, you caught me. I’m not taking them.”

    Suzanne jumped up, dropping the magazine and nearly kicking over her Diet Coke.

    “What? Mother, are you trying to . . .”

    “I’m selling them on the black market and using the proceeds to hire exotic dancers to perform on my coffee table,” Ava confessed, cutting her off. “I feel so much better now that it’s all out in the open.”

    Suzanne glared at her mother for a full minute, but she realized she’d set herself up for it.

    I’ll know better next time, she reassured herself, just like she always did, knowing, just like she always did, that she wouldn’t.

    She pulled yet another cigarette from her pack of American Spirit, hoping it would annoy her mother, and it did.

    “Well,” Suzanne mused, picking up her magazine and settling back down in her lawn chair, “at least I know she hasn’t done anything stupid.”

    “That’s good, dear,” Ava replied in a voice that implied Suzanne couldn’t possibly be sure of any such thing.

    Suzanne diplomatically chose to ignore it. It was either that or rip off her mother’s head, and what with the patrol cars coming by every few minutes . . . best not to take the chance.

    “Which is not to say she’s never done anything stupid,” Suzanne conceded. “But she seems to stay stupid within, well, the reasonable sphere of stupidity, if you know what I mean. I mean, kids do stupid things. And afterwards . . . well, not right afterwards, usually, when the sting of embarrassment has faded a bit, she comes to me, and we talk about it. Isn’t that fabulous?”

    “No!” Ava stamped her foot, pointing her trowel at her daughter. “It is many things, but it is most certainly not fabulous. Your generation is all about talk, talk, talk; you kids gush about every single emotion you have every moment that you have it. In my day,” she raised her chin proudly, as Suzanne groaned at the phrase, “we knew how to keep things to ourselves. For the love of God, there are some things that just shouldn’t be discussed. And there are even more things that no one wants to damn well hear. That’s what my generation knew.”

    “And you’re allowed your opinion, no matter how misguided,” Suzanne assured her. “For my part, I feel like . . . like . . . like such a mom during those talks with Molly. Think about it; in this day and age, my kid actually talks to me, keeps the communication going. You know how rare that is? And not just the little things, either—the big things. She called me from this party, once, when her girlfriend was too drunk to drive her home, so I could go get her. Or the time she got stoned behind the toolshed after school, or when she’s . . .”

    “Uh-uh-uh!” Ava clapped her hands firmly over her ears, spun around, and started shouting, “La-la-la! La-la-la! Too much information!”

    “Did your granddaughter teach you that trick?” Suzanne asked, amused.

    “I saw one of the kids on Friends do it—that Chandler, I think.” Ava said; Suzanne should have guessed. Every time the show played—and it seemed to play at least eight or ten times a day—Ava watched each episode rabidly, as though it was the first time she’d seen it.

    Now, she pulled her hands down from her ears, eyeing her child darkly.

    “But, you see, that’s where you and I differ as parents. There are certain things I just plain damn well don’t want to know.” She patted Suzanne on the shoulder affectionately. “Oh, I suppose I want you to feel that you can confide in me—but do you actually have to do it?”

    “So,” Suzanne grinned, “I take it that means you haven’t forgiven me for telling you about the time I transcended out of maidenhood?”

    “No, I have not,” Ava retorted, “and neither have all twenty of my higher powers. You’re going to burn everywhere from hell to Hades for making me privy to that information.”

    “Sorry.”

    “I doubt that.”

    Suzanne’s phone alarm shrieked, splitting the afternoon air. “Time for your blood pressure pill, Mom.”

    “Who the hell made you the medication police?” Ava was not ready to have her daughter be her boss just yet, damn it, and probably never would be.

    Her husband’s death, eight years ago, was still fresh in her memory too, but Jimmy had been out-and-out sick for years. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another, from arthritis to adult onset diabetes to emphysema. First glasses, then insulin, then a cane; hearing aids and a bucketful of pills followed not long after. His body, once literally glowing with health, was chipped down bit by bit over the years, until nearly every bit of him needed help to function.

    But she, so far, had a perfectly clean bill of health, and she also had a doctor to tell Suzanne just that. Still, Suzanne treated her like she had one foot in the grave and was clinging desperately to the side with both hands. It made her feel old, and she hated it.

    “You know, I hope your daughter doesn’t start to worry like you do. Actually,” she corrected herself in afterthought, “I hope she does. I just hope she does start to worry just like you do, and then she starts pestering you relentlessly, and finding ways to turn every single perfectly pleasant conversation into a health quiz.”

    Then Ava’s cell phone, perched as always on its charger right in its place next to the landline phone, went off, singing its delicate bell-like ring.

    “What’s the point of owning a cell phone, Mom, if you’re going to leave it in the house all the time?”

    Ava stuck her tongue out at her, then strode up the stairs to the deck and into the kitchen with the same strong purpose she applied to everything.

