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When our dad, Mardo Williams, was 92, he sat down at his computer and began his first novel. How hard could it be? He’d been a writer for over seventy years, first as a journalist, then as a teller of tales. He was writing One Last Dance, he said, to inspire old folks not to sit in a corner and wait for life to happen, but to go full speed at life, and yes, even have a love affair.
At first he was a widower, living with a “significant other,” a woman he’d become reacquainted with while touring with Maude (1883-1993): She Grew Up with the Country, his biography/memoir about his mother, written by him at 88 and published by Calliope Press in 1996. The way Dad tells it, “Anne invaded my home on the pretext that I autograph her copy of Maude. We talked of past experiences at the Columbus Dispatch, where we’d both worked. Then she threw her arms around me and suggested we share the lonely moments of our lives together.” For parts of two years they shared living quarters, expenses and chores, saw movies, and even went to dances when, as Dad once laughed, she wasn’t “too weak to hold me up.”
Dad wrote much of this novel between media engagements, book signings, and hospitalizations. He more than believed in the book. He was consumed by it. He kept plugging away at it despite hip replacement and sinus surgeries, congestive heart failure, and pneumonia that wouldn’t go away. He had a great deal he wanted to say about the landscape of aging, and what it means to be in your nineties with the body failing and the mind and spirit still wanting it all. And he wanted to say it as humorously as possible. Blind from macular degeneration, he was forced to dictate the last chapters of the first draft.
The three of us planned to work together on the second draft, our now sightless Dad revising as we read aloud to him, chapter by chapter.
For some time, he’d mulled over how the book should end, upbeat or down or in between. He decided he wanted a positive ending and was going to dictate it to us when we three next met. He insisted we finish the book if he couldn’t. We promised. Dad died two weeks before we were to start revisions. He was 95.
The two main characters were 100% there. We fleshed out a few others. We completed the ending using his notes. If we reached an impasse, we reread his manuscript and found the clues we needed to continue. Dad’s presence was palpable. He was our guide and our inspiration. This is his story, the way he wanted to tell it.
“There’s no such thing as being too old,” Dad once told an interviewer. “Life is for the living, no matter what our age or condition. If we can sing, we should sing. If we can write, we should write. We should always be in search of a new experience, always be ready to commit ourselves to a new interest.”
He lived this philosophy right up to the day of his death, February 3, 2001.
Chapter 1
A Violent Encounter
At first Morgan saw only movement; colorless shapes milling about. They turned into people.
A woman using a walker labored his way. Her eyes were anxious, her ankles so swollen that her legs looked like thick poles. A pinch-faced gentleman leaned on a counter behind which a receptionist sat. “Where’s my wife?” he asked petulantly. Two women, slumped side by side on the couch like two rag dolls, stared forlornly into space.
Morgan took his handkerchief from his pocket and patted his forehead. What am I doing here? I’m too young for this. He whirled around in a panic and dashed back through the double doors, heading for the sunshine.
At the same time a woman in a yellow dress hurried up the walkway. The two strangers collided.
Morgan’s spectacles were knocked askew. The large white box the woman held so carefully in front of her flipped and was crushed against her chest. She stumbled and almost fell. When he grabbed her by the arm to steady her, she pulled away, clutching at the box as it slowly slid down the front of her, opening as it went, leaving blobs of white and red icing on her bright yellow dress. “Oh, no,” she wailed. “Look what you’ve done.” Chunks of white cake with red and yellow roses smeared the sidewalk leading up to the entrance.
Her face turned pink. She called out to a passerby, “He’s ruined the cake for Effie’s party.”
Morgan, still stunned by the collision, took off his glasses and tried to bend the earpiece back in shape. It snapped. He stuffed it in his pocket and held his glasses on with one hand as he looked down at his pants leg, streaked with icing.
She gave him a scorching glance. “If you hadn’t jerked my arm. . . ” Tears welled in her eyes. “Now we have no cake for Effie’s party.”
“Let me pay you for the cake.” Flustered, he drew out his wallet, cracked it open, and held out a twenty dollar bill.
She ignored the bill in his outstretched hand. Her gray-blonde curls bounced as she rummaged furiously in the purse hanging from her shoulder.
She’s pretty high strung, he thought. Feeling like a fool, he put away the money. His glasses felt lopsided on his face. He took them off and jammed them in his pocket with the broken earpiece.
“You’ve also ruined my dress,” she snapped, whipping a handkerchief from her bag and scrubbing at grease stains on her shoulder.
“You nearly broke my glasses,” Morgan spluttered. “And this is my new suit.” She had a spot of icing on her cheek. He resisted the urge to reach over and brush it away.
Half the cake was still in the box and the message was almost intact: appy 100th Birth. “Some of this may be salvageable,” Morgan grunted, feeling more and more embarrassed as he became aware that people on their way in and out of the center were stopping to gawk.
He heard a passerby say, “Looks like just another domestic argument.” A man plunked himself down on a nearby bench to watch. “Poor devil,” he said to a lady beside him. “She’s trying to get rid of him. She’ll visit him here once a week and someone else will do the dirty work.”
“That’s unfair,” the lady broke in. “You think women are to blame for everything wrong in this world.”
Did they think he was here for their entertainment? “Why don’t you folks go on home?” he flared. “This is just between me and”—he groped for a word—“the broad.” He stooped, jiggling the cake box to shift the broken pieces toward the middle. With some smoothing-over of the icing to connect the chunks, there’d be a perfectly healthy-looking half a cake.
Just then she bent to rub the icing off her skirt. Her shoulder bag slid down her arm, knocking him on the side of the head.
He looked up in surprise as a cascade of cosmetics, credit cards, a checkbook, hairpins, papers, and assorted trinkets rained down on him and scattered across the walk.
The woman muttered, “If you’d been looking where you were going, none of this would have happened.”
“Drama queen,” he mumbled to himself.
He helped her gather up the items, thinking the quicker they were collected, the faster he could be on his way
His hand accidentally brushed hers and their heads nearly touched. They were eye-to-eye.
Her cheeks were flushed, he noticed, her blue eyes blazing. She was a damn good-looking woman.
She stood, snapped her purse shut, and hurried toward the parking lot.
Face flaming, Morgan gathered up the residue of cake and icing from the walk and dumped the box in the trash, a clear indication to himself at least that he remained a gentleman under stress. His eyeglasses were broken, his hands were sticky, and his pants and shoes had frosting on them.
Now what? What the hell, he told himself, you’re here. You don’t want to be a burden to your friends. He had to admit that sometimes in the night he woke up in terror, knowing that old age would eventually get him. It was the beast in the corner, waiting to dig its claws in him and sink its teeth into his neck.
On that beautiful July day in Columbus, Ohio, the birds were singing, the flowers were in bloom. As if he were facing the firing squad, Morgan squared his shoulders and walked into Whispering Pines Retirement Center and Nursing Home for the second time that afternoon. “I have an appointment. I’m a little late.” The receptionist’s eyes were merry behind her glasses. Had she heard the commotion and peeked out the door?
His face felt hot. He hoped he wasn’t blushing. Had she seen him come in and hightail it out of the place once he saw the lethargic crowd? If he’d stuck to his guns, he’d be on a tour of the center now and would have missed that awful fight.
The receptionist lifted the phone and dialed. “Mr. Morgan is here for his appointment.” She looked up at him, nodding. “She’ll see you in five minutes.”
He asked her where the restroom was. He’d clean up first.
***
Dixie fled to her car, gunned the motor, and drove from the parking lot onto the street, tires squealing. She slowed after seeing a patrol car parked a short distance away and forced herself to proceed more calmly.
That splendid cake, with the magnificent red and yellow roses—Effie’s favorite colors. She’d never be able to find another cake that lovely on such short notice.
Her heart was pounding. That man was obnoxious, overbearing, and insulting. He’d almost knocked her down. He’d ruined her dress, destroyed the beautiful cake, and threw money at her as if she were a beggar! Then he had the gall to call her names.
She increased speed on the open road and found herself watching in the rearview mirror for flashing lights that would warn her of a patrolman in pursuit.
She reached for the cell phone and speed-dialed a number. She needed to talk this over with Vera, her closest friend. Sympathetic Vera.
The phone was ringing when she glanced at the car in front of her and saw the bumper sticker, You could drive better with that phone up your ass. That teed her off again and she pulled out into the left lane, almost hit a car, and darted around the vehicle with the offending slogan, waving the phone at the woman driver. Dixie gave her the finger and watched for signs of road rage. When the woman just grinned, Dixie sped on.
“Hello, hello, is anyone there?” Dixie heard Vera’s gravelly voice ask through the receiver.
“Hi, it’s me,” Dixie said breathlessly, jamming the phone against her ear.
“You sound awful. What happened?” Vera asked.
“I bumped into a man, literally.”
“In the car? Is he hurt? Are you okay?”
“No, yes. I mean, not in the car. On foot. And now I’m late for Effie’s party. And I’m in charge. I’ll tell you about it later. What are you doing at four? If you’re not busy, I’ll bring by a six-pack and some chips.”
“It’s a date,” Vera said.
At the bakery, Dixie picked up three small cakes to replace the destroyed sheet cake meant for fifty people. The clerk squirted a couple of flowers on each and wrote a quick Happy 100. Dixie felt like crying. The cake for Effie had been specially designed for her: ornate, dignified, and old-fashioned. Effie didn’t have much to look forward to, confined to a wheelchair the way she was. No family left. But she did look forward to her birthday parties. And 100 was a very special birthday!
Dixie rushed back to the retirement center. With the three cakes stacked under her chin, she carefully entered the front door. She glanced furtively around to make sure that dreadful man wasn’t lurking in the hallways.
Flushed and apologetic, she swept into Effie’s birthday celebration only thirty minutes late. Multicolored balloons floated gaily throughout the party room, crowded with Effie’s friends, most of them residents of the center.
Coffee was perking in the urn. Dixie was thankful she’d decorated and started preparations before heading out to pick up the cake, the first cake, that is.
She lined up the three small cake boxes beside the paper plates, opening each lid, feeling fresh disappointment at the sight of these second-rate substitutes.
Effie wheeled herself over to look and clapped her hands. “Scrumptious!”
“You should have seen the one that got away,” Dixie began, but didn’t want to get all worked up again. “Effie, you look gorgeous! Who did your hair?” She gave her a hug and kissed her on the cheek.
“You look pretty gorgeous yourself, Dixie. Full of pep and ginger. Wish you could pass along some of it to me.”
Dixie laughed. She liked being with Effie. She always made her feel like a spring chicken. Well, she was a spring chicken compared to Effie. Only 79. And a young 79, at that!
***
“I’m Bryce Morgan, but everyone calls me Morgan.” He shook hands with Mrs. Fontana, activities director of Whispering Pines, a matronly lady with a pale, square face and very black hair. Now that he’d calmed down, he took a second look around him. The place seemed bright and airy, with comfortable overstuffed furniture grouped around a fireplace, a kind of simulated cozy living room.
“We light a fire in winter,” Mrs. Fontana said, smiling. “People sit around and visit after a meal.”
Morgan nodded. A woman and a man sat at opposite ends of the makeshift living room. The woman fidgeted endlessly with the ruffles on her blouse. The man dozed, his mouth slightly open. With each breath, his upper set of teeth moved in and out between his lips.
Mrs. Fontana pointed to her left. “There’s the dining room. People have moved in here from other retirement villages just because of our wonderful meals.” She beamed. “We’re also known for our friendliness.”
Mrs. Fontana turned to her right, with a gesture toward Morgan to follow. They passed four women playing bridge with oversize playing cards. One woman was hooked up to oxygen. Another had her neck in a brace. In a nearby chair, a woman with bright red lipstick and painted nails called out, “Hello, Mrs. Fontana,” her curious eyes fastening on Morgan.
The activities director waved, speaking softly to Morgan, “The women far outnumber the men. You’ll be very popular here.”
A shrunken couple, gray-faced, each with a cane, stood by the elevator, holding hands, smiling a greeting.
Morgan and Mrs. Fontana rode up silently with them in the elevator. At the second floor, Morgan held the door while the couple laboriously inched their way out into the hall. What am I doing here? he asked himself again. He had no real ailments, just a touch of arthritis and asthma, kept in check by his inhalers. Okay, so he was 89, but everyone told him he seemed at least ten years younger.
“This is independent living,” Mrs. Fontana said as they exited at the third floor. “Are you interested in something unfurnished or furnished?”
Feeling glummer and glummer, he followed her down a hallway. “I have furniture.”
She unlocked a door. “Our one bedroom.” He stepped into the apartment. It smelled shut up and dusty, and it was smaller than where he lived now. The drapes and carpeting were drab. The kitchen was just a sink, cupboards, and a small refrigerator. Not that he did much cooking. Mrs. Fontana seemed to be waiting for his comment. “Umm hmm,” he grunted. Dismal, he wanted to say. Well, furniture would make a difference.
“If you like, you can bring in a microwave,” Mrs. Fontana offered. “We allow them only in independent living.” She shrugged apologetically. “We don’t want a fire.”
They left the model apartment and walked down another hallway. This place is a maze, he thought. He wondered how many residents got lost trying to find their apartments?
“Now we’re in the assisted living wing.” Mrs. Fontana waved to a woman who sat on a gaily flowered couch, wheelchair beside her. She was missing her leg from the knee down. She massaged her stump, the prosthesis resting on the floor.
Mrs. Fontana whispered to Morgan, “Game soul.” Then she turned into yet another hallway.
Morgan trudged bleakly behind. He scarcely believed his ears when the sounds of music and laughter drifted his way.
“Our party room,” Mrs. Fontana said. “They’re having a birthday celebration for our oldest resident, Effie Cartwright. She’s 100 today.”
This was more like it, Morgan thought, as he peered through the open door. Balloons rose and dipped festively in the room. He recognized the music, “In the Mood.” Beyond a group of people laughing and talking, he saw a familiar bright yellow dress. Seated beside an old lady in a wheelchair, helping her open gifts, was the gray-blonde woman who’d hit him with her purse. She glanced up in the middle of a smile. Their eyes met. Morgan touched his forehead, as if tipping his hat.
Her smile faded. She pointedly ignored his greeting.
“Oh, you know Dixie?” Mrs. Fontana asked.
So her name is Dixie. “Does she live here?” he asked.
The activities director shook her head. “She works for us part-time. Helps with the newsletter, bingo, the parties, reads to a few residents who are blind. They love her!”
“I see.” So she could be lovable if she tried.
“Would you like to fill out an application?” Mrs. Fontana asked when they were back in her office.
“I’m not sure,” he sighed. “I have an apartment with a lease.”
“Do you live alone?”
He nodded.
“Independent living would be the same as having your own apartment.”
He tried to smile but his face felt frozen.
She added, “Then when the next stage of your life arrives, you’ll move down the hall into assisted living. We even have a convalescent center. If you break a hip or whatever,” her red lips parted, showing very white teeth, “you’ll return to us, your home, for rehab and skilled nursing care. The beauty of it is you’ll already be acquainted with everyone.”
Except for those who’ve died, he thought, and the new batch who’ve filed into this elephant burial ground.
She moved some papers around on her desk. “Why don’t you come back for a meal? Our food is delicious.”
“Maybe I will.” He shook her hand and left her office. He had a lot to think about. Luckily, there was time. He sank down on the couch in front of the fireplace, his head spinning.
A heavy woman lumbered his way. She collapsed beside him. “You’re new,” she said, slightly out of breath.
“I was just visiting a friend,” he lied.
She leaned toward him. “I’m pretty good today. Except from my waist down. Hips and knees are bad. Nothing wrong with my head. A month ago I gave the supervisor a list of things missing. She said I was getting confused, that her girls didn’t steal. She thinks it’s me, putting things away and forgetting where.” Frowning, she gave her head a quick shake.
Morgan nodded warily, sorry he’d lingered
“I’ve had girls working for me for twenty years and no one can make me believe if they see something they want, they won’t take it—thinking she’s old and don’t know what she has.” Her voice drifted off.
Morgan stood.
She held him with her eyes. “One who works here now used to work for me when I lived at home. Since I’ve been making such a fuss over all my stuff that’s missing, I’ve found three things hidden around my apartment that I missed from home after she quit working for me. She’d put them back.”
