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Chapter One

So far as we knew, the 150 residents who lived in Sunny Glen Assisted Living on a pleasant tree-lined street in Hillmont, California, were all happy. But there was at least one exception—Celia McGwire who lived in Room 315.


           Celia was snug in her bed, hanging onto her dream, as she began waking up.


In her dream, she was out of Sunny Glen and in a hotel spa getting an aromatic massage. A satisfied smile moved slowly over her face and into the creases around her tightly shut eyes.


“I’m getting out of here today,” she murmured into the covers, as if someone was there to hear. She uncurled and went into to a cat stretch.


The dim light from her window nudged her to get up.


She reached over to where Tom had slept. Just a year ago he was there beside her. That was before he died. She still had trouble saying the word: Died.


Now there was the Goneness Place, something of her own invention.


She slid her palm over where he had been, pressing her hand into the place and drawing an imaginary circle. Then she hugged her pillow close.     


Goneness was not emptiness. Someone had been there, was gone now, but the spirit lived on. It helped her cope with his death to have this link to him. She believed Tom’s spirit was there. It comforted her to connect with him in the only way that was left.


There was a soft knock at the door. That would be Helen who lived next door. It was her usual morning pajama call.


“Coming, don’t go away,” Celia called out as she hurried to the door. Helen was the only real friend she had at Sunny Glen Assisted Living. The others were people she saw frequently but didn’t know well enough to call friends.


Residents had their own friends, just as she did. No one here had close friends in the building. That’s just the way it was. No animosity, just busy with other things to do, that’s all.


Celia opened the door, took Helen by the hand and pulled her into the room. “I’m breaking out of here tonight,” she said as if she was a kid sharing a secret. It was not like a woman of sixty-seven years.


She still thought of herself as a baby boomer, recently retired at age sixty-five. That’s the way it was before boomers were term-limited by some social scientists. The gap occurred when statisticians determined that the generation of baby boomers ended when they became sixty. This meant they became seniors five years sooner. 


But all this didn’t apply to Sunny Glen anyway, because no matter what your age, you were old if you lived there.


Celia knew Sunny Glen had no control over this determination, made by the people who set the rules for the boundaries of generations. But Sunny Glen had its own rules, and referred to residents as “the seniors,” or, “the senior citizens.” There were too many rules with wording like that.


Helen asked Celia: “Are you escaping for a night or forever?” She was only half kidding. She knew, from many of their conversations, that Celia wanted more than anything to live independently.


“I’ll be gone for one or maybe two nights; I desperately need to get out if here. I’m going to the Claridge Hotel, where I hear they have a great spa. Or at least that’s what they advertise. I have never been to one so why not? Want to come along?”


“I’m too busy for spas this week, but sometime I might try it.” Helen had never been to a spa either.


Helen had never even thought about spas. Actually, she had dismissed the possibility the first time she heard about them. She didn’t want some total stranger to rub her naked back and bottom. She thought it was asinine, but if Celia wanted a massage, okay. Let her enjoy.


Helen was one of only four black residents at the assisted living facility. They were all former employees of wealthy families who rewarded their loyal, longtime help by providing them lifelong care in condos at Sunny Glen. Had they not done so, the employees most certainly would have spent their last years in misery, unable to afford good medical care or assisted living.


To Celia, Helen was much more than one of Tom’s family employees. She was someone she had come to love dearly as a friend and confidante.


Tom was the third generation of wealth and carried a typical attitude toward money held by many such scions. “What’s it for if not to enjoy, and do what you want to do?” he often said.


Celia met him when she was a waitress in a fancy restaurant he frequented when she was working her way through college. After the first time she waited on him, one Saturday for lunch, he began to come in several times a week, then almost every night for dinner. He always sat at a table she served. He flirted, she flirted back. 

             Then one night he asked if she would like to join him for an after dinner drink. She did. They fell deeply in love and were married a few months later.


She worried about being accepted by his upper crust family and into the uppity Hillmont social scene because she came from a working class family. But she needn’t have been concerned. Celia had social graces and used them to her advantage, but she never forgot her upbringing. Despite being able to buy whatever she wanted, she was a tight wad, never spending more than absolutely necessary. In her moving-upward family, you never wasted anything.


Residents like Celia McGwire lived in Sunny Glen because their spouses needed more assistance than could be given at home. Besides, Tom liked the idea of assisted living. So she went along, figuring some day she would get sick, be ready to die, and in need of assisted living.


Tom’s grandfathers and great-grands had helped establish Sunny Glen when it opened years ago. It had become a popular place for people from all over the San Francisco Bay Area.


You had to get in by age sixty-five, otherwise when you got sick and old, you wouldn’t qualify.


This meant aspiring residents often moved in long before the cutoff  in order to make the cut. In a neighborhood replete with  fine restaurants, shops and a movie theater, the location was its biggest draw.  Since there was a waiting list to get in, Sunny Glen could make the rules.


Still, Celia missed going to San Francisco to see the opera, plays, and art exhibits. She didn’t have a car and public transportation wasn’t available nearby.


She also missed the reliable old car she had driven. Giving it away to charity was part of the decision to go into Sunny Glen after Tom had a stroke and was disabled.   There wasn’t any parking at Sunny Glen, another reason they wanted to live in a vital neighborhood.

           Celia hated the idea that if you lived there you were just waiting for the end to come. There was little incentive to think about a busy, creative future.


Life was getting more and more like this. Celia had noticed even newborns were on waiting lists to get into pre-school.


She knew this  because for most of her professional life she had been a fourth grade teacher in a public school. The best public schools were like private ones, heavily endowed by parents who raised extra money with high stake fundraising. Home prices in the city neighborhoods varied according to the degree of excellence the local public school offered. 

            The altitude of their location was the customary way of evaluating them; in the hills, schools were good or even excellent while in the flatlands, they were mostly low achieving or failing. Of course there were a few rare exceptions to this rule of thumb.


Celia’s teaching job was not in Hillmont, where schools were super-excellent and people paid a high price even for small older homes. She taught in the surrounding urban city of Oaktown where good schools were scarce and in high demand. There was much to be done to improve these schools because their students were in great need.


It could have been fun to teach in Hillmont  where the students  were motivated to learn, with well-off parents who helped them, or even at a high-ranking school in Oaktown.    


But Celia liked to teach the children others had given up on. It was immensely satisfying to help a young child discover his or her potential. She truly believed all children could learn, and you had to expect the best in all of them. This was hard work at times but the rewards were immeasurable. She loved it and would still be teaching  had Tom not needed her so completely.


The requirement that you had to beat the cutoff to get into the best assisted living places meant quite a few people like Celia were living in these rest homes although they could have gotten along fine living independently. Some ‘freed souls’ in the area had ventured into alternative residential arrangements with modest success.


These alternative arrangements offered better options than the control-obsessed Sunny Glen, but unless you knew the residents well, Celia didn’t think they would serve the need for companionship with people of  like interests.


 After Tom died, Celia had wanted to move out, but a large part of their investment portfolio was tied into the bargain they struck to get long-term care until both died. Helen’s apartment was part of the deal. 


Besides Celia never had found_ or looked for_  an independent living situation where she might be with friends. Most of her friends had moved to retirement communities or to places like Arizona, where they could get cheap housing.


Celia didn’t want to move out of her community into a strange place where everyone was old. She would feel a great loss if she had to leave Hillmont and Oaktown where she knew every street and neighborhood. She liked the option that she could go back to her school to substitute teach occasionally. She had given that up when Tom got sick, but now she might want to teach or mentor a child again as a volunteer.


As for Helen, she had been with the McGwire family for forty years. The size of their estate required a staff of six to eight. Helen was the General Manager who kept track of the staff, their work schedules, vacation time, salaries, hiring and firing, and their internal disputes.


It was a responsible job that paid well and provided a lovely apartment for Helen in the McGwire home, which was sold after Tom and Celia moved into Sunny Glen. Helen’s apartment there was covered by the estate sale.


Let it be said the McGwires took care of their own. It may sound reminiscent of   a  plantation, spoken that way. In fact, it was a generous retirement gift to employees who had given exceptional service to an employer. Similar to many corporate retirement packages that include lifetime health care and housing.


Helen maintained that if she were white and male, no one would question the provision. The arrangement would be considered a generous retirement benefit.


She was happy for Celia and her plan to go the spa. She knew how restless she had been for the past several months, and had encouraged her to get out more and have fun.


Helen often made this observation about Sunny Glen: “This is a place that is hard to get into but almost impossible to get out of.” She wished that Celia would get into some compelling second career to keep her active mind busy. The genealogy business had done that for Helen.


“Have a good one,” she told Celia as she closed the door behind her and went back to her next door room.


Helen was busy working at her non-profit business of digging up the roots of descendants of slavery. It was an awesome job that turned up fascinating history. She only took on research for families who were either unable to do it themselves for financial reasons or didn’t know how to search for information.


On a chilly day like this, Celia usually took her morning walk indoors through the long white hallways of Sunny Glen. The name was definitely a misnomer, she had decided long ago. There was almost nothing sunny about this place. And most certainly it wasn’t a glen. 

            Without Tom around to keep her cheerful, she had become much more critical. When he was alive, she was busy keeping him company and tending to their shared activities.


She had a developed a fondness for the tiny library in the building, a cubby hole, where there were a  few good newspapers.  Nothing edgy or solid but at least something interesting to read instead of watching television or going on the Internet. That’s where she was heading this morning.


The hallways were not too busy this time of day, which somehow made them more blindingly antiseptic and boring. The floors were carpeted to accommodate wheelchairs, walkers and canes. Of course, the carpeting was beige, a suitable color for such a beige place, she thought. The walls were stark white.


Celia didn’t use any walking aids, and was in good physical condition.


“I’m in good shape for the shape I’m in,” she would say. People would always answer that she didn’t look sixty-seven because her hair had not turned all white yet. It was streaked, a mix of brown and white, and she was slender.


But she wondered if this wasn’t just gush like, “You are sooo amazing.” There was also the frequent saccharin query, “Tell us your secret, my dear.” It left Celia wondering if this was a compliment or a snide remark.


The comments also made her wonder again why she was still in Sunny Glen if she didn’t look old or feel old. Of course the ominous expectation lingered like a sword of Damocles over her head; in time she would look old, be old, and become infirm.  Then she would belong here.


As she walked the hallways, she mused on what could be done to make them more attractive. The plain white walls could certainly use some art work. Maybe art by the seniors instead of these old photos of the founders of Sunny Glen who, in their time, had come up with the novel idea of assisted living instead of the dread term, nursing home. They were pioneers who launched an industry that spread nationwide. Along with that growth came positives and negatives.


Celia conceded there had been progress in the art of caring since then. Most of these places were now much better able to meet the needs of people, and assisted living became the contrived label.  Well, it was an upgrade from “rest home.” And so was the care.


Her basic complaint was that people who don’t belong in them, like herself, were stuck there because they had no place else to live while they waited to die. And when did waiting to die become a happy way to live?


Sunny Glen’s financial arrangement made it possible to for the assisted living business to be profitable because there were several years during which the resident would not be expensive to maintain. That would allow the money they banked to be used when they got to the expensive part of their lives at the end.


Basically it was like life insurance. They were betting you would die before you became an expensive invalid and you were betting you would last several years in a semi-coma or vegetative state. And what could you do about all this? Nothing. Go along or get along.


Celia had come to these gloomy opinions over time but right now she was concentrating on the need in the hallways for some professional decorating. Celia loved interior decorating magazines and had always wanted to redo an old house, preferably a simple little bungalow with a flat backyard where she could garden.


She was wondering why anyone would buy the ugly overstuffed chairs lined up along the walls. They looked right out of a dated hotel lobby and she decided that’s where they most likely had come from. They were souvenirs of another time serving no purpose, unless it was to break the monotony of the hallways and possibly be ready to catch someone about to collapse.


She was occupied with these thoughts when along came Patsy in her wheelchair, cheery as could be. She was an antidote to all the negative thoughts Celia had about this place.


Patsy was one of several residents who took breakfast in the building’s dining room that was supposed to open at seven o’clock.  Not a moment later.


The early bird breakfasters were always prompt and watched the clock on the wall.


Woe be to the steward who today had not unlocked the door at seven.


She looked at the large clock on the wall inside which read 7:04 a.m.


A group of outraged residents, about twelve to fifteen people, was pounding on the doors.


“Open up! It’s five minutes after seven!” one shouted. The others joined her,


“Oh-pen, oh-pen, oh-pen, oh-pen!” they chanted.


Some were angry, others joined in for the hell of it. Some were laughing at the distressed steward who was fumbling around with the lock. They seemed to enjoy the demonstration of their power.


At last the harassed figure unlocked the door. The residents almost knocked him down as they pushed in and headed for the food that was set out as a buffet. They soon settled down at two tables and began drinking their coffee and orange juice and eating various kinds of cold cereal that were available on the counter. They had loaded three toasters with slices of bread. Peace had returned.


Celia was disturbed by this scene, which could easily be  have been avoided with just a little more consideration.


Yes, the residents were unreasonable, but their behavior wasn’t unusual for people whose world had become small and confining. They were accustomed to living by rules.  The rule was that the dining room opens at seven. Promptly.


Why couldn’t the dining room be open from six o’clock when the food workers went on duty? Let the people come in and sit at the tables with their coffee. They could help themselves to coffee while the breakfast was being prepared. Or eat cold cereal as they were this morning; or they could bring their own breakfast breads. It seemed a simple way to make people happy.


Given what hd happened this morning, the residents would be grumpy all day and hold a grudge against the dining room staff. They were already thinking about what they might do tomorrow if the staff didn’t have it open at seven. It was like an incipient uprising.


It was none of her business, Celia told herself,  but it was another reason to want out of this place. She ate meals in the dining room as infrequently as possible.


Celia smiled when she saw Patsy enjoying herself with the early breakfasters. She imagined there was a Patsy in every nursing home, a completely lovable person who had either reached the zenith of 100 years or was approaching it. Patsy was ninety, about to hit a hundred. Everyone loved her. And she loved everyone.


She was a joyful soul and never seemed to have any bad days, despite her inability to do most things for herself. Patsy told people she was “just worn out like an old classic car that could no longer be repaired.” She apparently thought that was good news. “I’ve got almost three hundred thousand miles on me.”


Patsy always greeted Celia with a cheery, “Good morning, my dear. You look too young to be here.”  The same greeting every time.  Celia would pretend it was a new joke.


She would hold Patsy’s pale blue-veined hand for a moment and move on.


People who knew Patsy well said she had been in Sunny Glen since it opened twenty-five years ago.


When she hits a hundred later this year, the newspapers will put her picture in the paper. It was scary to think about how she had become a fixture there. Celia wondered if Patsy had ever wanted out.


Then  along came quaking Uncle Henry, who used a cane and shook a lot, apparently from Parkinson’s. Everyone called him Uncle Henry. Like Patsy, he was a friendly guy. When he saw Celia walking in the hall, he would stop, and bow slightly with his right arm across his waist like a Southern gentleman might when he met a lady.


Then Celia would bow and smile at Henry. It was all very sweet. She knew very little about Henry except that he was ninety-three.


The principal definition of residents in Sunny Glen was by their age. Your age became an integral part of your name, like Mary Smith, 67. If you got to the higher numbers you were winning the game played against the mortality statistics.


Celia cared about the residents but she couldn’t call them friends. They weren’t people she could confide in or talk with about serious problems. She thought some might be like her, conforming inmates.


No doubt most people had to be here to get the nursing care they needed, and Sunny Glen was a relatively nice place, staffed mostly by decent people. Celia conceded that much. Still, there were quite a few residents healthy and well enough to live without help.


Security tended to be obsessive. The management kept the windows locked tight. It was necessary, they said, so no one could get in. It went unsaid that no one could get out either.


There were balconies on the upper floors that might tempt a depressed person to jump, but there had never been a suicide for good reason. There would be little opportunity to try it.


Rain and stormy weather was something you saw through windows. To feel its freshness or fury, you had to go outdoors into the real world. To do so, you were supposed to sign out, give a destination, phone number where you could be reached, and names of your companions.


This was one of the most annoying of the many rules of the house.


Celia rarely signed out believing it was none of their business where she would be and who would be with her. She considered this requirement an invasion of her privacy.


Her defiance of the rule was also a constant problem for the sign-out desk. She usually carried a cell phone. The desk had the number.


But there was a catch. Celia rarely turned it on because she hated the cell phone. She felt this invention was an intrusion on the peace and quiet of her life, and a major reason people no longer socialized by getting together in person. It was something her daughter Margie had insisted she carry so she could reach her anytime, day or night.


She had said, “Mom, you’ve got to have one so we can stay in touch with you, and so can Sunny Glen.”


But Margie didn’t know about her mother’s total aversion to this instrument because she lived in Columbus, Ohio, way back in the Midwest, and only saw her on holidays. On those occasions Celia always carried her cell phone and usually answered the calls, if any.


If Margie called her, there would be no answer so she would make a direct call to the land phone in her room and leave a message. Celia thought that system worked better anyway.


Another Sunny Glen rule that Celia hated was the requirement that every resident visit the company doctor every three months. “Just to be sure everything is all right.” She had seen the Sunny Glen doctor yesterday. It was routine and totally useless.


You got ten minutes or less with the doctor; in some ways, this  was the best part of the session. It was over quickly.


You sat in a tiny space about the size of a phone booth for about a half hour before Doctor Sonny Glen (not his name but what Celia called him) poked his head into the cubicle.


“And how is Catalina today?” he would say cheerily.


Why remember his name if he couldn’t remember yours?  she figured. He would glance at a card in his back pocket that had her legal name on it. It was the same each time although she had told him each time that she wanted to be called Celia.


If she didn’t really feel well, she would go to her own doctor at the nearby medical center. He didn’t limit patients to ten minute consultations.


In any event, both doctors had always said her health was “amazing.” She deduced that meant she was old but healthy.


These were minor complaints  but when you stacked them up in a pile, they made life in Sunny Glen a major annoyance.


Celia felt she was being treated as someone not quite capable of taking care of herself, someone who needed a caretaker to monitor her every move; if she wasn’t in need of supervision now, she certainly would be very soon. It was as if you were forced to spend your days in a wheelchair when you were perfectly capable of walking by yourself without any help.  Or using a crutch when you didn’t need one.


She ached to be set free from Sunny Glen and live independently by her own rules.  


Surely there were others like herself. In fact, she knew plenty of people who lived independently as they grew older. Some lived alone, others with family and in homes designated as independent living facilities. The percentages showed there are more of them than people living in rest homes and assisted living places with Disney-like names like Sunny Glen.


She and Tom had chosen Sunny Glen for its proximity to the things they loved to do. They thought of it as a hotel for assisted living. With this as a base camp, they could go to movies, eat in fine restaurants, visit art galleries, and browse in nice clothing stores. Also there were convenience services, like the shoe repair fellow, and the jeweler, who would cheerfully help with little things like replacing a battery in your wristwatch.


The first year worked beautifully. She could wheel Tom at least twice a week to the avenue for dinner and a movie, and he was making progress toward better health.


Often they would meet with Johnnie and Carol Hirsch, and Walt and Marie Lee, their close friends of many years.


Sadly the group collapsed after the two wives died, just months apart. Then Tom died of another stroke that hit him out of the blue one morning. He was taken to a hospital, but never regained consciousness.


Doctors told Celia had he survived, he would have been in a vegetative state. Tom and Celia had agreed they wouldn’t want to live under those conditions, and had living wills stating their wishes.


Celia, Johnnie, and Walt were the only ones left of the group. Since then, the two guys were doing okay living in Johnnie’s house. Celia loved getting together with them. But it hardly made up for all the gripes she had about Sunny Glen.


What was missing in her life were the activities she had looked forward to when she would eventually retire.


Celia had always loved to cook and garden. Or thought she would if she ever had time. She had a dream plan that, when she retired, she would have friends over for gourmet dinners. She would cook all kinds of wonderful meals.


In this dreamed-of -retirement, most of her time would be spent in the garden she would create. The house would be small, an old vine-covered bungalow with a white gazebo in the garden.


That special garden would have a fountain, teak benches, and two or three white umbrella tables in the midst of a profusion of lavender and daises of all colors and varieties. Sometimes she might serve a fresh fruit salad out of Martha Stewart’s book of recipes to a group of friends under a white umbrella table.


Celia was imagining these pleasant things as she walked down the hallway in Sunny Glen that morning.


She was caught up short by the heavy footsteps of chunky Ms. Branster, who wore sensible shoes and a white doctor coat over her clothes.


Celia didn’t think that was right since Ms. Branster was not a doctor, not by any stretch. She wore a badge that read Ms. Ethel Branster, Director.


“Good morning, Catalina,” she said. There it was again. Catalina. Granted, it was her legal name. It was a pretty name, but not her own since she was raised as Celia, taken from her middle name Cecilia. She had asked Ms. Branster many times to call her Celia, but she never did.


Catalina Cecilia McGwire was a mix of Hispanic and Irish. She remembered asking her mother why they called her Catalina, which to a twelve-year old was an island off Long Beach in southern California, not a name you would give a girl. Well, maybe some girl, the child thought, but not this girl.


Her mother told her she had always wanted to visit the island but never did. She also told her something of the rich history of the island, but Celia was too young to appreciate its significance. Her father had wanted her to be named Catalina, and her mother favored Cecilia so they compromised, giving her the name of Celia but leaving her legal name Catalina.


That decision made by her parents meant going through her entire life explaining her name.


“Where are you off to this morning, Catalina?” Ms. Branster asked cheerily. It was patronizing, Celia decided, and snoopy, too.


“I’m going for a walk, even if it is raining a little.” She tried to sound friendly.


Celia was a cheerful person at heart, but considered Ms. Branster too bossy and nosy. She was a matronly woman with her face permanently fixed in a stern mode. She always carried her clip board filled with papers; which she constantly referred to it, checking off items on the pages with her special fountain pen.


Celia tried to imagine her as a child or a teenager. She would be the kid in the class picture with a grumpy look, as if someone had told her she couldn’t be captain of the soccer team.


Moving quickly past her, Ms. Branster walked faster as though she had something very important to do. Celia changed her direction, too, and headed for the elevator. She had decided to go out for coffee and needed a jacket and umbrella.


Just as she got inside the door of her apartment, the phone rang. It was her friend Johnnie Hirsch. She knew his buddy Walt Lee would be hanging out nearby. These were true blue guys.


“We were thinking, weren’t we Walt? If you were up for it, we could all go to dinner and a movie later today.”


It was mental telepathy. They had heard her cry for help. That’s exactly what she wanted to do, that and then go to the hotel and spa. She would have a great time sharing her escape plan with them.


“Sounds wonderful to me,” she said. “Let’s go to the Hillmont Theater, it’s close by. I’ll meet you inside near the popcorn. The senior matinee usually starts at four o’clock. Okay?”


“It’s a buy,” said Johnnie. “I’ll make a reservation at Bayplace.” That was Celia’s favorite restaurant; Johnnie and Walt knew that. They didn’t discuss the movie at all.


In better times, the group of six would go to dinner together at least once a month, sometimes more often, if they all had tickets for an opera or some other event.


They had met through the nearby university, where Walt was a biology professor. He was a thoughtful guy with his own philosophy of life. He was oldest of the group at eighty-two, a graying and handsome guy, with smooth light brown skin and dark brown eyes that were “failing” as he described them.


Walt and Marie had no children of their own, but seemed to enjoy hearing other couples’ endlessly describe their children’s events. The couple even shared in the high and low points of raising kids, in their roles as Auntie Marie and Uncle Walt. Johnnie and Carole had three boys, grown and living in Chicago, and the McGwire’s had an only child, Margie, in Columbus.


Johnnie was someone you could lean on when you had a business problem. His head worked that way. Always trying to solve a problem. He knew what would work and the right questions to ask. He wasn’t impetuous like Tom.  The two guys got along well.


Tom liked to talk with Johnnie and hear his ideas. And vice-versa.


Johnnie came from a well-off family, but could not be called wealthy. His family made their  “new money” by investing in good deals while Tom relied on his inheritance that paid off in monthly dividends. It was “old money.” At seventy-four, tall and lean with a balding head rimmed with gray and a perfect-teeth smile, Johnnie loved a good joke and liked to be with Walt, who had a cynical  sense of humor, and was a reliable source of sensible advice.


The group’s get-togethers were a time to share jokes, stories, political opinions, hopes, and even fears.  As they had grown older, their friendships had become closer.


Then there was Carole’s precipitate death from complications of myriad  health problems. Carole was a classic blonde beauty, who was stricken with early symptoms of Parkinson’s and other life threatening problems. She moved into Sunny Glen because Johnnie could no longer manage the complicated medical routine needed to care for her.


He never moved into Sunny Glen because he wanted to be independent as long as he could manage. That left Johnnie alone in his house. But only for a while.


Four months later came another heart-breaker.  It didn’t seem possible, but Marie died from lung cancer that was found to be inoperable. The fast-growing tumor was discovered during a routine examination.

 
When Johnnie insisted on Walt moving in with him, it seemed  logical  for the two friends  to share Johnnie’s Hillmont home. Walt resisted at first but was persuaded that the two guys could help each other. He hated the thought of moving into assisted living, where you had to follow restrictive rules.


Both men were in good health but struggling to manage their lingering grief. Since Johnnie’s home was big enough, with three bedrooms and three bathrooms, each with its own small patio, he welcomed Walt for the friendship he enjoyed   Sharing the house was practical for them. Of the two, Johnnie seemed to be coping best with being a widower.


After Tom died six months later, the guys tried to include Celia in their plans as often as possible. Going to the movies and dinner was something they did frequently.


Celia was elated with the invite from Johnnie and Walt. She went to her small closet to look at what to wear. It wasn’t really a problem since she had thinned out her wardrobe when she moved into this small space. She decided on her red sweater and black pantsuit.


She held the suit up in front of her and stood looking into the full-length mirror on the back of the door. The confident woman in the mirror smiled back.


Travel light, she thought, grabbing a filmy nightie and a toothbrush for her night at the Claridge hotel-spa. She rolled up the gown with the brush inside and stuck them into her large handbag. Celia had always said she could live out of that bag for three days.

                                                           Chapter Two


Feeling her lungs fill up with fresh air energized Celia. For the first time in a week, she was in high spirits on her walk from Sunny Glen to the theater. It was only five blocks away, an easy  a slightly uphill walk. She knew the exact distance because she had walked that way many times.


For the moment, it was misty, a familiar form of Bay Area air conditioning. She could see a few milky blue patches in the sky and some grimacing dark ones, too. Really beautiful. She  thought people should look at the sky more often.


Celia was in good spirits, not because she was going to a movie. She didn’t have a clue about the titles now playing, which may seem odd. It was the anticipation of being with her friends Johnnie and Walt again.


She wanted to meet inside because she wanted to pay for her own ticket and treat the guys to popcorn. Not to spare them the money, rather to show in a small way that she always wanted to pay her way.  In the old days, the guys always paid and it wasn’t fair.


Money was not a problem for Johnnie. He was generous, as in to a fault. Celia had noticed this was often the way of children from well-off families. Coming from a middle class   family that was barely making ends meet, Celia was stingy by her own definition  always trying to find the best and cheapest.


Johnnie loved business and law. He would have been a highly successful lawyer had he chosen that direction instead of investments. He went into the business because he didn’t have the patience to go to law school. It was the work he was born to do and he proved to be extremely successful at it. In all, he was a renaissance man with boundless talents.


He quit his work almost completely to provide full-time care of Carole. His new job was watching after her, and he was equally competent as a caregiver and investment consultant. 

          She never lost the elegant beauty that turned heads. It was the kind of good looks that all women and men admire.


Celia was good looking, but in a different way. Nothing spectacular, just healthy looking, with regular features and smooth tanned skin. People called it olive skin, but that seemed to be another of those misapplied words, since olives were usually black or green,  not suntan.


Johnnie adored Carole, and why not? She was not only beautiful on the outside, she was sweet and intelligent ‘without a mean bone in her body,’ Celia would say about Carole, who was her good friend. They often lunched together and went to matinee movies. That was another good part of the group friendship.  The women were friends on a girly basis and the men were doing the guy thing. The women often shared their frustrations ending with the comment, ‘That’s a man for you.’ While the men would say, ‘She’s just acting like a woman.’ But, when they all got together, they had great fun.


After Carole got desperately ill and went into Sunny Glen, Johnnie worked just as hard as ever giving her care. No one except Johnnie would or could give her the meticulous care he did, and he knew it. He kept track of all her medicines and when they should be taken, as well as the schedule of what she should be doing at any given time of the day.


He was a natural-born caregiver. He even knew how to shampoo and blow-dry her hair, something he had learned when she asked him if he would do it, instead of having a hairdresser come to the house every week. He accepted the task with good humor. “I never thought I’d be a hairdresser but I like it.” He loved anything he did for Carole.


Johnnie hated putting Carole in a rest home, as he called all assisted living places. But she had to have around-the-clock care after her illness advanced. Her needs became more complex. Johnnie’s own health was beginning to show signs of stress.


He almost lived at Sunny Glen spending most of the day there_ pestering the help on what they should do, how they should do it, and when they should do it.


Although he knew she lived a fragile existence, Johnnie was shocked and angry when Carole died suddenly of a massive stroke. Mostly he was angry with himself, because there hadn’t been time to call him to her side and he wasn’t there for her last moments.


Somehow it just could not be. He was tormented by the notion that if he had been there, it would not have happened.


Why couldn’t they have stopped it? He blamed himself for going home early that evening because he was so exhausted. If only he had stayed_maybe  just maybe_ he might have saved her life. In his mind he knew that was a foolish thought but in his heart it made sense.


He was virtually lost without her. There was nothing to fill his days. It was agonizing to think about her death. He either slept too much or too little, and often dreamed that she really was just asleep and would waken soon.


The saving grace was his dear friend Walt. On the night Carole died, they sat together and cried together. It was an awful time.


Marie died very soon after Carol’s death. It seemed almost impossible and tragically ironic that a vibrant woman, one who had spent her life volunteering for great causes, died of cancer. Without children, Marie and Walt were closer than many couples. The focus of their attention was on helping others. They loved spending time in Hawaii especially Kauai, where they had met, courted, and were married.


It was bitter fruit, Marie dying of lung cancer, because she had been a volunteer for the Lung Association and had never smoked a cigarette, had not ever taken a puff.  Doctors who cared for her believed the increase in air pollution and second hand smoke was the cause.

Walt felt he was needed to keep Johnnie in his right mind. And his own, too. With his quiet humor and wisdom, Walt had helped Johnnie through a lot of bad days. He was a person who accepted whatever came his way with grace. Johnnie thought this was probably because of Walt’s church-going ways.

      Although he was raised a Jewish kid, Johnnie didn’t belong to a Temple. He described himself as agnostic because he wasn’t sure one way or another about a higher being or a god.


Walt was a Roman Catholic and went to church every Sunday at St. Paul’s Catholic church in Hillmont. He frequently shared Jesus stories from the New Testament with Johnnie, not in an attempt to proselytize him, rather as a way of pointing out a moral lesson.


While Johnnie didn’t agree with the basic premise of Jesus speaking the only truth, he did admire Walt’s moral grounding, which seemed to come from his faith and belief that Jesus was a very good and kind person whose works should be emulated.


Walt was not as well off financially as Johnnie. Still, he had enough income to suit him. He would say, “I have enough to get me into trouble but not enough to get me out of it.” This made him a more conservative spender than Johnnie. He only spent money on something he considered essential. And he had found there were very few essentials in life. Primarily he considered good food and martinis as essential. Everything else was superfluous. As a tenured professor of biology, he had a good university pension, but it wasn’t locked into inflation so he lived simply and enjoyed it.


In recent years, Walt had serious problems with his eyes, probably from macular degeneration. He couldn’t drive at night and was iffy driving in the daytime. He got by, providing there wasn’t anyone else on the road. 

           Since Walt and Marie lived in a remote hilly area of the city, after her death he became almost completely dependent on friends to drive him around. Walt hated asking people to do him favors so he usually stayed home. 

            He had been grieving the loss of Marie when Johnnie asked him to move in. At first, 

 Walt gave him a flat out no, he couldn’t move in. But Johnnie insisted.


Walt decided to look into assisted living, as he realized driving was getting to be impossible and he needed to be nearer to places to eat and shop.


He visited several places including Sunny Glen. Like most of the people there, he liked the neighborhood with all the restaurants and shops. He understood the meals at Sunny Glen had to be suitable for older folks, residents with few or no teeth and others who couldn’t digest complex foods.


But he wasn’t one of them, not yet. And worst of all. No martinis! Not ever. And no wine,  not even in your own room.  Impossible, that was cruel and unusual punishment.


He thought the restrictions were required because well-meaning religious organizations ran these places. Walt didn’t accept the explanation that alcohol had no place in a rest home.


There were a couple of places that had cocktail hours before dinner, but it wasn’t the same as lifting one in your own living room or patio. He understood how the rest homes might have to monitor alcohol consumption of some folks for health reasons, but he wasn’t one of them—not yet.


Besides, he wanted to live life fully, not rest as they do in rest homes.


Walt wanted great food cooked for people who enjoy eating, not dieters. A tender juicy steak or chops were his favorites.


Overall, he found nursing homes depressing, especially after looking at the meal menus. He decided he would do almost anything but live ‘assisted.’


With his wry sense of humor, looking at rest homes on a spiritual level, he imagined they were a form of purgatory.


That was when he gave into Walt’s persistent invitation. He came to believe the arrangement would benefit both of them, and he would pay his way.


Celia was reviewing the lives of Walt and Johnnie as she walked in the drizzle on her way to the theater. The street was full of people scurrying along, hoping to get their shopping done before the heavy rain began to fall.


Now there’s Johnnie, Walt, and me. We are still the same people, but without our loved ones, or children, who live miles away. 

           So, we are different but the same. Friends are everything now. Having hundreds of people around doesn’t mean you’re among friends. You can feel even more lonely in a place with 150 people who don’t know each other living together.


It’s time we lived our lives, whatever is left of them—Celia knew that was true.


The light mist was quickly feeling more like rain on her face but she didn’t raise her umbrella. Her destination was in sight. She could now see the jazzy neon sign that announced the movie titles on the theater marquis just ahead.


She pulled her jacket a little closer as the chill of the weather pushed her along the sidewalk. The street was nearly empty now, with only a few women holding their purses or coats over their hair. Celia didn’t worry about that, she hadn’t had a hairdo in years.


There was a line of bald and gray-haired patrons waiting to buy tickets for the movies. Four in the afternoon was a popular time because senior tickets were discounted.


Well, there had to be something good about being a senior. It was the upside of age discrimination.


Three small bags of unsalted small popcorn (no butter, particularly since she suspected wasn’t butter anyway) were enough to require a balancing act until Johnnie and Walt arrived. “Hi guys!” She hailed them as they came through the entrance into the lobby.


They took turns embracing each other, letting some popcorn spill on the floor. They had to hurry as the movie was beginning. It was a B movie that had a few laughs but was not a winner. During most of the movie Celia enjoyed watching Johnnie and Walt savoring their popcorn. Both were handsome. 


A couple of hours later, when they emerged, blinking gopher-like in the brightly lit lobby, they saw that it was raining rather hard and the sky had darkened. Most people seemed surprised to be caught in a heavy rainstorm and clutched their jackets over their heads as they left the theater.


“I’ll go get the car,” said Johnnie. “You guys wait inside.” 


“No, I’ll go with you,” Walt insisted. They were parked about three blocks away in parking lot and they only had one umbrella. “We’ll pick you up right in front of the theater, okay? We’re in the Mercedes.” 


Celia waited for them to come back. She stood inside by the door looking out into the rain. Gradually the theater emptied and new patrons came in, heading for the popcorn stand.


After several minutes, Celia saw the shiny wet black Mercedes pull up in front of the theater. It looked quite elegant. Walt got out, and opened an umbrella. Celia made a quick exit from the theater, and hurried to the curb. Holding his raincoat close to him, he opened the back seat door and Celia jumped inside.


Once everyone had buckled up, Walt said, “We’re going to Bayplace. Is that okay with you?”


“It’s my all-time favorite place,” said Celia and settled back into the plush seat. She was feeling almost like Cinderella on her way to the ball.


A little damp after the short walk from the valet parking area, they greeted the Bayplace staff and settled in at their favorite table. The waiter was asked to bring a bottle of house Chardonnay and duck flan, a specialty of the house they relished.


Celia sat opposite the two guys, looking at their faces. They were a sight for sore eyes, as her mother would say.


Walt asked her, “How are things going with you?”


“You shouldn’t have asked,” she said. “Do you want to know the truth?”


“The truth and nothing but,” said Johnnie. He could tell this was going to be a serious conversation. “What is bothering you, Celia? You seem pretty upset.”


That was all she needed to start spilling over with her troubled feelings about Sunny Glen and its stupid rules. She concluded with, “I’m out of there for a couple nights. I hope you won’t mind dropping me at the Claridge Hotel. I’m going to stay at least one night and maybe two. I need to escape Sunny Glen.”


Walt and Johnnie exchanged glances. Then Johnnie said, “Wait just a minute. I have a better idea, I think. It just popped into my head while you were talking. ”


Both Walt and Celia listened intently, leaning in toward Johnnie. He held up both hands as if to put a stop to something. Celia figured he was going to suggest a different hotel. She would listen to what he had to say.


“Don’t shoot this down until you hear me out. I just came up with it, so let’s talk it over and see how it would work for all of us, or if it would at all. We would all have to agree,”


Celia and Walt waited and waited for Johnnie to go on. Finally he said, “Well, this is what I’m thinking.” He laid his hands flat on the table as though he was laying the idea on the table to be examined.


“You move in with us,” he said and paused. He waited for what seemed a long time to see the reaction, but hardly a moment had gone by.


Walt looked surprised at what Johnnie was saying but smiled and nodded affirmatively as to show his approval. He had so much respect and love for Johnnie, he would go along with almost anything he said. And he was very fond of Celia.


“Why not?” Walt’s words finally stumbled out.


After a long pause, Johnnie laughed aloud. “Well, what do you think Celia? You’re the star in this show.”


Celia was overcome. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The generosity of the idea was almost more than she could comprehend in one quick bite. Did she hear him right?


“Are you asking me to move into your house? With you guys?” She asked. 

“That’s right,” he answered.


“Well, I don’t know. I have to think about it. Moving in with two guys? Well, it’s different, I’ll say that for the idea. But do you really want me there? Wouldn’t it get in the way of the great living ethos you guys have with just the two of you?”


“Not a bit,” they both rejoined.


“Can I think about it?”


“Like for how long?”


“Your face is telling me yes, but your words are saying maybe,” said Walt. “So I choose the face answer.”


Celia was thinking so hard you could hear the wheels turning, as Tom would have said.


“What would Tom say?” she was thinking. The answer she was getting was encouraging. Tom would think it a great idea if she wanted to do it. She remembered how Tom often told her when she sought his advice, “Think for yourself, Sweetheart, I’ll support you in your decision.”


Since it was Johnnie’s house they were talking about sharing, Walt deferred to him. But it seemed the right thing to do and it was his idea. Walt could see Celia was unhappy at Sunny Glen, and he knew she would fit right in at Johnnie’s place.


Johnnie’s house was one of Celia’s favorite homes in Hillmont. It was a single-level, brown shingle house, situated on one of the few level lots in the hilly little community. It was craftsman style, with high ceilings, lovely beams, and wood paneling. There was a great fireplace, and  views of the city from almost every room.


The furniture was also craftsman style, with soft low sofas and chairs that you could sink into. She had only seen the bedrooms once but remembered that each had a small patio where you could sit in the sun and see all the Bay Bridges.


Compared to the mansions in Hillmont, the house wasn’t  big, jus roomy and  comfortable. It was on a large lot, however, with a tall hedge surrounding it.


She was trying to imagine how she would fit into the picture.


When Johnnie sensed there was general acceptance, or at least no resistance, so he launched the pitch that would, as he would say, close the deal.


“You can have a suite all to yourself,” Johnnie began. “Your own bedroom, bathroom and patio. You’ll have lots of privacy and comfort and it’s a great neighborhood with two servants at your disposal. Isn’t that right, Walt?”


Walt saluted. “Yes sir!”


It was just what Celia wanted to hear.


“Well, how would I contribute to the arrangement? How about I cook on the nights we don’t eat out like this?”


She was beginning to warm to the idea of moving from Sunny Glen into a whole new world. It sounded wild and very different, but fun.


“One more thing,” Celia added. “I must have a garden with sunflowers and heather and daises everywhere.”


“She has to have a garden, Walt. That’s something we’ve never had, can we handle a garden?”


“If you want a garden, we’ll help you. I can dig it, get it? It’s going to be your garden at our house. And I do mean our house. Walt, me, and you, Celia.”


There would be all sorts of pesky details, Celia was thinking, but I want to do it more than anything in the world at this moment. Still she was cautious.


“How about if we try it for a few nights instead of my going to the hotel tonight?” She hadn’t made a reservation at the Claridge. Now she was glad she hadn’t.


“Absolutely.” Johnnie was elated.


“It’s an offer I can’t refuse. Let’s drink to that.” And they raised their wine glasses and touched rims.


Suddenly, she thought of one of those pesky details.


“But Lordie,” she said, becoming serious. She put her glass down. “What about Sunny Glen? What can I do about my agreement there? And what about Margie? What will she think of me, her mother of a certain age, living with two guys? The three of us acting like old hippies?”


The three of them were making so much noise, the whole restaurant of dinner guests turned their heads to see who was so being so loud. It was the most fun the threesome had had for a very long time even though it was a serious conversation.


“Come on, this is about us and our lives, not about what other people think.” Walt said, as always, giving good advice. “You put up with the antics of your children then they were growing up. Now it’s their turn.”


Johnnie also had  practical advice. “Don’t worry about the Sunny Glen arrangement. I’ll work that one through. As for Margie, this will be a test of her ability to deal with life as is.”


Maybe it was the wine. But wine had never made Celia this happy.