    Suzanne watched her mother go. The confidence Ava wore like an invisible cloak was comforting, it was familiar, and it was pure Mom. “The CEO of maternity,” Jimmy had once called his wife; Ava had airily demanded a raise, but no one had denied the label after she’d gotten sober, and no one ever would.

    And right now, she needed her mother in a way that she hadn’t in a long, long time; and for the first time in an equally long, long time, Ava was completely there for her, in a way she hadn’t been capable of during Suzanne’s childhood.

    Suzanne had long ago forgiven her mother for the “drinking days,” as Ava now called them, but forgiving Ava didn’t make up for the many years she took care of her mother instead of vice versa.

    But now Ava was doing just that, happily caring for Suzanne the way Suzanne had taken care of Steve and Molly for so many years—and of Ava herself, for so long before that. It was now in her mid-thirties, instead of when she was a teenager, that Ava was making her breakfast and supper and washing her clothes. She was also washing the dishes the two of them used, paying the bills, doing the shopping, and keeping the whole house tidy.

    Well, I suppose it’s better to get your mothering late than never.

    Ava had also insisted Suzanne quit both her waitressing jobs until she got her divorce settlement.

    “You need to rest,” Ava had told her when Suzanne weakly protested the idea of not working for the first time since she was thirteen years old; it was as scary as it was exhilarating. “You need to stop thinking about what Steve needs and what Molly needs and what I need, and think about what you need. I will hear no argument on this subject. Got me?”

    All of this was a series of luxuries Suzanne couldn’t quite get used to.

    It had been rougher than she’d expected to leave Steve. She didn’t miss The Mooch himself, not at all, but the final act of actually leaving him meant confessing that her eighteen-year-old marriage was a mistake. She was saying, in effect, that half her life had been a waste of time and energy, and frankly that was a bit hard to admit.

    She wondered idly, as she sat in the sun sipping her ice-cold Diet Pepsi, if it was odd that she hadn’t cried about leaving Steve yet.

    Was she such a cold person that leaving a mate of almost twenty years didn’t register in her feeling vault? Or simply had she, somewhere down deep, accepted this inevitability for so long that she’d finished mourning it before she’d even packed?

    “A month . . . no, three weeks,” he’d called after her as she loaded the last of her boxes into the back of her car. There was a note of hysteria in his voice he only used when he was pulling out all the stops. “Three weeks and you’ll be hauling all this stuff back here, so don’t you even think about asking me to help you bring it back in.”

    She closed the trunk, wiped off her hands, and turned to her soon-to-be-ex-thank-God.

    “I’m leaving you everything but my clothes, the stuff I kept from Molly’s childhood, photo albums, my books, and my yoga mat,” she told him. “You can keep everything else; it’s all yours.”

    “You might as well leave the yoga mat,” he scoffed. “It’s not like you ever use it, Pudge.”

    She supposed that was supposed to enrage her, but she found she didn’t care if he found her pudgy; maybe she’d kept on an extra ten pounds in an attempt to keep his hands off her.

    “You can keep the appliances, the furniture, and all the flatware. I’ve already filed the papers, so my lawyer will call yours—or rather, your mommy’s—about the rest of the details, after you’ve gotten served.” Suzanne couldn’t resist the dig, and Steve’s smug look turned into an almost comical snarl. “Mostly just to let you know how much you owe me for the house, if you want to keep it.” Her father had been right to insist she buy a house so that she wasn’t just pissing away her monthly rent, as he put it; now, it looked like she’d get it all back, and then some.

    She got into the car then, backed out of the driveway, and suddenly she felt a huge whoosh, as all the air in her body escaped her. She gripped the wheel, unable to catch her breath. It felt as though, very suddenly, a two-ton boulder had been yanked off her chest, and after eighteen years of taking shallow breaths, she could now inhale and exhale freely.

    “I’m free!” she said aloud, gasping, laughing, and crying all at once. Her piece-of-crap Mitsubishi Gallant, which normally took one or more tries before it grudgingly turned over, had sprung immediately to life, as if it too approved of her decision. She patted the dashboard lovingly and again shouted, “Free!”

    “You’ll be back!” he yelled, as she pulled out of the driveway, but there was real panic in his voice for the first time. She’d never mentioned lawyers before, let alone actually employed one.

    Now he threw down the empty box he held in his hand; more than ever, he looked exactly like what he was—an overgrown toddler whose tantrums were no longer getting him what he wanted.

    “You’re just throwing good money away to show me that you’re pissed!” he screamed now, stamping his foot. “You’re pissed because you work and I don’t! You can’t stand it that I don’t work! How sexist is that of you? Some woman-of-the-millennium you are!”

    She didn’t bother to respond.

