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Puppet Master

As she watched Mildred Kovich – a goy if ever there was one –
warble the part of Dolly Levi in what was clearly going to be a
disastrous version of Hello, Dolly!, the woman who was
born Sarah Lansky seriously regretted changing her name for the
first time in more than forty years.

Perhaps, Sondra thought, if she were more obviously Jewish – and
maybe a bit more threatening – Bob Kovich would have given her the
lead. As it was, he had cast her in a small walk-on part and the
unenviable position of understudy to Mildred. Understudy! Sondra’s
eyes rolled involuntarily every time the hateful word passed
through her brain.

“Line!” snapped Mildred. Trussed up as she was in her period
corset, her breath control was even more atrocious than usual.

“A widow has to earn a living,” Sondra called out from her seat
in the third row. Bob sat a few rows behind her, but otherwise, the
auditorium was empty. All of the actors – the ones with actual
lines – were in the wings or down in the green room, awaiting their
cues.

Mildred closed her eyes, put her hands to her temples, and
recited, mantra-like, “A widow has to earn a living, a widow has to
earn a living, a widow has to earn a living.” She took a deep
breath and stepped back to her former position. “I mean, I’m
racking my brain, trying to think of something that’s made me
happier, but I just can’t come up with a thing, because this is
just too wonderful.”

The actor playing Horace Vandergelder stepped down off the prop
ladder and looped his fingers around his suspenders. “Well, it’s
all your fault, you know. You put me into this marrying frame of
mind with all your introductions and scheming.”

“A girl has to make money,” Mildred said.

Sondra groaned.

“Wait…that’s not right, is it? I don’t know why I’m having such
a hard time with that line!”

“Maybe you need to be widowed,” Sondra muttered under her
breath. When she heard the seat behind her squeak she flinched
away, anticipating a blow. However, Bob paced toward the stage.

“Millie, we’ve been hard at this for a few hours now. Maybe we
should call it a night.”

Sondra glanced at her cell phone for the time: seven-thirty. She
was amazed they had stayed in rehearsal this long; normally, the
internal curfew alarm of the cast members went off about fifteen
minutes before dark.

Mildred smiled at her husband gratefully. “Yes, Bob. Let’s go
home. You can run lines with me.”

“You’re doing fine, sweetheart. You’ve just got a few trouble
spots to work out.” The lithe man swung himself onto the stage and
called out, “Gather up, everyone!”

Though the play featured characters as young as their late
teens, the youngest actor among them was a forty-eight-year-old
woman; she was only allowed to participate because her husband was
age-qualified to live in Sun City. The group, either irritated or
simply exhausted, shuffled to the stage with a pitiful lack of
enthusiasm.

“We’re going to call it a night. Great job, everyone. Remember,
the next rehearsal starts tomorrow at four o’clock sharp. We’ll be
working on the second act.”

The group clapped for their director and began shuffling
away.

Mildred sneezed and Sondra looked back to see if she might be on
the verge of pneumonia. No such luck, though. “Just dust, Sondra,”
the woman said with a saccharine smile.

Returning an equally sweet smile, Sondra said, “Take care now,
Mildred. Wouldn’t want you to get sick.”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t.”

As she drove to her favorite bar, Sondra wondered again how she
had fallen so low. Parking her beloved red convertible behind the
Brass Monkey, she tried again to pinpoint the exact moment when she
took a wrong turn on the road of her life.

 

“Where are you from, sweetheart?” the director asked, pushing
his sunglasses down just enough that Sondra could see his eyes. The
script lay on the table in front of him and the casting director
was already sorting through the other headshots. She had flubbed
the audition.

“Nevada.” Being from Las Vegas proper held a certain allure to
some, but Sondra always sought to downplay her connection. The
daughter of a Jewish bookmaker and a former showgirl, she had seen
enough of the seedy side of the town to find its bright lights more
garish than glistening. She smiled innocently at the director, who
was clad in a brown polyester leisure suit, a gaudy gold chain
around his neck. He reminded her of the men her father called
business associates. Her stomach was turning, but she was a good
actress.

“Listen, sweetheart, you’re not right for this part. But you
might be right for another project we have in the pipeline. I’m
having a party tonight for some of the investors, and I’d love to
show you off. You free?”

“No, I’m pricy. But I’d love to come to the party.”

“Cheeky. I like that in a girl. I’ll send my car for you. Just
leave your address with my girl out front.”

She left the movie lot with a bounce in her step. She had only
been in Hollywood a few months, but until a few minutes earlier she
had been on the verge of going the way of Peg Entwistle. Every
young starlet knew what happened to her: in despair over her lack
of success as an actress, she climbed the “H” in the Hollywoodland
sign and jumped to her death. Ironically, a letter asking her to
star in a movie about a suicidal young woman arrived at her home
the next day. When a girl was down, others were always quick to
remind her not to give up – she didn’t want to be the next Peg
Entwistle!