Morgan waved good-bye.
“Nice talking to you,” she called as he walked away.
He was sweating profusely. He wiped his face with his handkerchief and loosened his tie. His chest felt tight. As soon as he was out the front door, he drew his Albuterol inhaler out of his suit pocket and took a deep puff. He’d follow up at home with a puff of Azmacort. The air was humid today, full of allergens.
***
Dixie and Morgan each savored the drama of their violent encounter and each told friends a slightly different version of how they met.
“She broke my glasses and ruined my new suit,” Morgan laughed over the phone to his good friend Nate. “I managed to keep both of us from falling to the concrete. We could have saved the cake—half of it anyway. When I suggested that, she slugged me with her purse.” He added, “She might be attractive under other circumstances.”
Dixie wasn’t so kind. “He was rude and boorish,” she told her friend Vera when she met with her at four.
“What did he do that was so bad?” Vera asked, opening a can of German beer for each.
Dixie enumerated. “He ran into me so hard I almost fell. He destroyed Effie’s cake. Look at my dress! It has to be dry-cleaned. He had the nerve to throw money at me. My purse was torn from my shoulder. Everything fell out. It was a mess. And then he had the gall to stop by Effie’s party!”
“You’re kidding. He crashed the party?”
“Not exactly. But he stood outside the room and waved at me!”
“He actually had the nerve?” Vera giggled.
“I hope I never see that oaf again.” Dixie shook her head. “Why should anyone, unless he’s demented, live in a retirement center anyway? He looked perfectly healthy.”
“Maybe he didn’t live there, but was just visiting.”
Dixie took a long sip of beer.
“Was he good looking?” Vera asked with a sly smile.
Dixie frowned. “I didn’t notice, I was so upset.”
Vera’s eyes twinkled behind her tortoise-shell glasses. “I have a feeling it was probably as much your fault as it was his. Maybe you could sort of straighten things out with him. You know, if he’s cute.”
“Are you serious?” Dixie exploded. “He left no doubt he considered me a royal pain. Of course, he could do no wrong. It was all my fault.” After a few moments, she sighed. “Anyway, I’ve almost given up hope after that last fiasco with that—playboy.”
Vera chortled. “You mean the guy who said he’d like to move in with you but he’d be gone maybe three or four nights a week?” Vera lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply.
“You think he’s married?” Dixie asked.
“Find out.”
“I don’t know even know his name. I don’t even want to know his name. Stop smiling,” Dixie told her friend. She finished her beer just as Vera’s husband Paul breezed in from the golf course.
That night, Dixie performed her bedtime ritual. First, she took her pill, that important, not-to-be forgotten pill, and said silent thanks for the gift of another precious day. She cold-creamed her face, wiped it off with a tissue, and then used cleansing lotion. It left her face feeling tight and shiny. She peered into the bathroom mirror. She looked darn good, considering all that life had doled out to her. She slipped on her nightgown. In bed, she brooded, deciding she’d make no effort to seek this man out. She’d let things develop as they would.
Chapter 2
Mixed Messages
The next week, as Dixie went about her duties at the retirement center, she kept an eye out for that rude man, relieved not to see him again, but disappointed too. On Friday, she spotted him entering the dining area. That lout wouldn’t be bad looking, she decided, if he’d get rid of that scowl and comb his straggly hair.
She busied herself at the residents’ bulletin board for forty-five minutes, arranging the notices and posting social events for the week. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw his tall figure exit the dining room and head toward her. She was careful to look the other way.
“Why, hello there,” he said, as if he’d just noticed her.
Dixie turned to face him. She studied him seriously.
“That was a helluva way to start a relationship!” He had a cocky smile on his face.
Relationship. What nerve! What did he think she was? Some kind of tart? Without a word, she turned and headed out the front door of the center. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a reply here, in full view of staff and residents.
He was right behind her. He followed her into the parking lot. She had no choice but to climb in her car, which she did, and pretend to be about to start it but, of course, her keys were in her purse, back in the activities office.
He tapped on the car window.
She sighed, rolling it down. “Yes?”
“Give me a chance?” he pleaded.
“Well . . . ” she began, waiting to see if he’d apologize and admit everything was as much his fault as hers.
He gave her a friendly chuckle. “I’m sorry for the way I acted.”
He’d been crude, obnoxious, and called her names.
“And I’m sorry I called you a broad.” He grinned crookedly. “My only excuse is, you rudely interrupted my thoughts while I was pondering an important question. Should I continue living alone or give up and enter a senior center?”
“I see you were able to fix your glasses,” she said coolly.
“How’s your dress?” he grimaced.
“It’s at the cleaner’s.”
“I hope it isn’t ruined,” he said.
“Me too. It’s my favorite dress.” She leaned over to rifle through the glove compartment, pretending to search for something. Maybe he’d get the point and leave.
He stuck his hand through the open window. “I’m Morgan.”
What else could she do? “Dixie Valentine.” She shook his hand. “Morgan what?”
“Morgan,” he replied, looking down at her with a teasing grin.
“Morgan Morgan? Sounds like a pseudonym.” He was probably getting a crimp in his back, bending down that way to talk through the window. But she’d feel like a fool getting out of the car now when she was supposed to be driving away.
“Aubrey Bryce Morgan,” he chuckled. “My mother read it in a book and liked it. Friends call me Morgan. I hope you will too.”
“You’re thinking of moving into the center?” She was melting but trying not to show it. He was almost handsome when he smiled.
“I came by for a meal. I’ve heard so much about their delicious food.” He rolled his eyes.
“Well, Morgan,” Dixie smiled, relenting, “I have to tell you. The kitchen here is a work in progress.”
“Aha!” Morgan exclaimed. “Spoken like a connoisseur of fine dining! And a point on which we agree! A definite sign we should get together soon.”
She looked at him closely, inspecting the laugh lines around his mouth. He had full lips, heavy-lidded eyes, and a slightly hooked nose that gave him a patrician look. Pink scalp showed through his thinning hair, combed down flat today, probably held in place with hair gel.
“Look, let me give you a call,” he persisted.
“I’m in the book,” she said lightly.
“I’ll look for it,” he replied, adopting her same careless tone, and then he turned away.
She watched him walk to his automobile. He moved at a brisk pace, his shoulders held high.
She waited until he drove off, then sheepishly climbed out of her car. She rushed back to the center, took the elevator to the second floor, and burst into the activities room. “Sorry,” she mouthed to Beth, who’d already doled out root beer floats to the assembled residents.
“Don’t worry about it.” Beth waved her hand.
Dixie scurried around the room, distributing bingo cards.
At three-thirty, she hurried home. The rest of the day she listened for the telephone, willing it to ring. You’re behaving like a teenager, she told herself. For all you know, he might be married. He said he lived alone, a voice in her head replied.
***
That night Morgan had dinner with Nate Radebaugh, his good friend of thirty years.
“How was your free lunch today?” Nate asked.
“The food was terrible.” Morgan hungrily attacked his omelet. “I ate with two other inmates. One was an engineer who’d supervised oil pipeline installations in the Middle East. The other had taught at OSU. Both were World War II vets, men with interesting tales to tell. Instead, they talked about the weather, and went on to “supervise” the installation of a new roof across the street. ‘Well, we got the house under shelter before the rain came,’ observed one. Then,” Morgan chuckled, breaking apart his roll and buttering it, “they turned their attention to a nuthatch that walked the window ledge. It stopped every few inches to peck on the pane and look inside. ‘I’ll bet that’s the bird Billie has been feeding,’ said the engineer. ‘Billie?’ asked the other. ‘You know Billie. She’s the nurse who sometimes walks the grounds with a small bird either on her arm or diving at her in search of seed in her hand.’ They didn’t say another word until dessert, when they asked for seconds on ice cream and cake.”
Nate shrugged and gave a short laugh. “So? To each his own.”
“They have stories to tell,” Morgan replied indignantly. “Instead, they’re spectators, looking on at life outside the window, and eating too much junk.” He nibbled at a french fry and let it drop to his plate when he saw Nate’s pointed grin.
Nate asked, “What’s the plan?”
“I have four months to decide. I’ll either renew my apartment lease or check into the old-folks home.”
The two ate silently for a few minutes.
“I had another run-in with that wild woman. You know, the one who bumped into me and broke my glasses.”
“Oh?” Nate said.
Morgan laughed. “The last time she hit me with her purse. This time, she ran away.”
“No kidding?” Nate’s eyes lit up.
“First she pretended she didn’t see me. When I said hello, she dashed out to the parking lot and tried to hide in her car. I followed her, and at least got the chance to introduce myself and apologize. She seemed to expect an apology. If I decide to move into the center, I don’t want to be meeting her every day and be subjected to that icy stare.”
Nate grinned. “Why don’t you take her out and get acquainted? It’s time you found someone who’d give you some tender loving care.”
“Tender loving care! Are you nuts?” Morgan exploded. He didn’t want to admit to his friend he’d broached the subject of a date already. Her response had been less than enthusiastic. “Torture would be more like it! She has a terrible temper.”
“So do you.” Nate laughed. “She could make life interesting.”
After they finished dinner, Nate drove Morgan to his apartment. “This woman you met—what’s her name?” Nate asked.
“Dixie Valentine.”
“Call her up. Who knows? Maybe Dixie Valentine is worth some effort.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Morgan opened the car door. “I’m almost 90. How long have I got?”
“No one knows how long anyone’s got,” Nate replied gloomily, “at any age.”
Morgan knew Nate was thinking about his wife, Irene, only 61, dead from cancer, gone only a few months. He envied his friend his happy marriage. Morgan had been divorced for—what was it now? God, almost forty years.
As Morgan exited the car, he mused, “I hear if you can get through 90, you have a good chance of making 100.” He thought of the old woman in her wheelchair at the birthday party. Would he want to make 100, stuck in a wheelchair in the assisted living section of Whispering Pines?
***
Three days later, Morgan picked up an application packet for admission to Whispering Pines. He stood by the reception desk, thumbing through the thick sheaf of papers to find the list of costs. In addition to his room and board, he noted that assistance, when he reached that decrepit stage, would cost him by the piece: eight dollars for helping him with his bath, four dollars for wheeling him down to lunch. He supposed there’d be a charge for giving him an enema if he needed it. He searched but couldn’t find that service listed.
On his way to his car, he saw Dixie, clicking up the walkway in her heels, cool and elegant in a blue dress and matching hat. Suddenly elated, he waved.
“Why didn’t you call?” she demanded. “Are you one of those men who always let the woman take the initiative?”
“I didn’t want you to think I had nothing else to do,” he teased. She looked stunning in that hat of hers, wide-brimmed, navy blue with a wide white band covered with blue polka dots. He could smell her perfume. “Are you hungry?” he asked.
“Starving.”
“How about the pancake place?”
“It’s too hot for pancakes,” she said. “Let’s go to the Village Inn.”
“The Village Inn?” She had expensive tastes.
She gave him a huge smile. “Whatever you suggest.”
“The Copper Skillet,” he said emphatically.
She sighed dubiously. “How about Bottilini’s?”
It was too hot for pasta, he was about to say. But he agreed, so as not to seem mule-headed.
They walked toward the parking lot, debating over who would drive whose car. Morgan won that round. He soon regretted his victory. His ancient four-door sedan smoked and rattled all the way to the restaurant.
“How old is your car?” she asked.
“Twenty-one,” he replied. “Old enough to drink—a quart of oil every three days.” He’d made up his mind not to invest in another car until he knew for sure what he’d be doing.
Everyone at the restaurant knew Dixie—the man behind the cash register, the waiters, even a few patrons seated at nearby tables.
“You’re a popular gal.” Morgan said, pleased. He winced when he picked up the menu and saw the prices.
“I’ll have the chicken parmigiana,” Dixie said. “Try it. It’s out of this world.”
“Okay.” He noticed it was the least expensive item on the menu that wasn’t pasta. “How about some wine?” What the hell. After all, this was a celebration! He had a date.
She shook her head. “I have to go back to work.”
Over lunch, to impress her, he told her he was a graduate of Columbia University in accounting.
“When was that?” she asked.
Morgan pretended he didn’t hear her question, worried she’d think him too old. “Despite the fancy degree, I started out as a teller,” he said quickly, “moved to Chicago where my career took off, then transferred back here as a bank officer. Not bad for a kid whose dad was a janitor.”
“Chicago. I love that town,” she said. “Why on earth did you leave?”
“Long story.” He could have kicked himself for mentioning Chicago. He’d never been back since his ignominious departure, decades ago. And he never would go back. “Let’s hear about you.”
“I’m a farmer’s daughter, a graduate of secretarial school.” She gave him a wry smile. “In those days, it was considered a waste of money to send a girl to college.”
Morgan nodded.
“After the war, I was able to land a glamorous job as an executive secretary in a big advertising firm.”
After the war meant World War II. Morgan guessed her to be about ten years younger than he was. A ten-year age difference is a lot, he mused, at the beginning and at the end of life.
“In my job I heard plenty of juicy secrets about prominent people here in town.” Her blue eyes sparkled.
“Not about me, I hope,” he blurted out, trying to sound flirtatious.
She raised an eyebrow.
He felt his face getting red, but continued anyway, “I used to be quite a man about town.” He sawed at his chicken. Those days were long over. He remembered vividly what his last girlfriend, Miranda, had said about him eight years ago. All blow and no show.
As they talked further, they found out they both knew a few of the same people, like Barry, Dixie’s former boss at the ad agency. He’d been in the Kiwanis Club with Morgan.
“Small world,” Dixie said. She glanced at her watch and gasped, “Oh, dear, I’d better get back.”
He wanted to pay for lunch, even though it would put a crimp in his budget, but she insisted, “We’ll go dutch.” She picked up the check. “It’s not the forties! Maybe I’ll let you pay next time.”
Next time! He felt a rush of pleasure. He hadn’t lost his touch after all.
On the way back to the center, Morgan’s car died at the stoplight. The motor kept running but it wouldn’t budge, no matter what gear he put it into.
“I think it’s the transmission,” he said. “I’ve been having trouble with it.” They were a mile from Whispering Pines.
“I’m going to be late for work,” Dixie fumed.
A kind motorist pushed them over to the side of the road. “Calm down,” Morgan said as Dixie fidgeted. “I’ll call Triple A.”
“You insisted we take this . . . ” Dixie mumbled something that sounded like junk heap. “You knew all along it had transmission problems.” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “We should have taken my car!”
“Well, we should have gone to the pancake place.” He carefully kept his voice even. “We’d not only be back at the center by now, we’d have had better food.”
Dixie put her hand to her chest in mock surprise. Was she laughing at him? He sprang out of the car, slammed the door, and walked stiffly across the street. He knocked at the door of a private home and was given permission to use their telephone.
When he returned, the two sat in silence. He rolled down his window. “Stuffy,” he mumbled.
“For once, we agree,” she said, rolling down her window.
Morgan worked hard to keep from smiling.
After his car had been hooked up to the tow truck, the two squeezed into the front seat of the cab beside the driver. Dixie giggled. “What’s so funny?” Morgan asked.
“I just hope someone’s looking out the window when we drive up to the center and I get out of this contraption.”
Morgan grunted out a laugh. He had to admit this was a more interesting day than he’d had in a long time, sitting shoulder-to-shoulder and thigh-to-thigh with this good-looking woman.
“I’m sorry,” he began, as she climbed out of the tow truck. He always seemed to be apologizing to her.
“Next time we’ll have pancakes,” she said, waving good-bye over her shoulder.
Inside the center, as Dixie made the popcorn and set up the Scrabble boards, she made small talk with the residents who were fussy about starting late. Her mind was going a mile a minute. If he really had been a banker, why did he drive that old car? And why did he leave Chicago? And what did that funny look on his face mean when he said he hoped she hadn’t heard any scandal about him? Maybe, just maybe, she’d give Barry at the ad agency a call about Aubrey Bryce Morgan.