    Steve’s idea of “woman-of-the-millennium” meant she should be more than happy to support him, clean the house, and raise his child, while he was holed up in his studio, getting baked and recording the same songs over and over again. Not only happy to do it but also feeling honored to do it, in his opinion.

    After all, she thought tiredly, his mother had told him so. And he always listens to his mother.

    She thought about shouting some icy response to his comment but, in the end, didn’t bother. What was the point? Sooner or later, he’d realize she wasn’t coming back; that he was really going to have to start taking care of himself now. Somehow, a man who had never held down a job or taken care of himself was likely to be a lot less attractive at thirty-eight than he had been at eighteen. And his mother was no longer young; she’d need care herself before long. He must be really scared now. There was no need to rub his nose in it.

    He was someone else’s problem altogether now.

    “Thank God Almighty, I’m free at last,” she sang, against Gwen Stefani’s “Hollaback Girl” on the radio. Somehow, it seemed totally appropriate.

    About two months into the separation, they bumped into each other at the grocery store.

    He looked worn and thin, and his eyes lit up when he saw her. She looked at this man with whom she’d shared a bed for the entirety of her adult life, and tried to feel something, anything even slightly positive.

    But for the life of her, she couldn’t dig up any emotion but irritation. He’d sucked any and all good feeling toward him out of her long, long ago. She was long past forcing out feelings for this child-man that weren’t there.

    “You look great,” he’d told her forlornly.

    “Thanks,” she’d said lightly, unable to return the compliment. He looked like hell. In fact, he looked like, he hadn’t figured that since no one was around to make his meals and wash his clothes and charge his razor, he should to do it himself.

    “I think . . .” he began, and stopped to clear his throat; her breath caught in her own.

    She thought he was going to confess, at last, that he’d caused the rift in their marriage by refusing to work. By refusing to do anything but get stoned, play video games, and work in his studio on music that he never finished recording—let alone make any attempt to actually start a musical career. To apologize that it hadn’t mattered how many times Suzanne had begged the management of whatever waitressing job she’d held at that moment to let him play on open mic nights. To apologize that it hadn’t mattered how many times she’d broken down and told him he was going to work her to death, that she needed help, that she needed a break. To apologize for the fact that her needs and feelings simply hadn’t mattered to him.

    I don’t do things I don’t want to do, he had told her at eighteen; at eighteen, it was rebellious and badass; by age twenty-five, it was disgusting. At thirty-eight? She had no words for it.

    Standing there in the grocery store, she’d held her breath anxiously; she had been waiting a long time for this apology.

    “I still think,” he went on, “that when you’re tired of being on your own, when you feel like you’ve made your point, you’ll be back.”

    She let her breath out again but found she wasn’t disappointed. He’d disappointed her so many times for so long that she was immune.

    Being on my own, she wanted to say, is so much better than carrying you on my back.

    But he wouldn’t understand it—he never had. It was supposed to be her joy and pleasure, remember?

    Not so much, as it turned out.

    “I hate to break it to you,” she’d told him, and she couldn’t keep the cheer out of her voice, “but I’m never, ever coming back to you. Not sooner, not later, not ever.”

    “My mom says,” he started, and Suzanne wondered how many times she’d heard him begin a sentence that way, “that women over thirty-five have as much chance of marrying again as getting slaughtered by a serial killer.”

    She reached into the freezer and pulled out a gallon of two-percent milk.

    “Tell her I’ll take my chances with the serial killer,” she’d replied, and then happily pushed her cart down the aisle, leaving him staring behind her.

    One of the great things about staying with her mother was the food, of course. Ava’s cooking had begun in an effort to keep herself busy after she’d quit hitting the bottle, but it soon became an addiction in and of itself. Here was a constant stream of snacks, appetizers, and entrees going at all times, not to mention several canisters waiting on the table by the door—this one was for her AA meetings, that one was for Ava’s next-door neighbor’s granddaughter’s bridal shower, yet another was for Fritzie at the Senior Center’s retirement bash. Any excuse to bust out the apron was a good excuse, it seemed.

    Suzanne found herself struggling to maintain her size-eight pants, although, she consoled herself, would a size-ten thirty-six-year-old really be that bad?

    After all, she reasoned, they say the average American woman is five-foot-four, one hundred and forty-four pounds, and wears a size twelve. I'm still in the one-thirties, and I’m five seven and a half.

    But more than anything, it felt nice to take a break, for a change. A break from being the responsible one, the grown-up, the caretaker. A break, during which someone took care of her for awhile, while she sorted out her future.

    It was wonderful . . . but after eighteen years, it was quite hard to get used to.

    She kept waking up in a panic because an alarm hadn’t jolted her into consciousness. She found herself leaping to her feet, sure that she’d left the stove on, that she was late for one of her two (and sometimes three) jobs, that she had to go pick Molly up somewhere, that Steve needed something fetched or dropped off or purchased, or that there was clean laundry wilting in the dryer.

