The Complex
by Denise Marois


The sign in the window reads “Help Wanted. Here at Frip Frap Yogurt we do not discriminate on the basis of age, race, the color of your hair, the size of your feet, the number of body piercings or your planet of origin. We welcome tattoos, tics and all manner of oddities. Nobody under the age of 16 and/or without a legal work permit, however, need apply.”


Irene believes they’re serious about their inter-planetary hiring practice because the girl smiling at her from behind the counter is definitely not of this world. Irene guesses wherever she’s from, there are no mothers. 

The girl is looming-over-Irene tall, with thick wavy hair pulled back into a bun through which red lacquered chopsticks stick out crosswise. Her skin is the smooth, satiny color of lightly roasted coffee beans and her smile is straight and blindingly white, like the smiles of girls in television toothpaste commercials. But her beauty is marred by the presence of a tattoo in the shape of a skull across her neck and a dizzying display of doodads that hang from her face. Several silver rings dangle from each eyebrow. Silver studs jut from her cheeks. A diamond pierced nostril straddles a large silver nose ring. Two silver beads stick out from her lip. The overall effect is a collection of shimmery warts or skin tags. The girl flicks her tongue across her teeth and Irene sees that it, too, bears a heavy silver stud that looks like it would hinder speech.
“Hello,” the girl says, with no hint of encumbrance.  “Welcome to Frip Frap Yogurt. What can I get you?”
Irene has to stand on tiptoes to look at the menu high up on the wall. She takes out her specs, but they just make the menu larger and more incomprehensible. The girl takes a plastic-coated menu from behind the counter and lays open before Irene, and like an offering, smoothes it out with her lightly roasted coffee bean hands. Irene orders a small dish of low-fat, sugar-free vanilla yogurt, keeps a suspicious watch as the girl pumps the waves of white creamy yogurt from the dispenser, to make certain none of her piercings fall off and land in the cup. Irene pays leaving the girl a small tip, takes the yogurt back to a table facing the window. She takes up a spoonful and prepares to be disappointed. But the yogurt is surprisingly good, creamy with no awful fake sugar aftertaste. Irene frowns. The failure to disappoint is, in its own way, disappointing.
She is the only customer in the shop. Someone has left today’s a copy of the New Haven Gazette on a chair. The headlines say a Japanese firm has placed a bid for one of the city’s decaying factories with plans to tear it down and build a high-rise hotel and apartment complex. A sharp pain shoots down her wrist into her fingers and she has to catch her breath. Ever since the Japanese bought Radio City Music Hall she believes that the country has been on a rapidly accelerating descent to hell in a hand basket. It seems only yesterday that the Japanese were dropping bombs all over Pearl Harbor. Then within months Ray was getting sent to Italy where he was blown out of a foxhole at Anzio. Then a bomb fell on the little Italian hospital where he was recovering and he was blown out of his hospital bed. He came home with a bad foot and a distaste for pasta and Caruso. 

The shop is an emporium of all things young. There is a sticky feel to the pink walls, the bright pink jukebox with rainbow lights, the white metal soda shop chairs with hard seats and backs that press iron curlicues into her back. At 75, Irene senses she has no business here. But it’s the only place in town that sells sugar free frozen yogurt and she found a stack of  half-off Frip Frap coupons lying on the coffee table in the lobby of her senior complex. She would not have come otherwise. Paying full price for anything gives her indigestion. Some days she goes to the soup kitchen for lunch. She is careful not to leave more than a dollar for a donation. Once she left nothing. “I only have a $20,” she said waving the bill before the girl taking donations, who had looked at Irene with wide, startled eyes. Irene waited a couple of weeks before she went back.
The late April sunlight pours through the windows, makes her feel illuminated in a cruel unrelenting glare. She is always aware of how she looks in the light, the shadows that fall across her cheeks. She longs for softness with the faintest pink radiance to erase the lines on her face. 

