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To the best of my knowledge, there is no supermarket chain called Food Go. I also coined the name Food-Fed for the store brand of a decongestant that plays an important part in this story. Many drugs that required prescriptions at the time of this novel (such as Rogaine, the hair regrowth treatment and Nicoderm, the nicotine patch) no longer require prescriptions but now can be bought "over the counter." Others, such as Seldane D, have been discontinued. Such changes in status are a pharmaceutical constant and may affect other drugs before you read my Rx series. Also, I chose to refer to Viagra although this drug was not available when Rx for Murder takes place. In an earlier version of Rx for Murder, published by Avon Books, the hormone Oreton was prescribed instead of Viagra. Some of the restaurants mentioned in Rx for Murder,as well, are no longer in existence in Scottsdale.
For the sake of the story, the author has also ignored the change in Arizona law that now requires a pharmacist to counsel new prescriptions.
One that is ever kind said yesterday:
"Your well-belovèd's hair has threads of grey,
And little shadows come about her eyes;
Time can but make it easier to be wise
Though now it seems impossible, and so
All that you need is patience."
Heart cries, "No,
I have not a crumb of comfort, not a grain.
Time can but make her beauty over again:
Because of that great nobleness of hers
The fire that stirs about her, when she stirs,
Burns but more clearly. O she had not these ways
When all the wild summer was in her gaze."
O heart! O heart! if she'd but turn her head,
You'd know the folly of being comforted.
"The Folly of Being Comforted"
William Butler Yeats
From The Poems of W. B. Yeats: A New Edition,
edited by Richard Finneran (New York: Macmillan, 1983).

Five customers were waiting at the pharmacy window, and Joey had gone on break. I needed a break, too, but there was no way I could leave.
“Miss, when will the pharmacist be back?” A woman about my own age peered through the window at me. She wore a bright paisley blouse with clashing pink shorts and pink tennis shoes.
“I'm the pharmacist,” I said. “May I help you?” My smile was forced. I could see she wouldn't accept me as a professional, but, I reminded myself, it was worse thirty years ago when I got my pharmacy degree.
“No, I mean the fellow who just left. The pharmacist.”
She was ready to believe that Joey Franklin, my 20-year-old technician, was in charge. “I'm the pharmacist,” I repeated more firmly, straightening the lapels of my white lab jacket so she could read the words on the name tag, “Ruth Kantor Morris, Pharmacy Manager.” She never looked at it, but did hand over two prescriptions.
While I tried to clear the backlog, more people lined up at the window. I waved and said, “Be with you in a minute,” but one waiting customer walked away. People want instantaneous service today. I try not to let it bother me when I lose business for my company, Food Go, but it's frustrating. And not just because I'm in the employee stock plan.
It was hot even with the air conditioner blasting away. Summertime, I wear my hair short to cope with the desert heat, but my forehead was uncomfortably damp. With the back of one hand, I brushed a lock of auburn hair, tinted nowadays, out of the way and rushed to help more waiting customers.
Joey returned from his break and pitched in. His dark eyes, always sharply intelligent, seemed animated with suppressed excitement, but we couldn't talk until a pause in the flow of customers about an hour later.
“Do you remember that old guy who comes in for his Viagra? The one with the pretty blonde wife.” He waited while I handed out a prescription and cautioned the customer not to take it with dairy products. “You always say that's why widows like you don't have a chance. Because the old guys marry young gals ...” Joey looked stricken. “I didn't really mean old,” he said.
I remembered him all right. Harry Stokes. Another one who thought Viagra would help him keep a young wife. “Was he in for a refill today? It can't be more than a few days since the last time.”
Joey's excitement was at the bursting point. “He won't need Viagra now.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“He's dead.”
I felt a pang of sadness. Harry Stokes had been good-looking and polite. I always remembered the polite customers. And I appreciated the way he respected my professional judgment--often asking my opinion about nonprescription drugs.
“And that’s not all,” Joey said. “ I think he was murdered.”
I had no chance to question him. Someone was tapping on the pharmacy window to get my attention.
“Excuse me. Where's the rubbers?” It was a teenage girl.
“Just over there, on the left.” In my day, women never bought condoms, and certainly girls didn't. Even men were embarrassed to ask for them. Thirty years ago, they'd come into Dad's store and wait for me to walk away from the counter. After a while, I learned to busy myself elsewhere so they could talk to Dad alone.
A customer left three new prescriptions at the window, and I had no time to talk or even speculate about Joey’s bombshell. He looked like he wanted to say more but had to get the phone, one call right after the other. He was a dependable technician, who wanted to study medicine someday, and was always asking questions. Although pharmacy law required me to check his work, I rarely found an error.
By the time Joey's shift ended, half a dozen people were waiting for their medications, and I barely had a chance to wave goodbye to him. I had no opportunity at all to think of Harry Stokes.
But I like to keep busy, and the night schedule works best for me since Bob died. It's that much later till I have to go back to my empty house. Nearly two years, but I still can't get used to being alone. My friends tell me, “Come on, Ruthie. It's not like you can't manage. You're different than the other women of our generation. Most of us didn't have careers.”
Then they talk on, letting me know how lucky I am to have a profession, to have always worked, to make a good salary, to have no children. I stopped communicating my feelings and fears after the first bewildered months of loneliness. No one wants to hear the truth, anyhow. They ask, “How are you, Ruthie?” and I say, “Fine.” And most of the time, I am fine.
I guess it's getting better because I don't cry myself to sleep very often any more. And about a year ago, I started noticing good-looking men like Harry Stokes. He was a little older than Bob, and his expression wasn't so serious. Bob always seemed to be working out a problem in his head, maybe because of his engineering background. Friends considered me the outgoing one and Bob the introvert. But then again, I deal with people all day long, and he worked with machines.
Don't misunderstand me! Nothing was the matter with Bob's sense of humor. Sometimes it seemed to take him forever to get to the punchline of a joke, but I'd give anything to hear him tell one again. I wouldn't get impatient either.
Harry Stokes was different. He smiled more and he kidded with Joey or with me whenever he came in. Not about the Viagra, though. We didn't dare joke about it.
I knew he'd been a widower for some years because Denise Seaford from the Food Go coffee shop had pointed him out to me. Denise was a divorcée, about 10 years younger than me, and she was interested in Harry Stokes. She lived next door to Harry and knew all about him. In fact, I remembered the day last October when Denise told me he remarried.
“She's after his money.”
I laughed. Denise thrived on melodrama. “After all the times you've told me how much you like him,” I said. “Maybe she feels the same way.”
“That's different. I'm old enough to appreciate a man in his sixties. But she's only half his age.” Then Denise leaned over my table and spoke softly, as if confiding a secret. “She's just a couple of years older than his children. Could be the same age as the married son, now that I think of it.”
Denise had to leave to refill someone's coffee. My shift in the Food Go pharmacy over, I sat there thinking about Harry Stokes and his young wife. I had never told Denise that I sometimes daydreamed about Harry. He'd see me standing behind the pharmacy window, nibbling on some danish and gulping down coffee between customers.