Celia’s mind was flashing visions of having her own bedroom, bathroom and patio. And real fresh air floating through an open window instead of air conditioning blasting through a vent.  She imagined how it would be living with Walt and Johnnie. In the morning she would have coffee, read the newspapers and dawdle at a kitchen table in an honest-to-goodness home.


“You do get the New York Times, don’t you?” she asked. They nodded.

At that very moment, she came up with a temporary solution.


“Okay. Would this work for you? I’ll stay tonight, and tomorrow we’ll talk about whether I should stay longer or go back to Sunny Glen. It will be kind of a trial run.”
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When they got to Johnnie’s house, he and Walt gave Celia a grand tour of the place. Although she had been a guest many times, she hadn’t seen all the rooms before.


First there was the kitchen, a sleek, updated dream come true with a six burner professional gas stove, two ovens, and an assortment of kitchen appliances to make cooking interesting.


Johnnie had remodeled the kitchen to include all the best. But he always joked that no one who lived here ever cooked in it. That’s why it was brand new.


“You can spend as much time as you want in here. But don’t feel you have to, if you get tired of cooking. We do our own laundry, so you don’t have to get involved in any of that. Or any work for that matter. Someone comes in to clean the house once a week.”


Celia opened the huge refrigerator and peered inside. It was empty except for cold cuts, milk, beer and two sad-looking pizza boxes.


“Looks like we’ll be going shopping tomorrow,” was her first thought.


Johnnie and Walt looked at each approvingly. They figured she would stay at least two nights and maybe more.


When they showed Celia her bedroom, she remembered being in there right after Carole had decorated it as a guest room for their three sons and their wives. The room was so neat and perfect,  Celia suspected no one had been in it for a very long time. And that was exactly right.


Since their sons attended college in Chicago, they got jobs there, married and put their roots down. Then there were job promotions, children and their school activities. After that, there were fewer trips to the Left Coast, as they called California. Most of the time they would ask Johnnie to visit them because it was less expensive for them. They liked having Walt live with their dad because they didn’t want him to be lonely.


“It’s beautiful,” Celia said when she saw the pale buttery yellow walls and puffy bedding. The closet was empty, as were the dresser drawers. Johnnie showed her the walk-in closet and the bathroom as if he were a bell captain showing a hotel room.


“Nothing but the best towels,” he said showing her a stack of thick white towels in the bathroom. “I know there’s a hair dryer in here someplace,” he said opening cupboard doors. “Make yourself to home, Celia, this is your home as long as you want it.”


Celia walked over and gave Johnnie a hug, then turning to Walt she hugged him, too. They were pretty sure she liked the place and would stay a while.


“How about a night cap? Some Port wine or brandy?” Walt liked an after dinner drink.


“Chamomile tea sounds good to me,” said Celia. She was full of food and wine.


“Is there really such a thing as Chamomile tea? Isn’t it just an imaginary brew Beatrix Potter made up for Peter Rabbit’s story?” asked Johnnie who remembered reading the story to his kids when they were little.


“Not imaginary at all,” she said. “Lots of us drink chamomile tea all the time. We will buy some tomorrow. It really helps you get to sleep when you have a lot on your mind. On second thought, I could use something even more sleep-inducing, so maybe I’ll have a tiny bit of Port.”


They settled into the soft and deep living room chairs  and looked out the view window at the dark sky dotted with stars. The rain had stopped.


There was a complete silence as Celia snuggled into the sofa. She kicked off her shoes and put her feet up on a coffee table that was covered with news magazines and stacks of old newspapers.


“I cannot believe we’re here ,and I’m going to stay. At least for tonight and maybe a few more days.   Tomorrow you may  decide you don’t want me at all. This will be a trial run, okay?”

               Walt was quick to answer, “Whatever you say, my friend. Think of this place as the home of the ‘Not Ready Yet’ group. It cuts across age. Here we are, three friends almost decades apart but all in the same frame of mind. You’re the youngster, Celia, at sixty -seven. Johnnie’s seventy-four, and I’m eighty-two.


“We’re all in about the same physical shape, with me the worst off because of my eyes. But none of us is ready yet for assisted living. To me, it comes down to this: If you’re ready for it, go do it, but if you aren’t ready yet, call it alternative living, or Not Ready Yet.”


They sat silently weighing what Walt had said, and soon Celia raised her glass. “Here’s to Not Ready Yet.” She felt tired, and saw that it was past 11 o’clock.


“Good night you guys.” She got up from her chair, stretched and yawned. As she headed for her bedroom, she blew a kiss their way.


“Do we have a short term guest or a co-resident?” Johnnie asked Walt when Celia was safely out of earshot.


“It’s too early to say. Let’s take this one day at a time.”


In her bedroom, Celia looked out the window into the patio. The rain was gone, and there was almost a full moon. She considered this a sign of good luck.


After she undressed, she laid out her clothes on the chair,  slipped into her nightgown, then climbed into the luxurious bed with its puffy mattress, and down comforter.Celia reached over to see if there was a Goneness Place here for Tom. She pressed her palm and circled  thespot. Yes, he was there We’ll always be together wherever I go, she said to herself as sleep took over.

Chapter Three


Ms. Branster frowned deeply as she studied the log. “I don’t see Catalina McGwire’s name here.” She was speaking to Laura, the receptionist at the desk.


Laura answered without looking up from her computer, “She never signs out or in. Also, she likes to be called Celia, not Catalina.”


“But I personally saw her go out the side door about mid-afternoon.” Ms. Branster replied.  She was concerned.


“We better have someone check her room.” Glancing at her watch, she noted it had been a full 20 hours since she had seen Catalina. She picked up the phone and called security. “Check on Room 315. Just knock on the door to find out if Ms. McGwire is in.”


She sat down, and waited for a call back. “No answer at her door,” the guard reported in a few minutes. His desk was very close to her condo. “That doesn’t mean she’s not on the premises.”


Ms. Branster set out to find Catalina. First she looked in the dining room. She wasn’t there, or in the fitness center, where she noted only one resident using the equipment. “And after all the money we spent buying those machines. They don’t appreciate what I do for them,” she mumbled grumpily.


Then she decided on the unusual option of making an announcement over the public address system that fed into the hallways and public spaces. Maybe it would serve as a lesson to everyone that they should sign out and in every time.


“Paging Catalina McGwire, please come to the reception desk or return my phone call.” She phrased the message carefully, so as not to worry the residents. Most likely they would think the person she was looking for had a visitor. She repeated the announcement in 10 minutes when she had no response. Still no replies, except from one curious soul who admitted she didn’t know McGwire but wondered about what was going on. When residents asked, they were told Ms.

McGwire was unaccounted for and hadn’t signed out, as she was required to do.


For the next two hours, tension built among the residents as word spread that Catalina was missing. They were not sure who Catalina was as they didn’t know her by that name, if they knew her at all. Those who knew her called her Celia. It seemed there was more of a concern for their own safety than for the missing woman.


The disappearance of any resident was a serious matter at Sunny Glen. There were patients with the early onset of Alzheimer’s disease who tended to forget to sign in and out and would wander off. That was one of the first signs of the disease. That could be what was happening here.


But Catalina McGuire had always seemed so sharp, not at all like those forgetful residents.


Even so, there might be a first time or the beginning of a problem, and it would do no harm to alert the community police officer in the neighborhood to keep an eye out for Catalina.


Ms. Branster decided it was the prudent thing to do. If nothing was wrong, and the police got some information out into the community about it, the problem might be solved.


That’s what they hired me to do—solve this kind of small problem before it got to be a big one, she told herself.


She knew Catalina liked to go for walks in the thriving business district and visit the shops. And what was it she liked to be called by? Oh, yes, Celia. She had tried to remember that but with so many residents, it wasn’t  fair to expect her to remember everyone’s nickname.


The right way to go about this was to call the police, she assured herself again after looking into her operations manual, published by the corporation that owned Sunny Glen. “Take no chances with the safety of residents,” the manual advised, and it was her responsibility to make a report early in the incident. She picked up the phone, called Oaktown police and asked for the missing persons bureau. An officer took the information assuring her that a thorough search for Catalina McGwire would begin.
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After being told of the missing person report, it didn’t take long for Officer Jay Smith, a new cop on the block, to start making the rounds. His predecessor had retired recently, and Smith  was a welcome new face. He had a fresh approach to community problems in the business district, and was a prototype of how a young new cop should look. At twenty-two, he was a blond slim fellow of six feet, two inches. 

At about 11 a.m., he got the call from downtown headquarters.  “Missing female: Catalina McGwire, elderly woman, 67. May be a wanderer. Check your businesses along the street for anyone that might have seen this missing individual. Not seen or heard from for more than 24 hours. Individual may have fallen in an alley or be mistaken for a drunk. Not in police custody or at residence, Sunny Glen Assisted Living. Description: Caucasian, olive skin, graying hair, brown eyes, no physical handicaps, but possible dementia and mental confusion. Carried a purse that may have an ATM card.”


Starting at the head of the street, Officer Smith moved from door to door, storefront by storefront, shop by shop. No one had seen the missing woman, but all said they’d keep an eye out for anyone matching her description. They took his card and promised to call with any information. Before noon, the word was on the street as shopkeepers exchanged information about the missing individual.


Officer Smith arrived at the Hillmont Theater just as the box office opened for the early matinee. The matinee show usually drew patrons from the neighborhood’s senior population.


Two young women in the box office were chatting between sales. They stopped when they saw Officer Jay.


“Look, there he is,” said one whispering. “Sure is a cute guy.”  So much more interesting than the old fuddy-duddy who recently retired.


“Good afternoon, ladies,” said Officer Smith. They loved his wide smile and liked to call him Jay, not Officer Smith.


“Maybe you can help me today,” he said. “We’ve got a missing person report from Sunny Glen. You know, the rest home down the hill a few blocks? This is an elderly female individual who went missing about twenty four hours ago and could be confused. No sign of the individual in the places I’ve checked already. She may have fallen down or be mentally confused. No one has heard from her.”


“Let’s see, yesterday was Friday and it was raining pretty good, you know, and we had a full house. Don’t remember anyone like your description though,” said Betty, whose name was printed on a nametag she wore to add a friendly touch to the box office.


The other woman, Aleeza, who also wore a nametag, cocked her head to one side as if thinking, then with a look of discovery broke in, “Wait just one minute. Remember that strange scene with the guys in the fancy black car?”


“Oh yeah, now that you mention it, I do. There was that woman on the older side who got picked up,” she said to Betty.


“That’s right,” she answered.


Then Aleeza became excited. “Remember? We thought it was very unusual. Because… I don’t know… oh, it was, you know, suspicious. Remember?” she almost shouted at her cohort Betty, who seemed less convinced.


“Sure, you have to remember that woman. Sort of old. And the dark guys in the fancy car? You know, the tallish one who had a swarthy look. Come on, remember how they sped off like they were chasing the wind?”


“Oh, yeah. I remember the car and the woman. I guess that was pretty weird. I’d agree he was swarthy and strange looking, sort of foreign. And the car;  it was a Beamer wasn’t it?” Betty was buying into Aleeza’s version of what happened.


“Could have been or maybe a Lincoln, or Lexus, or Mercedes, or one of those expensive big cars, but not a SUV, I know that.”


Officer Jay bent down in closer to the box office window nearer to the women. “Swarthy, huh? Tell me as best you can remember exactly what happened and what these guys looked like.”


They were only too happy to provide more details. And Officer Smith was writing as fast as he could on his clipboard papers.


“Well, I saw this black car pull up, quite a fancy one, you know, like I said, maybe a Cadillac, Lincoln or Lexus. Very fancy, you know, like I said, yeah, most of the theater patrons had gone by the time they pulled up.”


Betty nodded in agreement. “They were hurrying, know what I mean? Because of the rain and all. It was hard to see the driver very good, know what I mean?  But the fellow who got out to open the back door looked around like he was in trouble or something. Sort of nervous, you know, until he saw this older woman come out of the theater, then he told her to get in the back seat. He slammed the door shut, jumped into the front seat and they took off up the street, you know?  Really fast.”


“Did they have guns?” asked Officer Smith. The women looked at each other puzzled and shrugged their shoulders. 


 “Didn’t see any, but they could have had one concealed, know what I mean?” said Aleeza. “It was dark, you know, so it was hard to see anything very good.”


“What did the woman look like?” asked Officer Smith.


“Oh, gosh, she was wearing a black jacket or was it red?” she answered looking at her partner for help.


“Yeah, she was wearing a sort of ordinary looking black and red outfit, and she had her head covered with something because it was raining a little. She didn’t look at us, though, because she was busy getting into the car, know what I mean?”


“Which way did they go? Up or down the street?” asked Officer Smith. 


 “Up that way,” they both said, pointing.


“Did you get a license number?”


“It was too dark to see the number clearly, but it was a California license plate I’m pretty sure. Didn’t really get a good look, though, know what I mean?”


“This is the first lead I’ve gotten; this is good stuff,” Officer Smith said. He was pleased, and getting excited; this could become a real big case to work on.


“Let me ask you something,” he said to the young women. “Would you say this looked like it could be a kidnapping?”


The women grew wide-eyed. “Yes, totally,” said Aleeza solemnly.


“It could have been,” said Betty, her more cautious co-worker. “But I can’t be sure because it was dark. But sure, it could have been, by the look of those men.”


Apparently for emphasis, she repeated, “Yes, it could have been. Yes, the more I think about it, the more I think it could have been a kidnapping. There’s so much of that going on nowadays.”


Officer Smith turned his back on the box office, leaving the women in awed silence as they considered the possibility they had been witness to a kidnapping. Smith walked to the curb and called his sergeant on his cell phone.


“The missing woman from the rest home may have been kidnapped,” he reported. “Two theater box office attendants say they saw two swarthy, sinister-looking men whisk her off from the front of the theater. But they were unable to get a license number. The plate is California.”


“Better alert the people there at Sunny Glen just in case the individual returns or calls them or contacts someone else there,” said the Sergeant.

( (

The officer called Sunny Glen and asked for Ms. Branster. She was in her room when the phone rang.


“Yes, Ms. Branster here.” She was worried that it might be bad news. “Who is this?”


“It’s Officer Smith here, Ms. Branster. I’m calling to tell you your Alzheimer patient Catalina McGwire may have been a kidnap victim. We are putting all units on the force on a search for her, and we need your help. Will you please notify all residents to be on the alert if they leave the building—for their own safety—and on the chance they may hear from the missing individual or see her. We also think it’s necessary to notify her family of this incident, stressing that she may be only missing and not kidnapped.”


“Oh, my Lord!” gasped Ms. Branster. “Nothing like this has ever happened to me in my whole life. I’ve always had nice tenants and lived in good neighborhoods.” She was about to cry.


The only person she could think of to call, who might know the whereabouts of Catalina, was Helen Payne, that colored woman who lived in the next door condo. She knew they were friends.


“Hello, this is Ms. Branster calling to find out if you might know where your friend Celia is. She’s gone missing and the police think it may have been a kidnapping.”


Helen wanted to laugh, as she thought of her friend getting a massage at the Claridge spa. But she certainly wasn’t going to tell Branster.


“Oh, I doubt if she’s been kidnapped,” Helen answered. “She’s probably just taking a day off and forgot to sign out. So I would say not to worry.”


“But the police are convinced this is a kidnap,” Ms. Branster said firmly.


“You have to do what you have to do, but I’ll be surprised if that’s why she’s missing.”


That Payne woman was no help. Ms. Branster hung up the phone. She thought the woman was taking this serious police matter much too lightly.


For her part, Helen was somewhat amused by the ruckus Celia had created, but she wasn’t going to be a tattletale and let Branster in on her friend’s spa vacation.


Ms. Branster decided it was only responsible to let the residents know that Catalina may have been kidnapped. She went on the public address system, her voice strained but controlled. She was trying to hide her panic.


“Police have informed us that our resident Catalina McGwire may have been kidnapped, but there’s nothing to worry about. We’re confident she will be found safe and sound, and returned to Sunny Glen.


“There’s nothing for residents to fear. Please continue your usual activities. But please do so with extreme caution. We are in lock-up mode until this emergency passes. Repeat, please continue your routine, as normally as possible, but with extreme caution.


“If you must leave the premises for any reason, please remember to sign out, telling us where you are going, and who you will be with. It’s the rule. Thank you for remaining calm.”


When she got off the microphone, Ms. Branster was trembling. Her heart was racing. She would have to call Catalina’s daughter in Columbus, but hated to do so. She didn’t want to upset her, but what else could she do?


Now if Catalina had only signed out they way she was supposed to, this would never have happened. No Sunny Glen resident had ever been kidnapped before, in all her 15 years in charge of Sunny Glen. Now her record would be blemished. Oh, it’s such a tragedy.


She tried to compose herself as she thumbed through her file for Catalina McGwire’s daughter’s name and phone number in Columbus.


Columbus was three hours ahead of the West Coast so Ms. Branster decided to wait until morning to make the call. There was no point in waking them up to tell them bad news. Yes, it could wait until morning. Besides, Catalina might walk in the door any minute and then it wouldn’t be necessary to send out an alarm.


The kidnapping news hit Sunny Glen like a huge earthquake. This was a quiet place where events of importance were as predictable as the time meals were served.


Someone missing was big news. But kidnapped! That was the worst thing that had ever happened at Sunny Glen, except for that fire on the third floor six years ago. Even worse, for that matter, because the missing resident senior was from a fine old family.


Residents began calling the reception desk, and arriving in person to ask questions. Most did not know Celia,  none remembered anyone with the name of Catalina.


Ms. Branster decided to wait until morning to break the bad news to Margie, Catalina’s daughter in Columbus.

( (

Downtown at the Oaktown Enquirer, the editors were holding their usual five o’clock news meeting. This was when they decided what stories would be in the paper the next morning. In the newsroom, five reporters were working against the deadline. It was a three-day holiday weekend, and Saturday was always a light news day. Most of the Sunday paper had been written and set already.


The editors were looking for a story with punch and immediacy that could be played up in the Sunday paper. It had to be news, not feature stuff. They had plenty of that in the rest of the paper.


The editors pulled their chairs into a circle and went over their list of stories on the way. It was slow.


One editor perked up on hearing a police report of how an elderly woman was apparently kidnapped from the front of a movie house in Hillmont, one of the city’s more affluent adjacent communities. The rest home there had a lot of wealthy residents with names well known in the community. It could have been one of those ATM kidnap/robbery attempts that got out of hand.


The summary of the story was circulated throughout the newsroom and given to the copy desk.


“Police said they have opened a wide search since the female individual was missing over night. Beat officer says she was snatched by two swarthy guys wearing dark clothes, who shoved her into the back seat of a car and sped off as she left a movie house. They might try to force her to withdraw money from an ATM. The old folks who live in those places have money. It costs big bucks to live in this one.”


“We can run it on page one,” said the city editor. “This is a helluva story, one that will interest lots of readers. Families, relatives, anyone knowing an old person living a rest home. Not the usual drive-by crime. No photos of the missing woman yet.”


“Sunny Glen, the assisted living place, wouldn’t answer our call. Figured it was bad publicity, I guess. Just clammed up when they heard that we were on the story. We’ll have to go with what the cops have because it’s too late in the day to try to chase down her family. But tomorrow we should do a follow-up.


“How about sending a photographer out to get pictures of the theater and interviews with the box office chicks who were eye witness to the kidnapping? See if there’s a reporter who can go along and get their story first hand.


“Go for it,” the editor said.


The national editor said he could pick up a story from the wire services he had seen about Alzheimer’s Disease and how it seems to be afflicting more elderly people, raising the question of how we’re all coping with the problems that go with the disease.


“Good idea,” said the editor, heading for the copy desk where he could clue them in. “We’ll go with a center spread package with the kidnapped woman as the local focus. We’re getting local copy from the theater box office.”

( (
At the theater, Betty and Aleeza were only too happy to accommodate the reporter, and, more importantly, the photographer, who was shooting pictures non-stop of their every move.


“Oh, yes, it surely looked like a kidnapping from here,” said Aleeza. “We saw this woman being forced into the back seat by a sinister looking guy holding the door open. And the lady  looked like she had a lot of money. You know, really well dressed in a red, or maybe it was a black suit, with a red top. Anyway, you could tell she came from one of those classy families that have their elderly in Sunny Glen. Do the police have any clues?”


“Not yet, that we know of. We appreciate your cooperation. Thanks a lot,” said the reporter. “Let’s see, you’re Aleeza and she’s Betty. What are your last names?”


Betty held up her hand. “No last names. We want to be anonymous sources. You know the company might fire us for talking to the press about a police matter.”

( (

But at Johnnie and Walt’s house, the missing and allegedly kidnapped woman was very much alive and well, standing over a hot stove by her own choice, not missing a thing, especially not Sunny Glen. Celia was in her fine new kitchen making a special dinner of beef burgundy, with sour cream and egg noodles.


“This stuff always needs more red wine than the recipe calls for,” she said to Johnnie and Walt, who were watching her culinary mastery. They were awed by each move she made.


“This is exactly what we’ve needed around here for a long time. It sure beats those floppy, sloppy pizzas we’ve been living on, right Johnnie?”


“You have to brown the meat real dark,” said Celia. She was educating the guys, as smoke rose from the cast iron black pot wherein the succulent pieces of beef were getting seared.


The three of them had spent most of the day filling up the food pantry and refrigerator. They had visited the best food stores to stock up the larder. They had bought so much, Johnnie and Walt figured Celia would have to stick around a very long time to use it all up.


At the gourmet grocery, where they had the best butchers and meat cuts in town, she loaded up three baskets. Even the people waiting in line were impressed with the amount of food she was buying.


When it came time to pay up, Johnnie whipped out his Visa card and took care of the bill. Celia had never spent that much at the grocery store in her life.


Now they were enjoying the catch of their trip to the grocery store.


“It will take an hour or so to simmer this down to tender and wonderful,” Celia said.


She turned the heat way down and took off her apron.


“If there’s any of that wine left, we could have some now.” 


Johnnie picked up the bottle, which was almost empty.


“No, we’ve got to break out the good stuff,” said Walt. That was his attitude about food and drink.


He headed for the wine cupboard. It wasn’t a fancy temperature-controlled wine cellar but served as a good place to store wine in the kitchen. You could get it quickly without making a pretentious show.


Celia wasn’t a connoisseur of wines like the snob set, but she liked what she called “the good Italian stuff” that came from Italy. Red wine went down smoother and left a nice warm feeling when it was more expensive.


As they got comfortable in the living room, Walt got to the point. “This arrangement is working fine for us. Is it working for you?”


“Well, I will give it another night, at least. If I stay, I’m going to have to pick up some more clothes to wear. I’m tired of wearing this outfit.  Besides, I do have to make some kind of arrangements with Sunny Glen about what I’m going to do. ”


Celia actually had given the new arrangement a lot of thought. She was hoping Sunny Glen would let her neighbor Helen take over her condo so she could have more work space for her genealogical research.


When Tom bought into the arrangement, the two units were sold as one, so the only change would be the occupant and that might be very temporary. She thought Helen would like the idea even if it turned out to be less than a long-term arrangement.


Before she discussed the proposed set-up with Johnnie and Walt, she wanted to talk it over with Helen. She would do that when she picked up her clothes.


Over the glass of wine, she brought up Sunny Glen again. “I was thinking about calling Sunny Glen, you know just check in with them. Maybe they have missed me, although I doubt it. But I decided to wait another day, so I could tell them in person when I pick up my clothes.”


Then they worked out the rules of the house, as the tempting aroma of simmering beef floated into the living room.


Walt was first to bring up a touchy issue that might raise some eyebrows. “Celia, you being a proper widow and all, living with a couple of bums like us, will that bother you?”


“First of all, you’re not bums. I don’t live with bums. Only first class guys. You two are the best part of this deal. I think of all the women my age  who would like to be in my shoes. That’s the least of my worries. I don’t care what people think. Let them. This is my life and yours. If you want me here, and I want to be here, what’s wrong with that?”


Celia had more practical things in mind. “We need to agree on how we’re going to divide the work around here. Stuff like: do your own laundry, change,  and make  your own bed.


“Oh, on second thought, everyone doesn’t have to make their bed—but if they don’t, they have to keep the door closed so I won’t have to look at the mess.


“I do the cooking, and you two do the dishes. We can all go shopping or take turns. Everyone gets his own time and space, so if you don’t feel like being around the others, you can go out by yourself to a movie or with other friends and who’s left won’t feel unloved.


“But we’ll always let each other know if we aren’t going to be home because that’s what this is about—caring for each other.


“Someday we may need the kind of assisted living Sunny Glen offers, but there’s no reason for any of us to be there now, except that we don’t want to live alone—we need the companionship. At these corporate-owned places, they advertise companionship, but how can a corporation know what kind of people have the common interests in their lives that make them friends, or even want to be friends?


“I’m also guessing there are other assisted living places that do a better job than Sunny Glen. We can’t ignore that we are going to get older, and most likely pretty damn sick before we die.


“But in most of these places, people have their own old friends, either who are still living at home or have moved to a retirement enclave of some sort. This means you meet people who don’t really want to see you, because they want to see their own friends.


“Usually you have nothing in common with the residents, unless it’s a religion-based place connected to a specific church. Even then, you may have nothing in common. If there’s emphasis on the religious angle and you’re not into it, well, its hard to embrace people who are trying to save your soul all the time.


“I’ve said a lot now, what do you guys think?”


“Sounds like my mantra,” said Johnnie, “On the practical financial side, I’ll pay for the household expenses. I have some money and that’s how I want to spend it. There are plenty of other ways we can spend your money, Walt, so don’t think you’re getting off easy. And you, too, Celia.” He didn’t want anyone to think Walt and Celia were his poor relatives because they weren’t.


“I’ve already begun thinking about what I can do to spend what I’ve got,” Walt said. “One of the first things we need to do put up a sign on the lawn that says, ‘Not Ready Yet For Assisted Living.’” They got a good laugh out of that.


“Isn’t that what we doing? Helping. Assisting. All the same, right?”


But Celia had run into the kitchen to save the bubbling beef tenderloin. It was the first meal she had cooked in a couple of years and she didn’t want it less than perfect.  And it wasn’t.

She began serving up the beef and noodles.   ``Come on, you guys, it’s time to eat.  The food is hot and ready.”


 When they sat down to dinner, the food and the company were as good as anyone could wish for.

                                                             Chapter Four


Even before his first cup of coffee, Walt liked to catch the morning news on Channel Six. He switched on the set in time to hear the weather forecast. Good news today. The rain had gone away and the weather guy promised sun by noon. Today was to be a typically cool spring day in the Bay Area.


For an even better reason, it was a good day because Celia was in the house. He knew she would be a valuable addition to the haphazard operation he and Johnnie kept.  He only hoped she would want to make the arrangement permanent.


The first outside person to see  Walt’s hand-painted Not Ready Yet sign, was Herbie, the postman, who arrived with the mail.  Walt was figuring out exactly where he would put it. He had worked on it yesterday.

            “Hi, there Mr. Walt. I’m reading this sign and trying to figure out what it means. Are you going to have a new garden or a new room?” Herbie always called him mister, since he had come from the South and it was the custom of African Americans there.  


“Oh, no,” Walt said. “We’re not going to change the garden or the house, except to add some flowers. We’re giving our version of assisted living a try. You see, we’re people who are rebelling against going into rest homes, assisted living, and those retirement complexes out in the burbs. We’re saying we are not ready yet. We are getting older and have a few health problems but we’re not ready yet. Maybe some day, but not now. We want our independence.”


Herbie grinned. “You said it, Mr. Walt. I’m not ready yet either, and never will be. I’m glad you told me about this because the neighbors will be asking me what it means. They’re a pretty nosy group.  They are asking me who that woman is who is visiting you, but I don’t gossip. I told them I don’t know and she must be a guest of the gentlemen, maybe a cousin or some other relative.”


Walt knew he was fishing for Celia’s name, but he wasn’t going to tell anyone who was here, let alone Herbie, who would have it all over the neighborhood in a matter of minutes.


Herbie looked over at the hedge that surrounded the house. “You know there’s a hole in the hedge over there where they can peek in.”


“Yeah, there is but that’s all right. Let them peek. We want to be accommodating neighbors. See you tomorrow.”


As he re-entered the kitchen, Walt stopped in his tracks. The television anchor was delivering the top news story:


“This morning we’re following the apparent kidnapping of a wealthy elderly resident of Sunny Glen, a nursing home in the East Bay’s exclusive Hillmont district. Police are saying the elderly woman was snatched as she left a movie theater near the home more than twenty four hours ago. Her abductors were described by police as two swarthy, sinister looking men in a sleek black sedan. Police are not disclosing the name of the woman pending notification of her family in the Midwest.   


“Little more is known about the kidnap, except that the woman may have been targeted for an ATM robbery since the Sunny Glen home is known as the favored retirement facility of wealthy families in the Bay Area. We’ll have more later in this broadcast.”


Walt was so shaken by the report, he had to sit down.


As the anchor was finishing his spiel, Celia appeared in the doorway. She was transfixed with the news.


“Lordie, Lordie,” she said quietly and collapsed into a chair at the kitchen table. “That’s me he’s talking about.” 

Walt nodded his head in silence. What could he say? There was no doubt the anchor  was talking about Celia, and about him and about Johnnie.  They were the swarthy, sinister-looking kidnappers.


Celia shouted at the television set: “What in the world is going on here, anyway? Kidnapped? My Lord, this is outrageous.” She closed her eyes tight and grimaced. “What do I do now? This is awful.”


Walt tried to remain calm, but he could feel his own anger building. He leaned over to put his arms around Celia. He wanted to console her, but couldn’t find the right words.


“Now, now, not to worry, we’ll straighten this out real fast,” he said. “We’ll call and ask for a retraction.” Even as he spoke, he knew they were hollow words that wouldn’t make Celia feel better. The harm had been done.


Then Johnnie came into the kitchen. He sensed that something was wrong.


“They’re saying Celia was kidnapped.”


“That’s me, you guys,” said Celia. “That’s me they’re talking about.” She was near hysteria. Celia was not one who wanted a spotlight on her life. Her role had been in the background of events and that’s where she wanted to stay.


Walt was staring at the Enquirer front page spread about the “kidnapping.”

“This is where they picked up the story,” Johnnie said, scanning the full page layout across the front page titled “BOLD KIDNAPPING.” There was a photo of two young women in the box office of the theater.


“Box office  saw victim shoved into getaway limo,” the  sub headline read.


“My Lord, this is ridiculous!” Walt said. “Those dimwitted bimbos at the theater made this stuff up.”


Celia sat down at the kitchen table and put her head down on her folded arms.


“I don’t see how all of them could get things so wrong,” she wailed.    


Johnnie put his hand on her shoulder. “We’ll work this out, Celia. Don’t be upset. This is so absurd I can’t believe it.”


“You have to move on this right away,” he said. “First things first. You have to call the police, the newspapers and Channel Six, and tell them you’re fine. It’s all been a big mistake. They may want to actually see you to be sure you’re not trying to protect the supposed kidnappers.”


He was talking very fast, something he always did when he got  excited. “It’s something you have to do. Tell them you came here because you want to stay with friends.”


Johnnie tried to calm himself down to show he could be in charge. It wasn’t helping Celia that he was acting so crazy.


“Just tell the truth, Celia. You also need to call Sunny Glen, tell them the story is wrong and that you are fine, you’re just in the company of good friends.” He tried to speak slowly.


But wait a minute. To a stranger, a cop or anybody who didn’t know them, this might look like a weird set up.


“You aren’t changing your mind, are you Celia? Do you still want to stay here?”


“I want to stay here more than ever,” she said. She was steady again as she raised her head and looked Johnnie square in the eye.


“Give me a couple of minutes to gather my thoughts,” said Celia. Then abruptly she broke into a chuckle and a whoop.


“The absurdity of this overwhelms me. I just don’t understand how people can do a dumb thing like this.”


Then she sat and read the Enquirer account about herself_ an “elderly” woman   demented  from Alzheimer’s_ shoved by two bad guys who were sinister and swarthy, and obviously criminals, into a fancy black sedan. The language suggested the car could have been stolen. Then they drove to an ATM machine, where they must have forced the elderly woman to withdraw her life savings. Then who knows what happened? Maybe they dumped her in an obscure alley or folded her up in the trunk of the car for later disposal?


“Call police headquarters first,” Johnnie was instructing Celia. “Here’s the number to call.” He knew all that cop stuff, and had written down the number on a slip of paper for her.


“Then call Sunny Glen, you know the number, and then the newspaper. It’s all been a terrible mistake, they can run a correction tomorrow.”


“I want it to be small,” said Celia plaintively.


Johnnie was so impatient  he dialed the police number himself and handed her the phone. Celia talked to an officer on the desk who took down her information. “This is Celia McGwire, also known as Catalina, the woman you say is missing and kidnapped. I’m not kidnapped like the television and newspapers reported. That stuff is all wrong and came from an erroneous report you made about my so-called disappearance. You have to tell the press the information was wrong and I’m fine.”


There was a hefty silence as the desk sergeant considered the caller’s anguish. He had to cover his tail on this one. The cops didn’t need another expensive lawsuit from an irate citizen.


“We’ll be sending Community Officer Jay Smith out to get a report,” he said. “Who are you with and what’s the address where Officer Smith can find you?”


“What’s the address here?” she asked Johnnie,  her hand cupped over the phone. He shouted into the instrument over her shoulder, “32 Montague Circle, off High Avenue. It’s the home of old time family friends, Johnnie Hirsch and Walt Lee who will vouch that she’s okay.”


“Did you hear that?” Celia asked the officer. “Yep,” he replied and repeated the address.


“Give me the names and spelling of the names of your friends, and we’ll be sending Officer Smith out to see you all. He’ll get to the bottom of things, I assure you.”


Next she called Sunny Glen’s sign-out desk. No one was answering, but there was a recorder. She messaged: “This is Celia McGwire, I am visiting friends for a few days and forgot to sign out.” She didn’t mention the news reports. They may not have read or heard them being so out of the mainstream.


Satisfied that she had done what she could on those two problems, she called the Oaktown Enquirer. “I guess I want the news department,” she said hesitantly.


“City desk,” a male voice answered abruptly.


“I’m calling to say your story on page one that seems to be about me is wrong. I was not kidnapped. My name is Celia McGwire and I left Sunny Glen because I wanted out of there and I am staying with friends.”


The city editor thought for a minute. He was suspicious. “If you are being held without your permission, just say ‘yes,’  he whispered into the phone.


Celia replied firmly, “No, I am not being held by anyone against my wishes. I left the rest home because I don’t belong in Sunny Glen. Okay? I’m perfectly fine, just not happy at all living in assisted living. I want to be on my own. Now please run a correction, and make it small.”


He still thought it sounded suspicious and needed more investigation. “Have you notified police?” he asked. “Yes, I just did,” Celia said.


“Okay, we may send someone out to see you, just to make sure you’re okay,” he said in a softer tone.  She figured the reporter would never find her, but she didn’t know the press usually worked closely with the police, and could find her name and address on an official report.


The city editor rushed into the editor’s office. “Hey, Boss, as it turns out, this was not a kidnap after all, but it’s still a good story,” he said holding the front page so he could see it.


The editor looked cross. “Oh, yeah? What do you mean  by ‘after all?’” 


He hated bloopers. Especially on the front page, in a story written by his own staff. When there was a major goof, competing media became sanctimonious and holier-than-thou, just like they never made a mistake. 


He didn’t want the publisher angry at the news desk for going with a story like this, especially on the front page. Maybe it should have been buried the first day. Let the opposition get the story. It was too late for that now. He’d go with a Plan B.


The story was getting a big response. Readers were sending a flood of emails and phone calls, commenting on the kidnapping crime wave now attacking senior citizens. The courts should put these people in jail for life, most were saying.


The city editor would try to save the story somehow.


“Yeah, so it’s not a kidnapping. It’s an even better story, Boss. This is a Runaway Senior,” he said. The editor looked up. He was interested. “Yeah, tell me about it.”


“Remember that woman who was the Runaway Bride? A while back. Well, here’s a feisty old lady who says she’s not going to live in one of those rest homes until she’s damn ready. She’s healthy and in her right mind, and doesn’t need or want to be there, so she’s run away to be with her friends.


He mused, “Reminds me of my own mother, this independent McGwire woman, a damn good Irish lass that one.  Got a mind of  her own. She’s over sixty, so she’s what we call a late boomer. This will make a great boomer story. There’s a lot of ‘em not ready for rest homes. 


“Know how we’ve been saying the new sixties are the old forties? People are living longer, working longer and staying in good health years more because of the good stuff going on in medicine. This McGwire runaway looks like it could be the beginning of a boomer rebellion.”


“That’s a great angle,” said the editor chewing on a toothpick. “Gets us out of an awkward fix, too. We can keep this story going since police are the ones who called it kidnap. A Runaway Senior? Yeah, I like it.” he said nodding his head.


“Write something like this: ‘Here’s a story we’re happy to be wrong about. It’s about a courageous woman, not a kidnap victim, who is trying to live independently, with friends who happen to be male, where she has the freedom to do as she pleases.’


“Take a photographer and get out there. Make sure we get it right this time, though, for gawd’s sake. Be sure to check that she’s not a cuckoo, know what I mean?”


“Dammit, impress on the reporter that we have to do diligence on this one. She could be batty, a total nutcake. We have to make sure she’s okay. This is the first time we’ve actually seen and talked with the woman.”


The police and the media arrived at Johnnie’s place at almost the same time.


Officer Smith had brought along a buddy cop, even younger than him. The first reporters to get there were from Channel Six and the Enquirer. More media was arriving by the minute. Police took precedence over press, according to protocol. Officer Smith rang the bell and Johnnie opened the door. 

“Johnnie Hirsch,” he said, extending his hand for a friendly introduction. They shook hands, entered the foyer and closed the door behind them. “She’ll be out to talk to you in a little bit,” Johnnie said.


“Looks like we’ve got a crowd here, already,” Johnnie said,  referring  to the television cameras and reporters gathering outside


“Come on in,” he told Officer Smith, “It should only take a few minutes to clear up what is actually not even a mole hill made into a mountain, and, not to be rude, but it’s no one’s business outside this circle of friends.”


“We only want to do our job and make sure Ms. McGwire is all right,” said Smith. 

“Yes, we understand,” said Johnnie and ushered them in.


Celia and Walt joined the officers, and all sat down in the living room.


“Why don’t you tell us all about it?” Smith began.


“Well, it was nothing, really,” said Celia. “I just wanted to get out of Sunny Glen for a while. They have a lot of rules that infringe on my freedom, and I wanted to get out and spend a couple of nights out of the place.”


“But there was nothing like abuse at the assisted living facility?”


“Heavens no. Like I said, there are just too many rules and I need my freedom to do what I like.”


“So you’re here by your own free will and not being held captive?”


“Absolutely not, in fact, I’m very happy here.”


At that point, Walt leaned in and looked at Officer Smith: “Are you the cop who wrote in your report that Johnnie here, and me were swarthy and sinister looking?”


Officer Smith answered: “Yes, Sir. I was the one who wrote that.”


“Where did you get the idea that we were swarthy?”


“That’s what the young ladies in the box office said about you two. You were the male individuals who picked up Ms. McGwire in front of the theater. That was correct, wasn’t it?”


“That was us all right,” said Walt. “But I want to hear about us being swarthy. I think you got it wrong. Let me explain, You see, I wonder if you were taught about words and their meanings in the school you attended. When someone is swarthy, he could be a couple of things. Like someone could be dark and sinister.”


“Yes, Sir,  that’s right.” He sat up very straight on the edge of his chair.


Walt quickly responded, “But a person could also be a very red skinned, sunburned person from being in the sun all the time, like cowboys and fishermen. And they aren’t sinister just because they have red necks. I’m sure you’ve heard of rednecks.”


“Yes Sir, I have.”


“So swarthy could mean dark and sinister or rednecked, couldn’t it?”


“Yes, Sir.”


“What I want to know is if you were thinking of the former or the latter?”


“I am pretty sure I was thinking of the former, if it was the one you say describes something dark and sinister.”


“Exactly,” said Walt. “I wonder why anyone would think dark means sinister?”


“I don’t really know, Sir. But that’s what the young ladies in the box office said.”


“But they didn’t say sinister, did they? That’s what you deduced from their use of the word. You see, you were assuming that figure of speech from what they said.”


Celia and Johnnie could hardly keep a straight face. Celia felt like laughing out loud and would have, had she not worried the cops might get angry. Too bad for the nice young cop. Next time he would be more precise in his reports.


“Now look at Johnnie Hirsch and me, Walt Lee, would you say we are sinister and swarthy?” Walt asked the officer.


“Well, Sir, I think I get the difference now. It was the mistake of the women in the box office, I think, if you’ll excuse me.”


Walt was not finished. “See that lady sitting over there?” he asked the officer, nodding in the direction of Celia.


“Does she seem to you to be demented?”


“Not at all, Sir.”


“How would you describe her age, generally, like would you say she’s in her mid-sixties, mid-seventies or mid-eighties?”


“I would judge her to be about sixty years old, Sir.”


“Do you think a person sixity years old is elderly?”


“No, Sir, I guess I got some stuff wrong about her and I would like to apologize right now. I hope she’ll accept my apology.”


Celia replied politely, “Consider it done, Officer.”


Then Officer Smith stood and faced Celia, “I’m here to take you home to Sunny Glen,” he said.


Celia waited a long minute. “I’m not going.” she said. That was all.


There was a silence as the officers looked at each other. Johnnie and Walt looked at each, too.


“This is my home,” Celia said. “Thank you for caring about my safety, but I’m staying right here with my friends, Johnnie and Walt.”


Johnnie knew that legally the police couldn’t force her to leave.


The officers were privately convinced the two guys were not kidnappers, but weren’t sure now how to proceed.


“You can go now,” Johnnie finally said. “Just write down that the woman chose not to go back to Sunny Glen. No abduction. No laws broken. Case dismissed.”


Officer Smith’s buddy rose to leave.