Outside the buildings along Main Street are framed against a bright sky with a scattering of leafy-looking clouds. She watches people stroll by the red brick and wood buildings, which are painted in Colonial America Blue or a brickish orange red that is supposed to evoke a seventeenth century feel. An elderly couple wrapped up for winter walk by holding hands, and a wave of sadness comes over her.  A lone sheet of newspaper picks up a light wind and skips along the sidewalk, brushing past the elderly couple as they wander out of her view. Somewhere down the road a car horn honks. Irene thinks of Ray, lays down her spoon and stares into the empty Styrofoam cup. 
It was not her idea to come here, to this town with its unwelcoming rich and its phony nostalgia, fake weathered buildings and brick fronts that are just that, fronts with nothing of real substance behind them. The village feel the town tries to evoke is made up of ticky tacky souvenir shops or chain stores that sell pants fit only for skinny young people, the type of pants you could find in any mall. The old mill down the corner that was a bullet factory during World War II is now condominiums with starting prices that make Irene’s acid reflux shoot up whenever she walks by the sale sign. The town tore down the old granary up the street to build the senior housing where Irene lives on a very fixed income.  She wonders what is so wrong with old buildings? They have history, character, ghosts. They aren’t all the same, all face-lifted and tummy-tucked and collagen-injected. They aren’t young but they’re dignified.

She folds her hands over the empty yogurt cup and recalls her elder daughter, Amelia’s response to this argument: “Ma, things change. You can’t hang onto the past.”

It had seemed so profound and realistic when she’d first said it and Irene couldn’t come up with a response. But sitting here staring at the debris left by progress, it just sounds self-indulgent. Her head dances with should-have-saids, sometimes change goes by so fast you don’t realize the damage it’s doing. But the moment is long past. Maybe she can think of some way to bring the subject up again, give herself a chance to drop this bit of wisdom in Amelia’s ear.

Her hands are sticky with yogurt drippings and she sees there are no napkins on the table, so she goes back to the counter. The girl is gone. There is a tall man with sandy hair and the long sad face of a Basset Hound wiping down the yogurt machines. He has a tattoo on his forearm and she wonders whether a tattoo is a job requirement to work here. Maybe she should get one, though heaven knows whatever she gets today will be hanging around her ankles in another couple of years.

He hums Charge of the Light Brigade as he polishes the metal tins. His voice rises in a crescendo the harder he rubs, until he finishes with a flourish of the rag and a drum roll. He looks up, sees Irene, smiles his Basset Hound smile and bows.


She applauds, grabs a handful of napkins and heads back to her table. She sits facing the counter. What has this man to be so happy?  She’s the only customer in the shop. He’ll probably close in a month. It’s the same everywhere. The stores along Main Street, the ones not run by big chain stores, are nearly empty most of the time. 
It’s the fault of all those foreign investors. The library would have an old copy of the New Haven Register saying exactly whose idea it was to sell Rockefeller Center to the Japanese and she vows to look it up sometime soon, certain it was one of the Republican presidents. She voted for W once and regretted it, but her vote for Kerry the second time didn’t make a lick of difference.

Not that she could bear to go back to Rockefeller Center, anyway. She has resolutely shut herself out from a place where she and Ray spent so many happy afternoons, now tainted forever by the presence of a foreign enemy. She hoped to God they wouldn’t buy up the automats with their thin sandwiches and cherry pies, but most of them, probably all of them, are long gone. 

The man grabs a broom and hums Battle Hymn of the Republic as he sweeps. The phone rings, “Frip Frap. You what? Oh, great, yeah, sure. Fine, Bye, damnit.”


“His guidance counselor doesn’t want him working, can you believe that?” he startles Irene who had been working herself up into a snit with visions of Japanese-owned automats with their glass cases revolving row upon row of sushi rolls and not a roast beef sandwich in sight. 
“Whoever heard of anything so stupid,” the man whacks the cloth against the counter. “In my day, you worked and no stick up the butt guidance counselor would have dared tell you different. Damn those Bridgeton kids.”


“Excuse the language.” He points to the tattoo. “Too long in the Marines. Hey, you’re not from the high school, are you?”


“Yes, I’m a senior,” she chuckles at her own humor and the man smiles. “My husband was in the military,” she says. “Army Infantry. World War II.”

“Vietnam. Oh, well, don’t know what I’m going to do. Lorna,” he pointed to the counter to where the now-absent Lorna with her dangly doo-dads had stood a few minutes earlier, “can only do a couple of afternoons a week but I need someone more regular. Good help is tough to find. I’m Bob, by the way, I’m the owner.”


