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The first Caddie Winger ever heard of Wake House was when she was helping her grandmother get her drawers on over the cast on her leg.

It was Nanas second day back from the hospital. If I was at Wake House, she said, lying flat on the sofa and holding her bunched-up nightgown over her lap for modesty, somebody who knew what they were doing would be doing this.

What house? Awake?

Wake House. That place on Calvert Street across from the thing. The thing, where you go with papers. To get signed.

The notary? Put your good foot in here, Nan. Are you talking about that old house with the tower and all the porches? I think its a boarding-house.

Before. Now its an old folks home.

Oh, you dont need to go to a place like that, I can take care of you fine.

Ow.

Its a learning curve.

Nana mentioning a nursing home, imagine that. For the rest of the morning Caddie pondered what it might mean. When the old lady across the street went dotty and her children put her in a nursing home, Nana was aghast. Shoot me if you ever want to get rid of me that bad, you hear? Take me out in the backyard and fire away. Caddie assumed the subject of nursing homes was off-limits forever.

 
That afternoon, though, out of the blue, Nana brought up Wake House again.

They were on the front porch, Nana slumped in her rented wheelchair, resting her broken leg on a pillow on top of the low kitchen stool. Caddie stood behind her, braiding her hair. Nana had long, pretty, smoke-gray hair and, before it softened with age, a long, bony, sharp-featured face. She loved it when people told her she looked like Virginia Woolf. Nobody ever added, If shed lived to seventy-nine instead of walking into the river.

Whats-her-name died there, she said, breaking a drowsy silence.

Who died where, Nan?

Wake House. Whats-her-name, you know. Pink hair, Tuesday nights.

Hm. Back in Nanas Buddhist period, when shed led a chanting service in the dining room one night a week, an elderly lady who dyed her hair pink had shown up occasionally. Mrs. Pringle?

Inez Pringle, thank you.

She died at Wake House?

Nana shrugged. You have to die someplace.

Caddie leaned over to see if she was joking. Her eyes were fixed on something out in the yardCaddie followed her gaze to what was left of George Bush in Love. Thats how shed broken her leg, by falling off the stepladder while putting a final cowboy boot on top of her phallus-shaped, seven-foot-high lawn sculpture. Nana was an artist.

Are you serious? Caddie asked.

A moment passed. About what? Nana said dreamily.

Caddie smiled and went back to braiding her hair. How were they going to wash it? This old house had only one bathroom, upstairs, and right now Nana couldnt stand up at the kitchen sink for longer than a minute or two. Maybe one of those dry shampoos, they were supposed to

About Wake House? Damn right Im serious. Call em up, find out how much it costs to stay there.

Her next pain pill wasnt for forty minutes. Shed broken her leg in two places, but luckily the breaks were simple, so her recovery was supposed to be long and tedious but not tricky or dangerous. The pain made her irritable, though. Thats all Caddie could think of to account for Nanas sudden interest in recovering anyplace except the house on Early Street shed lived in for fifty years.

Wake House. I even like the sound of it.

You do? It made Caddie think of a funeral home.

Its not like one of those places, its not a mickmick

McNursing Home, Caddie guessed.

This place is going to the dogs.

Our house?

The whole neighborhood. Its not even safe anymore.

Yes, it is.

No, its not.

Caddie stopped arguing, because she never won, but Nana was exaggerating. Early Street might not be what it used to be, not that it had ever been that much, but it still had decent, hardworking families with fairly well-behaved children, plenty of old-timers rocking out their afternoons on the shady, crooked front porches. Crime was still pretty much in the vandalism category, boys breaking things or writing on things. It was getting older, thats all. Everything got older.

Wake House, Nana resumed. I bet its got an elevator. Ramps, wheelchairs with motors. People giving you massages.

Oh, boy.

Im a senior citizen, I deserve the best. This place is a death trap.

Only about half an hour till your next pill, then youll feel better. Want me to play the piano? You could listen through the window.

Look it up in the yellow pages. Better yet, take me to see itI always wanted to go inside that place. Its not just for old folks, you can get well there, too. Convaconva

Nan, I know you dont want to, but if you would just go upstairs, this whole thing would be a lot simpler. I really think.

No way.

Youd be near the bathroomyou know how you hate that climb up the stairs four or five times a day. You could sleep in your own bed instead of the lumpy couch. You wouldnt have to move every time one of my students comes over for a lesson. You could have a bell or a whistle, and Id come up anytime you needed something, I wouldnt mind a bit. It just makes so much more

No.

But why?

I told you, Im not going up there.

But why not?

Once you go up, you never come down.

Nana, you only broke your leg.

Thats it, Ive made up my mind. Wake House. I used to know the family, you know.

Maybe Caddie could take one of Nanas pills for the headache she was getting. You knew the Wakes? Her back cracked when she arched it to stretch out the stiffness.

Well, not knew as in know, as in sit in the parlor and drink tea and eat cucumber sandwiches. She cackled; she cracked herself up. The whole town knew the Wakes. The old man owned the Bank of Michaelstown. It used to be on the corner of Maryland and Antietam.

It still is.

Yes, but Wakes dont own it anymore. They were the big cheeses around here, like the, theHyannisport

Kennedys.

Kennedys, till the old man lost all the money. After that they just disappeared. Dried up and blew away.

Well, anywayI still think if youd go to bed and not move for about two weeks, your own bed, it would give you a good start. On healing. Remember, the doctor said

Her grandmother stuck her thumbs in her ears and wriggled her fingers while she went pbbbbbb with her lips.

