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chapter one

Joe-y! Come down here and eat some breakfast,” his mother calls into the  hollow tunnel of the antiquated dumbwaiter.

“What are the choices?” shouts back a high-pitched youthful voice.

“Yes or no! Get down here and eat some oatmeal before you leave.”

When Joey enters the kitchen Diana bends to kiss him while at the same time maneuvering her hand across his forehead to check for fever. “You feel warm to me.” She studies his face for unnatural coloring and a runny nose. “It could be the start of a summer cold.”

Her son is a boyish-looking eleven-year-old with wide-set expressive brown eyes and a moon-shaped face that has high ridges hidden just beneath the surface, suggesting that he’ll inherit his mother’s striking cheekbones, straight nose, and generous mouth.

“Eat some oatmeal before you leave,” Diana insists with an urgency that implies oatmeal has been officially designated a miracle cure for the common cold.

“I don’t want any yucky oatmeal.” Joey pushes her hand away. “Grandpa’s taking me to a baseball game. We’ll get hot dogs.”

“Based on how late he arrived home last night and the racket he made getting upstairs, we’ll be lucky if Grandpa takes out the garbage. I’m surprised he didn’t wake you up. Or worse, give you nightmares.”

Diana leans over the old-fashioned steel sink to adjust the calico curtains, diverting the glare of the formidable late June sun. The shiny copper-bottomed pots lining the far wall cast flickering circles around the room like a disco ball. From outside in the backyard drift the gentle melodies of summer—the plaintive chirping of young sparrows fidgeting in their nests, shrilling crickets, and the silky ripple of tall grass in the breeze.

The tranquillity of the morning is abruptly broken by an exuberant burst of song. A chorus of “Will Ye Go, Lassie, Go” reverberates throughout the stairwell of the three-story town house in an accent containing a velvety Scots burr, and accompanied by the sound of steps being taken two at a time. On the final “go,” a dynamo of a man with an unruly mop of salt-and-pepper hair slides across the threshold to the kitchen as if tagging home base. Without missing a beat before the start of the next verse he rescues his grown daughter from slaving over the stove and skillfully waltzes her around the room, gaily accompanying them in his lilting baritone:

“I will build my love a tower, near yon pure crystal fountain, And on it I will pile, all the flowers of the mountain.”

He moves with the confident agility of an acrobat. His daughter Diana, however, wearing a stiff vinyl cooking apron and brandishing a wooden spoon above her like Lady Liberty’s torch, is a reluctant dance partner. After a turn around the island she glances at the stovetop to signal that the pot may boil over if her attention is diverted for another second, and attempts to pull away. He finally releases her with an abrupt chortle followed by a kiss on the forehead. His flashing green eyes and solid reassuring jaw are softened by a fan of laugh lines, indicating that he’s accustomed to achieving his objectives, even if only temporarily, like this morning’s dance.

“Not bad for a man supposed to be pushing up the heather!” proclaims Hayden MacBride, a square-shouldered man of medium height, medium build, and medium age, all of which are in sharp contrast to his outsized personality. He seizes two spatulas and concludes his grand entrance with a drum roll on the countertop.

Not to be left out, Joey grabs the salt and pepper shakers off the kitchen table and places the matching pewter grinders up to his face as if they’re binoculars and he’s a fan at his grandfather’s impromptu concert. This elicits a merry smile of approval from Hayden and a scowl from Diana.

“Just think how much better you’d be feeling if you hadn’t skipped your doctor’s appointment,” she reprimands her father, thereby informing him that he’d been found out when the medical office called looking for him. “Not to mention take your pills, stop drinking, and come home before midnight.”

“You’re absolutely right,” replies Hayden. “Let’s not mention it!” Having spent a lifetime embracing joy he’s not about to let impending death get in his way.

“Well, I’m making another appointment,” says Diana. “The doctor said you’re a candidate for this experimental treatment that’s just been approved for testing.”

“Oh please, Diana,” replies Hayden. “There’s no cure for this thing and you bloody well know it. They’re just wantin’ to use a bunch of desperate fools as free guinea pigs.”

Father and daughter have had this conversation a hundred times in the past two weeks and both players know their lines by heart. And they’re both well aware that neither will prevail, no matter how many times the scene is performed.

However, with Diana’s attention momentarily diverted by Hayden, Joey sneaks around the corner into the dining room and returns with a brown paper bag that he passes to his grandfather behind his mother’s back. Then Joey moves to distract her by lifting the lid off the pot and licking the spoon so his grandfather can whisk the parcel into the front hall without being observed.

“Joseph!” his mother scolds on cue. “That’s disgusting!”

Joey scrunches his face at the lumpy beige goo. “Gross.”

Hayden returns minus the brown bag and wearing a tan straw hat tilted rakishly over one eye. He peers into the pot. “Double, double toil and trouble; fire burn and cauldron bubble.” Also making a face he asks, “Porridge in summer?”

“It’s called oatmeal here, Dad. And it’s good for you.”

“Well it’s called porridge in Mother Scotland and ’tis favored by the very young, the very old, and the very poor.”

“Stop filling Joey’s head with stories about witches and murders.” You can hear the capital letters as she speaks. “He’s going to have NIGHTMARES.”

“It’s bloody Shakespeare’s Macbeth.”

“I don’t care if it’s Dr. Spock. And don’t curse. And don’t fill up on junk food at the game.” Diana examines the green-and-white-checked dish towel she’s been using to determine if it should go into the wash. She throws it down the chute to the basement just to be on the safe side.

“Hey Mom, how do you get a Highlander up onto the roof?” asks Joey.

“I don’t know,” Diana says distractedly.

“You tell him that the drinks are on the house!” Joey laughs like crazy and a suppressed smile causes the corners of Hayden’s vivid green eyes to crinkle.

Diana’s eyelids flap up like window shades upon hearing the punch line and she peers critically at both father and son with such foreboding that it could earn her a part in Tomb Raider. “Stop letting Joey sit in with your Scottish cronies and their bawdy jokes! And don’t let him race up and down the bleachers in the hot sun.” Diana stresses “hot sun” as if the sun is the enemy rather than the patron of all life. “And make sure you take his inhaler.”

“Do I look like my head buttons up the back, woman?” demands Hayden.

“Did you sign my Little League permission slip?” Joey asks his mother.

“We’ll discuss it when your father picks you up on Sunday. If your father picks you up on Sunday.” Her expression is one not just filled with doubt but impending doom.

Joey can’t stand the way his mother and Hayden are always saying bad things about his father. In fact, this shared hatred seems to be the only thing about which the two of them ever agree. “Mom, there’s nothing to discuss. Dad said it’s fine.”

“Joey, you have asthma!” Diana states the condition as if it’s already claimed two hundred lives while they’ve been speaking. “Dad doesn’t talk to your doctors. I think you should play golf again this summer.”

“I don’t want to play golf,” whines Joey. “I want to play baseball.” Why can’t his mother see that by treating him like a boy in a plastic bubble she’s not only depriving him of a normal childhood, but preventing him from making any friends in the new neighborhood. In fact, if it weren’t for his grandfather, he’d be spending all his free time playing video games and solitaire. Joey moans and tilts backward against the refrigerator as if he’s just been stabbed in the heart by Macbeth’s dagger. “Golf is stupid. It’s a bunch of old farts talking about the stock market. I want to play baseball.”

“Hey, watch who yer calling an old fart now. I’ve only just turned fifty-five. And mind what you say about golf. It was the Scots who invented it and I daresay I managed to close more than a few deals on the fairway.” Hayden removes a large plastic pasta fork from the rack on the counter and playfully clunks Joey over the head with it. “C’mon now, we’re off like a new bride’s nightie.”

“Dad!” Diana protests what she considers to be risqué speech for the ears of an eleven-year-old boy, and also the mishandling of her cooking utensils. Why not just drop an eyeball in the garbage can rather than go to the trouble of poking it out?

“See you later Di-Di. There’s a copy of my life insurance policy on your dresser. Please look at it and then file it someplace where you’ll be able to find it. After all, you are the principal beneficiary. And there’s some Con Edison stock for you and Joey. Your sister Linda inherits whatever’s left in my bank account, which, believe me, is a lot less.”

“Dad, puh-leeze.” She waves her right hand in the air as if fending off an airborne plague. “I’ve told you that I don’t want to discuss it.”

The older man’s lighthearted manner evaporates like an eclipsed sun, and as his voice rises in frustration the Scottish brogue becomes more pronounced. “Well, if we do’an’ discuss it then who’s goin’ to make sure I do’an’ have Jell-O with teensy marshmallows served up at the funeral and that all me clients who never paid their premiums on time aren’t sittin’ in the front row handin’ out their business cards? And who’s goin’ to make sure I get cremated in me pajamas so that a good suit do’an’ go to waste?”

“Dad!”

“Do’an’ Dad me! There’s enough money in that policy for Joey to go to college. Which is about four years’ tuition more than your ex-husband the sculptor, or rather the sculpture, will ha’ put away when the time comes.”

Joey stuffs chocolate chip cookies into his pockets while his mother is preoccupied arguing with his grandfather. Since Diana and Joey moved from Westchester back to the family home in Brooklyn, grandfather and grandson have become adept at distracting the common enemy so as to provide each other with windows of opportunity to accomplish all the things of which she disapproves. In other words, most everything. They wriggle and scamper about like a herd of ferrets so that she can only concentrate on one at a time.

After just three short weeks of living under the same roof, it’s reached the stage where Diana insists that their combined antics are responsible for her first gray hairs and almost chronic neck tension. This is not at all what she had planned. By moving in with her father it had been Diana’s intention to nurse Hayden back to health, not bring sleep loss and stress-related illnesses upon herself, in addition to raising her son around whiskey, revelry, and bad language.

Hayden turns back to Joey. “Ready to go, slugger?”

“Aren’t you going to take your mitt, honey?” Diana, whose womb doubles as a tracking device, reminds her only child.

“Oh, yeah.” Joey stands on his toes and pecks her on the cheek. “It’s in the car.” He feels faintly guilty about lying to his mother, but on the other hand, if she knew what they were really up to she’d never again let him set foot outside the house with his grandfather.

“It seems as if the two of you have attended a baseball game every day so far this summer.” Diana punctuates her speech by scraping the glutinous oatmeal into the disposal. Then she begins scouring the sink with Comet, the way she does all surfaces, as if the regular application of cleanser can cure her father and son of their respective ailments.

“That’s the wonderful thing about havin’ a bloody awful team. It’s easy to get tickets.” Hayden is not a bad liar so much as his daughter is a good detector of lies, and thus he says this hurriedly and then beats a hasty retreat out to the driveway. In the bright summer sunlight his green-and-red-plaid I BRAKE FOR HIGHLANDERS bumper sticker stands out against the rusty chrome.