He goes back to sweeping, hums off-key a tune that sounds like some old Broadway hit from the 1930s.


Irene thinks about the sign in the window, sighs. She’s too old to go back to work. She gathers her purse and Bob smiles at her. “Have a nice day, and come back soon,” he says in a manner that’s friendlier than anything Irene’s felt from a stranger in a long time.
As she makes her way home to the senior complex she daydreams about retirement and all the plans she and Ray made, playing them out like a series of snapshots. They are in a rented RV, because Ray said after the Army he’d never sleep in a tent again. They’re somewhere out on Cape Cod, or driving through Colorado. They stop at every tacky gift shop in America where she buys statues of hula dancers or snow globes with children skating under a pine tree. Ray makes disapproving noises, though he never stops her from buying anything. He wears plaid shorts and a white plastic belt with black socks and sandals. She wears a floppy canvas hat and sunglasses much too big for her face, and never puts on sunscreen, just lets the wrinkles collect. They hold hands and walk down the street where a breeze sends a sheet of newspaper brushing by their heels.  
She moves slowly past the fake brick fronts, her eyes cast down on the sidewalk, ignoring the women with their baby carriages who try to impose their fertile self-importance to push her out of the way. A young boy on a bicycle jolts her out of her reverie shouting, “cool shoes, granny,” and he points to the yellow and aqua running shoes that her youngest daughter, Therese, bought her in Boston.

As Irene unlocks her door she forgets for an instant where she is and is disappointed that there no one there to greet here, no smell of old wood male sweat. For months after Ray died Irene let the dust settle over the top of their dressers and refused to move his clothes from the closet. The floorboards creaked with his absence. She stood by their bedroom window for hours, looking for him to come down the road in his dusty green work pants and boots. She moved about the house wrapped in a numbing frost, forgetting why she’d gone into one room or the other. Then she would feel something beneath her fingertips, his amber ashtray empty of his spent cigarettes, or the cover on the armrest of his chair that still held some imprint of his body, and the reality would come to her again. She sat in the kitchen turning over and over again in her palm the silver spoon he’d brought back from Italy with “Anzio” stamped into the handle. She held to her cheek the frayed collar of his work shirt that held the fading smell of him. At night she held his pillow to her face and cried. His razor stayed in the bathroom cabinet for 20 years. Then two years ago her eldest daughter, Amelia, remarried and begged Irene to quit the farm to come here where she could keep a close watch on her. 

Irene misses the security blanket of shared history and in her new life she feels adrift, although it’s been years since she moved here. She has never settled in, never come to like this apartment, this stop-over on the way to the end, with its orange and gold carpeting and cheap gold curtains. It has a tiny kitchen, a square, dark claustrophobic bedroom with a single dresser. The bathroom shower has safety bars that remind her she’s losing her physical strength that was once so formidable for such a tiny woman. 

She makes herself a cup of tea and sits to read the paper. Those crooks in Washington are still trying to steal her social security. Therese would say, “Ma, don’t let yourself get all in a huff.” Therese who’s so full of advice and at 42 still doesn’t know what she wants to be when she grows up. Lately she wants to be a writer of short stories which is just an artsy way of saying permanent welfare. 

 Irene goes to the refrigerator and when she opens the door a liquidy smell like paint or ammonia drifts through the apartment. It is gas. She knows this because the tabloids are reporting that the government has been covertly installing gas pipes in senior housing complexes, killing off the elderly and clearing the Medicare rolls.

 She calls Amelia, who never calls her, at least not often enough.

“I need you to come over and check for gas,” Irene says. “I smell something funny.” 

“Ma, there’s no gas in your building. It’s all electric.”


“I tell you there’s something being piped in here. I smell gas.”


She hears the tension in Amelia’s voice, feels her daughter counting to ten. “I’ll be over. Can it wait until after supper?”


“What are you having?” Irene, disappointed at Amelia’s lack of urgency, doesn’t feel like cooking just for herself. She might be unconscious or worse, dead, by the time her daughter shows up.

“I’m roasting chicken and if you want I can bring you some.”


“Fine,” Irene says. Amelia could have invited her there, away from the gas and the government plot. 