Wellhonestly, Caddie said, offended, then saw the two boys out on the sidewalk. Neighbor kids; she knew their faces but not their names. They stopped in front of the house, arrested by Nanas raspberry. One had a skateboard slung over his shoulder, the other had a silent boom box; like little men coming home from work, Caddie thought, only with toys instead of rakes or picks on their shoulders. Hi! she called out, with a cheery smile, waving. Howre you doing?

Miniature thugs, Nana said too loud.

Hush. They already thought old lady Winger was a witch. Hows it going? Caddie called gaily. Whats happening?

The one with the skateboard finally lifted his hand in a belligerent half-wave.

Have a good day!

They jostled each other, swaggering off down the sidewalk.

Nana, why do you

Hoodlums.

You dont even know its them.

If its not, its one of their comyou know, com

Comrades. Compatriots.

George Bush in Love wasnt Nanas only artistic creation in the front yard, not by a long shot. It was starting to look like a playground out there, or a wax museum. Her most attention-getting artworks were Earthen Uterus and the long, cylindrical Passionate Ones United. Mysterious additions that infuriated Nana and mortified Caddie appeared on or near the sculptures in the night, things like scattered sanitary napkins or used condoms; once somebody hung a toilet seat over the scrap metal head of Fecund Goddess. The sculptures werent popular on Early Street, but they were legalthe neighbors had found that out after a lot of complaints to the police, the city council, the Neighborhood Watch.

Finney, Nanas Jack Russell terrier, scratched at the screen door to come out. Okay, Caddie told him, but only on your rope. Otherwise hed take off after anything that moved.

Jane, put him up on my lap.

Sure? Shed long since stopped correcting Nana when she called her by her daughters nameCaddies mother, whod been dead for twenty-three years. Wont it hurt your leg?

You kidding? She knocked on the fiberglass cast under her denim skirt. Cant feel a thing.

You know, if you went to a place like Wake House, you probably wouldnt be able to keep Finney, Caddie said, lifting the dog onto her grandmothers lap. He was only two and a half and still a holy terror, but if Nana petted him, hed sit still for hours.

Maybe, maybe not. Inez said they have cats. She stroked the dogs silky ears and kissed him on top of his head. Now, listen to me, Caddie Winger. Youreoh, shoot.

What?

How the hell old are you?

Thirty-two.

I knew that.

Course you did. She finished with her grandmothers hair, gave her a quick hug, and came around to sit on the porch rail. The sun felt good on her back. Spring was finally getting started. She batted a bee away. It was a soft, shimmery-blue afternoon, and the neighbors yards were sprouting tulips and azaleas and dogwood blossoms. In Nanas yard the sculptures made of dirt were sprouting bright green, spiky-soft grass, like Chia pets.

We went to the movies on your birthday, Nana recalled.

Yes.

Now that is a fine thing, going to a movie with your grandmother on your birthday.

I thought you liked it. Caddie had worried a little about the profanity; it was a gangster movie.

It was okay. I give it one thumb up. But thats not the point. She frowned, trying to recall the point. The point is, whens the last time you went out on a date? A real date, not violin practice with that Adolphe Menjou guy.

If you mean Morris, he was my stand partner in the orchestra, and anyway, hes gay.

Thats the point. Im holding you back. I see it all now, it came to me in the hospital.

Boy, you mustve been high on those painkillers. Caddie laughed weakly. Because thats ridiculous.

Look at you. Its my fault.

Whats wrong with me? She had on her gray pants and her black sweater, which was speckled with Finneys little white hairs. But everything in the house was speckled with Finneys hairs, it was like they were coated with an adhesive.

She should never have asked, because Nana squirmed in her wheelchair, searching for a more comfortable position, and proceeded to tell her what was wrong with her. You dont look like other girls. Ive been watching a lot of tube lately, I know what Im talking about.

Soap operas in the hospital, thats not

You dont put yourself out. Youre invisible. Look at your hair, it doesnt have any oomph. Blondes have more fun, but not if they dont even try. Are you having fun?

Im having plenty of fun.

How tall are you?

Caddie sighed. Five eleven.

Five eleven! she exclaimed, as if this were brand-new news. Five feet eleven inches tall, and look at you. Sit up straight, make your shoulders go back. Lets see your bosoms, I know youve got some.

Yikes! Caddie jumped off the rail and whirled around, turning her back on her grandmother. Quit picking on me, she wailed, laughing along with Nanas wheezy haw-haw. Whats gotten into you?

Funny, though, that Nana would use the word invisible. When Caddie was little, pretending nobody could see her had been her favorite game. And later, like a song hook in the back of her mind had been any version of I couldve fallen through the floor, or I wished the earth would open up and swallow me. Maybe Nana was right; maybe shed succeeded so well that at last nobody could see her.

Nothings gotten into me, Ive seen the light. Ill go to Wake House and you go to a whatchamacallit, garden apartment, handsome men hanging over the balcony looking down at the girls in the swimming pool. Everybodys single, nobodys got a job.

No more TV for you.

You think youll be lonesome. Thats why youre against it. When they focused, Nanas eyes could look unnervingly shrewd. Youve never been on your own, so youre scared.

I have, too. Graduate school, when I got my music masters.

 
Two years, she said dismissively, and you didnt go very far away, did you? Howd you like it?

Fine. I liked it fine.

I bet.

What does that mean? What does I bet mean?

I bet you had the time of your life.

I did not. I mean She forgot what side she was arguing on.

Nanas lined old face sagged. Caddie, honey, Im the old lady, not you. Im the one whos supposed to not want anything to change.

Thats not right. She wrapped her arms around herself. I want plenty of things to change. About me, thoughI dont see why you have to do anything.