“Let me take you to dinner,” he'd say. “You look like you need to relax.”
“Wonderful idea,” I'd answer. My imagination worked very well with the details: what I would wear, when he would call for me, where we would eat, and what we would say to each other. We'd find that we laughed together and talked a lot. I could work out the conversation in the restaurant, but after that my imagination faltered. It had been too many years since I'd dated, if they even called it that today. I had no idea how to act after dinner or whether Harry, who was from my generation, would expect me to be uninhibited like the younger women I talk to and read about. Well, now I knew. He had skipped a generation in choosing a new wife.
Denise returned and started to tell me that her neighbors all figured the Stokes children were unhappy about the marriage. “When so many years went by and he didn't remarry, the kids thought they were safe.”
“Safe?”
“It's like a TV soap. There's money. Lots of money. And the son and daughter are used to having whatever they want.”
I thought Denise was probably exaggerating. Most of the young people I know want their divorced or widowed parents to remarry. That way, they don't have to worry about them. Or if they're less selfish, they want the parents to be happy.
Denise went away again to microwave a slice of pizza for someone. When she came back, we occupied ourselves comparing schedules. We were looking for a night when we were both off and could go to the movies together.
Since then she'd kept me up to date about Harry Stokes and his wife, Betsy. I knew they honeymooned on Maui, and I heard when they redecorated Harry's home. Denise told me Betsy was pretty, but a stereotypical dumb blonde. “And you should see her clothes. She never wears the same thing twice.”
“How do you know?” In Scottsdale, we don't see much of our neighbors. We all live behind our block fences and, although we spend a lot of time outdoors, it's usually on our own patios or in our own swimming pools.
“I see her getting into her BMW, the new one he bought for her. Or walking out to the mailbox.”
Denise seemed envious. I knew she was struggling, even though she had kept her house as part of the divorce settlement. Not for the first time, I thought what a nice bit of gossip it would make for Denise if she learned that Harry Stokes was taking Viagra. But of course I wouldn't reveal anything about a customer's prescriptions.
Now, instead of the details of Harry's new life with Betsy Stokes, I would be hearing about his death and funeral. I shivered as I began my closing procedure for the pharmacy, wondering whether Joey was right about murder.
I connected the order machine to the telephone and began to transmit 40 or 50 items from the order book. The pharmacy closed at nine, although Food Go stayed open all night. That made it hard to get out of the place, because last-minute customers could come into the store while I tried to finish up. Sure enough, while I was printing a copy of my computer's Rx record for the day, a woman came in with a prescription for birth control pills.
“Why couldn't she get here sooner,” I grumbled quietly as I filled her prescription. “They never remember until they start to think about bed.”
At least I didn't have to back up the entire day's prescriptions the way they did in some pharmacies. All Food Go stores were linked to a mainframe computer at the central office, and they ran the backups.
I took off my white jacket, put it neatly on a hanger, locked the door to the pharmacy, and went to sign out. Yes, we have to punch a timecard even though we're supposed to be professionals. That's one disadvantage of working for a chain of supermarkets. Dad would have been upset if he'd lived long enough to see me working for Food Go. I remember the bitterness in his voice whenever he talked about the “chains” and the way their competition was forcing him out of business.
Thinking about Dad and how pharmacy has changed over the years, I reached in my handbag for the canister of Mace that I always carry, and walked out of the store. Employees are supposed to park at the outer perimeter of the lot and leave the closer spaces for customers. And although the Food Go parking lot is well lit, occasionally there are assaults and carjackings around town. It doesn't hurt to be careful.
Just as I pulled into my driveway, I remembered I'd wanted to look up Harry Stokes's prescription record. I was curious to see what other medications he'd been taking.
When I work nights, I often have lunch in the Food Go coffee shop before signing in. On Tuesday, I got there early enough to visit with Denise. Always ready to say what was uppermost on her mind, she began speaking even before I pulled out one of the green plastic-covered chairs and picked up a menu.
“Did you hear about Harry Stokes?”
I mumbled the usual sympathetic words, trying to discern at the same time if Denise looked the way she always did. Despite the heat, her makeup had been carefully applied. As usual, her eye shadow, lavender today, dramatically emphasized pale gray eyes. I saw no sign of tears or a sleepless night, and her makeup wasn't heavy enough to hide any traces of emotional outpouring for Harry Stokes. But I couldn't interpret the slight difference I did read in her expression.
After that quick glance to assess Denise's reactions, my first thought was a selfish one: good, she wasn't really in love with him. I don't have to treat her like a mourner.
Denise leaned over the table to take my order and retrieve the menu, although we both knew that I always had the same tuna salad and iced tea at this time of the year. We were in the middle of the Arizona monsoon season, with temperatures hovering at the 110-degree mark and unusually high humidity. But under pretense of taking the order, she could spend more time talking to me.
“You'll never believe what's happening,” she said. “The children want an autopsy.”
I stared at her, startled at the news despite Joey’s comment. She smoothed the frilly green apron that served more to identify her as a Food Go waitress than to protect her clothes. Denise, always immaculate no matter how busy the coffee shop was, wore a multicolored, slightly flared skirt in shades of violet, orchid, and lavender. Her sleeveless blouse picked up the same lavender as the skirt, both exactly one shade darker than her eye shadow. Although Denise was no taller than my own five and a half feet, with hair the color we used to call dirty blonde, she made me feel nondescript in my pale yellow shirtdress.
Denise clearly enjoyed my surprise. “Betsy won't allow it. Don't you think that's suspicious?”
“You've been reading too many Sue Graftons,” I said. “Any wife would be distraught at the idea of an autopsy. I was terrified they'd insist on one for Bob.”
“That's different. You told me you couldn't allow an autopsy for religious reasons.”
“Even so,” I said. “An autopsy's the last thing a new widow wants to think about.”
A young couple, in matching khaki shorts and T-shirts advertising a walkathon, went to a table at the opposite end of the coffee shop. While Denise waited on them, I thought about autopsies. Didn't the need for one simply mean the cause of death hadn't been clearly established?
It was just like Denise to dramatize everyday events. Well, maybe a neighbor's death wasn't exactly an everyday event, especially a neighbor she'd wanted. And you, I asked myself, weren't you also looking at him that way? But I told myself that was different because I'd never mentioned my daydreams to anyone; they served only to pass the time.
I was still thinking about those daydreams, unwillingly comparing them to reality, when Denise returned with my sun tea. “Why do people always sit as far away from each other as they can?” she asked. But she was smiling when she said it. Denise never got upset with her customers, even the demanding ones, and I often wished I had her patience.
I didn't comment. I was more interested in the Harry Stokes drama than where people chose to sit in Food Go's coffee shop. “Do his children suspect murder?” I asked, thinking about Joey’s suspicion.
Again, I saw something indefinably different in her expression. “Now, who reads too many mysteries?” she asked me.
Although we were talking about the death of someone we both cared about, I found myself grinning at Denise. “It's a natural question. Why else would they want an autopsy?”
“They claim she drove their dad to suicide.”