Hayden takes care as he maneuvers the station wagon through the tree-canopied side streets, past rows of stately old brownstones with stoops framed by wrought-iron railings, and out onto the main drag. “All I need is to have a fender bender. She won’t be able to snatch away my driver’s license fast enough.” He heads down a wide avenue flanked by brick row houses that have green-and-white-striped metal awnings and green shutters with copper eagles nailed to the front. Plastic furniture is scattered to the side of driveways like buckshot and a few large American flags hang at doorways in anticipation of the Fourth of July.

Hayden drives past St. Benedict’s Church and then turns onto the expressway and toward the wealthier neighborhood of Brooklyn Heights, with its nineteenth-century town houses and streets lined with ginkgo trees. Flatbed trucks rumble past as they haul their loads of scrap metal to the East River junkyards. He makes his way around bright orange cones, big black barrels of gravel, and construction workers waving checkered flags in order to slow drivers down. “Brooklyn will be a great city if they ever finish it,” jokes Hayden.

“It’s amazing that Mom actually believes we go to a baseball game every day,” says Joey. He makes no secret of the joy he gets from putting one over on his perpetually vigilant mother.

“She do’an’ follow sports. Diana will never understand payin’ good money to watch people purposely injure themselves.”

“How many funerals are we gonna hit today?” asks Joey. Most of the time he enjoys them, but after three in a row it can become depressing, all those people crying and blowing their noses and the women with their makeup all messed up, looking as if they’re preparing to head out trick-or-treating.

“I found three that look promising. The newspaper is right in the backseat. Check the death notices. I reckon there’s a fine chance of procurin’ some roast beef and shrimp scampi for lunch today.”

chapter two

Every morning since he was diagnosed with terminal liver cancer, Hayden has ritually pored over the obituaries as if they’re the real estate ads and he’s in the market for an apartment that must meet very specific guidelines. Since death itself is nonnegotiable, he has decided to take charge of the factors he can control, and find the best way to carry out the deed on his own terms. Without a doubt it’s been difficult for Hayden to wrap his mind around the entire enterprise of dying, especially being a person who has always found so much pleasure in life and so desperately desires to watch his grandson grow up. But in his opinion, the alternatives to taking matters into his own hands for a swift send-off are even more frightening. Some of these people lay in a coma for weeks with tubes and machines running their entire bodies! Everything except their minds, that is. He can’t imagine such indignity.

And the last thing he wants is some nursing home keeping him alive as an asset to their bottom line. Having spent thirty years in the insurance business, he’s well aware of how that can work. Nor does he have any intention of lying unconscious while a hospital chaplain anoints him with holy water, his least favorite brand of spirit.

Thus Hayden has determined that the best way to explore his options is by attending funerals and interviewing the relatives of those who’ve just cashed in a cancer patient. Given the occasion, it seems natural to inquire about the final hours and whether the death took place at home or in an oncology ward, and about hospice care, the Hemlock Society, barbiturates, and self-regulated morphine drips. He reasons that by taking Joey along, the boy will gradually become more comfortable with death, and it won’t be as traumatic when Hayden’s own time comes.

“This first fellow, Richardson, is having his memorial service at Central Presbyterian, and so they’ll surely drop some money on a reception back at the house,” says Hayden. “He was a member of the New York Public Library and the Brooklyn Museum of Art.”

“So what did he croak of?” asks Joey.

“Acute asthma,” Hayden answers with grave seriousness, though his green eyes glimmer with mischief.

Joey’s momentarily alarmed before realizing his grandfather is only teasing. “C’mon. Does anyone really die from asthma, Grandpa?”

“Do’an’ be ridiculous.” Hayden leans over and rumples his grandson’s butterscotch hair. “Richardson died o’ The Cancer, of course! Do you think I’m cruising these things for the petit fours and to hear ‘Greensleeves’ choked out on the oboe? This is a serious medical inquiry into the pros and cons of euthanasia.”

“Then if I’m not going to die, why won’t Mom let me do anything?”

“She’s a worrier. Always has been. Diana had more sick dolls than any little girl I ever knew. And not just a flu—oh no, Diana’s dolls contracted the rubella and smallpox and leprosy and leukemia—all requiring toothpick tongue depressors and wee IV drip bottles fashioned out o’ pipe cleaners. Her Barbies would have automobile crashes and boating accidents and get bitten by poisonous snakes and require antivenin to be flown in from remote jungles. Sometimes I think she should spell the name Di with an e added onto the end.”

Imagining his mother as a neurotic young girl rescuing her dolls from the jaws of death brings a smile to Joey’s face.

“Your mother grinds vitamins into my tapioca pudding,” Hayden states with a chuckle. “She thinks I do’an’ notice.”

“But if you know, why do you let her do it?”

“It makes her feel better. Like when you let her check your forehead for fever even though you feel fine. Relations are a willful lot.”

“Are we going to attend funerals all summer long?”

“Why not? For an old barracks bag, I still ha’ a lot of wind left in me!” Hayden takes one hand off the steering wheel and pounds his chest. “Besides, these forty-year-old oncology doctors don’t know a blessed thing about death. Wouldn’t know it if the grim reaper crept up and bit ’em in the arse.”

“I wish you weren’t going to die,” says Joey. He doesn’t entirely understand how a person so alive can be expected to die. How do the doctors know for sure that Hayden is going to die soon and why can’t they give him something to stop it? Down deep Joey is convinced the doctors must be wrong and that whatever is showing up on their X-rays will eventually go away on its own, same as a cold or a headache, or like when he had the chicken pox last summer.

“We’ve already discussed this Joe-Joe. Everyone has to die. Some boys never even get to meet their grandfathers.”

“Yeah, but then they can’t miss them when they’re gone.”

“Good point. But I just told you, I have a bit o’ time left.” Hayden’s tone turns more serious, like that of a pilot soothing his passengers during some unexpected turbulence. “We’ll see all the Mets games and maybe even get front-row seats to a Rangers game this winter. An insurance buddy of mine is a friend of the manager. And we’ll pick out a dog for you. A boy’s dog—a golden retriever or a German shepherd. And you’ll have friends in the neighborhood by then.”

Hayden is in the process of trying to teach Joey everything he knows in just a few short months, from the practical—how to read the weather by the shape of the clouds and to tell time by the angle of his shadow—to the philosophical—why women are inclined to say yes when they mean no and vice versa.

“I’ll never have friends if Mom doesn’t let me play something. All the guys are practicing baseball and soccer and playing water volleyball at the community pool. And she says dogs have dander that will make my lungs collapse.”

“The doctor says you’ll grow out of the asthma, and you will. You haven’t had an attack in months and you haven’t been in the oxygen tent for o’er two years now.”

“But you just said that the doctors don’t know anything.”

“Just for the record, I preferred it when you were five and didn’t question me when I told you that purple-eyed monsters lived under the stairs. Joey, doctors know all about the asthma. It’s in the first week of medical school. Furthermore, you need to be strong and healthy so you can climb to the top of the toboggan run during the winter carnival and scatter my ashes on the way down. You’ll be twelve by then.”

“Grandpa! I hate it when you make jokes like that.”

“Who’s joking? And do’an’ be like your muther. She won’t allow me to discuss my own death, and it just so happens that it’s what I want to talk about sometimes.”

“It’s not my fault that I don’t want you to die.” Joey can’t imagine a world without his grandfather. Even when Joey and his mother lived in Westchester, hardly a week went by when grandfather and grandson didn’t see each other. Hayden would take the train up after work and announce his arrival by starting to play his bagpipes at the end of the block and then walk toward the house. His pockets would be brimming with treasures such as plastic bugs, disappearing ink, firecrackers, and all sorts of novelties that would cause Diana to throw fits.

“Always remember that you’re Scottish, Joey.” Hayden’s brogue lilts upward in pride. “We do’an’ get exercised about death. Unless of course a child dies. Now that’s a tragedy. But for a fifty-five-year-old Highland geezer such as myself death is just as natural as a harvested field of wheat left to go fallow at the end of the season—its job is done.”

If the truth be told, the actuarial tables at Hayden’s insurance office had promised him another 21.6 years, and privately he is more than a bit miffed about getting shorted. But Hayden knows that to a boy Joey’s age he must appear ancient. Fifty, sixty, seventy—there isn’t much difference to an eleven-year-old. And by talking positively about the situation Hayden forces himself to remain upbeat and free of apprehension. He keeps remembering that his own father didn’t make it to the age of forty and never had the good fortune to see his children grow up, and thus he should be thankful for the life he’s already enjoyed.

“Okay,” Joey agrees. “Only, if you’re allowed to talk about dying then I’m allowed to talk about not wanting you to die.”

“Hmm. I suppose that’s fair enough.” The kid has a natural instinct for a deal. He’d do okay in life. Hayden swings the car into a Sam’s Club a few blocks from the funeral home so they can use the men’s room to change into the dress clothes stashed in the paper bag.

“It’s too bad I can’t tell Mom how much use I’m getting out of my navy blue blazer,” Joey says as they walk through the parking lot. “She thinks I only wore it once for that stupid school concert.”

Grandfather and grandson examine themselves in the restroom mirror like nervous grooms, checking for any signs that might broadcast their status as interlopers. Hayden takes a handful of water and pats down his disorderly hair, a dark brown thatch recently streaked with gray, as if an early smattering of frost had wafted down upon it.

“Do you really think they’ll have good food at this one?” Joey asks as they exit the enormous store, toting casual clothes and sneakers in paper bags. “I liked the one where they had hamburgers and ice cream sundaes for the kids.”

“Those Irish Catholic welders certainly know how to throw a party—open bar, closed casket. However, this fellow was a doctor, a thoracic surgeon at Mount Sinai Hospital. They’ll probably have carved ham and smoked salmon. Those old money Presbyterians do everything understated—you could be eating off a hundred-dollar chunk o’ china and not even know it.”

“I bet they have brand-name scotch,” Joey adds knowingly.

“And what does a wee lad like you know about brand-name scotch?”

“I learned it from you. It means good hooch like Dewar’s and Johnny Walker Black and maybe Chivas Regal. Not rot gut.”

“Well, as long as we’re on the subject of hooch, do your old grandpa a favor, will you? If you’re going to be hooverin’ up the alcoholic beverages then either drink vodka or let’s buy some mints on the way home. Last week I had to tell your mother that some bloke spilled beer all over you at the ball game. Fortunately, she do’an’ know the difference between the smell of brewer’s yeast and Drambuie.”

“I just wanted to see what it tasted like.” A sheepish Joey slides down into the passenger seat.

“Right, and I drink martinis for the nutritional value of the olives. Do you think I was never eleven years old, that your old grandpa sprung up with the heather after yesterday’s rain?”

chapter three

The parking area at the funeral home is full and the MacBrides are directed to the overflow lot on the grass next to the blacktop. Always a good sign—with an excess of mourners it’s easier to blend in and mingle. As they walk toward the main entrance Hayden leans over and whispers to Joey, “I’ll bet a lot of his patients saw the big write-up in the newspaper.”