***
The wind tore through Tony’s hair and slammed against his face. Must be almost six g’s. Rocket to Mars! He cracked the beer on the seat beside him, gulped down a long swallow, then clamped the can between his legs. He sped down Lake Shore Drive, Springsteen’s “Born to Run” blaring, screaming, throbbing in his ears. He zigzagged, switching lanes, passed the navy pier, then slid off onto East Jackson. He beat time on the steering wheel with his hands. There was a looker, a cutie pie, on the corner in very short shorts. He honked and turned to admire her legs.
Cripes! He almost got creamed. He didn’t see that stop sign. Better watch it. He had an open can of beer. He needed another day in court like a hole in the head.
He forced himself to slow down. The sun was just coming up. He’d hit the skyway. Sprung from his cage! Yeah, man! Escape to New York City.
He hit the gas. He shot past the Sears Tower, over the Chicago River. Jeez, a siren behind him. Red light flashing. He cleared the bridge, screeched around the corner, careening down a one-way street the wrong way. Did he ditch the cop? No. He was coming up fast behind him. He made a quick right, then left. Now there were two cop cars after him. He felt like someone in a TV car-chase show. He turned the corner again. Dead end up ahead. He was back at the river. He was going around in circles. He was losing control. Next thing he knew the car was wrapped around a street light. He tasted blood. His lip was bleeding.
A cop was in his face, framed in the open window. “Get out!” he barked. “Hands on the hood.” He drew his gun. “What you trying to prove?”
“I like to drive when I get stressed out.” His head hurt. He must have hit his head.
“What’s your name?” asked the other cop.
“Tony.”
“We got a report on this plate. Stolen car.”
Peckerhead! He’d turned him in!
Chapter 3
The Inspection
That night after work Dixie drew up a plan. First she’d call Barry, her former boss, at home. She put it off as long as she could. At nine o’clock she dialed the number, her palms perspiring. It rang and rang. Thank God he wasn’t there. When he said hello she wanted to hang up, but forced herself to say, “Hi, it’s Dixie.”
“Dixie! What a surprise! How you been, sweetheart?”
“Good!” she squeaked brightly. “I’m working part-time now at Whispering Pines Retirement Center.”
“Lucky them,” he drawled.
Same old Barry, good-hearted, full of BS. She relaxed. “We need readers for our sight-impaired residents. Someone to read them the newspapers, their correspondence, write letters . . . ” She was hurrying. She forced herself to slow down. “You think Kiwanis might be interested in helping out?”
“I’ll find out. I’ll bring it up at the next meeting.”
“Great!” Get on with it, Dixie, she told herself.
“What else is new?”
She chattered on about the center, the church, her bridge club, hardly listening to what she was saying, sensing his perplexity. They hadn’t been in touch since she retired years ago. She took a deep breath. “One other thing. Do you remember someone by the name of”—she pretended to be reading it—“let’s see, Aubrey Bryce Morgan? He used to be in Kiwanis, I believe.”
“Doesn’t ring a bell,” he answered.
“He said he knew you.” She was disappointed.
“Give me more to go on.”
“I think he was an officer at one of the banks in town. Transferred here from Chicago.”
“Yeah, yeah. It’s coming back to me now—Bryce Morgan, liked to be called Morgan. That’s right, he was a banker.”
Her spirits perked up.
“Chicago, I don’t know about,” Barry continued. “He and I were on a couple of fund-raising committees together. This was a few years ago. Seemed like a decent sort.”
“Any scuttlebutt, gossip? I mean,” she stammered, “he just started seeing a friend of mine.”
“Ahhh,” Barry said, sounding amused.
“I owe her a favor,” she said defensively.
“Look, I’ll sniff around. See what I can find out. What’s your friend’s name? I’ll call her.”
Damn that Barry! “I’ll relay the message,” Dixie replied breezily, determined not to let on that she knew he’d guessed the “friend” was her. When Dixie hung up the phone, she felt galvanized. Step One, set in motion. Now on to Step Two: invite Morgan to her home.
***
Morgan showered and washed his hair. Still in his underwear, he shaved carefully, patted on aftershave, and slicked down his thinning hair. He carefully inspected his best suit. Traces of cake icing still clung to one pant leg. He scrubbed it off with a damp washcloth.
He’d been surprised to get Dixie’s phone call last night asking him to brunch today. He’d been hesitant to call her, afraid she might be sore at him for losing his temper on the way home from Bottilini’s Friday. If it had bothered her, she hadn’t let on. He felt wary too. She seemed to be pushing things. He laughed to himself. She’d been determined they go to the pancake house today. He supposed she wanted to rub it in, since he’d made such a big deal out of their not going there last Friday.
After he dressed, he hung up clothes that had collected in a pile on the floor and cleared dirty dishes off the kitchen table and put them in the sink, keeping an eye out the front window for her car. He didn’t want to ask her into his apartment. It was a mess. Dusty furniture. Dirty carpet.
As soon as he saw her red car pull up at the curb, he quickly headed out the front door.
She met him on the walkway, a pained smile on her face. “I came straight here from church. Can I use the john?”
“Of course,” he said, graciously, he hoped.
Once she was inside the apartment, he noted that her eyes flicked over the rooms, taking in the newspapers strewn about, the trash—cartons from TV dinners mostly—overflowing the wastebaskets, the crumbs on the coffee table beside his favorite chair, the lint on the carpet. “Lacks the appropriate female touch,” he grinned, as he showed her to the bathroom.
“Why not try the appropriate male touch!” she said briskly as she swept into the bathroom and closed the door.
Had he put the lid down? Had he cleaned his whiskers out of the sink? Was his dirty underwear in full view in the bathroom clothes hamper?
He heard her clothes rustle behind the door. He felt as if he were eavesdropping. He went over to the kitchen sink and rinsed dirty dishes so he wouldn’t hear her pee.
When she came out of the bathroom and saw him scrubbing away, she smiled her approval. “Better late than never!”
He smiled back sheepishly, stacked the dishes and dried his hands on the dish towel, checking to see if she noticed its grimy condition.
She caught his eye and grinned, a dimple showing in her left cheek.
“Well, you’re dressed up!” he said. She wore a green suit that complemented her slim figure.
“So are you.”
As he followed her down the flagstone walk, he realized what was different about her today: her hair. It wasn’t the usual wavy gray-blonde, but light brown, with a perky youthful-looking cut.
As he climbed into the passenger side, he groaned to himself. These compact foreign cars. Not enough leg room. He’d always believed that Americans should buy American cars, not boost the economy of overseas businesses. When he knew her better he would explain this to her. “Nice car,” he said. He guessed it to be about five years old.
“Great mileage,” she answered. “If you move your seat back, you’ll be more comfortable.” She started the engine.
He pushed his seat back and stretched out his legs. “What did you do to your hair?”
“Do you like it?” She took her eyes off the road to look at him. “I thought it would set off my green suit.”
“It’s different,” he said. It made her look younger.
She fluffed it with one hand. “It’s a wig,” she laughed. “What do you think?”
Now he could see the hair had a stiff and artificially shiny look. He liked her real hair better. He searched for something positive to say. “It does go well with your suit.”
A phone rang. Oh, yeah, there it was, in a holder attached to the dashboard.
She held the cell phone to her ear, driving with her left hand. “Vera. Hi! Yes,” she said. “Yes,” she repeated several times, her eyes shifting Morgan’s way.
He waved his hand to motion she should keep her eyes on the road.
“See you then. Bye.” Dixie turned to Morgan. “My best friend, Vera. We’ve been friends forever.” She prattled on about Vera.
She’s nervous, he realized, that’s why she’s talking so much. But he didn’t want to know this much about Vera. And the way her eyes kept darting from him to the road and back to him was driving him nuts. He breathed a sigh of relief when they finally arrived at the restaurant.
The waitress greeted them and took their order.
“Thanks, Adele,” Dixie said as the waitress walked away.
“You know her?” Morgan asked.
Dixie shook her head. “I read her name tag.”
Adele was extremely solicitous throughout the meal and once asked Morgan, “Would your wife like another cup of coffee?”
Dixie offered quickly, “We’re just good friends.” At the same time, Morgan said, “She’s not my wife.”
They both laughed.
“Bread and butter,” Dixie said. “Give me your hand.”
Morgan took her hand. Her skin was soft as butter.
“No, like this.” She linked her little finger around his. “We both have to make a wish.” She closed her eyes, her lips moving silently.
What the heck. He’d wish for more days like this!
Dixie released his little finger and opened her eyes. “To make it come true, we can’t tell each other what we wished,” she said solemnly.
He nodded, just as serious. He’d play along.
They ate their pancakes and eggs, Dixie exclaiming throughout how much she liked the restaurant’s brand of maple syrup.
“So, what’s happening with your car?” Dixie asked when they’d finished eating.
“They’ll be able to patch up the transmission, they say. It’s like throwing money down a rat hole.”
“You ought to consider a compact car, like mine.”
“I can’t stand those little cars,” he blurted out. “Anyway, if I buy, I’ll be patriotic and buy American!”
Her head reared back. “Are you suggesting I’m anti-American?”
“No, no. It’s just that it’s a proven fact,” he blustered, trying to steer the conversation in a safer direction, “that the larger cars are safer, more comfortable, and easier to handle . . . ”
She cut him off. “The imports are more reliable and the big cars are gas guzzlers.”
He made his voice ingratiating. “I only wanted to say that larger cars are easier to handle in bad weather.”
She smiled demurely. “I bought my car used with over 80,000 miles on it and it’s still going strong.”
She was slippery, not responding to his comments and just plowing ahead with her own agenda to prove that foreign cars were better. Well, two could play that game! “I repeat, it’s patriotic to support the national economy.”
“Well, if you look in the door panel of my foreign car you’ll see it was assembled in the United States of America,” she said, her voice triumphant.
“Okay,” he grinned. She liked—no—needed to have the last word. He shrugged. “I like the Buick, the way it rides.”
“Well,” she said, squeezing his hand, “you have every right to.”
He wondered what she used to make her skin so soft. Just then Adele came with the check. Morgan grabbed it and gruffly said, “I’m paying for both of us today.”
“Come back now,” the waitress chirped, as they got up to leave.
“We certainly will, Adele,” Dixie answered, “and we’ll ask for you.”
Morgan smiled and nodded.
When Morgan paid the bill, he bought Dixie a jug of maple syrup. It cost more than if he’d picked up a bottle at the grocery, but he felt the occasion demanded it. We’re good friends, she’d told the waitress. He felt a glow.
As Dixie backed the car out of the lot, she asked, “Would you like to come home with me?”
“Okay,” he said, not sure what she had in mind, but eager to find out.
Dixie slowed the car when they passed a playground. “Look, the children are out playing today,” she said excitedly. “Little League. I stop sometimes and watch. There’s a darling little boy . . . he’s not here all the time.” She took her hand off the wheel and pointed. “There he is, the one with baggy uniform and the big ears.”
She really liked kids. “You have kids?” he asked.
“No,” she said. Her voice sounded muffled. Were those tears in her eyes? He must have been mistaken because when she turned to look at him, her eyes were clear and she wore a big smile on her face. “I’d just like to take that little boy home in a shopping bag,” she said.
***
Dixie slowed down at a splendid two-story pink stucco house situated on what looked to be a half-acre corner lot. They coasted up the driveway, bordered on both sides by neat rows of multicolored flowers. A leafy elm shaded one side of the large lawn. The grass was thick and green. Shrubs and flowers bloomed in front of the cement porch, which held a swing. “Why, it’s almost a palace,” Morgan told her. This place must be worth a half million dollars at least, he estimated. “It’s a very pleasant neighborhood.”
“Yes,” she smiled. “Can you give me a hand?” She opened the trunk of her car and handed him two reams of stationery. She picked up a couple of boxes of envelopes and a large packet of printed labels. “Church mailing,” she said.
A little dog met them at the door, dancing ecstatically as the two entered the hallway. “Hi, Jiggs.” She put her packages on a marble tabletop and swept Jiggs up into her arms. “He’s a Lhasa apso and has been my male companion for the last thirteen years. We love each other.”
“Pretty frisky for an old man,” Morgan said. Jiggs would be 91 in dog years, two years older than Morgan. The little dog’s rust-colored fur held a tinge of blonde and was faded with age at his ears, eyes, and belly.
Dixie nuzzled Jiggs, then slid him to the floor. He scampered away, looking like a dust mop without a handle.
Morgan set down his two reams of stationery beside Dixie’s envelopes and followed her into the spacious living room which spread out from the front entry. He sat in one of the matching barrel chairs.
“Would you like some iced tea?” she asked.
“Wonderful!” While she was in the kitchen, he looked around. Light green drapes with sheer white curtains hung at the windows. Darker green wall-to-wall carpeting, still showing the vacuum-cleaner tracks, complemented the drapes and wall fixtures. Light ivory walls added a touch of brightness.
When Dixie returned with the iced tea, he looked at her with a new appreciation of her abilities and taste.
She served him, handing him a coaster.
She probably thought he was such a slob he might set the sweating glass down on the walnut tabletop and ruin it. “Sorry about the mess in my apartment,” he made a face. “You know how it is, when you live alone as long as I have.”
“How long is that?” she asked, sitting on the sofa. Jiggs looked up at her mournfully until she invited him into her lap. He jumped up and licked her face.
Morgan took a sip of iced tea. “Delicious.” He didn’t want her to know he’d been without a wife for almost forty years. Sure, there’d been plenty of girlfriends in between, but it wasn’t the same. Besides, he didn’t want to give away his age. He didn’t want to scare her off.
She persisted. “How long have you been alone?”
“Almost eight years.” Not exactly a lie. His last girlfriend hadn’t actually lived with him, but she’d slept over from time to time.
“Your wife, did she die?”
He hesitated, shook his head. At least he didn’t think she was dead. “We’re divorced. How about you?”
“My husband Alfred died fifteen years ago.” She rose, pushing Jiggs gently off her lap, crossed to an end table and retrieved a photo from the clutter of photos sitting there. She handed it to Morgan. “He worked for the gas company, in charge of warehouses and shops.”
Morgan examined the picture of the smiling man. “Nice looking.”
“A jewel,” she said mechanically, her eyes distant.
“Lucky you,” he answered.
She gave a mocking laugh, took the photo from him, and returned it to its spot. When she sat down again, she seemed almost sad.
He wondered what the story was.
He felt something warm and wet on his ankle. “Why, hello, there.” Jiggs stopped licking and stared up at him, waiting for an invitation into his lap.
“Jiggs likes you.” Dixie smiled. “He’s usually very standoffish.”
Morgan reached over and patted him on the head, hoping that was enough to keep Jiggs grounded and his suit free of dog hair. “So you’re a busy gal. You work for Whispering Pines and the church too?”
She nodded. “I work at the senior center four hours a day, five days a week. But I find I really spend more time there than that,” she complained good-naturedly, “reading to residents who’ve lost their sight, taking those without cars to the supermarket, helping with special activities. Some months it’s hard to fit in my church duties too.”
“Just like to keep busy, huh?” he asked. Maybe she needed the extra income. Heating and upkeep on this home must be out of sight.
She gave a noncommittal grunt. “I enjoy the residents. So many have no one who takes an interest in them. And at the church . . . ”
He half-listened as she spoke of her responsibilities connected with the bimonthly mailings of the church newsletter. He tried to see into the dining room from where he sat.
“Why don’t we take a tour?” she asked.
He followed her into the dining room, which occupied the back corner of the house. It was at least fourteen by twenty feet and furnished with an elegant china cabinet that extended across one wall, a gleaming corner cupboard, and a massive walnut table with twelve matching chairs.
“Beautiful.” One shelf of the corner cupboard was crowded with pigs of all sizes, shapes, and colors. Another shelf held an assortment of dolls and pincushions with old-fashioned hatpins. A third shelf contained a variety of ancient Bibles. “You’re a collector,” he said.
She nodded proudly.
He felt edgy. He wasn’t sure why she’d invited him here. Maybe she wanted to impress him with this home on which she’d lavished so much care. Maybe she wanted something else. Could he rise to the occasion? Damn it, he would try!
They passed through an archway into the kitchen, a well-planned area with a counter and room for even a small dinner party for two or three couples. He envisioned himself coming over here for meals. He hoped she was a good cook. “Do you entertain a lot?”