“Suicide!”
“It's not as farfetched as murder.”
“Yes, but it seems unlikely when they've been married such a short time.”
“I don't know about that,” Denise muttered before she left to take care of her other customers.
I sat there, sipping my sun tea and thinking about Denise's comments. Would a seemingly well-balanced man like Harry Stokes commit suicide? What if he remarried and then discovered he'd made a mistake? Even though Arizona is a community-property state, divorce seemed more likely. Denise had told me Harry Stokes was wealthy. Surely, he would have insisted on a prenuptial agreement to protect his children.
Denise returned with my tuna sandwich and I told her what I'd been thinking. “Some people don't want to look foolish,” she said.
“Suicide is a rather drastic way to avoid looking foolish.” But as I ate, I remembered Harry Stokes' prescriptions for Rogaine and Viagra. Surely a man who was planning suicide wouldn't be getting refills to control baldness and increase his sex drive. I'd have to look up the computer records and see when we'd last filled those scripts.
My watch showed that it was time to get going. I paid for lunch, lost the battle of the tip again--Denise always refused to accept one from me--and went to punch my timecard with five minutes to spare.
Tim Barnard, my staff pharmacist, was working the day shift. He was planted at the computer while Joey took care of customers at the window, answered the telephone, and handled the cash register. I knew from experience that Tim would not move away from the computer unless I forced the issue. He considered it an assault on his professionalism to touch the telephone or the register, and didn't like talking to customers unless he had to.
I got a “Thank God, you're here” look from Joey and a shrug in Tim's direction. Tim, about a dozen years older than the technician and a registered pharmacist, didn't treat Joey very well. For that matter, he was often obnoxious to me, too. He'd been with us about a year, and Joey and I both wished he'd never transferred from a Food Go pharmacy in Tucson.
The day's order from our drug warehouse had come in but wasn't unpacked. I knew better than to expect help from Tim, so I asked Joey to begin while I took over the window. Between customers and phone calls, I went back and worked with Joey.
“You'll never believe what's happening,” he said, echoing Denise. He seemed even more disturbed than she had been, but maybe he was just excited about the unusual situation. I wondered if I seemed different, too.
“I know. The Stokes children want an autopsy.”
Joey deflated. “Oh, you had lunch in the coffee shop and Denise told you.”
I admitted this was true and repeated my reaction to Denise's suppositions. The phone rang five or six times, ignored by Tim, who didn't seem to pay attention to our conversation either. He, at least, was acting the way he always did.
Since I was the responsible pharmacist, I picked up the phone and took down a Vicodin Rx from a local dentist. I handed it to Tim at the computer.
“Someone ought to report that dentist to the State Board,” Tim grumbled. “He prescribes too many narcotics for his patients.”
Tim was probably right, but I didn't say anything. He complained enough without encouragement. I returned to the back of the pharmacy to work with Joey, who had already unpacked and priced out the over-the-counter items. “Thanks for finishing the OTCs,” I said to him.
“But I've been waiting to tell you the really great news. My brother-in-law is working on the Stokes case.” Joey's excitement surfaced again.
“How can it be a case if it was a natural death?”
“That's what they're trying to find out. And I'll be in on all the details because of Frank.”
Joey's older sister was married to someone on the Scottsdale police force. I hadn't really paid much attention when he’d talked about Frank Moreway and the cases he was on. Dad had so imbued me with the necessity for professional discretion that I found it difficult to understand people who gossiped about privileged information.
“You must never repeat anything you hear behind this counter,” Dad told me long before I entered pharmacy college. “You'll learn who's pregnant when they come in for prenatal vitamins. You'll learn who has pneumonia. You'll learn who's using birth control. But all that information is privileged.” I still remember how upset Dad was when Winston Churchill's physician wrote a book about his famous patient.
“And it's not just an autopsy,” Joey was saying. “Harry Stokes's family has filed some kind of complaint with the police. I don't understand exactly what it is, but they want his death investigated.”
This was something new to think about. I stored it in my mind to look at later and returned hurriedly to the pharmacy window to help a customer. Her little boy was crying loud enough to disturb everyone in the store.
A few days later, Joey told me that an autopsy had been performed on Harry Stokes, but he didn't know the cause of death. Either he hadn't seen Frank since the autopsy, or his brother-in-law was no longer disseminating professional information. Most likely, it was too soon for the results to be in.
I thought about the mysteries I like to read when I can't fall asleep. Sometimes, preliminary post mortem results show up quickly, but not always. It varies with the author's need to deliver red herrings before facts get in the way.
Half a dozen plots went through my mind. In a whodunit, I'd be doing some amateur detecting to catch Harry Stokes's murderer. I smiled at the thought. Which fictional sleuth would I be? I could easily identify with a V.I. Warshawski or a Kinsey Millhone. But, I thought wryly, other people would see me as Miss Marple or Jessica Fletcher. The age-old question went through my mind. Why was I, a woman who still saw herself as a thirty-five-year-old, doing in a fifty-five-year-old body?
With a sigh, I remembered that I couldn't be the amateur who brilliantly solved the Stokes case--not because of age, but because common sense told me Harry Stokes had probably died of a heart attack. He wasn't the first man who married a young wife and ... Well, there were plenty of jokes along those lines. They invoked images of the fox and the sour grapes, and that was not the way I wanted to see myself.
I looked up to find Denise at the pharmacy window. She was wearing a black-and-white geometric print with a red venetian-glass necklace and matching earrings. I marveled at the way she'd found lipstick of the same red shade. In spring and fall, she wore the same dress with a flowered scarf, a deeper red, draped over one shoulder. She had that shade of lipstick, too.
“You looked so busy, I didn't want to interrupt,” she said. “Do you have a minute to chat?”
“Actually, I was just daydreaming. But don't tell anyone or they'll say I don't need technician hours and cut Joey back.”
Denise still seemed different, but I decided it was because she was quieter than usual. She must have cared more for Harry Stokes than I'd guessed. Maybe I should suggest going out together after work so she wouldn't go home to brood about might-have-beens. Mall hopping sounded like a good idea, and we could cool off at the same time.
Some of my long-time friends find it strange that Denise and I socialize outside of Food Go. “But she's a waitress,” they say. “What do you talk about?” Then they focus on the differences in our education and background.
At first, I explained that Denise is fun, and I need to be around someone with her lighthearted outlook. Eventually, I decided I was buying into their condescending attitude when I tried to justify our friendship.
Denise and I hadn't spent much time together before Bob died, but afterwards her matter-of-fact emotional support did more than all the bumblings of my other friends. Although her marriage had ended in divorce rather than death, she understood my early shock and inability to function.
She had married young and been divorced at the age of 40. When they divided the community property, Denise got the house and her ex-husband got everything else. After twenty-two years of marriage, she found herself alone--with no skills, no children, and no relatives in Arizona. But Denise felt fortunate to get the waitress job at Food Go that my other friends scorned. And she never told me how lucky I was to have a profession.
“Will you come to the funeral with me?” Denise suddenly asked.