    And then she’d remember where she was.

    At a place where her laundry was washed for her, folded and hung up neatly. Where the stove always had at least two burners going of things she hadn’t had to cook and wouldn’t have to clean up after.

    All Suzanne had to do with her free days was to come up with a game plan for the next few decades.

    Nothing in her life before this had trained her for such a task.

    Her mother, such a burden once upon a time, was now a blessing. She was downright fun and energetic; she acted like Suzanne’s visit was an ongoing slumber party. And, to her credit, not once had she trotted out the I-always-told-you-I-never-liked-that-boy speeches. Through a Herculean effort, Suzanne was sure, Ava was holding herself back, and that alone was a miracle, almost as big as her newfound freedom was.

    Suddenly, she lifted her head off the lounge chair, hearing bits of a conversation floating to her from the sidewalk.

    “Wow, I can’t believe you knew my grandfather.” Molly’s sweet voice came floating across the yard. “That was one karmic bus ride.”

    My daughter, Suzanne smiled happily, getting up from her chair to greet her, the great believer in pre-destiny, post-destiny, and all the destinies in between.

    “Oh, I more than knew him,” an older man replied. His voice was strangely familiar. “He was my best . . .”

    And then his eyes fell upon Suzanne, and he fell silent.

    Suzanne’s eyes widened in shock as she froze mid-step, completely stunned. Oh my God. It can’t be . . . Can it?
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    “Hey you!” She crushed out her American Spirit hastily and searched her pocketbook for a mint. Molly hated cigarette breath, and there was nothing like a lecture from your own kid to dampen the mood.

    Popping a Life Saver, she watched Molly cross the lawn. There she was, her one and only baby. Her hair was falling out of a ragged ponytail, and the mascara she’d put on that morning had run all the way down to her nose ring. Her black clothes were skin-tight and so tattered and torn that Suzanne wondered if she’d gotten them from the Goodwill dumpster.

    Only Molly could look so completely disheveled and so achingly beautiful at the same time.

    “Get over here!” Suzanne called. “I haven’t seen you for a month; I need a hug right this minute!”

    “Squishing, Mom!” Molly laughed her wind chime laugh, pushing away her mother’s overeager embrace. “Hey, you’re not going to believe who was on the bus with me.”

    Suzanne put her hand to her throat, heart suddenly pounding, and approached the handsome older man, holding out her trembling hand for a handshake.

    “Excuse me, this is going to sound crazy, but you look just like . . . I mean, what I mean to say is . . .” She took a deep breath and tried again. “My name is Suzanne Lauder, but it used to be Suzanne . . .”

    “Applebaum,” the distinguished gentleman cut her off smoothly, “which is German, but everyone always thought you were Irish because of all that red hair . . . and because your daddy ran O‘Shenanigan’s, the greenest of the Irish pubs here in New Hampshire. By the way,” he looked down his nose reprovingly, “after all those books you used to read by all those fuzzy-legged, braless feminists in high school, are you seriously telling me you took a man’s name when you got married? Why didn’t you just put on a dog collar and hand him the leash?”

    It was him.

    “Oh, Buddy! Buddy McKinley!” She hesitated for only a second, looking down at his cane, before she threw her arms around his neck (what the hell, he’d always been strong as an ox), wanting to laugh and cry all at once.

    “The one and only.” He hugged her back, and cane or not, his arms were just as strong as she remembered.

    “I can’t believe it. Just look at you. You look wonderful! Not a day older—not an hour older!”

    “You gorgeous little liar.” He let her go, and tugged on her hair just like he had when she was a little girl, and all of a sudden he was Uncle Buddy—her hero, her daddy’s best friend, the man who could do no wrong, at least not in twelve-year-old Suzanne Applebaum’s eyes. “I look like a retired old man, that’s what I look like. But, I have a golf handicap of thirty-eight, and good enough eyesight to drive my sports car when it’s not in the garage—although it seems like I ride the bus an awful lot. But enough about me. Let’s look at you.”

    Suzanne pranced around in a circle like a proud little girl; out of the corner of her eye she saw Molly put her hand over her eyes, cringing, and laughed.

    “You’re not the only hot ticket in this family, Missy,” she reminded Molly.

    “You’re the one who hasn’t changed a bit in twenty years,” he told her proudly, “except to get even prettier.”

    “Oh, listen to him.” Suzanne blushed like the teenager she’d been when she last saw him. “But, go on, tell me more.”

    Buddy would have been more than happy to oblige, but Molly interceded.

    “Hey, Mom, guess what?” She grabbed her mother’s hand excitedly. “Buddy’s going to be our next-door neighbor. Isn’t that great?”

    Suzanne’s heart stopped, for just a second.

    “Well, technically, he wouldn’t be our next door neighbor,” Molly amended, “considering that we don’t live here in the retirement village permanently. But until Dad coughs up the dough for the house, and I get my dorm assignment, it’s home.”