“No more dinner parties,” she laughed. “Just intimate friends.” She patted him on the shoulder.
Intimate friends? Did that mean what he thought it meant?
Off the kitchen was a half bathroom and a laundry room with washer and dryer, and then a small den or family room with an entrance to the two-car garage. The fireplace, stocked with birch wood at one side and little hickory logs at the other, gave the room a comfortable, lived-in look. “Do you use the fireplace?” he asked.
“It’s just for show,” she said. “Too dirty.”
Through the sliding-glass door, he glimpsed the backyard, surrounded by a wooden fence. Like the front, the grass was green and thick from being watered properly. Well-trimmed shrubs and flowers bordered the patio and the back of the house. Two hummingbirds sipped from a feeder hanging from a maple tree. “Do you do the yard work?” he asked.
“I do what I can,” she said. She opened the sliding-glass door and Jiggs bounded out into the yard, yapping happily. The hummingbirds flew away.
“This is a lot of house for one person,” Morgan said, as they left the family room and walked through the hallway to the stairs. “How many bedrooms?” he asked. Just as he thought she was going to show him the upstairs bedrooms, and he was deciding he would try to kiss her up there, the doorbell rang. Then someone rapped on the door and pushed it open. “Anybody home?”
Morgan jumped guiltily.
“Why, hello.” The lanky woman with long stringy hair looked from Morgan to Dixie and gave a meaningful glance up the stairs. Morgan felt she could read his mind and knew what his intentions had been. She strode toward him holding out her hand. He shook it.
“Vera, what a nice surprise!” Dixie said. Morgan could have sworn Dixie was blushing. “This is Morgan. Morgan, Vera.”
She was tall, almost as tall as he was and wore slacks and horn-rimmed glasses. “Nice to meet you.” Morgan forced a smile. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” He racked his brain to remember all the things Dixie had told him about Vera on their way to the pancake house.
“Me too!” Her eyes were curious but friendly. “I was out shopping and thought I’d drop by with those shoes I told you about.” She handed Dixie a bag, saying to Morgan, “They don’t fit right. I’ve been meaning to let Dixie try them. She’s about the right size.”
Morgan glanced down at Vera’s feet. They were quite a bit bigger than Dixie’s.
Vera saw him looking and said, “They’re my daughter’s.” She smiled. “Sorry to barge in. I didn’t know you were busy.” She threw another pointed look up the stairs. “I’ll be on my way.”
“I was just giving Morgan the grand tour,” Dixie said. Overly effusive, Morgan thought. “Come in and sit down.”
Morgan returned to the barrel chair, Dixie and Vera sat on the couch. He felt Vera scrutinizing him. “Beautiful day out there,” he said lamely.
“Ice cream, anyone?” Dixie sprang up nervously.
“I’ll take a little,” Vera answered quickly.
“Me too,” Morgan said.
“Dixie tells me you’re from Chicago,” Vera said after Dixie left for the kitchen.
He nodded warily. Why had he ever opened his big mouth about Chicago? “I consider myself a Buckeye.”
“How long have you lived in Ohio?”
“Long enough to feel at home.”
“Dixie tells me you were an officer at the bank.”
“Yes.”
“What do officers do exactly?”
“It depends. I did loans mostly.”
“When did you retire?” she asked.
This was getting to be a cross-examination. He smiled kindly but firmly to let her know it wasn’t any of her damn business!
“Dixie and I have been friends for years. We’re in bridge club together. We tell each other everything and look out for each other too.” Vera wore a pleasant look, but her eyes were serious.
Sounds like a warning, Morgan thought.
“Need some help out there?” Vera went into the kitchen. Morgan heard her say, “He’s cute but nearly mute.” Then their voices dropped.
He strained to hear what they were saying. Dishes clattered. Their murmurs were broken by fits of giggles. He was getting annoyed. He stood up, about to barge into the kitchen, interrupt their tete-a-tete.
Just then Dixie bubbled into the living room, followed by her tall friend. “Sorry we took so long,” Dixie trilled, handing him his dish. Vera flashed him an innocent smile before she sank down on the couch and dug into her ice cream.
Morgan ate in silence, then waited, grimly polite, for Vera to leave so he and Dixie could take up where they left off. Vera remained glued in place, chatting with Dixie about people and places he didn’t know. “It’s late. I’ll be getting home,” he said after half an hour. He’d come over expecting to be the center of attention. Now the friend with the stringy hair was monopolizing Dixie.
Dixie jumped up. “I’ll take you.”
“Don’t bother,” he said brusquely. “I’ll call a cab. Where’s the phone?”
“You’ll do no such thing. I’ll be right back,” she said to Vera.
He knew the two were going to talk about him. Their hilarity in the kitchen was just the prelude.
When he got in the car, he felt something behind him, jabbing him in the back. He pulled it out and held it up. The maple syrup. “Look what we forgot.”
“I’ll think of you every time I use it,” Dixie said.
“Well, I’ll have to keep you supplied!” He tried to make his voice jovial but he was tired. It had been a big day, with more talk than he was used to. “Thanks,” he said as he left the car, “for a nice time.” Marred only by the entrance of Vera. “You have a beautiful home.”
He let himself into his apartment, curious about Dixie working two jobs. From the looks of her home, one would think she was well off. And what was the real story about that husband of hers? More in the next installment, he decided.
It came to him then. He’d been set up. It all made sense—Vera’s phone call to Dixie while they were on their way to the pancake house, her nervousness as she jabbered on and on about her friend. The delivery of the shoes. He wondered if Vera even had a daughter.
Dixie had invited him to her home not because she had the hots for him, but so Vera could stop by and check him out. He felt tricked.
***
Dixie carried in the jug of maple syrup. “His first gift,” she said proudly to Vera, holding it in the air
“Sweet,” Vera said.
Dixie made popcorn in the microwave. “Let’s get comfortable.” She took off her suit jacket and her wig. The two slipped out of their shoes and settled on the couch, each with a bowl of popcorn. Jiggs, on the floor between them, hungrily eyed the path of the popcorn from hand to mouth. “Well, what do you think?” Dixie asked, reaching down to let the little dog nibble a few kernels from her hand.
“I think I arrived here just in time,” Vera chortled. “You said two-thirty. I was late. You two were standing by the stairs. Did I interrupt something? He looked daggers at me.”
“He’d all but asked to see the bedrooms.” He’d also been about to kiss her, she was sure, but she wouldn’t spoil it by telling Vera.
“Oh, God, they’re all alike.” Vera laughed raucously and went into a fit of coughing.
“Better cut down on those cigarettes.”
“I only had one while you were gone,” Vera said, adding hastily, “I smoked it outside.” She stuffed a handful of popcorn into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “What else do I think? He’s sharp. I think he guessed I was lying about the shoes!” She hooted with laughter again.
Dixie giggled. “I noticed you invented a daughter you don’t have.”
“He’s personable. Nice looking. Well groomed.”
“His apartment was a pigsty.” Dixie grinned. “I deliberately made up an excuse to get inside.”
“Red flag,” Vera said. “You’re a stickler for cleanliness and order.”
“I can train him.”
“Famous last words. How old is he?” Vera asked.
“What do you think?”
“Older than you.”
“He’s cagey about telling me.”
“A sure sign he’s a lot older than you are. Any ailments?”
“He hasn’t said.”
“You don’t want to get stuck playing nursemaid. You don’t need that after what you’ve been through.”
Vera was right. Still, you had to follow your instincts, take a chance. “I like his sense of humor,” Dixie said.
“Well, I certainly didn’t see much evidence of it.”
“He’s shy. He just met you. And I heard you from the kitchen giving him the third degree.”
“He’s very good at keeping secrets.” Vera grinned. “I have better luck with my husband.”
“We’ve had some real conversations. He listens.” Argues too. He liked to have the last word.
“So what’s next?” Vera asked.
“I’ll wait a few days. If he doesn’t call me, I’ll invite him over for a meal. From the look of his wastebaskets, he lives on TV dinners when he isn’t eating out.”
Vera chuckled. “The best way to a man’s heart . . . ” She became serious. “I’ll be interested in what Barry finds out. Under no circumstances, do not, I repeat, do not continue on to Step Three of that plan of yours until you do more digging.”
“I won’t,” Dixie promised.
As she lay in bed that night, Dixie whispered, “Please, God, let this work out,” exactly what she’d wished for in the restaurant when her little finger was entwined with Morgan’s.
Chapter 4
Royal Flush
“Hello,” Morgan said. When he heard Nate’s voice at the other end of the phone, he had to admit he was disappointed it wasn’t Dixie. He’d been putting off calling her since the visit to her home and the ambush by her friend Vera. Vera with the stringy hair. He’d been the goods, Vera, the appointed inspector.
“How’d you like to see us perform Saturday afternoon?” Nate rumbled in his mellifluous baritone. “Open rehearsal for the Swinging Seniors District Barbershop Championship.”
“I don’t have wheels.”
“I’ll pick you up. Have to be there an hour early to warm up. Your car still in the shop, huh?”
“They can’t find the part.”
“If you don’t want to go early, ask Dixie to bring you.”
Morgan grunted.
“I’d like to meet her.”
“I’ll think about it.” To tell the truth, he wasn’t sure he needed the excitement and the uncertainty of Dixie at this stage of his life.
“Are you still sulking about that trick she pulled?”
“No, it’s just that—okay, I admit I didn’t like being examined by her friend. Like some sort of prize hog!”
“Better lay off those desserts, or you could take home the blue ribbon.”
Morgan laughed.
“Think of it this way. Dixie can now be examined by me.”
He’d like to get Nate’s opinion. Not that he’d ever followed his advice. Nate had met most of his girlfriends and hadn’t thought a one of them measured up, except—what was her name? Lucy? Lucy the Listless.
“Anyway, buddy,” Nate continued, “you should feel honored that she wanted her best friend to meet you.”
Well, that was another way to look at it. “I’ll let you know.”
After he hung up, Morgan found Dixie’s number in the phone book and dialed it.
She answered right away. “I was just about to call you. It must be ESP.”
“If you were about to call, I guess that means I passed inspection,” he chuckled.
“Vera says you’re a doll.”
Vera’s opinion shouldn’t matter, but it did. “She’s a doll too.” He felt expansive. “And she has good taste in men!”
***
Dixie was acutely conscious of Morgan’s hand on her arm, guiding her through the crowd. She hoped she hadn’t overdressed. Morgan wore a sport coat. Others were dressed casually, in slacks or jeans.
“How do you like my outfit?” Dixie asked. “You haven’t said.” It had been a favorite when she worked at the ad agency years ago, dark brown, trimmed in fake leopard skin at the wrists and collar. When she’d unearthed the matching leopard print scarf, it seemed to be an omen.
“Don’t worry. You look fine,” Morgan said.
Only fine? And what did he mean, don’t worry? Barry, her former boss, had called this combination dramatic and eye-catching.
“You have a new hairpiece,” Morgan said.
Spoken doubtfully. “Not a hairpiece. It’s a wig.” Oh, God, she should have asked Vera to give her the once-over before she decided on this getup.
Morgan added, “You really have a thing for wigs.”
“What does that mean?” Now she felt like sinking into the floor. Get a grip, Dixie.
“It means you like wigs, that’s all!” He smoothed back his hair and grinned. “I just get fed up with all the emphasis on youth. No gray allowed. It puts pressure on me.”
“You’d look great with a spiky cut, dyed blond,” she laughed.
“There’s Nate.” Morgan stopped at the poster outside the auditorium. The headline was THE ROYAL FLUSH—ENJOY THEIR FULL, RIPE SOUND. Underneath it: Thrill to their four-part close harmony a capella style. Morgan pointed to the photo in the center. “He’s the one with the mustache.”
“They all have mustaches,” said Dixie.
“He’s the tall one,” Morgan said.
Nate’s hair was dark, Dixie noticed, with only a bit of gray on his sideburns. His mustache had no gray. Maybe he touched it up.
They squeezed past the others in the row and sat. Dixie felt her skirt hike up. She tugged at it, trying to cover her thighs. She hadn’t worn this dress in years. It was tight across the seat. “How’d you meet Nate?” she asked.
“The bank.”
“Oh, so you worked together here, in Columbus?” Dixie thumbed through the program.
“Yeah,” Morgan answered. “He’s good. Sings baritone. His group’s won some prizes.”
She read the brief bios. A sentence caught her eye. Together, the members of The Royal Flush have a combination of 162 years of experience. Divide that by four, she thought, and you get an average of over forty years’ experience for each. That, plus the photo out front, made her curious. “How old is Nate?”
“He’s twenty years younger than I am,” Morgan mused, “so that would make him . . . 69.” His head suddenly swiveled her way, his mouth agape.
Dixie was ecstatic! She knew she’d get it out of him one way or another. So Morgan was 89. He was glaring now at the back of the woman’s head in front of him. Dixie didn’t want him to brood throughout the concert. She nudged him and winked. “I have a thing for older men.”
He flushed and cracked a weak smile. “I may be older but I refuse to grow up.”
She laughed. “Vera thought you were in your seventies.” It was a little lie but it produced a big grin.
The house lights dimmed and the stage lights came up. The Royal Flush marched out, each dressed in a black shirt with a white collar, white suspenders and a white and gray tie. They tore enthusiastically into their first song, “When My Sugar Walks Down the Street.”
Dixie forgot about her tight dress. She swayed to their ringing tones as they sang everything from gospel to Broadway show tunes to blues, swing, and country songs. The ballad, “Tie Me To Your Apron Strings Again” was a showstopper, the last chord floating cleanly and gently to the ceiling. “They’re wonderful,” she whispered to Morgan. The first set ended with “Inka Dinka Doo.” The applause was loud and long.
At the intermission, Dixie turned to Morgan, “Did you notice? Nate’s right shoulder lifts and lowers each time the pitch changes.”
Morgan nodded. “He gets a lot of kidding about it.” He turned to her and smiled. “He’s looking forward to meeting you.”
“Me too.” Now she felt jumpy again. She wanted to go home and change before she met Nate. “Excuse me, I have to go to the little girls’ room,” Dixie said. She gave herself a quick once-over in the bathroom mirror. Maybe her outfit was too dramatic for an afternoon program in a high school auditorium. She tried taking off the leopard printed scarf. Worse. It left her too nude at the neck. She put the scarf back on again.
She went inside the stall, removed her blonde wig, and put it in her purse. Back at the mirror, she brushed her hair and fluffed it out, then blotted off some extra lipstick.
When she sat down again beside Morgan, he noticed. “What happened to your wig?”
“I thought you didn’t like it.”
“You don’t need it. Your own hair is,” he searched for a word, “beautiful.” He blushed.
“I think it makes me look mousy.”
“You’re a standout in this room.”
She glowed, and the glow stayed with her through the next half of the show. The Royal Flush opened with “Red Roses for a Blue Lady,” followed by “Forgive Me.” Dixie melted and felt goose bumps on her arms. But soon she was bouncing again to “Jeepers Creepers.” When the group launched into “I Wish I Had My Old Gal Back Again,” Dixie was right there with them, trembling, dizzy with feeling. “Nate’s crying,” she whispered to Morgan. She was crying too.
“His wife. He misses her,” Morgan whispered back. “She’s only been gone six months.” He took out his handkerchief and blew his nose.
The song ended. Over the din of the applause, Dixie heard the tenor gasp, “Oh, man,” and the bass’s ecstatic, “Awesome.” They knew and the audience knew that something special had just happened. The Royal Flush received a standing ovation.
During their encore, “Heart and Soul,” Dixie was transported. She stole a look at Morgan. He had a soft smile on his face. His eyes were closed.
Dixie was silent, Morgan too, after the program ended. Dixie finally sighed, “I’m sorry it’s over.” The Royal Flush exited the stage into the auditorium. Flashbulbs popped and family and friends swirled around them, offering congratulations. Morgan stood and waved and soon Nate loped their way, pausing now and then to murmur thanks or shake a proffered hand.
“Terrific,” Morgan said, clapping him on the back. “Fantastic,” Dixie added.
Nate, who towered above Dixie, did a half bow. “So this is Dixie.”