“Thank you both,” Celia said and went into the kitchen. The officers exchanged puzzled glances and headed for the door.
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Outside, the press people had continued to gather.


The officers declined to comment to the press, except to say,“She’s not going back to the rest home. You can take it from there,” Smith said to them.


Johnnie decided Celia should meet the reporters outside. “Just tell them what you told the cops,” he said. “And no more. That’s all I can advise.”


Celia felt good about that. Now that she had straightened out the police, she thought she could handle anything.


When she stepped out onto the porch, the press folks moved in and the camera lights went on. Some neighbors had gathered outside the hedge around the house. They were curious about what was happening on their quiet street. They figured it was about that woman they had seen going in and out of the house. Every parking place on the street was taken, and this was the middle of the day, when most residents were at work.


The word quickly spread that the woman who was kidnapped was the woman who brought all the press out.


Inside the tall hedge beyond where the neighbors eavesdropped, the press conference got underway.


“How would you describe your kidnapping?” one reporter shouted.


“I would describe it as a huge mistake—the police had it wrong,” Celia answered. “Probably an innocent mistake. But a big mistake, a loony one, if you want to know the truth. This was never a kidnapping in any way shape or form. I left Sunny Glen because I wanted to get out of that place. Simple as that. It’s a great place for people who need special care when they get sick or old. But I’m not old or sick, I’m only sixty-seven and feeling great. Maybe better than some of you do.” She smiled and so did they. This was going well, she thought. In fact, she was enjoying herself.


The reporters were scribbling in heir notebooks as fast as they could and the cameras were zeroing in on her. She was hoping they would get it right this time. If they did, it would be worth all this fuss. They were in a tizzy, and she was the calmest of all. And if they got it wrong again? She didn’t want to think about that.


“Let me tell about what’s going on. Only a couple of years ago I was a baby boomer, and now you are characterizing me as an elderly senior citizen. What we’re doing here at this house is helping each other survive a little longer, and we don’t like the insults and mischaracterizations that are used to describe people of our age. Please let us be ourselves and live our lives the way we want to.”


“Did anyone physically abuse or neglect you at Sunny Glen?” a reporter asked. 


“Not at all, ever,” Celia said. “It wasn’t about that kind of thing at all. I didn’t want to be there, that’s all. It’s an institution with all kinds of rules and regulations that take away my freedom to live as I want to.


“Just let us be ourselves. I would also urge you to consider that this is a private arrangement, privately financed, not with one penny of government money, and I feel this extensive coverage is an invasion of my privacy in the pursuit of happiness.”


Her speech left some of them scrambling for more pictures.


“So would you describe yourself as a Runaway Senior?” asked the Enquirer reporter.


Celia paused for a moment to think about the question. “Someone could say that. It’s certainly catchy from your point of view. A runaway possibly, but not in the context of senior. It was more of a walk-away. I know you want a story, but this is not one, guys. Sorry about that.” 
But the reporters continued to ask questions.


“Do you find it a little unseemly for a woman your age to be living with two men who are not related to you?” a mature looking woman reporter asked.


Celia had been waiting for a Bimbo to ask that question, but it was a fuddy-duddy woman.


“Not in the least,” she said. “I see nothing unseemly or in bad taste to have good friends of the opposite sex sharing a living arrangement similar to a cooperative rooming house. Your question implies something tawdry is taking place here, which I consider close to a slander on all our reputations in this community.” The question had angered her and she didn’t want to lose her cool.


Another woman reporter seemed the most thoughtful of the bunch, “What is it specifically you don’t you like about assisted living places? Don’t you think they serve a good purpose?”


Celia appreciated the chance to explain: “Thank you for that question. I’ve thought about this a lot. I belonged there when my husband was alive and needed the care I couldn’t provide. I wanted to be there with him. But after he died, I was very lonely.


“You can be lonely even in a place with more than a hundred people, because they are just like you, wanting to be with the ones they love most, not with strangers. 

“I have lots of friends I want to see_ more than I have time for_and I don’t need to make new friends, especially if all we’re going to talk about is aches and pains and all the medicines we take and whether we got a good night’s sleep.


“That conversation doesn’t interest me as much as what they think about what’s going on in the world, the country or our very own city, where the crime rate is high and the schools are low performing. But they don’t know about those important things and don’t want to talk about them, anyway; they don’t follow the news of the world or even their own community. Unless, of course, there’s a kidnapping, real or imagined, in their neighborhood. Only a few of them have computers and use them.


“And that’s not all,” Celia continued, “I don’t want anyone to tell me what time I have to eat dinner or lunch, or sit in a common dining room day after day. I like to cook my own creations in my own kitchen.


“I hope it won’t shock you to learn that I like to have a martini before dinner and wine with my dinner. I can’t do any of those things at an assisted living place. Besides, this house is also an assisted living place. We help each other here.”


A young male reporter spoke up. “Have you thought about moving to a senior citizens retirement community where you could be with people your age? I’m pretty sure you can have drinks there.”


“That’s fine if that’s what you want. It so happens I loved the house I lived in. When my husband was alive he would never have moved to a senior community because we both loved being with people of all ages. That’s the way it ought to be, not everyone separated by age and economic status.


“Let me explain. I taught fourth graders for most of my life. I want to have friends who are four years old and who are six. And sixteen and sixty and eighty. I want to watch little guys learning to ride bikes, talk to them about their schools and be friends with their parents, who are the age of my child and grandchild, who live far away.


“I want to talk to young families and know their concerns  and where their  favorite restaurants are and what they learn on the Internet. That will keep me in touch with the world the way it is. I don’t want to live in a tightly controlled bubble.”


She saw the reporters were scribbling like fury on their notepads.


The lady sure didn’t seem like a victim of any sort and her view of life made a lot of sense. Not only that, she spoke honestly and didn’t try to dodge  their questions.


Finally, they stopped asking questions.


“Thanks for listening to my rant,” she said, turning to go inside. “Please don’t call me Catalina. My name is Celia.”


“Good luck, Celia,” one shouted. Others joined in.


She closed the door behind her and leaned the back of her head against it.


Johnnie and Walt were standing in the foyer. They had listened to the entire exchange.


“That was great, Celia. Good job,” they agreed. The three went into the kitchen and sat at the table. They were relieved that the hardest part of the day seemed to be behind them.


“Now we’ll see what they write about all this,” said Johnnie. “You could become famous over this, Celia. Did you ever consider that?”


“I just told the truth, like you said. That’s all I know how to do. You know I’m not looking for attention but know what? It felt really good, getting all that truth out there. I actually had fun.”


Both Johnnie and Walt were surprised at the change in their friend’s demeanor. Celia suddenly seemed different than her semi-shy self.


“Are you really sure you want to stay?” asked Johnnie.


“You keep asking me that. I couldn’t be more sure than I am,” said Celia.


“Don’t ask me that one more time, hear?” she said wagging her finger.. But she was smiling.


“Look at me. I’m as happier than I’ve been in a long time.”  If she had any tension before the press conference, it was gone now.


“Let’s get on with our lives. We can start by going to the nursery.” And she began writing down what she wanted to buy there. Lavender. Daisies. Soil conditioner. 

Chapter Five


Celia woke up earlier than usual the next morning. She couldn’t wait to see what the newspapers did with her press conference. Would they tell the truth this time? She had tried to be honest with the reporters. Would they be honest in their reporting?


Still in her pajamas and hair uncombed, she peeked out the front door and sure enough, the papers were there: The New York Times, The San Francisco Bulletin and the Oaktown Enquirer. She scooped them into her arms and took them to the kitchen.


She opened the Enquirer first. The story wasn’t at the top of the page, but  was on page one.


“Lordie, Lordie, they’ve done it again.” Celia muttered under her breath, “I can’t believe these people.” She wasn’t happy.


“Runaway Senior Won’t Return to Rest Home.” It was a big headline across the bottom of the page followed by a smaller one, “Police Can’t Arrest Her.”


Celia thought hard. These headlines were right but they were wrong. She hadn’t anticipated the big deal they made out of it. Not only that, there was a terrible picture of her alongside the story. What happened to her request that a small correction would be appreciated? This treatment simply escalated the kidnapping accounts.


It was awful. She just sat staring at the paper.


Later after reading the whole story, she decided it wasn’t  all bad. That reporter Jake tried to do it right. At least he told her story.


She was portrayed as a strong-headed senior who wasn’t going to go quietly into the night or into assisted living. Instead she was going to live with a couple of old friends, who happened to be men who liked to tipple a few.


So, that was okay, but what she does is nobody’s business but her own. Especially when she isn’t using public money.


That’s what these media people don’t seem to understand. They don’t respect privacy or don’t give a hoot, because their job is about digging up good stories, not protecting people’s rights.


The San Francisco Bulletin had a shorter story in its On The Bay section, telling a story about this free-wheeling elderly senior  named Celia McGwire.


The Times had nothing on it but she didn’t expect them to cover anything so silly as a Runaway Senior. Not when they had wars, famine,  and Washington politics to write about.


When she heard Walt rustling about, she ducked back into her bedroom. She would take a shower and get dressed. That would give him a chance to read the papers and get coffee going.


Like many people, Celia did some of her best thinking in the shower, letting the warm stream of water relax every muscle. Maybe she shouldn’t have held a press conference. And maybe she shouldn’t have been so honest. But wasn’t that what she was trying to do? Set the record straight.


She knew nothing about how to run a press conference. It was the first time she had ever appeared before a bunch of reporters taking down every word she said. The closest thing was speaking to fourth graders in a classroom. She smiled at that. In more ways than one, talking to reporters was like talking to fourth graders.


What the newspapers had to say about her press conference was tame compared to the Internet accounts that were being sent all over the world.


Almost every Web news site nationwide had a story about the Runaway Senior.


On the Web, Celia was featured as a naughty senior citizen in a daring escapade. A spunky 67-year-old lady who moved in with two old boyfriends so she could drink wine, enjoy gourmet food and live independent of the rules of assisted living places.


One headlined the story, “Grannie Wants Her Martini.” Other headlines: “Grandma in Rebellion. ” “Don’t Fence Her In. ”  “Grannie Wants to Rock.”


They described her as a friend to aging baby boomers, a gutsy woman in good health who looked pretty good for her advanced age.


There was a photo, too, another unflattering one of Celia McGwire. The stories were hyped up to catch the eye of the voyeur. There were suggestive parts that questioned why she would want to live with two men. One would not be enough for her lusty sex drive?


Considering how the story was handled, it was fortunate for Celia that she never checked for news on the Web.  She missed the sordid play her story got in cyber space.


She learned about the Web stories from her daughter Margie in faraway Columbus later that morning. 
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Margie was working at her desk as a city planning administrator. At forty-six, she was a hard working Mom who believed every child should have a pushy mother like herself.


She was the high achieving product of  her education-minded parents. Celia and Tom McGwire. A teacher mother and a successful father was a winning combination.


Work the system, they had taught Margie. Whatever happens, learn to make it work for you. Something like making lemonade if life gives you a lemon.


Margie had become the consummate baby boomer. Smart, aggressive, focused, organized. She had waited until she was almost foty to begin trying for a baby. When she hit forty-two, with help from some hormone shots, she had Amy, who became the perfect child. As the baby of baby boomers, nothing was too good for Amy.


Margie had figured out the complex childcare system and got her our-year-old into a top-of-the-line preschool that cost four hundred  bucks a month. The school was good for many reasons, one being that they would keep a child even if she had a cold. As a result, the kids exchanged cold germs lavishly. There were lots of colds. The theory was they would inoculate themselves from each different germ. Margie liked this because she wouldn’t have to keep Amy out of school if she only had a runny nose.


There was a waiting list as long as your arm because kids who graduated were assured admittance to the best private elementary schools in Columbus. Margie was saving money for the even higher tuition that would be needed. She was pinched trying to pay the on-going costs and save for the future ones.


But it was worth it. She had convinced her husband Warren, that Amy would be admitted some day to one of the best colleges in the country.


Margie paid for all this out of her salary, which was good  but barely covered all her expenses. At the end of the month  there wasn’t much left.


Having such a good cause kept her going on stressful days, when it seemed the world’s most demanding people streamed into the city planning department to complain about some trivial thing. She always explained they could read simple instructions on how to file a complaint on the city’s Web site but most of the people didn’t own computers or know how to use them.


Still, that was part of her job and she did it well, smiling most of the time.


Personally, she never had time to read Web sites and didn’t want to. Her office colleagues usually checked out various news sites.


That morning, her assistant, Jennie, popped her head into Margie’s office.


“You may want to check this out. There’s a story out of San Francisco about some woman your Mom’s age on the Internet.”


“What’s it about?” Margie answered without taking her eyes off the page of the report she was working on.


“There’s this woman who is a Runaway Senior. Remember the Runaway Bride? Well, this woman doesn’t want to stay in this rest home, or an assisted living place. So she ran away and moved in with a couple of old guys. Take a look.” Jennie waited for Margie’s reaction. She was sure it was Margie’s mother, but wanted her to see the stories for herself.


Margie was still looking at her report. But then she looked up at Jennie. “Show me what you’re talking about.”


Jennie helped her get to the Web site with the worst of the stories.


The story was being played big, and there was a terrible photo of her mom. There could be no mistake. The person in the photo was identified as Celia McGwire.


“Oh, my gawd.” She bent close to the computer. “I can’t believe this. What is going on out there in California?”


She certainly didn’t like the idea of her mother’s picture being on the Internet with a sleazy story about a questionable living arrangement she had with two men. The names were familiar from when she was growing up, but living with them was another thing. She only remembered  they were about her parents age and had been friends for years.


My Lord, what is Mom thinking of anyway? I knew she hasn’t been happy at Sunny Glen since Dad died, but this is outrageous. And she’s always been so sensible. She was muttering under her breath.


What to do? Call Warren, of course. He would know.


She called him at his office on the family-only cell phone, the one phone Warren always picked up when it rang. “Hi, Sweetheart, what’s up?”


“I hope you’re sitting down because I have some awful news,” she paused. “Mom has moved out of Sunny Glen and into the same house as those men friends of hers, Johnnie Hirsch and Walt Lee. I don’t really know that much about them, but the Web makes it sound like something x-rated is going on.


“The newspapers and television are calling her the Runaway Senior. Making it a very big deal. You know like that whacko who was a Runaway Bride a while back, remember?”


Warren was stunned. “Wow, this is weird. First, I don’t understand why this is news if it’s true. Did she ever talk to you about running away?”


“No, but she was always knocking the way they run the place. She didn’t really get upset until after Daddy died, so maybe it’s just another stage in the grief process. I don’t really know, but I have to go there right away. Don’t you think so?”


She tried to sound calm, but she was churning inside and her heart was racing.


“The stuff I’ve read said Mom didn’t want to live in a rest home until she is sick and dying. Some of the stuff on the Web is positively lurid.”


“This is so bizarre. Did she ever tell anyone else or hint to you that she was about to make a move?”


“Not that I know of, but you know we don’t talk on the phone that often.”


“You know, you’ll have to get on a red-eye flight tonight. I can take care of Amy, so that’s okay. It does sound a little strange she didn’t say anything to us about all this. Do you think her mind is okay? Know what I mean?”


“Oh, no, she’s fine. I’m sure she didn’t know it was going to be a big news story. I guess it wouldn’t be a story if there weren’t all these boomers like us, who are getting older,” said Margie.


“In some ways, I can’t believe Mom is so naïve. Apparently this story became ‘legitimate’ when the police said she had been kidnapped by a couple of unsavory guys as she left a theater. That’s what got the press interested in the story. They had it wrong, though. Then she turned up living with these guys, and said there had been no kidnapping and she wasn’t going back to Sunny Glen.


“Then she held a press conference to explain the truth. Lord knows why she did that. It sure doesn’t sound like my quiet and calm mother, but there it is: she’s the big news of the day.”


Margie was frantic. “I’ll phone and tell her I’m coming. Someone at Sunny Glen has to know where these guys live. I may have to call the police. Oh, dear, I just don’t know what to think.”


She was already jotting down numbers she would have to call to get on a flight out of Columbus. Jet World flew at night. She would need to rent a car when she got to Oaktown and reserve a room at the Claridge.


Margie had no intention of staying in the house where those two guys were shacking up with her mother. It was disgusting. Even though it was short notice, she was confident she could get permission from her boss to take a few days off for a family emergency.


Warren tried to reassure her. “Not to worry, Honey. When you get there and reason with her, you can straighten out what’s wrong there at Sunny Glen,” said Warren. He was good at strategy.


“As I recall, your family had an advance arrangement where you put in money to guarantee a spot for yourself when the time comes,” said Warren. ”That’s the way it’s legally set up, I think.”


Margie replied: “Well, there was another thing wrong in this story. At least I hope it was wrong. They said Mom might be in the early stages of Alzheimer’s and had wandered, not run, away. I had never heard that before.”


“That would be a terrible thing, if she really does have that disease. You have to check that out, and the only way is to go there. Lord, I hope she doesn’t have it, but if she does, she  definitely should be in Sunny Glen where they can watch her carefully and make sure she doesn’t wander off. You also want to check on those two guys. You don’t really know them except as names your mother has mentioned often.”


“She’s never shown any signs of dementia. When I’ve talked to her on the phone, she sounds rational and, you know, talks about the usual crackpot California stuff.”


Margie dug out her mom’s cell phone number and placed a call.


As usual, the phone was not on. She had to call Celia’s Sunny Glen apartment. The voicemail kicked in.


“Call me, it’s Margie. I’m coming for a visit and will be there tomorrow. I want to talk to you about these stories about you on the Web.”


Then Margie called Ms. Branster’s room number at Sunny Glen. She knew the woman from past visits there. She wasn’t answering either.


“It’s like all of California is on voice mail.” Margie was getting agitated. She could be in California before getting any answers.
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 Meanwhile, back in Hillmont, California, the infamous trio had no idea of what awaited them. They faithfully read the morning papers and watched the television news. But they rarely went to the Web to get news of the day so they were unaware that the story had reached Midwestern Columbus.


They hadn’t seen any of the Web stories or the sensational versions about the Runaway Senior. Later that morning, a friendly neighbor who was a blogger phoned Walt to ask if he had seen the Web’s stories. After reading some of the more sensational accounts, Walt decided maybe Celia would be better off not reading them. She was unsettled enough with what was in the newspapers.


It had startled Celia to see herself on page one again. She had believed the press conference was not really news because all she did was tell the truth about what happened, and that was not really news, as far as she knew.


For Celia, who had no desire to be center stage in any situation, the experience was surreal. Suddenly, she was thrust from anonymity into celebrity.


Her name had never been in any publication before, except that time when she was mentioned as Teacher of the Year in a PTA newsletter.


Now she, the anonymous Celia McGwire, was making national news. She couldn’t believe this was happening to her.


But here was the biggest surprise of all. She liked the attention she was getting even if some of it wasn’t good. People were listening to what she had to say.


Being sixty-seven was turning out to be okay.


Aging boomers, with the imminent prospect of their own sixty-plus birthdays, were hailing her remarks with emails and phone calls to their local newspapers and television stations. There were plenty of others out there who agreed with what she was doing.


To be sure there were those from assisted living homes who accused her of typecasting all of them with a single example.


There were also comments from residential assisted living places that are smaller centers for elderly independence. She was informed that in California there was the Ombudsman state-funded watchdog program that oversees the performance of residential care centers. These were all good institutions, but not the totally private independent living advocated by Celia, Walt and Johnnie.


As she looked at the newspaper for the umpteenth time, she thought the photo of her was grossly unflattering.


Celia asked Walt, who was busy fixing breakfast, “Is this a good picture of me?” She shoved the front page under his nose. He looked at it.


“You’re better looking in person,” he said. Always tactful Walt. “It’s not really a good photo.” He busied himself with the orange juice.


Walt was being nice, she really wasn’t better looking. At least that’s what Celia thought.


“Maybe it will make you feel better to know Herbie, you know that’s the postman, said the neighbors want you to know they aren’t ready yet either, and want to help you get liberated. They read about it after one of them went to the Web and saw all that stuff about the Runaway Senior.”


“Oh that’s nice,” she answered. She was still thinking about the photograph.


She tried to forget it but her eyes kept going back to it. Then she went to her bathroom, turned the lights on bright and looked in the mirror. There was a sixty-seven year old woman in there.


It’s the hair, she decided. The color was okay, but it  hung limply in a ponytail. It had been quite a while since she had it cut. In fact, she couldn’t remember when she last had a haircut.


The hair had no style; it just hung there. She had to laugh at herself for that. She wasn’t sure she wanted to cut it short. Maybe it should be shoulder length. The ponytail was definitely out. She knew it was very retro for teenagers, but not right for someone her age.


Then there was the face. Celia looked at it critically. Not a lot of wrinkles, for which she was grateful, but it was all one color, bland, no definition. She never wore makeup.


She definitely was a fixer-upper, like an old house that has a lot of history but needs a new paint job and some fresh landscaping.


It was time to actually go to that spa. Get a facial and some makeup advice. Get her hair styled to suit her. That’s what women do.


As an elementary school teacher, there was no need to dress up, wear makeup and have trendy hairdos. Kids were always on her lap or tugging on her clothes with their sticky hands. They loved her as is, no need to look any better. They always told her she was pretty and snuggled against her.


But she wasn’t a teacher any more.


She went to her bedside table where there was a phone book and looked up the number of the Hotel Claridge spa. She jotted down a list of questions as the phone rang.


“Can I help you? This is Heavenly Waters Spa.” It was a woman with a syrupy voice.


“Do you do hair styling, facials, and makeup?” Celia asked. “Yes, Madame Yvette and Monsieur Leland are available most days of the week. When would you like to come in?”


Celia picked Friday, three days away. She didn’t want to sound too eager.


Then there were clothes to think about. She was still wearing the same red and black getup. She hadn’t been back to Sunny Glen to get her stuff.


“This outfit is tired, and wants to retire,” she said looking into the full-length mirror. She didn’t want to wear any of the clothes in that closet at Sunny Glen. They were unpleasant reminders of her experience there.


There was one good thing about Sunny Glen, her friendship with Helen. She had to have lunch with her and tell her what had been going on. She would ask Helen to gather up the clothes in the closet and give them to some organization. Or maybe she would go through them herself first. Actually, there were a couple things that were okay.


“Go shopping for new clothes,” she wrote. That was something she hadn’t done for about three years. She had always liked to paw through store racks of clothes, but rarely bought anything other than a necessity.


Not because of money. There had always been more than enough. Basically, she was a     child of the depression whose parents  had taught her to be thrifty.


If you don’t need it, don’t buy it was the rule. In that way, she was a lot like Walt, who came to her door about then. It was ajar, but he knocked. Walt was always the gentleman. He called out to Celia:


“Your daughter called the manager at the Sunny Glen place and she’s arriving tomorrow morning. She left a message. Can I give them the address here?”


“Oh sure,” Celia said.


After all, at forty-six, Margie was only a few years away from the very thing she was talking about. Celia knew how fast those years go by.


Margie should be happy to see she’s doing something about the problems generations to come will face in becoming seniors. She was glad Margie was coming to see her, but wondered about the emergency nature of her visit.

((

When she arrived by cab  the next morning, Margie looked like she had been drawn through a knothole. As flights go, it was all right. On time, not too crowded, but she was wakeful all night, thinking about her mother’s situation.


Ding-dong. The doorbell sang out and Celia, who was waiting for her arrival, opened the front door. It was Margie on the porch.


Margie had one small suitcase, which Celia quickly grabbed and brought inside. It was very light, indicating she wouldn’t be staying long.


Then she gave her a nice long, warm hug. She loved her child dearly, even if there were times when she didn’t understand her.


They came into the living room where Walt and Johnnie were standing just inside the kitchen door, apparently poised to retreat out the back door, if that became necessary.


“This is wonderful, Honey, getting this unexpected visit.” She figured Margie was on business and her visit was just an incidental.


But Margie made her purpose clear immediately.


“We read about you on the Internet, and so did the rest of the world. You should have told us you were going to make this problem you have with Sunny Glen into a big publicity stunt. What is this all about, anyway?” Margie’s words were simmering with anger.


“It’s no big deal, believe me. All I’m trying to do is stay out of assisted living as long as I can. Johnnie and Walt and I think it’s the pits to live that way. And we think a lot of Baby Boomers who are turning sixty should be considering alternative ways of living, the way we are.”


“Yes I know,” Margie answered. “I saw it on the Internet. But I still don’t understand moving in with a couple of guys. It just sounds so bizarre for you, Mom, you know, at your age and all.” Margie was about to burst into tears.


Celia was dumbfounded. She had expected _or hoped__ that Margie would like the idea, being a younger person and a Boomer.


Margie’s brow was moving into a deep disapproving frown. “Mom, you don’t understand. You can’t live with a couple of men like this. It looks real bad, don’t you see that?”


“I think you need to come in here,” she said, beckoning Johnnie and Walt to come into the living room. “We’re having a conversation about our living arrangement that you need to be part of.” They came in and sat down quietly, apparently willing to let Celia do the talking.


Celia had a ready answer for Margie’s question about the propriety of the living arrangement.


She told Margie, “No I don’t. What I see is a couple of my best friends making room for me in this beautiful house, and all of three of us enjoying each other’s company. There’s nothing wrong going on. We’re all independent in many regards; we go our separate ways at times, and share the work load. I like to cook and garden, they like to shop, drive me around, and do the heavy lifting around here. They do their own laundry.  The big expenses are paid by Johnnie  but in part by Walt.  I do my share too.”


Margie moved closer to her Mom. She took hold other hand. “Mom, Sweetheart, it sounds just great. But why couldn’t it have been with two lady friends? Then nobody would talk trash about you.”


“Let them say whatever. It so happens that my best friends are these guys, Johnnie and Walt. There certainly is nothing sexy happening, if that’s what worries you. It also so happens my woman friends are in assisted living, or have moved out of town to retirement communities, or some other place for old people.


“I don’t want to be around a single age group. I have always been friends with children and there are no children in those senior places.”


Margie wasn’t moved. ”Have you thought about your financial situation at Sunny Glen? You have an investment there, you know. Dad paid a lot of money to provide a secure future for you. You don’t seem to comprehend the implications.”


“Let me explain. You’re the one that needs to understand what this is all about. Let me e .  When the time comes and I need assisted living, or life in the slow lane in a retirement community, I’ll go there. It isn’t that I won’t accept the rules of Sunny Glen when they apply to my medical condition. Meanwhile, I have a plan for use of the condo until I’m ready. I’ll let you know about it after I work out the details.”


“It’s a lot of money to put at risk,” said Margie earnestly. “Warren and I would feel better if we could become your guardians, at least of your financial affairs. We can set up a guardian arrangement while I’m here. You have to be careful about over-spending and becoming a victim. There are zealous sales people who prey on the elderly. It wouldn’t hurt to have us in charge of your financial affairs.”


Celia was blown away by what she heard. Was Margie suggesting she was incompetent? Or what? Turn over her financial affairs to Margie? No way.


“No thanks, Sweetie, I know you mean well, but that won’t be necessary.” Celia tried to remain cool but she was feeling upset.  ``Try to understand that I feel, well, insulted, by what you’re saying to me. You act as though I was not in control of my life or worse, myself. Let me assure you, I’m completely competent to take care of my affairs. Is it your inheritance you’re worried about?   When I die, most of the estate will go to you. Now do you understand? Please, Sweetheart, don’t worry.   


There was an awkward silence.


“I didn’t mean to step on you, Mom, but we are worried. In some ways you aren’t yourself anymore, you know, the way you always have been. I have to be honest.”


“Well, let me be honest, too. I am different. I’m not that old self anymore. You’re right about that. We change during our lives, and I’m changing how I think about many important things, like how I want to live the rest of my life. I want you to feel that way when you’re my age, too.


“Since I’m not going to live forever, I want the years I have left to be filled doing things I’ve always wanted to do. It’s true I’ve always been compliant and non-assertive, but that’s changing, too.”


Celia tried to calm down. She didn’t want to be angry with Margie, not ever, and certainly not over money.

           “Think about yourself, Margie and when you become 60. That will come sooner than you think. Amy will be twenty-two when you’re my age. She’ll be graduating from college and thinking about going to grad school to get a masters degree or a doctorate. Top jobs will be scarcer and you’ll be having fun being at the top of your game.


“You’ll still be paying for Amy’s college at that point in your life. So tell me, are you going to be ready to become a retired senior citizen at sixty? I don’t think so. I see you working as a forever boomer because of your drive to achieve.”


“I never thought about all that before.” Margie was chastened and listening.


“Well, think about it hard because it’s what the future has waiting for you. Besides, people have been living independently_ and privately with  no government help,  forever.


“Young people do it a much greater risk to themselves than old folks, like us. They may have children, but don’t usually have much money. Think of all the people who are only friends who are living together to find out if they are suited for marriage, or even just to make living affordable.  I wouldn’t have blamed you and Warren had you done that.


“So, what’s so wrong or even unusual about people who are friends of the opposite sex living in the same house? Nothing. It’s only that people stereotype older people.  Don’t take this personally but most of our society thinks older people should be in rocking chairs, watching re-runs  of  Lawrence Welk on television. But we don’t,   

     Frankly, most younger people think we’re out of it. Maybe some of us are, but a whole lot of us are not. We don’t want to be put on a shelf. I’m one that wants a real life. If living together is okay for everyone else, why not us?”


Margie looked up with tears in her eyes. Mom had never talked like this before. “I guess I was conned by that stuff I read on the Web, Mom. I feel better now that you have explained it all. Warren said this would happen, if we sat down together.”


Celia stood up and walked to the window. She was over her anger and feeling hopeful again. “I think after you talk it over with Warren, and really think about all this for a while, you won’t be anxious, you’ll be happy for all of us.”


Then Celia lightened up the gloomy mood. She turned and faced Margie. “How long are you going to be here? Let’s go to dinner, the four of us. I want you to learn to love my friends the way I do, and to feel comfortable with this arrangement we have, whacky as it sounds to you.


“Guess what I’m thinking about. I’m remembering what I used to say to you when you were in high school and you would go out on a date.


“I would repeat what my father had told me years before when I went on a date in high school. He would say, ‘Now don’t do anything to embarrass the family.’”


Margie grinned. She remembered that well.


Celia said, “The funny part is, now it’s me who’s embarrassing the family!” They laughed.   “Oh, Mom, I do love you.” Margie walked over and hugged Celia. “All I want is what’s best for you.”


“That’s all I want, too. What’s best for me.” That called for more smiles.


Somehow, she had to win over Margie. A good place to start would be for Margie to get to know and to respect Johnnie and Walt.

                                                            Chapter Six

Celia wasn’t sure that Margie was satisfied with her new living arrangement, but the dinner surely went well. Most of the conversation centered on what Margie’s little Amy was doing, day by day, and hour by hour.  Celia loved hearing about what Amy was doing since she saw her infrequently and relied mostly on photos to keep updated.

That was due to the skillful questioning by Walt, who knew from experience all the right mommy buttons to punch. “How is Amy doing in school?” was sure to provide a lengthy positive response.


Johnnie was also good, particularly at leading questions related to Margie’s position with the city of Columbus. Like, what is happening with the redevelopment projects in Columbus? He had heard there were problems, but Margie presented a different, much more positive view.


By the time the conversation warmed up, Celia had hooked into Walt’s strategy. Talk about anything but the living together gig, Runaway Senior, the big kidnapping and all the rest of that negative stuff.


“Last time I was in Columbus, Margie, you were in the midst of redecorating. Is that finished now?”


Margie’s answer covered every detail. French blue for living room walls. Metropolitan sofa recovered in soft coral, which to Walt sounded like an oxymoron. He had always found coral to be hard on your bare feet. But what did he know about decorating?


Margie spoke ardently of her male decorator as “someone you could work with.”


Working well with people was important to her, that became clear, which gave Johnnie hope that she would drop her outlandish opinions about Celia’s move out of Sunny Glen. Once she knew all the media hype was basically ridiculous spin created by misinformed media, she would be supportive of her mother’s decision. Or maybe not, but you had to hope for the best. That was Johnnie’s approach.


They never did get to any meaty conversation about their home life, but their carnivorous desires were more than satisfied with the delicious Moroccan-lamb.


Johnnie and Walt knew they were being looked over as scrupulously as if they were teen-age suitors taking someone’s virgin daughter on her first date. Would Margie see the reality? They were aging and boring old guys.


They were trying to show they were trusted old friends who would protect Celia and guard her against obnoxious old geezers who might have predatory ideas.


Johnnie momentarily considered raising the possibility that he and Walt had actually rescued Celia from lurking sex predators in Sunny Glen. He found the idea amusing, but didn’t bring it up even as a joke, because Margie might think it was the truth.


 Celia noticed that everyone seemed relaxed especially after two bottles of Chardonnay had been consumed. Oh, the magic nectar of the wine gods.


Margie looked at her watch. “Oh, gosh, I have to move along. I’ve got a cab coming in about five minutes; we had better get out on the curb. You know how these drivers are on pick-ups at restaurants, especially at night.”


When Margie’s cab arrived there were goodbye embraces all around. Margie was gracious with Johnnie and Walt as they wished her a good trip and assured her Celia was in good hands. Margie’s flight back to Columbus was early the next morning.


As she watched the cab pull away with a whoosh, Celia still wasn’t sure that Margie approved of her situation, but at least she did seem  to understand the missteps that led to the national media hype. 


Celia was confident she had convinced her fussy Margie that she was not demented, and that Johnnie and Walt were not rapacious predators targeting old ladies. Most important, she didn’t need a financial guardian or any guardian to control her finances.


The threesome stood quietly on the sidewalk for a few minutes. “I’d say it went well,” said Celia.


“We’ll see,” said Walt, who was always skeptical when things went too right.


As they walked to their car, Johnnie was more optimistic. “She’s going to be just fine. Women just think differently than men, that’s all. My boys look at this from a completely opposite perspective. They’re so busy with their own lives,   they don’t worry about stuff like this. When I told them Celia was moving in with us, they liked the idea and said it made sense. Nothing unusual for boys and girls who are just friends living together.” He was smiling.


“It’s the generation gap,” said Celia. “But I do think the female mind processes information in a different way than the male mind. The generations coming along behind ours are gradually changing their positions, though. Ask a teenager what he thinks of this, he or she, for that matter, might laugh a little if it were their own grandparents or great grandparents but they wouldn’t think it was shocking, or that it implied sexual activity. To tell the truth, I think most young people hold the notion that old folks are too infirm for sex. Put simply, it’s just not one of their issues.”
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The next morning  when Celia came into the kitchen, Walt was already making coffee.


He looked up,
“Have you thought anymore about how the dinner went last night?”


“It was a good start. I don’t think we’ve heard the end of it, but she seems to be getting used to the idea. I’m sure she likes you guys. Hey, you were great, Walt. Your questions were perfect. You sure know how parents like to talk about their kids.”


Celia had something entirely different on her mind. She got serious.


“Walt, you’re smart. Give me some advice. I want to buy a car.”


“What? You don’t like the Mercedes? Is it tarnished because of its reputation as a getaway car in a highly publicized kidnapping?”


“You’re funny, Walt, but that’s not it. There’s nothing wrong with riding in the Mercedes, but I want my own car. I want to be independent. Sometimes it’s nice to be chauffeured, but most times I want to go when I want to go.”


Walt was surprised. He was used to being a passenger and rather liked it.


“You know how that is. I’m going to need you and Johnnie to help me buy one. I never bought a car in my whole life. Tom always bought the cars and brought them home. He would pull into the driveway and say, ‘Look at this? Isn’t it great?’ Well, what was I supposed to say, since he was the one who usually drove?


“We had a second car that was mine. We bought it new, and I had it eight years, driving it most of the time between school and home. When we moved into Sunny Glen, I gave it to charity. We had to use paratransit when Tom was in a wheelchair, so that’s what we did. I couldn’t handle getting all that heavy stuff in and out of our car.”


Walt said, “Sure. I know about wanting to be independent. But I don’t know how to buy a car. I know this much, you have to be wary and ask a lot of questions so you won’t get screwed by a car salesman. Face it, there are the honest ones and then there are the others.


“You need to talk to Johnnie, he’s the one who knows how to buy a car, or anything you’re going to pay big money for. Being a business guy, he knows how to cut deals and stuff like that. All I know is I can’t use a car, so don’t need to know.”


Celia was sorry she had brought up something that reminded him of his poor eyesight.


Then Johnnie walked into the kitchen. “So what’s so serious? Don’t tell me you don’t think last night’s dinner went well.”


“You’re the late Johnnie Hirsch this morning,” said Celia. “We’ve already moved on to another subject.” She waited until he got his coffee and sat down.


“We were talking about me. I want to buy a car. I want my independence to go when and where I want to go, without bothering anyone. When we go out together, not to worry, we’ll go in our beautiful black getaway car.”


Johnnie was easy. “No problem, I understand completely. So when do you want to go? I love buying cars.”


Celia jumped up. “Let’s go tomorrow. Will I get to drive home? I have a valid California driver’s license. I checked and it doesn’t expire until next year.”


She spent the rest of the day scanning the newspapers and Internet, finally deciding she wanted a hybrid to save money on gas, and to be environmentally aware.


They only visited one car dealer.


A pleasant car salesman met them as they walked into the large showroom. They had three on pedestals that turned slowly so the customer could stand in one place  and see the car from all angles and in motion. It was quite a gimmick.


On one pedestal there was a little red car. She pulled Johnnie along as she bolted for the car. There were other customers smiling and Celia was almost praying they didn’t want to buy it, too. There might be only one available.


When the salesman came back, Johnnie asked him a lot of mechanical questions that Celia had no interest in. She watched the red car making its turns; if cars were people, she thought, this car was showing off for her alone.


Johnnie liked it, too. Of course, there was no way anyone wouldn’t like it. It was cute, a hybrid that used very little gas, and would be easy to park. She had thought Johnnie might favor a bigger, fancier car, but he left everything up to Celia. It was love at first sight. She named the car “Little Rojo” in honor of her bi-racial ethnicity. Little Red. It was as if she was staking a claim.


For something so special, the price was reasonable, they agreed, and the deal was written up. It was one of the biggest checks Celia had ever signed—just under $40,000. This was an unheard of sum for Celia, the stingy lady, to pay for a car. But she wanted it so badly that she convinced herself she deserved it. They were out of the dealer’s office, with Celia behind the wheel, within an hour.  She drove home alone, Johnnie following behind in case she had a problem.


She found the car easy to drive and comfortable, a delight. She drove it directly home and into a parking spot outside the garage. On the way home, she planned what she would do for the rest of the week. She knew exactly who she would take for the first ride in Little Rojo. She put in a call to Helen.


“Here’s the news for today,” she announced.


“I will believe anything you tell me, after what’s been happening to you lately,” she said.


“How about this? Can you believe it? I have my own car. Little Rojo.”


“Wow! That is news. I take it the car is small and red.”


“It’s a hybrid. I want you to have the first ride in it. Are you free tomorrow for lunch at Brady’s Place?”


It was a date. Helen would use the key Celia had given her to get into her room and closet. She would bring her clothes.


Celia knew every piece of clothing by heart and there was nothing she really wanted, but she was mighty tired of the red and black outfit.


When she pulled over to the curb of Sunny Glen, Helen was waiting on the sidewalk with an armload of Celia’s clothes. Celia jumped out and took them from her.


“Now look at this car, will you. Isn’t it, you know, totally the best of its breed?” said Celia. “Meet ‘Little Rojo.’”


“Yes, it is the best and the cutest, too, including the name,” said Helen.


With a sweeping gesture, Celia held the door open for Helen, as she slid into the passenger seat. “You’re wearing red and black. Is this color coordination to the max or what?”


“No, Helen, this is an unavoidable accident of fate. It was what I was wearing when I walked out of Sunny Glen, planning to be gone just overnight. Anything else would look good to me now, so maybe I’ll rummage around through my stuff and find something I like.”


As Helen securely buckled her seat belt, Celia kidded her. “Now don’t get nervous. I’m not going to kidnap you.”


“I wouldn’t mind if you did. I hope you’re going to tell me about that kidnap that had all of Sunny Glen in a lather.”


“I will when we get to Brady’s, then we can talk about the kidnapping and the evolution of the Runaway Senior, too.  And everything in between. I’m only learning to drive this car so bear with me.”


“I’m in tight,” said Helen pulling hard on the seat belt, then off they went.


Celia drove to the Lake district, where they parked on the street and walked to Brady’s Place, next door to the old historic Lakeside Theater. You got good but simple food cheap   there, and you could linger.

              Pedro Brady, who owned the café  was a cool dude. He was the grandson of the original owners,  a longtime Oaktown family. It was a neighborhood favorite because people could drink coffee and hang out for hours without being hassled.


After choosing a seat in a corner, they began to talk. Helen didn’t like sitting in the back of restaurants. It was too much like sitting in the back of the bus, or like the way restaurants used to seat blacks near the kitchen so the white patrons wouldn’t see them.


On the other hand, Celia wanted to sit where she could see everyone. That was in the back of the room. The corner table was a compromise.


 After settling that issue, Helen said, “I can’t believe all the excitement that’s come into your life. Are you loving it or hating it? You always seemed such a quiet soul. This is out of character for you. Know what I mean? All the publicity and police attention.  I can’t wait to hear about it.” She moved closer to the table and leaned over reaching for Celia’s hand. They gave each other a squeeze.


“I especially miss you in the morning,” said Helen.


“I miss you, too, but I sure don’t miss Ms. Branster and her calling me Catalina.”


“That reminds me, I researched that name and it has a rich history. You were named after the island because it has Hispanic roots going back to the Spanish explorer Viscain. He landed there in 1600 on the eve of St. Catherine’s Day. So he named the island Catalina, the Spanish name for Catherine. Do you like that name any better?


“Anyway, years later in 1846, a man named Thomas Robbins was awarded the island by Governor Pio Pico. It was like a land grant. He doesn’t sound like a Mexican but Robbins was a naturalized Mexican citizen of long standing. In 1850, about the time of the Treaty of Guadalupe, he sold the island to a Mexican fellow named Covarrubias. I wrote it all down so I could give it to you.” She dug into her pocket and pulled out a sheet of paper.