Caddie didnt get the joke, but for some reason that tickled her grandmother. She went into her wheezy laugh again, haw-haw-haw, bobbing Finney up and down on her lap. Oh, me. She pushed her knuckle under her glasses to wipe away a tear. Im only talking for a couple of months, you know.

Oh. A couple of months?

While my leg heals. I cant even pee down here.

Thats what Ive been saying, thats why going upstairs makes so much more

Lord, Im tired all of a sudden. Wheel me inside, honey, I have to lie down.

No more was said about old folks homes, and Caddie was pretty sure the subject was closed. She gave Nana her pain pill and got her settled on the couch, then went in the kitchen and tried to be quiet while she chopped onions for a casserole. Her grandmother confused her with her talk of leaving, but no more than she confused herself. What did she want? Normalcy, shed have said, her unsuccessful goal since about age ten. And Nana was offering it to her, at least temporarily, a chance to be really invisible. She could bring a friend home and not have to worry that her grandmother would invite what was left of her nudist club over to join them, or that shed have finger-painted Coptic symbols on the front door, or dyed Finney beige for fun. Caddie wouldnt want to fall through the floor. Being by herself was nothing compared to that. Anyway, you didnt have to be alone to be lonesome.

They had a quiet dinner. Nana watched Jeopardy! while Caddie did the dishes and tidied up, fed the dog. When she went in the living room to get Nana ready for bed, she found her with the telephone on her lap, dialing.

Who are you calling?

Sh. She pressed the phone to her ear with her shoulder and held up her left wrist. Good thing I put this onshe flicked a rubber bandbecause youd sure neverve remembered.

What?

She put a finger to her lips and screwed up her face, listening. Oh, for Petes sake. Well, this doesnt bode well.

Who is it?

She cleared her throat and spoke in her message-leaving voice. Hello, this is Frances Winger. Please call me back at your earliest convenience. She gave the number and started to hang up. Changed her mind. And frankly, even if this is the business office, I think you ought to have a human being at the helm over there, not a machine. Even at night.

Nana, who are you calling?

If youre a home, you should be homey.

Oh, boy.

Nana hung up decisively.

Howd you get the number? The phone book was in the kitchen.

Information. She wore a smug smile. She plucked at her skirt, arranging it over her cast just so. Well go there tomorrow, check the joint out.

Wake House.

Wake House.

And its just temporary?

Just temporary. Did I tell you I used to know the Wakes? Well, not know as in know
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Nana had to have all her art supplies with her, all of them, so it took a whole day and about seven trips back and forth in Caddies old Pontiac to move her into Wake House. Wish I could help, shed say every time Caddie staggered into her sunny, spacious, second-floor room with a box of engraving tools or an armload of canvases. Wake House had an elevatorNana had been right about that, thank goodnessbut it also had six steps between the sidewalk and the front walk, four more up to the wide front porch. By late afternoon Caddie was on her last legs.

Go home, Nana told her. Put your feet up, have a drink. Hey. She sat up straight in her wheelchair. Do they serve booze here? We never even asked.

Caddie blew a damp fall of hair out of her eyes. Ive only got a few more things to bring in. One more, actually: Nanas nude, life-size, papier-mch statue of Michelangelos David. She had to have it, even though she used it only for a hat rack. Caddie had been saving it for last, hoping the front porch would be clear of witnesses by now. Half a dozen elderly Wake House residents had been monitoring the whole moving-in process since morning, and they all had kindly, welcoming smiles and eagle eyes.

No, you go home, I mean it. I didnt even do anything, and Im exhausted.

You met peoplethats tiring.

 
I met a hundred people, Nana agreed. Cant remember a single ones name. Except those two gals

The Harrises, Caddie guessed, and they laughed together. Mrs. and Mrs. Harris were seventy-something ladies who lived on the same floor but never spoke a word to each other becauseaccording to Claudette, the activities directorthey used to be married to the same man. The late Mr. Harris.

And Lorton, Nana recalled, somebody Lorton, him I remember because hes the only one whos older than me. Hes a hundred and ten.

Ive seen lots of people who look much older than you.

Nana grunted, blinking drowsily. Her eyes looked clear gray, almost transparent in the glare of late-afternoon sun.

Wouldnt this be a good place to set up your easel? In front of these pretty doors. Lovely old French doors leading to a tiny balcony over the front yard and Calvert Street. I bet the lights perfect here practically all day. For painting.

Quit talking, Im trying to doze off.

Oh! Okay, Ill come and get you around six, then. Brenda said thats when people start to gather in the blue parlor before dinner, a little get-together every night.

No, thank you. I want to go down on my own steam, eat dinner, and go to bed.

Well, I wasnt going to stay for dinner, just the little get-together. To help, you know, sort of get you settled

I dont need any help.

But its your first night and I justI thought Id slip out right before the meal. The busiest time, when Nana was in so many peoples capable hands, food in the offing, everything a little bit hectic. So shed hardly even notice Caddie was gone.

No, slip out right now. Get. She turned her chair around to face the sun sliding down behind the glass doors.

Oh, well. Okay, then. Nanas thick gray braid hung down in back, light against the black of the wheelchair. Caddie gave it a gentle tug. Her grandmother wasnt much for hugging. Caddie leaned down anyway and put her lips on Nanas soft cheek. The backs of her eyes stung right before they filled with tears.

Nana saw. Well, for the Lords sake. She found Caddies hand and gave it a hard, jerky shake. How silly can you be. Ill probably be home in a month.

I know.

Im a fifteen-minute drive away.