    “Home,” Suzanne agreed. She wondered if there was some safe sort of tranquilizer to give alcoholics, because when Ava found out, she was going to shit her pants. And not in a good way.

    Buddy glanced over at the centerpiece Ava had been working on.

    “Ava’s still up to her arts and crafts, I see. She used to make the most unbelievable things for the pub . . . Sometimes she’d even take a table at craft fairs and farmer’s markets. I take it those are for me?” He touched the petals lightly. “Or rather, they were, that is, until Ava finds out who her new neighbor’s going to be.”

    “Oh, Buddy.” Suzanne laughed nervously, putting her arm around Molly. “I’m sure Mother’s forgotten all about that by now.”

    “Grandma? My grandma, Ava Applebaum, forget something?” Molly roared with laughter, beating her knee. “Stop joking please, I might pee my pants.” She ignored her mother’s cut-that-out look and hauled her backpack up on her shoulder. “Anyway, I’ve got to take a nap and a shower, and then I’ll be human again, so any lecturing can wait till later. It was nice to meet you, Buddy!” she called out, giving him one of her sweetest smiles, usually the kind she reserved for asking for a big favor involving money or a car.

    Suzanne thought, Buddy must have made his usual charming impression. Some things never change. Suzanne found herself recalling all the times Buddy’s smooth manner and earnest charm had warded off many a bar fight, or an angry employee, or an irate distributor whose product wasn’t selling quite as well as it might at the Irish pub; the man was an artist with words.

    “You too, Pumpkin!” Buddy called; the charm was apparently mutual. He sat down on his bench and patted the space next to him.

    Suzanne skipped happily over to him, but then she remembered that while seeing him made her feel like a child, she wasn’t one, and hadn’t been for quite some time. As if to prove it, she lit up a Spirit, exhaling slowly.

    “So, Miss Suzanne, you sit down for a minute, and tell me all about what you’ve been up to for the past twenty years. Are you setting the world on fire yet?”

    “One needy, codependent ex-husband at a time.” She giggled again, embarrassed. Last time they’d seen each other, she’d been a die-hard, college-bound women’s libber, not a thirty-six-year-old divorcée with a resumé full of barely-above-minimum-wage jobs. “Actually, on the way to women’s studies, I took the old marriage/children detour. You know how it goes.”

    She hoped fervently that he did, in fact, know how it went, so she wouldn’t have to try to explain her list of life failures further.

    “For shame!” he scolded, patting her hand to take the sting out of his words.

    “I know, I know.” Then she brightened. “But! This very winter, I am finally going to college. To UNH specifically, same time as my daughter goes for her undergrad at Vassar. Vassar! Can you believe that? Full tuition scholarship! Her entire school career, her lowest grade was one A-, and that was in gym. Considering she has Steve and me for parents, I have no idea where she gets it. I, on the other hand,” she rolled her eyes ruefully, “will be paying back student loans from the grave.”

    Her last sentence, Suzanne thought later, could have been, “Naked ladies are parachuting out of a helicopter!” and Buddy wouldn’t have heard a syllable of it; for at that exact moment, Ava stepped out of her house.

    “Your daughter,” Ava said disapprovingly as she glided down the steps, “is dressed in clothes I’d be embarrassed to have seen in my garbage cans.”

    “Mom!” Suzanne pasted a smile on her face, the kind usually reserved for company and job interviews. “Look who just bought the house next door.”

    “Well, hello there,” Buddy drawled, swallowing a couple of times, his throat having suddenly gone dry. “It’s you.”

    “Well, hello there, it’s you too,” Ava agreed amiably, pulling out her glasses from her jacket pocket, “but actually, I don’t have my glasses on yet, so who knows, it might be someone else altogether.”

    Then she slid her glasses on. For a long moment she didn’t move, didn’t breathe, or even blink, it seemed. And neither did anyone else.

    “It’s . . . you,” Ava said tonelessly.

    “Yes, indeedy, it’s me.” He whispered to Suzanne, “I thought you’d said she’d forgotten all about it by now.”

    “You’d already unpacked,” Suzanne whispered back apologetically. “What was I supposed to say?”

    “You’re . . . a . . . a . . . a stalker, that’s what you are!” Ava sputtered. “A stalker!! I’m calling the police. Police!!” She stomped up and down the driveway, waving her arms frantically. “Police!! Police!!!!!”

    “Mother, for God’s sake,” Suzanne shushed her before she could attract the attention of the patrol unit. There were several nosy neighbors, however, who were more than happy to watch the show. Life could get boring in a retirement village; scenes like this broke up the monotony of daily doctor reports. “You’re making a complete fool of yourself!”

    “Just out of curiosity,” Buddy asked, genially enough for a man accused of a felony, “what am I going to be arrested for? Just, you know, so I can be sure to dress properly for the mug shot.”