Helen was smart and such a diligent researcher. Celia felt much better about her name than she did before. But she still wanted to be called Celia, which was a nickname for her middle name, Cecilia.


“I miss you all the time, and like you, I miss our morning pajama talks. Now I have these two older guys to greet when I walk into the kitchen. It’s quite different, but it’s okay.”


“Just okay?”


“Okay until I get used to it. What I don’t miss is all those stupid rules they have at Sunny Glen. Don’t you ever get pissed off about them?”


“Yes, I do sometimes, but can I tell you the truth?”


She sat back in her chair and looked directly into Celia’s eyes.


“This is probably going to shock you, and you may not like what you hear but to tell the truth, I love the rules. I wish all rest homes, convalescent home, assisted living homes, whatever they call any of these places that provide care for older people—I wish they all had strict rules like Sunny Glen.”


She paused to see how Celia was reacting. Not good. She looked puzzled and a little hurt.


“Let me explain,” she went on. “Sunny Glen is not your usual rest home. Basically, it is an elite place for rich people who can afford the best. Sunny Glen is one of the best of such places. One of the reasons it’s one of the best is simple: it has rules of behavior and procedure. Not so much for the patients as for the help.


“When employees see that their employer cares enough to make tough rules to protect their residents, they know their own conduct is being watched. That means there is little turnover in the job, an important thing. The employees are paid better and have pride in their work, unlike those working in places that serve only the poor, where they pay minimum wage, if that much. Some  try to get away with less than that.


“Sunny Glen can afford to pay and must to get the best help. They hold their employees to a high standard.”


Celia was engrossed. “I never thought of it like that before. Thank you, now I understand, or I think I do.”


“Well, it’s true that people in some rest homes that take care of the indigent hire the cheapest help. They aren’t trained as well as the help in Sunny Glen, and not as much is expected of them. The more you expect of people, the better they perform. I bet you saw that when you were teaching kids.”


Celia nodded in agreement.  “Expect more, get more,” she had always said about teaching kids.


“Underpaid and not expected to perform with excellence, the staff in these other homes don’t stay long. Most don’t last long on the job because the wages are not enough to live on, or they are fired and labeled as incompetent. So there is a lot of turnover, which is upsetting to everyone, especially the patients. Then the only job the employee can get is in another home where no one cares. It’s a downward spiral.


“Often these underpaid employees are caught stealing from the needy residents who have their pitiful little stashes of money in drawers or pockets of their clothing. It’s really a pathetic thing, the poor robbing the poor.”


“I had no idea,” said Celia. The only time she had been in a rest home other than Sunny Glen was once when she went to visit the mother of a student who was in a convalescent home, recovering from a cancer operation.


“The patients in most of these places are almost always down-and-outers nearing the end of life,” Helen said. “Their families may be dead, live far away and be completely out of touch. If they are local, they either don’t give a damn or can’t help because they are also poor or sick themselves. I know about these people because some have been parents of my friends, who were destitute compared to how people live in Hillmont. Let’s face it, our world is divided between the rich and the poor.”


Celia was upset by what Helen had said. She had never really thought much about  the kind of rest homes Helen was talking about. Somehow she thought the government was giving the homes enough money to properly care for people.


“So, that’s why I like a place like Sunny Glen, where the rules reflect their higher standards.”


“Maybe they should tell residents these things so we can appreciate the rules,” said Celia. Helen had given her a whole new perspective on the bigger picture of assisted living.


“When you think about it, maybe people are better off having family and friends watch over them in a private home, if that’s possible,” said Celia, thinking of her own situation.


“Sure it is,” said Helen, “but that’s not always possible. If the parent is sick and old and his children are only twenty years younger. You could have a sick and old seventy-year-old trying to care for a ninety-year-old. It does get complicated.”


Celia chuckled. “Excuse me, but your example does present a different picture of the Golden Years than usually described.”


She was thinking about what will happen to the boomer generation when they reach age sixty and realize they are now categorized as senior citizens. Whoa, will that be a comedown.


“It’s going to be a big problem for all of us. Like what are they going to call themselves? The junior seniors or the senior boomers?” said Helen. 

“How about senior scions? You know like sons of seniors for guys and sisters of seniors for women? said  Celia. “SOS has always been a distress signal that help is needed.”


“Wait a minute,” said Helen. “How can you be a senior citizen if you’re not a citizen? How about senior illegals? That’s bad. Especially if you snuck into the U.S. from Canada! Isn’t it funny that the people who object to Mexican immigration don’t have the same problem with Canadians or Europeans?”


Helen let go with a hearty laugh. “Like we don’t know there is the brown effect?” She loved playing word games.


“Now here’s one. Illegal seniors. That’s what I want to be called,” said Celia. Then their mood became serious.


“Let me tell you about black baby boomers,” Helen said. “There is no such thing, not by my definition anyway. A typical baby boomer is white. I’m talking about most of them. You sure don’t think of poor people or minorities as boomers, because they aren’t. Boomers are successful, in fast-moving jobs, or as executives in business. They have nice cars, own their homes, and second homes. If they have condos, they are the really nice, expensive ones. Most don’t have kids until they’re almost forty, some even older than that, because they’re too busy booming. They have investments, are spending most of their high salaries, and have large balances on several credit cards.


“These are baby boomers. And no, they are not going to like being called senior anything unless it’s senior president of the company they work for. That pretty much describes a baby boomer.” She took a breath and went on.


“Now let me describe the black baby boomer. I call them black yuppies. They dress like fashion plates. You know them by their $200 necktie, $700 suit, and fancy car. Most of these trappings are bought on credit cards. There aren’t so many black women on that kick because women of all races are more sensible and have less ego than men, generally speaking.


“Granted that is the opinion of a biased feminist, but it’s my opinion. These black male yuppies are legitimate entrepreneurs of all sorts. They’re puffed up about themselves and often egotistical. They consider themselves the ‘Big Men’ of the community. 


“It’s an outward sign of their insecurity and feelings of second class status. Society encourages this by classifying them as needing help because of their ‘disadvantage’, which many regard as being born black. And others because they were descended from slaves. That’s no reason for them to be ashamed of their past. The descendants of slave holders are the ones who should feel the shame.


“Here’s another reason blacks are not baby boomers. There was a G.I. Bill of Rights after World War II that let the veterans known as ‘the greatest generation’ go to college without paying tuition or getting a student loan. It also let them buy low priced homes with no down payment. Just move in, start a family of baby boomers. Black vets didn’t benefit from these opportunities because of segregationist policies at universities, not to mention city and county real estate with policies that excluded blacks.

           “ Typical baby boomers are the fortunate children of the war vets who got those benefits in the late forties and fifties under those government policies. They had kids because they could afford them and wanted them to have the best, which they provided. Baby boomers are now doing that for their own kids, the babies of baby boomers.


“The Civil Rights Act that gave blacks more equality wasn’t enacted until 1964. That was almost twenty years later. Although much blood has been shed, the playing field is still not level. Discrimination in some areas of the country is alive and well.


“And another thing. Even had the greatest generation blacks had been admitted to college, very few could have survived because most had only a few years of grammar school education. Aboard ships in the navy during the war, they were almost never seen except for a call to General Quarters. Their jobs in the navy were the most menial: washing dishes and swabbing decks. Meanwhile, white guys learned trades in their navy assignments that carried over to civilian life. In 1946 only a small number of the 100,000 blacks who applied for educational benefits under the G.I. bill ever registered in universities and colleges.


“There was another chance for the government to even the playing field at the end of the Vietnam war. But after that debacle, vets came home and were scorned. All vets suffered from that.”



These were sobering statistics that needed to be better known.


Helen was one of the survivors and was proud of it.


“When I say I’m black and beautiful, I believe it,” she said emphatically.


“You are, Helen, beautiful in every way,” said Celia and she meant it. Helen was a beauty.


She was slightly rounded but not overweight; she wore her hair close to the scalp, which showed off her beauty to full advantage.


“I’m not through, Honey. Here’s something else. This is about all women, not just black women.


“The progress made by black women didn’t come so much from Affirmative Action and the end of segregation. It came from that tiny pill known as ‘The Pill.’ The one you can take to avoid pregnancy at an early age. The one that keeps any young girl, black, brown, white or whatever, from becoming a mommy at sweet sixteen and, sometimes, younger.”


“Sex is inevitable for everyone that was ever born, with a few exceptions in religious groups. Babies are usually the result. One problem though. Even with birth control there can be horrible consequences. Casual sex can result in getting SDTs, AIDS, syphilis, and shall I go on? It’s more than you want to know.”


Celia  knew this and nodded in agreement. Helen was right. The birth control pill had done more to liberate women than civil rights law. Not only did it free them from unwanted pregnancies, it made a better life possible for them. Yes, promiscuity did carry other risks, but birth control was still a major breakthrough in the liberation of women.


“For racial minorities, the pill made it possible to take advantage of Affirmative Action and other opportunities that were not available if you had a houseful of babies and no man around to help financially, or even pay minimal child support,” said Helen.


That was all true of one segment of the black population, Celia said. “But what about middle-class racial-minority families who are doing well, living in homes they own, and sending their children to schools? The mothers are working at jobs and helping their kids. We had them in our school, and they were great. What about those blacks?”


Helen answered, “The mothers had the advantage of the pill at the time you had the children as students. These were planned babies, not accidents. Also, you were teaching in good schools. Middle class ‘blacks who have made it’ move into certain neighborhoods because of schools like yours.


“Parents search them out, looking for schools that are integrated with kids from all ethnic backgrounds including a good number of white kids. They know the school will attract better teachers like yourself and parents who will have discipline for their kids.


“I remember you talking about how your school staff checked on school attendance every day, and expected kids to show up unless they were sick. You also told me how teachers checked the homework given to the children, and how you attended school meetings, and private meetings with parents. I grew up in the South where black teachers drilled the rules into our young black minds.”


Celia said, yes, those were the kind of parents and teachers that make a school good. “Generally, black children were in the minority of the class, always striving to keep up with the rest of the kids. I saw that they did.”


“So what do you think will happen when they become sixty years old?” Celia asked Helen.


“They’ll be like everyone else then,” she answered laughing. “At last they will achieve equality. They’ll be typical of the general population_ in debt for their kids college education, still making payments on a house and car, and keeping up with the Jones’s.


“Social Security, if there is any then, won’t even pay for basic needs. So most of them will keep on working at their jobs and delay retirement for as long as they can. This will put pressure on the younger jobseekers, at a time when jobs may become scarcer because of out-sourcing and globalization of the economy. Oh, if we could only see that far ahead.”


Celia recalled a song from the past, “Remember the song that went like this: ‘I owe my soul to the company store?’”


Helen smiled, “I sure do. You’re right, that’s the way it will be.”


“Gosh, we came a long way from rules at Sunny Glen,” said Helen. “It started with my sounding off about tough rules being good. I consider myself blessed to live there. I believe the McGwires were really fine folks. They paid me well for doing a good job, and this is the retirement home they have provided.”


Celia saw this as the perfect opening for a discussion about the use of her condo.


“How would you like to add some space to your condo?” she asked.


Helen was surprised. And somewhat worried. What was Celia up to?

           “What I want to do is give up my condo and turn it over to you until I am as ready for Sunny Glen as you are. I will arrange it with the management so you can have your genealogy filing cabinets and computers in one and your living space in the other. Just think you would have two bathrooms. Almost like a small house of your own.”


“Wait a minute,” said Helen. She was caught off guard by such a generous offer. “Is this an announcement that you are moving out?”


“I guess it is_ if you agree to move into the space. It would be wrong to leave without someone using it.”


“I’m really torn,” Helen said. “I don’t want you to move out, but I would love to have the space, as long as you really want to do this. If you could work it out.” She added hesitantly, “with the absolute promise that when you need it and want it, whenever that may be, it’s yours immediately, Okay?”


“That’s how I want it,” said Celia. “I’m really happy with what I have going now. I can cook to my heart’s content, and I’m starting a garden. I like these guys a lot, and we all have our space and independence. Margie has some reservations, but she’ll get used to it.”


“Isn’t it funny how different people are?” Helen said, after a long pause, “Cooking is the last thing I want to do. I was the oldest child and usually did the cooking. I had my fill. And gardening was something that meant getting your hands dirty. I never liked having dirt under my fingernails. Having someone else do the cooking, like I do at Sunny Glen, suits me fine. I’ve never been into gourmet food, so I’m satisfied. Oh sure, it’s bland and boring at times but it seems to keep me healthy. I eat out at places on the avenue several times a week. Here I am seventy years old and thriving, so far as the doctors can figure.”


“Seventy isn’t very old,” said Celia. “With so many people living longer, seventy is looking younger and younger.”


“I used to think I would die young, but now it’s too late.” said Helen smiling.


“Hooray for you,” said Celia. Helen had dropped one of her funnies again.


“How about you Celia, will I see you on television again soon? What are you cooking up besides food?”


“Heavens, no. At first I didn’t like the way the media reported everything I

did and said. But I have to be honest. After I got used to having someone pay attention to what I was saying, I liked it.”


“Can I be honest again?” Helen asked.


“Of course, always be honest with me.” She reached over and grasped her hand. She always did that when she wanted to show she cared.


“I thought the coverage was elitist. Had you been a poor black woman of  sixty-seven, the newspapers and television would not have mentioned that you were missing. Not even one tiny little paragraph. Some old black woman our age goes missing every day or dies in an alley every night, somewhere in this country.


“As for kidnapping, black children and young women are grabbed off the street and driven to isolated places where they are raped and often left for dead. When that happens, there might be a line or two in the paper. We never find out who the rapist was, or if he was caught.


“But let it happen to white folk. Big stories.  White, better-off women like you go missing, or get kidnapped, and held for ransom. That’s news. Honey, you know this is true.”


Of course Helen was right. That’s how the media handled it. Celia said, “I think poor white women are treated the same way, though. It’s more of a class prejudice than race in the Bay Area, but nationwide I’m not so sure.”


After lunch the two women walked across the street to the park that rimmed the lake. They sat on a bench in silence enjoying the warmth of the sun, and watching people enjoying the day.


“I think we agree that getting older means your life may change, but there’s no one way everyone should have to live. Not all of us need assisted living solely because of our age. People should get to decide for themselves how and with whom they want to live, not be dictated to by trends in the corporate health industry,” said Celia.


Helen said, “That’s right. So, have fun with your little red car, and take me for a lot more rides, okay?”


Then out of the blue, she asked with a hint of mischief, “How’s your sex life? I’m sure it’s better than it was in Sunny Glen, where there are rules against anyone having a normal life of any kind.”


Celia was shocked. Did Helen think that was the reason she wanted to move in with Johnnie and Walt? Lordie, that was awful.


“Me have a sex life? Heaven’s no,” Celia retorted. “ But do I wish I did? You bet I do. I have almost forgotten there is such a thing for people our age. Helen, please believe me, this is strictly friendship. No sex, no way. There’s no rule, far as I know, but there isn’t any.”


Helen frowned. “I have to ask why not? Lord knows you wouldn’t need the morning-after pill, unless it was for a headache. Isn’t either one of those guys sexy, in the least?”


Celia had never thought of either of them as sexy guys. They were widowers of two of her best friends.  Of the two, Johnnie would probably be most interesting, she thought. “We’re being honest, Helen, It’s been quite a while since the last time I had sex.”  Because of Tom’s stroke, there hadn’t been sex for a long time.  

            “It’s been a long time for me, too,” Helen said staring at the dirt and drawing a circle with a twig.


“But I sure remember how you do it. Think about it. Sex hasn’t changed since Adam and Eve and you and I were conceived. Not ever. But young folk nowadays think they invented sex.


“The truth is, the only new thing is that kids and young adults talk about it all the time and have sex at younger and younger ages. It’s an obsession, for some reason, that has led to unbelievable promiscuity. I think it’s very sad.”


“What they haven’t learned yet is that sex without love isn’t good for what ails you. I don’t know what these kids are trying to prove, unless it’s rebellion against the forbidden fruit, like Adam and Eve.


“Only this ain’t about apples. Love will straighten them out and grow them up right. Love is much more than sex, but it is that, too. Love is caring for someone so much you want to help them in their journey through life, no matter what happens. When you get older, like we are, you need that kind of love more than any time in your life. You need it a lot more than sex.” 


Celia thought it was the truth, well spoken. Then she asked, “Have you ever wondered why there are so many old people jokes? Old people tell them to each other and think they are very funny, even if they make fun of them. I can understand young people laughing at our foibles, but frankly I don’t think they’re funny when I hear them.”


“I’ve thought about those old folks jokes,” said Helen, “But I haven’t heard them in Sunny Glen. Again, I think it’s the guys or, in this case, the old geezers who exchange the latest jokes. I never hear women telling the stories.


“I think the old folks jokes are like all humor. They are based on the things we worry most about. It’s like whistling in the cemetery. Basically, this humor is mostly about the losses we older people suffer and the genuine fear that death is approaching like a stealthy hunter.”


“That’s what I concluded, too, when I thought about it,” said Celia. “It’s an identity crisis for some people. Who am I? They have to ask. They have to redefine themselves and find a way to survive their new ‘old’ self. 

             When they retire, there’s the loss of work friends, the old gang who went out for drinks on Friday after work, the women who always ate lunch together. These are people they had spent most hours of the days with. Then their careers come to an end. The  friendships that were part of it usually end,, too.”


“Then there are the bodily losses. Like physical agility, good looks, great hair, and stuff like that,” said Helen.  “Losing friends through illness or death is the worst, though,  Sometimes it seems all they do is pray for sick people, visit them in the hospital, and go to their funerals.  

              They are bombarded with letters and phone calls asking if they want to buy a cemetery plot, sign up for advance arrangements for cremation, or some supplemental health plan. There  also are those pests who phone while you’re having dinner.   They try to sell you a reverse mortgage on your house, while all you want to do is eat and watch the evening news. Have you noticed how most of the advertising on television is for prescription medications?  Ask your doctor, they say.  If you do, your doctor gives you a cold look or grimaces as though you had insulted him for not knowing what pills you should be taking .”

             “Losing the right to drive a car is hugely important,” said Celia. “A woman I know told me how devastated she was about not being able to drive. She only wanted to drive to the grocery store and home, a distance of three miles. She was terrified of getting on a freeway, and never would do that, so why wouldn’t they give her a driver’s license? It was so sad,” said Celia.


“The old folks jokes about sex are about loss, too,” said Helen. “For medical reasons, a lot of men can’t get it up and they feel inadequate. It’s a loss of masculinity, they think, but it’s actually just another one of those things that happen to some men when they get old.”


“I suppose when you have to laugh instead of cry about the things you fear, it helps,” said Celia. “But I still don’t think the jokes are funny.”  “Not really, of course,” said Helen.

             “Say, remember the poetry of William Cullen Bryant? How he wrote about death, the bogeyman at the bottom of all this?”


“I sure do,” said Celia. “Did you know he wrote the famous poem about death titled ‘Thanatopsis’ when he was only sixteen? He was brilliant at that age to have such insight into geetting old and fearing death.  I still remember a piece of the poem.” 

            She recited it, as she recalled doing so many years ago. “‘So live that when the summons calls you to the silent hall of death, go soothed by unfaltering trust, as one who lies down to pleasant dreams.’” 


“I’m sure I’ve left a lot of it out, but this is all I remember,” Celia said. “It tells us not to fight death but embrace it if it’s inevitable. It takes faith to pull that off.”


In tenth grade, the teacher had made the class memorize their favorite passage from a poem. Celia had never forgotten it; at the time she was fascinated by the idea of death, because a classmate had died of encephalitis.


“I think you’re remarkable to remember any of the passage,” said Helen giving Celia an approving look, and patting her on the back.  “Our teachers were not as fancy as yours. In our tenth grade  in the South, our teacher urged us to read poetry. I don’t know that we were ready for memorization.”


They basked in the sun, their eyes squinting against its radiance. Joggers, little kids on bikes and older people passed by.


One older couple strolled by holding hands. They smiled at the two women and at each other.  “Enjoy your day,’’ he said.  ``You too,’’ Celia said.

            It was a tableau of what Helen had described. The mischief in her made Celia want to ask the old folks if they ever had sex.  


She knew they were in love by the way they held hands.  

                                                          Chapter Seven


 Celia was getting ready to turn in for the night when the phone rang.  “Lordie,” she muttered, “I hope this isn’t bad news.”  It was ten o’clock, not the usual time for a friendly phone call.


 But it was a friendly call.

            “Hello there. Is this Celia McGuire, the Runaway Senior?”

            “Yes and no, and who is calling?


“This is America’s Morning News in New York. I hope you aren’t busy.”


 “No, that’s fine.” She answered quickly, as visions of  New York flashed on the memory screen in her mind. 


  Busy? Hardly, at this hour.  Of course it would be three hours later in New York, the city that never sleeps. So it  would  be Wednesday now  in the legendary Big Apple. She loved New York when she went with Tom. They went to the opera, musicals, and plays. Tom especially liked to go to the off Broadway show houses.


“Fabulous! I’m Zany, the producer of the show starring Nat Louder. We want you on our morning news.” The woman’s punchy energy came right through the phone.

“Why would you want me?” Celia asked. It seemed highly unusul.


She had only seen the show a couple of times, and remembered it as a mixture of cooking lessons, two cups of news, happy talk, and a crowd of screaming fans cheering Nat Louder on a midtown Manhattan plaza. Okay but not a serious  news show.

“We think your story is compelling, really electrifying for the boomer generation,  and you sweet senior citizens, too. We see you as a woman of courage in her later years, trying to achieve justice for seniors who, you know, don’t want to be called seniors. By the way, what did you mean when you said ‘yes and no’ when I asked your name?”

“Well you asked if I was Celia McGwire, the Runaway Senior. I’m Celia McGwire, but I didn’t run away; I walked and it was very ordinary.”


“We think of you as anything but ordinary. You’re the Runaway Senior leading the way for boomers and seniors because of your courage on this issue of our day. You did move out of that place because you didn’t like it, right?”


Was this Zany person reading a script or what?


“Yes, that is part of what I’m trying to do, but mainly I just want to live independently and be sort of anonymous. We call it Not Ready Yet.”


Zany was laughing uproariously. “Live anonymous ! Not when you have so much to say and say it so well. You are a funny lady. I heard that about you. Now, how soon could you come to New York?  Here’s our offer. We’d like to pay all your expenses for a first class flight and a beautiful room for a full week at one of our city’s finest hotels. We also would be agreeable to having you bring a family member, if you need a companion. We’re aware of the limitations of the elderly and how difficult it is to travel alone, with all the confusion of flying these days.”


Celia was stunned. Appear on the big television show America’s Morning News and get a trip to New York and a week’s stay in a really nice hotel? It was amazing. But it also was apparent this young lady was aptly named and needed some education on the meaning of Not Ready Yet and, as she put it, the issues of the day.


She would invite Margie to meet her there. That would help heal any hard feelings she might have over their ‘issues of the day.’


They might even want her on the show so they could have the mother-daughter touch.


Zany interrupted her thoughts, “Let’s see, this is Wednesday. Could you be here for the Friday show? Otherwise, this story will lose its legs. I have two business class seats on Patriot Airlines, which is the only one serving gourmet meals and free drinks. The flight leaves tomorrow, Thursday, from Oaktown Airport at 7:30 a.m. That doesn’t give you much time, but that’s the way news is. We have to jump when the story is hot.”


“Count me in. The other person would fly in from Columbus if she can leave her job. I have to call her to find out if she can make it. I’ll call back.”



She had decided against inviting the guys to go, not that they would want to. If they went with her, their appearance would take the interview to a different place and about the life they live together. Louder might ask off-the-wall questions about their living arrangements. Margie might sound off against the set up, but if she did, Celia would have soft rebuttals. She already had experience dishing those out.  “I’ll be there,” said Celia.  It was hard to go to sleep.

( (

Wednesday morning, she got up at 6:45 and went to the kitchen in her pajamas. She wanted some coffee to get her awake for watching America’s Morning News show. Usually, they watched the  local station Channel Six.


On this morning, it was the usual fare. Louder and some others were baking sugar cookies and decorating them with spring posies to show off their creativity. In the plaza segment, where the screamers were, they were featuring a noisy band and a popular pop singer, who looked to be about eighteen and was scantily clad.  Everyone else was huddling in heavy coats and wool caps.  Celia clicked off the television, then called Margie, who was at her office desk in Columbus.


“Is something wrong, Mom?” Margie said after checking caller I.D. 


 “No, Sweetie, I’m going to New York and wanted you to meet me there.”


“New York? How come? Are Johnnie and Walt going too?”


“No, this isn’t a vacation, it’s business, and they don’t even know about it yet. Here’s the deal. America’s Morning News wants me on their show with Nat Louder, who will do the interview. It will be about the senior thing I’ve been ranting about. Not only that, they will put us up in a first class hotel for a week. We could do a lot of shopping in a week. Doesn’t that persuade you? Come on, it will be fun and a great chance to be together _just the two of us.”


“Oh, Mom,” she moaned. “I know you’re excited about this, but do you really want more publicity than you’ve already had? Isn’t this overdoing it? I can’t make it, and I wonder if you should.”


“It’s not publicity, it’s good communication, getting the message out about the problems baby boomers are going to face when they turn sixty. You should be with me on the show, if only because you’re one of the boomers who doesn’t completely agree with how I’m living. It would be a good angle, I think.”


“Mom, I don’t disagree with what you’re saying. But I disagree that you should go on this show. It’s very high visibility.”


“I guess that’s it then. I will be on the show alone Friday.  I hope you will at least watch. I want you here, but I understand if you’re not ready yet, as we say, it’s because that’s where you are. Well, I guess that’s it for now. Bye, I love you.”


Margie said, “Good bye, keep in touch. I’ve got another call, Love you, Bye.”


As she hung up, Johnnie came into the kitchen. “What’s up with Margie?” He could always tell when she was talking to Margie.


“Johnnie, you won’t believe it but America’s Morning News want me on the Nat Louder show this Friday to tell about being a Runaway Senior.” So I’m leaving Thursday. That’s tomorrow. Part of the deal is a really nice hotel room for a week and they pay all expenses, business flight all the way,  and limousine service.”

Johnnie quipped, “Oh I thought maybe you were going to teach them to how to cook.”


“That would be better, come to think of it. I was trying to get Margie to go with me but she wasn’t interested. In fact, she didn’t want me to go. She thinks I’ve already had too much publicity. What do you think?”


“I don’t have to think about it. I say more is better. I think you should go and have a great time. Walt and I will watch the show and cheer you on.”

Celia detected a trace of disappointment in his voice. “You know I’d like you and Walt to go, but that wasn’t suggested by the producer. And I think it would change the direction of the interview, don’t you?”


“Absolutely, you’re right. It would change everything because he would ask nasty, intrusive questions about our relationship like, how many martinis we have every night?  I think you should go and go alone. Do a little shopping while you’re there. If you have any friends there, look them up.”


“Come to think of it, I may have an uncle in Brooklyn,” She paused then added, “if he’s still alive.”

Celia began to plan what she would wear on the show. Something not too fancy. A black suit with a pink blouse would be right. The hair needed something done to it again, so she made an afternoon appointment with Monsieur Leland. He found time for her when he heard her haircut would be on television.  She had to look her best. Then she headed for that nice little shop on the avenue that carried conservative-looking clothes.



By the time she got home with an armful of packages, her electronic tickets had been hand delivered by Patriot Airlines. Celia was so excited she couldn’t think of anything else. She could hardly sleep that night but she did remember to check the Goneness Place. Tom’s spirit was encouraging her to be on the show. At least, that’s what she thought.

( (

Getting through the airport was the usual hassle, but she managed, and soon was settling into a plushy first class seat.


The flight was excellent. Beautiful weather. Pretty good food. The flight arrived on time, in late afternoon New York time, and her carry-on bag was pulled down by the steward. She could hardly believe how easy the trip had been.


Zany had arranged for a limousine to meet her at the gate. As she exited, there was a spiffy guy wearing chauffeur garb holding a sign that said, “McGwire.”


After she identified herself, he escorted her to the limo. “I will take you to your hotel, Miss.” It was the royal treatment and she loved it. Who wouldn’t?


When she got to her room, there was a lovely bouquet with a note of instructions from Zany at America’s Morning News.


“The limo will pick you up promptly at 5:45 a.m. tomorrow Friday. Be on the curb outside your hotel at that time because we will be rushing to get on the air at 7 a.m. We’re on the 42nd floor. Ask for me when you check in with the receptionist. You’re first on the schedule. We want you there early so our prep artists can help with your hair and makeup. Best, Zany.”


She did exactly what she asked and wasn’t a moment late on the curb. The driver arrived a few minutes early and whisked her off to a very tall building several blocks away. The traffic in downtown Manhattan was already heavy, mostly with yellow cabs darting in and out of a larger mass of yellow cabs.


It only took about five minutes to get to the station’s soaring 50-story building, notable for housing media-related businesses and America’s Morning News.


“Good luck, Miss. It’s been my pleasure serving you.” Then, he disappeared into the heavy flow of yellow traffic.


Celia stared at the tall building and felt like Alice in Wonderland down the rabbit hole. She was a hick from the stick. Wait a minute, she told herself. Obviously, she needed to build some self-esteem before she even set foot into the building. So, she thought about how lucky she was to live in the hugely popular San Francisco Bay Area, where you had more air than tall towers. San Francisco certainly wasn’t the sticks. And she knew she wasn’t a hick. That helped restore her self-confidence as she walked into the cold, forbidding building toward the elevators.

Floor 42. It made her slightly nauseated to think about it. Celia was so afraid of heights, she even hated climbing up a six-foot ladder. There were a few other passengers, all of them staring at the panel that shows what floor you’re on. Both men and women were dressed in khaki suits. Each suit was a little different and their shirts were every hue of blue. She figured this was the desired look of the day for the media community. After all, most all the firms in the building were connected to media in some way. So, either technically or financially, the workers were all of the same flock of birds.


She stepped off the elevator and over to the reception desk, where there was a slick chick with multiple strands of tiny braids cascading over her shoulders, a sparkling smile, and a mouthful of beautiful white teeth. Every few moments, several people stopped at her desk to ask her a question. She would answer and they would scurry off.


The look on the receptionist’s face told Celia that she was not one of the crowd. Black and pink? That was fashionable five years ago. That’s how Celia read the look.

“Good morning, I’m Celia McGwire, here for the morning show with Nat Louder.”

“I’ll get Zany for you,” she answered, turning to the next person.


The others looked at Celia with critical interest. She could tell they were wondering ‘where did they get this one?’


But instead of Zany, out popped Nat Louder himself, who looked much smaller than she imagined he would be.


She also noticed he had been dying his hair. It was a lousy job; a nauseating orange color that was the sure rank of an amateur. This hinted that here was a guy who’s getting older and doesn’t like his hair’s natural gray. 


He was friendly, stepping up to Celia with his hand extended. “I’m Celia McGwire,” she said. 

“I’m Nat Louder.” Okay so far.


“Someone will take you to the prep artists, where they’ll make you television-beautiful and we’ll get started. You’re on first. Gotta run.” He disappeared as quickly as he had appeared.


Celia didn’t like what the “artists” did to her in the prep room. Heavy eye makeup, blush, and, deep tan foundation. But if it made her television-beautiful, she wouldn’t complain.

“They want you in there now,” said a woman s as she burst into the prep room. They whipped off the smock they had on he, and physically headed her into the studio, which was ablaze with lights.  Nat Louder was the target of it all.

“We meet again.” He announced, leaving Celia baffled. Did he really think they had met out there in the reception room?


The director stepped forward and moved Celia into the chair next to Nat. He showed her how she should turn in her chair, and hooked up her mike. There was a camera for each of them.


They took a couple of sound tests, then  suddenly Celia heard on the television monitor, “And now we go to Nat Louder, who has as his guest today, Celia McGwire,  She has been catching attention as the sixty-seven-year old Runaway Senior from the San Francisco Bay Area, where all whacky ideas come from. Here’s Nat!” You would think they were talking about a celebrity of great consequence.


“Good morning everyone. I have with me this morning, Celia McGwire, that daring Runaway Senior you’ve been reading about.”

Celia smiled for the camera.


“May I call you Celia?” he asked her. “I would like it if you would,” she answered sweetly. The lights were so bright, and inside she was so terrified.


“Celia, tell us why you ran away from Sunny Glen Assisted Living, an organization  known in the San Francisco Bay Area as one of the finest care providers in the profession.”


“I didn’t really run away. I simply walked out because I didn’t need to be there for my health, and I felt restricted by the strict rules of the place.”


Louder shot back, “But wait just one minute. Nursing homes are required to have rules, by state and federal law.


“Now take us to this Sunny Glen place you don’t like,  and tell me honestly, were they abusing you in any way?” He spoke in almost whispering tones.


“I never said they were abusing me, I just said I didn’t like the rules, and didn’t belong there.”


“But Celia, you must know there are many ways of abusing the elderly. Because their senses are less acute as they grow old,   they’re  vulnerable to all kinds of abuse.”


“I just said they weren’t abusing me, and they weren’t. I just didn’t like the rules. And because I was only there because of my husband’s stroke, not because of my own health, since his death I have wanted to leave Sunny Glen.”

Louder seemed not to hear her answer. He said, “Let’s hear from the assisted living professionals. They have plenty to say about your actions and several of your allegations. Listen to this:”


On the monitor, a stern-looking woman, who reminded Celia of Ms. Branster, was speaking for some assisted living organization. She was criticizing Celia, “The Runaway Senior” for “hyping” an issue that wasn’t an issue.


“How do you answer that?” He was demanding an answer.


“Well, I agree it was hype, but it wasn’t my hype. The police got it wrong, and they told the press wrong, and the press put it out there wrong. I was very upset with it, actually, because at first they said I was kidnapped.”


“But that was a phony story, so how can people have any confidence in what you have said? You claim you had nothing to do with hyping the story. What’s the truth?”


This Louder guy was sounding quite hostile.



“It’s as I said, I had nothing to do with cooking this up. It was one mistake after another that built this into a big story.”


“Doesn’t the truth go like this? You wanted to move in with a couple of guys your age, drink martinis with them and just have a good old time. You must know there are independent living places where you could live a healthy life and enjoy your later years with rules that guard your safety and provide companionship with other women. Why did it have to be with a couple of guys?”


Celia’s terror was turning into anger.

“Now you just wait one minute, Mr. Louder,” She was using her schoolteacher voice. “Stop trying to make me into some kind of slut and my good friends, who happened to be men, into a couple of dipsomaniacs. It so happens we are old friends. I was best friends with their wives and my husband was good friends with them. So get off my back on this. I don’t want to live with a bunch of strangers I don’t know. They have their memories and friends, and so do I.”


Louder strained forward showing signs of wanting to talk but he couldn’t break into Celia’s manifesto. She wouldn’t stop.


In fact, she spoke even more forcefully.


“I think everyone should do what they want to do about aging. If they want assisted living, go for it. If they want to live in a gated senior development, fine. If not, let them do what they want to do.


“This is still a free country last I heard, and ours is a private living arrangement we call Not Ready Yet.


“We know we’re older, we know someday we’ll get sick and die. But right now, we’re still busy living and having fun. We’re not ready yet. As the baby boomers come along they’re going to feel the same way we do. They aren’t going to want to be treated as seniors when they are still young and productive.


“But sixty is now the demarcation point between being a boomer and a senior. This is creating a huge backlog of older people in the senior category, who are living longer because of the miraculous advances in medicine and  lifestyle. There seems to be no recognition of that.”


Then Celia leaned nearer to Nat Louder with a right-in-his face question:


“Tell me the truth. How would you feel, Mr. Louder, if you were expected to live in some form of senior -designated living, just because you hit sixty?”


Louder sat as quiet as cold stone. As the director gave him a wave of the hand, he quickly said, “Oh, I’m so sorry we can’t go on, because it’s been very informative, but they’re telling me our time has run out. Thank you for being on our show, Celia. And now back to the News Room.”


He looked down and shuffled the papers in front of him.


When the monitor showed the news was back on, Louder turned to Celia. He was smiling, a completely different person than she had seen while they were on the air.

“You were so good, you convinced me,” he said, as if nothing had happened. “I don’t ever want to live in assisted living.”


“Well, frankly Mr. Louder, I thought you were a little hostile.” What could he be thinking?”


“We do what we’re told around here, or we aren’t around here very long,” he said. “My boss asked me to get after you for criticizing assisted living because his mother is in

some rest home he thinks is great. But I agree with you, and since I’m actually over sixty, I can relate to what you’re saying. I’m not ready yet either.”


Celia was beginning to like this guy. She understood why he badgered her, but she

still wondered how in good conscience he could do his job if it required him to be dishonest.


“So what I’m hearing is the corporation you work for determines what position you will take when you’re exploring an issue with a guest?”


“I’m sorry you’re shocked by that, and frankly I think you are a little naïve. My advice to you is wise up. I gotta run now, as I have two more interviews in the next hour. Good luck to you and thanks again for coming on the show.”


Within five minutes, Celia was on the curb of the big tall building. There was no limousine waiting with chauffeured driver. She was just another lost soul on the streets of New York, where everyone moved fast.


She began walking to Fifth Avenue and her hotel on East 51st. The walk would do her good if only these new shoes didn’t hurt. When she passed by a shoe store called Comfit Fit, she went in, looked around and in five minutes bought some black flat canvas shoes.


With bag in hand, old shoes inside, she began to window shop. She didn’t go into any of the stores because nothing in the windows would fit into her laid-back lifestyle.   They were designed with super-skinny, eighteen-year old models in mind. She didn’t need any of the things she saw. All she really wanted to do was call home and find out what her pals Johnnie and Walt thought of the show.


Just about then she caught the enticing aroma of frying bacon coming out of a nice looking little coffee shop. The prep room had given her a cup of coffee, but she only had a couple of swallows from it before they rushed her into the studio.


Now her stomach was sending distress messages. She went into the café and found a table set for four.  Celia chose the table so she could spread out a newspaper she had picked up at the door. As a waitress approached, Celia decided quickly what she would order.


Instead of taking her order, the waitress said, “Oh, Madam, this is a table for four. We can’t serve only one person at this table. You’ll have to move. There’s one over there for two or less .”  She pointed to a tiny table against the wall.  

             Celia didn’t like it one bit but she moved her stuff to the little table.


The waitress stood by the table with pencil and order pad in hand.


 “Whatta’ll  it  be? Coffee?” Celia nodded . ``Yes.


“Decaf or leaded?”


 “Leaded.”


“Black or whitened?”


“Black.”


 “Will it be the senior special this morning? Comes with oatmeal, English muffin or bagel. Five bucks. Florida orange juice  a buck fifty extra.”


Celia had planned to order the big breakfast of bacon and eggs, but now she was wishing she hadn’t come into this place.  She wanted to eat and get out as soon as possible. So, she capitulated to the senior special with oatmeal and bagel.


She sat sipping her hot coffee as she waited for her breakfast to arrive. This was a far cry from the breakfasts at home she loved. She hated sitting alone, without anyone to talk to, particularly while everyone else was engaged in  private conversations.  There was no room to spread out her newspaper.  

           You should always have someone to eat meals with or eating becomes like getting a car filled with gas. Restaurants usually ignored the single diner, she had noticed.


Celia resolved not to have another meal like this; mentally she began making plans to go home early. She ate her oatmeal and bagel quickly, and paid the waitress leaving a big tip, despite the poor service. She remembered well her days as a waitress, so Celia always tipped well, especially in cheap restaurants like this one where she figured the wages were low and good tips infrequent. 


On the street again, she thought she would head for the hotel.


On second thought, Johnnie had told her go shopping. Okay, now she was up to it. Thanks to the coffee and food. She picked one of the largest stores on Fifth Avenue for a shopping invasion. Just inside the door there was a sign, “Visit our fashion conscious new Senior Niche on the eighth floor.” 


Celia wanted to see what this was all about, so she got into an elevator crowded with women shoppers.


She saw some gray and white haired ladies, but they didn’t seem interested in the eighth    floor. They got off  on the others, but none waited for eight. They must have known something was there they didn’t want to buy.


As Celia exited there was another sign pointing to the Senior Niche. “Just what Seniors have waited for!”


Oh, sure, was her cynical reaction.  “That’s what we have waited most of our lives to see, Senior Niche.”


She had a hunch this was another version of specialty sizing like Real Women and Petite  Women. Fancy names for large women and small women.  You get to know these little deceptions.


The racks had cutesy titles such as Soft Senior, Sweet Senior, Savior Faire Senior but most absurd was Spry Women (for those with challenged mobility). It was hard to believe.


She saw very conservative and classic styles no different than you could find in other

departments in the store. Mostly there were long skirts, roomy pants and a few short dresses in drab colors like beige and gray. They were clothes that covered you up.


The clothes weren’t different, but they were merchandising them in a very unusual way.

Some would say creative. Not Celia.


From the price tags Celia looked at, they were far from cheap, considering they were not current fashion.  It seemed this was an attempt to fleece few old folks who happened to be both  rich and gullible.


 She went to the rack labeled Petite and Saucy Seniors. Celia thought of herself as all three, petite, saucy, and senior, for this purpose only.


Then she realized the clothes were red and black. “Lordie, I’ve had enough of red and black lately.”


A lovely white-haired woman approached her. “Can I help you find something?” 


“Well, yes you can,” Celia answered, quickly deciding she would play some mischief.


“I was wondering if you have something for serene seniors? You know, something that would capture the senior who is at peace with herself in this strife-torn world we live in.”


“I’m sure we can find something,” said the lady. “Have you seen our Quiet Pewter collection featuring all shades of gray?”


Celia frowned slightly. “Gray doesn’t speak to me in all languages, and we have to remember this is a diverse world. I was looking for something as serene as the wide blue sky and eternal Pacific Ocean. Something turquoise blue, perhaps, something Zen, you know.

Pacific is the word for peace.”


The woman brightened a little. “We have lots of blue,” she said pointing to a nearby rack packed with all shades of blue garments.”