I know. She wiped her face. So Ill call you as soon as I get home, okay?

Caddie

She laughed. Thats a joke.

Nana punched her on the arm. Go, goodbye. Do something crazy while Im out of the way. Go wild. Kick up your heels while youve got the chance. She dropped skeptical eyes to Caddies shoes: sensible black flats. Try, anyway.

I love you, Nan.

Likewise. Oh, and another thing, dont miss me. Thats an order.

Dont miss you? She laughed, but her grandmother wasnt smiling. Sorry, Caddie said softly, that I cant promise. She blew Nana a kiss and backed out of the room.



The entrance hall, like the rest of Wake House, was a sort of good-natured jumble of grand and gone-to-seed. It had flocked peony wallpaper; blackish, shoulder-high wainscoting; and a chandelier looming over everything like a big, dusty bunch of grapes. More lights in sconces lined the walls above brown-painted benches that looked like church pews. Pocket doors on either side led to identical parlors called the Red Room and the Blue Room. You went to the Blue Room for arts and crafts, exercise class, bridge, house meetings, things like that. The Red Room was the formal parlor; you had to be quiet in there, read a book, play checkers or chess, entertain sedate visitors.

Caddie was crossing the hallthe scuffed parquet floor was so creaky it sounded like little firecrackers exploding under her feet at every stepwhen Brenda Herbert came around the corner from her office. Caddie! She had a hearty, booming voice, as if a microphone were pinned to her lapel. All moved in? Poor thing, you must be worn out. Sorry we couldnt give you more help, but I had no idea how muchhow manyI do hope theres room for everything, she finished tactfully, planting herself in front of Caddie and folding her arms. She owned Wake House. She was round-faced, solid-bodied, a widow; Caddie had never seen her in an apron, but she seemed like the kind of person whod feel at home in one. How is Frances? she asked, wrinkling her forehead in concern. Is she all right? Settling in okay?

Fine! Great! She loves it already. I think shes going to fit right in. I really do.

She didnt like the way Brenda patted her on the arm and softened her megaphone voice to say, Oh, dear, I hope so, I do hope so.

No, really, shes going to be fine. She said that too fervently, but Brenda had the wrong idea about Nana. Shes eccentric, Caddie had already tried to explain several times. Shes always been like this, this is how she is, but the skepticism in Brendas face never really went away. Anyway, Caddie reminded her, its just temporarytill her leg heals. The doctor didnt give a time, he just said itll be longer than usual because of her age.

Well, even if it takes a year, Brenda said in a dry tone, we can be sure she wont run out of art supplies.

Thumping footsteps sounded on the wooden front porch. An old man with thick glasses and wild, Albert Einstein hair stomped inside the house. He had on baggy-kneed trousers and a bow tie. His body bent forward at the shoulders in a predatory hunch, like a half-plucked but still dangerous bird, and Caddie was glad when he ignored her and dove straight at Brenda.

So now the plan is to freeze us out? Eh? I thought it was to burn us out when you painted the damn windows shut.

Ah, Cornel. Good day to you, too.

You think its a good day? You think so? You must not live on the third floor. You must notve been standing in the shower at seven-thirty this morning.

 
Oh, dear.

Seven-thirty A.M. You think its unreasonable to expect the hot water to last till half-past seven in the morning?

Sorry, Cornel, there mustve been a run on showers this morning.

Thats not the problem. The problem is the boiler. You got ten people trying to wash at the same time, and you got a boiler big enough to heat water for eight.

Brenda held her ground when he bent even closer. She said, Well, I guess we all

I can hear Mrs. Brill, and I happen to know she stands under that shower for fifteen minutes every damn day of the week. Whats a woman that age got to wash off for fifteen minutes? And shes not the only

Brenda cut in jovially, Look whos here, Cornel, we have a new resident, I know youre going to enjoy her so much, shes an artist. Cornel Davenport, this is Caddie Winger, her grandmother is Frances Winger, shes upstairs but youll be meeting

Youre new? Cornel said accusingly, looking Caddie up and down. Christ almighty, theyre getting younger every day. What do we do, charge double if theyre under fifty? This makes three now

No, its not me

And if you ask me it brings down the tone of the place. No offense, and not that it had such a high tone to begin

Not her, Cornel, Brenda raised her voice to say.

Whats that?

Her grandmother.

Oh. Grandmother. Which ones this?

Caddie, Caddie said. Pleased to meet you.

They shook hands. His was dry and hard. He had such thin lips; if they were smiling, it was hard to tell.

Cornels one of our oldest residents, Brenda said, almost a charter member of Wake House.

Yeah, and fifty centsll get me a cuppa coffee. Sleep House, thats what we call it.

Hes also our resident grump.

A tall, frail-looking boy in wrinkled blue pajamas shambled around the corner from a corridor Caddie hadnt noticed before. He stopped when he saw them. Oops. Company, he mumbled. The suddenness of halting mustve thrown him off balance: he took two backward steps and smacked against the wall, causing a framed aerial photograph of Wake House to fall off its nail, strike the parquet floor, and break. Glass shattered.

Cornel laughed, a surprisingly pleasant sound. This is Magill, he told Caddie, hes one o the young oneswe got two. We like him, though, he gives old age a good name.

Dont move, Brenda instructed when Magill, who was barefooted, stretched out one of his thin legs as if he meant to step over the glass. Was he drunk? He had a black eye and a livid bruise on his left temple. And he wasnt a boy at all, Caddie saw, he was a grown man; beard stubble shadowed his gaunt cheeks, and a piece of bloody toilet paper was still stuck to a cut on his chin.