Once inside, they follow the DR. RICHARDSON signs, respectfully keeping their heads bowed while passing vacant-eyed mourners in search of coffee and restrooms, enormous vases overflowing with fragrant white azaleas, and strategically placed boxes of tissues. Over the past three weeks Joey has noticed the one thing all funeral homes have in common is that they keep the air-conditioning at full blast. He assumes they’re worried about the smell from all those rotting bodies coming up from the basement.

Hayden makes a beeline for the casket since that’s where the family always congregates. His modus operandi is to chat up the relations in order to get invited back to the house for further research. If the guest of honor died at home he can usually even wangle a tour of the sickroom. Did the deceased prefer the shades up or down? Did he mostly read, watch TV, or listen to the radio? Did they rent the hospital bed or buy it? Who’s the best supplier? Were private-duty nurses hired?

First prize is of course an open-casket liver cancer corpse. In these instances Hayden feels as if they’d attended school together, only that the cadaver graduated slightly ahead of the mourner. The newspaper said that Dr. Richardson died of lung cancer, but you can’t always go by this. If a patient outlives the initial diagnosis then most malignancies spread, and the only reason they still call it such and such a cancer is due to a system of nomenclature that permanently identifies you by whatever you were struck with first.

This time it’s a closed casket, causing Hayden to comment, “So much for doctor heal thyself. He must o’ looked a wreck at the end.”

Although Joey can’t bring himself to tell Hayden, there are a few things about the funerals that he doesn’t really like—the boring talk by the minister or rabbi, and the people moaning and crying. At the same time, he has to admit that there are some things he really enjoys. If it’s an open casket then seeing an actual dead body is really freaky. Joey likes to challenge himself to see how close he can get to the corpse and then imagine it jumping to life and running up the aisle. He also has a good time counting how many Mass cards the person received and peering inside the shiny limousines. Sometimes during the eulogy the funeral director even lets him put the flags on the hoods of the cars out in the parking lot. But most of all, he enjoys meeting the other kids.

Hayden is pleased that Joey doesn’t cling to him after they view the body. A natural born socializer that kid is. Or a “people person” as they said in Hayden’s days as an insurance salesman. Joey can always land a job in sales if he doesn’t make it as a catcher for the Mets, his dream job.

And circumstances being what they are at funerals—distant cousins arriving from far-off places and throngs of wriggling children, many who’ve never met before—Joey is immediately accepted. There isn’t any of that competitive schoolyard stuff. The boy simply informs them that his grandfather is a friend of the family and he’s in like Flynn.

Sometimes Hayden observes Joey playing cards or video games with the other kids and knows that his grandson is going to be just fine after the mess of the divorce settles down, Diana stops fussing over him, and he makes some friends at his new school. After one funeral there was even a game of kickball out in the street. Joey was so excited to be pitching the ball and running bases—something Diana never would have allowed.

However, if Joey had suffered an asthma attack and Diana found out that Hayden had let him play kickball, it’s certain she would have euthanized him faster than you put down a decrepit cat that pees all over expensive new carpets. Hayden keeps the inhaler in his pocket, just in case, though he doesn’t tell Joey this. In truth, Hayden finds it amazing that with all of Diana’s precautions and ministrations Joey hasn’t already voluntarily checked himself into an iron lung for safekeeping.

As Hayden takes up a position near the casket, pondering the fine line between life and death, a strong arm claps him on the shoulder followed by a voice that would be considered loud for a wake. “Crazy Hady MacBride!”

Hayden turns to find the last person he expects to see, T. J. Cory, a young colleague from the financial services division of his old Brooklyn office. Effectively concealing his surprise at being discovered, Hayden gives T. J. a hearty greeting and a big smile, successfully disguising the fact that his mind is racing to figure out how Cory is connected to the deceased.

T. J.’s eyes well up with tears as he tells Hayden, “Your coming to the funeral will mean so much to Mom! You have no idea!”

Mom? Dr. Richardson can’t be T. J. Cory’s father. Hayden hadn’t seen T. J.’s name in the paper. On the other hand, T. J.’s first four names were something that sounded more like a Civil War battleground than an insurance salesman. But Hayden manages to stay one step ahead of being found out.

“Actually, I’m sorry to say I wasn’t aware he was your dad, T. J.,” says Hayden, his brogue swelling and making this confession sound all the more heartfelt.

“Stepfather,” interjects T. J.

“Yes, oh, now I see,” says Hayden. He scours his memory in an attempt to recall something pertinent about Richardson from the obituary, but all that comes to mind is the fact that he was a navy veteran. “T. J., I’m here to pay my respects to a fellow member of our armed forces.”

T. J.’s eyes practically leap out in front of his nose and he puts a beefy arm around Hayden and starts steering him over to a fifty-ish woman in a black dress and black lace gloves just a few feet away. “Mom, Hady here was in the navy with Dad!”

The small woman looks up at Hayden as if he’s a ghost. “You survived the rescue in the South China sea with Marvin? I’d heard that everyone else was gone.” She hugs Hayden and presses her face into his chest.

“Well, ma’am.” Hayden stiffens slightly as he imagines himself in the navy and tries to place the South China Sea, but a group of people have surrounded them and all talk at once. Apparently T. J. has informed the relatives that another survivor is in attendance.

“You simply must say a few words,” insists Dr. Richardson’s brother Drew, an ophthalmologist.

“Oh yes,” concurs T. J. “Especially how you were in the water for two days with the sharks.”

Joey arrives at Hayden’s side, intrigued by the word sharks, and not surprised to see that Hayden has so quickly ingratiated himself with the entire family. Hayden introduces his grandson and they all solemnly shake Joey’s hand as if he’s the offspring of a great war hero.

“No, I couldn’t speak,” Hayden demurs.

“Oh, you must say a few words!” the widow urges Hayden as if he’d be shirking his duty not to say a few words.

Joey looks up at his grandfather for a signal that they should make a run for it.

Drew comes huffing back over after a brief word with the minister. “It’s all set. You’ll speak first, Officer MacBride.”

Joey’s mouth drops open at the word officer. The closest Hayden has ever been to the armed forces was when they went to buy Joey a sailor hat at Reliable & Franks military surplus store outside the gates of the Brooklyn Navy Yard.

Before another word can be said the minister walks to the podium and the mourners take their seats. The family pulls Hayden along with them to the front row. Meanwhile Hayden quickly puzzles together what he knows—he and Richardson are the same age so it must have been Vietnam. They must have landed in the water due to a ship or a submarine sinking. And there were sharks. That was settled. He’d go with the sharks. To bolster his confidence, Hayden reminds himself that supposedly there aren’t any other survivors who can contradict his story.

When called to the podium Hayden clears his throat and the fear of being found out translates into an appearance of mournful solemnity. He starts by saying how wonderful it was that Marvin devoted his life to medicine, to helping people, and yet it was no surprise. His brogue swells as he recounts how Marvin was always concerned with the well-being of others, even that tragic day when they were in the frigid shark-infested waters of the South China Sea, praying to be rescued. Hayden takes a pause as if he hesitates to revisit those terrible two days in his mind, no less talk about them. But then he steadies himself and tells the story about the explosion and the waves as high as a house, and finally, the sharks.

“You’d swim over to your buddy through the freezin’ cold water thinkin’ he was still alive and tap him on the shoulder from behind. The torso would bob once and there wouldn’t be anything below the waist.”

The audience gives a collective gasp.

“The thing about a shark is he’s got lifeless black eyes and when he comes at you he doesn’t even seem to be alive until he bites you.”

After a deep intake of breath from the assembled crowd, the room is dead silent except for the hum of the air-conditioning.

“And when he bites, those black eyes roll over white. Yes indeed, a lot of men went into the water but only a few came out.”

There’s an involuntary moan from somewhere in the back and Hayden decides he’d better not press his luck. So he closes by saying how it was Marvin’s idea to all form a circle against the sharks and how he encouraged everyone not to panic because certainly they’d be rescued. And if it hadn’t been for Martin’s bravery and calm assurance there wouldn’t have been any survivors and thus Hayden would always be eternally grateful to his old pal.

After the ceremony Hayden is mobbed and embraced by appreciative mourners. T. J. and Drew insist that he come back to the house. But after such a narrow escape Hayden insists he must get Joey to a made-up baseball practice and they quickly exit.

On the way to the parking lot Joey is lavish in his praise for Hayden’s speech. “That was incredible, Grandpa, especially the part about the sharks. In fact, it sounded as if I heard it somewhere else.”

“I stole a few bits and pieces from Robert Shaw in Jaws.” If Diana knew that he and Joey rented scary movies on rainy afternoons when she was at work she would disconnect the VCR.

“Well, they bought the whole story!” Joey crows.

“It was really wrong o’ me, Joey. I just didn’t know what else to do. T. J. caught me by surprise and before you knew it—”

“But they loved it. It made them feel better.”

Hayden knows that’s true, but still worries about setting a bad example for his grandson. On the other hand, sometimes you have to bend a rule or two in life, and that isn’t such a bad thing for a young person to learn.

“It did seem to lessen their sorrow a wee bit,” he agrees philosophically. The way Hayden sees it, no matter what did or didn’t happen in the South China Sea, the poor bastard probably performed some unsung good deeds along the way and so it all balances out in the end. And death is the end, no two ways about it.

chapter four

By the time the funeral duo exits the second reception across town in Canarsie, it’s late afternoon, and time to change back into their game clothes and head for home. Hayden pulls up to Canarsie Beach Park, overlooking Jamaica Bay, where bronze plaques along the pier explain the varieties of birds indigenous to the area and a golden age club in matching T-shirts storms the waterfront with arms pumping and backs slightly hunched against the breeze.

Suddenly a well-formed young woman spilling out of a skimpy orange bikini top and cutoff denim shorts struts toward the boardwalk from the back of the parking lot in gold plastic high-heeled sandals. “Look, look,” Hayden nudges Joey with his elbow. “She’s taking the twins for a walk.”

Joey turns and stares at her with appreciation in his wide blue eyes. He tries to let out a low whistle but doesn’t have the technique down yet. The object of their admiration gives the MacBrides a smile as she passes them by to join a muscular man carrying a cooler.

Hayden and Joey change back into their casual clothes in the men’s room behind the outdoor ice cream stand and then buy large pistachio cones with chocolate sprinkles for the ride home. “We’d like sugar cones, along with an eight-by-ten glossy of yourself,” Hayden says to the woman serving them, causing her to giggle with delight.

They take a shortcut through Seaview Village, driving past block after block of ranch-style and split-level houses that feel more like a middle-class suburb than Brooklyn. Joey looks longingly at the children bicycling and playing kickball in the neighborhood’s quiet streets. They serve as a painful reminder that as much as Joey adores Hayden, he wouldn’t mind having a friend his own age so they could trade baseball cards and play video games. They’re two of his favorite things, and his grandfather knows absolutely nothing about either one.