 “Oh, no,” said Celia. “Those blues are far too rebellious. It’s the purple tones that do it. Purple is a turbulent color. I want a greenish turquoise inspiring tranquility.” 

             She moved closer   to the saleslady. “I’m from San Francisco, and from my front window I channel spiritually with the Pacific Ocean.” She cooed the words with closed eyes.  


With utmost politeness, the saleslady pulled back a little.   “San Francisco. Yes, of course, Madam. Take your time looking. Please excuse me, as I have another customer waiting.”


Celia giggled.. That woman would have fun telling her husband about the kooky, screw-loose customer from San Francisco she waited on.


On her way out of the department, she noticed a sign that boldly announced the stores was giving some brand new clothing to needy and homeless women. She thought the Senior Niche would be a good place to clean out. She also wondered why the store couldn’t do its philanthropy quietly, without chest thumping.


There was nothing more Celia wanted to see so she got into the elevator and hit the first floor button. She had seen a couple of things that warranted another look on her way into the store. She might even buy something if the prices weren’t too steep.


At the scarf counter she found a beauty with a price tag of $250. It wasn’t worth it, she decided after examining it for quality. She found it was made in India where she figured the woman who stitched it together was paid $1 a day. She dropped the scarf and headed for a counter covered with pin-on silk flowers. They were marked down from $75 to $35. Celia picked up a big yellow chrysanthemum. It was a good color and she could wear it often.


She got the clerk’s attention when she saw her holding the flower in her hand. “That’s a good choice,” the clerk said. “It looks great with your tan complexion. Hold it next to your face.”


The face under scrutiny was somewhat obscured by the dark brown goop that had made her television-beautiful. She dug into her purse and came up with cash to pay for the flower.


Then she briefly considered buying some new makeup that she could use sparingly.


She noticed several counters where you could get a free makeup done on you. She knew they would expect her to buy all kinds of potions at exorbitant prices. She was onto that ploy and set aside the temptation to try one today.


Now she really wanted to wash her face clean. It was time to head back to the hotel, so she headed to the nearest exit. That turned out to be a horrible idea because she  came out on an unfamiliar street, not Fifth Avenue where she had entered.


She stood there completely clueless about her location.


Getting lost is no fun in New York, and Celia nearly panicked. She wished for the map she had left at the hotel. But lucky for her, there was a pleasant looking cop standing near the door of the store.


“Excuse me, Officer, but I’m very confused and don’t know where I am,’’ she told him plaintively.


“Just stand there, little lady,” he said leaning over.  “I’ll help you. Now don’t panic and run away because I may have to call for someone else to help us.”


The officer was very tall, judged by Celia to be way taller than six feet.   Perhaps that was why he called her little.  At five feet, six inches , she didn’t consider herself little but he was at least a foot taller. 

             “Now, help me out,” he said.  “Where is your home?”


“Oh, I live in San Francisco,” she said.


The police officer knew many confused old folks thought they lived some place else. Usually it was their place of birth and they hadn’t been there for years.


Maybe this little lady was at that stage of Alzheimer’s. Once in a while, he would get someone with that dreadful disease and the person would act pretty reasonably, until you started questioning  them.


Celia was beginning to think this cop had the wrong idea. Lordie, what if the New York police erroneously reported her as demented, the way they did in Oaktown?


“Let me set you straight,” she said pleasantly looking up at the officer. 


“All I want to know is how to get to Fifth Avenue from here. I came out a different door of the store than I came in and was temporarily disoriented. Please don’t report me as demented or goofy. I am a perfectly healthy person who got lost for a few minutes, all right?”


The officer laughed out loud and patted Celia on the shoulder.


“It’s my pleasure to let you go on your way, Miss. Now let me tell you how to get to Fifth Avenue from here.”  He pointed down the street. “Walk a block that way, then turn left and go one more block.  You’ll be on Fifth Avenue.”  She thanked him, he tipped his hat, and she was on her way.


In a short time, she was in her hotel room, eager to get Johnnie or Walt on the phone.


First she washed the brown television-beautiful goop off her face.


She got Johnnie on the phone right away.  “Great job, Celia,” he said. “You handled yourself well when that numbskull interviewed you.”


 “Thanks. Somehow I knew you would say that. Listen, I’m going to come home tomorrow. Not sure yet the flight number. I’m finding out that being in New York alone is no fun at all. I only wish I had brought you guys along.” 


 “I know the feeling well.  But what about  shopping? Isn’t that something you like to do alone?”


“Well, yes. That’s okay. I bought some shoes and a flower. It’s when I get in the hotel room or in a restaurant that I feel lonely. I’ve done my shopping. I’m wearing the shoes home so you’ll see them soon.”


 “Whatever you say. Let us know when you’ll arrive.”


“I’ll try, but this is a sure thing, I’ll be home for dinner.”


Johnnie wasn’t surprised by her decision to come home early. He knew what it was like to be alone in a big city. Somehow it was less friendly and more lonesome than in a remote mountain meadow, being the only fisherman at a secluded stream or walking on a deserted beach.


 “I’m going to get on a plane first thing in the morning. I have Little Rojo in the airport parking lot, so I won’t need to be picked up.”


 “I’ll  get Walt to cook up something on the barbecue to celebrate your television debut.”


“Start chilling the martini glasses. See ya’ soon. Bye now.”


Getting one seat on the flight was not a problem.  That was one thing good about traveling alone.  There was always one seat left. Patriot Airlines booked her in. 


When Johnnie saw Herbie at the mailbox that afternoon, Herbie said he had seen

Celia on the Louder show.  “She was super-duper, back there in New York.”   


As for Celia, on her last night there, she ordered a turkey sandwich and apple pie a la mode from room service, flipped on the television, and packed up her few things. She put in a wake-up call for 4:30 a.m. Her flight would leave about three hours later.


She felt better all ready. It was good to hear Johnnie’s voice. He was a sweetie. She had only been gone one night, but it seemed like a month. Celia  could hardly wait to get home. The word ‘home’ came easily. Celia had never felt that way about Sunny Glen.

                                                     Chapter Eight


  Walt and Johnnie had done up a fine dinner for her return. They had their martinis  while hearing all about Celia’s television gig,  then wine with a fine steak.  

       New York was only a memory of a distant place, almost like a foreign country. It was absolutely the opposite, in many ways, of San Francisco, and especially Oaktown and Hillmont.


Celia  almost fell asleep in her chair after dinner, she was so tired, so she went off to bed at 9 p.m. She crawled into bed and reached for the Goneness Place. It was there and that’s all she needed to know. Soon she was fast asleep.


She wakened early to a bright day. She thought again about how good it was to be home.        When Celia came into the kitchen, instead of seeing Walt making coffee, Johnnie was doing it. Usually he got up a little later after being roused by the aroma that floated through the house.


“Well, what are you doing up and about?”


“I guess Walt wanted to get a little more shut-eye.”


She hesitated for a moment. “Is it just me or have you noticed he’s quieter than usual.”


“Yeah, I noticed.” That was all he said.


“What do you think it’s all about?” She wondered what Johnnie really thought about this subtle but real change in Walt. He knew him better than anyone.


Sensing Celia’s concern, Johnnie said, “I suspect he’s grieving more, because his wedding anniversary is coming up soon. It makes him hurt a little more. I guess we all feel that way when it comes along.”


Celia could understand that. She felt the same way on the anniversary of her wedding to Tom.


“When’s the date?”


“Not sure of the date, but sometime in early June. They were married in Kauai. That’s why he loves it over there. They went every year to celebrate their anniversary.”


In a few days it would be May, by which time the threesome had been in their living arrangement for a almost six weeks. It seemed to be working fine. All was right with their world.

And this was important to Celia. Helen was happy with the additional space at Sunny Glen that Johnnie had deftly arranged.

Celia was looking good with a nifty new haircut by Monsieur Leland at the Claridge that swooped down around her ears, and she was wearing her new outfits. She never did have the aromatic massage she was going to try. The day before the appointment, she had chickened out and canceled.


She got around in Little Rojo nearly every day on errands, and the threesome went out to dinner together at least once a week. They always went in Johnnie’s Mercedes, which they called ‘the notorious kidnap get-a-away car.’

Johnnie and Celia were watching the Channel Six Morning News when Walt came into the kitchen. They could tell he was in the doldrums.


“Where were you this morning?” Johnnie was teasing him, hoping to get a smile. “I had to do your job.”


Walt smiled weakly.


“We agreed we’d have our independence, remember. And this morning I exercised mine.” He liked to play games with Johnnie. This was normal routine for the two guys. Celia had an idea. “Let’s go out tonight for dinner. This seems a good night to do it.”


Johnnie was always agreeable to going out. “Good idea.”


But Walt was silent for a few minutes. “Why don’t you two go ahead, I have some reading to do. I think I’d like to stay in tonight.”


Celia and Johnnie looked at each with raised eyebrows.


“Is everything okay with you, Walt? Let’s talk about it.” Johnnie put his arm around Walt’s shoulder.


“It’s just one of those hard times for me, okay. And when that happens, I need to be alone. You know how that is.”


“What can we do to help?” Celia felt helpless and sad.


“There is something you can do.” His moodiness had suddenly lifted. “You can get ready to go to Hawaii. I want the three of us to go to Kauai. Remember, that’s where Marie and I were married.”


Celia had never been to any of the islands of Hawaii. She and Tom had been to London, Paris, and Rome. But they had never made it to Hawaii.


“I’m ready to learn the hula.” She tried swinging her hips.


Johnnie was smiling, seeing Walt in better mood. “You will have to twist my good arm, but I’ll go if that’s what you want.”


He loved Hawaii and had been there many times with Carole. “What’s this all about Walt?”


“I don’t do much around here to help, so this is how I’d like to contribute my share. I’ll buy the tickets—business class—and line up a wonderful place to stay. I know just the house I’ll rent. It’s right on the most beautiful beach in the world. Hanalei Bay. On a moonlight night, it’s like someone made it up, it’s so beautiful. You see people walking along the edge of the water in the middle of the night. They don’t want to miss one minute of the experience.” He was squinting one eye visualizing the scene.


They all sat at the kitchen table sipping their coffee and eating their cereal. Each had a different kind.


“Won’t you change your mind about tonight?” Celia asked. “We could talk about Hawaii. There’s so much I want to know about Kauai, the beautiful environment and the old Hawaiian customs. This trip will be one I’ll never forget. Come on along tonight. It will be fun.”


“No, you gotta understand, okay? It’s not you guys or even going out. It’s just that I need to do some reading and be alone for an evening.”


“I guess that means you’ll have to suffer my company alone. Johnnie; do we want to try something different or go to one of the usual places?” she asked.


“Let’s try something Mexican tonight.”


“I read about a place not far from here in Oaktown where we can just show up. No reservations.  It sounds like a great place; its called Cilantro’s, with a real Mexican menu, music, and décor. It’s pretty new, but popular.”


“You can change your mind if the spirit calls,” Celia told Walt. “Let’s leave about seven,” she said to Johnnie.


But Walt didn’t change his mind. At 7 o’clock Johnnie and Celia headed for Cilantro’s. Celia had read that it had a wild and wonderful mariachi band.


While the mariachis played their rousing music and sang, restaurant patrons listened and enjoyed the frivolity. Celia was able to follow much of the Spanish music and sing-a-long. Johnnie joined in taking cues from her.


At the end of the meal, when coffee and Mexican cookies came, the mariachis left. Then the two of them began some serious talk about Walt and the trip to Hawaii.


“I’ve been to Oahu several times but never to Kauai, where he loves to go. It’s regarded as one of the most beautiful spots in the world,” said Johnnie. I don’t know why, but we always went to Oahu. I think it was because I had business conferences there. This will be a sentimental journey for him, and very different for you and me. Their marriage was unusual in all ways, and unbelievably romantic. In fact, it is the most romantic I’ve ever heard about. He’s told me every detail of the wedding, the white clothing they wore, how a priest presided at the ceremony on the beach. Complete strangers were the witnesses. That’s the way the two of them wanted it.”


“They didn’t even have close relatives?”


“`Well no, because they didn’t tell anyone they were getting married. I don’t think they knew  before they went to Kauai. They went on the trip together, and while they were there decided to get married. The local Catholic priest was a cool guy and after some questions he agreed to perform the ceremony. They were both in their forties  at that time. But they had been dating for a year or so.”


“Had they been married before?”


“She had, but her husband died young so she was a widow. There were no children from either her first marriage or the second,  to Walt.”


“What about Walt. Had he been married?”

“No, he was a confirmed bachelor, and thought he would be forever. That is, until he met Marie, then he realized he had waited all those years for the right person. He often has said they were ‘made for each other.’”


“That priest must have been a good judge of character. Think about it, they were married forty-two years.”


“Forty-two happy years. They made a good match. It was so perfect, he was completely devastated when she died.”


While stirring their coffee and nibbling on the cookies, Celia’s mind began to wander. 


She was thinking how different it was going out to dinner with Johnnie alone. The conversation was different than those the threesome usually had. There was less joking, less buddy-buddy stuff. Instead of being out with two guys, she was out having dinner and a great conversation with an interesting man.


For the first time she looked closely at his face. He was handsome, with only a few age-appropriate lines and eye wrinkles on slightly tan skin. His hair was white, but there was enough to cover the sides of his head, leaving a small bald spot on top. He was tall and lanky, and somewhat stooped.


She suddenly felt spooked by what she was feeling. It was something she hadn’t felt for a very long time—a sort of buoyant feeling. She wanted to sit up straighter and lean closer to him, it was like—she couldn’t believe it—like falling in love. But it couldn’t be that. Or could it be? Whatever it was, she felt drawn to him.


No it couldn’t be love. Not the romantic kind they had been talking about. Or was it?


She was thinking about what Helen had said. Maybe she was thinking of sex, she wasn’t sure. Besides, what would she say to Johnnie? Let’s have sex? How gross. That would spoil everything. Besides, probably Johnnie wouldn’t want to. And if he did, she knew that Walt would see that something was going on between them.


Celia tried to imagine sex with Johnnie. It was an intriguing  idea. But why was sex on her mind?  Well, if he wanted to, she thought. It was a big IF.  If he wanted it, she might. Except for a million reasons. Most likely, she thought,  was that he wouldn’t want to. 

The living arrangement was working out just fine being good friends. She would have to get over this goofy love and sex thing, and get back to what was working.

Instead of dwelling on some imaginary romance with Johnnie, Celia determined to think about the reality of going to Hawaii, and about Walt’s need for being alone with his memories and his sadness.


Hearing about Walt and Marie’s romantic wedding on the beach gave her new insights. When she and Tom had been part of their group dinners, she had no idea what this couple was all about, except that they enjoyed their company.


The relationship she had with Johnnie and Walt was perfect for each one’s needs and for the shared living arrangement, but it was not deep.


It was in some ways superficial, for that reason. To make lifelong good friends you had to share the nonsense and the grit of life—happy and sad—to know them well. So far, the threesome had shared many good times, and only a few sad moments. She didn’t need to fall in love and spoil it all.      


During the rest of the dinner, the feeling subsided as she peppered Johnnie with questions about the Hawaii he knew. On Oahu he and Carole had stayed in Honolulu hotels. He had gone there with her on business. A few times they had been to the Big Island to visit the volcano that the legendary Hawaiian Goddess Pele had activated.


When Celia snuggled down into her bed that night, she reached for the Goneness Place. She was concerned about her fidelity to Tom and her new feelings about Johnnie.
 Yes, she could feel his spirit. Tom was still there and she reassured him she was still very in love with him.  But she also thought about Johnnie; and how he was in his bed in the same house only a few walls kept them apart.


She fell asleep hoping the feeling about Johnnie would vanish during the night. It would be like a dream_ so insignificant, you could just forget it ever happened. Life would go on as it had before.


But when she awakened, she couldn’t shake that falling in love feeling, even when she felt the Goneness place. Tom was still there in her heart. But she was troubled thinking about what had happened to her last night when she was having dinner alone with Johnnie.


It was a time when she needed to talk with Helen. Such a steady head, she always helped her find the ground under her feet.


She picked up the phone. It was a few minutes after seven o’clock. Helen would be up.


“Helen, good morning. I hope I didn’t waken you.”


“Not at all. I was getting myself ready for the day.”


“Can we have lunch?”


They set the time for noon.  She didn’t see Johnnie that morning because Celia left the house early to meet with Helen for coffee and Johnnie was sleeping in.

             Celia picked up Helen curbside at Sunny Glen in Little Rojo and the two headed for Brady’s Place.


“So what’s on your mind, Babe?” Helen said. She could see Celia had something serious to talk about by the look in her eyes.


“I have to talk to you about what’s happening to me. I’m a little embarrassed to talk about it with anyone, but I need advice and I trust you to be honest with me.”


“It can’t be too awful. Were you mean to someone, or are you suffering from hemorrhoids?” Helen joked.


“That would be simple to cure compared to my problem.” She didn’t really know how to tell her what she was feeling.


“Okay, here goes. I think I’m falling in love with Johnnie.”


“I figured something like that would happen eventually. It was inevitable. You know, we’re all humans, and some of us are men and some are women.”


They stirred their coffee while Helen thought through what Celia had said.


“Well, that’s not such a big problem.” She was thoughtful. “How about the lucky guy? Is he feeling the same?”


Celia looked up at Helen. “Oh, Lordie, I don’t really know. I guess I thought naturally if I was feeling that way, he would be too.” Helen was right. What about him? She had worried about that. 


“Now my problem is worse. I can’t really ask him. I think I should forget about all this stuff I’m feeling.”


“Not so fast, my friend. You don’t know that he doesn’t feel the same way.  But before we go any further on this, a cautionary note. I’m no marriage counselor or any kind of counselor.”


“I’m only confiding about this because I trust your judgment and believe you want the best for me. Let’s say we’re just two women of a certain age sharing our ideas on a problem I have.”


“Okay, Girlfriend, I’ll tell you what I think. All I can tell you is what I would do if I was in your place. I never was, though, because when my husband died, another person didn’t come along, and then I got so involved in my genealogy project, I was too busy to go looking for a guy.”


“`I didn’t go looking, he was there all the time. But I didn’t get the feeling until we were alone together at dinner without Walt. I thought about what you told me and it changed everything. Now I don’t know if it’s sex, love or friendship that I want. So how do I know if he feels the same way?”


“Hey, you don’t have to choose between those options. You can have it all. As for him, you won’t know for a while, is my guess. Maybe he’ll have to get to know you in this different way you talk about. And maybe he’ll never feel the way you do. If that happens, don’t try to force it. If it’s the right thing, it will happen.”


Celia thought that made sense. “But what about Tom? I loved him and still do. So, why do I feel this way about Johnnie?”

“As they say in the songs and poems, how can you explain love? It’s part of being a human being. Of course you still love Tom, but you can love someone else, too. I believe life should be lived to its fullest.

“You can love the memory of Tom and his spirit lives on. But when you accept that he is gone from your life, and there’s someone else you love, I see no reason why you shouldn’t love him, too. Think about how Johnnie might feel. He still loves Carol, too. Loving isn’t about just one person in a lifetime  despite what you hear sometimes.”


Celia posed another question. “I don’t know what to say to Margie. She was pretty upset when she found out I was living with two single guys. She thought it very inappropriate for someone my age. And she hated that stuff the press used about my being a Runaway Senior. I don’t think she has ever accepted that I didn’t encourage being called that.”


“Well, bless her heart, but this isn’t her life we’re talking about. This is yours. And since when is it wrong for someone to fall in love?”


Celia smiled. The more she thought about it, Margie might like the idea of her mother falling in love, especially if she remarried. That would make the arrangement legal.


Margie was always on her mind after the Runaway Senior story appeared all over the Internet. Once the news story had played itself out and faded in the public eye, Celia made a point of keeping her nervous daughter informed about her new life at the Not Ready Yet mansion on the hill. 

             Strange as it seemed, Margie was not prepared for her mom to have a life of her own. Celia wasn’t sure she wanted to tell Margie about her feelings for Johnnie; Margie would think her mother had gone around the bend again, just as she was starting to feel okay about the Not Ready Yet living arrangements.


But there was something else troubling Celia, “Doesn’t it seem disloyal to Tom?”


“Not to me, it doesn’t. It seems natural, a part of being human, like I said. Love is one of the better human things we feel. If only more people would fall in love it would be a better world. Here’s an idea. Why don’t you let all the normal instincts do what they do and see what happens. Did you say you were all going to Hawaii for a vacation?”


“Yes, we’ll be going as soon as Walt makes reservations.”


Celia wondered what Johnnie might be feeling about all this, or whether it was on his mind at all. It seemed like he was completely unaware of Celia’s stirrings when they saw each other later that day.  Life just went on normally.


By the end of the next day, Walt had made flight arrangements for the trip to Kauai and rented a beautiful house on the beach of Hanalei Bay. It had taken him all day to deal with the automated travel services over the phone.


Celia thought the trip would take her mind off her sudden romantic notions. The three of them would have a great time exploring Hawaii. There were beautiful and challenging hiking trails around the Na Pali Coast and beautiful beaches all around the island. There would be no alone time with Johnnie to let this temptation grow.


Walt was in a good mood again, eager to get to the island he loved. He got out all his maps and tour books and jotted down all the best restaurants on the island.


He had found out that making plans to get there are difficult at best.


“The worst part was getting the airline reservations. I pressed numbers a hundred times. Hit three if you are one of the following, then hit four if you want this or that, then hit five for how to order a seat, and six if you are a part of two, three, four, or whatever.


“Once I got happened to get a real person by making a mistake. Hit the wrong button, I guess. When I told her what I wanted, she asked if I could hold for just a minute. I said yes. She put me on hold for fifteen minutes.”


“That’s the efficiency of new technology for you.” Johnnie had accepted these snags as an inevitable part of progress  “That’s fine and dandy. But do they get to change the meaning of something so basic as how long a minute is?” Walt. Asked.


“That’s easy with high tech. When they say something will take a minute, what they really mean is this will be done sometime before I die, if I’m not too busy.

The bright spot in making plans was that the Kauai rental agency gave excellent personal service. No numbers to punch with them.


Photos sent by the agency over the Internet showed the Hanalei beach house to be no less than spectacular. There was a spacious, verdant spring-green lawn_ the size of a small park_leading to white sand beach, and azure blue surf. Walt said it really did look like a postcard.


The Hawaiian-style home was on stilts, with a wide veranda that wrapped around the building. The kitchen had a curved bay window overlooking the ocean view. It took your breath away.  “Walt, this is beautiful,” said Celia when she saw the photos. “Did you stay here with Marie?”


“No, but we admired it from afar. We stayed in a smaller place that had been an Ohana for another mansion on the bay.”  He explained that an Ohana was like a mother-in-law, or family unit in the states.


“We walk out to the lawn, and then to that sugary white sand?” Celia asked.


“That’s right, I know we’re going to get very spoiled.”


“We need to help pay the rent there, Walt,” said Johnnie. “This isn’t your usual condo rental. We don’t want you to take the hit all on your own.”


“Now don’t start negotiating with me. I’m doing this for all of us. So stop.”


“Okay, okay, then I’ll take us all to dinner most of the time when we’re there. Now don’t argue. You can do that when we get there.”


“Well, I’m not going to argue with anyone. When we’re eating at home, I’ll do the cooking,” said Celia.  She was already creating recipes using Hawaiian fruits and veggies.

She could see them eating breakfast  outside on the verandah_with the view of the beautiful Pacific Ocean_while reading the newspapers and listening to beautiful Hawaiian music on the stereo.

        In the evening, if they were home, she would cook up some fish or chicken_possibly a version of Hawaiian and Chinese dishes, which were now called ``fusion.”

       She wouldn’t be cooking dinner very often, however, as Johnnie was already picking

out restaurants he wanted to try from a list Walt had compiled.

   “You’re both going to have some competition,’’ said Walt.  “There’s a top notch barbeque set-up where we can grill everything, and I’ll be trying my skills. I think I’ll begin with  Hawaian-style pork spareribs.   There was a good butcher in a Hanalei grocery store who always chose the

best spareribs to sell.

        Walt stuck his nose up, as if to catch the aroma of steaks and chops slow-cooking on the

barbeque.  That fragrance floating through the evening breeze  would whet the appetite of everyone within a mile of their beautiful house.     

                                                            Chapter Nine


Two weeks later they were in the sky in their business class seats, on their way to Kauai. By traveling business class they avoided most of the usual airport hassle. Walt had insisted on red carpet treatment throughout. He figured money does buy almost everything.


The airline served up a pretty good lunch of piping hot rolls, white fish, salad and dessert. Mid afternoon there were freshly baked chocolate chip cookies with milk. The stewards pampered the business class passengers, granting their every whim. 

           The service was elegant for airplane dining_ an individual white cloth tablecloth, fragrant damp and warm hand towels, and all you could drink of wine,  red or white. Best of all, it was free, one of the perks of paying more.  “Do you understand that contradiction ?’’ he asked Johnnie and Celia.


When the plane landed at the busy Lihue airport in Kauai, they marveled at the difference between this small terminal and the big ones at home. It was casual to the max.


The security guards were friendly and accommodating about giving directions on where to pick up your baggage, car rental, and hotel bus.


But one thing was the same as the Mainland_ the lines of people going back and forth from Mainland cities and hubs. Lines of people waited for their inter-island boarding calls:  Oahu, Maui, Hawaii, Molokai. 


Celia wondered: Why is it wherever you go so many people got there before you?


You could easily tell the tourists from the residents. Arriving tourists were wearing brand new white canvas sports shoes with white legs hanging out of white shorts, cameras around their neck, dark glasses and beach hats.


The departing tourists were wearing dirty canvas shoes, red legs hanging out of rumpled shorts, dark glasses and Hawaiian hats.


It was the fresh air that first told them they were in a different place than California. As wonderful as the San Francisco Bay Area could be, the air in Kauai was far superior. You wanted to take deep breaths, with the silly notion that some of it might stay in your body for a while. It was fresh and clean, unpolluted. The quality was so much better than the Bay Area, they realized how polluted the Mainland actually is every day.


This paradise in the middle of the Pacific Ocean was constantly cleansed by the trade winds. That’s what kept it from becoming hot and sticky. Of the Hawaiian group, Kauai was the most northern, so was the freshest.


Celia took a deep breath, then another and another until she thought she might hyperventilate.


“What is this anyway? Really clean air. Do we get this stuff all over the island or does the airport blow it in to impress arriving tourists?”


“Incredible, isn’t it?” said Walt.


“Yep, it’s an incredible place, starting with the air. Some things  really are unbelievable.” Johnnie thought it was a shame they couldn’t take some home with them.


They rented an open convertible to get around in, after Johnnie was assured the top was easily put up and down by pushing a button. He knew it would rain, maybe even dump buckets, because the big mountain in the North part of the island has been called the “wettest spot on earth.”


Walt explained that more than 400 inches of rain fall annually at the top of Mount Waialeale. When Celia looked a little concerned, he cheered her with the fact that the North side of the island is also known for extravagant unbroken rainbows that stretch across the sky for miles. Somehow the pot of gold remained elusive.


The car rental agency had a choice of colors available, and Johnnie picked the perfect shade of green for the perfect car for the Garden Island which is the name given to Kauai because of its lush natural beauty. It was a sporty parrot-green convertible.


“We’ll never have to look far for this in a parking lot,” Celia told him. She thought the car had a personality, just like her own Little Rojo.


             It was a brilliant, sunny day, so they drove with the top down the twenty eight miles to Princeville. Then they descended  down a curvy  road  to the verdant green Hanalei Valley. It was preserved by federal law for native agriculture, most of which was taro.


Celia was amazed to see all species of houseplants growing on the steep banks of the curvy road. Especially beautiful were the lush ferns and philodendron.


They looked like the ones that had died at home.

“This must be the heaven house plants go to when they die,” she said. “I always wondered about that. To see all these ferns just popping out the side of a mountain is awesome.”


“At the foot of the drop into the green valley there was an historic iron one-way bridge that guarded the valley’s beauty from unwanted trucks and other heavy equipment used by developers who were itching to build thousands of condominiums. They only wanted to make the island accessible to everybody not just the wealthy, they said. Being unable to get their equipment and building supplies into the area thwarted them.


The locals, who were mostly preservationists, and to tell the truth, pretty well off folks, didn’t want to deprive anyone of enjoying the beauty of Kauai and argued that if developers had their way, Hanalei would be paved over with buildings. Then there would be no beauty to enjoy. The iron bridge was key to the dispute.


Walt told the history of the one-way bridge. “It’s the result of an epochal war between developers who wanted to knock it down and put up a huge freeway on concrete stilts that would accommodate trucks, and preservationists who wanted to keep developers out of the entire North side of the island. The preservationists won, so at least for now, the bridge still stands. It really saved the North side.”


“That’s great,’’ said Johnnie. “But will the developers come back sometime?”


“Sure, if the politics change on the island, they surely could; but I doubt if that will happen here.” Walt was reassuring.


At the moment, they were politely waiting their turn to cross over the bridge. There was no road rage here. Taking turns crossing the bridge was another of Hawaii’s mannerly ways, so unlike the intemperate behavior they experienced several times a day at home.


As they drove past the flourishing taro fields, Walt explained that poi, an Hawaiian staple, was made from taro.


“I’d like to try eating poi.” Celia had heard it was like a pudding.


Johnnie wrinkled his nose. “That’s what I said once. Hear, hear. I ate it once, and that was enough. If you like library paste, you will love poi.”


On the road, they were surrounded by giant bamboo clumps, some of which were taller than most mature trees. The tall bamboo shoots were swaying in the trade winds acting like they wanted to be like coconut trees.


When they came around a wide curve in the road, alongside the Hanalei River that carved its way through the valley, they entered little Hanalei Town. Once a sleepy village, it now was a humming community. The village was composed of new and old buildings; the centerpiece was the old Hanalei School House. The school had been slated for destruction until a creative local developer bought the building and moved it from the original school property into the heart of Hanalei, where there was little or no retail. He remodeled it to house a group of shops including a gourmet bar, café, delicatessen, dress and sports shops, and art galleries. On the former school site, he built a modern school building that had an old Hawaii design.


As a result, Hanalei town was a mix of the tacky and the splendid. There were a few original tin roof Hawaiian shacks, painted green with white trim; these had been fixed-up with loving unskilled hands, and housed island enterprises like surf board rentals. A little Buddhist church was tucked into this mélange.


A green Tropical Taco truck was parked on the side of the road with a line of customers waiting for their tacos to be stuffed with avocados, meat, black beans and other great tasting stuff. All topped off with a generous scoop of sour cream.


“Why the crowd here?” asked Johnnie.


“Those Tropical Tacos are the best in the world, you’ll find out.” Walt was already dreaming about the delicious tacos. People often ate them while standing up, because they couldn’t wait to feel the trickle of taco sauce and sour cream running down their chin.


In the heart of town, which was all of three blocks, there were hordes of tourists sucking up colorful berry, lemon, and watermelon shave ice, ogling the scenery and each other.


It was a place where people went to see and be seen. To pick up and get picked up if you were young and carefree or even just carefree. There were also plenty of older tourists enjoying the scene. Locals were hawking leis and bouquets of spectacular red and white ginger. Sales must have been brisk, too, because they saw quite a few people carrying the flowers, their noses getting a treat from the ginger fragrance.


Unique to Hanalei Town, there was a free parking lot that had to be the world’s most beautiful. It was planted with white ginger and featured a Japanese bridge over a slow moving stream. It was hard to believe that a parking lot could be beautiful, but there it was.


“Here you have the world’s most beautiful parking lot. I never thought there could be such a thing, that parking lots were intended be ugly, but this beats all,” said Walt.


At this moment they weren’t ready to use the lot, they only looked it over as an unusual Hawaiian feature. Most of the time, they would be walking wherever they wanted to go in Hanalei.


Celia wanted to begin exploring the little village but Walt had different plans.


“This is where we’ll be hanging out for dinner, shopping and shave ice,” said Walt. “There’s plenty of time for that. Right now we need to go to our place, put our stuff away, and go to the beach.”


He directed Johnnie to Weke Road and their rental home. “There it is,’’ said Walt with as a much pride as though he owned it.  

            They drove through impressive gates carved of ironwood logs. They told visitors, this is a special place. And that certainly described the place.


There it was—an Hawaiian-style house that looked like a storybook creation out of “Architectural Digest.”


“Awesome,” said Celia, without taking her eyes off the home on stilts. It was a one-story building with an eighteen foot span from floor to beam ceilings. They walked up the stairway and into the house.


Colorful banners hanging from the beams fluttered in trade winds that floated through the rooms, augmented by bamboo ceiling fans. Walt switched the fans on and they began turning lazily. Nothing could be in a hurry here.


They toured the bedroom suites. Each had its own access to the veranda. And each had its own dressing room and bath with Jacuzzi. Celia got first choice.


“Time out for getting into swimsuits,” said Johnnie and they ducked into their bedrooms.


Inside her room, with the door firmly closed, Celia noticed there was a full-length mirror on the back of the door. How much easier life would be without mirrors. They were constant reminders of our physical shortcomings. They did tend to keep egos in check, however.


She supposed if you were a beauty, mirrors were a great way to enjoy the narcissistic life. But she wasn’t a beauty and the mirror was telling her the truth. Full-length mirrors, in rooms where you were apt to get naked, she found a form of unnecessary punishment.


“Lordie, who needs that?”


She rifled through her bag to find the swimsuit she had spent hours looking for in Bay Area stores. She went through five department stores and tried on at least twenty-five swimsuits, finally choosing the bright pink one she was wriggling into.


This would be a moment of stark naked truth. No secrets anymore. She looked at herself in the mirror, trying to convince herself she looked okay. She wasn’t too fat or too thin, but she wasn’t just right either because whatever was there had shifted around over the years. Then there were the wrinkles and blood veins and everything else. Well, it was too late now.


She figured everyone over forty had some body problem_ love handles, wrinkles, white skin, freckled arms, ugly feet, varicose veins, and pot bellies. All were outed when a person puts on a swimsuit. These are hidden secrets that become public information on the beach.


Growing old is a beach, she said to herself and snickered.


As she stood in front of the mirror in the pink swimsuit, Celia decided she could be worse off. She was fairly tan, having that Latin coloring, and would be tanner in two days. In three weeks, there would be a noticeable improvement, but by then they would be getting ready to go home.


Celia casually walked into the living room, where the guys had draped themselves over some rattan chairs.


“Well, I’m not your model swimsuit chick, but this is what’s left of a once-inelegant body,” she said, when she came out. They were in long board shorts, with lots of expanded waistline showing. Johnnie was too white and even Walt was only faintly tan. He would brown up in a couple of days.


“Come on, now, Celia. You look good. Not like a teenager but good,” said Johnnie after giving her the once over.


Her heart leapt up a notch. Celia decided Johnnie’s semi-compliment was a nicely told lie. But Johnnie was hinting that he loved her, sort of, wasn’t he? At least, that he liked her. She wanted to believe it.


What was it that called for older women to look better than older men? After a better look at the guys, she thought they didn’t look so great either.


But she wanted to make them feel good. Celia felt her face flush. It was like Pinocchio’s nose getting longer when he lied. 


She told them, “You two look great!” She was throwing a bouquet of lies their way. She noticed they didn’t say thanks.


The moment of allowable deception had passed, and the house tour continued without further comment on how they looked in swimsuits.


In the center of the house, there was a wood-burning fireplace and a stylish kitchen, with new appliances and hanging pots and pans of all sizes and shapes.


All this looked out on the eternal Pacific Ocean and on Hanalei Bay, with its big curved shoreline. They kicked off their sandals and headed for the lawn, a soft green carpet that cushioned their tender Mainland feet and led them to warm white sand, and ultimately, to the foamy, gentle surf.


Celia was the first one to hit the water.


“I don’t believe it,” she shouted when she stuck a toe into the eighty-degree water. “This is warm, just like the ads say.” She quickly submerged herself up to her ears in the lazy swells. The water was bouncy and seemed to keep her afloat with its movement.


Walt and Johnnie followed her and the three splashed around and watched the beach scene. They kept jumping onto the waves that changed in every moment. Walt moved back to the shallowest waves on the shoreline where small children were splashing, Celia noticed. Not that she blamed him. You had to be alert to these waves and move cautiously.


Playing in the water was like playing tag. The wave tried to catch you unaware, so it could knock you down. You tried to outwit the wave by moving up and over it before it broke. More experienced players rode their boogey boards into the shore.


On the beach, there was a mix of Hawaiian children of all ages, some stark naked babies, and pregnant young women with exposed brown bellies. No secret about those babies.


Deep brown surfers sat on the sand waxing their boards, and eyeballing the waves; They were always on the look for the big ones.

.
But Walt had a schedule to keep and he was in charge. No relaxing yet, there was much to see and do.


“Time to get out and get on with the day,” he told his buddies.


They reluctantly waded out of the water, and headed for the house.


Refreshed by their beach time and exhausted by the exercise, the threesome headed back to the house. Once inside they felt warm and relaxed. But Walt didn’t want to sit around. He wasn’t in the least bit tired.


“Throw on a tee, it’s time for a taco and shave ice in Hanalei,” Walt said. “We can walk, it’s only a couple of blocks. And another thing. To become real Hawaiians for a while, we will have to use Hawaiian names.”


By now, they were feeling like bedraggled toy people. This had already been a big day, after getting up at four in the morning to make their flight. Where did Walt get his energy? He seemed to be invigorated just being on the island.


Walt shook his finger at them, as if he was a teacher.


“Remember these are your names. Celia, you are Kilia. Johnnie, you are Keoni, and I’m Walaka. Do we need name tags or can we remember?”


“Me, Kilia, you Walaka and Keoni,” said Celia. Johnnie said. “Me Keoni, you Kilia and Walaka.”


“You pass your class in bilingual education,” said Walaka. “Let’s get our tacos and shave ice. I think I’m going to have watermelon, with one scoop of mango.”


It was only three blocks to Hanalei, but the sun was beating down on them so it seemed longer.


As they trudged along bareheaded under the warm rays, they wished they had hats. They would buy some in Hanalei.


Walt took them to the General Store, where he explained you could buy almost anything you could possibly want, and things you never thought you would want until you saw them.


Right away Johnnie found a rack of hats he liked. He took one from the rack and tried it on for size. Celia loved it on him. He looked like he should be exploring a jungle.


The label called it “Hawaiian Breeze.”


“How’s this?” he asked pulling the hat down to his ears and adjusting the neck strap. “On you it’s good,” Celia told him.


Would it cover the back of his neck? Walt checked him out, walking around him to see if his neck was covered. “Looks like a perfect fit.”


“Walaka wants same hat,” he said, grabbing another one off the rack and shoving it down to his ears. “Do I look good too?”


“Absolutely,” Celia assured him. “Let’s see how I look in one of those and we’ll make it a threesome. Kilia wants hat, too. I can have one just like you guys since hats don’t have a gender.” She placed it on her head at a rakish angle. The guys smiled.


They all looked good in their hats, which led them to naming themselves “the aikanes,” the Hawaiian equivalent of best friends, Walt told them. Then it was onto the shave ice shack.

( (

By the second day, they had established a morning pattern. Early in the morning, before coffee or breakfast, Walt would go to the Rocky Point at one end of the bay and Celia to the other end where there was a reef.


Johnnie would walk into Hanalei in search of newspapers from all over the world to read over breakfast.


During a venture to the reef end on the first day, Celia spotted an older man standing on the shore. As she approached him, he looked at her carefully. He was actually scrutinizing her, and was not all that friendly.


As she drew closer she could see this Hawaiian gentleman was a slim, deeply tanned person she judged to be in his eighties. For his age, he had a good head of hair, sun-bleached white. His bare arms were sinewy, the color of fine mahogany.


“Aloha,” Celia said. The man smiled and bowed slightly. Then he looked at her more closely.


“You rich Melican,” he said still smiling. He had yellowing teeth and some were missing, but it still was a nice smile.


“Not rich,” said Celia. She hated that description


“You da rich house.”


“No, we rent house, not own. Not rich.”


“Rich good. Have plenny money,” said the man. “Betta rich. No poor.”


Because his manner was so friendly, she decided he did not mean being rich was an insult. To the contrary, he thought it good to be rich.


“I’m Kelia,” said Celia. She wanted to drop the rich versus poor topic.


“Kelia Hawaiian name,” said the man. He pointed to his chest. “Me Isaac. Melican name.”


“Shall I call you Uncle Isaac?” He bowed in assent. She had heard that in Hawaii calling older people Uncle and Auntie was a way to show respect, love and friendship. To use titles such as Mister was cold.


She certainly didn’t want to offend this beautiful gentleman. She was betting he had “talk stories” to share. Celia knew “talk story” was a typical Hawaiian pastime, the telling of a story conversationally. “Talk story” came before memories were written and printed on paper. The stories usually told the rich history of the islands as the elders personally recalled them. Some were sad, some were history, and some were funny.   All made good  listening and contributed to the culture’s richness.


“Why here?” He pointed to the sand.


“I want to hear talk story and catch fish.”


“Uncle Isaac talk story. Bringum fish.” He then recited his own brief version of the history of Kauai, and how the ground at the reef they were standing on was sacred to Hawaiians because their ancestors were buried here.


“Da Gods and ancesta here,” he said pointing to the sandy beach. “The Gods nodda want udda kine on dat.” It seemed to be a warning.


 His comment  also seemed to beg a question. Celia tried to speak clearly and with sensitivity.


“When Hawaiians get old, do they live in their houses or do they move to a place where people take care of them?”


“Isaac stay home. Dona want udder people da care. Wahine and doctor make Isaac good. No catch fish da old fogies in wheelies.”


Uncle Isaac seemed to like fishing more than talk story.


He got his fishing gear ready. Then he told Celia. “Stay on beach. Isaac fish.’’ He walked out about one hundred feet and dropped his line. Within minutes he began pulling up fish that were about eight to ten inches in length. Then he walked back to the beach carrying the fish. She was watching his every move.


“That was fast fishing,” she said. He smiled and bowed.