I hesitated. It would be awkward because I didn't really know the Stokes family other than as customers. Then I remembered what I had been thinking about. Denise was there for me when I needed her. If she had really cared about Harry Stokes and needed support at the funeral, I wouldn't let her down. I would go with her even if I had to change shifts with Tim. And that was something I usually tried to avoid.
“When is it?”
“Monday morning. Nine o'clock. At Messinger's.”
At least I was off next Monday and wouldn't have to deal with Tim's reluctant consent to any kind of change. “Okay. Will you drive?”
Denise said she'd pick me up at eight-thirty Monday morning. I wanted to ask about mall hopping tonight but couldn't decide if this was the right time.
“Can I come along with you to the funeral?” I hadn't realized Joey was listening to us, but he rarely missed anything that happened in the pharmacy.
Denise arranged to pick Joey up, too, and then drifted away when both phones started ringing. A doctor was on line one, returning my call. I'd phoned because his patient brought in a prescription for Prozac, an antidepressant, and the dosage seemed too high.
“Yes, doctor. I'm checking on that script for 15 Prozac capsules. You wrote for one cap TID.” I gave the Latin abbreviation for three times a day. “The recommended dosage is one QD, one daily.”
“You're right, but I want to try the higher regimen for a short time. That's why I only wrote for 15 caps.” I'd expected an argument for questioning his intentions, but he thanked me for checking it out.
“You're welcome, doctor,” I said, pleased to be treated as a fellow professional.
We were so busy for the rest of the day that I was surprised when Tim, on nights this week, came in at four to begin his shift. We overlapped for an hour, not usually the most pleasant hour of my day. But today, I was glad to relinquish the computer to him and concentrate on customers at the window.
A young woman, carrying a baby who looked no more than six months old, handed me a prescription for prenatal vitamins. A toddler hung onto her mother's leg with both arms. I felt sorry for the mother, but warned myself not to jump to conclusions. Maybe she wanted this third child.
When the baby started crying, I held up two lollipops, making sure only the mother could see them, and raised my eyebrows in a question.
“Wonderful!” she said, as she unwrapped and delivered one to each child. “Now Terri Sue, thank the nice lady for the sucker,” she told the little girl, who released her mother's leg to grab the lollipop. Meanwhile, the baby stopped crying and the mother smiled happily at me. Mother and little girl both said, “Thank you.”
I gave the prescription to Joey, who took the vitamins off the shelf, handing script and bottle to Tim to generate the paperwork on the computer. Then Joey went on break so he could be back to help Tim when my shift ended.
My next customer, also with two small children in tow, had the opposite viewpoint. She was there to refill her birth control pills.
“Do you have the number?”
“Number?”
“Prescription number.”
She had no idea what the number was or what kind of birth control pills she used, but I got her name and asked Tim to find her in the computer. It's easier if we have the number because then I can quickly locate the hard copy of the prescription. Otherwise, we've got to sort by name on the computer. If the name is a common one or if the computer is in process of spitting out records and labels for someone else, it takes that much longer to help the customer.
I offered lollipops, again out of the children's line of vision.
“Don't you know how bad sweets are for children?” she asked. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”
Can't win them all, I thought, and apologized. Half an hour and five scripts later when my shift ended, I was glad to check out.
Denise was clocking out at the same time, and we walked into the Food Go parking lot together. A blast of hot, humid air contrasted sharply with the highly air-conditioned interior of the store. My relatives back east think we have a dry climate and, most of the time, they're right. But not in August.
“Any plans?” I asked Denise.
“Just to get home and collapse. We ran out of chocolate ice cream at three o'clock. And then everyone wanted chocolate and only chocolate.”
I made sympathetic noises. Then I mentioned my idea about going to the mall.
“Which one?”
One thing about Scottsdale--we've got malls. Some of them are in adjoining cities and towns, but still only minutes away. Denise suggested Paradise Valley Mall, which was actually in Phoenix, but not too far from home for either of us. We agreed to meet in front of Dillards and got into our respective cars.
I took the sunshade off the windshield of my white Accord and folded it away. Then I removed the bath towel from the steering wheel and inserted the ignition key. I turned the air to its strongest setting, but the bath towel hadn't helped much. The steering wheel was so hot, I could barely force myself to get going.
Denise drives faster than I do, so I'm used to arriving after her whenever we go out together. I found her right where she said she'd be, and we walked into the mall, savoring the cool air.
“Are you looking for anything special, or are we window shopping?”
“I guess I just didn't feel like going home yet,” I said.
Although we both stood on our feet all day at work, walking around the mall seemed to relax us. But we still hadn't made the transition from the workday. Denise was detailing her manager's incompetence. “He knows it's hot and it will keep on being hot. And he knows chocolate is our best-selling ice cream.”
Since the Food Go coffee shop only offers chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry, I could see her point. Besides, I had heard this complaint before. Denise, who worked hard to keep her customers happy, hated it when she had to disappoint them because of her manager's failures.
“You'll never believe what happened today, Ruthie. I was so angry, I finally asked why he didn't order more chocolate since we always run out. You know what that guy said?”
She didn't wait for me to guess but smiled, looking more like herself than she had since Tuesday. “He said, 'If I order more chocolate, I won't sell the other flavors.’”
We were passing a toy store when Denise grabbed my arm. “Look.” She nodded toward the shop without slowing her pace. “There's Betsy Stokes.”
I barely had time to wonder what a widow of three days was doing in a shopping mall toy store, when Denise whispered, “Slow down. I want to stand here until she comes out.”
“Denise, I don't think that's a good idea.”
“I just want to see who the old guy is.”
“What guy?”
“Don't you see the man with her?”
I glanced through the shop window. Betsy Stokes, whom I hadn't been able to picture when we talked about her, now looked familiar. But then so did the man at her side. They were standing at a display table of windup plush animals, all in motion. The man seemed to be in perpetual motion, too, picking up each toy and inspecting it in turn.
As we watched, Betsy scooped up a toy elephant and took it to the cashier at the front of the store. When she turned, I got a better look at her. She was a tall blonde with crimped hair; even through the shop window, I could see how attractive she was. Now that I saw Betsy Stokes, I remembered that to me she always had seemed the archetypal blonde.
I hadn't filled many prescriptions for her. When she picked up Harry's various medications, my few attempts at friendly conversation had met with brief responses.
Until the moment that Betsy approached the toyshop counter, I wasn’t sure if the man was with her or just another shopper. But now I saw him hurry to her side and take out his wallet to pay for the elephant. Betsy was shaking her head and reaching in her purse, but he put his hand on her arm and smiled at her.
The smile made my pulse race, and I couldn't figure out why. “I know him,” I said aloud. And then quickly, again without knowing the reason, I thought, and I like him.
Denise had pulled me over to a bench opposite the toy store, where we could seem to be in casual conversation when Betsy and her gentleman friend exited the store. “She sure likes them older,” Denise muttered just as our quarry came by.
For a moment, I hoped they hadn't seen us. But Denise was determined to be noticed. “Betsy. Betsy Stokes.”