Before entering the town house Hayden insists on a quick debriefing session to ensure that they have their story straight—who played, who won, what the score was, what they ate, and so forth. Rigorous rehearsal is mandatory. “Your mother,” Hayden is fond of reminding his grandson, “possesses the cross-referencing skills of a lifetime employee at the Library of Congress.”

It’s during moments like this that Hayden feels a twinge of guilt—coaching an innocent boy to lie and thereby setting a bad example. If Joey grows up to be a mobster Hayden is convinced it will be entirely his fault. Though if his grandson becomes a funeral director or a caterer that will probably be his doing as well. However, he absolves himself in true Scots’ fashion with the knowledge that all three occupations pay a good wage.

“Now Joe-Joe, do’an’ forget,” Hayden adds, “tomorrow we’re going to a baseball game for real. So we do’an’ need to sneak out any extra clothes.”

“Good. I’m getting bored with all this death.”

“I admit it’s an acquired taste, like the bagpipes.”

As far as Joey is concerned, the funerals are all starting to look the same, and his grandfather often becomes subdued on the way home, absorbed in his own thoughts. Joey prefers it when his grandfather is cursing out the opposing team after a Mets game or giving him pointers on how to flirt with the girl at the ice cream parlor. On those days Hayden is filled with an endless supply of good humor and gives Joey tips on driving, car maintenance, and the best places in Brooklyn to take a woman if you want to kiss her. His grandfather believes Brooklyn to be the most romantic place in the world, much more so than the tourist-infested Manhattan.

When they finally enter the house it’s half past five in the evening, prime appliance time for Diana. As usual, she has the vacuum blaring, washer spinning, dryer tumbling, dishwasher churning, blender whining, and the microwave whirring while it defrosts a bird for dinner. Hayden has purchased three extension cords and reset the fuse box at least a dozen times in the weeks since she and Joey arrived. The good thing is that with all the racket covering the sound of the car engine as they turn into the driveway, it’s usually easy to sneak into the house and stash their funeral clothes in a closet before she even realizes they’re back.

Sprawled across the sofa and glued to the TV is Diana’s no account ex-boyfriend Anthony, not to be confused with her no account ex-husband Evan. How does such a bright and attractive girl constantly attract such good-for-nothing men? Hayden repeatedly asks himself (and Diana). Even her senior prom date did prison time right after graduation for acting as wheelman to a Brighton Beach Russian mafioso. Hayden remembers the incident all too well, since it took the boy away from his regular job at his uncle’s chop shop and Hayden got stuck with the corsage bill.

“What’s he doing here?” Hayden hisses at Diana, who’s in the kitchen making Anthony’s favorite sun tea with freshly squeezed lemons and a tray of snacks. Hayden views Anthony as a giant primordial toad who basks on the sofa in the glow of the TV until food appears, at which time his head sinks into his shoulders and he proceeds to slobber and gorge himself.

“He’s relaxing after a hard day of work,” replies Diana.

“Any more relaxed and the sheep will be counting him,” remarks Hayden. “I thought you two broke up after he borrowed your credit card.”

“Now Dad, he’s paying that money back, every cent.” She anxiously twists the thin gold chain around her neck. The only thing Hayden does that truly bruises Diana’s feelings is constantly criticize her choice in men. The rest of his comments and antics only serve to annoy her, or else drive her to the brink of despair with worry.

“You could bring a tear to a glass eye.” Hayden looks at the tray of hors d’oeuvres with eyes that are like the windows on an old-fashioned cash register toting up the cost.

“He needed the money for supplies. Oil paints and properly stretched canvases are very expensive.”

“Is that what he told you? I think the only stretched canvas your Michelangelo has ever seen is while lying facedown in a hammock.”

“That’s enough now. Besides, Joey likes him. This summer Tony is going to teach Joey how to fish,” she says brightly. “A nice safe sport where he won’t get hit in the chest with a ball.”

Hayden switches on the coffeepot. “The only reason Joey likes him is because he hasn’t made any friends in this neighborhood yet. Right now the lad would gladly play freeze tag with all the inmates on Riker’s Island.”

Diana switches off the coffeepot and foists a glass of prune juice on him instead. “Dad, you know you’re not supposed to have coffee.”

Hayden sips the juice and then makes a face. “I’m going to die a healthy man.” He puts down the glass and stares at his daughter for a moment. She’s stunning in a lavender silk T-shirt and a flowing peasant skirt splashed with indigo, fuchsia, and turquoise, practically dancing across the parquet floor with the light quick steps of a gazelle. Suddenly he is overcome with the urge to protect her and unmask this freeloading buffoon once and for all. Dying would be easier if he knew that he was leaving Diana and Joey in the hands of a trustworthy male.

“Just watch how cheap he is.” Hayden proceeds to call into the living room, “Hey Anthony, we were thinkin’ of goin’ over to Vittorio’s in Bensonhurst for some Italian food? Any interest?”

“Thanks Mr. MacBride, but I should really get back to the business.” It further irritated Hayden the way Anthony regularly referred to his job as a floorwalker at Home Depot as “the business,” as if he owns the entire chain.

“That’s too bad. Well, what if the daughter makes us a bite to eat here, some pork chops or rack o’ lamb?”

“Oh, that sounds great!” Anthony yells back from the living room. “I can never turn down Diana’s cooking.”

“Sqiomlaireachd,” sneers Hayden, knowing Diana will understand the Highland Scottish word for someone in the habit of dropping by at mealtimes.

“Dad, please. Now don’t embarrass me.”

“Me embarrass you? He’s the one who said that Barcaloungers come from Barcelona.” Hayden heads back toward the door. “I’m goin’ over to the hospital supply center.”

“Dad, will you please stop haunting hospital supply stores. You’ve been there almost every day this week. Besides, it’s almost six o’clock. They’re closed.”

“Then I’ll go hospital supply window shopping. Maybe they’ve invented a new sofa with an ejector button. I know you’d rather I peruse garden supplies, but unfortunately I do’an’ have that kind of timeline.”

“Suit yourself,” says Diana. She hates her father’s jokes about dying. It makes what’s going to happen unbearably real. “But I don’t want Joey going. He’ll become a mortician if he keeps hanging around with you.”

“The pay is good,” Hayden replies cheerfully. “Besides, you think it’s better that he sits in his room playing solitaire on the computer the whole day long?”

“Better than watching you haggling over coffins? Yes.” Why couldn’t Hayden just teach Joey to play chess and take him to the movies like other grandfathers?

“That was the Neptune Society I signed up for, Diana. They take your ashes out to sea. I’ve told you a thousand times that I do’an’ want to be buried. The earth is for the living, not the dusty remains of the dead. Would you please read my funeral instructions, it’s quite clear—”

Joey enters the kitchen. “Mom, why’d you take down all my baseball posters? I can’t have an asthma attack from just looking at sports.”

“No, but you’ll take the paint off the walls with all that tape.” Diana had allowed Joey to put tape on the walls of his old room. But she doesn’t want to act as if Hayden’s home is her own, even though that’s what he keeps insisting they should do.

“So we’ll cover it with more posters,” Hayden comes to the rescue. “Tape away!” He gives Joey a hug of camaraderie.

“Yeah!” Joey hugs him back. “Thanks, Grandpa.”

“Okay,” Diana grudgingly agrees. “But don’t make a mess by changing them around all the time.” She’s determined to maintain some authority by having the last word on the matter. “Once you decide on a place then that’s it.”

“I’m hungry.” Joey glances toward the stove and the oven for signs of cooking. “When’s dinner?”

“Ask Ant’ny,” says Hayden in a fake Brooklyn accent. “He’s the charter member of the Clean Plate Club.”

chapter five

As Hayden and Joey head for Shea Stadium the following morning, the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway thunders and quakes with end-of-rush-hour traffic. In the distance the skyscrapers of Manhattan rise and melt into a pale gray sky. Hayden squints into the glaring sun, attempting to realign his vision after a few medicinal whiskeys the night before.

“We just need to pay a quick call at the hospital.” He delivers this news to Joey only after turning off the expressway.

“But Grandpa, you promised no death today,” complains Joey. Why won’t it just go away, this stupid Cancer Monster attacking his favorite person in the world, this double-crossing disease that doesn’t hurt while it kills.

“Now do’an’ get your skivvies all in a twist. We’re going to a baseball game for real. The Bone Factory is just a pit stop. Cyrus is passing off some special pills to me. And he may not be around much longer, if you know what I mean.”

“Pills? I thought you decided to sit in the car with the garage door closed,” says Joey. Every time he opens the garage door Joey holds his breath, terrified that he’ll find his grandfather’s lifeless body slumped over the steering wheel.

“When did you start law school? Besides, that was last week. Cyrus says pills are better—that I may not have the strength to crawl out to the garage. And if someone should find me tryin’, she’d tie me down.” Joey and Hayden both understand exactly who that “someone” would be.

“Cyrus knows what he’s doing. He was a pharmacist.”

“You talk about Cyrus as if he’s already dead.”

“He very well could be by the time we arrive.” Hayden scowls at the slow-moving traffic. There must be an accident up ahead. “Cyrus is going to take the same pills himself. Only the stubborn old goat is determined to stick around long enough to attend his grandson’s bar mitzvah.”

Joey appreciates that Hayden and Cyrus have a lot more in common than just cancer. Not only do the two men both possess sharp business sense, but they share a great enthusiasm for their adopted country. Cyrus had fled a dictator-ruled Romania with his family when he was seven, old enough to remember the poverty and lack of opportunity in his country. After attending the Bronx High School of Science and Fordham University, he’d gone on to earn a pharmacy degree at the University of Buffalo, mostly paid for by scholarships and financial aid. Eventually he’d opened a chain of pharmacies in Brooklyn and Queens and made a small fortune. And who would know better than Hayden, since he’d similarly built a career in America and sold Cyrus plenty of insurance over the years.

         

The oncology ward is bustling as patients are wheeled past with IVs dangling from metal racks overhead, and clipboard-carrying doctors and nurses efficiently scuttle up and down long corridors and into white rooms with beige rubber molding near the floor. Walking past the open doors the visitors are hit by a series of different smells—the aroma of flowers, sharp disinfectant, and the odd sour smell distinctive to places where people are waiting to die.

Hayden doesn’t ask Joey if he’d like to wait in the lounge. Nor does the boy try to avoid being part of the pilgrimage. If it’s true what his grandfather says, that he is really going to die soon, then Joey wants to be with him every possible minute. So he faithfully traipses after Hayden to the bedside of sixty-two-year-old Cyrus, haggard and wasted, dying of pancreatic cancer. Cyrus’s wife, Hannah, kisses the new arrivals on the cheek and tells them she’s going to use their visit as a chance to get some breakfast. Before leaving she tenderly caresses her dying husband’s forehead.