Uncle Isaac  began cleaning the fish with his knife. When he was through, he asked. “How numba rich brahs/sistah you godda?” He held up his hand, touching each finger to count.


“Three, but we’re not rich. We’re renting.” She said it again, and held up three fingers.


“Kilia rich. Thatta good. Betta nodda poor. Okay?”


He handed her three clean fish. “Bringum to rich brahs. Uncle Isaac like rich.” She put them in a plastic bag she had brought along for shells she liked to collect.


Celia was thrilled with her gift. “Thank you Uncle Isaac. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”


“Okey, dokey.” He said and bowed a little.


She broke into a jog when she got down the beach. She wanted to cook the fish for breakfast. What a surprise it would be for the guys.


They were not back from their morning walks when she got to the house out of breath, but happy. That was good. Just as she had  hoped.


She pulled down a fry pan and got it hot with grease, then started cooking the fish.


Walt came in the door from his walk.


“Fish for breakfast? Where did you get these?” He came close to the stove to get a better look and a sniff at the fish.” Walt was fussy about the fish he ate. It had to be fresh.


“My friend Uncle Isaac caught them about a half hour ago and gave them to me to cook for you.” She was mighty proud of herself.


“Just who is Uncle Isaac?” he asked


“My fisherman friend,” Celia said. Sometimes it was best not to tell every detail.

             Johnnie came home  with some newspapers under his arm.


“I don’t believe it but I smell fish frying. Where did you get the fish?”


“Uncle Isaac gave them to me, after he pulled them out of Hanalei Bay.” 

              They asked no more questions. They were too busy eating the fish.
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The next morning, Celia went to the reef again and there was Uncle Isaac. 


“Howzit!” was his greeting. “Kilia cum again.”


“Oh, yes, Uncle Isaac, I like more talk story with you.”


“Go hed wid talk.” He pointed at Celia.


“Okay, I was wondering, you know, when you get older, do you want to live in a place where people take care of you, you know, like a hospital. You know hospital?”


“Neva go hopsplitta. Nodda good. Uncle Isaac do self, not hopsplitta.”


“What will you do when you get too old to do that?”


“Uncle Isaac dea like ancestas here,” he said pointing to the beach under his feet. “Uncle Isaac okey dokey.”


“How old are you Uncle Isaac?” She hated to ask anyone  their age but she wanted to know. He didn’t seem offended by the question but she thought maybe he didn’t really know how many birthdays he had racked up.


He put his hand on his chest. “Isaac velly old. Older than Kilia. Dats ova.”


She got the word that class was dismissed, he had said all he wanted to say about age and dying, and intended to go on fishing until he died.


“Stay, Isaac bringum fish,” he said. Soon he was walking out on the reef to where he liked to fish.


Celia sat on the beach watching him and enjoying the morning. She knew there would be fish for breakfast again today. And there was.


On the third day when Celia went to the reef she could see Uncle Isaac had beat her there. As she drew closer she saw he had two fishing rods.


“Good morning Uncle Isaac.”


Uncle looked up from his lines and grinned. “Me Uncle Isaac show Kilia godda fish. Okay?”


“Oh yes, Uncle Isaac. Show me how.”


Uncle went to her backside, and took her by the arms. He turned her facing the surf and put the rod in her hand. “Kilia do.” He cast his line and it dropped into the water about seventy five feet away.


“Like this?” She tried to do exactly as he did. The line fell about thirty feet away. She thought he would be disappointed but he was happy


“Good. Now Kilia fish,” he told her. “Come togedda with Uncle.”


He began walking on the reef. She could see the reef was only few inches under water


She followed behind him carrying her rod.  As she walked on the reef, the waves were splashing on her legs, about mid-calf.


When they had walked quite a way, he stopped and turned to her. They were on the edge of the reef looking down into the deeper water.


Uncle Isaac said, “You know octopus?”


“Yes.” The very question made her anxious.


“If Octopus grab leg, nodda worry. Uncle Isaac pull off.”


Celia freaked. An octopus wrapping around her leg? Never, if she could help it, Uncle Isaac or not.


“No!” she cried out. “I go back.” She could hardly speak, she was so frightened.


Almost crying and shaking all over, she walked ever so carefully along the reef.


The thought of an octopus wrapping around her leg was chilling. And the fear of falling into the water where there might be one lurking made her take each step ever so slowly.


Uncle Isaac was coming in too. When they got to the beach, she sat down on the warm sand. She was shivering head to toe. Not all of it was coming from being cold.


Uncle Isaac sat beside her. He was frowning.


“No like octopus on leg?”


“No!” she said and shivered again.


What was wrong with wahine she nodda like good fish? Uncle Isaac was puzzled.


“No octopus,” wailed Celia. She kept her head down.


He was puzzled. He wondered what was wrong with his rich friend. She didn’t like being rich or good tasting octopus.


“Octopus good,” he said. “Ono.” He pointed to his mouth.


Rich Melicans strange, octopus delicious.

                                                        Chapter Ten


On May 30, a beautiful Kauai day dawned with a spectacular sunrise. Walt got up and dressed early, especially to watch the sun come up and make its first appearance on the horizon.


He wanted to get Johnnie and Celia down on the beach early, so they would understand why he wanted to be on Kauai for Memorial Day.


The two of them always took forever to read through the newspapers in the morning. He wanted to get down on the beach where there was stuff going on.


It was important to get down there very early today because Memorial Day was the next day. As far as Walt was concerned, that was the main reason for coming here.


That was the day of the annual Lantern Floating ceremony, that honors ancestral spirits and loved ones who have died. Hundreds of people gather on the shores of the ocean to watch candle-lighted lanterns put out to sea where the spirit of “mana” is set free.


Remembering the Floating Lanterns event and its meaning had inspired Walt to make the trip and to bring his close friends Johnnie and Celia with him. He wanted them to have some knowledge of the ceremony and the message it carries. They knew it as a beautiful sight   that was dedicated to departed loved ones. But there was more they could only learn by fully participating in the ceremony.


Not only that, Walt wanted them to become what he called beach people_ folks who can never get enough of sand and water. He considered himself a beach bum, even though he only came as a visitor once a year. To be a real beach bum, you had to live in a shack on the shoreline,   walk the beach, and swim in the ocean every day, even in winter. But that was going too far for Walt. It would mean giving up his martinis for one thing. He revised his definition of himself to a “three-week beach bum.”


Walt loved the ancient Buddhist ceremony, which had grown over the years to honor all religions. That was what he liked best about it. He also loved the sight of hundreds of beautiful lanterns bouncing on the water.


He hoped they would grasp the somewhat arcane hypothesis that the lanterns are ‘human things’ that embrace all ethnicities. Johnnie being Jewish and Celia being Christian typified the diversity of devotees of the floating lanterns.


The message was the same as taught by all religions. The precepts: love each other, take care of each other. The promise: Everybody who follows this model will go to a heaven, the final home. Walt tried to live by those principles.


He and Marie had seen the ceremony for the first time in Oahu. Later they went to Kauai where they saw the lanterns, and several days later got married on the beach.


Walt wanted Johnnie and Celia to get steeped in Hawaiian custom and culture as best as anyone could in a three-week vacation.


On a different level, he wanted them to see a genuine Hawaiian hukilau, an Hawaiian commercial venture that that was guided by spirit.


Shortly after breakfast, as Johnnie and Celia were still dawdling around reading the newspapers. Walt began urging them to get down on beach. He was already wearing his swim trunks, tee shirt, and Hawaiian hat.


“Let’s get going. A hukilau might be going on right now.”


Celia looked up at Walt over the newspaper.


“What’s a hukilau?”


“It’s a way of catching fish. I don’t want to describe it, I want you to see one with your own eyes.” said Walt. “Come on, let’s go.”


“Okay, okay,” said Johnnie. “Do you think the ocean is going to go away if we don’t get down there in time? It’s not like catching a train, you know. We’ll go right this very minute.”


It was another of those times when a minute really meant fifteen minutes. Walt was impatient but finally they were appeared wearing their swimsuits, tee shirts, Hawaiian hats, dark glasses, and carrying a tube of sunscreen.


Off they went, over the lawn and onto the sandy beach.


“Oh we’re lucky,” said Walt as they reached the dunes overlooking the beach. He  spotted a hukilau underway.


A couple hundred feet down the beach they could see people gathered at the shoreline watching a group of about fifteen Hawaiians, including little kids. They were in the water up to their waists, surrounding a big fishing net. 


“Earlier today they cast this big net to catch a big haul of fish,” Walt explained.


Johnnie and Celia had never seen anything like this. Whole families and their friends were involved, either actively working the net, or as a cheering section on the beach.


Walt explained that these fishermen have practiced eyes that scan the horizon for ripples in the surface of the water or where birds cluster and dive for fish. “These are signs that tell fishermen there may be schools of fish under the surface.”


The fishermen had spent the early morning following the school of fish to this place. Now they were getting the net near the shore, where they would pull it in.


“Oh, the children are chasing some big kind of big fish outside the net,” Celia said.


“Those are newborn hammerhead sharks. That means the mother shark will be nearby so the kids had better watch out.”


“Won’t the baby sharks bite?”


Walt laughed. “They can’t because the children catch them by the tail. Wait and see for yourself.”


Celia was wide-eyed and concerned about them. Some were the same age as her fourth graders at home. The fearless youngsters grabbed the baby sharks by the tail and threw them onto the beach. The crowd moved out of the way as they thrashed around in the sand.


“The fishermen don’t want the baby sharks to eat the fish in the net or break the nets trying to get them,” Walt said. He enjoyed watching the kids handle the sharks so casually. He had seen them using the baby sharks as tow lines to pull them through the water.


The head fisherman had a cell phone at his ear. He talked for a while and soon a rusty Hawaiian-style truck drove up. The men in the truck jumped out of the cargo bed and talked with the head fisherman


A deal was being made, which made Johnnie smile. A Wall Street beach-style deal in process. Primitive and effective.


The fish were being sold to a bidder who would take them to another jobber. Everyone had to act fast because the fish would lose value if it sat in the sun. Walt was giving a running narrative about what was happening as the scene  played out.


Very soon, a second rusty truck came along to join the efforts of the fishermen, who began dumping the fish into both trucks. When the trucks were full of flopping small fish, most of the day’s hard work was over.


Everyone got some hard cash, even the youngsters. They held their dollar bills up high so they wouldn’t get wet. Each child had several. Their payment was well deserved, since they had been the outfielders in this fishing game.


The fishermen dumped the dead baby sharks into their own truck and drove off. The fish would make many fine dinners for family and friends.


Almost two hours had passed since Johnnie, Celia and Walt had begun to watch the hukilau but they watched with as much intense interest as they would have had at a football or soccer game back home.


“It must be time for lunch,” said Walt, looking up at the blue sky. Since they had arrived on Kauai he was telling time by watching by the sun. He had put his watch away in a dresser drawer when they arrived. “I’m giving it a vacation,” he had said when he took it off.


“It’s past noon by my calculation,” he said, squinting at the sun. “That means it’s time for another Hawaiian necessity, a Tropical Taco and some shave ice in Hanalei.”


As they walked the now-familiar dusty path alongside the road to Hanalei, they were still talking about the hukilau. Celia thanked Walt for getting them down on the beach in time to see it. It was like having your own personal Monterey Bay Aquarium, only better.


It was busy in town. There were lines wherever they looked in Hanalei. At the Tropical Taco truck they waited almost a half-hour, which gave them ample time to decide what they would like on their taco.


They sat at an old picnic table to eat the dripping concoctions. “You’ve got avocado and sour cream all over your face,” Celia told the guys. She tried to sink her teeth into the feast delicately, but there was no way she could get her mouth open wide enough to take a neat bite.


“So do you,” Johnnie said. “If you don’t have a face full of taco you’re not authentic,” Walt said. “Is there a protocol for eating them?” Johnnie asked.


“Yes there is,” he said. “The prescribed method to consume a Tropical Taco is any way that works.”


Celia couldn’t finish hers. It was enough for two. But the guys managed to finish theirs, and quickly. Next, they joined another line, where people were washing their faces with water from a yard hose.


They got their favorite flavors of shave ice and found a place to sit on the lawn nearby, where they could talk.


Walt couldn’t have picked a better time to educate his charges, Johnnie and Celia, about their next exposure to a Hawaiian culture.


“Wait ‘til you see the evening lantern ceremony.” He said it almost dreamily. “This is really spectacular, not anything like a hukilau, because it’s a serious spiritual thing. Marie and I loved it. I want you to feel the mana, the name for the living spirit of the dead, who have gone beyond. For me, it will be the most important thing we do on this trip.”


When Walt spoke of the “living spirit,” it made Celia think of the Goneness Place. It seemed similar, except that Goneness was very private, not a public community ceremony like the Floating Lanterns.


Walt told them more about the Buddhist ceremony, which was fairly recent to Kauai, though traditional on Oahu and in many Asian countries.


“It goes like this,” he said, “Several hundred lanterns are carried by canoe out to sea. The paddlers are young high school kids who take them out to where the breakers end and a launch raft is waiting. Then the candles are lighted and the raft is launched out to sea.


“Crowds attracted to the ceremony come to the beach about noon, to enjoy the surf and sun, and prepare for the evening.


“During the daylight hours, it’s playtime. People are carefree and relaxed, but as the sky deepens they become peaceful and serious, watching the sunset. They remember their loved ones, who have left this earth for another place, and send a loving message to them that says they have not been forgotten. It is solemn and comforting.”


As  Walt spoke, Celia and Johnnie listened, quiet and pensive. Of course the three of them would be thinking of their departed wives and husband, Marie, Carole, and Tom.


Celia asked why Memorial Day was selected if the ceremony was not exclusively for war deaths.


Walt said it has been held on Memorial Day in recent years. But one of the most historical lantern ceremonies was held in Japan, after World War II, to remember those who died in the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima and in the fire bombings that nearly destroyed the city of Tokyo.


“What do we do to get ready? Memorial Day is tomorrow,” Johnnie asked.


“That’s physically easy. We just go to the beach. The harder part is getting ready spiritually for the profound impact it has on your psyche. You become part of a common prayer for love and peace, being sent to our dead loved ones by a bunch of different people from different religions, and no religion. You don’t know the people, but you’re feeling the same spirit. It’s hard to explain. And it’s beautiful to watch, even if you don’t understand everything about it. Children love it; although they are too young to appreciate the message, they enjoy the visual experience. They sense that it is a loving, good thing people are doing.”


Celia and Johnnie were silent. They understood why Walt wanted to go to the ceremony and why he wanted them to go with him. They were eager to see it, they knew this spiritual experience would be a moving and beautiful thing. 


Walt had no trouble getting them down on the beach on Memorial Day. Early in the day, they asked him how soon they should go down there.


They decided to go in the early afternoon, so they could watch the mood transition from casual and friendly to serious and prayerful.


It would be a long, warm day with a lots of sun, so they wore their Hawaiian Breeze hats, pulled down to their ears, and dark glasses. They brought a picnic dinner of cole slaw, turkey sandwiches and potato salad, and sat on their beach towels on a sand dune.


They watched the little kids making sand castles and forts, and the older ones playing volleyball. Grownups were getting their rays or talking to friends.


After a cooling swim and a walk down the beach, they settled on their blankets for the evening.


As the sun got lower and lower, large groups of beach people had gathered,  more than a hundred and fifty, of all ages and backgrounds.


On the signal of a Hawaiian torch-lighter, who ran down the shoreline and back, the canoe crews began paddling out to the raft that would be launched holding the lanterns.


“Look at that. Isn’t this beautiful? Aren’t you glad you’re seeing this?” Walt wanted them to enjoy it as much as he did.


Johnnie got his binoculars out to watch the canoes as they neared the launch raft.


Then came the spectacle of the lighted lanterns riding the ocean swells as they made their way out to sea. It was even more beautiful than they had imagined.


When the sky darkened to dusk, Walt stood up and became restless. “I think I’ll take a walk down to the Rocky Point.”


“Shall we go along with you? It’s getting pretty dark now.” Johnnie asked.


“Please don’t,” said Walt with a polite but firm voice. “I’d like to be alone right now… I’ll be fine.”


“If that’s what you want, okay,” said Johnnie. “But be extra careful, and when you’re ready to go home, come back here. Do you want a flashlight?”


“I know the way, I won’t need one.”


“We’ll stay right here until you come back.”


“Okay,” said Walt, starting to walk away. Then he turned back for a moment.


“Hey, you guys, I love you.” He looked at them for a moment, then turned and started walking down the beach. He was still wearing his hat pulled down to his ears.


“We love you, too,” Celia called out. Walt looked over his shoulder and smiled, then turned back, and continued on down the beach.


Johnnie and Celia looked at each other, puzzled. He had never done that before.


“What was that all about?” said Johnnie. 

Celia answered, “I don’t know, but it was a little strange.”


They sat there staring at the ocean and what lanterns they could still distinguish bouncing in the water. As the ceremony gradually ended, and people began gathering their belongings and their children, Johnnie and Celia looked around for Walt.


“I guess he’s still out there at the Point,” said Johnnie. “Maybe I should go looking for him.”


“I don’t know about that. I think we had better stay where we are. Right here is where we said we would be. He could be talking with someone he met on the beach. There are still quite a few people lingering.”


By then it was too dark to see much of anything, but they sat on their beach blankets until all but a handful of people were left.


“Go see if Walt is with some of those people. I’ll wait here, in case he comes back,” Celia said. Johnnie got his flashlight out and lighted his way to where the small groups were clustered.


“None of them have seen Walt,” said Johnnie when he came back. “But I did speak to a police guy, a park ranger with a badge, who said he would check the Rocky Point for us. We’d better wait here. I showed the ranger where we would be.”


About a half hour later, Celia was shivering. She wasn’t cold but she was chilled by a terrible thought that something had happened to Walt.


He might be in distress someplace. Or the worst could have happened. She couldn’t think about that. It was too awful.


Another possibility. He could have gone back to the house to grieve. She knew how emotional the ceremony must have been for him.


Johnnie wasn’t talking. He was looking at the ocean with another pair of binoculars more powerful than the one that Walt had left on the blanket. Somehow the water had an ominous appearance, like some giant water monster could be hiding just below the surface.


Then they saw a flashlight coming down the beach. Could it be Walt? No, he didn’t have a flashlight. It was the park ranger.


“Sir, are you the people asking about the fellow named Walt, who went to Rocky Point?”


“That’s me, and this lady is Celia, also a friend of Walt.”


“I can’t say I have good news, sir. But it’s not definitely bad, either. Your friend isn’t on the Point, I know that much. And I know he’s not on any of the rocks directly below. All I can say is he’s missing and it doesn’t look good. That’s not a good place to sit. Quite a few people have gone missing after being there. A big wave can come up unexpectedly, and knock your socks off.


“So basically, folks, we don’t know what happened to him. Maybe in a few days, or even tomorrow we’ll have some news. I just don’t know. You better come with me to the station, so I can write up a report. That will get more people looking for him. Is there any chance he didn’t go to the Rocky Point, and just went into town or something?”


Both Johnnie and Celia shook their heads. “No chance at all,” said Celia.


Johnnie said, “Shouldn’t we call the Coast Guard and have them search the waters now, in case he’s treading water out there someplace.”


“Well, we could if there is a chance he’s alive. Was he a good swimmer?”


“Yes, he was an excellent swimmer,” Johnnie said.


“How old was this fellow?” the ranger asked


Johnnie answered reluctantly, “Well, he was about eighty, but you never would have guessed it. He was the picture of health, very healthy and active. His eyes weren’t so good but other than that his body was about wenty years younger than his years. Doctors were always amazed at what good shape he was in. Isn’t that right, Celia?”


“Oh, yes, Walt was in terrific shape. Worked out a lot and walked every morning for a couple of miles. Like Johnnie said, he was an excellent swimmer,” said Celia


Privately she was thinking, Big Fat Lie. The truth was Walt was slightly overweight, hated to exercise and when he got into the surf, which was rare, he stayed near the shore, where the little kids played in the water.


Johnnie was getting actively involved in the search, which was typically Johnnie. Good in emergencies.


“What about getting some of those rubber rafts with motors out there to look for him. He could be very tired by now. It’s been more than an hour since we noticed he was gone.”


Just then, he saw the Coast Guard searchlights on the water. “Someone from headquarters must have called them,” said the ranger. “That’s good.”


They watched the vessel move through the waters. They worried that wave swells had pulled Walt down into the deep waters by now. An hour was a very long time to tread water and wave your arms for help.


The searchlights were moving back and forth lighting up the sky and the murky waters. There didn’t seem to be any sightings.


By then, about a dozen people had gathered around them, wondering what the Coast Guard cutter was looking for.


“What are they doing out there?” A curious woman asked Johnnie. 


 “They’re looking for our friend who may have fallen into the water from the Rocky Point.”


“Oh, that is a dangerous place,” she said in a grim voice. “I live near here, and have seen lots of people get knocked into the water from that Point.”


“Our friend was a good swimmer and in good health, so we’re hoping he survived and is out there waiting for someone to rescue him.” It was hope not truth he was speaking.


Finally the cutter turned off its high beam searchlights and headed out of the bay. Everyone turned and headed for their cars. They walked with hunched shoulders, sad and discouraged.


“It’s a shame this happened to spoil the ceremony for those folks who were his friends,” said an older fellow. 

“Not a beautiful ending to a beautiful experience,” said his wife.


“Nothing new around here,” said an old timer. “Almost every year someone dies after being on Rocky Point. It’s a dangerous place.”


Back on the beach, the ranger told Johnnie and Celia. “There’s nothing more we can do tonight. Let’s go to the station and see what’s going on at that end. I think the search is off for now, and will resume tomorrow. You can ride with me.”


As the van passed slowly through the night hub-bub of Hanalei town on the way to the station, the ranger asked, “Would your friend have gone to a bar someplace in town with someone he met down there at the beach? He might have been unable to locate you in the dark.”


Celia answered, “I doubt it very much. That would be out of character for Walt. He came to Kauai specifically to participate in the floating lantern ceremony. He also loved to sit on the Rocky Point every morning. He was perfectly fine and safe doing it for all the time we’ve been here, except tonight.”


They went into the station with the ranger, to file the missing person report.


It sure didn’t look hopeful, when they read what he had written.


“Missing individual may have been hit by a big wave, or slipped and fallen about ten feet on jagged rocks. No body in sight at 9:54 p.m.”


“Was this gentleman depressed?” asked the police sergeant behind the desk.


“Why do you ask? Johnnie said. “Well, people have been known to jump off those rocks because something was seriously troubling them.”


“That’s not the case here,” said Johnnie. “Absolutely not,” Celia added.


“Okay folks, I’ll give you a ride home.”


 As the ranger dropped them off, he said he would keep them informed.
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Johnnie and Celia sat on the verandah and stared out into the black night


“Do you think maybe he did it, you know what I mean, on purpose?” Celia asked.


Johnnie answered, “I didn’t want to tell the cops, but deep down inside, I think he might have done it on purpose. Putting himself in harm’s way like that. You know he wanted to be with Marie. This would be a desperately romantic thing to do.


“Remember how insistent he was on coming here and how he went to the Rocky Point every morning? And how he seemed down in the dumps lately? I’m beginning to think he wanted to come here so he could die and be with Marie. And he loves us, so he wanted us to share in the experience.”


“Exactly! That’s what I was thinking too,” said Celia. “Now we know why the last thing he said to us was, ‘I love you guys.’ He was saying goodbye.” She paused, “Remember how we thought it was unusual?”


Johnnie nodded, “I think he was lost without Marie. His life felt empty. You know how he was about her. He thought his life ended when she died. He might have done this before, had there not been the friendship we shared.”


Celia fought off the thought that her moving into their lives might have influenced him. Not that he didn’t like her, he did, she was sure of that; But it did change the relationship he had with Johnnie, when they included her. Three’s a crowd, they say.


Celia started to cry. She got out of her chair and sat close to Johnnie. She wanted the warmth of his arms around her.


“I hope you don’t mind, but I need to be near you.” Then he held her tight, and they both cried softly.

                                                        Chapter Eleven


Celia couldn’t sleep. From her open bedroom window, she could hear the eternal waves gently slapping on the sand. They had always comforted her like a cradle rocking a baby. Waves breaking at night had meant all was right with the world.


Tonight those waves tortured her imagination. She visualized Walt being tossed around somewhere in the deep. They would never see him again. Even if they found his body Walt would never be Walt again. She remembered his good counsel freely given.


Where are you now? Walt, I need you to explain this to me. Tell me if it was an accident and tell me if it wasn’t. Somehow I have to know.  


She wondered if the rescue team had found anything left of Walt. Something. Anything.  Part of his body.  His clothing.  If only a trace would turn up, giving a clue as to what happened.


A horrendous visual flashed on. A big fish or many of them might have eaten Walt’s body. A ghastly thought. But that’s what fish do, she thought.  It’s not a moral issue for them. No one knew fish better than Walt. The possibility was unspeakable but it’s the way nature takes care of the dead.


Hours had passed, and there was still no call from the Coast Guard.  They were as baffled as Celia and Johnnie.  Or at least that’s what were saying. 


The Coast Guard did say this kind of disappearance into the surf was not uncommon, especially involving visitors to the island. Newcomers tended to underestimate  the power of the ocean. It was a moody beast. Playful, friendly, and warm. Then fierce and cruel, breaking what was in its way like an angry monster on a rampage.


Even when the waters seemed quiet, slowly rolling out lazy waves, there was a latent force there that could waken quickly, burst out of the blue waters, and snatch and devour the unwary.


But Walt wasn’t an unwary tourist. And certainly not a newcomer to the fickle ocean. He had visited the island regularly for twenty or more years, and had warned Celia and Johnnie against trusting themselves too much to the ocean, especially if they played in the big waves.


Celia tossed and turned for what seemed several hours. The tears seemed never to stop. There were always more. She buried her face in her pillow. She was exhausted. She had tried to get consolation from Tom’s Goneness Place, but even that seemed unsettled.


She finally felt herself slipping into sleep when she heard strange troubling sounds coming from Johnnie’s bedroom. They had left their doors open to catch the breeze. Could it be that Johnnie was in trouble?


After a few minutes of trying to figure out what was wrong, she got out of bed and walked as quietly as she could to his room.  She stood with her back against the wall just outside his room, next to the open door.


Johnnie was sobbing and trying to sniff back tears. She could hear him murmuring something into the covers.


 “Oh, Lordie,” she said to herself.


Hearing his stifled moaning unleashed her own grief. She had to go to him. She couldn’t stop  herself from giving into her feelings.


As softly as she could move her bare feet, she went to his bed, where he lay with his head buried in a pillow.


Very slowly and without moving the rest of the bedding, she lifted the sheet a tad, and slipped under the covers. She lay close to him but, not touching.


She was only there a few seconds when a quite awake Johnnie turned to her.


“Celia! Is that you?”


“Yes.” She said.


“What are you doing?” He sat up, distressed that she was right there, so very close to him.


“You were crying,” she said.


He flopped back onto the pillow, but said nothing.


“I was crying too,” Celia said.


“Should we be doing this?”


“We’re just lying here together with covers over us.”


“But we’re in bed together.”


“Yes, I think we should be doing this.”


“Okay, if you say so.”


“We’re only talking.”


“Yeah, but you know…”


“I know, but we’re not doing it.”


“I’m not even sure I could. I mean I don’t know.”


“We don’t have to.”


“But we could.”


“Only if you want to.”


“I want to. I just don’t know.”


“I don’t know either.”


“Well, I could try.”


“Is it Walt that makes us feel this way?”


“Yes and no. It’s about him, but it’s more about us.”


“For me, it’s about you.’’


“Same here.”


“It’s about me loving you.”


“And me loving you back.”


“So, we love each other.”


“So, what we do is okay.”


“When did you know you loved me?”


“That night in the Mexican restaurant.”


“I’ve loved you forever, but I didn’t know it.”


“You did?”


“Yes, I loved you, but in a different way.”


“What way?”


“I loved the way you thought about things.”


“Me, too. I loved you for what you thought,”


“I love to be with you.”


“Me, too.”


“Will you always feel that way?”


“Of course, Silly.” 


“More than anything?”


“More than more.”


She turned over towards him and kissed him for a very long time on the mouth.  He returned the kiss, lingering. Then he began to run his hand along her body.


She could tell where this was taking them. She let herself go, thinking of nothing else, and they got very close. And closer. She felt his warm, sunburned skin against hers and his arms wrapping around her. They made love.


 Afterwards, lying close to him, she thought about what had happened. Sex was the same as it has been since Adam and Eve_  just as Helen had said.  Some things don’t change and shouldn’t.


Johnnie was already asleep.  Celia curled up closer to him. It felt good to be there and she, too, was soon asleep.
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When she awoke the next morning, Johnnie was looking at her, leaning up against his pillow.


“Good morning, lovely Kilia,” he said. He bent down and kissed her on the lips.


Celia kissed him back.


“You know, I feel better now, even about Walt. I think he knows, and is glad we’re happy together. I mean togedda, Brah.”


Johnnie was serious. “Yeah, knowing him like I do, I think he would want us to be together when he was gone. Like I said last night, I think he knew this would happen if he were gone. Otherwise, I don’t think he would have gone.”


Celia sat up. “So you do think he went over the side, you know, on purpose? What I mean is, did he let himself fall into the water? And did he let himself sink? He was only a fair to poor swimmer. Maybe we shouldn’t have told the police he was fit and in shape, when we knew he was a marginal swimmer and really not very fit. I didn’t want to admit Walt had even one imperfection. Do you really think he went into the water because he was depressed?”


“I don’t know. I can’t make up my mind about that.  Sometimes I think it was an accident, that he lost his footing and went in. If they could find his body, we might be able to learn something from forensic details. If there were no hard blows, I think it could have been a deliberate disappearance. There is so much of the beautiful romance he had with Marie involved in this thing. I really think he wanted to be with Marie. 


 “We know he was very depressed about her death. But I never thought it was, you know, clinical, because he had such a happy side of him, too. He tried to hide the depression from us but I could see it in the way he would stare off into nothingness. He did that a lot. I don’t think he ever made a completely healthy transition from the grief process we all go through.”


Celia agreed. “That’s right. Remember how he would often say we live too long and society doesn’t know what to do with us. I think he believed that. He didn’t like the idea of being too old to take care of himself.”


“He loved good food and martinis before dinner. Life without those amenities wasn’t really living. Remember how he painted the sign for the house, Not Ready Yet? 


“Somehow I’m not sure he would ever have been ready for a place like Sunny Glen where they control your diet and your lifestyle.”


Celia burst in, “Here we are talking about Walt in the past tense, as if he really is gone. We really shouldn’t give up hope yet.”


“Yeah,” said Johnnie, but he seemed not to hear what she said.


“What if it was an accident? Suppose he slipped and fell on the rocks below? Before he could be rescued, the waves got him and took him out to sea. You have to ask that question. If it was an accident, there should be some evidence. If only they could find his body.”


“That’s right,” Johnnie said. “I still ask why someone knowledgeable of the Hawaiian currents, as Walt was, could have put himself at risk. It might look as though he didn’t value life much.  I think he did value life but on his own terms.”


“Aren’t lot of us like that?” said Celia.


“We want other people to live safely in assisted living and rest homes, but not us. We want our independence. We want to control what we do, like sitting on unsafe rocks, and flying in airplanes and drinking too many martinis, and falling in love when you’re a senior citizen who is supposed to be in a rocking chair.” 


Johnnie smiled for the first time that morning.


“We also have to think about the people who have no choice,” said Celia. “Like people with Alzheimer’s.


“Lordie, they keep some of those folks alive for a long, long time with medicine. The afflicted have nothing to say about it. They don’t even know enough to complain. Or if they holler, they’re treated as though irascibility is another difficult characteristic of the disease.


“Some places keep them from misbehaving by giving them another pill, strapping them into a rocking chair and sitting them in front of a television set. They’re humanely treated but what does that mean? It’s sure minimal.”


Johnnie thought about what Celia had said.  “It’s pretty awful to think about.”


“You did a lot to help Walt. He couldn’t have coped as long as he did without being with you,” she said.


She went on, “You know, I have been thinking maybe Walt decided it was time to go when I moved in. You know, he might have thought he was a third wheel, standing in the way us getting together. Did you think about that? And here I am, thinking I was the third wheel.”


“That could have been the case but I don’t think our coming together like this was a contributing cause to his death,” said Johnnie.


“Oh, no! I didn’t mean that. He may have wanted us to get together, but figured we would only explore that possibility if he were not in the picture.”


“Hey, we don’t know what happened, and we may never know. But whatever did happen and for whatever reason, we are together and we love each other,” said Johnnie. He kissed her on the cheek.


It was like always. Johnnie was sorting things out while she was sifting them through a sieve.


Celia asked: “Should we go into Walt’s room now? I couldn’t face it last night when we came into the house. But I’m thinking we should look around to see if he left us a note.”


“You’re absolutely right. Definitely. There could be clues, if nothing else. It’s going to be hard, but we have to check everything.”


The door to Walt’s room was closed. When they opened it, they found the room tidy. The bed was made up and closet doors were open. His clothes were gone. What was that on top of the luggage rack? Walt’s suitcase.


Johnnie lifted the lid. On top of clothing neatly folded and ready to go home, there was a white legal size envelope with “Johnnie” written on the front.
             He opened it and inside there was a folded piece of paper and Walt’s wrist watch.


“This is it,” he said, looking at Celia. She was sure he was right. “What does it say?”


He sat down on the bed and Celia sat next to him.  The folded letter paper was a

 hand-written will, dated May 31, Hanalei, Hawaii. “I hereby bequeath all my earthly possessions into the care of Johnnie Hirsch, who shall be executor of my meager estate, and the sole beneficiary.”


It wasn’t a suicide note, but was a significant indication that Walt was anticipating his death.  Otherwise why would the envelope be displayed so that anyone searching the house would find it?


Johnnie looked at Celia, and they both began to cry again.  “This is certainly convincing evidence,” he said.


They knew of no living relatives. That was a subject that came up when Marie died. There were no children, and if there were any brothers or sisters on either side, Marie’s or Walt’s, they made no appearances at that time.


Celia knew Walt was gone. But even as they wept over his death, he was still with them in spirit.  If he could walk into the room, he would tell them he was happy where he is now.  She was sure of that.


If ever there was any doubt, the floating lanterns would always remind them of their bond.


They weren’t sure of anything. They only knew that nearly the last thing Walt had said to them was that he was going to the Rocky Point, and that he wanted to be alone. The very last thing he said to them was “I love you, guys.” They hadn’t forgotten that, and wouldn’t ever.


“I’ll always remember that goodbye and his face, framed by his Hawaiian hat that he loved so much,” said Celia.


Until they found the will, they still had hope of finding Walt. Now, they would have to call the police, of course, who would tell the Coast Guard.


Celia had a sudden inspiration. 


 “I’d like to go to the reef at the other end of the Bay and talk to Uncle Isaac. Remember he’s the elder Hawaiian gentleman I told you guys about, the one who showed me how to fish?  I was thinking he might give us clues on how to find the remains of a missing person. It’s terrible to think about, but if there are any remains we should have them for his final rites.”


Johnnie had never met Uncle Isaac, but had heard about Celia’s ‘fishing lesson’ and how he caught the fish they had for breakfast.


“Great idea, Celia. Is he there every day?”


“I don’t really know. He’s always been there when I have gone.    


They headed down the beach.


 “Tell me about Uncle Isaac,” said Johnnie as they walked along.


 “He’s a wise and wily elder guy. He would rather fish than anything. He’s not too much on talk stories. But, I’d be surprised if he didn’t have some ideas about what might have happened. He knows these waters.”


In the near distance they could see the silhouette of the elder gentleman. He was waving to them.


“That’s good, he sees us and remembers me,” said Celia. They quickened their steps and even broke into a little jog.


In a few minutes they were face to face with Uncle Isaac.  Celia bowed slightly and greeted him, “Aloha, Uncle Isaac. This is Keoni. American name is Johnnie. He my numba one brah.” Johnnie took off his hat and bowed slightly.


Uncle Isaac reached out for Johnnie’s hand. He knew the haoli way of greeting. They shook hands.


 “Our friend is missing since floating lanterns night. He was on Rocky Point at that time. We say Uncle Isaac might know something about what happened to him. So we come today,” Celia told him.


 “Too bad. All people talk story about brah. We know he dea.” He spoke with sadness.


He pointed at Johnnie’s hat.


 “Da numba one brah hav hat?” He put his hand on top of his head and patted it.


 “We think he fell into the water from where he liked to sit and look at the ocean,” she said looking down towards the Point.


Uncle Isaac nodded his head affirmatively.


“I know Point. Is bad rock. Ancesta nodda want udda people on rock, only ancesta.”


Was he suggesting the Gods knocked Walt into the sea?


“We’re looking for any sign of Walt.”


“Walt eva hav dat hat?” He repeated, pointing to Johnnie’s hat again.


“Yes, yes,’’ said Celia. “Exactly like this.” She took off her own hat and showed it to Uncle Isaac. “See, it says Hawaiian Breeze. We bought them in Hanalei.”


“Uncle Isaac get da kine,” he said. “Kilia stay.” He smiled at Celia. “I go where octopus. Kilia no like octopus. Stay da beach.” He pointed to the beach with his finger.


“That’s right, Uncle Isaac. Kilia no like octopus.” She still couldn’t laugh about that day.  In fact, she was about to shiver again just thinking about it.


As Uncle Isaac headed out onto the reef, Johnnie asked Celia, “What does dea (day-uh) mean?”


“Dead.”


“That’s what I thought,” Johnnie said.


Celia and Johnnie looked at each other and the water apprehensively as Uncle Isaac walked about 200 feet out onto the reef.  He was almost up to his waist in the water and up against a rock, when he held up his arm and waved something in his hand.


“I think it might be something of Walt’s,” said Johnnie squinting to see better. “It looks as if it could be a piece of clothing.”


Tears flooded his eyes anticipating what Uncle Isaac might have found.


Anything of Walt’s would be appreciated and so important, if indeed this was something from him. “I think it might be his hat.”


Celia had mixed feelings. Finding Walt’s hat, if that’s what it was, would mean he was gone for sure. But then, finding it would end the uncertainty.


Some would say this would bring closure. But Celia hated the word closure.  She never wanted to close her memories of Walt or of anyone dear to her. She wondered why people used the word. Instead they should try to find ways to keep memories open so you could celebrate the dead not close the door on them.


Uncle Isaac was still holding the object high when he got back to the beach.


“Dis hat?” he looked at Johnnie and then at Celia. He held it up next to Johnnie’s. They could only nod affirmatively.


Yes, it was Walt’s hat, the symbol of so much happiness. Their friendship, the fun they’d had together, their heavy weight discussions, his fourteen-karat advice. Yes, so much.


Uncle Isaac could see their sadness. “Solly got hat,” he said.


“No, Uncle Isaac,” said Celia. “Don’t be sorry. We’re glad you found the hat because it will help us remember our friend. We’re sad because we think our friend is dead. We didn’t know what happened, but now we’re pretty sure.”


He handed her what remained of the once great Hawaiian Breeze hat. It had been tossed and turned in the waters and had lost its strap but the hat was still recognizable. Celia took it and held it close to her chest. It was wet and clammy but she held it close anyway. It was what was left of someone she loved.


Johnnie put his arm around her, and Uncle Isaac looked dolefully at them with his head down. He knew they were in pain.


He held up three fingers. “Numba three good man. Frens cry when he dea.”


Celia and Johnnie thanked Uncle Isaac again.   Celia stood on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek.  She wondered if he understood. He looked pleased but somewhat bewildered.


Then they headed back to the house, Celia still clutching the wet and tattered hat.


When they got inside, she put the hat on the kitchen table. They sat and stared at it as if it were the Hope diamond.


“I will call the Coast Guard and the police,’’ said Johnnie. “I think this and the holographic will  should close the investigation.  Unless it  is already closed. I’m satisfied that whatever happened, he didn’t survive. But I’m not convinced it was the angry. ancestral Gods.”


“I don’t know what to think.” Celia was still upset by finding the hat, on the one hand, and happy they had something important to remember him by.


“We’ll take this home and create a place of honor for it,” she said. “This signifies our friendship, don’t you think?”


“That’s a good idea. It could be in the living room. Or maybe in the hallway, where we usually hang our hats. Of course in the Bay Area we don’t need sun hats for more than a few days each year. And in some years, only a few hours.”


There were only a few days left on the island before they would fly home. Celia began to think of all the special things she would share with Helen. The terrible story of Walt and his death, and the happy story of how Johnnie and she had found each other.


She would tell Helen she and Johnnie are now togedda. There were many beautiful memories to share with her, as well as the very sad ones.


Johnnie said, “Maybe you should call Margie and let her know about Walt. She didn’t know him well, but she should know.”


Celia called right away but Margie’s phone was on Voice Mail. “Hi, Sweetheart, this is Mom. Our dear friend Walt died yesterday in a terrible accident that knocked him into a high surf. We will be coming home as soon as we can get everything together here on Kauai. All you can do for us now is to remember Walt in your prayers.”


Margie didn’t return the call.
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When they packed up their belongings, they filled a basket with Walt’s clothing and took it to a little church-run organization that always asked for donations of clothing.


Whatever money was left, Walt may have left instructions with his bank on its disposal.  Johnnie would check that out when they got home.


Their only memorabilia of Walt was the hat, his watch, and a set of martini glasses he had bought for the Not Ready Yet house. Of course there would always be that great sign on their lawn.


There was only the pile of neatly folded clothes he had brought for the trip to dispose of.  When they got home, there would be more in his room. Celia remembered how it took her months to get out of her big house and into Sunny Glen when they moved and sold it.


At the time, she would judge each object, or set of papers, and ask herself, would anyone in the world care about this when I’m gone? With few exceptions the answer was no, and she threw it in the trash. Things. More things. There were too many things.


She had sent all of her favorite saves to Margie. Her letters from summer camp, letters to Santa, her report cards from kindergarten through 12th grade. She was such a high achiever and still is, a true baby boomer kid.