“Hello, Nate,” she said. “You had me crying, laughing, practically dancing in my seat.” She felt Nate giving her the once-over. She was sure by the look on his face that she’d dressed all wrong.
Nate introduced them to the other members of his group, bass, tenor and lead. “I love the way your mustaches wobble when you sing,” Dixie told them cheerily, determined not to feel self-conscious about her dress. She’d bluff it through.
“Want to join us for a brew?” Nate asked.
“What do you think?” Morgan asked.
“Why not?” Dixie flung her scarf back over her shoulder—with flair, she hoped.
At the Knotty Pine, Morgan, Dixie, and Nate sat at one end of the long table, Nate’s buddies, their wives, and friends at the other. A few regulars watched television from the bar. Otherwise, the place was theirs this late afternoon.
“Just half a glass for me,” Dixie said as Nate poured beer from the pitcher. “I’m driving.” A beer would ease the butterflies, but she’d have to be careful. She had a low tolerance for alcohol. It made her talkative, then sleepy.
“Here’s to you.” Morgan lifted his glass to Nate. “And winning the district gold medal.”
Nate nodded, his eyes excited. “We’ll be heading for Cinci tomorrow, and if we’re lucky, on to Indianapolis for the international competition.”
“Do you travel a lot?” Dixie asked.
“Four to five times a year. We do concerts as well as competitions. That plus rehearsals and my consulting at the bank keep me busy. Just the way I want to be.”
“Morgan told me. I’m sorry about your wife.”
He looked away and seemed almost angry that she’d mentioned it. She could have kicked herself.
Morgan said hurriedly, “Tell Dixie what you do to get ready for a contest.”
Nate smoothed down his mustache and cleared his throat. “You have to train like an athlete. I don’t mean just practicing the songs.” As Nate talked on about the rigors of his training—what he could eat and drink—Dixie relaxed. Thank God for the beer. She took a big swallow. “It must be worth it, the thrill of a good performance after all the discipline leading up to it.”
Morgan chimed in, “He also has to remember to have his outfit cleaned, and have the right colored socks on. A tall order for our absent-minded friend here.”
Nate’s eyes sparkled. “Morgan’s heard it all many times.”
Morgan was grinning from ear to ear. His face was flushed and a lock of his hair drooped over one eye. He looked almost as young as Nate. “Morgan said you’ve won quite a few gold medals.”
Nate nodded enthusiastically. “The adrenaline flows. Each time we do a contest, each of us worries, Did I keep us from winning?”
Morgan topped off Dixie’s beer, poured more into Nate’s glass and his and signaled for another pitcher.
She was about to protest, but what the heck, she was eating peanuts. Still, she found herself talking too much, rambling on about the songs sung that afternoon, and the memories they brought back. She clinked her glass against Morgan’s and Nate’s. “Here’s to the good ol’ songs of the good old days!”
Nate smiled. “I think of Momma’s peanut butter cookies when we sing ‘Tie Me to Your Apron Strings Again.’”
“I could taste those cookies.” Dixie felt a definite buzz.
“I always loved my mom’s sugar cookies,” Morgan sighed. “I could eat a half a dozen at a sitting.”
“I liked to dunk my mother’s oatmeal cookies in milk,” Dixie said, “straight from the cow.” She sipped her beer. Her glass seemed to be full again. How did that happen? “Don’t you wish sometimes, with all our progress, we could just slip back in time and enjoy the slower pace?” Then she was off on a jag of reminiscence, talking about sitting on the porch at the farm, playing the old games, hide-and-go-seek, Simon says.
“That was when you got your windshield cleaned, oil checked, and gas pumped, without asking, all for free,” Morgan said.
“And you didn’t pay for air and you got trading stamps to boot,” Nate added.
“Speaking of gas stations—” Morgan excused himself to go to the bathroom.
They’d polished off two pitchers of beer, a bowl of pretzels, and a bowl of peanuts. “When did everyone leave?” Dixie asked Nate. The rest of The Royal Flush and friends had disappeared. “It’s been such fun.”
Nate nodded, smiling broadly.
“Morgan said you worked together at the bank.”
“Yeah. We’ve been good buddies for almost forty years.”
He must have known Morgan’s wife. She wondered what she’d been like. Why they’d parted ways. Nate was smiling so pleasantly, she decided to ask. “What was his ex-wife like?” Despite the wary look in his eyes, she forged ahead. “I just wondered if she was anything like me.” Nate frowned. He probably thought she was taking a lot for granted.
“Never met her.” His smile was apologetic.
That was a shock. “Never?”
He shook his head. “Morgan was divorced before he transferred here from Chicago.”
So his divorce had been decades ago. “But he told me,” she blurted out, “he’d lived alone for just eight years.”
Nate looked mystified, then said, “Oh! That was– ” He clammed up then, rubbed his face, and scratched his head.
The beer made her reckless. “Tell me about her.”
“Better ask Morgan.”
“I heard my name,” Morgan said, sitting down. “Better ask Morgan what?”
“If he wants coffee!” Dixie proclaimed. She put on her brightest smile. “I need coffee before I drive us anywhere.” Morgan’s eyes darted from her to his friend. He didn’t look pleased.
Nate stood. “I have to leave you two now. Very early day tomorrow. Dixie, it was a great pleasure.” He thrust a ten dollar bill in Morgan’s direction. “My share.”
Morgan waved it away. “It’s on me.”
“Treat her right, pal. You hear?” Nate turned to Dixie, raising his eyebrows and nodding, as if to say, ask him. Then he made his way toward the exit.
“How about something to go with that coffee?” Morgan asked.
Dixie nodded.
Morgan ordered a hamburger. Dixie asked for a chef salad.
“So you and Nate were talking about me while I was in the john?”
“Were your ears burning?” she asked with a laugh.
“What do you want to know?”
Well, that was easy. She didn’t have the courage to say, “Everything, about your wife, your girlfriend, your mysterious Chicago past.” So she asked, “You and your ex, how did you meet?”
“College sweethearts.”
He was silent for so long she thought that was all he was going to say on the subject.
“We didn’t get married right away.” He laughed mirthlessly. “I had the bad luck to graduate college in 1933.”
“The start of the Great Depression,” Dixie said.
“Banks were failing all over. I couldn’t get a job in my field, accounting, so I joined the Civilian Conservation Corps. Luckily, I could swing an axe and wield a spade.”
“Brawn as well as brains!” She smiled. “What did you do in the CCC?”
“Helped with forestry and drainage projects around the country.”
“So you lived out of a suitcase?”
He nodded. “For almost a year. Then I landed the job here in Columbus at the bank. As a teller.”
“Lucky break.”
“Yeah, it was. We were married then. We were both 24. My wife didn’t like living here; she called it a cow town. She left me. I should have said to hell with her. But I wanted her back. I was ambitious. She was beautiful, vivacious, a blonde with a terrific figure. Pretty foxy ornament to have hanging from your arm.”
Even in my prime, Dixie thought, I’ve never been considered a foxy ornament. “Did she make a lot of noise?”
“What?”
“The ornament. Did she jangle?”
He laughed. “Just my nerves. Anyway, to please her, I started looking for another job. When I became an accountant with a bank in Chicago, she moved there with me.” He gave Dixie a wry grin. “She liked Chicago. The raise in pay and prestige helped too.”
“So life was good for awhile?”
“We stuck it out for twenty-three years.” He shrugged. “That’s about it.”
That wasn’t nearly it, but she knew by the look on his face that’s all she was going to get today. “Then you came back to Columbus?”
He nodded grimly.
Should she broach the subject of the live-in girlfriend? “Never wanted to remarry?”
“Not on your life!”
“Any children?”
“Three, a boy and two girls.”
“You have pictures?”
He shook his head.
“The kids, they’re all still in Chicago?” she asked.
“As far as I know.” He gave her a fake grin. His eyes were sad.
“You don’t keep in touch?”
He shook his head. “I put them all through college. After that—” He threw up his hands.
“What a waste!” she blurted out. “You don’t know how lucky you were. I would have given anything—”
He looked sheepish.
“You could be surrounded now. By your children, your grandchildren, your great-grandchildren!” Her eyes filled with tears. “You really blew it!”
“How do you know? You weren’t there,” he snapped, suddenly angry. “Anyway, it’s none of your damn business!”
“You’re right. It’s none of my business. Nothing is my damn business as far as you’re concerned.” She pushed away her half-eaten salad and stood. “If you’re ready, I’ll drop you off at your place,” she said icily.
“I’m still eating,” he said, taking a bite of his hamburger. “I’ll call a cab.”
“Fine.” She gathered up her purse, flung her leopard-print scarf over her shoulder, and flounced out the front door of the Knotty Pine.
***
Morgan put down his sandwich. He’d barely touched it. He signaled the waitress over and paid the check. Ouch! It left him just a dollar. Damn! He should have taken that ten-spot Nate had offered toward the bill. How was he going to pay for a cab?
His chest felt tight. He drew his inhaler out of his jacket pocket and puffed at his Albuterol. He closed his eyes, concentrating on his breathing. In and out. In and out. Better. He took a second puff, then a third.
The ragweed season this year was hell on his asthma. So was this dame Dixie, rummaging around in his past, stirring up all those best-forgotten memories.
She was like a camel. Once she got her nose in the tent, you couldn’t get her out.
Now, how to get home? He could call Nate and ask him to pick him up. And lose face. He could ask the cab to take him home and wait while he ran in to get the fare. Come to think of it, he had no cash at home. He’d carried it all with him today. Well, he could walk the mile or so to his apartment. He’d walk. It would do him good.
Outside, he took long strides, breathing the cool night air deep into his lungs. By the time he arrived home he’d worked up a light sweat. His head was clear. He felt in control.
***
Self-centered, selfish bastard. Dixie undressed, throwing her clothes on a chair in her bedroom. Cold-hearted, egotistical boob, not giving a damn about his kids! Who knows how many girlfriends he’d had after his divorce? She didn’t need a report about him from Barry. Or Nate! She had a report, all right. The way he’d yelled at her with no regard for her feelings.
She put on her nightgown, her eyes straying to the photo of the little boy on her nightstand. He’d been such a great kid, bright and sensitive. The best thing that had ever happened to her. If he’d lived, he’d be 48 now. He’d have children. She’d be a grandmother, a great-grandmother. Her life would be rich and satisfying, filled up with family. No need for her to go out and find someone at this stage of her life.
She climbed into bed, picked up the book on the nightstand, and tried to read. None of it was sinking in. She snapped off the light. Selfish jackass! No wonder his wife had divorced him. He couldn’t keep a wife, couldn’t keep a girlfriend. Good riddance!
At two am she was still awake, fretting and fuming. She went downstairs and made herself a cup of warm milk.
***
Morgan woke up in a panic. He couldn’t catch his breath. He took three puffs from his inhaler, waited, then took three puffs of his Azmacort. He lay back down. Not much better. Shakily, he walked to the closet and took two pillows off the shelf. By the time he’d stacked them on his bed, he was gasping for breath. Calm down, he told himself. You’re making it worse. He lay back on the pillows, breathing through his mouth. Yeah, it was better with his head raised like this. He was able to relax. He drifted off, then jerked awake, sweating, from a nightmare. Someone was trying to smother him.
He took another puff from his inhalers, dozed, and woke up again. The night dragged on. The more puffs he took, the worse his breathing grew, it seemed. Imagination, he told himself. Things always seemed out of proportion at four o’clock in the morning.
By dawn, he was afraid to lie down, afraid he’d go to sleep and be asphyxiated. He sat on the edge of his bed, taking rapid, shallow breaths, not thinking very clearly, willing the medications to kick in and allow him a few good breaths of air. He was starving for air. It was five am. Too early to call anyone. He took more medicine. At six-thirty, he tried Nate. No answer. Then he remembered Nate was leaving early for Cincinnati.
He felt light-headed. He couldn’t let himself pass out. He picked up the phone, wondering if he was dying.
***
When the phone rang, it seemed to Dixie she’d just closed her eyes. “Hello.”
The voice at the other end was thick, unrecognizable. She couldn’t understand the words. “Who’s this?” She looked at the clock. Seven in the morning!
“Morgan.” His voice cracked.
“My God! What’s the matter?”
“Having . . . trouble . . . breathing.”
“Did you call emergency?”
“I’ll be OK.” She heard his breaths, quick and shallow. “Soon as the medicine—”
“I’m getting help.” She hung up the phone and dialed 911.
She threw on her clothes and arrived at Morgan’s just as the emergency squad was pulling up.
“I’m the one who phoned.” She ran alongside the two young men as they hurried up the walkway. They tried the door. Locked. They pounded. No answer. Just as they were about to break the door down, Morgan pulled it open. He was in his skivvies and an undershirt. His eyes were glassy. “Sorry,” he apologized to Dixie. “I tried Nate first.”
One of the men grabbed his arm to steady him as they pushed into the apartment. He gently sat Morgan in a chair, hooked him up to an IV and oxygen. “What medications are you on?”
“Asthma.” Morgan gasped, pointing to the table beside his bed.
Dixie heard one of the men mumble to the other, “Or congestive heart failure. No heart meds?” he asked Morgan.
Morgan shook his head.
The two attendants put Morgan on the gurney, covered him up, and rolled him out the door. His eyes were closed. His chest rose and fell rapidly as he sucked at the oxygen.
Dixie found his keys and locked his apartment. She followed the screaming ambulance to the hospital, whispering over and over, “Please don’t let him die.”
Chapter 5
Breathless
The waiting room of the emergency room was jammed this early Sunday morning. Some people dozed, sprawling over the hard chairs. Others, with dull eyes, stared at nothing.
Each time the doors flew open, Dixie, half-sick with hope and dread, expected news about Morgan. But each time the attendant veered toward someone else, ushering him or her through the double doors.
Morgan had looked so awful, his face haggard, his lips blue. Was he alive or dead?
She had a headache. She found a vending machine and bought herself a cup of foul-tasting liquid that billed itself as coffee. Scalding hot, it burned her tongue and tasted like cardboard. She took it back to the waiting room and drank it.
She’d known Morgan almost three weeks, but she’d never once seen him take anything for asthma. Didn’t asthmatics use a spray? What else was wrong with him? His heart? Was he diabetic? Well, she had her secrets too. Don’t get too emotionally involved, she told herself.
Maybe he’d gone into cardiac arrest. What if they were zapping his heart right now? She could stand it no longer. She stood up abruptly and as she did, a few people jerked awake, looking as if they feared she was crazy.
She pushed through the swinging doors. Hallways and cubicles were filled with narrow cots occupied by people, fat and thin, silent or moaning or grunting in pain. Where was Morgan?
A harried-looking woman in green scrubs blocked her way. “May I help you?”
“I’m looking for Morgan. Bryce Morgan. I’ve been waiting a long time.” Her heart was thudding. “How is he?”
The woman frowned at her clipboard, looked up, and sighed. “Over there.” She pointed to her right.
Dixie found him in the last partition, sitting on the edge of the bed in his undershirt, a light blanket over his lap. A plastic mask covered his nose and mouth. Clouds of white vapor spilled out around the edges, billowing up around his head. The mask had a small hose attached to a nearby nebulizer. Morgan sucked in the vapor and breathed it out. After a few puffs, he started to cough, and as the cough built to a paroxysm, his face grew red and his eyes watered. He pulled off his mask, coughing so hard she was afraid he was going to have a stroke or heart attack.
Gurgling and hacking, huffing and puffing, he spit out brownish hunks into a bowl that rested beside him.
Dixie was horrified. “He’s spitting out his lungs,” she said to the young man in a white coat who stood near Morgan. Surely he wasn’t the doctor. He looked so young, his face pink and cherubic. But he wore a stethoscope around his neck.
“Mucous plugs,” the young man said.
When the coughing subsided, Morgan put the mask back on and sucked in the vapor. The cycle of coughing and spitting repeated.
“He needs to get the plugs out so he can breathe,” the young man said. “I’m Dr. McBride.” He offered Dixie his hand.
“Pleased to meet you.” She hoped he knew what he was doing.
After the breathing treatment was over, Morgan hawked and spit for several more minutes, trembling violently.
“Why is he shaking so hard?” Dixie asked.