Betsy turned toward us. She had green eyes that now mimed surprise. “Oh, hello Denise,” she said without enthusiasm.
I remembered that they were neighbors, but maybe Betsy was embarrassed to be seen at the mall so soon after her husband's death. Denise nodded toward me and reminded Betsy that we were acquainted. “You know Ruthie Morris, from Food Go.”
“Yes, of course. I'm sorry. I didn't recognize you without your white coat.”
I couldn't tell if this was a putdown. Don't be so sensitive, Ruthie, I thought. People do associate you with the white-jacketed figure behind the pharmacy window. You know they rarely look at you as an individual.
It was absolutely necessary to come up with words of condolence, shopping mall or no shopping mall. I summoned up appropriate sentiments, and Betsy thanked me graciously. She was not so gracious about introducing the gentleman with her; Denise's maneuvering, embarrassing as it was to me, seemed to be in vain. However, he held out a hand to each of us, saying, “Michael Loring.”
And then I knew. Was it only a few hours ago that I told myself I felt like a thirty-five-year-old? Now I was twenty again.
Michael Loring. And even without consciously recognizing him, my reaction had been the same as it was all those years ago, down in Tucson at the University of Arizona. His eyes were the same electrifying blue. As I looked into them, I thought, I should have recognized him by that overwhelming vitality, as though he were bursting with energy. He hadn't even changed so much in physical appearance. I saw some gray at the temples, but since his hair had always been light, it blended well. His face had lines that hadn't been there when we were young. They made me realize how much I'd aged, and I quickly looked away.
I wondered if I should say just two words: “Ruthie Kantor.” Did I want to remind a man who was only three years older than me, a man who was with an attractive young blonde, that I was Ruth Kantor?
Two widows, I thought ironically. But what a difference. And then I was ashamed because I realized I was feeling sorry for myself, and I'd vowed never to do that again.
Denise was talking. The elephant had evidently been difficult to wrap, and its trunk stuck awkwardly out of the shopping bag. “Is that for one of Harry's grandchildren?” she asked.
“No, it's for me.”
I could see Denise struggling to hide her surprise, or maybe she was trying to think of a response to Betsy's unfathomable comment. Was it possible that someone would go to the mall to buy herself a toy three days after her husband's sudden death? In my religion, the bereaved didn't even leave the house for seven days after the funeral. I had no idea what Betsy's beliefs were. But I remembered Michael Loring's religion. Oh yes, I remembered.
Denise sketched an awkward goodbye and I mumbled something, too. I couldn't concentrate on anything but my own turbulent thoughts. I hadn't seen Michael in thirty years. Closer to thirty-five years. And now he was escorting a young widow whose stepchildren believed had caused their father's death.
Somehow I got through the evening of window shopping at the mall and kept up my end of the conversation when Denise and I stopped for a snack. But for once, I couldn't wait to get home and be alone with my whirling memories. During all the years that Bob and I were married, I rarely thought about Michael. He never showed up at the few class reunions I attended and, because Bob and I were happy, might-have-beens had no place in my life.
After Bob's death, I was surprised one day to find myself wondering about Michael. It happened at a low point, before I started trying to pull myself together. I was sitting at the kitchen table in a housecoat, eating a cheese sandwich that I'd thrown together. No lettuce, no tomato, no mayonnaise. I hadn't even sliced the cheese--just pulled off a chunk and stuffed it between two slices of bread. Suddenly, a spasm of self pity jolted me and I was stunned to find myself thinking, if I'd married Michael, I wouldn't be alone now. But just as this idea came into my head, I realized what I was doing to myself. I remember now, my resolve to get on with life began that day. But this new determination didn't stop me from thinking occasionally of Michael.
When we first met, Michael Loring and I were both in our second year at the pharmacy school in Tucson. Only a handful of women studied pharmacy in those days, and I was asked out so often by male students, I could easily have gone to movies or college dances every night in the week. But I lived at home--most young women did in those days--and I was allowed to date only when I had no classes the next day. In our family, that meant only Saturday nights.
Fridays, when the sororities and fraternities partied, we attended synagogue services and then sat down to a sabbath dinner. My mother and father liked to invite out-of-state students to these Friday night dinners, but they reserved this traditional hospitality for Jewish students. And Michael Loring was not Jewish.
In the 1950s, rebellion might mean wearing too much lipstick or staying out until one A.M. when your parents insisted on a midnight curfew, but for most of us, it didn't include intermarriage. When Michael and I started seeing each other, parental objections surfaced.
“We're only going to a movie,” I would say. “We're friends. We're in all the same classes. We study together.”
But I knew it was more than that, and I'm sure they knew it, too. Michael and I saw each other every day that semester, and we spent hours walking and talking. I had stopped dating anyone else; in the language of the Fifties, we were going steady. Unofficially.
At first, I tried to keep the arguments with my parents from him. Michael called for me every Saturday night, and I was always ready to leave when he arrived at my house. I wanted to minimize the time he spent under my parents' scrutiny. They were so coldly formal, it surprised me that Michael took so long to realize something was wrong.
“Your parents don't like me,” he said one evening as we left my house.
At nineteen and not very sophisticated, I didn't know what to answer. “Oh, Michael,” I said and burst into tears.
“What is it? Tell me what's wrong.”
Michael was only three years older than me, but he had spent two of those years in Korea. He had grown up in Boston where his dad was an attorney, and Michael also might have studied law if the army hadn't made him a medic. So, I'd always considered Michael much more cosmopolitan and mature than I was.
“Tell me,” he repeated.
“It's not you; they like you.” I took a deep breath and blurted, “It's your religion.”
“My religion! They don't even know my religion.” We had gotten into his car and were riding along Speedway. “You and I have never even discussed it.”
“It doesn't matter what religion. Just that you're not a Jew.”
Michael quickly pulled over to the curb and turned to look at me. “I don't understand.”
“Jews have very strong feelings about intermarriage,” I told him. “In some traditional families, they mourn a child who marries a non-Jew as if he or she had died.”
After a long silence, Michael reached over and took me in his arms. We had never talked about marriage before, and I began to be afraid that my frankness would turn him away.
“I don't think either one of us is ready to rush into marriage,” he said, caressing my hair. My hair was longer then and lighter, ginger not auburn, and I wore it curled under in a pageboy style. “We both have to graduate first,” he added.
“I know that.”
“But I do love you, Ruthie. I tried to be patient until you were sure, but I've known my own feelings since the day I met you.”
“I am sure,” I said. “But it's impossible.”
“It's not impossible.”
My sadness was overwhelming because I'd known it would be this way. “You don't understand.”
“No, I guess I don't. Your parents seem so ... so modern.”
“You mean because my father doesn't have a beard or wear a skullcap. Because mother and dad dress like anyone else.”
Michael took a deep breath. “Don't link me to that kind of stereotyped thinking. You know better.”
I folded my arms on the dashboard and rested my head on them. I couldn't speak. Until now, I hadn't worried about prejudices on Michael's side. I was too absorbed with those of my family.