She watches some Geraldo on television, channel surfs for a while then goes down to the lobby to see if there’s anyone she likes loitering about. She hopes there’s a game of whist or blackjack she can join in on, though she plays neither very well. There are two women in the lobby, each sprawled across a sofa leaving only a hard chair for Irene to sit in. Julia McKenzie, her neighbor, who Irene secretly calls “Old Bat McKenzie in 302,” lies like some girl in a bar painting with her legs stretched out and a hand flung over her head, the other resting on her belly. The word “costive” jumps into Irene’s head. She’d seen that word in a book about Henry VIII referring to his bowels. Irene envisions all manner of undigested foodstuffs gathering in Old Bat McKenzie’s belly, growing and growing until she explodes. Irene smiles. Old Bat McKenzie smiles back.


The other sofa is being hogged by a new resident, Gertrude Wannaker. Irene tries to ignore her, turns to look out the window but Gertrude’s perfume demands attention. It’s some sort of lily smell that Irene usually only encounters at funerals or in the sale isle at Woolworth’s. Her name turns Irene sour. It sounds like an over-priced department store and she looks much too fit to live in a senior housing complex. Gertrude is stretching her long leopard-print lycra clad legs across the sofa, her nose in a book. A cell phone goes off and she shoots a critical look at Irene, who has never owned a cell phone.


Old Bat McKenzie digs into her purse and launches into a loud conversation with someone named Jim Pluming, or maybe it’s Jim the plumber. 
Irene stares out into the parking lot where a few dried-up poplars line the sidewalk. There is a picnic table under one tree where two residents, Betty Stanislas and Martha Prowett, play cards and sip from cans of soda. Martha has just returned from the hospital after a heart attack. Betty has kidney troubles that will probably kill her in a year or two.  Another resident, Josh Bartholomew, passes through the lobby in his wheelchair. Irene catches Gertrude Wannaker shift her legs open and she has to close her eyes for a moment. When she opens them, Old Bat McKenzie, still on the phone, winks at her and grins. Irene shifts in her hard chair.  Josh smells of urine from the cholysis-something or other bag that hangs off his wheelchair like a grungy yellow refreshment offering. He flirts with every woman in the complex though Irene is certain he couldn’t even manage a weak salute if it came to that.

He rolls to Irene’s side and in a wavy baritone begins to sing:
“Tears for souvenirs are all you've left me, Memories of a love you never meant. I just can't believe you could forget me. After all those happy hours we spent together.”

He knows this is one of Irene’s sentimental favorites because she’s made the mistake of telling him how Ray once sang it in a minstrel show for the Knights of Columbus.
She waves Josh away and as he rolls out the door laughing. If all she has to look forward to is being serenaded by a man with half his parts missing who smells like a rest home on a hot day, she may as well go back to her own apartment.

Gertrude moves her legs back together and Old Bat McKenzie is still yapping on the phone as Irene heads back to watch a talk show that seems to have a weekly segment on lesbian nuns. She takes her late afternoon pill, reads through the paper, and considers whether it’s too early to start on that tumbler of sherry.


Amelia shows up just past 7 and the chicken she brings is chilled and shriveled, not even worth putting into the microwave. It comes with cold lumpy mashed potatoes, a bag of frozen peas which Amelia is at a loss on how to prepare. Irene cuts the bag with scissors and empties the peas into a pot of boiling water.

“I’m sorry, ma,” Amelia sits on the sofa with a glass of red wine, her eyes barely able to focus. Amelia is likely the worst cook in North America. Her idea of a gourmet dinner is tuna noodle casserole with crumbled potato chips on top.


“It’s all right, honey, I’m just glad you could come.” Irene is disappointed down to the soles of her Nikes that the grandchildren haven’t come, too, but she says nothing and eats the stringy congealed chicken breast in silence. The skin tastes pasty. How the heck did Amelia manage to make chicken skin pasty? Well, if anyone can do it, it’s Amelia. For an instant Irene wonders whether Amelia has any secret piercings or tattoos, but she can’t imagine her daughter doing anything so wild. 