“The medications,” the doctor replied. “He’s had to have high doses to make the treatment work.”
“That awful coughing must be hard on his heart.”
“That’s why he shouldn’t wait until he’s in this shape to get help. Luckily, his heart’s strong. He’s in good condition for –what is he? 75?”
From the corner of her eye, Dixie could see Morgan perk up considerably. She almost smiled.
“Actually,” Morgan replied breathlessly, with a weak grin, “I’m 89.”
“89? You’re kidding!” the doctor said. “Good genes.”
“This is the first time,” Morgan’s voice was ragged, “my meds didn’t work.” He cleared his throat over and over.
“It’s a worse than usual allergy season this summer—grass, mold spores, ragweed,” the doctor said.
“I guess I got the asthma going when I walked home from the Knotty Pine,” Morgan murmured, almost to himself.
“What?” Dixie cried. “You walked all that way?” Unbelievable. “Stubborn mule.”
The doctor glanced at Dixie quizzically, then asked Morgan, “How much water do you drink a day?”
“I’m not much of a water drinker.”
“Make a conscious effort to drink six to eight glasses a day. It will help thin your mucous. Do you take antihistamines for allergies?”
“Sometimes,” Morgan said.
“They dry you out. If you have a tendency to form plugs, which you do, they make it worse.” He added sternly, “Next time, don’t wait this long. That’s how people die. Thousands die unnecessarily every year.”
“And you could have been one of them,” Dixie said tartly.
“There won’t be any next time,” Morgan said, hollow-eyed, with an attempt at bravado.
“Also—” the doctor hesitated. “Anxiety and nervous stress can increase asthma symptoms and aggravate an attack.”
“I’m retired,” Morgan said. “No stress in my life.”
“Right!” Dixie muttered. After the doctor left the cubicle, she hissed, “I can’t believe you walked all that way.”
“I wanted to blow off steam,” he said sheepishly.
Dixie, muttering to herself, went off in search of Dr. McBride. “That’s all that’s wrong with him, just the asthma?”
“Are you his wife?”
“A friend.”
“You mustn’t think of it as ‘just the asthma.’ Asthma is dangerous, tricky. He has to learn to treat it with respect.”
Dixie nodded slowly. “I’ll make sure he does.” Morgan’s heart was strong; his only malady, besides pigheadedness, was the asthma. He seemed fourteen years younger to the doctor than he was. He had fourteen more years in him, at least.
The young doctor smiled down at her. “He’s very lucky to have a friend like you. You got him here just in time.”
In fourteen years, she would be 93. Well, she knew for certain she wouldn‘t last that long. Morgan would have to go on without her. Slow down, Dixie, she told herself. Remember, you don’t know everything about this man.
When Morgan was released, Dr. McBride handed him a prescription. “Prednisone. Take as directed. It will help your lungs return to normal.” He added, “Use your inhalers. See your own doctor in a week.”
Dixie drove Morgan home, swinging by the drugstore to pick up his prescription. She pulled up to his apartment a little after noontime, just as his neighbors were flocking from church or going out to Sunday dinner. Morgan emerged from Dixie’s car, wearing only the white blanket furnished by emergency, his underwear, and socks.
Dixie hesitated, but wrapped her arm around his waist to steady him, expecting him to push her away or to say something grumpy at the very least. But he was docile. Together they wobbled up the walkway to his apartment, meeting a young man and woman on their way out. Morgan gave them an embarrassed wave.
Dixie couldn’t resist. “The strip poker game got out of hand.”
The couple smiled uncertainly.
“Now why did you say that?” Morgan demanded, when the two were out of earshot. “They’re new here. What will they think?”
“They’ll think I’m a good poker player.”
He gave a chuckle. “You’re unbelievable.” At his front door, he patted his underwear. “Oh, God, where are my keys?”
“Right here.” With a flourish, Dixie extracted them from her purse.
He gave her a long look. His eyes were red-rimmed, his chin dotted with salt and pepper stubble. “Thank you, Miss Dixie,” he said gently. “I think you saved my life.”
She was so surprised she could think of no reply. Her eyes filled with tears. She ducked her head quickly and unlocked his door.
“I’m going to fix lunch for you,” she announced when they were inside.
He sat in a chair, the white blanket draped over his shoulders, looking like a once-powerful chieftain who’d lost an important battle. “I’m not hungry. Think I’ll hit the sack. I didn’t sleep much last night.”
She was pleasantly surprised to see the refrigerator held a carton of milk, still fresh enough to use, orange juice, and bread. Corn flakes, bananas, and a couple of apples sat on the counter.
She fixed cereal and poured out a glass of orange juice. “Eat, so you can take your medicine.” As he ate, the blanket slid from his shoulders. She noticed the muscle definition in his bare arms. Morgan indeed was in good shape.
“Let me help you to bed,” she said when he finished.
“I’m not an invalid,” he protested, pulling the blanket once more around his shoulders. But he let her walk him into the bedroom.
When he was settled in bed, he reached for her hand and held it to his lips. “You’re an angel.” He closed his eyes.
Confused, shivery, she slipped her hand from his. She softly closed his bedroom door.
She cleared the dishes off the table and washed them, along with the stack of dirty dishes in the sink. She couldn’t find a dishtowel so she dried everything with paper towels. As she thought over how she’d responded in this crisis, in this matter of life and death, she felt flushed, almost radiant. Like an angel. That’s what he’d called her. An angel.
She emptied the wastebaskets, picked the newspapers up from the floor, and stacked them on an empty tray table. She scrubbed his bathroom sink, toilet, and tub, and put out a fresh towel and washcloth.
She glanced in the bathroom mirror. What a mess you are, Dixie. She’d dashed from her house without makeup, her hair in a frizz. Her jeans were old and paint-spattered, her blouse faded. Maybe, she decided, this episode, terrifying as it was, might have a benefit, fast-forwarding their relationship to another level. She’d seen him in his underwear, scared and sweet; he’d seen her looking as if she’d just climbed out of bed. They could cut the cat-and-mouse games and get down to serious business. When he was well, she’d invite him to her house for dinner and lay her cards on the table. But first, she’d take Vera’s advice. Call Barry and prod him to dig a little harder.
She cracked Morgan’s bedroom door and peeked in. He was asleep, snoring softly.
***
Morgan woke with a start. It was dark outside. The clock on his nightstand showed it was almost midnight. He’d slept over ten hours. He had a headache. He felt nervous, hyper. Don’t start thinking. Go back to sleep.
No dice. He got up, found a note from Dixie on the kitchen table, “Call me when you read this.” He didn’t think she’d appreciate a call this late. He was hungry. He put in a TV dinner. He’d read while it cooked. Wait a minute! The apartment looked strange. What the hell! She’d cleaned the place up. It looked damn good.
He’d gotten careless in the last few years without a woman around, someone to invite over, to impress. Someone to clean up after him. If he didn’t watch it, he could turn into one of those people who smelled bad and talked to himself.
He’d never had an attack like this. He’d think of it as a reminder for him not to get too full of himself, believing he was immortal. He had to admit, he’d never been so scared in his life.
Where would he have been without Dixie? He’d been too addled or stubborn to call 911 himself.
On the other hand, if he were living at Whispering Pines, he’d just have to signal for a nurse. That was their job. He wouldn’t have had to impose on a friend. An acquaintance, really.
His brain was churning. His apartment lease was about to run out. Should he renew? His car was falling apart. Should he buy another, maybe a used one? This relationship with Dixie. It was unsettling. Now he felt grateful to her. And obligated.
If he’d died, it would have been simpler. All his decisions would be made in one fell swoop. He had to grin. His sense of humor was getting warped.
What if Dixie hadn’t answered when he called her? She could have been in the shower and not heard the phone. He was right back to Whispering Pines and the security it offered.
He dug through a stack of papers, found the retirement center’s packet of materials, and looked up their charges for a one-bedroom apartment in independent living, plus meals. God, it would kill him to pay good money for those meals! But they’d be a notch above his TV dinners, he supposed. He added up the figures—his pension, Social Security, interest on his CD. He could just squeak by with something left over for incidentals. If he had any unusual dental or medical problems, forget it. He’d have to break into the principal of his CD. The longer he lived the chances of his going into assisted living increased. He looked up those rates. Whew! Quite a jump in the monthly nut. Inflation had to be factored in. Would his small savings see him through? He could cut expenses by getting rid of his car. How much longer would he be able to drive anyway? He felt the walls of the prison spring up around him.
Why had he been such a jerk when he was younger? The grasshopper who partied while the hard-working ant worked and saved. Or was it vice versa? He ate his TV dinner, then tried to sleep, but his life—all the terrible, gut-wrenching, catastrophic mistakes he’d made—played over and over in his brain.
Chapter 6
The Proposition
Dixie scurried around the house, cleaning cloths in hand, zapping newly settled dust particles and smudges on windows and mirrors. In the dining room she paused. The table looked beautiful. The cloth napkins matched the tablecloth. Her best china and crystal glasses gleamed. The good silverware glittered. New candles stood tall and white in ornate antique candlesticks. Music played softly in the background.
She knew in her heart today was the day. All seemed auspicious. Barry had found out zilch, except that Morgan had started at the Ohio Bank forty years ago. That sounded right. Nate and Morgan had been friends for almost forty years.
His ex-wife, superficial bimbo that she was, must have turned the children against him and he’d pulled up stakes as soon as he could after the divorce. That’s why he didn’t want to talk about Chicago. Too many bitter memories. No wonder he’d blown up when she accused him of not caring about his children.
Vera, of course, had been riveted, rendered speechless (momentarily) by Dixie’s breathless account of the part she’d played in Morgan’s life-and-death struggle. When Vera finally spoke, she said, “89 and asthmatic, huh?”
“But the doctor thought he was 75.”
Vera laughed her gravelly laugh. “Estranged from his kids? If his kids don’t like him, doesn’t that tell you something?”
“His ex-wife was a bitch. She poisoned their minds.”
“What about his finances? You’ve struggled long and hard to get out of the mess your husband left. You don’t need someone who can’t keep up his end.”
“There comes a time in your life when you have to reach for the brass ring, or just give up! I feel close to him. I know underneath his I-don’t-give-a-damn exterior beats a kind, gentle, lonely heart.”
“That doesn’t pay the bills. What did Barry find out?”
“Nothing at all!”
Vera finally sighed. “I guess you believe in that old adage—when you save a person’s life, you’re responsible for him for the rest of his life.”
A daunting thought, but if she could mold him to her habits, it could be beneficial for them both.
Lastly, to be absolutely certain she was up for this, she’d made a special appointment with her doctor, who’d told her, “Go for it!”
And that’s what she’d do. She applied mascara and eye shadow and dabbed on perfume. She changed from her housecoat into her robin’s-egg-blue dress with the bolero jacket.
***
Morgan rang Dixie’s bell. He felt listless, almost blue. He’d nearly canceled. They’d been on the phone with each other all week. What else did they have to talk about? And whew, she was a big phone person! Still, she made him smile and his spirits were high for a long time after she’d hung up.
When Dixie opened the door, he put on a big grin as he handed her a bouquet of flowers and a bottle of cabernet.
“How thoughtful!” she said.
He stepped inside. “Smells wonderful.”
“Pot roast. My mother’s recipe.”
The tiny dog danced around him, its shaggy reddish-blonde fur brushing over the floor and its toenails clicking. “Hi, Jiggs.” He bent to pat him. Damn, the little thing licked his face, almost caught him full on the lips. He was quick for an old dog.
“He absolutely adores you,” Dixie said.
With a rueful smile, Morgan dried off his face with his handkerchief.
“You’re looking good,” she told him.
She was looking pretty nifty herself. The blue dress set off her eyes. “You’re just saying that because the last time you saw me I was in my underwear, spitting up my lungs.” Now he was glad he’d come. Actually, he’d been on top of the world until yesterday, when out of nowhere he felt as if the stuffing had been knocked out of him. It must be that new medicine they gave him.
He had a lot to be thankful for. He was alive. His car was back in operation. They’d found the part. It cost much less than a new transmission. Things were back to where they were a month ago, except for the entrance of Dixie into his life. “Nate said you were a heroine. You made a good impression there.” He followed her into the kitchen.
“So he’s back from Cinci. Did they win the gold?”
“Second place.”
“Oh, no. Poor Nate! How’s he taking it?”
Morgan felt jealous. “What’s all this about Nate?”
“He’s a fine man. Quality!”
Morgan guessed his bad temper made her think less of him. That, and knowing his age too, and that he had a chronic illness. Nate had raved on and on about Dixie. If Morgan wasn’t careful, he’d lose out. He didn’t want to spoil this, like he’d spoiled almost every other relationship in his life.
“What does that make me?” he asked with what he hoped was a teasing smile.
“Superior quality.”
“Sounds good.” The little dog was jumping up on him, wagging his tail. Morgan bent down, patting his bushy head. “Hey, Jiggsy, you sure know how to make a fellow feel important.”
“I hope you won’t be allergic to him.”
Morgan waved his inhaler in front of her. “Just in case.”
“Dinner will be ready soon.” She tied an apron around her waist. “Keep me company while I finish up. Some wine before dinner?”
“Good idea. Let me.” He took the corkscrew from her, his fingers brushing her hand. “Umm,” he said, leaning her way, “you smell almost as good as the roast.”
While he opened the wine, she arranged his flowers in a vase. “They’re gorgeous.”
He beamed. The flowers and the wine had set him back over twenty dollars. Well worth it!
“The wine glasses are on the dining room table,” she said. “Here, take the flowers in.”
He placed the flowers in the center of the massive table, admiring the elegance with which it was set, the beautiful plates, the gleaming silver, and spotless goblets. Even cloth napkins with napkin rings. And candles. He felt honored. “Dixie, the hostess with the mostest,” he said as he carried the wineglasses into the kitchen.
“I remember! Pearl Mesta, the biggest party-giver in Washington! She was the hostess with the mostest!” Dixie cried. “What was it she said? ‘Any dame with a nice dress and a million dollars can be a great hostess in Washington’?”
“Well, you have the nice dress,” Morgan offered.
“But not the million dollars,” Dixie said.
He poured the wine. They clinked their glasses together. “Long life,” he said.
She said, “Here’s to us, because we’re beautiful.”
“Damn right!” He’d heard that toast before. He sat at the kitchen counter. What was the rest of it? We’re beautiful—no, you’re beautiful because you’re good, You’re good because God made you, I wish to God I could. He gave her a startled look. Did she know that toast? He watched her face, serious, intent, as she donned oven gloves and lifted the roast out of the oven. She sure had a gift for the unexpected. Disconcerting but highly attractive.
Jiggs was growing more and more excited, running from her to him.
She put the roast on a platter and made gravy. “Let me fix a dish for Jiggs.” As he scampered around her legs, Dixie put dry dog food in his bowl, covered it with gravy, and added tiny bits of the roast. “That’s my good little boy!” she crooned, rubbing his neck and head as he attacked the food.
“Pampered dog,” Morgan observed.
She dished out the carrots, potatoes, and gravy. He helped her carry the food into the dining room. “Sit here.” She handed him a large knife and fork. “You can carve.”
He sat at the head of the table and pierced the meat. The juices ran. He sliced off thin slabs of roast beef. God, this felt good! Master of his domain. He surveyed the long length of the table. It could seat ten more guests easily. If she were agreeable, he could have his poker gang over for a big spread.
She lit the candles, then closed the drapes to keep out the late afternoon sun.
He eyed his full plate. He was starving. He could cut the meat with a fork. It melted in his mouth. Everything was delicious, well-seasoned, and flavorful. “Fantastic,” he sighed. “It’s good, what there is of it.” He grinned. “Er, I mean—there’s plenty such as it is.”
She seemed taken aback
He chuckled. “Dad used to say that every Sunday dinner. Mom always laughed. It was his way of complimenting her.”
“Hmm,” Dixie said. “I’d rather have real compliments.”
“You’re fantastic!” he burst out, then amended with, “a fantastic cook.” The dishes of food, Dixie’s face, all had soft edges. He hadn’t had a candlelight dinner for years, not since he’d been with Miranda. He noticed for the first time the music coming from the living room. She must have a radio in there. He felt as if he were in a movie. It all seemed too good to be true.