    “I just told you, you big jerk!” Ava spat. “You followed me here! You’re a stalker!”

    “I did no such thing.” He leaned on his cane and pulled his pipe and tobacco out of his hip pocket. “I didn’t follow you; I bought a house. And if it took me twenty years to find you and corner you, then I’m one shitty stalker, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone. After all, a man’s got his pride.”

    Suzanne giggled, but a glance from Ava cut the noise off like a slash from a scalpel.

    “Which is more than you deserve.” She fumed. “My James didn’t have much pride left after you got through with him.”

    Ava’s arrow hit its mark directly, and the wounded look on Buddy’s face was more than Suzanne could bear.

    “Mother, that was such a long time ago.” Suzanne stepped between them. “Besides, it’s not good for you to get worked up like this. Dr. Maloney said so, remember?” She reached for the pitcher. “Here, let me pour you a nice glass of iced tea. You love iced tea on a hot day, right? Come on, take this, calm down, and drink up.”

    “After he sells his house and moves away!” Ava refused the tea. In her rage, she sounded amazingly like Molly.

    “I’ll do no such thing.” Buddy took a moment to light his pipe, and the smell brought Suzanne back twenty-five years. It was as though the past had leaped up and put its flavor in her mouth. “Do you have any idea the amount of time it takes to pack up an entire house? Especially wrapping all the little knickknacks my mother and sister have given me over the years? No siree, Bob.” He shook his head vehemently. “I spent six solid months up to my ass in Styrofoam peanuts and plastic wrap, and if you think I’m doing it again, you’re nuts.”

    “Mother, I really think you’re overreacting here.” She looked pleadingly at Ava. “Buddy was such a good friend to you and Daddy for well over twenty years . . .”

    “And now,” Ava spat furiously, “he’s a stalker!”

    “As much as I hate to burst the bubble that your pretty little head is encased in,” Buddy said, not unkindly, “I had no idea you lived here. I didn’t see you once when I was unpacking, and my nephew said all he saw was a silly old lady in a funny hat peeking in the windows. Looking back, I guess I should have guessed it was you, but I didn’t.”

    “And you expect me to believe that one?” Ava was aghast. “Look, bub. There’s a set of perfectly fine brains under this funny hat. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

    He eyed her up and down. “Clearly.”

    Suzanne gave him a look that said, Was that necessary? Buddy was too busy smiling at Ava’s reaction to notice.

    “I want you out of here, immediately,” seethed Ava, “or, I’ll, I’ll . . .” She couldn’t think of anything bad enough to finish the sentence, and so she stood there, sputtering, her fists clenching and unclenching.

    “You’ll what?” Buddy challenged her.

    She spotted the half-full plastic pitcher on the table and reached for it. Suzanne could practically see her mother thinking, This could do in a pinch.

    “Get out of the way, sweetie,” she said calmly, swinging mightily. Suzanne managed to catch it just before the makeshift weapon hit its mark.

    “Give me that, you crazy old lady.” She wrenched it out of her mother’s grasp. “I already told you I don’t have bail money.”

    “Fine, then. If you’re going to take his side, then, well, just fine.” Ava smiled sweetly. “I’ve got more tricks than that up my sleeve. I didn’t graduate college in three years and outlive all of my sorority sisters without having a where-to-dispose-the-body plan or three in my back pocket.”

    “So, where is this plan again?” Buddy wanted to know. “Up your sleeve, or in your back pocket?”

    “You know,” Suzanne whispered furiously to him, “you’re supposed to be the mature one, here.”

    “Who the hell told you that?” His blue eyes were sparkling with mischief, and Suzanne had to bite down on her lip to keep the laughter back. Those dancing eyes ignited dozens of other happy memories.

    Ava lost her confident Cheshire cat grin, and then she stamped her foot.

    “You . . . you!” She cried, frustration stealing her words from her. “You are the most frustrating man!”

    “You’re not the first woman to tell me that.” He leaned over to tamp his pipe a bit. “Only thing is, usually they tell me over breakfast.”

    Suzanne stood up and made a great show of dusting off her hands.

    “Okay, that’s it for me.” She pointed at both of them sternly. “You’re digging your own grave. If you’re not going to stop pushing her buttons, then you leave me right out of it.”

    She walked huffily up the stairs, opened the door, poured a cup of coffee, and settled down at the kitchen table, right next to the window. It afforded a decent view of the courtyard, where she could easily spy on them.

    After all, if she wasn’t there, she couldn’t be asked to take sides, which was a favorite trick of Ava’s during arguments. But there's no way I'm missing this conversation, she thought with glee. Plus, there was a huge hanging plant she could hide behind if she was spotted.

    She hated to admit it but some of her mother's nosiness had trickled down the family tree to her. Buddy and Ava were eyeing each other warily. Two old foes, sniffing each other out, each cautiously waiting for the other to make the first move.