No, stay put, Brenda ordered over his muttered apologies, rushing over to take his arm. Watch out, honey, be careful. This way, look at your feet. She kept one arm around his waist and one on his forearm while she led him over to where Caddie and Cornel stood under the chandelier. He had on kneepads, the kind skateboarders wore. Had he been skateboarding? In his pajamas?

Cornel said, This heres Caddie something

Winger.

Shes dropping off her grandma. We got almost a full house again.

Magill reached up to straighten his hair, which was black and shoved up on one side like a cardinals crest, flat on the other. Hi.

Hello. Its nice to meet you.

Nice to meet you. Im sure your grandmother will like it here.

Im sure she will.

He had a slow, sweet smile. Or maybe it was sly. Make sure she stays on Brendas good side, though, he said confidingly. Otherwise He turned his head and made a quick, furtive gesture toward his swollen and bloodshot eye. Kind of a hothead. I know, youd never think it. And usually shes fine, but you just dont want to cross her.

Caddie stared at him with her mouth open.

 
A whoop of laughter exploded from Cornel; he rocked with it, leaning forward to slap his thighs.

Brenda rolled her eyes, chuckling in sympathy.

Oh, Caddie said, so glad it was a joke. Oh, I see.

A phone rang somewhere. Sorry, scuse me, Brenda said, and dashed off down the hall.

Caddie told Cornel and Magill she was happy to have met them, and they said the same to her. They made an odd couple, she thought, glancing back from the front porch. They stood in the hall to watch her go, the older man with his arms crossed and his legs braced to bear the weight of the younger one, who leaned against his shoulder and cocked his eyebrows at Caddie, smiling the sly, sweet smile.
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Nana had been on a sort of quasi-macrobiotic diet ever since shed read somewhere it would increase her life span by seven to nine years. But only if she started it in her twenties; shed missed that part, and Caddie hadnt had the heart to point it out. Driving by the local supermarket on her way home from Wake House, it occurred to her that yin and yang were now the cook at Wake Houses worry, not hers, and she could eat anything she liked. She went in and bought half a pound of salmon, some fresh dill, a huge baking potato, salad makings (including tomatoes, which, macrobiotically speaking, never went with anything), and a pint of her favorite ice cream, chocolate almond, which she never got at home because Nana had diverticulosis and couldnt eat nuts. Shed cheer herself up by having a feast. With wine. And some magazinesall she had at home to read were improving books. Kick up your heels, Nana had said. Go wild. Well, okay, Caddie thought, opening the car windows and turning the radio up loud. If I must.

She had shut Finney up in her bedroom so he wouldnt be underfoot while she moved Nanas things, then forgotten to let him out on the last trip. As soon as she opened the door, he bolted between her legs, down the hall, down the stairs, and started on one of his circular tears, hall, dining room, kitchen, living room, around and around until he ran out of breath. Then he started barking.

Good boy, she told him when he did his long, relieved business on the grass between the street and the sidewalk in front of Mrs. Tourneaus house. Say what you would about Finneys bad habits, and he had a million, at least he was housebroken.

The same mini-revelation shed had driving past the grocery store came over her again as she was deciding what music to put on while she made her dinner, her feast. She could play anything. Jazz, for example. Nana hated it, so she made cracks about it; the more progressive the jazz, the more sarcastic the cracks. Ha! Caddie thought, with an airy feeling in her chest, and put on Bitches Brew.

She listened to her phone messages while she uncorked her nine-dollar bottle of sauvignon blanc. Larry Fishs mother had canceled his violin lesson; shed forgotten his appointment with the orthodontist tomorrow. Grrr, Caddie said to the dog. Thats against the rules. She sent flyers out every few months, clarifying the cancellation policy: forty-eight hours minimum. Try getting Mrs. Fish to pay for that missed lesson, though. There goes thirty bucks, she told Finney. Oh, greatwas she going to start talking to the dog? The rest of the messages were requests to reschedule, one legitimate cancellation, and Rayanne Schmidt calling to report shed spilled Dr Pepper on her electric keyboard and now she was afraid to turn it on.

Might as well go all out and eat in the dining room, Caddie decided. It looked a little sad, one lonely place setting at the head of the table. But she and Nana always ate in the kitchen, and she was setting new precedents tonight. Breaking with tradition. What the heckshed light candles, too.

Her grandmother had probably finished dinner by now. If she hadnt gone straight up to her room, she might be sipping tea and chatting in one of the parlors, making new friends. People who werent afraid of Nana really liked her. Would she like them, though? There were two elderly old-maid sisters, Bea and Edgie Copes, whod brought an African violet to Nanas room this morning, a little welcoming present. I hope you two arent married to the same man, Nana had greeted them, and they tittered like young girls. Caddie thought they were charming, but when they left, her grandmother had pronounced them too sweet.

Should she call Nana now, just to see how she was doing? Nono, she decided, they were better off on their own tonight. Learning to do without each other.

The phone rang. I knew it, she thought, I shouldve called first.

Hey, Caddie. Can I ask youwhat do you think of Angela Ann Noonenberg?

Angie?

Yeah, its me. Angela Annhow does that sound?

Wellgood, it sounds very nice. Is that your name? Angie was Caddies best violin student, and still only a junior in high school.

No. Okay, what do you think of Angela May Noonenberg?

Umwell, which one is your name?

Neither, I dont have a middle name. Mom thinks I should have three names, but I dont know. You know, for the pageant. I told her she shouldve thought of that about seventeen years ago.

So youd just add a name?

Sure, you can do it easy, you just start using it, writing it on all your stuff, and pretty soon its like grandfathered in or something. Mom says its perfectly legal.