Despite the hopelessness of his situation Cyrus is delighted to see his old friend. “Did you have any trouble finding the place?” he jokes in a thin raspy voice.

“No, I slipped an orderly a fifty and he took me right to you,” Hayden kids him right back.

Suddenly their banter is interrupted by a ferocious shrieking coming from the next room, followed by the thud of cheap institutional furnishings smashing into the shared wall. Hayden and Joey both flinch and Cyrus covers his ears, as if this is the sound of death itself. When the uproar finally subsides, Cyrus lifts his hands from his ears and shakes his head as if his resolve to ignore the cacophony is wearing thin.

“Nothing to worry about.” Cyrus motions for them to take a seat. “Goes on all day long. Have you ever heard a dying person make so much noise? Talk about a death rattle.” Then he adjusts the cardboard sign hanging around his neck.

“What’s that, Uncle Cyrus?” Joey inquires and points to the big hand-lettered placard spelling out DNR in shaky red block letters.

“Do Not Resuscitate. That means they’d better not try to jump-start me once I’m on the train heading downtown. Or I can sue their stethoscopes off.”

“The hospital gave you this?” Hayden skeptically examines the poor penmanship and unevenly torn cardboard.

“No, of course not. I made it myself. The nurse only puts a discreet notation in my chart and a little card on the door. But I don’t want anyone making a mistake in the dark.” He shows them the penlight hanging around his neck that he switches on to illuminate the sign while he sleeps. “Joey, open the night table drawer there and hand your grandpa the orange pill bottle.”

“Are you sure you have enough for yourself?” Hayden examines the half-full bottle. “I wouldn’t want to leave you short, not at a time like this, anyway.”

“Believe me, I have everything I need. And with these, we’re not talking about all that many.” His voice turns serious and drops to a whisper. “I made those pills myself. They’re illegal and they’re death bullets. Once dissolved they can fell a rhino in five minutes.” He glances toward the open door to make sure no one is hovering in the hallway. “You don’t pop them and then change your mind and call nine-one-one, okay? Because you won’t be around to dial the ones. Take all six.”

Hayden nods in understanding and shoves the pill bottle deep into his pocket. As he does so, the prospect of death suddenly seems very real, as if up until now he has only been playing the part of a dying man in a movie. For the first time a sense of dread briefly penetrates the consciousness of Hayden MacBride.

As he studies Cyrus’s ravaged face, Hayden asks, “So, uh, not to be meddlesome, but when are you going to, you know . . .” They’re interrupted by more shouting and what sounds like the crashing of bedpans and metal instruments against the common wall.

“Ugh, who can die with all this commotion,” grouses Cyrus. “Day and night she carries on, screaming about the Lord, priests running out with their hands covering their heads, red Jell-O splattered on their backs like blood. In fact, go over there and put one of these on her door.” Cyrus taps his finger against the DNR sign on his chest.

“Get out!” A shrill female voice can be heard above the commotion. “He has forsaken me! Get out!”

“Sounds like one of those folks being deprogrammed out of a cult,” says Hayden. He’d occasionally received requests from clients who’d been brainwashed into cashing in their life insurance policies and signing them over to the grand wizard. The family would inevitably hire lawyers to try and prevent the financial forkover.

“Go and see if she wants some downers, just enough to give her a good night’s sleep,” says Cyrus, the friendly humor evaporating from his voice. “Send them over with a bottle of champagne and tell her they’re compliments of room four-nineteen. We can’t get in any trouble for dealing drugs, at least not where we’re going we can’t.” He takes an unmarked plastic bottle from his nylon pouch and shakes out a half dozen triangular blue pills.

Hayden wraps them in a tissue, places them in his shirt pocket, and gingerly pats the spot as if caring for a large wad of bills. “I’ll peek in on the way out.” He hesitates, not wanting to confront the finality of their parting. “I guess we’re off to the ball game.”

“If the Mets lose I’m going to kill myself,” jokes Cyrus.

“Aye, me, too,” says Hayden.

“Cut it out, you guys,” says Joey. Why did they always sit around and make jokes instead of searching for a cure? “I hate it when you two talk like that.”

“It’s just like being married,” Hayden says to Cyrus while nodding toward his grandson. “Okay Joe-Joe, let’s get you out o’ this morgue and go find the alkahest.”

“The alkahest?” comments an amused Cyrus. “That’s a word I haven’t heard since college.”

“It turns things into gold,” Joey knowingly informs him. “And holds the secret to eternal life.” Whenever Hayden takes Joey somewhere he doesn’t want Diana to hear about, such as the ice cream parlor before dinner, he announces that they’re off in search of the alkahest. Only Joey secretly harbors the hope that he’ll really find it and save his grandfather’s life. Thus he’s always on the lookout for new books about sorcery and magic.

Hayden shakes hands with his old friend and then leans over and kisses him good-bye. They both look serious for a second but won’t allow themselves to be overcome by emotion.

“The bar mitzvah is tomorrow?” asks Hayden.

“Ten o’clock,” replies Cyrus.

“You’re going to the temple?”

“If it kills me.”

“Then . . . I . . . I guess I’ll see you in a few months,” says Hayden.

“Don’t try and tell me you believe in heaven and hell and all that malarkey.”

“No, of course not. I just thought that maybe you did.” Lately Hayden wishes he could buy into the whole afterlife business so that “good-bye” wasn’t so damned final. It seemed as if it was easier to let go for those who believed they were indeed on their way to a better place.

Just then another crash is heard from next door followed by more angry screams.

“On your way out,” Cyrus tells Hayden, “would you please inform her that I’m busy dying over here. And another thing, you’re a slick talker, try and stop Hannah from having me buried. She won’t listen to anything I say, as if being sick automatically makes you senile. And you know what I really want for my send-off.”

When Hayden acknowledges Cyrus’s request with a knowing smile, Joey looks quizzically at his grandfather, who makes a motion with his head to indicate that he’ll tell him later.

As they enter the hallway, three nuns come rushing out of the room next door as if they’re being chased by the devil himself. Cascading after them are a telephone, water pitcher, black leather-bound Bible, and other bedside paraphernalia. A nurse walking down the corridor calmly dodges the barrage as if it’s an hourly occurrence that everyone has become accustomed to working around.

“Mind if I have a look-see?” Hayden says to a nun cowering in the hallway outside the door. But she appears to panic and rushes off down the corridor without replying.

“Wait here a minute, Joe-Joe.” Like an advance scout checking for signs of enemy artillery fire, Hayden warily enters the room.

chapter six

I told you to get out!” a woman hollers and a ceramic vase full of flowers comes flying toward Hayden. He ducks and it crashes and splatters directly above his head.

“Jayzus, Mary, and Joseph!” says Hayden. “With an arm like that you should be pitching for the Mets.”

“Who are you?” The woman in the bed shouts and picks up a blue plastic lunch tray, apparently ready to hurl it at him. “A priest? Another specialist?”

“I’m Hayden MacBride. Nice to make your acquaintance. And no, I’m just a visitor. My friend Cyrus is tryin’ to die in the next room and you’re keepin’ him from it.” His brogue bubbles to the top in indignation and he rolls his r’s more severely.

Hayden edges closer. Her pale blond hair is shorn, not very stylishly, making him wonder if perhaps she’s just come out of brain surgery. That could also explain the fits. Otherwise, without any makeup she appears no older than forty, though a distraught forty. Her face is flushed with anger, bright blue eyes resembling a pair of shattered prisms about to spill over with tears. But he finds them enchanting, like those on an old-fashioned china doll.

“You don’t look very ill to me,” says Hayden.

“Well I am. Inoperable lung cancer.” The anguished patient slowly lowers the tray but stares at him with enough loathing to indicate that she might yet fling it. “And it’s . . . it’s just not fair. I’ve prayed my entire life and now this.”

“Terminal liver cancer,” says Hayden matter-of-factly, pointing to his midsection. He then lifts the chart that is chained to the end of the bed. “It’s never fair.”

“You sound vaguely familiar,” says the woman. “I mean, your voice. That’s a Scottish accent, isn’t it?”

“Well done.” He flashes a good-natured grin that could illuminate dark places and the rows of permanent furrows that cross his square forehead deepen when he smiles, which is most of the time. “Most Americans think it’s Irish or English. Though I have a feelin’ it only sounds familiar because yer thinking of a famous Scottish actor, who shall remain nameless, and is known for copyin’ my accent in films.”

“Sean Connery!”

“I didn’t say it.” Hayden self-consciously smoothes his perpetually disorganized hair.

The patient calms slightly. “I haven’t seen a movie in ages.” She loosens her grip on the lunch tray and offers Hayden a small hand. “I’m . . .” she pauses as if she’s become so addled that she can’t remember her own name. “My name is Rosamond. Rosamond Rogers.”

“The accent was always a good opener when I used to sell casualty insurance. And speaking o’ casualties, what’s with all the hollerin’ and hurlin’ of furnishings over here?”

“I’m sorry for disturbing your friend.” As she apologizes a solitary tear drifts down her cheek. “I haven’t been taking the diagnosis very well. It all happened so suddenly. And now they want to do all these treatments and tests when I’ll probably just die anyway.”

“So then why stay here?”

“Because it’s a hospital, that’s why!” Her anger quickly returns.

“I know that. What I mean is, why sit around and let them poke and prod you if they’re just torturin’ you? Besides, doctors do’an’ know what they’re doin’ most of the time anyway. More or less killed my poor wife. And then they said I was supposed to kick the bucket three months ago. But look!” Hayden throws up his arms in Olympic medalist fashion. “Here I am!”

Rosamond Rogers scrunches her brow and finally loosens her fingers on the plastic tray. While she’s framed against the white hospital sheets, he can’t help but notice she’s the antithesis of his wife, slender and fair, whereas Mary was raven-haired and shapely, exactly like their daughter Diana.

Rosamond’s countenance slowly shifts from trapped to pensive, as if it hadn’t occurred to her to just get up and leave.

“Aggressive inoperable malignant tumor,” Hayden says and drops her chart. “Looks pretty hopeless to me.”

“Are you a doctor?” she asks.

“No, but death by The Cancer just happens to be my favorite hobby these days. Aside from baseball, o’ course. Speaking of sports, my grandson and I are on our way to a baseball game. Why don’t you come along?” That would get her out of Cyrus’s hair for good. By the time she checked back in again he’d most likely be gone, and if not, it was doubtful the same room would be available. Besides, some baseball would get her mind off her troubles. Baseball cheered everyone up.

“We’re Mets fans.” Hayden throws on the charm as if he’s selling a million-dollar insurance policy. “They’re playin’ the Cardinals. Are you a Mets fan?”