    “Look, Ava.” Buddy was the first to break the piercing silence. “I know I’m not your favorite person in the world.”

    She rolled her eyes. “That’s the understatement of the new millennium.”

    “But,” he went on in that same annoyingly reasonable tone, “if we’re going to be neighbors, I think we should try to be friends.”

    “Friends? Friends?” Ava shrieked. “I’d sooner befriend a snake. No, make that a serpent. I’d sooner eat a live puppy. I’d . . .”

    A little excessive, don’t you think? Suzanne winced. Moderation had never been her mother’s strong point.

    Buddy waved off any further declarations of vile deeds done in his honor. “Fine, fine. I get it. You’re saying that it’s . . . just not likely.” He puffed again.

    Suzanne felt a pang as the smoke wafted up from the courtyard. The smell of his Borkhum Riff, which Suzanne and Ava had both hated during Jimmy’s lifetime, had been one of the things that they’d been surprised to find they missed most when her dad died. On really low nights, she and Ava would light his pipe and let it burn itself out. It was a cheap sensory trick, but it cheered them up all the same. With the wafting scent of Borkum Riff, home seemed more like home again.

    “Well,” Buddy was saying now, “maybe if we both really tried, we could eventually learn to tolerate each other.”

    “After you destroyed my James and subsequently my entire family?” Ava asked incredulously. “I’d sooner learn to tolerate arsenic.”

    “Frankly, I’d just bet you could, you tough old bird,” he told her, shuffling back to his own side of the courtyard. “Fine, then. We’ll simply ignore each other. You do your thing, I’ll do mine.”

    “And,” she hastened to add, “if we happen to come out to the courtyard at the same time, you have to leave until I’ve done my business and moved on.”

    “That’s a bit extreme.” He bowed to her, just slightly. “But, just to prove to you I’m a gentleman, I’ll agree to that, even if you’re just walking to your car. But, just out of curiosity, where do you suggest that I go? While I’m waiting for you to take your sweet time idling your days away with courtyard business, that is?”

    She eyed him coolly. “Crawl back under the rock you came from, for all I care.”

    Give it a break, Mother! Suzanne almost shouted; she caught herself just in time. After all, she wasn’t supposed to have a bird’s eye view to this exchange.

    “Why, Miss Ava!” he beamed. “You used the word ‘care’ and me in the same sentence! I think you’re warming up to me. Is it my cologne?”

    “Ha, ha, ha,” Ava snorted. “You’re probably the only person in the universe who still wears Old Spice. That’s such an old man’s cologne.”

    He looked down at himself incredulously and then back up at her.

    “Excuse me,” he pointed out, “of course it’s an old man’s cologne. Just what in the hell do I look like to you?”

    “Oh,” she remembered suddenly, “and I get first dibs on all the activities.”

    “Activities?”

    “Oh, yes, there’s a lot to do here at Lakeside Retirement Village,” she told him with pride. Suzanne nodded. Ava would know. Her life was a series of activities and meetings. Every last one designed, Suzanne knew, to keep her from being the old woman she was so afraid of becoming. “Last month alone I won fifty dollars’ worth of Tom’s of Maine products in a Texas Hold ’em contest. And,” she noted proudly, “last March it was standing-room-only when I played the ‘Phantress of the Opera.’”

    There had been only three shows, and two of them had been canceled due to health issues, but Suzanne wasn’t surprised that Ava didn’t mention that. “The Senior Moments Players,” as they called themselves, had gone for the “no set” look, and her costume had consisted of white mask cut right down the middle and a child’s black Halloween cape. Suzanne figured that Ava knew Buddy wouldn’t be privy to that.

    “’Phantress’?” he asked, impressed. “I’d have paid good money to see that.”

    “I just bet you would have,” she replied haughtily, arching her eyebrows. “At any rate, I get first choice. If I don’t want to pursue an activity, then by all means, it’s all yours.”

    “You get first dibs on everything?” He raised an eyebrow. “That hardly seems fair, Ava.” He put up a hand to ward off the searing look she was giving him.

    “Fair,” Ava glowered, “would be your burning in hell to make up for what you did. And I’m determined to snag the lead in Josephine and Her Amazing Technicolor Dream Raincoat. I don’t know if you recall how much I love the theatre.”

    “I remember, I remember, always popping show tunes into the tape player during cleanup.” He surrendered. “Fine, fine, take the damn musicals. I’m not much for singing, as you’ll recall.”

    “I’m not surprised. Singing is an expression of the soul . . . and if your soul is made of solid crap, it’s better to keep your songs to yourself.”

    “Listen, Miss Zippedoodah,” he said firmly. “I’m trying to be patient here, but now that you bring it up, you ain’t exactly Betty Buckley yourself. We could hear you all the way from the bus stop. We thought someone was torturing a cat.”