Angie had been Miss Apple Blossom Festival last fall, and before that Miss Junior Grape, but she and Mrs. Noonenberg, a former beauty queen herself, had bigger things in mind, beginning with Miss Michaelstown next December. But I dont understand, Caddie said. Why do you need three names?

Mom thinks itll give me a better chance, either that or being named Heather. Thereve been two Miss America Heathers since 95. But Mary Ann Mobleys the most famous of all time except for Vanessa Williams, so were thinking three names is the way to go. So which do you like, Angela Ann or Angela May?

Angela Ann, I guess. My middle names Ann.

It is?

Catherine Ann Winger.

Wow, I never even knew that. Okay, Ann, thats settled. Okay, listen, youre gonna be mad at me on Wednesday.

 
Uh-oh. She held the phone with her shoulder so she could chop a scallion. I know its hard to practice this time of year, everythings starting to

Yeah, no, not that, Ive been practicing okay, I mean fairly okay, although this piece is really hard.

Slow and steady. Angie had chosen Meditation from Thas for the talent portion of the pageant, and it was a challenge for her.

Right, although how this music could get any slowerbut no, remember what we talked about last time? Towards the end? About my fingernails!

Oh, yes. You said you were going to cut them.

Yeah, but if I cut them now theyll look lame for the prom. Ill cut them right after, okay? The very next day, out they go. Okay?

She cleaned off the cutting board and started on a mushroom. Fine, but this is a critical time, dont forget. Youre beginning a new, important piece

Which I already dont even like.

and you want to begin it correctly. If your nails are too long, youre going to internalize poor technique and then waste time unlearning it. But its up to you.

God, I hate when you say that.

She laughed. Well, sorry. Angie had been taking private violin lessons with her for almost four years; there wasnt much about her dramatic teenage life Caddie didnt know. Whats wrong with Meditation? Last week you thought it was perfect.

It is, its just so, God, sappy or something. Okay, I gotta go, I just wanted to ask you about Angela Ann, sookay, ciao.

Ciao.

Students like Angie were what made teaching a joy. Adults could bring a lot of satisfaction, too, but Angie was one of her few students under eighteen or so who came to her voluntarily, not because their parents made them. She might not be a prodigy (if she were, Caddie wouldnt have anything to teach her), but she had real talent, definite professional potential. All she needed was focus.

 
When dinner was on the table, Caddie unfurled a napkin, a cloth napkin, over her lap and sat up straight. To me, she toasted, eyeing her reflection in the dining room window. And to Nana. She wasnt allowed to miss her, but she hoped her first night was going beautifully.

Mmm, the salmon was perfect, if she said so herself, and the dill sauce shed whipped up without a recipe was superb. She was a good cook, she just didnt get to practice much. When Nana wasnt eating macrobiotically, she liked old-fashioned food, fifties food, lots of plain, starchy casseroles made with condensed soup. It would be fun to try some new recipes while she was away.

She sighed, moving a piece of potato from one side of her plate to the other. What was she doing, anyway, sitting by herself in romantic candlelight in the dining room, acting as if she was worth it? Now that she wasnt starving, she felt silly. And bored. Dinner conversation between her and her grandmother might not be riveting, but they talked about how their day had gone, gossiped about Caddies students; Nana always had a peculiar take on something in the news. Theyd lived together for almost all Caddies life, but theyd never gotten like an old married couple, silent and uninterested, or so in tune with each others deepest feelings that words werent necessary. Nana loved to talk. And Caddie, who was shy with everybody, wasnt shy with her, so eventually her grandmother got to hear just about everything she was thinking. In a thousand ways Caddie hadnt begun to appreciatebut she guessed she would soonthey depended on each other.

Fine, but she wasnt going to sit here and mope about it. That was the point of this nice dinner, and she was worth it. Dr. Kardashian had harped on that the whole two years shed been able to afford him. If you arent kind and loving to yourself, Caddie, who else will be? It all went back to her mother, was his theory, whose abandonment behavior had inculcated a pervasive sense of unentitlement. Too bad he didnt know a cure.

Except for being kind and loving to herself. Which she decided to put into practice by skipping the dishes, lying on the sofa, and reading her fashion magazines while she ate ice cream out of the carton.

She always felt older than the women in womens magazines. Not smarter, definitely not, she felt like a twelve-year-old compared to thembut in her outlook, as if she were from a different generation. She didnt even understand the language. Who were these people who thought about what shade of brown their mascara was? Who studied the ever so slightly different shades of beige in the artful photos of foundation smears and little mounds of powder? Caddie almost always thought the girl in the Before picture looked better than the one in the After.

She was a sucker for the quizzes, though. She took them all, the personality tests, the face-shape tests, the body language tests. She always came out Nature Girl or Miss Sensitive, Best Friend, Mother Earth, never Sex Goddess or Big Flirt or Bitchin Babe. Her body mass index was twenty-one, which was thin, but try getting any sympathy for being too thin. You were a voice crying in the desert.

What is your best feature? There was always a questionnaire about that. If you thought it was your eyes, you should play them up, presumably with new shades of mascara. Caddie thought her large, innocent-looking blue-gray eyes were her best feature on the basis of one comment, You have pretty eyes, from a boy shed gone out with in college. So shed asked Nana, What do you think of my eyes? and shed answered, Youve got Winger eyes. We all look dazed.