“I’ve never been to a baseball game.” She ponders the invitation, as if this is a forbidden outing, or something even more outrageous, like Hayden has suggested firebombing the United Nations. Pushing aside the movable table holding the lunch tray, up until then a prospective weapon in her hands, she finally says, “That sounds splendid. Would you mind waiting in the hall while I change?”

Hayden exits and vaguely wonders if he’s just started a new career as a social worker or, alternatively, asked a woman out on a date for the first time in over thirty-five years. Before he became ill his sweet twenty-six-year-old neighbor Bobbie Anne had been bothering him to ask a woman out. Well, now he’d done it. And a feisty one, at that.

Hayden locates Joey counting tiles on the floor of the patients’ lounge at the end of the corridor. The boy was forever counting things. Hayden is beginning to think he’ll grow up to be a math teacher. Or else a bookie. Wouldn’t that give his mother a fit!

Joey is relieved to see his grandfather return. He believes that if The Cancer Monster has a secret hideaway, it’s probably here in the hospital, maybe in the basement or up on the roof.

“So? Did you give that lady your Suicide for Dummies lecture?”

“I prefer the term self-euthanasia if you do’an’ mind. And yes, I have convinced her to check out,” he announces, ever the proud salesman.

“She already took the pills!” Joey exclaims, not even trying to hide his astonishment for the benefit of the other patients in the room. “Wow, Grandpa, you could sell ice to Eskimos.” He parrots ones of Hayden’s favorite sayings.

“No, no. I mean check out of the hospital in the traditional sense of the word. I’ve invited her to the game with us. And here she—”

Hayden is struck dumb as Rosamond appears in full nun regalia, like a vision out of a stained-glass window—long black habit, white wimple, black cloth veil, large cross on a long silver chain dangling above her waist. Her face is smooth and pleasant now, dairy-fresh skin and a small upturned nose. “I’m ready!” she announces.

Unable to hide their shock, Hayden and Joey simply stare at Rosamond and then at each other, mouths agape.

“You didn’t tell me she was a nun,” Joey whispers to his grandfather.

“I had no idea,” replies Hayden. “It wasn’t on her chart.”

chapter seven

It’s an exuberant summer afternoon that fills the landscape with motion—flocks of birds crisscrossing the sky, trees swaying and trembling in the breeze—and the confused noisy jumble of wildlife and traffic that combine to make a sort of disjunctive parade.

Outside Shea Stadium Hayden listens carefully to the coded shouts of scalpers in an effort to determine which way the ticket market is going. Almost as much as the game itself Hayden loves the haggling—lowballing, arguing, and then pretending to walk away.

Sometimes by waiting around he can get a bargain as the sellers worry they might end up stuck with their wares. Alternatively, holding out until the last minute on a day like today can result in overpaying for seats in the stratosphere. Bad weather or a potentially boring game can send prices tumbling. But today is gorgeous, the teams are closely matched, and Hayden is possessed by a sudden urge to abandon his usual thriftiness. He pays a little more than he normally would for three tickets behind third base, where Joey can study the catcher.

Once inside the cavernous arena Hayden sends Rosamond and Joey on ahead while he waits in line at the snack bar. Rosamond is overwhelmed by the noise, vibrant color, activity everywhere one looks, and the overall energy of a fast-filling stadium. The hospital had seemed loud and crowded compared to the solitude of the convent, but this is like nothing she’s ever seen—music blaring from large overhead speakers, people in animal costumes dancing on the field, shouts for refreshments from a man with a large box strapped over his shoulders, fans yelling to friends, waving mitts in the air and shouting “charge” on cue to a loud horn overhead.

It’s easy for Hayden to locate Joey and Rosamond in the stands without checking his seat number. Lots of people are wearing black and peering out from underneath baseball hats, but she’s definitely the only one with a wimple and veil. More than a few spectators nod and point at the nun in the stands, but their attention is fleeting. This is New York, after all.

Rosamond sits between Hayden and Joey, who take turns attempting to explain the lineup to her. But when Rosamond asks about scoring a “runhome” they simultaneously stifle laughter and realize they’re going to have to start with the basics of the game. She doesn’t know a bunt from a base.

Whether or not she ever figures out exactly what’s happening on the field, one thing is certain, Sister Rosamond loves doing The Wave. It appeals to her ingrained fondness for group ritual, like standing in chapel and outstretching your arms to connect with the Holy Spirit. Whenever they rise she moves with the soft delicacy of a reed in the breeze, as if possessed by a natural sensuality, which doesn’t go unnoticed by Hayden.

Rosamond also enjoys the Crackerjacks, hot dogs, and pretzels, all of which she enthusiastically chomps away at, making Hayden think that her medical condition certainly hasn’t affected her appetite. Or else hospital food is a lot worse than it looks.

When passing the box of Crackerjacks during a particularly exciting play, she accidentally spills some on the man in front of her. Only when he turns around with his Brooklyn sneer that says, “Hey, you throwin’ the Crackerjacks, you wanna fight?” and finds himself face to face with a beaming fan in a long black habit and three-inch cross topped with a crucified Jesus, he just laughs and gives a shrug that says, Now I seen everything.

Whenever Rosamond starts to cough, which is often, Hayden passes her his large soda and politely holds her Crackerjacks and places his hand on her back while she waits to catch her breath and take a sip. And it doesn’t escape his notice that she doesn’t flinch or pull away from the contact. On the other hand, Rosamond’s so caught up in the action down on the field he’s not sure she even notices.

It’s an exciting game and in the bottom of the ninth inning when the score is tied the Mets’ weakest batter strides toward the plate. After he takes two strikes looking, Hayden whispers to Joey, “Five dollars says he knocks out a homer.”

“Grandpa, he’s the worst hitter in the entire league! And the Cardinals’ pitcher is on fire.”

The batter kicks the dirt off his cleats, taps the plate, and warily eyeballs the pitcher. “Then is it a bet?” asks Hayden.

“Of course!” says Joey and they shake on it.

With two strikes and three balls the batter for the Mets hits one solidly over the fence behind second base, and Joey is momentarily torn between happiness for his team and disappointment at losing the bet. But he’s rewarded shortly afterward when the board flashes GAME OVER, with a final score of six to five, Mets on top. The fans exit the stadium cheering and shouting, slapping backs and playfully punching one another. Maybe this season will be different after all.

chapter eight

After the game Rosamond asks to be dropped in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn, in front of a cloistered convent tucked away behind a dark gray stone wall. It’s the only one of its kind left in the borough, she tells them. From a distance the old building appears abandoned and foreboding, standing alone on a small hill, severely Gothic with its massive arches and soot-blackened stone exterior. With the roof sagging in places it looks more like a dilapidated fortress than a house of worship. And no matter how many fire escapes are attached it could never be enough. The enormous weeping willow trees on the front lawn and rows of dark green hedges alongside the building are thick with solitude.

“Listen,” says Hayden, quickly wondering what might make the best case for seeing her again, “I’ve been doing some research into all this death and dying folderol, and I’d be happy to share my files if you’re interested.”

A dark shadow crosses Rosamond’s face, as if she’s forgotten how she became acquainted with Hayden in the first place.

“I mean,” Hayden continues, “if you want to give me your number—”

“There’s no telephone here.”

“Oh, well, then I’ll give you my address—”

But Sister Rosamond is already shaking her head from side to side indicating that this is also forbidden. She carefully rearranges her habit before exiting the car. Beyond the tall iron gates the warm summer sun can be seen dipping behind a tomb of dark gray clouds.

“Then I guess it was nice meetin’ you,” Hayden calls through the window on the driver’s side. He’s surprised to feel so disappointed at being turned down, the sting of the no-sale compounded by the personal rebuff. But really, what’s the point? He’s dying, she’s dying. And to top it off she’s a nun. They’re as different as chalk and cheese.

“Thank you so much,” she says through the open window. “For a few hours I forgot about all my woes and felt like a schoolgirl during recess.” The simple daily routine of the convent is supposed to free one’s mind to concentrate on God. Yet Rosamond can’t remember feeling so exultant as when the batter hit a surprise home run during the final inning and hundreds of spectators collectively gasped before bursting into wild applause. And Hayden reached around and squeezed her shoulder as if they’d known each other forever.

However, this unexpected surge of emotion only increases Rosamond’s sense of being a complete failure as a nun. On the twentieth anniversary of taking her vows she’s not coming at all close to fulfilling her calling, to achieving a state of exhilaration in her love for Him and progressing toward grace through the power of contemplative prayer and devotion. Instead, she feels spiritually bereft, with a heart like a dried-up riverbed. And now this terrible disease, certainly meant as a test, is muddling her faith worse than ever rather than providing the focus and clarity she so desperately craves.

“So long,” he and Joey both shout as Hayden slowly turns the car around in the narrow gravel driveway lined with tall dark elms. The onset of dusk makes the chinks of remaining light that filter through the trees appear as if gold dust is falling to earth.

As they pull away Joey glances out the back window. “Hey, Grandpa, stop the car. The nun is chasing us!”

And sure enough, in the rearview mirror it appears as if a diminutive Darth Vader complete with flowing black cloak is awkwardly dashing after them through the deceptive shadows of twilight.

“It’s Attila the Nun!” Hayden rolls down his window.

“Perhaps you can pick me up on Friday at ten?” she asks breathlessly. “I’ll say it’s a doctor’s appointment.”

Hayden nods in agreement, but before they can make further plans she turns and runs off again. Rosamond hurries through the hedge and back toward her world without television, newspapers, radio, movies, fashion, or men, except for Father Edwin, who comes to administer the sacraments and hear confession. Back to a place where the passing of time is marked by the changing colors of the altar clothes, and the vitality of someone such as Hayden MacBride is noticeably absent. Rosamond briefly stops in front of the permanently open but empty grave located at the entrance to the chapel, an ever-present reminder of the rich reward that will be hers after death.

A nun’s time on earth is negligible to what awaits her in heaven, and thus she’s not supposed to fear her demise. Only now that Sister Rosamond is actually faced with the prospect of death, she cannot bring herself to acquiesce so easily. In fact, she finds the very idea of her life ending so early to be nothing short of terrifying.

         

The station wagon merges onto the expressway and they ride toward the setting sun. Hayden is quiet, which is unlike him after an exciting game, since he usually enjoys recapping all the high points and errors. But this evening his mind is far away, pondering all the strange turns that his life has taken since Mary’s death—the encounter with his neighbor Bobbie Anne, being diagnosed with The Cancer, and now meeting a nun who likes baseball.

In the tranquil atmosphere Joey decides it’s the perfect moment to ask about something that’s been on his mind lately. “Grandpa, what do you do if a girl tries to kiss you?”

Hayden laughs and checks his rearview mirror before changing lanes. “Well, if she’s a sweet lass you close your eyes and you let her. Why? Was the Sister trying some funny business while I was in the loo?”

“Grandpa!” says Joey, making sure Hayden knows that this time he’s well aware that he’s being teased. “It’s just that yesterday this girl at the funeral snuck up and kissed me.”