“I’m home!” Sondra called as she entered the apartment she
shared with another young actress.

“How did it go?” Cindy bopped out of the kitchen, a bottle of
Pepsi in her hand.

“Not too bad. You got another one of those?” she asked, pointing
to the bottle.

“Sure. Help yourself.”

Sondra went to the kitchen and pulled a cold soda from the
fridge.

“What was the part?”

“Nothing special. A screamer for a horror flick.”

Cindy pulled a disgusted face. “I hate those things. And they’re
always looking for a blonde. I could have told you that you didn’t
have a chance.”

Sondra shrugged and fell into the worn-out sofa, one leg thrown
over the arm. “Got a party invite out of it,” she said
nonchalantly.

“What? From whom?” Her friend moved to the edge of her seat.
“And can you bring a friend?”

“A party invitation. From George Miller, the director. And no, I
don’t think so.”

“George Miller?” Cindy’s eyes widened. “He’s directing a slasher
flick?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Just seems like kind of a comedown.”

“From what?”

“He wrote that sitcom in the fifties – you know, the one with
that actress.”

“Too vague, Cindy. I need more than that.”

“The one about a widowed mother living with her parents.
That Donnelly Woman.”

“Doesn’t sound funny.”

“Everyone says it was way ahead of its time. The network only
gave it two seasons.”

“George Miller’s a fairly common name. Maybe he’s a different
guy.”

“Could be, I guess. Where’s he taking you?”

“He didn’t say. Apparently, it’s a gathering for a new project.
He says I’d be perfect for the lead female.”

“Just be careful,” Cindy smirked. “Make sure he didn’t say ‘laid
female.’”

Sondra rolled her eyes. “I need to get ready. What should I
wear?”

“What about that pageant dress in your closet?”

“Gosh, I don’t know. It’s three years old and I haven’t worn it
since Miss Nevada 1970.”

“You’re a starving actress these days, Sondra. If anything, it’s
going to be too big.”

She laughed and chugged the remainder of her soda. “Not if I
keep drinking these!”

“But that’s all you drink. And we haven’t had more than a box of
macaroni between us in weeks.”

The phone rang. “I’ll get it,” she said, pushing off the
sofa.

Cindy waved her away. “No. You get ready. I’ll field the
fans.”

“Okay.”

She heard Cindy say, “Hello?” as she closed the door to the
bedroom. Stripping down to her underwear, she did a quick scan of
her body. She didn’t think she looked any thinner. Her curled red
hair made her feel like a female version of Bozo the Clown –
Bozette. She laughed at herself. Digging in her dresser drawer, she
located a matching set of black underwear and ditched the
mismatched set she had worn to the audition. Wearing mismatched or
old underwear was a trick she had picked up from Cindy, who
believed doing this would keep her off the casting couch. “I want
to be discovered for my acting talent,” she told Sondra, “not my
performance art.” Tonight, though, Sondra thought she might
consider a little “performance art” if the occasion arose.

Pulling the golden-yellow spaghetti-strap evening gown over her
head, she was shocked to discover that it was, in fact, a size too
large. It hung on her limply instead of clinging to her curves.
“Cindy!”

“Yeah?” Her friend poked her head around the corner. “Oh, no.
That’s not good at all.”

“What am I going to do?”

“Don’t worry – that dress is probably too formal anyway.”

“You think so?”

“What did Mr. Miller say, exactly?”

“That it’s a party for people involved in a new project.”

“He didn’t say where it would be?”

“No. Just that a car would pick me up.”

Cindy crossed an arm over her chest and tapped her pouting lips
with one finger. “What about that green-and-white checked
mini-dress you brought home last week?”

“The one I bought at the Goodwill?” Sondra frowned.

“This is Hollywood, chickie. Just because you found it at
Goodwill doesn’t mean it’s not perfect. What do you think the high
and mighty of this town do when they run out of closet space?”

“So, you’re saying that dress may have been Natalie Wood’s?”

She shrugged. “Maybe not. I think I saw Goldie Hawn wear
something like it on Laugh-In, though.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good thing.”

“Trust me – wear the mini-dress. What time is the car
coming?”

“Six.”

“What about your hair?”

With Cindy’s help, she looked chic by the time the car arrived.
When she stepped out in front of the modern white chateau in the
Hollywood hills, she was glad she decided against the yellow
chiffon number. The few people who were making their way up the
drive were wearing leisure suits and subdued polyester dresses.