As for her worst feature, she had as much body anxiety as the next person, so the list was long: big feet, veiny hands, freckles, fair skin that wouldnt tan, dirty-blonde hair that just hung there, small breasts, not enough butt. She could go on. Supposedly men never even saw the flaws women obsessed over, at least thats what all the articles claimed, and as proof theyd quote actual men saying things like, I personally like seeing a girls panty line, I think its sexy.

She got up, restless. She felt like doing something, changing something, and it was too late to call up her hairdresser and tell her to cut everything off. Not that she would have, anyway. Impulsiveness wasnt one of her vices; she even corrected people who said Moderation in all things to Moderation in most things. But she was in the oddest mood tonight to take a positive step toward something.

This room. Nanas living room. Caddie hated it. She couldnt sit down on the couch without first having to move Paulo and Francesca, life-size stuffed dolls her grandmother had made on the sewing machine, and she couldnt let a student in the house without first making sure Nana hadnt arranged the dolls in suggestive postures. Out. She scooped them up and carried them upstairs. Let them do whatever they liked on Nanas bed till she came home.

That was easy. The fireplace screen would be harder, because it was the chrome grille of a 1979 Cadillac El Dorado her grandmother had scavenged from a junkyard. It still had dead bugs stuck to it, or the desiccated stains dead bugs had left long ago, and Caddie wasnt allowed to clean them off because they were the best part. The grille was a heavy, awkward armful, she got stuck turning the corner between the kitchen pantry and the basement steps, but she did it, retired the monster to a corner by the furnace. Shed put a big, frilly fern in its place, or some coleus, something light and colorful and alive.

Next: Nanas paintings, weird sculptures, and religious icons on the walls and tables and on top of the piano. Caddie didnt have enough things of her own to replace them, but even flowers would be an improvement. And she did have a few pictures and prints shed bought while she was in graduate school and had her own little apartment. They were in the atticshe went up and got them, dusted them off, and brought them back down. Tomorrow shed hang them on the off-white walls. Get some pillows for the couch to replace the dummies. Bring in some of the peonies blooming in the side yard. She could see it already, and it was going to be so much better. Luckily the carpet was as neutral as the walls, so the room could accommodate styles as opposite as hers and Nanas.

But that was assuming she had a style. Maybe she didnt, or only a style by default: anything that wasnt Nanas (flamboyant, attention-demanding, sort of willfully peculiar) was hers (quiet, conservative, so understated it was mute). She had an image in her mind of a scale between them, and it was up to her to keep it balanced. Or a seesaw, and she had to weigh more on her side or Nana would shoot her up in the air, like the big, older kid who tosses you up and youre stuck there until he grins and flexes his knees and sends you down fast, wham, your whole backbone vibrating from the blow. Anyway, Caddies job was to balance her grandmothers eccentricity with her ordinariness, and it had been that way for as long as she could remember. Look, the Winger family is okay, because Im not crazy! She is, but Im not!

Most women acquired their personal styles by watching their mothers when they were young, then either copying or rejecting their mothers styles when they grew up. What Caddie could remember of her mother was skimpy: shed worn hippie clothes and smoked cigarettes; shed always tapped her foot or drummed her fingers or jogged her knee up and down; shed had long blonde hair she let fall over one eye, and Caddie always wanted to pull it back like a curtain so she could see more, unveil the secret. But her mother hadnt been around much, and shed died when Caddie was too young really to understand her style. After that shed had only Nanas style to observe. Shed rejected it, she was still rejecting it, but she hadnt replaced it with anything interesting of her own.

But it was early days, and she was making a new start. She didnt have the knack for living alone yet either, but it was only her first night. The Michaelstown Monitor ran personal ads every Friday afternoon. She got the paper, retrieved her pen, poured herself a second glass of winefor courageand sat down by the phone.

The code didnt mystify her anymore; she knew what a DHM was, a GWF, an SPBM. She read the personals every week, and once in a while she even felt tempted to answer one. She never had, but if she was ever going to, tonight was the night. Action. Im all about change, she told Finney, who twitched in his sleep on her lap. I am a wild woman.

Too bad the women always sounded more interesting than the men. Were they just better writers? No question, writing ads was an art form, but it was more than that. The men went on about their height and weight, the height and weight they wanted from the women who responded, the age range they would tolerate, the personality type they had to have. Whereas women seemed kinder and more open-minded. Easier to get along with. Here was an SWF who was brainy, witty, sensual and spontaneous, loves entertaining, works/plays hard, comfortable in jeans and sequins. Wouldnt she make a cool friend? A lot more fun than this guy, seeking clean SWF with high morals, no dependents.

 
Slim pickings this week. This one sounded the best: Attractive SPWM, self-supporting, good conversationalist, serious but fun, enjoys politics, long walks, old movies. ISO intelligent woman who likes same, with whom to spend time and enjoy life.

With whom. Wow.

If she thought about this for longer than ten seconds, shed chicken out. She got her credit card out of her pursetwo dollars and twenty-nine cents a minutepicked up the phone, and dialed.

Hello, this is Byron, a deep, prerecorded voice said. Thank you for answering my ad. Please leave a message and tell me a little about yourself. And dont forget to leave your number so I can call you back.

Yikes, she was supposed to give her phone number to a total stranger? Well, if that was how it worked

Um, hi, Im Caddie. Hi, Byron. I thought you sounded very nice in your ad. I was hoping we could talk and, you know, see how we, um, are togetherIve never done this before. Ha, thats probably what they all say! I guess I should say what I look like, thats what Thats what men always wanted to know. Im five eleven. Im on the thin side. Slim. Slender. I have sort of blonde hair, streaky blonde, down to my shouldersblue eyesI have good posture. Oh, Im thirty-two. Im also self-supporting, like you, soand I have my own car. Im living alone at the momentIm easy to get along with, I think, no realum, demands or anything. She heaved a deep, silent sigh.