They sit together listening to the clock tick away on the side table. Next to the clock is a small framed copy of Irene and Ray’s wedding photo, with Irene in her white dress holding a spray of three dozen miniature roses that spills down the front of her dress and trails to the floor. Ray is gripping her arm, as though he’s afraid she’s about to fly off into the sunset without him. They both smile into the camera. They are a beautiful couple.


“Have you heard from Therese?” she asks and Amelia shakes her head.


“She’s probably still searching for herself,” Irene says with a little snort. She notices Amelia has more gray hair than she remembered. “You should get your hair dyed,” she says, and Amelia runs her hand through her short brown hair laughing uneasily. “I’m too tired, ma.”

Tears well up and spill down Amelia’s cheeks and Irene is stricken with guilt. She moves to the sofa and wraps her arms around her daughter. Why, she wonders, do I always manage to make my children cry?

“There, there,” she says with little sympathy in her voice because she is angry at Amelia for making her angry at herself.

It’s hard, she realizes, to muster much sympathy for Amelia, who now has a decent husband to help her raise her three children, and a nice house in a very expensive area by the shore. She considers Amelia’s job a cakewalk. Irene worked in a state institution for the retarded where she dealt with patients the size of football players and the brains of two year olds, who shit on themselves and drooled oatmeal down their chins. She took care of elderly women who flashed their private parts and young ones who spit at the staff, and some who were just smart enough to intimidate.  One patient came to the institution after suffering brain damage when the department store she worked in caught fire and she was trapped in her office. When Irene first saw her she was sitting in her bed with the bars up along the sides, leafing through a Sears catalogue saying over and over, “I’ve got to get orders for spring, I’ve got to get orders for spring,” then ripping the pages out and stuffing them into her mouth. The staff was constantly performing the Heimlich maneuver on her or pulling mushy glossy pages from her mouth. 

Amelia works in an office with air conditioning and people who, ostensibly, have all their marbles. At least they don’t poop in their suits or try to eat the papers they shuffle all day.


After a while Amelia wipes her eyes and gets up to go. The clock says it’s time for Irene’s blood pressure medication and as she pours herself a glass of water she brings up the gas smell.
 

Amelia opens the refrigerator door and steps back holding her nose. “Ma, the smell is coming from here and it’s not gas. Good God,” she roots through the refrigerator pulling out old meat, hot dogs that have turned green, spoiled milk, an open tin of dog food though there is no dog, uncooked chicken that is sprouting green hairs.

Amelia tosses food and scrubs the refrigerator, grumbling all the while at what a bad housekeeper Irene is. “Can’t you toss old food, ma?” she gripes and Irene is sorry she let Amelia cry on her shoulder. When she is gone, Irene watches television and nurses a Taylor’s Golden Sherry until almost midnight.


The next morning she lies in bed staring at the ceiling. Her head hurts as it has every day since she woke up to her husband’s funeral, when she started indulging in a glass of sherry at bedtime. The glass is now a tumbler and it’s not doing its job. Time to consider refills. 

An ambulance siren interrupts her boiled egg but she can see nothing from her window. Then footsteps come pounding up the hallway. Someone pounds on a door near her apartment. Then there’s a loud crash. She looks out in time to see emergency medical technicians bursting into Old Bat McKenzie’s apartment. Irene steps into the hall pulling her bathrobe tight, her arms folded across her chest. She leans against the doorjamb, forces herself to take in deep, slow breaths as they roll Julia out on a stretcher. Julia’s face is the color of bleach. Her lips are blue and sunken in where her false teeth should be. There are bluish gray circles under her eyes. Julia opens her eyes briefly, spots Irene and winks. With a crook of the finger that Irene almost misses in its weakness, Julia signals her to come over. Irene approaches with caution as the EMTs make quick motions adjusting some equipment. She leans over the stretcher careful not to come into too close contact with whatever has felled Julia, who whispers, “I don’t like her, either.” Then Julia is gone, rolling away with a tiny wave leaving Irene to wonder who Julia doesn’t like. After a moment she remembers yesterday morning and Gertrude Wannaker. She smiles as she shivers and struggles not to be sick in the hallway. The door to 302 hangs open, the air from the open apartment wafts into the hall with a smell of some cleaning fluid, or perhaps it’s gas. Now a few of the other neighbors are gathered around, peeking inside, then quickly returning to the safety of their own apartments. Josh Bartholomew peers out from his doorway, nods to Irene, who nods back. Then he, too, returns to the sanctuary of his unit.