He ate two helpings of everything, then dug into his apple pie with ice cream. “As good as my mom’s,” he proclaimed when he finished.
“I made the pie dough from scratch,” Dixie said.
“Hey, you’re gonna spoil me if you’re not careful.”
She stood and began to gather up the dirty dishes. “I’ll just stack them in the sink and wash them later,” she said. “Two’s a crowd in my kitchen. Go in the family room, watch TV.”
Hey, this was great, being waited on. He stretched out in the stuffed chair and loosened his belt buckle. He could hear rumblings from the laundry room off to the side. Why not keep his apartment for another year and see what happened? He could come over here for meals, maybe even bring his dirty clothes over. She could wash them and he wouldn’t have to send them out. He clicked on the TV. The specter of Whispering Pines receded.
***
Dixie rinsed the dishes. She wasn’t setting a good precedent, not letting him help. Well, he’d catch on. She needed time to get her thoughts together. She would be unemotional and businesslike.
After the dishes were rinsed and stacked, she marched into the family room, determined to speak her piece. Instead she asked, “Did you see Regis yesterday?”
“What?” He turned down the volume on the TV set.
“Regis! Remember, I told you to be sure to watch.”
“I forgot,” he said apologetically. “I’m not much for talk shows.”
She told him all about it anyway, a blow-by-blow—who the guests were, what they said, etc. “I love the show,” she said. “Especially when Kathie Lee was on. She’s been through so much.” Here was her chance to add, Just like me, and move on into her agenda. No, that approach was too self-pitying.
He yawned widely.
She could tell he was getting bored but she kept blabbing, skipping on to the Antiques Road Show.
“I’m not a big TV fan. The news. Sixty Minutes, baseball games. That’s about it.”
She felt her palms sweating, her heart going a mile a minute. Just as she was ready to get to the nitty gritty, he said, “Last time you gave me the tour, but I never saw the upstairs. Vera interrupted.” His eyes twinkled.
Okay, they’d finish the tour. Give him a peek at the whole package.
As they climbed the stairs, she chattered on about other favorite TV programs. At the upstairs landing, she announced, “Three bedrooms, each with ample closet space,” flinging out her arm with a flourish, as if she were a real estate agent. “Two bathrooms, one with a whirlpool tub.” He seemed properly impressed. “These two smaller bedrooms are fully furnished but haven’t been used for some time.”
He dutifully peered into the smaller bedrooms, mumbling, “Very nice,” then added, “Don’t you get afraid, or lonely, rattling around in this big place?”
She did get lonely and frightened. Every night she prayed for strength. “My memories keep me company,” she said brightly.
“Good memories, I hope.”
She sighed. “Both kinds. My bedroom,” she said of the larger one, “that I share with Jiggs. It has its own bathroom.”
Hearing his name, Jiggs dashed into the room, scrambling up on the bed, where he surveyed the two of them magisterially.
“I see who’s in charge.” Morgan walked over to the window. “Your backyard’s like a park with all the flowers and shrubs. Must be a devil to mow.”
“I have a power lawn mower,” she said.
“Your repertoire of disguises?” He smiled, indicating a variety of wigs, each on its stand, lining her dresser.
Dixie wrinkled her nose. “I’m not what I seem.”
“I like it natural.” He touched her hair.
She stepped aside nervously. “I have a proposition.”
His eyes lit up.
She had to get them out of the bedroom. “Let’s talk about it downstairs.”
“Who’s this?” He stopped at her nightstand, picking up the photo.
“My son.”
He looked mystified. “You said you didn’t have any kids.”
“He died when he was seven.” She didn’t want to take this tangent, but she heard herself say in a tiny voice, “He went to the hospital for a minor operation. You see his ears? They’re large and protruding. The kids teased him about looking like Dumbo. The doctor was going to fix his ears. Minor surgery, they said.” Her voice broke. “He died on the operating table, from the anesthesia. The anesthesiologist made a mistake.” She sank onto the bed, her fists over her eyes, sobbing. Jiggs, startled, stood up behind her, then pushed his head into her lap.
“I’m sorry.” Morgan gently nudged his handkerchief into her hand.
She blew her nose. “I think about him every day. Imagine what he’d be like now as a grown man of 48. What his children would be like. My grandchildren.” She broke down again. “My husband and I wanted more children, but they never came. I was 39 when my son Ronnie died.”
He sat beside her and awkwardly patted her shoulder.
“I’ve ruined your handkerchief.” She shrugged off his hand and stood. “I’ll wash it and give it back.” She walked unsteadily into the adjoining bathroom, Jiggs at her heels. She splashed her face with cold water. Her eyes were swollen, red. She held a cold cloth against them. When she came out, Morgan was waiting uncomfortably by the bedroom door. Jiggs, who’d followed her out of the bathroom, looked up at her with sad eyes.
She felt ready to cry again. “Want some tea?” she asked.
“Sure.” Morgan followed her back downstairs. Jiggs trekked along behind. “Did you sue the hospital?
She shook her head.
“Why not?”
“That just wasn’t done then. Well, what do you think?” she asked, when they were back in the kitchen. “Now that you’ve had the full tour?”
“It’s beautiful, a showplace.”
“Nice part, it’s all mine. Except for the last few mortgage payments.” She filled the teakettle and put it on the burner. They sat at the counter waiting for the water to boil. “This house and upkeep on it, it’s getting to be too much for me. Even though I work, every year it gets harder to make ends meet. I’ve even thought at times of taking someone in. A paying guest.” She gave him a pointed look. “But it would have to be someone who’d help me with chores and the yard.”
His eyes widened. He looked shocked. Then he said, “Well, you’d have to screen them pretty thoroughly. You wouldn’t want just anyone living with you.”
He didn’t get it. Or if he did he was pretending not to. She felt humiliated, but she decided to go for broke. “Think about it. Moving in here. As an alternative to Whispering Pines.”
The teakettle shrieked. Dixie made the tea. The two drank silently, immersed in their thoughts.
“I will,” he said slowly. “I’ll think about it.”
Chapter 7
Indecision
Morgan drove home from Dixie’s in a daze. Her home was beautiful, an attractive place in which to spend the next few years.
Slow down now, he mumbled to himself. Don’t be a sap. Think it through carefully. She wanted help with the lawn, the chores. Her yard was huge. Even with a power mower, it would be hard work to keep it looking good. There’d be the shrubs to trim and all those flowers to plant and prune. What other jobs did she have in mind?
Her mortgage was almost paid off, she said. What did that mean? Then there’d be taxes, insurance, and upkeep to factor in. Maybe he’d end up paying more at Dixie’s than at Whispering Pines.
As soon as he returned to his apartment, he called her. The line was busy. He sank down in his easy chair and tried to read the paper. If she wanted a gardener, why didn’t she look for a younger man to move in and do the work?
She’d asked him. Morgan! She must really like him! Or maybe she thought he was rich. Like Miranda, who’d dropped him like a hot potato when she found out he wasn’t.
***
“He said he’d think about moving in,” Dixie exclaimed to Vera over the phone. “I skipped church and worked all morning fixing that meal. I waited on him hand and foot. He left without a thank you.”
“No manners. A bad sign.”
“I was going to send some of the roast home with him, for sandwiches.” Dixie sat and kicked off her shoes. She was dead tired. “He was out the door before I could mention it.”
“I keep telling you, find out more about this guy.”
Maybe she scared him off, crying the way she did about Ronnie. Well, if Morgan was frightened by a little honest emotion, best to know now rather than later. “I won’t be hearing from him again,” Dixie sighed. Nothing ever turned out right. “Let’s change the subject. What did you and Paul do today?”
***
Morgan stood by his phone. He’d try calling her again. Dixie was good-looking. She was a terrific cook. She had a sense of humor and a good head on her shoulders. Look how quickly she’d gotten help for him when he was having trouble breathing.
Or was it all part of her larger plan? Charm and manipulate?
God, he was a mess, see-sawing back and forth as if he were a teenager. It had to be those damn pills. He picked up the information sheet that came with them and read: Prednisone is a corticosteroid. He scanned down the page. Side-effects: May cause hirsutism (excessive growth of body hair), weight gain, high blood sugar, hypertension, bone thinning . . . He laughed. The cure was as bad as the disease. He read on, irritability, mood swings, an excited or nervous feeling. There it was in black-and-white. Mood swings. He wasn’t going nuts.
Only one pill more left, and he’d be back in control.
He dialed Dixie’s number. Still busy. He called every five minutes for the next half hour, growing more and more impatient as he continued to get a busy signal. What could she possibly have to say that would take so long? Maybe she’d taken her phone off the hook.
One thing for sure, if he decided to move in, he’d get his own phone line.
***
“The sweethearts’ dinner dance at the Elks!” Vera exclaimed as Dixie was about to hang up. “Bring Morgan. You can double date with Paul and me.”
“Only if he calls me first. I’m not calling him!” After Dixie said good-bye to Vera, she asked Jiggs, perched in her lap, “Is he worth the trouble?” Jiggs licked her hand. Dixie sighed. She found the little dog’s leash and fastened it on. “Let’s go for a walk!”
***
Morgan fumed. Her line had been busy for over an hour, and now she wasn’t picking up. He hung up when her machine came on. She was obviously avoiding him. PO’d because he’d rushed out of her house like a scared rabbit!
He chuckled at the image, then picked up the newspaper. He read for awhile and went to bed.
***
The next morning he got through to Dixie. “Are you mad at me?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Last night I tried to reach you,” he said. “The line was busy for almost an hour. Then no answer.”
“I was on the phone,” she said sweetly, “but not for an hour.”
It had been an hour. But he wouldn’t argue. “Talking with Vera?”
She made a noncommittal sound. “Then I was out walking Jiggs. Are you sure you called? There wasn’t a message on the machine.”
He cleared his throat. “I wanted to apologize. I left without thanking you for one of the best meals I’ve had in years.”
“It was nothing.” Silence.
“Sorry I had to rush off.” He rummaged for an excuse. “I’d just got my car back from the repair. I didn’t want to get caught driving after dark, in case the transmission gave out on me again.”
“I understand,” she said quietly.
“I’ve been doing some thinking.” He cleared his throat again. “About your son. Terrible accident.”
“I didn’t mean to get so upset.”
She sounded choked up, ready to cry again. “Look, how would you like to go for a movie tomorrow night. Dinner first? We can continue our talk from where we left off.” He waited for her reply with bated breath. If she asked, “Where did we leave off?” he would have to say, “Where you asked me to move in.” And she might answer, “Where did you get that idea?” And he would have to think he’d dreamed it.
“I’ve been wanting to see that new Julia Roberts picture, Runaway Bride,” Dixie said. “And you’re right, we have a lot of talking to do.”
Runaway Bride? Morgan swallowed hard. What was he getting into?
Chapter 8
Running the Gauntlet
The next night, during the movie, Morgan stole sideways glances at Dixie. She was enraptured. He thought the film was pretty lightweight, a woman’s film. But Dixie’s laughter was infectious, and about halfway through he found himself joining in.
“I loved it,” Dixie said, with a Cheshire-cat-like smile, “that Julia Roberts was a kickboxer.”
Morgan squirmed. “That kinda turned me off.”
“I’m not surprised,” she said lightly.
“Now what does that mean?” he tried to grin, but he was feeling impatient. We have a lot of talking to do, she’d said. They’d done a lot of talking this evening but not about his moving in and what might be expected of him.
She finished her strawberry ice-cream soda, then licked her spoon dreamily. “Anyway, they overcame their differences and were married.”
“Unrealistic,” he pronounced through a mouthful of his double chocolate brownie slathered in chocolate ice cream. “She’d already been married four times.”
“You didn’t like it!”
Maybe Dixie had changed her mind. Should he bring it up? The evening was almost over. “I did. I did. Life should be more like a movie. That’s all.”
“Well, we’re here for a purpose,” she said briskly. “To discuss your moving in.”
“As a paying guest,” he said.
She hemmed and hawed and finally ventured, “You can be stubborn.”
“I’m not alone there,” he laughed, trying to sound casual.
“Compromise is important,” Dixie offered.
He agreed. He thought hard. “And then there are personality quirks.”
She nodded. “Some little foible could drive one or the other of us crazy.”
“And don’t forget the moral issue,” Morgan laughed. “Some of your friends may accuse you of living in sin.”
“My friends will be informed you’re renting a room,” she replied stiffly.
Morgan hesitated. “The big question is . . . Can we stand each other on a daily basis?”
And so they roughed out a plan, at the end of which a decision would be made. With no hard feelings, they both decided.
***
For the next few weeks Morgan and Dixie met almost daily. They ate breakfasts together at the pancake house, or late lunches or dinners at Morgan’s favorite restaurant. They always went dutch.
They became an item throughout the area, a “star” couple greeted with interest and anticipation, for Dixie usually had a funny or dramatic story to impart. She told anyone who cared to listen how she and Morgan met so violently at the front door of Whispering Pines. That it was a relationship ordained from the beginning.
One day she said proudly to a new waitress at the pancake house, “Meet my friend. He’s 89.”
“He doesn’t look that old,” the woman murmured.
“And he still has all his teeth.” Dixie nudged Morgan. “Open your mouth and show her.”
She’d surprised him again. He grinned, showing his teeth. “I feel like a horse!” he joked.
The waitress smiled, properly impressed.
Sometimes they had dinners at Dixie’s home. Dixie cooked while he relaxed in an easy chair. Jiggs treated him like a member of the family, jumping up in his lap, expecting to be petted and scratched, getting in a quick lick of his face. Morgan vowed he’d train him not to do that when—if—he moved in.
Neighbors of Dixie rang the bell and traipsed in to look him over. Then the postman dropped by, and the woman who delivered her newspaper, followed by the man who cleaned the swimming pool down the block and the boy who mowed the lawn next door. Dixie told them all about their dramatic meeting, how old Morgan was, and asked him to show his teeth.
To some she confided that she’d saved his life. That embarrassed him. It was true, he supposed, but as the days went on the incident seemed less dramatic. He wanted to forget it.
Finally, after a neighbor left, he said to Dixie, “Please stop saying you saved my life. We’ve heard it enough.” He didn’t mind showing his teeth. He was proud of them.
“But I did. And you called me an angel.”
“I’d have called 911. Or gotten better. The medicine would finally have kicked in,” he growled. “Probably!”
“Probably, schmobably,” she replied, rolling her eyes.
He met her bridge club (Vera was a member) and played a few hands, badly. Again, he showed his teeth without demur. Dixie honored his request not to mention in front of him that she’d saved his life. But a few of the women came up to him privately, praising Dixie as a heroine. He, of course, agreed. What else could he do?
Even though he was an agnostic, Morgan went to church with Dixie three Sundays in a row. He usually fell asleep during the sermon, which seemed to drone on and on. Each Sunday, Reverend Carmichael shook his hand effusively and said, “Morgan, it’s great to have you worship with us!” Each Sunday Morgan was introduced to every member of the congregation Dixie could accost. It made him feel like a celebrity. Too bad he couldn’t get with the whole religion thing. He’d save that discussion for later.
Of course, before every outing, they debated about whose car to use. Dixie didn’t trust his car to get them there. Morgan thought her car was too cramped. Besides, he wanted to drive. She drove if they took her car.
“Don’t be so cheap,” she said. “Buy a new one.”
“They’re a little pricey,” he said pointedly, hoping she’d understand the delicate state of his finances without his spelling it out. Besides, he knew if his car expired for good, he could use hers, if he moved in. A cramped foreign car was better than no wheels at all.
Dixie met his poker club, of which Nate was a member, when she invited them over for a potluck. They played several games around her long and elegant dining room table, staying until eleven pm, leaving behind a stack of dirty dishes and several empty beer bottles.
Morgan left when they did, Dixie insisting Nate take him home since Morgan’s car was back in the shop. But it left the mess for her to clean up. She complained about it the next day. But she’d been the one to insist he leave, he grumbled to himself. He’d been geared up to stay overnight with her.
The pace was fun but exhausting. He’d have preferred a slower approach. But the renewal on his apartment lease was looming. Whispering Pines was beckoning. And Dixie seemed determined to move things along in double time.