On the other side of the open front door, a crowd was already
gathering in the spacious but low-ceilinged living area. Three
stairs led down to a conversation pit where she spotted George
Miller with each arm around a beautiful young woman. When he looked
up, he smiled and beckoned her in. “Sondra, come here. I’d like to
introduce you to a few of my friends.”

She took the steps carefully, doing her best to show her legs to
full advantage. She felt the appreciative eyes of a few of the men
and gave them her best come-hither glance. One of them looked
familiar – someone famous, she was certain.

“Gentlemen,” Mr. Miller said, “This is Sondra Lane. She is the
perfect Julia Stark.”

“I don’t know, Bud,” piped up one of the men. “I didn’t picture
Julia as a redhead.”

“Are you kidding? Of course she’s a redhead! What else could she
be?”

“I agree with Mick, Bud,” the older, vaguely famous one said.
“She’s supposed to be an archeologist. Shouldn’t she have serious
hair? Brown or black?”

“Are you saying my hair is a joke?” she blurted,
self-consciously reaching up to pat the locks Cindy had spent the
last two hours straightening.

“Forgive me, my dear,” the man said. “You are lovely, but you
don’t look like an archeologist to me.”

She stared at him a second too long, still trying to place
him.

He held out a hand to her. “Bill.”

She put her hand in his and he brushed it against his lips in an
old-fashioned genteel gesture. “Sondra Lane.”

“So I gathered. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we’d like to finish up
our business so that we can all enjoy the party.”

Turning to look toward her benefactor, she saw him give her a
little head nod to indicate she should step out of the conversation
pit.

 

If she had driven herself that night, her life might have turned
out differently, Sondra thought as she slammed the door of her old
car and stalked toward the Brass Monkey. Not having a ride, she had
instead discovered the wonders of the whiskey sour. The next
morning, she found herself wrapped in a black satin sheet, her
matching bra and panties discarded. Next to her lay the equally
exposed and snoring “Bud” Miller. She skipped right over the
casting couch and into the director’s house. In that moment, she
realized that while Cindy’s method kept her pure, it also kept her
poor. Cindy was looking for a new roommate before the month was
out.

She walked directly to her preferred stool toward the far end of
the bar. A moment later, a whiskey sour slid into her hand.

“How were rehearsals?” Sax asked. The muscular bartender was
already in his late sixties, but you couldn’t tell it by his body.
If he weren’t gay, Sondra would have already snapped him up.

“Mildred sucks as Dolly.” She raised the drink to her lips and
inhaled it.

“Bob said she was improving.”

“Bob’s an idiot.”

“Don’t, okay? He’s a good guy.”

“Why couldn’t he have just given me the part? I even gave him a
good excuse to give it to me,” she whined.

“Blackmail isn’t a good excuse.”

She jutted out her chin. “He shouldn’t be cheating on Mildred.
Especially not with you.”

He rolled his eyes and leaned his arms against the bar, bringing
his face down to her level. “You’re not exactly the leader of the
moral majority.”

“I never cheated on anyone. And, believe me, I was in Mildred’s
shoes way more than I like to think about.”

“Then tell her.”

“What’s the point? I won’t get the role and the rest of the cast
will suffer.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You’ve never done a play, have you?”

“Do I look like an actor?”

“Yeah, actually you do.” She sucked down the rest of her drink.
“Do you know how many actors have parental issues? Most of them.
And the director is like a daddy figure to everyone on that
stage.”

“These are old people, Sondra, not children.”

“Doesn’t matter. An actor is an actor is an actor. They never
really grow up.”

“What about you?”

“Who says I’m grown up? I’m still out there, seeking the
director’s approval, hungering for the crowd’s applause. An
actor—”

“Is an actor,” Sax finished.

“Right. So I’ll wait. I’ll tell her after the Hello,
Dolly! run.”

The door swung open and Bob Kovich entered the bar, settling at
the opposite end. Sax lit up.

“You really like him, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” he admitted. “Probably more than I should.” He tossed
his bar towel over his shoulder and sauntered to the other end,
leaving Sondra to stew over her drink.

As she watched the two men covertly flirt with one another, she
settled her cheek against her palm. She wondered if anyone ever got
more than one shot at true love. If they didn’t, she was destined
to spend the rest of her life alone. She took heart in the
knowledge that her roommate’s girlfriend, Claire Combs, had found
true love twice. Claire was happily married for more than twenty
years before her husband died. Now, she and Milo mooned around like
teenagers who just learned how to kiss. More than once, she had
walked in and found them necking on the sofa. In fact, she was
hanging around the bar just so that she wouldn’t catch them making
out tonight.

She lifted the empty glass to her lips and attempted to separate
the last drops of alcohol from the ice cubes.