Here was Walt with few or no things to get rid of. He often said, “Leave the way you arrived, with nothing.”


And that’s exactly what he did. His only souvenir now belonged to Celia and Johnnie. They would treasure it.

Chapter Twelve


The flight home was quiet and reflective for Johnnie and Celia. There were tense moments at the airport when they had to explain why there were only two passengers instead of three for the return flight. They had forgotten to notify the airline ahead of the flight. They dismissed this as forgetfulness. Or was it a form of denial in disguise?


If so, it was one of those loose ends following a death that makes the event concrete and real.


They really were a little shocked by the reaction of the airline. The reservation clerk seemed rather pleased that he would pick up a seat. Oh, yes, he tried to be nice, telling them there would be a refund to Walt’s estate, if they would notify the airline where to send it. He was all business. To Johnnie and Celia, it was almost too business-like.


They sat side by side without talking for most of the day. It surely would not be a joyous homecoming. Others on the plane, sunburned or with deep tans and wearing shorts, were looking forward to meeting family at the baggage pickup. Walt’s only family were Johnnie and Celia.


They took a cab home to their Not Ready Yet home. When Johnnie turned the key in the door, he turned and warned her, “It’s going to be different.”


Gone were those fun days, with Walt calling the shots and keeping their lives in perspective.


Johnnie and Celia walked in, and dropped their bags in the hall. Johnnie turned off the security alarm and turned up the thermostat to ward off the chill of the house. It had been a foggy May in the Bay Area, and June was beginning the same way. Then  they fell into the soft chairs in the living room.


“Maybe we should have some classical music or something, to warm up the place,” said Celia.


“Why don’t we just sit here for a while and think about all that has happened since we were here last?” said Johnnie.


“You know, the Goneness is so big it’s filling up the room. Do you feel it?” Celia said. He looked at her puzzled, not knowing what to say.


She realized that she had never told Johnnie about the Goneness Place, where Tom’s spirit was. How could she explain it to him? It was something so private she had never had explained to anyone else.


“When someone dies, they aren’t really gone because their spirit lives on. It’s not really an emptiness, because there was something there once. Even though what was once there is gone, the spirit remains.


“I call it the Goneness Place, in my bed wherever I am. It is a place where I can feel Tom’s spirit. That way, he’s always close to me. And always will be. You could have one for Carole if you wanted to.


“There’s no room for jealousy, because it’s all about love and love harbors no envy. The floating lantern ceremony was like that,” Celia said. “If people believe our loved ones and ancestors live on in spirit, they do. We communicate with them in various ways.”


“You are an amazing woman, Celia. I love your spirit concept. Now I have a name for what I am feeling right now about Walt. His spirit is with us in this room, like the elephant in the living room they talk about. Only this is wonderful and comforting. I feel awed when I think of the power of this spirit. It is a lot like the floating candles ceremony.”


Celia was glad that Johnnie understood so well what she had tried to explain.


“That’s right, it is a powerful thing. When you feel the spirit of love it makes everything better. But I know what you mean by awed. It is scary to think of a spirit so powerful it defies death. I wonder what Walt would say if he could talk to us.”


“I think I know what he would want us to do,” said Johnnie.


Johnnie stood up and went to the front door, where they had dropped their bags.


“Where’s that bag of yours, the one that has Walt’s hat in it?” Celia knew exactly where to look and found the hat right away.


Johnnie was doing what Johnnie always did. He came up with a real way to express vague ideas.


She held up the crushed hat, looked it over, then shook it out to see if she could restore some of its shape. It was somewhat recovered from its wet, soggy state, and was now just looking like a beat up old hat with a missing chinstrap.


“We’ll get a hat rack for the hall and hang our three hats there. It will always remind us of the guy who made our lives so rich  with his friendship and wise advice,” said Johnnie.


Somehow the decision helped their gradual adjustment to a world without Walt. They went to bed at peace with the world. For the first time, they slept together in their Hillmont home. There were no walls separating them anymore.  Celia wondered if someday Margie and Warren, and Amy most of all, would ever come to visit.  Well, Amy might spend a summer here.


In the morning they were back to the usual breakfast routine, listening to the television news and reading the morning newspapers. Celia was thinking about the heaps of dirty laundry and grocery shopping to do.


While it was the same routine, there was the same Goneness they had felt the night before. Walt wasn’t there to start the coffee and get breakfast food out on the counter.


But they did have some coffee and muffins from the freezer.


When the phone rang, Johnnie picked it up and handed it to Celia.


With his hand over the phone, he whispered, “It’s that woman who runs Sunny Glen. The one you don’t like.”


Celia frowned, “Ms. Branster? What would she want from me?”


“She wants to talk to you.”


Celia looked at the phone with suspicion. “Hello, this is Celia.”


“This is Ms. Branster, Catalina. I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.” There was a long pause. “It’s about your friend Helen Payne.”


Celia froze. “What is it?”


“Well, we found her passed away. She was in her bed, and apparently died sometime during the night. When we were able to get into her room, we found she had deceased several hours earlier, probably in the early morning hours. That was yesterday.”


“Oh no,” cried Celia, crumpling onto her chair. She couldn’t stand it.

Helen dead. It couldn’t be true. Not Helen. She couldn’t die.


Always so healthy and happy without all the aches and pains most people have. 


It must have been a terrible thing to be alone at the end. Or, if she died in her sleep, maybe she didn’t feel pain. Maybe she didn’t know what happened to her.


No, it must be a mistake. Helen dead, it just couldn’t be true.


Celia’s mind was racing with different versions of what might have happened to Helen. She thought maybe if she had been there in the next room, Helen might have called and she could have gone to the hospital, got medical help and would still be alive. The possibility tormented her.


Ms. Branster was still talking.


“I’m so sorry Catalina to have to tell you this. I know you were good friends. I tried to reach you yesterday but I figured you were away when the message on your phone said you were out. I didn’t want to leave a voice mail about such a sad and shocking thing.”


“Had she been sick?”


“Not that we know of. She hadn’t called for a doctor, as far as we know, or been to see one that day. She was her usual self when we saw her that morning.”


“Did you have the doctor look at her? I mean later?”


“Yes, of course. He believed it was one of those heart attacks that creep up on people who apparently are in good health and getting older. She was seventy years old.”


“What do we do? Did she have a will on file with you?”


“Oh, yes, she did. We require that here. She had a hand written will and a handwritten note saying to cremate her and not to hold any funeral services. There are quite a few people choosing to do that these days, I’ve noticed.”


“Do you know if she had any relatives?”


“You’re the only person she wanted notified in case of an emergency. She hasn’t any family on our record, so I don’t know what you want to do.”


“I’ll take care of her,” Celia answered. “Of course I’ll take care of her.”


She didn’t know why, but Celia needed to hang up. “I’ll come over in a little while,” she told Ms. Branster.


After she hung up, Celia slipped into Johnnie’s arms. He had figured out what had happened and held her close. There was nothing he could say to make the shock go away.


Then she broke loose and ran into her bedroom, threw herself face down on the bed, and burst into a paroxysm of tears and sobs.


Hearing her sobbing, Johnnie came into the room but felt helpless. He hadn’t known Helen, but knew Celia loved her as a best friend.


Her face wet and red from salty tears, Celia cried, “It isn’t fair. She was too good and smart, and loved her life and what she was doing. She was always there for me and helped me with everything.” She put her head down on the bed again.


Johnnie sat on the side of the bed rubbing her back and offering words of comfort. “She lived a good life, Honey. Think of the happiness she brought, and how lucky you were to have such a good friend.”


Somehow the words seemed hollow, not soothing enough. He thought Walt would have had something more profound to say.


“We’ll do everything we can for Helen,” said Johnnie. “It’s like you were saying about the Goneness Place. It will be like that with Helen’s spirit.”


Celia knew Johnnie was trying. She wished she could tell him how she had wanted to tell Helen about how they got togedda in Hawaii. Celia had wanted to remind Helen that she had advised her to let herself fall in love with him.


Somehow, since it was a secret she and Helen had shared, she felt it should stay their secret. Perhaps someday she would tell Johnnie.  But not today.  Today she wanted to do something for Helen.


Having something to do for Helen seemed to help stop the tears.


She got into Little Rojo and drove over to Sunny Glen. Everything she did was reminding her of Helen, and now she was gone.


When she walked up to the door, after punching in the access code, the buzzer went off  and she was back in the halls of Sunny Glen.


She had gone only a few feet when a small group of residents stopped her. “Say, aren’t you that Sunny Glen celebrity, the Runaway Senior?”


Celia hadn’t anticipated that kind of reception


“I didn’t run away,” she said trying to be pleasant and friendly. “It’s just that I wanted to live independently. It was the media that made me out as the Runaway Senior, even after I told them I hadn’t run away. The truth is I walked out.”


“That’s okay, Sweetie,” said one of the women who had gathered around Celia. “I want to live independently, too. Can you get me out of here? Tell me how you did it?” She was a talkative lady.


“Sunny Glen is a good place, but I’m not ready for it yet,” said Celia.


“I’ll never will be ready for it,” the woman answered with a gusty laugh. Her criticism of Sunny Glen drew  frowns of disapproval from others.


“I am awful sorry you were kidnapped,” said one fellow. “I know that must have been terrifying. I’m sure glad you ran away from them. That was very brave of you. That’s why they call you the Runaway Senior.” He moved in closer. “Did they have guns?” he whispered in her ear.


“For heaven’s sake, no! That was all wrong. That was just another story made up by the media people,” said Celia “Someone at the theater thought two very nice friends of mine, who picked me up in front of the movie house, were kidnappers. That was totally ridiculous. It seems from beginning to end, it was a series of mistakes by the police, which to be fair, did influence the media coverage.


“On another subject, did any of you happen to know my friend Helen Payne? She died a couple of days ago here.”


“She died?” the talkative woman said, her voice showing complete disbelief, “Too darn many people are dying in this place. I think it’s getting worse. It makes you wonder if you want to live here.”


“Well, what did you think was going to happen to her?” said another resident. “She was old, and that’s what happens when you get old.”


“She wasn’t that old. Seventy, I heard,” said another.


“What happened to her?” asked another resident. “Did she get run over by one of those SUVs? They shouldn’t let those big things drive where seniors are trying to get across the street.”


“When did that happen?” asked another fellow. “I didn’t see any police cars or an ambulance.”


“Wait, wait, folks,” said Celia holding up her hands. “She was not run over by a SUV. Helen Payne died of an apparent heart attack in her sleep, I’m told,” said Celia. “That’s all I know. I came here to find out if there’s anything I can do.  But not any one of you even knew     Helen?” There was no answer.


“You just never know what’s going to happen to you when you go to bed,” said one. “Nothing interesting, though, we know that much,” said the talkative woman into the ear of  a  woman standing next to her.


“Just think of this. She never had to be sick and old,” she added. “That’s worth something in my book.”


“I didn’t know you were writing a book,” the gentleman said.


Celia didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She would have to get out of here. As she began to walk off, another resident called out.


“Good luck on running away, Missy.”

( (
Ms. Branster was nice enough when Celia got to the reception desk. She walked out from behind the desk and put her arms around her. It was a stiff, awkward hug. The hug of someone who hadn’t done much hugging and needed lessons in warmth.


Celia was feeling sorry for Ms. Branster. She must have had cold parents who never nurtured her. She couldn’t help being what she was, basically a person who cared but couldn’t show it.


“I’ll take you up to her room, and you can tell me what you’d like to do with it. It is your space, you know,” she said. “I checked and you’re the rightful heir to the McGwire family’s space here. Maybe you will want to move in with us again.”


Celia knew that wasn’t going to happen. She and Johnnie would never want to live here. They were going to live happily in their Not Ready Yet home.


If either of them became infirm, they would rather hire help to come in. As long as they could take care of each other at home. 


As she walked toward Helen’s room and her own room next door, Celia wondered what should happen to the space. It would be up to her to decide. What would Helen want? She had to think about it.


Standing in Helen’s room Celia began to cry. All Helen’s things were there; it was as though she had just stepped out for a few minutes. The Goneness was overwhelming. It was almost like Helen was physically going to come in from the computer room and start talking.


“I guess I’m going to have to pull myself together before I can decide what to do here,” she told Ms. Branster.


“Yes, Dearie, I understand.” 


Celia wanted to say, no you don’t understand. But she didn’t. She still felt sorry for Ms. Branster. And, Lordie, she hated being called Dearie about as much as Ms. Branster’s insistence on calling her Catalina.


Then Ms. Branster said, “When you decide, here’s a  business card that will  put you in touch with the coroner’s office. He’s waiting for disposition instructions.”


She wished Ms. Branster had not said that. It was so harsh and cold. But the rules of the house no doubt required it. Celia already knew she would have to deal with that difficult task.


Celia remembered that Helen was glad there were strict rules at Sunny Glen. No doubt this was another of the rules that Celia found intolerable, and which, Helen had made her understand, actually had a purpose. Ms. Branster was just the right person to make the rules work.


“Okay, Helen, I hear you,” Celia said to herself as she got on the elevator.


She was at the front door of the building, when a shy little woman approached her.


“Hello, I think you must be Celia,” she said timidly. Celia smiled at her and reached out her hand.


“I wanted to tell you that I knew Helen Payne, and had lunch with her a few times. She was very fond of you. She loved your new little red car, and told me all about it.”


Celia was pleased. Here was someone who knew and cared about Helen.


“It’s just outside at the curb, would you like to see it?” said Celia


“Oh, that would be lovely. Are you sure you don’t mind? My name is Ellie Abbott.”


“Do come along, Ellie. I’ll give you a little ride.”


Ellie’s face lit up and she clapped her hands together when she saw the little red car. She laughed a little at its cuteness.


“I call it Little Rojo for ‘little red,’” Celia said opening the passenger door and gesturing for her to get in. “Buckle up and we’ll go for a little spin.”


She drove to the lake and back. Ellie was delighted. “Now I know why Helen loved this car.”


When they were at the sidewalk curb of Sunny Glen, Celia got out and opened the door for Ellie. “We’ll go again, next time for lunch,’’ she said.


“Oh, that would be nice,” said Ellie.


She waved goodbye to a smiling Ellie and drove off. 


After she had driven about three blocks, she stopped and pulled the coroner’s business card from her pocket. His office was not that far from Oaktown City Hall.


When she drove into the parking lot, Celia sat for a  moment trying to compose herself for what she knew would be very difficult. Maybe she should have asked Johnnie to come along. But he didn’t know Helen. This would have to be a solo.


At the desk, she gave her name and asked for the coroner, who was sitting in a glassed-in office next to the reception area. The receptionist buzzed him and he came out.


 “You must be Ms. McGwire. I’m John Smart, the county coroner. We have your friend Helen Payne with us. Would you mind identifying her for us? Just to make certain we have the right person.”


 “Of course not,” Celia said. “It won’t be easy, but I, too, want to be sure it’s  Helen and not someone else.”


They went into the cold morgue where there were several bodies covered with white sheets. Celia began to shiver.


 “All but your friend were shot down in this crime wave we’re having in Oaktown.” he said. He pulled the sheet back from one and said, “Look at this, shot in the face. It’s a damn shame. Poor kid was only fourteen.”


Celia thought she might faint from the grotesque sight.  She prayed  his mother and father didn’t have to see him like that.  Just a baby.


Then he went to another gurney where the tag said Helen Payne. “Look her over good,” he said, then stood aside  in respect for Celia’s privacy.


“Oh, Lordie,” gasped Celia. “It isn’t Helen.” She began to cry. Helen’s face had darkened from its golden brown and she looked drawn.


 Mr. Smart turned around quickly, concerned. “Did I hear you say it isn’t Helen Payne?”


“Oh, I’m sorry. Yes it is Helen Payne. I meant the real Helen isn’t here. She’s gone. These are her physical remains, but her spirit is somewhere else. Yes, I’m sure this is Helen Payne, who lived in Sunny Glen.”  Celia put her hand on Helen’s cheek.  It was cold to touch.

``I love you,’ she told her.  Celia turned to Mr. Smart. “She wanted to be cremated, so I’m ready to sign what you need to care of that right away.”


He covered Helen’s face with the sheet, and they went into his office. Celia was wiping her tears and blowing her nose. Mr. Smart gave her a form to fill out. 


“I heard there won’t be a funeral. Do you want the ashes?”


 “Yes, definitely,’’ she said. She didn’t know what she would do with them but she and Johnnie could decide.  “Houlihan’s Mortuary is a fine old firm just up the street, They’ll cremate and box the ashes for you and there’s a place next door that sells urns and caskets, too.  You’ll be

able to pick them up tomorrow.” 


“Thanks for coming in, Miss. I knew your father-in-law. The McGwires have been an institution in this town for many years.”

           Celia quickly found Houlihan’s Mortuary and its next door neighbor with the provocative

 name   “The Last Goodbye.”  She had to chuckle.  Someone had a sense of humor.  Inside, she was greeted by a pleasant man dressed in a black suit and white shirt and  the obligatory plain black tie. He looked  as though he was ready to begin a funeral any minute. His hands were linked  behind his back.

           He bowed but said nothing until Celia went to a casket outfitted in a pink satin ruffled 

 lining.  Then the gentleman stepped closer.  Somehow she didn’t want to think of him as a salesman.   That would be too crass.    “Will this be for yourself, Madam?” he asked with utmost politeness.

         “No, this is for a friend.”

         “Of course.  Would he like a deep blue or brown tones?”

        “It’s a woman friend. Frankly, I don’t think she would like any of these in any color. She is being cremated.”

          “Of course,’’ he said heading for the urns and wooden boxes displayed on shelves that lined another wall.   

         Celia turned and walked over to the urns and boxes.  “Something very simple, a box made of fine wood.”  She looked closely at a particular one.  “I like this. Can it have a plaque or 

something like that with her name on it?’’

        “Of course, Madam,” he answered reaching in his coat pocket for his order book.  He pointed to a sample box that had a brass plaque on it.   “It will look just like this, Madam.”

          Meanwhile, some new customers were arriving.   He looked at them nodding and smiling. They did exactly as Celia had done. They headed for the pink casket. It was eye catching.

          “This won’t take anytime at all,’’ she said.  “Her name was Helen Payne.”   He handed her the order form,  she printed Helen’s name,  then added the years she had lived: 1936-2006.

           Then she handed him her credit card. “You take credit cards?” she asked.

           “Of course, Madam,” he answered. 

          “Lordie,” she said under her breath as she left the building. “Now I know

why you hear of people who are buried in their favorite cars.”   That’s the American

spirit. You can retail anything, even death.

            When she got into Little Rojo, Celia felt relieved but still terribly sad and broken up. She only wanted to get home where she could cry buckets.

                                                            ( (

By the time she got home, she had formed an idea for how to use Helen’s rooms.


As she came in the door, she saw Johnnie was putting groceries away after a trip to the store. He seemed sad. She soon learned why.


“I just saw Herbie at the mailbox.”

            “Did you tell him about Walt and Helen?” 

            “It was awful. When I told  him about Walt he really broke down.”

            “I told him he died in accidental fall from a rock into the ocean, and that a big wave had gotten him.”

             ``He couldn’t believe it at first.  ‘Oh, no, not Mister Walt!  Such a fine fellow, always friendly and lately so happy with life in this house with you and Miss Celia.’”

             “I told him we’re going to miss a lot,’’  

             “Did he know Helen?”    

             `”He didn’t know her but was very understanding and sympathetic. Asked me to extend his deep regrets. Wanted to know if there was something he could do to help.”


“He’s such a thoughtful guy,” said Celia. “I’m so glad you told him. It’s so hard to believe. Like he said.” She sobbed into a wad of paper tissue.’’


Johnnie tried to sit her down at the kitchen table that was piled high with groceries, but Celia shook her head, wiped away her tears, and helped Johnnie put things away.


Once everything was put away, Celia said, “I have something we need to talk about. It’s an idea about what to do with Helen’s room and mine at Sunny Glen. But first, I want to tell you what Helen told me once.”


“Let’s hear it,” Johnnie said, pulling a chair up to the table. Celia told him about the conversation she and Helen had about the strict rules in assisted living places.


She told Johnnie the sad story of rest homes that house poor people, about how the help is paid low wages resulting in high turnover. The help often doesn’t show up for work so there is no continuity in care giving. If patients are difficult, they simply dope them up or ignore them. People who are incontinent are often left with dirty and wet diapers and the smell of urine is pervasive. The staff usually has had little training on care giving.


“This is the picture Helen painted for me,” Celia told Johnnie. “So my idea is to endow the side-by-side condos, mine and Helen’s, to create a foundation that would provide homes for infirm patients who now live in substandard places. Only verifiably needy people would qualify.   The details would have to be worked out, but do you get the picture? Could we do this?”


Johnnie was immediately taken with the idea.


“I think it’s terrific. Do you want me to draft a proposal to Sunny Glen? We know we’re not going back there. Not forever as far as I’m concerned. And from what you say, Helen would love having the space turned over to people who, for the first time, would have decent care.”


Johnnie spent the evening writing a proposal. He wrote and erased, and wrote again. He and Celia critiqued the proposal, and got it ready to present to Sunny Glen the next day. They called the arrangement “The Helen Payne Memorial Fund for Assisted Living.”

 
Meanwhile, by the end of the day, several bouquets of garden flowers made their anonymous appearance, leaning against the Not Ready Yet sign, which Walt had installed.  They had been brought by the Montagne Circle neighbors.  

            Herbie Walker had been delivering more important things than the mail again.  

           “We love you Walt,” read one of the messages. That had to be from Herbie.

                                                ((

It was hard to go to sleep that night. So much had happened during the day.


Remembering Walt. Helen dying. The idea for honoring Helen. All in one day.


“Are you still awake?” Celia said from the darkness where they were lying side by side in their bed.


“Yes.”


He was sleepy.

            “I was thinking about something.’’

            ``Can it wait ‘til morning?”

            “It could but I’ll forget by then.”

             “What are you thinking?”


“I was thinking we’re living in the last act of an opera.”


 Johnnie sat up.


“You what?”


“I shouldn’t be thinking what I’m thinking.”


“What were you thinking?”


“You won’t like it.”


“You don’t know if I will or not.”


“It seems disrespectful, but I was thinking how opera stars die in the last act.”


“Why does it matter?”


“Remember how Walt used to say we live too long, and they don’t know what to do with us?”


“Yeah, he did say that a lot.”


“I was thinking about how important people in our lives are dying.   First there was Walt, now Helen. And in a way our lives began again after our spouses died.”


“What does that have to do with an opera?”


“Whoever decides when people should die is like an opera composer.”

             “I don’t get it.”

             “Don’t you see?”  


“ Now I do. I think the composers wanted shorter operas.”


“No longer than three acts?”


“Originally operas sometimes went on for three or more days.”


“So people shouldn’t live too long?”

            “That’s what I was saying about operas.”

            “So what can we do about it?”

            “Nothing.”

           “So why are we talking about it?”

          
“It’s just interesting.”

            “We can’t settle this tonight.”


“Maybe you have a point,” said Celia.


“Now don’t get any more ideas, okay?

             There was something about Celia’s mind. She sure came up with unusual scenarios.

             “I love you.  He kissed her good night.   

               Then they made love.

                                                    Chapter Thirteen


When Celia came into the kitchen the next morning, Johnnie was bending on one knee in front of her chair. She thought he was looking for something on the floor. Then he looked up with a mischievous smile.


“Come sit down here,” he said, patting the seat of the chair.


“What in the world are you doing?” She was playful too.


“I want to make a proposal,” he said.


She sat down in front of him with a grin that covered her face. She had been waiting for this for what seemed to be a long time, but it had really only been about a month. She knew he would do it with a flourish, but on his knees? It was so gallant. 

           “Will you marry me? I love you, and want you for my companion the rest of my life. What’s left of it.”   He was acting silly—mocking time-honored etiquette—which was out of character. She had not anticipated a show from him, and this was a show.


“Yes, I will marry you.” Her words tumbled out, as though she had rehearsed this moment.  She had done just that in her imagination many times.


She paused, searching her mind for something  to say that would not be ponderous.

          “Now here’s my proposal, will you marry me?” she asked Johnnie.

          “Yes, I will.” A pause. “And I do.”


They stood and melted into a tight embrace. Show time was over.


“What’s got into you?” she asked, when she was able to catch her breath.


“I was thinking, it’s time we made ourselves legal in the eyes of the law, the community and our families. So, I’m trying to follow the rules. We’re already married in our private world of being togedda, but getting married will make it proper, you know, everything the way it’s supposed to be.


“Now sit down again, because I’ve fixed a prenuptial breakfast for us. Bacon, eggs, hash browns and croissants.”  He poured a cup of coffee and put it at her place. 

           “I thought I smelled bacon but you don’t talk about bacon when you’re getting a proposal,” she said.


 Celia was exuberant. and already thinking about how and when they would take the big step.  “Should we have a small wedding party? You know, cake and champagne for friends and family?”


“As long as we keep it small,” he said. “Start thinking about who we want to invite. Margie, husband Warren and super child Amy have to be here. That’s a must. And, of course, my kids. To tell the truth, I would be surprised if any of them came. They’re so involved with their own lives. They seem to think Dad is old enough to take care of himself. We can invite friends from around here, if any are still alive.”


“You didn’t have to say that.”


A month ago that would have been funny. But not now.


“When do we want to do this?”


“We’re ready, so let’s make it as soon as we can get organized. Slightly organized, that is. You know we’ll never be very organized. We don’t want to be stuffy.”


“Can we agree that we will try for a date four weeks from now? If the kids can make it, great but suppose they want us to move the date for their convenience? We say no, that’s our date. Okay?” said Celia. They looked at the calendar on the refrigerator door. “How about Saturday, September 14?” Johnnie asked.

            “I happen to be free,” she said.


“You know, someone will want us to change the date, but we’ll stick to our guns on that one. Maybe it will end up with just us. If so, that’s okay too,” Johnnie said.


“We’ll send email invites to some and others by regular mail, because lots of people our age don’t use a computer. It’s friendlier to send an invitation in writing. But I’m thinking that will have to wait a couple of days.


“First we have to do some sad but necessary things. I have to take care of Helen’s final arrangements, and you need to nail down the proposal to Sunny Glen on the Helen Payne Memorial Fund.”


“We also have Walt’s memorial to think about,” he said. “It turns out Walt had a little money left and wanted us to find the right place for it. I was thinking we could set up an Independent Living grant that would go to people who want to live their own way in their older years. Folks taking care of each other. So I’m writing up something for the bank, where we would be the executors, making decisions on groups who would qualify for the grants.”


Celia liked that idea.


“I’m going to pick up Helen’s ashes this morning,” she said looking at her watch. “Usually people put them in a mausoleum in an urn, but I’m going to put Helen’s ashes in a nice cherry wood box I bought. I found it in this slightly weird store next door to the mortuary, They   sell pink satin lined caskets, and other accoutrements for getting out of this world in style.


“It’s hard to believe that retail has become so prevalent that there are places that sell death stuff. But it turns out there are things you have to buy when the time comes. The store is putting a small bronze plaque on it with her name and years of birth and death.”


Johnnie wrinkled his face into a grimace. “What are we going to do with the box?”


“We’re going to keep it right here in the dining room, on that lovely sideboard. It won’t look any different than a letterbox. Maybe some day we’ll scatter her ashes, but I can’t think of any place she ever mentioned where she might want to be. It will be like Walt’s hat on the hat rack.”


He thought it was highly unusual, but why not?


“This is going to be hard day and, at the same time, one of the happiest in my life,” Celia told Johnnie as she was finishing her breakfast. “You can make breakfast any morning, it was delicious.”


“But, now I want to concentrate on our wedding,” She paused for a moment, then asked Johnnie, “I was wondering, would you mind being married by a Catholic priest?”


“No problem,” said Johnnie. “There are lots of Jews married to Catholics. If that’s what you were thinking about. But I refuse to go along with one part of a Catholic marriage.”


“What part?”


“I refuse to agree to raise the children—if there are any from this union—as Catholics.”


“You could be passing up a big opportunity,” she teased. “If we were to have a child without a major religious  miracle intervening, you would be a celebrity Dad warranting extensive press coverage.”


“And how about you becoming a mother in her late sixties? Maybe you would be called “Senior Mom” by all those alert media people. You’re the one who would become a celebrity. Again!”


“Have you forgotten? I’m already a senior grandmother and Mom.”


They talked about where to get married.


Celia hadn’t attended Mass regularly for years. She was one of those in the faith referred to as ‘cradle Catholics’ or ‘Christmas and Easter Catholics,’ because they always showed up for church on the big holy days and on the other major occasions of life—baptism, confirmation, marriage, and funerals. If people asked what church they belonged to, they would simply say they were Catholic, and leave it at that. As for Celia, she knew she wasn’t anything else. 


She had persuaded herself that people who were not devout had the deepest faith of all, because they believed they would go to heaven even if they hadn’t gone to church every Sunday. Celia believed  what counted was obeying the Ten Commandments. The most important one was the one about loving everyone. If you didn’t do that, you were in trouble. It was a big order though. Forgiving was even harder, and somewhat unnecessary, since if you really loved people you would naturally forgive their transgressions.


Then there was Walt, who had been a regular at Sunday Mass, but chose what he wanted to believe in, which was not always in tune with the prevailing church dictums. He was what is called ‘a cafeteria Catholic.’ Walt sometimes called this ‘the separation of church and Walt.’ He tried to follow the way of Jesus, and often that contradicted what Rome was preaching at the time. At least, his interpretation of the preaching was contradictory.


As for Johnnie, he knew almost less about Judaism than Celia knew about Catholicism. Still, Johnnie adhered to certain traditional customs  observing holy days, such as Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Hanukkah, and Passover.


In many ways, Johnnie, Celia and Walt were prodigal children, who wanted to live by their own rules and pay the freight later. It was like putting all of life’s obligations on a no-limit, no-payment credit card that delivered the good life. The intent was, “We’ll get around to paying this sometime.” Then the sometime arrives. You never know when.


Today Johnnie and Celia were not there yet. They were talking about where they wanted to get married and who should preside over the ceremony. Celia knew of a priest at Lady of the Lake Catholic church.


“I think his name is Father Patrick Collins, who is from Ireland. No surprise. People who go there love the guy. You know, he’s cool and preaches love, not hell and thunder. I heard he had a menorah candlestick on the altar during Advent.


“He lit the candles with the same respect as he did the Advent candles and asked everyone to pray with our Jewish brothers and sisters. You know, not for them, with them. There’s a difference.”


“Sounds like my kind of person. Let’s get together with him, and find out when he might be available for this big event that will be small,” he said.


Celia put that at the top of her list of things to do. Life was beginning to look wonderful again.


Since their wedding wouldn’t have to consider the scheduled plans of large families and oodles of friends, Johnnie and Celia were able to set a date that would be most convenient for Father Collins and the two of them. They would need a couple of witnesses, but that should be no problem. They remembered how Walt and Marie had grabbed a couple of beach people to witness their marriage.


“One more thing we have to decide,” said Johnnie. “Where do we want to go for a nice, leisurely honeymoon? We could go back to Hawaii, but it might be too sad.”


“How about New York, since you were left out of my trip there?”


“That sounds good for starters. We could spend a week in New York, seeing shows  and shopping. Then we could go to London for a week, and on to Paris. It’s such a romantic place, really made for honeymooners. I said a really long honeymoon. It could take a month or more if we go to the provinces and Nice.”


“Yes, let’s do it all just like you said. I love Paris.”


They thought back on their own first weddings, when they were young. What a different world it was then. Weddings were big elaborate affairs with bridesmaids, ushers, bride’s guests, groom’s guests, extended families, business friends, and too much etcetera. Back then, there were months of preparations. Oh, the agonizing over who would be chosen as bridesmaids and groomsmen, and what they would wear, especially the bridesmaids. And who should pay for all the events, the groom’s side or the bride’s. To be sure the bride’s father got the biggest hit.


Johnnie remembered his parents telling him to keep his guest list to two hundred and fifty. Celia’s list had been longer, because Tom came from a socially prominent family with a large circle of friends. Put the numbers together and you had five hundred guests, a theatrical production.


It all seemed so distant and superfluous now, such a waste of time and money. It felt like other people did these things, not them. In many ways that was true. They were different people now than they were then. Not better or worse, but different.


This would be a small wedding, as in lower case small.


Celia wanted plain gold bands for his and her wedding rings. She would buy a party dress, but nothing long and elaborate. Johnnie would get a new suit, one he could wear on other special occasions. He rarely wore a suit anymore, anyway. That was one of the perks of not having to go into a business office every day.


They set a tentative date for September fourteen, subject to the availability of Father Collins. The only special thing Celia wanted was some huge bouquets  they could leave in the church after the ceremony to be enjoyed by the parishioners at later masses.


She crossed her fingers. “I just pray he’ll be available.”

           “Well, get thee to the phone, because prayer is good but getting a date set is what we want to do now.” She found the number in the phone book, but the line was busy.


Next she dug out her three-year-old Christmas card list and recent email address list, marked some names, and ended up with a mixed lot of about twelve people. Johnnie could add names later, if they weren’t on her list. Many were mutual friends.


At the top of the email list were Margie, Warren and Amy. Celia sent a brief email: “Plan to get married September 14. Hope you can make it. Celia and Johnnie.”


She wondered how many of the recipients wouldn’t even remember their names


“Who in hell are Johnnie and Celia?” they would ask each other. “They must be your friends, I don’t know anyone by those names.” How many would be deleted as junk mail by those getting emails? Margie wouldn’t be one of them.


Within hours, she got a phone call.


“Mom, what are you doing now?” She was nearly shouting.


Celia couldn’t decide if Margie was happy, puzzled or getting ready to explode.


“Isn’t it great news? We’re so happy and hope you are, too. We’re going to be legally wed. No more living with single men for your mom. No more embarrassing the family.”


The other end of the phone was silent. Margie didn’t know what to say about all this. Her mother getting married? At her age?


But Celia was chattering at top speed


“Johnnie and I have been in love for almost three months. It evolved out of our wonderful friendship. We discovered this while we were in Hawaii.


“For some reason, Walt’s death brought us together. It was terribly sad and very traumatic for both of us. As we grieved together we realized our love was very deep.


Margie interrupted, “Are you sure about this, Mom? You know this is a major step at your age.”


Celia wished she hadn’t added that reference to her age. To Celia, that was an additional good reason to get married.


“Oh, yes, I couldn’t be more sure. We are very much in love and we have known each other for years, but only recently became sweethearts. It seemed to start after Walt’s death. We loved Walt and he was a big part in our lives. When he died so tragically, we could hardly function. We had to lean on each other. That was all we had, the two of us. We say his death brought us togedda. That’s Hawaiian pidgin  English, you know, Honey.”


When Margie found her voice, she said. “I’ll be coming out.” Her voice was flat. That was all she said, so a lot was left hanging in limbo.


“Can you bring everyone?” Celia asked. “Warren and Amy have to be here, too.”


“I might come by myself at first.”


“What do you mean—at first?”


 Margie answered quickly.


“I’m fairly sure I have a business trip out there next week. There’s a meeting in Sacramento, which is near you. I’ll rent a car and drive down to the Bay Area. I’ll plan to spend an evening with you and Johnnie.”


“That would be nice,” said Celia. She hoped it would be nice, but wasn’t sure it would be.   Maybe if they talked for a while longer, she would find out what was bugging Margie.


“What about the wedding? Can you get out again then, and bring the family? I think it would be fun for Amy to see her grandparents getting married.”


“I want to, Mom. But I have to check my schedule before I say yes for sure.”


It was apparent she wasn’t ready to tell her what was on her mind. Not yet anyway, and she didn’t seem very thrilled with idea of the wedding, either.


Celia stared at the phone after she hung up. What was Margie up to now? Her evasive answers were troubling. There was something Margie wasn’t saying. Was it something in her own life that she couldn’t talk about on the phone?


When she told Johnnie about the conversation, he shrugged it off.


“It sounds to me like she’s got a busy work schedule with her job.”


But he didn’t know Margie like Celia did. She knew something was not okay between them. Margie was as frosty as shave ice to the idea that her mom was finally going to marry this guy she was living with.


Johnnie put his arm around Celia. “Don’t worry about it. She’s coming here next week? Is that right?”


“That’s what she said.” She was perplexed and frowning.


“Don’t worry,” he said again. “You worry too much about things that never happen.”


Celia had to admit that was true. On the other hand, mothers knew stuff that only they can know. Right now, though, she couldn’t decode what was going on with Margie


A week later an email came announcing Margie’s impending arrival. She could only spend one night and would stay at a downtown hotel. It was a lukewarm message at best. She said nothing about coming to the wedding.


The next day, Margie arrived at the Not Ready Yet house, at 32 Montagne Circle by taxi with a very slim overnight bag.


Celia was outside checking the mailbox when she arrived. They carried on as though they were happy to see each other, but there was a reserve that reflected uncertainty.


“Let me help you with your bag,” Celia said taking it from Margie, who had her arms full with a briefcase, laptop, and coat.


Her bag was very light, Celia thought when she lifted it.  Margie definitely was staying only one night.


Johnnie met them at the door. He gave Margie a nice warm hug, but decided against commenting on the wedding. There was deep stuff going on here. He would let Margie and Celia do the talking. At least that was his plan.


After they got into the living room and sat quietly, exchanging pleasantries about the flight and the weather, Margie spoke first.


“You probably are wondering why I’m here,” she said. She was flustered and self-conscious, not her usual confident self.


“Of course we are. Why don’t you tell us what’s on your mind?” said Celia, moving closer to Margie on the sofa.


“Well, I’ve been thinking you two ought to have a pre-nuptial agreement.”


There it was. A really big problem. Was Margie worried about her inheritance? She couldn’t believe Margie was concerned about money.


All three sat in silence. A pre-nuptial  agreement?  It was stupefying.


Hearing nothing from either Johnnie or Celia, who were thunderstruck, Margie continued.


“This is what many older people do when they remarry and have grown children,” she said, with the confidence of a high-powered salesman. It was as if she was selling them an annuity or some kind of life insurance. Her spiel didn’t sound like Margie; it was more like a rehearsed pitch.


“In fact, pre-nuptial agreements are becoming common these days,” Margie went on. “People are living longer because of medical breakthroughs, so many older people remarry. Of course, they want to protect the inheritance rightfully due their children and grandchildren. More often than not, they want to be sure they will be well taken care of when they die.”


Celia was getting uncomfortable with the patronizing tone she heard. She couldn’t believe this was her own child saying these things.


She and Johnnie looked at each other. Celia could tell by his face that he was reacting the same way.


To Celia’s surprise, Johnnie spoke out immediately. He was stern with Margie.


“We are well aware that pre-nuptial agreements are principally a financial instrument to protect the assets of very wealthy people and safeguard their children’s inheritance.


“I’ll be frank. I understand what you’re trying to say, but I am deeply offended by what you are suggesting. Let me be clear. I’m not a rich old geezer with zillions of dollars in a safe deposit box. Neither am I a crummy old guy conning a rich old lady with a predatory eye on her money. And your mother isn’t a gold digging Las Vegas chorus girl. We are decent, honest people who love each other. We don’t need a pre-nuptial agreement. We have already provided for our children in our wills. And that won’t change with our marriage.”


Johnnie had said it perfectly.  Celia didn’t know what to say. She too was insulted by the suggestion that Johnnie might try to disinherit her child.


“Margie, I need to explain a few things,” Celia said. She was outwardly gentle and calm.    “It’s really very simple.  Johnnie and I love each other and  we are going to be married.  We are not going to have pre-nuptial agreements of any kind. We don’t need one, because we trust each other and, as Johnnie has just said, I have provided for you in a will made by your dad  and I before he died.”


“I didn’t mean that,” said Margie. She was blushing deep pink and getting flustered.


“Listen to me a little more, I wasn’t finished,” said Celia. She took a deep breath. Her voice was firm and in control but soft. 


“I have a will that will take very good care of you for the rest of your life. You will never be poor or needy. You’ll be a lot better off than most people when you retire from your job, as well.  In fact, my personal estate will likely be protected by my marriage to Johnnie, keeping intact your trust fund that was left to me by your father.


“We make choices in life and I chose a teaching career. I could have made more money doing something else, but I wanted to do what I loved. Now I’m choosing again. I’m choosing to marry the man I love. Your father and I agreed to the terms of your trust fund. Actually, you’re welcome to look at it, if you like. I can arrange a time with my lawyer, if you want to.” Maragie didn’t respond to the invitation.


“What about the Sunny Glen condos? What will happen to them?” Margie asked with a less timid tone. She seemed to be getting a second wind.


“The condos are going to become a memorial to my friend Helen Payne, who worked for us, and then became my next door neighbor and closest_ and only friend_ at Sunny Glen. She died recently and it was a terrible loss.  She was a wonderful person, and was living in both condos at the time, using one as an office for her genealogy business. I never want to go back there, and your dad’s will provided  that I should control use of the condos and that’s what I have been doing. 


 “The units will be dedicated for use by poor people from the community who need a decent place to live, when they become infirm in their elder years.


“Margie, Sweetheart, if you lived around here or if I thought you would ever want to live here, we would have saved the condos for you. But you are settled in Columbus and probably will never want to live on this side of the country again. Your roots are there now. Your family would want you there, if you ever choose to go into assisted living.”


Margie’s eyes were glistening with tears and she was showing a mix of embarrassment and humility. “I’m sorry, Mom. I guess it was selfish of me to want something I would never use or need.”


Celia put her arms around her.


“Now, now. Don’t be upset. No harm has been done. It was really my fault. I should have explained all this to you before. It was only natural for you to wonder about your inheritance. Let me say it again; you are the sole heir in my will.


“The funds are in a trust in your name only. They are investments that fluctuate in value, so I can’t say what they will be when I die. Johnnie has the same sort of plan for his three sons. Does this make you feel more comfortable?”


“Yes, it does.  But there are still some unresolved issues that I thought about when I heard you had moved out of Sunny Glen,” Margie paused, then continued, “You know I’m the only blood relative you have. That means I basically have the total responsibility for you now that you are older. Frankly, there are a number of things I want you to do to make my job easier.”