“Look at me, Ruthie. We have to trust each other to move beyond this problem.”
But even though we continued to spend time together until Michael went home that summer, we couldn't get beyond it. And in the fall, he transferred to the pharmacy college at Fordham University in New York.
* * * *
I thought about Michael all weekend, between filling scripts at Food Go on Saturday and cleaning my house on Sunday. Will he be at the funeral? How does he fit into Betsy Stokes's life? And even more important, should I tell him who I am?
My mind produced a collage: the young man I'd loved in pharmacy college and the Michael I'd met in the mall Friday night, crow's feet softened at the corners of his eyes, which the harsh artificial light had revealed. I made promises to myself that I had no intention of keeping. Everything I did around the house became compulsively related to Michael: as I cleaned out the garage ... Michael recognized me; as I dusted all the miniblinds ... Michael walked up to me at the funeral home and said ...
This is sick, I told myself, and five minutes later, I was throwing everything that didn't move into the washing machine and imagining another conversation--at the funeral home: Michael walked up to me and took my hand.
“Ruthie,” he said in my daydream. “I recognized you the minute I saw you at the mall, but I didn't want to say anything in front of Betsy and your friend.”
His eyes were as blue as I remembered them, and in my imaginings, the graying hair I had noticed at the mall was as blond as it had been years before. “I couldn't forget you,” he said. “That's why I never married.”
I wanted to ask him about Betsy Stokes, but that could wait because Michael was holding my hand. He smiled gently at me, “You look exactly the same as you did in pharmacy school.”
The daydream reminded me of the way I felt at my twentieth birthday party when Michael took my hand and told me he was leaving Tucson for good. That bounced me back to reality. Despite my strange state of mind since meeting Michael again, I couldn't avoid the truth of our situation. I was no longer nineteen or twenty and, romantic imaginings aside, it was nonsense to suppose Michael wouldn't know the difference. I tried to comfort myself with the undeniable fact that Michael was also thirty-five years older--but like the musings of the poet Yeats, I knew the folly of being comforted. As brief as our meeting in the mall had been, I could see the same intensity behind the blue eyes and the same energy that had attracted me to Michael all those years ago. But this Michael was seeing a beautiful young blonde, a woman whose husband had just died under suspicious circumstances.
When Denise picked me up on Monday, Joey was already in the car. It was obvious that all three of us had dressed carefully, toning down the bright colors of Arizona summer wear. Denise wore a turquoise and white dress with a straight skirt and large white-and-gold buttons. But her turquoise eye shadow was understated today and her lipstick paler than usual.
“Joey was just telling me the police questioned everyone in the Stokes family,” Denise said.
“That's right,” Joey added. He was wearing dark gray pants with a pale gray shirt. A dark blue, discreetly patterned tie, must have been borrowed for the funeral because I'd never seen it before. “My brother-in-law says they know it wasn't a heart attack.”
“I hope they really zeroed in on Betsy.” Denise said. “She's the one I suspected all along. And when Ruthie and I saw her at the mall ... Shopping, for heaven's sake. I would have been home crying my eyes out.”
“People grieve in different ways,” I reminded her. “That doesn't mean she drove him to suicide. And it certainly doesn't mean she murdered him.”
“You never want to believe anything bad about people, Ruthie. But I've told you all along that she married him for what she could get. Harry's kids think so, too.”
“How do you know?” Joey asked.
“I overheard them talking the other night. Everyone else was indoors, but Richard Stokes--that's the son--came out to smoke. His wife must have followed him outside.” Denise was quiet for a few seconds while she concentrated on finding an opening for a left turn. “I guess they didn't realize I was on my patio. They were right near the fence between our yards, and I could hear every word.”
Although I was curious, I couldn't bring myself to ask about the overheard conversation. But Denise didn't wait for questions. She told us Richard sounded agitated as he assured his wife the police knew something was wrong and that they suspected Betsy.
“Frank never mentioned that,” Joey said.
We were pulling into the parking lot at the funeral home. “I'll tell you all the details, later,” Denise promised.
Before the memorial service began, while I looked around the chapel, Denise whispered the names of the various family members to me. They were all sitting in the front row. “Richard Stokes, the son I talked about in the car. He's the first guy on the left. The one with the bald patch on top. His wife, Nancy, is next to him. I guess they figured the grandchildren are too young to take to a funeral.” She stopped and shook her head at the thought. “And Harry's daughter and her fiancé are on the other side of Nancy.”
But I was no longer listening. My eyes had focused on Michael Loring sitting just past the others, next to the widow. Denise must have noticed him a moment later, for she drew in her breath and was about to speak when the memorial service began.
It doesn't make any sense, I thought. Denise accounted for all the relatives. Why is Michael sitting with the family?
The minister spoke with feeling about Harry Stokes and his contributions to the community. I gathered he'd been an active and well-respected member of his church. Although I'd liked Harry, this picture contrasted in my mind with the man who had married someone half his age and then relied on Viagra to feel young and Rogaine to fight baldness.
Perhaps I was unfair. They used to say that no man is a hero to his valet. Pharmacists may be the modern equivalents of valets. We know who's on Micronase for diabetes and who's using Anusol HC for hemorrhoids. We know who's on Antabuse to combat alcoholism and who's taking Lithium for manic depression. Like other members of the health professions, though, we usually keep our mouths shut and our thoughts sympathetic.
The memorial service ended and all of us filed out of the chapel. We stood around the parking lot waiting for the cortege to the cemetery to form. “Look,” Joey said. “There's Tim Barnard. Wasn't he supposed to be working today?”
I turned in time to see my staff pharmacist getting into his green Buick Riviera. Many of the young women who worked at Food Go seemed to be interested in Tim, though I could never understand why. Today, though, he looked particularly handsome in a dark, summer weight suit. And for once, he had neatly brushed his thick hair back from his forehead.
Tim hadn't said a word about attending the funeral, and I was surprised to see that he cared enough about a customer to pay his respects. Out of sheer curiosity, I made a mental note to bring up the subject tomorrow at work.
Joey had drifted away, and Denise was talking to a couple of neighbors she introduced as the Brandens. They were discussing whether to go to the cemetery or to meet at the Stokes house afterwards.
“I don't know what's customary,” Denise explained. “I'm Catholic and they're Protestants of some kind.”
Raymond Branden, a short stocky man in western shirt and bolo tie, assured Denise that most people would join the mourners at the Stokes home after the burial. His wife explained why they weren't going to the cemetery. “I started a roast before I left this morning,” Verna Branden said. “When I get home, I'll finish cooking it and take it over to their house.”
Unlike the Brandens, Denise wanted to join the funeral cortege, but Joey and I talked her out of it. She agreed on condition that I visit the Stokes home with her that afternoon, and I promised, knowing I wanted to see Michael again. As we talked, I was watching him help the widow into one of the black limousines and get in beside her. I figured the chances were good that he would still be with her after the burial.
None of us said much on the way back. I had expected to hear comments from Denise, but she was quiet again, the way she had been for most of the past week.