Hayden goes directly into his repertory of Scottish folk songs, thumping the steering wheel while crooning “Sing the praises o’ my dearie” from “The Peerless Maiden.”

“Cut it out. She is not my dearie!”

“And why not? A girl doesn’t peck a boy on the cheek if she doesn’t fancy him.”

“I ran away.”

Hayden slaps his right hand on the top of the headrest and then pats down his ungovernable mane with his palm. “Good heavens! So she wasn’t exactly the kipper’s knickers then?”

“She was awright, I guess.” Joey looks out the window. “At my old school the guys used to say that Mom is sexy.”

Hayden chuckles as he does a mental review of the supporting evidence—the eyelash extension on the dresser that he swatted mistaking it for a giant fly, the early pregnancy test sitting on the bathroom ledge that he thought was a science project belonging to Joey. Diana’s appeal to the opposite sex is more than a bit disconcerting even to him. When she was an outgoing and eye-catching young girl with red ribbons tying back luxuriant hair that was like crushed black velvet he was thrilled that his daughter was destined for beauty, radiance, and intelligence. And of course it’s a blessing to have a sexy wife. But a full-grown sexy daughter?

“I’m sure what they meant was that your mum is very attractive, which she is—gets that from your grandma. There’s no need coming to blows about it if another lad feels the need to pay a compliment.”

“Sometimes I wish she was like all the other moms.”

“And let me guess, all the other boys say they wish that they had a sexy mum like yours.”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what they say. How’d you know?”

chapter nine

The house is quiet the next morning. Too quiet, decides Diana, as she prepares to leave for the start of her second week as a receptionist at a nearby medical center. Her father was usually the first one up, unless of course he’d snuck out of the house the night before and drunk with his friends until all hours.

She fixes a tray in the kitchen and then tiptoes into Hayden’s bedroom and gently closes the door behind her so as not to disturb Joey, who’s still asleep in the next room.

Hayden’s eyelids pop open at the sound of the old wooden door meeting the slightly warped frame. “Jayzus, you gave me a fright! Was dreamin’ about the day I married yer mother and then I see her comin’ through the door.”

“Sorry, Dad. It’s just that you’re normally up by now and I wanted to make sure you were okay.” Diana hands him a glass of freshly squeezed carrot juice and puts a dish of sliced grapefruit on his bedside table. Her hands possessed a curious authority, but not calmness. They were constantly in motion, nervous fingers searching for tasks to perform and objects to dust or straighten.

Hayden tries to recall if maybe he forgot to close the front door or made a lot of racket when he crept in at four A.M. But his brain is foggy, and to be perfectly honest, he doesn’t even remember climbing up the stairs or getting into bed.

“Was the hospital supply store showing a late-night double feature on broken hips?”

It was no use trying to hide the fact that he’d been out late. Somehow she knew. Instead Hayden moves to Plan B, and gaily attempts to gloss over the matter with humor. “I went over to Alisdair’s to help him alphabetize his liquor cabinet. He has trouble with his B’s and P’s. And then, before you know it, he’s making mint juleps with peppermint schnapps instead of bourbon.” Hayden squints critically at the juice glass that’s been planted in his hand and at the bowl holding the grapefruit. “What’s all this?”

“Breakfast!”

“Breakfast for a jackrabbit! And I’m not bedridden yet, if you don’t mind. I’ll go to the diner for some griddle cakes.” But obviously hungover, he doesn’t make any attempt to rise from the bed.

Diana dismisses the subject of his breakfast plans with a roll of her eyes. “Dad, I need to talk to you about something.”

“If it’s about that nasty herbal tea you’ve been trying to get me to quaff, it would frighten the French.”

“No, no. It’s about the neighbors.” She sits down on the edge of his bed.

“Did Paddy go off on another bender?” asks Hayden. “Ha! I warned him not to retire from the transit authority. The sobriety tests kept up his consciousness—in that he was conscious a lot more.” Hayden laughs at his own joke and then trails off coughing. He takes a sip of the violently orange carrot juice but this only serves to make him gag and gasp even more. “Oh, me bagpipes for a Bloody Mary. Can’t you leave me to my own vices?”

Diana ignores his dramatics and sly wordplay. “No. And I’m not talking about the neighbors behind us. I mean next door on the left. That Ellis woman.”

Hayden immediately stops coughing, wipes his mouth with his pajama sleeve, and visibly stiffens. He knows what she’s about to say and preempts her. “Her name is Bobbie Anne and she’s a good lass tryin’ to raise two wee ones by herself.” His brogue always becomes conspicuously thicker when he goes on the defensive, which doesn’t escape Diana’s notice.

“So then I take it you know that she’s a . . . that she turns tricks while her children are at day camp.” Diana whispers this as if someone might be trying to listen in from the hallway.

Hayden pulls himself up to a full sitting position. “Do’an’ say it like that! The husband died during a peacekeeping mission off in some godforsaken place where Jayzus lost his sandals and the government do’an’ give her enough to get by on.”

“So then why doesn’t she get a job like the rest of us single mothers?”

“Because her daddy didn’t pay for her to go to six years o’ college, for one thing.”

Diana feels her face flushing with anger but refuses to let him lay on the guilt about her constantly shifting college major, which added two years to a four-year liberal arts degree. She looks him straight in the eye as if to say “That’s no excuse and you know it.” However, Hayden had signed the limestone town house over to Diana just the week before and thus she knows what’s next in his arsenal—daughters being handed paid-for homes with no monthly rent or mortgage payments.

Diana rises and glowers at him before turning to leave. She may have inherited entirely too much of her mother’s artistic disposition, at least in Hayden’s opinion, but she also picked up a good deal of her father’s quiet but fierce stubbornness, a gene passed down from generations of rugged Highland farmers and fighters.

Hayden is quick to note that he needs one final thrust to confirm his victory. In a more conversational tone he adds, “She had a job selling wedding gowns at some fancy boutique on Madison Avenue—left at six every morning and arrived home at night after her kids were in bed and her entire check went to baby-sitters and commuting costs. She couldn’t even pay her taxes.”

“Maybe she could work from home, start a day care—”

“Diana!” he says sharply. “Mind yer own business, will you please?”

“It is my business, Dad. I don’t want my son growing up next to a whore—”

“Do’an’ say that Diana. I’m warning you!” He swings his arm out to point and practically knocks over the juice glass. Tall patches of Scottish accent erupt once again. “Bobbie Anne is nothin’ of the sort. She just offers neighborhood men a bit of comfort. For all we know it stops them from worryin’ an unwillin’ wife or gettin’ drunk and hittin’ their young’uns.”

“I can’t believe this. You’re defending a prostitute.”

“Now I told you not to use such language. It’s her home and her body and it’s a free country. And by God, where else is she going to make two hundred dollars a day tax-free and be able to stay at home and raise her little girls?” Hayden realizes that he’s made a serious error by quoting an exact figure, which is not likely to slip past Diana. Her eyebrows are already heading north toward the ceiling fan.

“Or whatever she earns,” he hastily adds. To further the distraction Hayden attempts to rise but takes a deep breath, coughs, and collapses back onto the bed. It’s impossible to tell if it’s the hangover, his liver, or whether he’s simply feigning some sort of a spell in an effort to divert her attention.

“Oh, Dad!” Diana’s caretaker instincts overwhelm her argumentativeness. She reaches to help him but he pushes her away. Diana is wracked with guilt by Hayden’s illness, his willful self-destructiveness, and most of all, her inability to get him in for treatment. She understands that what the doctor has suggested is experimental and there are no guarantees, but he won’t even try.

Hayden insists that such quackery is simply a scam either to drain his bank account or else to test a new generation of drugs that could eventually be patented and sold for millions. And so in his opinion they were looking for victims, not volunteers. Hayden knows from the way he feels inside that his cancer is much too far advanced to be stopped, even by an organ transplant.

If only her mother were still alive, thinks Diana. She’s certain he would have tried the treatment for Mary’s sake. “Then will you at least please stop drinking?”

“I’m fine.” Hayden produces another convincing cough, just to be on the safe side. “And if I really thought the liquor would kill me I’d have a lot more o’ it, believe you me.”

Without a doubt Diana brings out the best and worst in Hayden. She reminds him so much of Mary and he loves her so completely that he never wants her to be hurt by life. Likewise, it drives Hayden mad (and often to drink) that he can’t prevent her from making what he considers to be bad choices, especially when it comes to men and managing money.

“Then get dressed and come downstairs and I’ll make you some apple cinnamon pancakes before I go to work.” When would she ever learn? It was no use arguing with an insurance salesman. Her mother was the only one who could ever best Hayden in a verbal duel. Or else properly lay on the guilt to bring him around.

Hayden’s cough quickly subsides and his sea-change green eyes light up. “Pancakes?” His brogue recedes. “The way your mother used to make them?”

“Of course.” She smiles back at him and heads downstairs to the kitchen.

Before rising Hayden takes a deep breath and savors the lingering aroma of Diana’s fragrant perfume, which has recently replaced the chronic household odor of burnt toast and stale tomato soup. Yes, it was a brand-new day. And he actually has a date lined up for later in the week! Okay, she’s a nun. Then again, it made sense to befriend someone who believes in an afterlife, seeing as they don’t have much time left in the current one.

He walks over to the window and looks out at Bobbie Anne’s postage stamp of a backyard. She’s hanging wash on the line, as she does every morning about this time when it’s not raining. Hayden breathes a sigh of relief that Diana didn’t pursue the subject of his intimate knowledge of Bobbie Anne’s rates. Besides, he can’t ever tell her the truth anyway.

chapter ten

Five months earlier, the week before he’d been diagnosed with The Cancer, Hayden had paid a professional call on Bobbie Anne. It was the one-year anniversary of Mary’s death and Hayden felt so wretched that he was preparing to get extremely drunk and start the car with the garage door closed in order to join Mary, wherever she was. Or at the very least, escape an anguished existence without her. She had been his compass in life. And though he’d been tempted several times throughout the years by attractive female coworkers and clients in distant cities, where he could have easily had a fling, he was never unfaithful.

While swigging scotch and fashioning the garden hose into a suicide apparatus he’d seen the fresh-faced and curvaceous Bobbie Anne in the adjacent backyard shaking out some rugs, her gorgeous hair that appeared reddish-gold in the sunlight hanging loose about her shoulders, and making for a striking contrast against her creamy complexion. In the neighborhood it was rather common knowledge that she saw men between ten and two. And so with his mind clouded by grief and whiskey he’d put down the hose, crossed the yard, and requested an appointment.

Bobbie Anne smiled pleasantly, as if Hayden was asking to borrow a cup of sugar. And in her friendly southern drawl she instructed him to arrive at eleven the following morning and confirmed that her fee was indeed two hundred dollars in cash.