“And exactly what would those things be?” asked Celia, adding, “And please understand you are not totally responsible for me, even if I am older. And remember, everyone is getting older every day they live.”


Margie reached for her bulging brief case and pulled out a sheaf of papers, ignoring what Celia had just said.


“I have a list of the items that I made up for you. I’ll go over them with you.”  Margie could see by her mother’s face, she was annoyed.


“Think of our situation this way. Remember when I was a child and you took such good care of knowing all about the things I was involved in and what I was doing? Well, now our roles are reversed, I’m the mother and you’re the child. I want to do the same good job you did.”


Celia was holding up her hands in protest, and shaking her head, “No! No! No! You are not my mother and I am not your child. That’s pure nonsense. I don’t know where you got that idea. Even if someday I am totally incompetent, I will never be your child,  I will always be your mother. Don’t forget it.” She was still in control of herself but getting very serious.  


“This is not my idea,” said Margie.  “There are several notable national organizations that recommend taking these steps. Actually, I think when you hear what they are, you won’t disagree, considering I live so far away.”


  Margie began reading the single piece of paper she was holding.


“All we’re talking about here is data, so don’t be perturbed. First, there’s all the usual stuff like name and Social Security number. I don’t have the slightest idea what your number is. But this shouldn’t be a problem.


“Let me repeat, it’s only information, that’s all,” she said. Then she read aloud. “I need copies of wills, and advance directives, employers and dates you were employed, names of contacts for pension administrators, education records, sources of income,  all investment income, stocks, bonds, property, insurance policies, bank accounts, deeds, investments, other valuables, recent tax returns, money owed and to whom, dates when payments are payable, all credit cards, charge account numbers, and anything else of a legal nature. Now that isn’t so bad, it?”


Celia noticed Margie had to take three deep breaths to get through reading the list of information she wanted. Some of it was innocuous, but most of it was stuff Celia couldn’t easily  organize and saw no need to.


Johnnie wanted to laugh. He wouldn’t have the slightest idea how many years it might take him to compile such data. He certainly wasn’t going to ask his tax preparer to do the work. For what purpose anyway?   Besides, he  thought it was the boldest, rudest thing a child could do to a parent whose brain was still powered up and running strong.


Most relevant of all, he had no intention of doing it anyway.


Margie asked, “Are you going to provide the information? If you don’t, how is anyone to know where it is when you pass away? I don’t like to talk about it anymore than you do, because I love you, but I really don’t know what you want me to do when that sad time comes.”


“Somehow, when that time comes, believe me, you will know what to do. I will leave all the instructions you need, including all the information you want, with my lawyer. There will be no ambiguity, it will all be crystal clear And as I already said, if you want to look at the will and instructions I can set up a meeting with my lawyer for you.’’


It wasn’t the perfect ending to their disagreement, but it was the way it ended.


Margie left the next day without the topic coming up again. Then came an email: “Amy, Warren and I will be at the wedding. Let me know what we can do to help. I’m ordering three large flower bouquets for the church from your local florist. Keep us posted on your plans. Love you both, Margie.”


Celia showed it to Johnnie and they smiled with eyebrows raised. “We’ll see,” she said. It was a phrase she had often used when she was raising Margie.

                                                                  Chapter Fourteen


When Johnnie went out to get the mail, he ran into Herbie, the Postman. “Good morning, Mister Johnnie.” It was the usual friendly greeting.


“Herbie, I was just thinking about you. We’re planning to be away for a month, the last two weeks of September and first two weeks of October. Can you hold the mail for us?”


“No problem, I can do it easily. Sounds like a great trip. Any special reason?”


“As a matter of fact, yes. Celia and I are getting married September 14. What do you think of that?”


“That’s great news,” said Herbie. “You couldn’t meet more special people than you two. Are you having a church wedding?” Ever the snoop, that Herbie wanted to know everything.


“We’re hoping to be at Lady of the Lake church, but we have to confirm it.”


“No kidding, that’s terrific!” said Herbie with even more enthusiasm. “It so happens that’s where I go to church. Father Collins, he’s the pastor, is a wonderful person.”


“Oh, really? We don’t know him, but he certainly has a good reputation. We hope the date is one he can agree to.”


“I’ll put in a good word for you, Mister Johnnie. By the way you could mention my name when you talk to him. I’m a lector there and my last name is Walker. Isn’t that the perfect name for me? Herbie Walker, the walking mailman. That’s how you can remember my name.”


When he went back into the house, he told Celia, “Our postman, Herbie Walker, knows everybody in this town and knows everything about them. I told him about us, so now he knows we’re getting married. He goes to church at that one we talked about.”


“Terrific. We weren’t trying to keep it a secret, were we? Matter of fact, we want everyone to hear the good news. I guess Herbie will take care of that.”


“He sure will. Herbie talks a lot. He’s Herbie, the talker named Walker.”


At the time, she didn’t realize the truth of what he had said.


Celia looked in the phone book for Lady of the Lake Catholic  church. The woman who answered and said she would have Father Collins call back. She had a thick brogue that told Celia she had recently gotten off a plane from Ireland. It seems droves of Irish were still immigrating to the U.S.


In only a few minutes, the phone rang and there was a cheery voice. “Good morning. This is Father Collins here. You called?”


Celia told him how she and Johnnie wanted to meet with him to talk about getting married and that both were widowed. She added that she was a not a devout Catholic and was not a member of any parish. Nevertheless she had been baptized in the church, was confirmed and married in the church the first time. She explained that Johnnie was a Jew, unaffiliated with any Temple, who was widower and had been married in the Temple.


Father Collins agreed to meet with them the very next day.
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Johnnie and Celia knew everything was going to be fine when he opened the door of the rectory and greeted them warmly. “Just come right in and take a seat,” he said waving at some soft looking club chairs in the living room.


Just then, his cell phone rang. “Oh, excuse this thing. I’ll turn it off. They’ll have to leave a message. The Lord doesn’t talk to us by cell phone.” They were hearing Father’s well-known Irish wit.


“So what are we going to decide today? The date of the wedding?”


“Yes,” they said in unison. They laughed and Father commented, “Do you always agree like that?” Father said.


Johnnie got right to the point. “No problem with my being Jewish?”


“Not in the least. In fact, it’s a blessing,’’ he answered. “We like Jews to marry Catholics. It’s ecumenical. You’ll find it’s not at all the way it used to be, Johnnie. You might like to know my favorite soup is matzo ball.”


Father Collins was a youngish guy, probably in his late fifties. That was youngish to    Johnnie, himself a seventy-four-year old grandfather. Father’s dark hair was graying and he looked to be in excellent physical condition. His eyes were such a deep brown they were nearly black. And Johnnie soon learned those eyes could peer right into his soul with a hint of mischief. Inside Celia’s head, she was humming “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling,” thinking the lyricist must have written the song with Father Collins in mind.


They agreed on September fourteenth, a Saturday morning at eleven o’clock.  Father jotted it down in the big parish calendar that lay on a table. Then he sat down and asked questions about the arrangements.


“Will you be expecting a crowd?” He knew Celia was the highly publicized Runaway Senior of just a few months ago.


“Not really,” said Celia. “In fact, we’re only inviting family and they all live in the Midwest and, oh, a few old friends, none of whom live around here. So we aren’t sure anyone will come.”


“But you’re so well known around here, since you became the Runaway Senior you’re one of Hillmont’s most admired celebrities. There aren’t many of us who have been on national television. I’m sure you have many friends who feel the same way you do. I suspect this church will fill up with friends who will want to attend.”


Johnnie and Celia looked at each other. They were thinking Father Collins didn’t realize how few friends they had.


“It’s surely not a secret, so anyone who wants to can attend,” Johnnie said. “But we don’t have that many friends who live in town. Most have moved to retirement communities, or into assisted living, and of course, many have died.”


Father Collins said Herbie Walker, the mailman, had spoken to him about them as the couple  who live in the Not Ready Yet house on his route.


“He told me the meanin’ of the name and I understand. At first I didn’t know if the sign meant your house wasn’t ready to be occupied.” He laughed heartily. “Now I understand the real meaning and your message.”


“I’m thinkin’ you have a good idea there,” he said. “I’m not a bettin’ man, but I would lay a dollar that once Herbie knows about this, lots of your friends will want to attend. Let’s leave it to what ever happens; we at Lady of the Lake can handle it.”


As an after thought, he said, “You might want to plan for a nice cake and perhaps some champagne. You can hold a reception in the parish hall next to the church.”


Celia remained certain that only a few family members would attend but she agreed to have a cake and a couple of bottles of champagne on hand, if only to please Father Collins, who seemed to think a wedding would be incomplete without a cake and bubbly for guests and the pastor, of course.


When they left and were in the car Johnnie said, “What do you really think of having a reception for guests who won’t be there?”


“I don’t know what to think. I hope Herbie the Talker doesn’t plan to announce this wedding to the press. Lordie. I’ve had enough publicity to last the rest of my life.”


“Yeah, so how are these guests supposed to find out about the wedding?”


“By word of mouth, Herbie’s mouth to be precise. Maybe they’ll be parishioners, fulfilling their obligation by attending a Mass. Only we won’t have a Mass.”


“Why don’t you try to find out from him what he has in mind, if anything?”


That would be Johnnie’s job, because Celia had already decided to go to San Francisco that afternoon to look for a dress.


“Unless you want to go with me,” she said.


He reminded her that the groom wasn’t supposed to see her in the dress before the wedding. That had always seemed an unnecessary concealment to Celia, since the groom would be the only person in the world a bride would want to please by wearing exactly the right dress.


Celia took the Bay Area Rapid Transit across the bay to San Francisco and got off at the urban mall of upscale women’s stores.


The last time she had shopped had been on her New York trip after the America’s Morning Show. She was still wearing the black canvas shoes every day, they were so comfortable.


There was a bridal shop but Celia walked on by. She had no intention of going into a place specializing in young brides.


In the Better Dresses section of the major department store in the mall, she started going through the racks of dresses looking for something not too dressy and not too casual, maybe in turquoise. Well, it didn’t have to be turquoise, but that would be nice.


“Are you getting along all right, or can I bring something else for you to look at? We don’t have all our garments out on racks.”


“I’m looking for something dressy, not long, just to the calf and on the formal side. I guess it would be called a party dress.”


She asked Celia to step inside a small room that was larger than most fitting rooms where she could sit on a couch and have the saleslady bring clothes from some other place. It was slightly snooty, but Celia didn’t mind since you only get married twice in a lifetime.  At least, in her  case.


The saleslady came in with about five dresses over her arm and hung them on a rack. She took one off and held it against herself so Celia could see its design.


She shook her head. “No.”


Then another dress. “Sorry.”


Then another. And another.


The last one was a pale green silk, the color of light jade. As the saleslady held it against her body, Celia liked what she saw.


“This shade of green is very new this season, and is certainly lovely against your skin.”


“I’d like to try it on.”


The saleslady left the room, assuring Celia she would come back in a few minutes.


She got into the dress and stared into the mirror. Wow. It looks great, and fits so perfectly it won’t need alterations. “I can’t believe it’s me,” she said under her breath.


The pale green dress was simple yet very elegant. She looked like a bride’s mother ought to look. Except for her black canvas shoes, which were beginning to look a bit worn, after being worn continuously for months.


In popped the saleslady. “My, that really is your dress,” she said. “Stunning. And fits you so well. Dyed to match shoes would be nice. Or gold.”


Then she asked, “I take it you’re a Senior Citizen. Is this for a grand daughter’s wedding?”


“No, it’s for my own wedding.”


The saleslady laughed nervously. She didn’t want to lose a sale because of a gaff.


“That’s terrific,” she said clapping her hands together. “You have to excuse me, it’s just that you’re such an unusual woman. You are amazing for being a senior,  looking so young. We don’t see customers like you very often.”


Was this saleslady really thinking, this woman is old and getting married—again? How many times has it been now?


Here we go again, thought Celia. That “amazing” word is being slathered on her like soft butter on a hot waffle.


Be polite, she told herself and responded with, “Yes, I suppose it is unusual.”


She would have complained but for what? She loved the dress. All she wanted to do was buy it and get out of the place.


After handing over her credit card, she slipped out of the dress. The saleslady took her card and left briefly, returning with the sales slip and the dress packed in a plastic bag folded into a shopping bag. “You will look beautiful on your wedding day,” she assured Celia, as she pointed to where her signature should go on the credit slip.


In a few moments she was on the down escalator clutching the large shopping bag. At the moment she was wondering why the saleswoman had to comment on her age.


It seems that’s the way, wherever you go when you’re a senior.


Just then, a teen kid in baggy black pants tried to duck around her so he could run down the escalator.


“Oh, excuse me, Grandma,  you gotta get in the slow lane ‘cause I gotta move fast.”


There was no escape.

( (
A few days later  when she went to the mailbox, Celia saw that Herbie had delivered the mail. There were quite a few envelopes that looked like they could be replies to the wedding invitation. Sure enough that was the case. Johnnie wasn’t home so she sat down at the kitchen table and opened the letters.


The first one she opened was from octogenarians Aaron and Gerry Rice:

Dear Johnnie and Celia 

I’m recovering from a hip replacement I had about two weeks ago. It’s a bummer but thanks to Gerry for making life bearable. She keeps pretty busy taking care of things around here. She’s a damn good nurse and great cook. I just tell her want I want for each meal and she cooks it up. Runs to the store and back two or three times a day doing errands for me, like picking up my pills at the drug store and getting good things for me to eat. I’m being treated like a King. She puts up with my rants, too. I just snap my fingers and she’s there with whatever I need. Just hope she can hold up. We wish the both of you good luck.

Aaron and Gerry

p.s. Did I say Gerry was writing this note to you? She’s my secretary, too.

From a former co-worker at Edison school:

Dear Celia,

Big surprise. Didn’t know you had a boyfriend. But good for you. I’ll always remember those days together at Edison School. Teaching sure ain’t what it used to be, but I guess you know that. I hope you know what you’re doing, Celia, second time around and all that. I’m still a widow so if your Johnnie has any single friends, look me up. I’m available most every night in the year and like men with gray hair or even bald heads. The only things I don’t like are tattoos and body piercing.

Your teaching pal, Erma

Another octogenerian wrote:

Dear Johnnie and Celia, 

You guys are really something out of this world. I heard on television that seniors are getting married at a faster rate than young people. They do it for security. But I’m sure you’re doing it for love. All I got when I got older was more health problems. My current affliction is a case of Shingles. I never heard of it until I got it but you can’t believe the constant pain. The doctor says it’s a chicken pox virus and I can’t figure how a guy my age can have a kid’s disease. It’s driving me a little nuts since I’ve had it for almost a year. I’m not sick enough to go into assisted living, but not well enough to have any fun. Travel is out of the question. I’ve given up flying, it’s just too much trouble. They want you to do everything by hitting buttons and using the Internet to make reservations. I can’t handle it. I get along fine watching television and using my rotary phone. I’d like to see you take the pledge and wish you the best. I guess I wrote you that Virginia died a couple years ago. We were married 60 years, so it’s lonely too.

Your friend, Myron

Dear Celia and Johnnie,

Still going strong at 90

I’m about to have my 90th birthday. They’re throwing a big party in my honor. I have had all my joints replaced and I’m wearing a pacemaker to make my ticker tick, so I’m the bionic man. I’m married for the fourth time. Her name is Margaret. She’s quite a bit younger than I am but that’s good because I keep outliving my wives. We get married and they get sick and die. I heard women live longer than men, so how come? I hope I have nothing to do with it. It could be my fault since I’m a wild man sometimes. Why don’t you come to my party, instead of getting hitched? It might be a lot more fun. We’re going to have champagne and caviar at my request.

Your pal,

Uncle Raymond in New Jersey

Then there are the notes from the people fitting the “Junior Seniors” category:

Dear Johnnie and Celia, 

Can’t make it anytime in September. That’s the month I always keep the grandkids so the parents can have a vacation. They have three children now. I will take them up to the lake where we have a cabin, and they can learn about the outdoors. Steve will come on weekends to help and do some fishing with the grandchildren. They adore him. He’s still working as a consultant to his company, so it keeps him busy during the week. The money helps make ends meet. Little Jimmy, who is 8 years old, wants a rifle, but I told him I won’t have a gun of any kind in the house. Last summer, he made friends with a mountain boy down the road. Later Jimmy told me they killed blue jays with his friend’s rifle, then he cried because I said he couldn’t have a gun. He needs some education on that. Julia is five and is obsessive about her fear of spiders. When she goes to the cabin we have to vacuum her room thoroughly every day or she freaks out and screams: “Spider, spider, sat down beside her!” Like the Miss Muffet rhyme. That would be cute, but it’s not because she’s hysterical. The youngest is only three and isn’t toilet trained so that’s a challenge. He still sucks his thumb and drags his blanket around behind him. I love them dearly, but a wedding sounds like a relaxing diversion right now; sorry we can’t make it. Best wishes to two great people.

Melinda and Steve

Another couple that couldn’t come:

Dear Johnnie and Celia,

So you’re getting married. We say good for you. I have just retired from my job and we’re going to Italy  for the first time in our lives, in September. You know that’s where my folks came from. They were immigrants. That’s become a bad word, I know, but they were a different kind, those Italian immigrants. They were never illegal. I made out all right in this country, ending my career as the head accountant at Best Moneysavers Inc., which is a great company. It has never been indicted for defrauding people. Except for a couple of guys. They pay us executives too much, but we earn every penny. We’d love to have you for Thanksgiving Dinner here in Minnesota, where we have snow in November. It’s beautiful but a damn nuisance. It’s too bad you live in California where all the kooks are. You were never like that Johnnie. You had good upbringing. Angela sends her love. Let us know if you can make it, okay?

Good luck and best wishes,

Mario and Angela

More regrets:

Dear Celia and Johnnie,

Any chance you could postpone the wedding a week? I know that’s asking a lot, but our granddaughter is getting married that weekend so we’re all tied up. We would like to come out there to California and visit San Francisco. Are there really same sex married people there, and what do you think of those pathological homos? I’m neutral, of course. We also heard that in Berkeley, it’s common for stark nekkid people to walk the streets. You must have a lot of warm weather there. Not that there’s anything wrong with goin’ nekkid, but is it true? You won’t see that here in Rhode Island. Not more than once anyway. We put people like that away, so we don’t see many of them. We’re hoping you two will come to Rhode Island for Thanksgiving. If you come, dress warmly. We’d love to have you for a real turkey and pumpkin pie dinner at our house. Let us know if that fits in with your plans.

Best wishes,

Eric and Judith

From the retired, but too busy set:

Dear Johnnie and Celia:

Good luck, you two. In June I retired so I could spend more time with my doctors. I have appointments every day with one of them, but don’t get the idea that I’m sick. It was simpler when I had just one. I’ve got seven different ones now, one for every part of my body. I go to the eye doctor today. These meetings with my doctors are like getting a 200,000  mile overhaul on my truck.

Yesterday I had my regular check up by my primary physician, who wants me to have an MRI to look for some damn thing. Then he wants me to go for a colonoscopy, which I have always managed to avoid. He’s sending me to a laboratory for testing and I have to fast for 12 hours. I guess he doesn’t care if I starve to death. In fact, he put me on a diet to lower my cholesterol and I hate the food I’m supposed to eat. I have 12 bottles of pills. Maybe they will fill me up. 

And that’s not all. He thinks I’m a getting deafer so he wants me to see an audiologist and get fitted  with a hearing aid. Of course I’m against that. They never work and I hear enough already. Besides, I don’t want to hear anything else. Most everyone mumbles these days so you can’t hear them, anyway. Have you noticed? 

Sorry if this letter makes me sound like I’m a crank but it’s only to explain why I won’t have time to go to your wedding. My doctor and I are painting his boat on weekends. Did I tell you Nancy died last December?

Best wishes,

Don and departed Nancy

From friends who fall in the pre-senior category:

Dear Celia and Johnnie:


Thanks for the good news. Wish we could be there but we’re planning a trip to Europe. We will be gone all of September. We’re excited about it since it is the first time ever for us. We really can’t afford it but the last child went off to college and we’re free at last. Unfortunately the trip isn’t free so it means we’ll both have to work another five years to pay for the trip and a new roof for the house. We also want to go to China and Japan. All over the world if we can. So we’ll be working a long time. The media calls us baby boomers but dammit we’ve never boomed. Actually I don’t know anyone my age who’s booming. That’s just a bunch of hype. If you are looking for houseguests on Thanksgiving, we are available and would love to spend a week in San Francisco. We will think of you on your Big Day.

Yours truly,

David and Hilary

Death and taxes:

Dear Celia and Johnnie,


We just bought a house big enough for us and our three kids. It cost an arm and a leg here in San Diego. Any place big enough in a nice neighborhood with good schools costs a million dollars. Can you believe it? And the schools aren’t as good as they should be for the money. I don’t know what the city does with our tax money. We just keep sending more and things get worse. I read that at 60, I’ll be a senior like you guys. How about that? I’m still trying to find the boom they’ve been talking about for people in our generation. There aren’t any baby boomers in my Vietnam veterans group. This morning I heard a fellow on television say at our age we should put 50 percent of our income into a retirement fund. What planet is he from?


Here we are living in a million dollar house and we can’t afford to fly to San Francisco. We considered driving but it takes a full day to drive each way, which means two days off work. Then, figuring the gas it will take, well, we ruled it out. Sorry, we can’t make the wedding. Could you come down for Thanksgiving? We would love to see the happy honeymooners. Love you both.


Sincerely,


Eric and Sigrud

Boomer at the top?

Dear Johnnie and Celia.

We’re happy for you two getting married at your age. Good for you. We only wish we could be there. But I finally got promoted to the big job. I’m boss of my department with a lot of responsibility. It’s taken 20 years to get this far but I made it. On the Saturday of your wedding, the company begins its annual conference. It lasts the entire week, ending on the weekend with a party for spouses. But it won’t be great for me, because top boss has told me privately that I have to lay off 20 percent of my staff. He’s told me to evaluate the employees and determine who will stay and who will go. I hate that because I think they’re all good or I wouldn’t have hired them in the first place

The company is going to outsource their work. In case you don’t know what that means, the jobs will go to employees in foreign countries at half the wages our people get to do their work. About 20 people will lose their jobs and they all have families. I will be the most hated man in the company. That’s the price of getting to the top. Not only that, I’m called a baby boomer. Far as I’m concerned, that’s a joke. Please tell me where’s the boom? If it weren’t for the kids and the mortgage on our house, I’d quit this rat race. Ginny has a part time job but doesn’t make enough for us to live on. Sorry to be so gloomy. Want to join us for Thanksgiving? There will always be room for you guys at our table. Best wishes to a great couple.

Yours truly,

Al and Ginny


The reply from Johnnie’s first son in Chicago came with a packet of notes:

Hi, Dad and Celia,

We love you and wish you the happiest of days in the future. There’s too much going on here with the kids to get away for your wedding. But we are hoping you will come to Chicago for a honeymoon, and if not that, Thanksgiving. It would be wonderful having the family together and for us to get better acquainted with the new Mrs. Celia Hirsch.

Love you, John Jr.

P.S. See the enclosed notes from the kids; they want to explain why they can’t come to your wedding:


Grandson Barry: We’re really sorry, Gramps, but I’ve got the opening soccer game that day and I’m the goalie. I know you’re going to be real happy. We all want you to come for Thanksgiving this year. Try to make it. I love you.


Grandson David: Dear Gramps, Sure sorry we can’t go to your wedding. I’m the high school newspaper editor and our first edition of the paper for the school year has to be put together that weekend. Looks like everyone else in the family has stuff going on, too. Please come on Thanksgiving. We love you.


Grandson Billy: Hi gramps. We can’t go to California. We’re too busy. I help my parents a lot. My job is taking those little round stickers off the fruit Mom buys. I’m saving them and have a bunch. Apple stickers are the hardest to get off. Come for Thanksgiving and I will give you some.


Grandson Stan: Hi, Gramps. Will your new wife like being called Gramma? Ha, ha. I’m sure glad you won’t be alone anymore. Can you come here for Thanksgiving? We want to see you and make friends with our new gramma. Don’t forget, I love you.


Those replies were from Number One’s kids. Number Two did not reply. Number Three phoned to say it would be nice if the newlyweds would come to Chicago for Thanksgiving.


Then there was a letter from Margie, her husband Warren and Amy:

Dear Mom,


Yes, we’ll be there. We wouldn’t miss this big day for you and Johnnie. Tell me if there is something I can do for you. I know you love flowers. I will order a couple of big bouquets for the church. We’ll stay at the Claridge; it will make things easier, because we have to go home the next day. Maybe we could have a nice wedding dinner afterwards for the family.


That was the only affirmative reply.

Chapter Fifteen


Herbie Walker was busy making phone calls. He wanted friends of Celia McGwire to know she was going to be married September fourteenth  at eleven o’clock  to her dear friend Johnnie Hirsch of Hillmont.   The pleasure of their company would be most welcome at Lady of Lake Catholic Church.


He began with Sunny Glen by calling the director, Ms. Branster. After introducing himself as a friend of the bride, Celia McGwire and the groom Johnnie Hirsch, he asked her to send out a notice to the residents advising them of the wedding. Ms. Branster said she would do so, and would also assure them that Sunny Glen would provide transportation by van for those wishing to attend.


Next he called the principal of Edison elementary school, where Celia had been a

teacher before she retired to take care of her sick husband Tom. Herbie figured she must still have some friends there on the faculty and staff.


Principal Joanne Cobb remembered Celia with fondness, and was happy to hear she was getting married again. She said she would let the teachers and staff know of the date and encourage older teachers, some of whom knew Celia, to attend the Lady of the Lake Church ceremony.


For neighborhood residents near 32 Montagne Circle, otherwise known as the Not Ready Yet house, Herbie fashioned notes, which he folded and slipped into their mail boxes. He knew putting something other than U.S. Postal Service mail in the box was not permitted but he took a chance, not very big, that no postal inspector would be inspecting Montagne Circle that day.


In his note, Herbie announced:   “Celia McGwire and Johnnie Hirsch will be  joined in Holy matrimony on Saturday, Sept. 14, at 11 a.m. at Lady of the Lake Church.” 

           The neighbors were cordially invited to attend.


After that, Herbie went about his usual business of delivering the mail.
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            Ms. Branster was in her room, staring at the notes she had taken while speaking with Mr. Walker on the phone. She was trying to think how she might encourage the residents to attend. So many of them didn’t like the excursions she had planned recently.


Like the debacle last week when they were all invited to go to Walmart’s. Only three bothered to let her know if they wanted to participate and they said no thank you.


Then there was the aborted visit to the Chapel of the Bells, used primarily for funerals, but on that occasion there was to be a concert of Mozart’s music by a local string ensemble. Only two residents signed up for that one, so it was canceled.


The most popular was the trip across the Bay Bridge to see a free show of unknown artists, held at one of San Francisco’s famed museums. Fourteen residents wanted to go, almost a full van.

           Unfortunately she had chosen Monday to go; when they arrived, there was a sign on the door ‘Closed Mondays.’ How was she to know that? At least one resident was happy despite the disappointment. “It was wonderful just to be on the Bay Bridge. I didn’t mind the traffic delay even though we did sit there almost an hour. There were complaints, but not from me. If I had stayed home at Sunny Glen I would have been been doin’ nuthin’ anyway.”


Despite her doubts about resident interest in going to a wedding, Ms. Branster sent out an announcement: “Celia McGwire, a former resident of Sunny Glen, and her betrothed, John Hirsch, of  Hillmont, will be married at 11 a.m. Saturday, September 14, at Lady of the Lake Catholic Church. A brief reception will follow in the church hall. Residents are invited to attend and Sunny Glen will provide transportation. Please sign up at the desk by Friday, if you will attend.”
                To her astonishment sixteen residents came to the desk to sign in, indicating they wanted to attend. Ms. Branster decided she had better go with them, as this was sizing up as a popular field trip. She made note that there would have to be paratransit for wheelchair-bound Patsy, the nearly 100 year old Sunny Glen resident, who wrote in bold strokes of her pen, “I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”


Ms. Branster secretly  admired Catalina for her spunk, and for endowing the two Sunny Glen condos she owned to a good cause. She would suggest to the corporate ownership that this gift was something the executive staff might want to publicize as an example of how an assisted living facility can be an asset in the community with the right management.

( (

In the teachers’ lunch room at Edison elementary school, the wedding of their former teacher turned celebrity was the central topic of discussion, after the volunteer music teacher, now-retired Blanche Small, said she would like to work with some fourth graders on two or three songs they could sing at the wedding. She would accompany them on the piano.


The idea caught on, and Ms. Small and two other teachers went on about how they would select the children and the songs. It was decided to ask the children if they would like to participate, Ms. Small would send permission slips home that day so parents could approve and plan to transport their children there on September fourteen and for rehearsals before then.


It so happened that four children volunteered, two boys and two girls, and their parents were pleased.


Ms. Small explained to the children that the bride and groom were widowed grandparents who loved each other. They were getting married for a second time. For the kids, this made the occasion special. So many of the children in the school were from single parent homes, they understood why people, even old people, wanted to be a family. They liked the idea of people being married instead of splitting up.


The children thought it would be fun for everyone if they could surprise the bride and groom with their performance. At that age,  children love a surprise, even if they don’t keep secrets very well.


Ms. Small made sure the performance would take its cue from the things Celia loved. Children. Flowers. Simplicity. She informed Herbie of the plans by phone and after that, Herbie was the man in charge.


Within a few days the choral quartet was in rehearsal.
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After Herbie Walker checked back with Edison elementary and Sunny Glen, he figured there could be as many as thirty-five friends at the wedding, including  Sunny Glen,  Montagne Circle neighbors, and the school people involved.  


Then he called Father Collins to tell him what everyone was doing. He knew the children wanted to surprise the bride and groom, but Father didn’t know what the surprise would be.


“That’s wonderful, Herbie,   You say the little ones want to surprise the bride and groom. It’s somewhat unusual, but everything about this wedding is unusual, so why not? I’m sure just having the children there will be a happy surprise. I will get our church women to have a nice big cake and we’ll find some bubbly water someplace to go along with it.”


The stage was set for the wedding.
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On the morning of their wedding day, Celia woke first and looked over at the peaceful face she loved. He certainly looked contented and relaxed for a bridegroom.


Celia had been restless during the night, thinking of the wedding. Herbie had told her that about twenty people might attend. He underestimated in case of some were no-shows.


 So far the children’s surprise was well kept.


She was sure Tom was happy for her, too. Since she and Johnnie had gotten together, she had felt the Goneness Place less and less, which gave her a jolt of guilt.


In the midst of her musing, the phone rang. She ran to answer in the kitchen hoping not to wake up Johnnie.


“Hi, Mom, happy wedding day. I’m afraid I have bad news. Amy has chicken pox. I only realized what was wrong when she woke up this morning. She was running a fever the last couple of days, and I thought she would get over it in time to leave last night on the plane. But when I talked to the pediatrician, he said she couldn’t fly because it might be an ear infection or something else. When she got up this morning she was covered with red bumps and her eyes were red. Still running a fever too.”


Celia wanted to cry, but nothing could be done about a little kid getting chicken pox. It happens and you deal with it.


“Is she feeling better, now that the pox have popped out? I remember when you had chicken pox, that’s what happened. This day will pass as all days do, Honey, and you’ll always remember this was our wedding day. I know Johnnie will be sorry you can’t be here. He especially wanted you and Warren and Amy.”


“That’s sweet of him to feel that way. Oh, yes, the bouquets of flowers for the church are being delivered this morning. I ordered Hawaiian ginger and whatever goes with it, so they should be beautiful. I know you two love Hawaiian things.”


“That will be lovely,” said Celia, trying to hide her disappointment.


“Here’s an idea for you. How about coming to Columbus for Thanksgiving?”


“We’ll see,” Celia said.


When she hung up the phone, she turned and saw Johnnie in his pajamas standing in the doorway rubbing the sleep from his eyes.


“It was Margie wasn’t it? And they aren’t coming.”


“Amy has chicken pox. It’s really not Margie’s fault. I guess it wasn’t meant to be, that’s all.”


Johnnie was happy anyway. He started singing, “Get Me To the Church On Time.” He didn’t know all the words, only those important ones. He grabbed Celia and danced with her.

((

By ten o’clock.,  there was much activity at the church. The flowers were delivered and placed by the florist. The church custodian was sweeping all the corners and making sure that all the pews were clean. Herbie was there to help with whatever needed doing, like placing a guest book at the door where people could write messages. The book was Herbie’s gift to the couple.


But the biggest surprise was warming up in the back room where the children were having an impromptu rehearsal of the songs they would sing. Their mothers were primping them for their debut as a quartet. Ms. Small gave them hugs, told them they would do very well, and advised them not to be nervous. They giggled excitedly.


At the appointed hour of  eleven. the church bells in the tower began to ring out Ave Maria, the signal that a wedding was about to begin.


A total of   thirty-two guests were seated facing the altar, at the center of the church. There were the Sunny Glen friends with Ms. Branster herself among them, including Patsy in her wheelchair and  quaking Uncle Henry, along with most of the breakfast clubbers. Of course, Ellie Abbott, who loved riding in Celia’s Little Rojo, was with them. One group was made up of several neighbors from Montagne Circle, and another, the parents of the children from Edison school and several teachers who knew Celia, or had a part in executing the big surprise of the little people.


Three spectacular bouquets of Hawaiian flowers of every hue were placed at strategic locations. Margie had completed her task with the usual competence and thoughtfulness.

Then the children’s quartet entered the church. They could hardly suppress their nervous giddiness. The quartet consisted of two little girls dressed in white and carrying bouquets of white daisies and blue heather and two little boys wearing navy cords and white shirts. They also were carrying bouquets of daises and heather. These were Celia’s favorite flowers, the ones she had planted in her garden at Not Ready Yet.


At the piano, Ms. Small hit a chord and the children began to sing. On cue, Father Collins entered. He was solemn as he walked to the altar, followed by  beautiful Celia in the pale green silk dress, and handsome Johnnie in a deep navy suit. They were also properly solemn but little smiles crept onto their faces when they looked at each other.


When she saw the children, Celia was close to tears of joy.


They were singing the traditional Mendelssohn bridal march using their own lyrics: 


“Here comes the bride. Who’s known far and wide.” The two boys sang the bridal greeting.  They were followed by the two girls singing the groom’s  greeting. “Here comes the groom who’s in who’s whom.” It was a relay, which they repeated over and over as the bride, groom, and Father Collins stepped with at a slow measured pace down the aisle to the altar. After they were seated in their chairs on the altar, the chorus ended its chant and sat down. Then the children, one by one, walked to the altar and left their bouquets of flowers lavender and daisies.


Guests sat down on cue from Father Collins, who then bowed his head and asked that everyone pause for a moment of spiritual reflection.


Next with a wave to the chorus, Ms. Small sounded a chord on the piano, nodded her head decisively and the quartet belted out the Negro Spiritual, “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands.”

He’s got the whole world in his hands,
He’s got the big round world in his hands,
He’s got Johnnie and Celia in his hands,
He’s got the whole world in his hands.

He’s got Johnnie and Celia in his hands,
He’s got sisters and brothers in his hands,
He’s got Johnnie and Celia in his hands,
He’s got the whole world in his hands.


Everyone in the church joined in as they sang the refrain one more time, all together, tapping toes, and clapping hands following the lead of Ms. Small and the quartet.


It took a moment to recover from the jubilance that filled the church.


Father Collins set the tone as he rose to begin this unusual ceremony that would only slightly resemble the usual Catholic wedding.


Pacing slowly for a moment around the table that served as an altar, the priest’s hands were crossed in front of his cassock and his head was down.


Standing in the front of the altar, he began by saying he was going to read from the Catholic Holy Bible, St. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, known widely as one of the world’s best definitions of love:

If I have all the eloquence of man or of angels, but speak without love, 
I am simply a gong booming, or a cymbal clashing.

If I have the gift of prophecy, understanding all the mysteries there are, and knowing everything, if I have faith in all its fullness, to move mountains, but without love, then I am nothing at all.

Love is always patient and kind; it is never jealous; 
love is never boastful or conceited; it is never rude or selfish; 
it does not take offense, and is not resentful. 
Love takes no pleasure in other people’s sins but delights in the truth.

Love does not come to an end.

In short, there are three things that last; faith, hope and love;
and the greatest of these is love.


Father Collins was acutely aware that the betrothed man and woman do the marrying themselves with their vows.  The priest does not “marry” them; he presides as they exchange the vows make the marriage legal.


When he asked who gives this woman to another? The children’s quartet stepped forward: “We do!” they said loudly. Then they jumped up and down. It was the big surprise.  


And so it was.  Especially for  Father Collins, but he smiled widely. He was enjoying this most unusual wedding, more than any he could recall.


Having the children step forward that way surprised Johnnie and Celia as well, who put their heads back and laughed from the back of their throats. They loved it.


Johnnie and Celia, who had their plain gold rings on their little fingers, removed them and performed the official ringing of the left ring fingers. Father Collins said, “I now proclaim you man and wife ‘til death do you part.”


They kissed with somewhat controlled passion,  then turned to face the guests.


Father Collins announced: “Meet Mr. and Mrs. Hirsch.” Everyone stood and clapped. There were even a couple of whistles.


Celia was remembering how Catholic ceremonies always called for repetitious sitting and standing and kneeling. She noticed there hadn’t been any kneeling in this one.


Then everyone sat down again on cue from Father Collins and the quartet sang its final song, “Amazing Grace.”


Ms. Small asked the guests to stand and join the quartet after the first stanza.

Amazing grace! How sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me,
I once was lost, but now I’m found, was blind but now I see.

’Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, and grace my fears relieved.
How precious did that grace appear the hour I first believed.

Through many dangers, toils and snares, I have already come,
’Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.

When we’ve been there ten thousand years, bright shining as the sun,
We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise than when we’d first begun.
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The noontime sun shone brilliantly _a good luck omen _on the bridal couple as they led the way to the reception in the community hall adjacent to the church. Many of the guests had cameras and were busy shooting pictures of the pair.


Among them was Herbie Walker, who was as delighted as could be in his self-styled role as “father of the wedding.” After all, he was the one who made it all possible including the children’s bouquets, their music program, the reception, and the diversity of guests.


 A six-man mariachi band was a lively addition to the reception, which was “lovely,” an expression Father Collins was known to use when describing a good party. 

             Randy  Guitterez,  an usher at  Lady of  the Lake, had arranged for the Mariachi Band after Herbie told him the bride was Latino.  Privately, the bridal couple wondered how he could have known the significance (to them alone) of the Mexican music. (Randy didn’t know, it was just a coincidence.)

              The wedding cake was large.  Celia cut the first piece and gave Johnnie a bite, but she didn’t smear it all over his face. She had always thought that was an unnecessary tradition invented by a crude slob.


People toasted the bride and groom, the children squealed with delight, and filled up on cake and soft drinks as the adults sipped champagne.  It was lovely.


Johnnie and Celia made their departure after she threw the bouquet to a young teacher she didn’t know.


They went home to get out of their wedding attire, and pick up the bags they had packed for their month-long vacation in New York and Europe. Their flight to New York left the next morning. Their wedding night would be spent in a San Francisco hotel’s bridal suite with a catered dinner in their room. As Father Collins would say, it would be a lovely party for two.

Epilogue


We rejoin their saga on their return to 32 Montagne Circle a month later.


On the door, as they arrived home, was a large note: “Welcome Home Mr. and Mrs. Hirsch. Your friends on Montagne Circle.” A  beautiful potted white orchid plant was on the door mat.


Johnnie and Celia looked at each other, both thinking the same thing. “Probably Herbie’s idea, since he’s the only one who knew when we were getting back.”


“It makes getting home even better to know we have friendly neighbors,” said Celia.


A few days after they had settled back into the Not Ready Yet home, the question of where to spend Thanksgiving came up.


Johnnie said, “With all those invitations from our friends in far off places, where do you want to go?”


“Let me think about it,” Celia said. “It’s just good to be home, to tell the truth.”


So she thought about it. And Johnnie let her think about it, not raising the question again.


As he was falling asleep that night, he felt Celia shaking his arm.


“Are you asleep?”


“I was.”


“I have an idea.”


“Sleep on it.”


“No Silly.”


“What is it?”


“It’s about Thanksgiving.”


“What about it?”


“What we should do.”


“We should go to Chicago.”


“That’s okay.”


“Just okay?”


“Yeah, just okay.”


“So where do you want to go?”


“I don’t want to go anywhere.”


“No Thanksgiving?”


“I didn’t say that, I said do something.”


“Okay, what do you want to do?”


“Have Thanksgiving here.”


“In this house?”


“Yes, in this house.”


Johnnie sat up. Now he was wide awake.


Celia sat up, “Why not?” she asked


Now she was wide awake.


“Who would come? Just us?” he asked.


“Our friends.”


“They won’t come, it’s too far.”


“I mean our new friends_ our neighbors, teachers,  friends we didn’t know we had at Sunny Glen,  Herbie Walker, Father Collins, many others. Most will have family dinners to go to and won’t be able to come but those without a place to go, will come here. 

              If they can’t stay for a beautiful buffet spread starring roast turkey, they can come for a little while and have some wine and cheese with us. 

              Remember, they came to our wedding because they want to be our friends.”


“Okay, I finally get it!” said Johnnie.  “I guess we didn’t realize we had quite a few friends all around us because we weren’t looking in the right places.”


 Celia answered him with a kiss

                                                               ( (

So there was a Thanksgiving feast at Not Ready Yet house, attended by some of the many friends of Johnnie and Celia Hirsch.


Some stayed a short time, others a long time, and some did not come at all. The head-count was twenty-six in all.


By all accounts, it was a lovely Thanksgiving. 

                  And  so  far as we know, the residents of  the Not Ready Yet house at 32 Montagne Circle on a tree-lined street in Hillmont, California, lived happily ever after.
                                                           The End
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