* * * *
Joey lived with his parents in one of Scottsdale's lovely condominium complexes, and Denise drove past towering palms to a guarded gate and stopped. The guard peered into the car, saw Joey, and waved us through. Alternating pink and white oleander bushes, neatly trimmed, lined the driveway, leading to a huge three-tiered fountain shaped like a wedding cake, but surrounded by stone coyotes. Many Scottsdale condos boast ornate fountains, but this one was an outstanding sculpture. We dropped Joey off in front of the fountain.
“See you at the store later,” he said, waving goodbye to both of us.
Thinking about the store made me wonder who was working in Tim's place. Maybe he had changed shifts with the relief pharmacist who worked on our days off.
“We've got a few hours to kill until we join the crowd at the Stokes house,” Denise said. “I don’t want to walk in empty-handed. Why don't we order a fruit basket for the family? Then we can go out for something to eat and, if it's still too early, we can wait at my house.”
“I should get home and change first,” I said, thinking of Michael.
She glanced at my navy print dress. “You look just right.”
”It's sticking to my back. In this heat, I'll soon look like I slept in it.”
“That's what you get for wearing silk when it's a hundred and seven degrees in the shade. Don't worry about the creases, Ruthie. You look great.” She smiled at me. “A friend once told me creases show the integrity of the fabric; I guess she meant they tell everyone your dress isn't polyester.”
“Polyester has its advantages.”
I was glad that Denise seemed more like herself, and I agreed to her plans. Besides, despite my misgivings about eavesdropping, I really did want to hear more about the conversation between Harry Stokes's son and daughter-in-law.
Denise didn't say anything about the Stokes family for a while, and I asked no questions. Now that she had emerged from her quiet spell, she appeared to go out of her way to be amusing. We chatted about work. She told me about the customer who always gave precise instructions on how he wanted everything served and then mixed it all together on his plate. I told her, without mentioning names, about one of my customers who had insisted on a description of everyone ahead of him. He intended to look for them in the store and ask them if I could fill his prescriptions first.
By the time we went to lunch at the cafeteria, we were both chatting the way we usually did. Then, Denise suddenly got serious again. “I started to tell you earlier about Harry's children. His son, Richard, was going on and on about the will. He said he was pretty sure that Harry hadn't changed it.”
The details of the conversation she’d overheard seemed to substantiate what Denise had believed all along. “Betsy's in for a big surprise,” Richard Stokes had told his wife, Nancy.
“You think she was surprised when Dad died?” she had replied.
“That's not what I meant. I told you the police questioned her for hours. If there's anything to find out, they'll get it out of her.”
“Can we count on that? They wouldn't even have questioned her if you hadn't called with your suspicions.”
Richard didn’t respond for a moment, and the only sound Denise could hear was the chirping of crickets on the patio. Probably puffing away, she thought, as she caught a whiff of cigarette smoke. Embarrassing as it was to eavesdrop, she couldn't go back into her own house now, even if she wanted to; they would hear her.
“I wasn't the only one who spoke to the police,” Richard continued. “Sheila called them, too.”
“Your sister? I can't believe it. I thought she was too wrapped up in her new boyfriend to notice anything else.”
“Listen carefully, Nancy, and try to think for once. I told the police Betsy married Dad for his money. But if he never changed his will, that takes away her motive.” He paused. “And it gives us one.”
“Richard, what are you saying? No one could think you killed Dad.”
“Or you. Or Sheila. Or her new guy.”
Nancy shrieked and her husband shushed her and said, “Do you want everyone to hear, you fool?”
“You're the fool! You're the one who got the police started investigating in the first place.” Then her voice rose again.
“Can't you quiet down?” he hissed at her.
“No one can hear us. They're all inside, and the air-conditioning is blasting away.”
“Well, shut up and listen to me. No one knows I lost my job last month. They all think we're well off.”
“You can't keep it from the police,” she said.
“Why not? They won't check with my boss. I mean my ex-boss.”
“Well, what did you tell them?”
“They asked me my occupation. I told them I'm an aerospace engineer.” Now his voice got louder. “Damn it, I am one even though I was laid off.”
Again, there was silence for a while. Denise couldn't see into their yard because the block fence was too high, but she imagined Richard was puffing on his cigarette and thinking. Then she heard, “Richard, what are we going to do?”
“Nothing.”
“But what if they question us again?”
“We've got nothing to hide. After all, if Dad hadn't remarried, there'd be no question about the money.”
Nancy murmured something that Denise didn't catch. But she heard Richard's answer: “No, we don't have to wait long. I explained it all to you before. Dad had everything in a living trust, so there's no probate. We'll get the money very soon.”
They went indoors then and, after a few minutes, Denise had returned to her own house. She hadn’t slept well that night because the overheard conversation kept running through her mind.
“What do you make of it?” she asked now as she finished recounting the details to me.
“I don't know, but I think we'd better leave it to the Scottsdale Police Department.” I was appalled to realize that Denise had eavesdropped on so private a conversation.
“Well, I don't have much confidence in the police. After all, they never questioned me.”
Sometimes, I thought, Denise carried things too far. “Why should they question you?”
“You know I wanted Harry for myself. The truth is I hate Betsy for taking him away from me.”
If Denise's aim was to startle me, she had succeeded. I decided laughter was the best reaction. “Denise, in that case, you would have killed Betsy. And, as far as I could see this morning, she's still very much alive.”
“It may sound funny to you, but maybe I brooded all these months about being scorned.”
I took a different tack. “Why do you want to be a suspect? We don't even know yet if Harry was murdered?”
“She murdered him, but I don't mind being a suspect. Not if it leads to an investigation. I just don't want them to say suicide and close the case.”
I had no answer to that and changed the subject. We picked up the fruit basket we'd ordered before lunch and drove to Denise's house. Although I had been there before, I had never seen her neighborhood in the daytime. She pointed out the Stokes house next to hers on the east and the Branden house on the west. I'd wondered why someone as wealthy as Harry Stokes was reputed to be would live next door to Denise. Even though she and her ex-husband had been comfortable, they certainly had not been rich. But when I saw the Stokes house, I understood.
It was on a corner lot, at one end of a cul-de-sac, and it was much larger than the other homes on the same street. From its Spanish-tile roof to the freshly painted block exterior, the house, with its spacious, well-kept grounds, looked luxurious.
“That was the original house on the property,” Denise explained. “Years ago, the owners sold off the rest of the land for development. But they kept the house and about half an acre for themselves.”
Denise pulled into her carport and led the way into her own house. “Harry and his first wife were only the second owners. Of course, they did a lot of remodeling.”
“Did you know the first wife?” I asked.
“No, she died before we moved in, at least nine or ten years ago. That's why everyone was so surprised when he suddenly married again. After all this time, we thought he wasn’t interested in remarriage.”
We were sitting in Denise's kitchen, overlooking her patio and pool. The pool was kidney-shaped, a very popular type in Scottsdale. My own pool was a rectangular one, designed for swimming laps in a relatively small area.