All day Irene sits in her apartment, alone. She says a rosary for Julia asking God to let her come back so they could have a few laughs at Gertrude Wannaker’s expense. She’s sorry she called her a bat or costive. Irene does not consider calling Amelia, or Therese. She can’t seem to work herself into a snit over the talk show host with the cheesy mustache and his parade of lesbian nuns. She gives herself an extra half tumbler of sherry and falls asleep on the sofa. Later, she goes down to the lobby where the residents are buzzing over Julia’s demise. 
“She was cleaning her floors,” one says, and she just fell over. She wore an emergency button but a lot of good it did her. They had to break in to get her to the hospital.”

“Management isn’t happy,” one man that Irene barely knows, nods. “I hear they’re charging her family for the damage.”

“I have a cousin who’s been on the waiting list for two years,” another woman chimes in. “I’m going to call and see if she can get in this time.”

“I hope there’ll be a funeral,” Gertrude Wannaker says as she sits on the sofa in her lycra tights with her legs akimbo. “”They always have such good food after funerals. Sometimes a friend and I go to funeral masses and follow everyone back home where all the food is. They’re grieving, so who’s to notice two extra ladies trolling the buffet?” Gertrude laughs. “If they ask us how we knew the deceased, we just make up a story.”

“She never got any exercise,” Gertrude leans in toward Josh Bartholomew as though she’s sharing some secret. “And she ate too much.”

They all nod at this. So it’s Julia’s fault she’s dead. She ate too much, crossed the street against the light, got too close to the microwave, didn’t love her children enough. Didn’t get a tattoo so the yogurt store would give her a job. So it’s not going to happen to them because they will live right every moment of every day. The tightness in Irene’s jaw is starting to hurt.
“She used to lounge around here like some trollop in one of those paintings they used to hang over speakeasy bars,” Josh Bartholomew says with a flourish.

Irene is crying as she turns the key to her apartment. 
As the day wears on she sits on the sofa, stares at a blank television screen and tries to remember her own youth, the first puppy her father gave her, the way her sister made her sweep the bed clean of crumbs each night before she’d climb in. She tries to recapture the smell of lilacs, the feel of her mother’s hand in hers and for an instant it is there, warm and damp from washing dishes. She stares at her wedding picture, at Ray’s handsome face, the way he grips her arm to keep her with him forever and ever. The photo is black and white. She tries to remember the color of the roses. She leans back into the cushions and pictures herself standing with Ray in the surf of Old Orchard Beach while the girls run along the sand collecting shells. 

The phone rings. It’s Therese. “I’m worried about you, ma,” she says and Irene can tell from her voice that she’s been crying.
“One of my neighbors in the building died today,” Irene says, upset that Therese is usurping her own right to fret over the state of her life. “Have you found a job yet?”

“Yes, ma, I’m calling from work. I’ve had a job for the last five years. I’m sorry about your friend.”

“Oh, I forgot. You write stories for a living. She wasn’t my friend, not really. I didn’t like her much. I like her better now,” she admits. Yes, Therese works at a community newspaper, though Irene never gets to read anything she writes. Irene doesn’t see much dignity in snooping into other people’s affairs and writing about it for the world to read.
“I dreamed about you last night and you needed me.” It comes out almost as a plea.
Of her two children Therese is the most like her, petite with large dark eyes and wavy hair the same red as Irene’s grandmother. 

“I dreamt you were stuck and couldn’t get out of bed,” Therese’s voice is heavy with drama.  She’s missed her calling completely, Irene thinks. She belongs on the stage.

“You were struggling and struggling but the blankets kept wrapping themselves tighter around you and you were calling for me and Amelia, but we couldn’t hear you although we were sitting in your living room watching television.”

“What were you watching?”

“Ed Sullivan. Topo Gigio that little mouse was on. He was dancing while Edith Piaf sang in the background.”

“Very detailed. Then what?”