Hayden immediately abandoned the hooch and hose and worked himself into a complete panic over the upcoming “date.” He picked up the phone to call and cancel a dozen times but was too nervous to even dial her number. And standing in front of the bank teller was the first time in his life that he wished he had accepted one of those plastic cards that enables a customer to enjoy the anonymity of an ATM. Hayden was convinced that the woman behind the bulletproof Plexiglas partition knew exactly what he wanted the money for, because in all his twenty years at that branch he’d never withdrawn more than a hundred dollars in cash during a single visit to the bank.

Having lived as a bachelor for a year Hayden was also afraid that his appearance had deteriorated, much like the backyard, which since the day of the funeral had been slowly overtaken by weeds and undergrowth. At work his secretary regularly arrived with Tupperware containers filled with food for Hayden to take home and instructed him to get more rest. She was suspicious that outside of work hours he’d abandoned himself to alcohol and disarray. And a visit to the town house would have proved her instincts to be correct.

To be on the safe side Hayden went to Gus the barber for a haircut.

“Big business deal?” joked Gus.

“No, it’s a personal, I mean a social—”

“Oh.” Gus nodded and gave him a big wink in the mirror. “Then you’ll want my Ladies’ Man Special. That’s thirty dollars and cheap at the price.”

“Thirty dollars!” His regular haircut was only ten. “What can I possibly get for thirty dollars—a little off the top and ten years off my age I would expect.”

“Trust me,” said Gus. After cutting Hayden’s hair he gave him a shave and trimmed his ears, neck, nose, and eyebrows. Yes, it was worth it. Except for the slightly unhealthy pallor of his skin, Hayden looked as if he’d been dry-cleaned.

He arrived at Bobbie Anne’s a full twenty minutes early, like a senior citizen attending a retirement party. Everything he wore was brand-new except for his khaki pants, and those had been professionally washed and pressed, just to be on the safe side.

“Hey there, Hayden,” Bobbie Anne said in her welcoming drawl. She was from Athens, Georgia, which was where she’d met her Brooklyn-born husband, Derek, while he was stationed at an army base there. According to Bobbie Anne, her father was the owner of a prosperous furniture store and a deacon at their church, and her mother was a long-standing member of the exclusive local garden club. Bobbie Anne and her sisters were all sent to an expensive girls school, spoke perfect English complete with proper usage of who and whom, and yet possessed no practical skills aside from those required to be good wives to wealthy men—interior decorating, flower arranging, table setting, and menu planning.

When Bobbie Anne became pregnant by a Yankee enlisted man, the son of a Polish-born electrician and his immigrant wife, and one of eight children, her parents were devastated. Her mother sobbed while her father banged his Bible on her dresser repeating, “Why’d you get on the train if you didn’t want to go to Atlanta?” Eventually her aunt Winifred arrived from Savannah to mediate, if one could call it that. The choice was being disowned or else a stay at the home for wayward girls and unwed mothers, following which the baby would be put up for adoption. Bobbie Anne didn’t score any points by asking why she’d never heard of homes for wayward boys.

And so now, at twenty-six, Bobbie Anne was a widow, still lovely, but with lines creasing the corners of her soft violet eyes, and a gentle slope to her breasts from having nursed twin girls who were now eight.

She led Hayden into the small square living room. It was furnished inexpensively; most decorative objects, such as calico wreaths and decoupage boxes, appeared to have been handmade by Bobbie Anne, or else were art projects created by her daughters. She acted as calmly and naturally as if she’d invited Hayden to brunch, or they were standing and talking while taking a break from cleaning up their yards, as they often did when Mary was still alive and he actually cared about keeping up the house and lawn.

Hayden placed the money on the coffee table, eager to get it out of his possession. Before leaving he’d counted and recounted it ten times. Exactly two hundred dollars in crisp new twenties. Though he wasn’t sure what to do about a gratuity. In business one didn’t normally tip the owner of an establishment. And when you did offer a gratuity for service it was usually afterward, not before.

“It’s so nice of you to drop by, Hayden.” She wore jeans that fit snugly and a short-sleeved hyacinth-colored cotton sweater that looked pretty against her long flowing copper hair.

“It’s kind of you to have me over.” He was careful not to say invite because she hadn’t exactly invited him.

Bobbie Anne offered him tea or coffee. He declined. She came over and lightly touched his elbow and her far-seeing violet eyes stared into his luminescent green ones. “How’ve you been, Hayden?” Her voice was smooth and comforting like warm honey. “You look slightly peaked.”

“Oh, I guess I’ve been a wee bit lonely, bangin’ around that big old town house all by myself.” The truth was that he’d been feeling tired, anxious, and without appetite for weeks. However, Hayden wasn’t about to go to any doctor just to hear that he was “suffering from depression.” At his insurance company practically everyone was taking pills or going to therapy as a way to try and get happy, from the president all the way down to the temp workers.

But Hayden was descended from a long line of hearty farmers who picked up their axes and guns when necessary and made do the rest of the time, not pill-poppers and crybabies. His was a vigorous soul that had always possessed joy, not sorrow. Anyway, Hayden despised doctors. They certainly hadn’t done much to help his poor Mary with her heart condition, telling her to get on a treadmill, following which she had a stroke right there in the doctor’s office. Yet they always managed to send out their bills, whether they saved a body or killed it.

“Of course you’re lonesome, darling.” Her eyes widened with understanding and continued to gaze into his, as if waiting for him to blink as some sort of a signal. “It’ll get easier as time goes by. Just keep telling yourself that, even though I know that right now it’s impossible to believe.”

He’d heard such sentiments before, but her gentle manner and languorous drawl made the words sound natural and comforting, and not as if she pitied him. For a moment Hayden considered using the argument that had become his favorite for the well-meaning but nonetheless annoying advice-mongers, which was that no one could comprehend the magnitude of his loss. But then he remembered that Bobbie Anne had also lost her spouse, and that she must have loved her husband very much to have broken with her family in order to marry him. Perhaps she did understand.

“After Derek died I used to pretend I was acting in a play to get through the long days and even longer nights,” she continued. “And then one morning life just suddenly became real again.”

What happened next was not at all what Hayden had intended. He started to sob. All the grief he’d kept inside since the day of Mary’s death suddenly exploded to the surface. Hayden wiped his eyes with his shirtsleeves but it was no use, his chest was shaking and he was sputtering. The storm was just beginning to brew. He wept all the tears that had been locked away in his heart since the previous spring.

Bobbie Anne took a step closer and put her arms around him and Hayden put his around her and was relieved that she couldn’t see his face, only feel him heave up against her. They stood like that for a long time while he wept. Then they sat on the couch and he explained how he still expected Mary to show up, to appear out of the shower with a white towel wrapped around her soft sheet of black hair. And how both his daughters had invited him to come and live with them. Only he didn’t want to leave the neighborhood and his friends of the past twenty years since they were all that he had left of Mary. They still included her in the old familiar stories that they recounted and the memories they held dear. One might say, “Ah, now this is a good pudding but Mary’s was a better one.” In that way the private language of old companions served to keep her spirit alive, and thus was a comfort to him.

Then as swiftly as the emotional tempest had arrived it moved on, a prairie swept by a tornado. Hayden took a deep breath and actually smiled at the thought of coming over to make love to a woman less than half his age and ending up crying and having her counsel him. Normally it was Hayden the insurance agent who was called upon to act as minister to distraught policyholders right after tragedy struck, or else to comfort one of his own daughters after Mary’s tenderness could perform no further healing.

However, Bobbie Anne spoke in a way that didn’t leave him feeling embarrassed. “You’d be surprised how many of my friends,” which was how she graciously referred to her customers, “get the intimacy over quickly and spend most of the time discussing their wives and jobs,” she’d assured him. “In fact, one psychiatrist talks the entire visit, and only stays for fifty minutes instead of the full hour. I don’t even have to tell him when it’s time to leave. He just automatically looks down at his watch at the exact right moment and says, ‘I think our time is almost up. Why don’t you make an appointment for next week with my secretary?’ ”

Hayden supposed that Bobbie Anne would have to mark him down with the talkers and rose to leave. He’d been there for slightly over an hour.

But she playfully tugged at his sleeve and he sat back down on the couch. Then Bobbie Anne pulled her sweater over her head and placed his right hand on her left breast. And she kept her hand there, upon his, for a moment, while she leaned in to kiss him on the lips.

Now, when Hayden fantasizes about the event, it is this part he always finds the most exciting, her hand on top of his, his hand on her breast. And then the kiss.

They made love until they tasted of each other. The great fire in Hayden’s nature magnified him as a lover, and when she climaxed he wanted to believe that it was real. Yet he had to face the fact that a woman in Bobbie Anne’s business either faked orgasm or didn’t bother at all. And so he didn’t ask.

“You’re awfully sensuous under that wry Scottish exterior,” she remarked while they were getting dressed. Bobbie Anne’s life had been hard and she was wise in many ways, an emotional clairvoyant of sorts who knew what was on his mind without being told.

“I . . . I like a woman.” He realized that this sounded rather silly. But it was true. He’d been with a fair number of women before falling in love with Mary. “I mean . . . I like their softness, their voices, their thoughts, the way they see the world so differently.”

The next morning when Diana appeared from Westchester for her weekly inspection, she took one look at Hayden’s gaunt face and sallow skin and trundled him off to the doctor. He was too tired to protest, which only served to alarm her even more. Tests followed. Hayden was not dismayed by the hepatitis diagnosis since it could be treated. The liver cancer could not, unless he wanted to be a guinea pig in some unproven drug trial with a mile-long list of side effects. Hayden’s first thought was not about himself but about Diana and Joey. Who would watch out for her when he was gone? And who would ensure that Joey would learn all the things about life that a mother cannot teach her son? This last issue particularly troubled him. With his life suddenly being wrenched from Hayden without his permission, suicide was out of the question for the time being and life had all of a sudden become very precious.

When Hayden’s insurance agency announced they were closing the Brooklyn office Diana insisted that he accept the early retirement package with full health benefits rather than try and commute into Manhattan every day. And much as he would have liked to continue working to the very end, he did not want his coworkers to witness his inevitable decline. Hayden was known throughout the entire company as the perpetually energetic and good-natured colleague who was quick with a joke and a smile, and that’s how he wanted to be remembered. Not as some washed-up salesman who everyone was humoring because of illness, who brought everyone down by serving as a constant reminder of their own mortality, that life could indeed turn on a dime, and there was no insurance policy on earth to stop it from doing exactly that.

Hayden never returned to Bobbie Anne for professional reasons, but they’d remained friends and often chatted in their adjoining backyards. Sometimes he baby-sits her apple-cheeked little girls on weekends while she shops and runs errands. And when she arrives home he’ll burst into a rousing chorus of “My Bonny Lies Over the Ocean,” much to the delight of her daughters, since he changes Bonny to Bobbie, and the twins gleefully chime in “Bring back, bring back, oh bring back my Bobbie to me.”
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