From the air, the swimming pools look like little turquoise jewels. Tourists always comment about them when they fly into Sky Harbor Airport for the first time. But when they land and confront the desert heat, people begin to realize why backyard pools aren't considered luxuries here.
“But Denise,” I said. “Even if Harry's remarriage surprised you, nothing you've said so far means that Betsy drove him to suicide or killed him.”
She suddenly got up and loomed over my chair. “Well, I live right next to them, and if I told you everything I saw and heard over the last few months, you'd believe me.”
When we walked next door to the Stokes house, I was surprised at the striking black-and-white decor of its contemporary interior, which contrasted sharply with the southwestern exterior. A buffet lunch was set up in the formal dining room, and people walked about with plates of food in their hands. The crowd was large enough to spill over into the living and family rooms.
“Too bad it's so hot outside; their patio is beautiful,” Denise whispered. “And be sure to notice the kitchen. They just spent $30,000 remodeling it.”
I was too busy scanning the crowd for Michael Loring to care about the patio or the kitchen. Richard Stokes was talking to some people in one corner of the living room. His back was toward me but I knew him by the distinctive bald patch. Unlike his late father, the son didn't seem to be using Rogaine to grow hair again. Maybe his wife liked the bald spot; some women did.
For the first time, I got a clear view of Richard’s wife, Nancy--I recognized her by the mauve dress she'd been wearing at the memorial service. Although she couldn't have been much older than Betsy, her stepmother-in-law, her short brown hair was starting to gray. She was a thin, tired-looking woman, in sharp contrast to Betsy, who had seemed bursting with vitality when we saw her at the mall.
Harry's daughter, Sheila, had changed to white tennis shorts and a T-shirt that said “Scotty’s Groupie” in large purple letters. I knew her by her long French braid and reflected how different all of them had looked from where I sat, eight rows back, in the chapel. The only people I could be sure to recognize were Betsy Stokes and Michael Loring, and when Denise pulled me along to the newly remodeled kitchen, I finally saw them.
The kitchen, starkly sophisticated with its black granite counters and stainless steel built-ins, wasn't too crowded. They were sitting at the table, a huge granite slab, and Michael seemed to be talking earnestly to Betsy. She nodded her head occasionally but, whenever people approached the table, stopped the conversation to speak to them. I guessed some of the earliest visitors were taking leave of her, reiterating their condolences, while she was thanking them for coming.
Although I'd made up my mind to talk to Michael today, I found I couldn't interrupt. Ruthie, you know that's just an excuse, I told myself, but I left the kitchen without a word to anyone.
Denise seemed restless but remained at my side, and I knew I didn't want to speak to Michael until she was busy elsewhere. As we stood at the buffet table, helping ourselves to fruit salad, Mrs. Branden came over to point out her roast to Denise. I drifted back to the kitchen.
I leaned against the silver-and-black refrigerator, holding my paper plate and pretending to eat, while I waited for someone to distract Betsy so I could talk to Michael alone. In my mind, I worked out ways to reveal my identity. Maybe the subtle approach would be best. “Do you ever reminisce about pharmacy school?” or “I haven't seen you at our reunions.” No, that was too coy; I would be direct. “Do you remember me, Michael? I'm Ruthie Kantor Morris.”
After a while, a young couple came over to talk to Betsy, and I quickly went to Michael's side of the kitchen table. He had stood politely at the couple's approach and now turned his full attention, along with that forceful blue gaze, to me. I hesitated.
“We met at the mall the other night,” I began.
“Yes,” he said. “I see you no longer spend Friday nights at the synagogue.”
I couldn't hide my surprise. “You recognized me.”
“Not right away,” he admitted. “But before you and your friend walked away, I knew.”
“You didn't say anything.”
“I didn't want to upset Betsy. She has enough on her mind.”
I was silent. He took my arm and led me from the kitchen to a quiet corner of the formal dining room, opposite the laden buffet table. My mind was racing, but I could only think in clichés. “Well, it's certainly been a long time” or “How strange to meet this way.” A saying of my mother's, “We should meet at a happy occasion next time,” nearly made me giggle, and I realized I could easily make a fool of myself if I didn't control my nervousness.
Michael was still staring at me, but I couldn't read his expression. I wanted to ask how he'd recognized me, but I didn't dare. He surprised me again.
“You were sporting your serious look. That time just before your birthday, you looked at me exactly the same way.”
I remembered every detail of that afternoon because I'd relived it hundreds of times. And I felt the same pain now that had overwhelmed me so many years ago.
It was close to the end of our second year of pharmacy school. I didn't know yet that Michael had applied for a transfer to a pharmacy college in New York.
Arizona weather in May can be pretty hot even in Tucson, although Tucson, with its higher elevation, is slightly cooler than Scottsdale. That day, the day Michael and I knew we'd soon part, was comfortably breezy and we were walking on campus between classes. The scene between us could have come from one of my favorite books of those days, Marjorie Morningstar by Herman Wouk.
Michael led me to a shady spot under a grapefruit tree. “Let's touch down here,” he said. Even his choice of verbs reflected his boundless energy. Michael never told people he intended to go somewhere; he said he would dash upstairs or rush over. That crackling vitality had first attracted me. It never moderated, even in the Arizona heat.
I leaned against the tree and watched Michael. He seemed unusually quiet.
“We need to talk about our future,” he said.
“Why can't we stay as we are?”
“Because I don't want to run home for the summer and leave you here.”
I looked up at the tree. The season was over; most of the fruit had been picked or fallen to the ground months ago, but a few grapefruit clung tenaciously to the highest branches. “There's nothing we can do.”
“Damn it! There are plenty of choices, Ruthie. But you have to be willing to make some hard decisions.”
“You know we're both still in school.”
“I've figured it out. I can get close to full-time work on nights and weekends during the school year. If you're willing to work part time, we can afford to get married.”
Married to Michael. How I wanted to shout, “Yes, let's forget everything else and do it.” But although I'd be twenty years old in a few weeks, girls brought up in traditional middle-class homes didn't give up their families so easily in those days. We were less sophisticated than today's young women; even the fact that we were called “girls” then, and lived at home until marriage, underlines how different the times were.
Now, in Betsy Stokes's dining room, Michael gently touched my shoulder. “You're thinking about those two kids under the grapefruit tree in Tucson.”
“Yes,” I admitted and turned away from his intense gaze.
“How have the years been for you, Ruthie? I know you're married because your name is different.”
I couldn't bring myself to tell him about Bob. If I say that I'm a widow, I thought, somehow it will sound all wrong. And what about Betsy? I couldn’t compete with her, even if I wanted to. Later, when I got away from the force of Michael's personality, I would have to look closely at that last thought.
Michael must have noticed my reluctance to answer, for he started to tell me about himself. He had married right after graduation from Fordham, but the marriage had not lasted long. He changed to a less personal topic.
“Are you a practicing pharmacist? Where do you work?”
That was an easier subject for me. I told him about Food Go, and we discussed the changes in pharmacy over the years. We laughed about the ointments and suppositories we'd learned to compound in school and how unlikely it would have seemed then to dispense only prepackaged medications.
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