    Suzanne groaned again. If Buddy was going to get in on the mudslinging, they truly would be there for hours.

    “These pipes are good enough to have played the three wise men in the Christmas pageant, for three years running.” Ava looked down her nose haughtily at him. “The proof, after all, is in the pudding—the pudding happening to be a brilliant production. Ask anyone who attended.”

    “All eight of them?” he asked, smiling. “I already said you could have the theatrical events. But, just out of curiosity . . . how does one woman play three men?”

    “It’s quite easy—puppet heads.”

    “Puppet heads? Hmm,” Buddy pretended to think. “Judge’s ruling on this one is that I’m going to need more information.”

    Ava rolled her eyes. “God, are all men so slow, or is it just you? Puppets, you dolt, puppets. I’m in the middle, with one male head in each hand.”

    “That image,” he replied dryly, “is going to wake me up screaming on many a night.”

    “I hope that won’t bother your wife. Actually,” she brightened. “I hope it does bother your wife and she divorces you over it.”

    Buddy took a pouch of tobacco out of his valise and tamped more into his pipe as she spoke. “Actually, I’m not married.”

    “Dead?” Ava inquired hopefully.

    “No,” Buddy answered.

    “Damn,” Ava sighed.

    Suzanne looked down at her mother, mortified. Ava’s sense of humor had always been bordering on the acerbic, especially during her drinking days. Suzanne hadn’t dared bring friends home, because God knew what would come out of Ava’s mouth if she didn’t like their outfits, haircuts, attitudes, or all three. Now that Ava had been sober for such a long time, she seemed to have gotten hold of her runaway tongue. But making fun of someone’s dead wife . . . that was going too far even for Ava. It was really lucky that Buddy hadn’t been . . .

    Wait a minute, Suzanne realized. She knew that; she knew that all along. As much as she hates him, even she wouldn’t cross the line of celebrate his wife’s death.

    Death had become too much a part of Ava’s life to not pay it its proper respect. But Ava also rarely threw a punch without throwing her full weight behind it. Suzanne looked at her mother sideways, wondering what that was about.

    “If you have to know the truth, you old busybody,” he said, rolling the pouch back up and tucking it into his back pocket, “I never married.”

    “How tragic.” Feigned concern dripped from Ava’s voice. “Not one woman you could dupe into spending her life with you? I find that sad.”

    “I just worked too hard in my younger days,” Buddy said in that same easy tone, just as if Ava wasn’t saying such awful things to him, just as if it were any old conversation. As Suzanne peered through the plant, her heart swelled with even more admiration for him. “Suddenly I was middle-aged, and everyone was already married, divorced, and remarried, with kids coming at them from every which way.” He shrugged again, seemingly philosophical after all these years. Suzanne knew everyone had some sort of regrets, and she supposed those were Buddy’s. “I never could figure out how to get in the game.”

    “So at least one of my prayers has been answered,” she realized happily. “You’ll die a virgin.”

    “I got off that train in my teens, thank you very much.” He puffed on his pipe gently. “I’ve had my fair share of companions over the years.”

    “I’ll just bet you have.”

    He grinned again. “Hey, I never heard any complaints. I just never met . . . her.”

    “Her? Who’s her?”

    He looked her squarely in the eyes. “Someone I could look at,” he said casually, “the way that Jimmy used to look at you.”

    Suzanne couldn’t see her mother’s face, but she could tell by the way Ava sputtered that she was cursing Buddy for knocking her off her game—anything to keep the anger she insisted on hanging onto alive. “Don’t try to get on my good side,” she responded at last, once she’d regained her composure.

    He raised an eyebrow. “You have a good side?”

    And here we are, back at square one.

    “Why am I even wasting time talking to you? I’m a busy woman.” Ava sniffed and turned toward the safety of her kitchen. “I’ve got places to go, people to see.” She started off, then looked back pointedly. “Houses to bulldoze.”

    “Then I’ll live amongst the rubble!” he called after her. “I told you, all the activities are yours, and I’ll make myself scarce when you want your privacy out here. But I’m not moving, and that’s that.”

    “We’ll just see about that!” Ava snapped with as much vehemence as she could muster. “Oh, you’d better believe we’ll just see about that!” She turned on her heel and climbed the stairs, tossing her hair primly over her shoulders. When she reached the screen door, she slammed it as hard as she could. Almost at once, it bounced open again, but her point was nonetheless made.

    Suzanne hastily picked up the paper and pretended to concentrate as her mother came in, but her efforts were wasted.

    “The next time you eavesdrop, dear, try to find a place that isn’t right behind a lace curtain.” Ava advised. Her heels clicked all the way to the living room, where she would spend the remainder of the afternoon watching her House DVDs, a gift from Molly last Christmas, while taking out her aggression on a five-thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle. Those who knew her would easily recognize just how upset she was.
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