The Elks dinner dance climaxed this giddy period of their lives.
***
Morgan, in his rented black tux with tails, caught a glimpse of himself reflected in the florist’s window. Not bad looking, for an old man. He threw his shoulders back and sauntered into the shop. The female clerk smiled.
“May I help you?” she asked, almost flirtatiously, he thought.
“I need some advice.” He leaned in confidentially, elbows on the counter. “On a corsage for my date. I’m on my way to collect her. Big dance tonight.”
The young woman beamed. “What will she be wearing?”
He didn’t know.
“Her favorite color?”
“Her eyes are blue, very striking.”
“Ah,” she said.
He wanted to buy the perfect corsage, one that expressed her uniqueness. “And she has a dramatic flair, an unusual way of seeing things. Everybody likes her . . . ” He stopped, surprised at himself for going on this way.
“Black Magic,” she said.
“Yes,” he answered, chuckling. “You might say that.”
She showed him. “Black Magic roses.” They were a deep, velvety red. “Flown in from Central America.”
“Very nice.”
Then the young woman appeared with more flowers. “Stephanotis, also known as the Madagascar jasmine. Smell.”
Their fragrance was subtle, tantalizing. “Perfect.”
She deftly intertwined the red roses with the white jasmine, adding some greenery and a sheer white ribbon.
Morgan felt almost dizzy, wondering what the evening would bring. Tonight was, in effect, the conclusion of the compatibility experiment between Dixie and him. Soon a decision would be made about the future, his and Dixie’s. He swallowed hard.
***
“Who’s the elegant stranger?” Dixie asked as she opened her front door. Morgan did look distinguished, like someone from a movie set, with the black tux and tails, and the red carnation in his buttonhole.
Grinning, he looked her up and down and whistled appreciatively.
She slowly pivoted, lifting her arms so the long, wide sleeves of her black sequined jacket floated behind them. The black, she knew, set off dramatically her floor-length blue gown with the silver sheen. She’d paid top price for the ensemble but it was worth it, judging by the look on Morgan’s face. She saw him glancing at her blonde wig. She knew he didn’t like her to wear it, but she wasn’t going to be seen in this outfit with her own mousy gray hair.
Morgan handed her a small white box.
She lifted the lid and parted the tissue paper. “Red roses,” she sighed. “My favorite. What are the white flowers?”
He said proudly, “Jasmine, all the way from Madagascar.”
“Madagascar! They must have cost a fortune!”
He stood close, his fingers fumbling, as he pinned on the corsage. She breathed in the spicy scent of the roses and jasmine, mingled with his musky aftershave and her new perfume. Intoxicating.
He sneezed.
Oh, dear, she hoped he wasn’t allergic. “God bless!”
He took his inhaler from his jacket pocket and sucked at it twice.
“People used to think a sneeze was the body’s way of expelling a little evil spirit,” Dixie pronounced. “God bless is a small prayer for divine help.”
“Your request for divine help must have been ignored,” he grinned roguishly, trying to look down her dress front. “My thoughts now are just as ornery as before I sneezed.”
***
At six o’clock a horn tooted. “Paul and Vera!” Dixie said to Morgan. The two hurried out to the car and scrambled into the back seat, Morgan making sure the tails of his dinner jacket were tucked safely under him before he slammed the door.
“We’re late. It’s my fault,” Vera chortled as Paul backed the car out of Dixie’s drive. “Morgan, my hubby, Paul,” Vera said. “Nice to meet you,” each said to the other.
Paul drove like a madman, mumbling under his breath, his bald head twisting and turning from side to side. His scalp was so smooth that Morgan wondered if he shaved it.
Dixie and Vera chattered excitedly about their gowns, expectations about the evening, the food, the orchestra. Morgan watched and listened, dazzled by their energy.
Vera’s long hair, not stringy now, was piled up on her head very becomingly, and she wasn’t wearing her glasses. She was better looking than Morgan remembered.
“I’m quitting smoking,” Vera announced.
“Good for you,” Dixie squealed.
Amazingly, Paul found a parking spot in the front row of the lot. The two couples spilled out of the car and soon were trotting up the front steps of the Elks.
Vera was almost as tall as her husband, Morgan noticed.
Paul gave Vera a boyish smile and grabbed her hand. Morgan wondered if he should take Dixie’s hand, but she beat him to it, linking her arm in his. He glanced up at the red-lettered sign draped across the entrance of the massive yellowish stone building. The banner read, SWEETHEARTS’ DINNER DANCE. Morgan reached for his handkerchief and wiped the perspiration off his forehead.
***
“May I have this dance?” Morgan asked, his lips close to Dixie’s ear.
His breath tickled. She felt a thrill run from her ear down her neck. She stood up to the strains of “Some Enchanted Evening,” enveloped by the music. The band had a big, lush sound, too loud for much conversation, which was fine with her. She loved to dance.
Morgan led her to the dance floor. Overhead, multicolored ribbons of crepe paper looped sinuously, balloons swayed and bobbled. We make a nice fit, she thought as he put his arm around her and pulled her toward him. “Not too close.” She indicated her corsage.
With a regretful grin, he allowed more space between them. “I only know the two-step.”
“Me too,” she said.
He apologized the first time he stepped on her foot. “I haven’t danced for some time.”
After a series of missteps, Dixie feared her stockings would be shredded and her feet black and blue. She took over the lead during the next dance, but he wrested back control and marched her around the floor, their arms sawing up and down. She worked to keep her feet out of harm’s way. I’ll be a wreck, she decided, if this keeps up all night.
Finally, to her relief, he stopped trying so hard, relaxed into the rhythm, and guided her around more gently and intuitively. She went with the flow. As the evening progressed, he was grinning and she was grinning. They were having fun!
During “Haunted Heart,” he started sneezing. “The battle between good and evil in my sinuses seems to be continuing!” he said in her ear.
She removed her corsage and took it back to their table. He had a long puff of his inhaler and waited on the dance floor.
She glided back into his arms, putting her head on his shoulder. They danced the next dance. And the next and the next.
The band hit favorites from every decade, the twenties through the seventies. A kaleidoscope of memories and feelings enveloped Dixie. Morgan seemed wistful too. “A penny for your thoughts,” she said, as the band finished “It Was a Very Good Year.”
“Too many pennies for you to carry,” he sighed.
They sat out the jitterbug and swing from the forties and the rock and roll from the fifties. Morgan bought another round of drinks for everyone. He and Dixie watched Vera and Paul do a pretty mean Charleston. They came back to the table, huffing and puffing, and the band took a break.
Morgan couldn’t resist a story. “I remember when the Charleston became the rage back in the twenties,” he said, “I begged my older cousin Rachel to take me as her dancing partner. ‘No way,’ she told me. ‘You have two left feet!’” Morgan threw a rueful look at Dixie.
“Not true,” Dixie smiled.
“Rachel and her partner Ted,” Morgan continued, “had already won three contests. I remember standing on the sidelines—I was about ten at the time—while contestants leaped and whirled in a mad frenzy. One couple created quite a stir. The girl did a back flip that brought down the house.” He grinned. “To get the attention of the judges, she’d worn no panties.”
Dixie glanced worriedly at Vera, who wore a polite smile. Vera disliked off-color stories told in mixed company.
“Ah, those feminine wiles.” Paul said to Morgan conspiratorially.
“Her gamble paid off and she took home the evening’s grand prize,” Morgan laughed. “Rachel and Ted had to be content with honorable mention.”
“I was only a year old in 1920,” Dixie said. “But I’m a flapper deep in my heart.”
Vera was nervously tapping the side of her soda glass with her nail. She looked bored, Dixie thought, but maybe she was just hankering for a cigarette.
“The crazy things people did,” Morgan mused, “all in the name of fun. Flagpole sittings. Dance marathons.”
“Speaking of dance marathons . . . ” Dixie took off a shoe and rubbed her foot.
Vera sighed. She drummed her fingers. She couldn’t seem to relax. Finally, she drew a pack of cigarettes from her purse. Paul patted her hand.
She rolled her eyes apologetically. “I’m dying for a cigarette.”
“The twenties were a period of great prosperity,” Morgan went on. “My dad was a janitor. His wages rose, his work hours were cut back . . . ”
Dixie gave Morgan’s leg a nudge under the table. Vera’s eyes were glazing over.
Morgan ignored her. The drinks seemed to be making him reckless. “Arguments developed over the ethics of contraception, get-rich schemes and women smoking. My grandmother smoked a corncob pipe. She had to hide in the bathroom to do it. Now women smoke walking down the street, just like the men.”
Vera sat up, suddenly alert. “You think we should still be hiding in the bathroom?”
“Of course not,” Dixie said quickly.
“I just meant . . . ” Morgan sputtered.
Paul cut him off, smiling. “I was born at the end of the twenties. In 1929. Vera too.” He finished his martini with a quick gulp
Good, Dixie thought. We’re on smoother waters.
“Ah, October 1929,” Morgan said half-heartedly. “The stock-market crash.” “And Roosevelt’s New Deal,” Paul added.
“Let’s don’t get started on the thirties now,” Dixie said nervously.
“Please, no,” Vera groaned. “My nicotine-deprived mind can only hold one thought—when is the next hit coming?” That cleared the air. Everyone laughed.
The band filed back in and launched into a fast number. Vera stood. “Gotta keep movin’,” she said to Paul. The two hightailed it to the dance floor.
“I think I monopolized the conversation,” Morgan said to Dixie with a grimace. “I also think I put my foot in my mouth.”
“Both feet.” Dixie was sure she’d hear from Vera about it later. “That’s the most I’ve ever heard you talk.”
***
What stamina, Morgan thought, as he pulled Dixie against him and performed a whirl and dip. It was nearly eleven and they’d danced almost every dance. His gimpy leg, with whatever was going on in the hip joint, didn’t even hurt. He was patting himself on the back when he caught a glimpse of a familiar figure. Could it be? Yes, it was. She was plumper, but still Miranda. She wore a flashy, expensive-looking necklace. Her hair, blacker than he remembered it, was swept up and held in place by a large, jeweled comb. She wore bright blue eye shadow and her cheeks were heavily rouged.
She was dancing with a fat dark-haired man, his face coarse and jowly. Was that the guy she’d left him for eight years ago? Her rich guy? Or had she moved on from that rich guy to another?
He spun Dixie the other way, and they finished their dance.
As he and Dixie made their way back to their table, he was face-to-face with Miranda. She stared at him coolly, gave Dixie the once-over. He froze. If Miranda said hello, he’d have to introduce her. She evidently didn’t want to chat any more than he did. She turned the other way, hooking her arm in the arm of the fat man. They headed toward the bar.
Morgan was glad Dixie was dressed so splendidly tonight, in her blue dress, black sequined jacket, and yes, even the blonde wig. She looked younger and classier than Miranda, who, with her extra weight and too much makeup, made him think of an aging tart.
“I think that woman knows you,” Dixie said as they approached their table. “She’s been staring at you all evening,”
“Because I’m so handsome,” Morgan replied as he sat down. Oops, mistake. He should have said, What woman? I didn’t see any woman staring.
“What’s because you’re so handsome?” Vera asked with a bright smile.
Morgan grinned. It looked as if Vera was back on his side.
“His effect on women,” Dixie said thoughtfully. She whispered something in Vera’s ear.
“No secrets now, gals,” Morgan said with what he hoped was joviality.
***
“Did she tell you about her husband?” Vera asked Morgan while Dixie was dancing with Paul.
“Not much,” Morgan said.
“He was a womanizer. Selfish. He brought her to the brink of financial ruin. She was too good for him. She’s waited all her life for someone. She deserves the best. Someone who’s loyal and . . . solvent.” Her eyes widened as if she expected him to reply.
Did she think he was a freeloader? He’d bought two rounds of drinks during the evening. Didn’t she know he was going to be a paying guest and not a husband? That is, if he moved in.
Vera was saying something else. She was hard to hear over the music. “Well, you know her worth,” Vera went on. “She saved your life.”
“I’m grateful,” Morgan said. The music swelled. “But I’m tired of being reminded daily of her good deed.”
“What?” Vera asked.
“I said I’m tired of being told over and over that she saved my life.” His voice was louder than he had intended. “The repetition is getting annoying!”
She stood up and stared at him, looking frayed around the edges. “It’s been ninety minutes since I’ve had a smoke. But who’s counting?” she asked with a raspy laugh. She grabbed her purse and pushed through the milling crowd to the front door.
“Where’s Vera?” Dixie asked when she and Paul returned to the table.
“Out having a cigarette,” Morgan said glumly. “I think.”
“But it’s not time,” Paul wailed. “She’s not due for another thirty minutes.”
Morgan lifted his hands. Paul left to find Vera.
Dixie threw Morgan a questioning look, which he ignored. What the hell. He wasn’t going to live with Vera. When Vera visited Dixie, it didn’t mean he had to be there too.
Chapter 9
The Kiss
Morgan and Dixie waved. Vera fluttered her fingers. Paul tooted his horn twice and backed his car slowly down Dixie’s driveway. The car lurched into the street and headed right.
“Beautiful night,” Dixie said.
“Yeah.” The sky was clear. Thousands of stars twinkled.
She suddenly laughed.
“What?”
She pointed. Paul’s car was stopped at the stop sign under the streetlamp. “Vera will be twisted around in the front seat, trying to get a look. To see if you get in your car. Or come inside.”
“Let’s give them a show.” Morgan moved towards her, grinning, arms outstretched.
Dixie turned away and walked up on the front porch. Morgan followed. He’d better let her set the tone.
Her dress rustled as she lowered herself on the porch swing. “Let’s sit out here.” She patted the seat.
He sat, draping his arm casually around her shoulders.
The sequins bordering her sleeve seemed to glitter and glow. She ran a finger over them. “Stardust,” she said.
“Or maybe light reflected from the street lamp?” He noticed Paul’s and Vera’s car had moved on.
“You’re such a realist,” she said with a sigh. “I had a wonderful time.”
“So did I,” he answered.
“I hope Vera didn’t spoil the dance for you. She was pretty jumpy.”
“Like a fart in a skillet.”
“I’m relieved she’s quitting smoking. It’s about time.”
“Yeah.” He didn’t want to talk about Vera.
“You and she were deep in conversation while Paul and I were dancing.”
Should he tell Dixie he’d yelled at Vera? That was why she’d left the table in a huff to grab an extra smoke, and why she was so quiet in the car just now on the way to Dixie’s.
“I was happy to see you two chatting. I want you to get along.”
No, he’d let Vera do the carping and then he’d defend himself to Dixie. “She was telling me your late husband was a skunk.”
“That he was.”
The porch swing squeaked as the two swayed gently to and fro. The crickets chirped, almost like a serenade. Morgan was very conscious of her thigh touching his and the warmth of her back and shoulder where his arm rested.
Finally, Dixie spoke. “Alfred left me with this beautiful house, huge mortgage payments, and almost $98,000 in debt, including $4,500 for a ring he’d just bought for his sweetie.”
Morgan withdrew his arm quickly. “$98,000?”
“That was twenty-seven years ago. I’ve pinched every penny since then, most of the time working two jobs.” She faced him with a smile. “I even worked cleaning houses.”
“Sounds rough.” She’d told him her mortgage would be paid off in two years. She hadn’t mentioned any debt. “$98,000 was real money then.”
“I’ve paid off every cent and managed to keep up my mortgage payments too.”
“That takes gumption,” he said.
“It’s one thing I have plenty of.”
Jiggs yelped from behind the door. “He’s afraid he’s missing something,” Morgan faked a laugh. That was a bombshell—the $98,000 she’d owed—and paid back, she said. He wondered if he was getting the whole story there. Or maybe something else needed attending to, like a new furnace? Now that he thought about it, Vera had strongly hinted that Dixie needed financial shoring up.
“My late husband loved to gamble. He was also a philanderer. He died in the arms of his mistress.” She fixed a suspicious eye on Morgan. “That striking woman who kept looking at you at the dance. Who was she?”
The crickets sounded very loud. “I wouldn’t call her striking,” he blustered.
“I would!”
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