Im just looking for a nice guy, you know, somebody to hang out with. Till we get to know each other. And then, well, whatever. Long-term relationship, that would be fine with me. That would be great. Her laugh sounded nervous and silly. Time to stop talking; she didnt like the sound of herself any more than Byron was going to. She left her number and hung up.

Agh! she screamed, and Finney shot up in the air. She had to catch him and console him before she could resume, in a softer voice, Agh, agh, agh.

Never again, shed rather go to a singles bar. Shed rather be rejected for stupid things like small breasts and no butt than hang herself with her own words. Good posture! Im all about personal humiliation, she told the dog, and took him out for his last walk.

Unbelievably, the phone was ringing when she got back. She raced to it and tried to say Hello? without sounding breathless.

The unmistakable voice of Byron, low-pitched and slightly nasal, like an Englishman but without the accent, said, Hello, is this Cattie?

Caddie, yes, hiByron?

I hope I havent called too late.

No, no, not at all. How are you?

Im well, thanks. You said this is your first time answering one of the ads?

It is, yes, and its kind of nerve-racking. Im not even sure what you do.

Its an artificial socializing mechanism, true, but at the same time its pretty civilized, I think. You can avoid a lot of the rough-and-tumble in the beginning, save quite a bit of time.

Yes, Im sure thats true.

Dating is intrinsically messy, just an awkward construct by nature. Ive never felt in any way demeaned by the personals process, never thought it tainted me as desperate or anything of that sort.

Oh, no, of course not. Not him, obviously. It was different for her, though, she was desperate. Have you had a lot of success, then?

Well, that depends on your definition of success. If its marriage and happily ever after, Id have to say no.

No, I wasnt

If its the quiet companionship of two intelligent, seeking people who may or may not be kindred spirits, then the results have been somewhat more encouraging. So tell me, Carrie, what do you do for a living?

Caddie. Im a music teacher. I teach piano and violin.

I see.

And what do you do? She felt giddy from nervousness; she wanted to giggle; she had to stop herself from adding Brian?

Im in management consulting. I design systems for expenses and inventory control for small businesses.

 
Oh. That sounds interesting.

What are your hobbies?

It was like a job interview, but with a black screen between her and the interviewer. Um, well, music, of course, I love to listen to all kinds. I used to be in the Michaelstown Community Orchestra, I played second violin, but I had to drop out

I enjoy music, but Im pretty much tone-deaf, you may as well know. Where are you in the sibling hierarchy?

The sibling hierarchyOhIm an only child.

I see. Im the eldest of three.

Do you believe in that, birth order and so forth?

He huffed out his breath. Most certainly I do.

Ive never thought about it much, but Im sure its very revealing. Of character andstuff. What are your hobbies? She squeezed her eyes shut, a habit when she wished she were somewhere else.

I enjoy antique car shows. I have a barbed wire collection. I play handball and golf. Now, lets see He seemed to be ticking items off a list. You said you currently live alone?

Shed felt disingenuous about that, afraid it mightve sounded as if she were temporarily without a live-in boyfriend. Which would certainly send the wrong message. Well, actually, I live with my grandmother, but she had an accident and shes gone to recuperate in a home. For a few months. So Im on my own now.

Ah. You live with your grandmother, and youre thirty-two?

She didnt like Byron very much, might as well admit it, but she particularly disliked the way hed phrased that question. How old are you? she countered. In your ad, you dont say.

Thirty-nine. Just.

There was a pause. She didnt have any other questions, and she was pretty sure he didnt either.

He cleared his throat. Ive found its better to make a clean, quick break when there seems to be, as they say, no chemistry, so

Oh, I think thats best, too, Caddie broke in, just get it over with. The end was coming up fast, and she was not going to be dumped by Byron. This was a two-way breakup. Its really been nice talking to you, though. Good luck and everything. I hope you find

Yes, indeed. Bye.

She put her head in her lap and moaned quietly for a while. It couldve been worse, he couldve been a stalker. He still could be, in theory, and this was how he threw his victims off, by rejecting them. But something told her she was safe from Byron for the rest of her life.

She went to bed early, but she couldnt sleep. Nana didnt snore or mutter or get up and down in the night, so the house shouldnt have sounded so weirdly, unnaturally quiet. Every random creak made her start. Finney, too. He lay with his head on her shin, blinking at her in the moonlight. You miss Nana, dont you? Want to go see her? One of these days? He scooted up and pushed his head under her arm. But they have cats. Cats, she repeated, to test him, and sure enough, his ears cocked. Ill have to call Brenda first to clear the way. They have rules. Rules. Nothing.

Oh God, oh God, she was going to turn into an old lady who talked to her dog. Go sleep in Nanas room, she ordered, edging Finney off the bed with her hip. Go on. Youre not allowed up here anyway. He hit the floor with an offended thump, his nails making a skittery sound when he trotted out of the room. A few minutes later he tiptoed back in and hopped up on the foot of the bed so gently she had to open her eyes to make sure he was there.

She lay still, taking deep, slow breaths, pretending she was asleep. So he wouldnt think she was a pushover.

Some first night. Shed done all right on her own, she guessed, indulged herself, altered her personal space, made a few good resolutions for the future. Where shed fallen down was in the reaching-out-to-others department, the part she couldnt control. She watched moon shadows creep up the wall, heard the snap of her digital clock when P.M. turned into A.M.Dont miss me, Nana had commanded her. Truthfully, she wasnt doing too hot in that department, either.
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