“Then nothing, that’s when I woke up. I hated Topo Gigio. I used to think he left mouse poop all over the stage. I was scared of Farfel, too, that dog in the Nestle commercial.”
“They were just puppets, honey. I haven’t had any run-ins with the blankets lately, though I do think the sheet was a little tight around my right leg this morning,” Irene says. “What are you working on. I mean, what are you writing about?”

“I just finished a story about some people who were trapped in a fire in an old folks’ home.”

“Ah,” Irene nods realizes Therese cannot not see her. “That’s where it’s coming from,” she says, soothing.

“Maybe,” Therese sighs. “I miss you so I’m coming to see you and Amelia next weekend, ok?”

“I’ll be here,” Irene says.
In the early hours of the morning Irene wakes with her heart pounding and sweat beading her forehead. She sits up in bed, flinging off the covers that suddenly feel restraining. She perches on the edge of the bed trying to push away the nightmare’s memory. 
She’d been back on the farm and Ray was painting the kitchen Flamingo Pink, a sticky candy pink that Irene hated. He was painting everything, the stove, the sink, the walls. All of a sudden kitchen items started throwing themselves at the walls and sticking to the paint. Spatulas and pots, spoons with Anzio on the handle, forks flew from the drawers and latched like barnacles onto the cabinets, the washing machine, until every inch of the kitchen was covered. Ray hummed Charge of the Light Brigade as he painted. Irene stood in the middle of the kitchen, a colostomy bag in her hands. One moment the bag was empty, deflated, and the next it was filling up with Flamingo Pink paint, filling until it burst and splattered all over her hands, her dress, where it left a tattoo in the shape of a rose. It went all over Ray who turned to her with sad eyes and saluted before evaporating into mist. Then she was there in the kitchen alone, calling his name until she woke up.
She rubs her eyes. The tumbler is empty so she pours a refill, moves to the sofa and watches the lights dance outside as cars filter past the senior complex.

The sun comes up over the complex shedding a pinkness that makes everything look fresh and new. There is a rattle of activity in the hall so she peeks out. The superintendent opens the newly-installed door to 302 and lets someone in, a small thin elderly man with a shock of white hair and a stoop. The man sees Irene watching from the doorway in her blue chenille bathrobe and fuzzy blue slippers, and he waves. She smiles, picks up the newspaper lying at her door, as though that’s what she came for. She throws the paper down on the table, unread, showers, applies make-up with an unsteady hand. She has a breakfast of toast and tea along with her morning pills and goes out for a walk.
Gertrude Wannaker is in the lobby again talking to a woman with light blue hair and a large gold chain from which dangles a panic button. “Nobody but family,” Gertrude is saying in a loud irritated voice. “Whoever thought? And Julie was such a lovely, social person.”

She’s going to miss out on the buffet, Irene chuckles. There is some justice in this world. For some reason this fills her with a sense of hope, the way she used to feel on the first real day of spring.
She checks her purse for cash and decides she needs groceries after Amelia has cleaned out most everything in the refrigerator. She passes by Frip Frap Yogurt, stops to read the sign in the window again.  
Perhaps there is still someone out there who needs her. She likes Bob. He has an easy-going, friendly manner. Irene likes Basset hounds, misses the puppy of her girlhood. The thought of going back to work battles inside her head and she stands in the doorway, uncertain, caught up on the springtime feel that erases the sound of cranky Gertrude-overpriced-department-store-Wannaker. The shop is all pink youth, all healthy people who do not imagine the smell of gas in their apartments. It is a fresh space, clean and uncluttered. She hovers, thinks.
She leans against the window, presses her nose to the glass. Bob looks up, sees her, and waves. He is behind the counter talking to a young woman wearing a tight tank top that exposes too much cleavage. Her blonde hair is cut in a short bob and spiked. She wears jeans that even from distance and through the glass clearly show the outline of her panties. She leans into the counter and Bob nods. They shake hands and she leaves smiling. A mild wind pushes an empty soda can down the street and somewhere up the road a car horn honks. People spill out of buildings heading for work, or school, or on their own obscure but necessary errands. The door jangles as she comes out, brushes past Irene as though she were a ghost hovering just beyond the edge of life, a spirit that hasn’t let the world go yet but eventually must. Irene moves toward the door just as Bob comes and takes the sign out of the window.
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