Dudes

Holding his coffee cup in one hand and the saucer in the other,
Sax watched as Bob let himself out the front gate of his patio home
the next morning. His black-silk kimono hung open, revealing a pair
of black briefs, but Sax wasn’t worried about the neighbors seeing
him – he had chosen the walled-in home specifically because his
privacy was important to him. From his picture window, he could see
only his Asian-inspired front garden and the six-foot wall that
surrounded it. Even the gate was obscured by a sculpted bush, which
was trimmed to resemble a Ming vase.

Turning away from the window, he experienced that nagging
sensation of dissatisfaction with his life. He had always been a
fan of Asian culture, despite his decidedly Anglo-Saxon heritage.
He was certain that a mix-up had occurred in the assignment of his
soul; somewhere in Asia, a petite grandmother had spent her life
wishing she could play football.

Sax had spent much of his life claiming he was married to his
job – he was a New Jersey cop – while simultaneously cheating on
his spouse with a string of random and equally unfaithful husbands.
When he was fifty-five, one of the jilted spouses caught up with
him while he was on the job, leading to his retirement back in the
mid-nineties. At the time, he was devastated – being a cop was the
only thing he thought he knew how to be. His partner – one of the
few who had always known Sax’s predilections – suggested a fresh
start was in order.

He used his nest egg to move not to San Francisco, which was too
pricy in his estimation, but to Arizona – Sun City, to be exact. He
had heard rumors of a growing gay scene in the desert and decided
that a little sun might be just the right thing for him.

He rented a former restaurant housed in the far end of a decent
strip mall on the edge of the retirement community, moved a
four-foot-tall simian statue inside, and named the place after it.
For the first few weeks, he sat in the bar alone, wondering what
kind of disaster he had created for himself. But then the long, hot
summer ended and the old men who had once frequented the restaurant
he replaced returned from their summer homes in places like
Minnesota and Kansas and decided to give the bar a try. More than
ten years had passed, and now he had a respectable crowd no matter
what season or night.

It was already after eight in the morning. Normally, Sax would
have been at the gym pumping iron by six o’clock; his unexpected
houseguest had altered his schedule. Bob rarely stayed the night.
He was married, after all, and the neighbors were prone to talk
about old men who didn’t find their way home before sunset.
Mildred, however, had insisted that Bob go out to the bar. Later,
when he decided to go home with Sax, he sent Mildred a text message
saying he was having a nightcap at Sax’s house. At least, that was
what Bob had said the night before.

Sax didn’t like to pry into the particulars of their
relationship. Back in Jersey, he never worried about what the wives
thought their husbands were up to – he didn’t see it as his
problem. Now, he worried, guilt-ridden and fearful.

 

“Sax, buddy, there’s a woman waiting at the desk for you,” his
partner called out as he entered the locker room.

“What’s she look like?” Sax asked.

“Why?”

“I need to know if I should freshen up first.” His comment drew
laughs and catcalls from the other guys getting ready for their
shifts, and Sax received a couple high-fives from the men closest
to him.

“She looks married, judging by the rock on her finger. Don’t get
no ideas.” Ken was always good about playing along with Sax’s
“manly” innuendoes. Sax knew he was lucky to have such an
understanding buddy on the force.

“Got it. No cologne. But if she jumps me anyway, how could her
husband blame me?”

More laughs followed him out to the desk. The officer behind it
pointed to a petite, homely brunette sitting in the waiting area,
her purse held snugly against her body. She didn’t look familiar to
Sax, who walked right up to her. “Ma’am? I’m Officer Ridley. May I
help you?”

She didn’t look up right away. Sax later remembered how her body
tensed. “My husband is cheating on me.”

“Ma’am, I’m afraid that’s not a police matter. You need to see
an attorney.”

He backed up a step when her eyes met his, their intensity
scorching him. “My husband is cheating on me,” she repeated, “with
you.” Her hand slipped into the purse in her lap.

Sax’s years of training deserted him; his hand didn’t even move
to his holster as she pulled out the gun. His partner later told
him the desk sergeant saw the gun a second before she pulled the
trigger. The sergeant’s bullet took her down neatly – the coroner
said she was dead before she hit the floor.

The bullet from her gun tore through him, just missing his heart
and his left lung. An inch difference in any direction and he would
have been dead, according to the surgeon who saved his life. Sax
wished she hadn’t missed.

Even as the ambulance pulled away with Sax, the detectives were
starting their investigation. Before Sax was out of surgery, the
whole department knew his secret. One hesitation had cost him his
life.

 

The gym was full of women – young and old – by the time Sax got
there that morning. Usually, the ladies stuck pretty close to the
cardio machines, though there were always a couple who thought they
should be doing weight training, too. In his years in Sun City, he
had seen a shifting demographic – one that he had been on the cusp
of. People used to think of Sun City as God’s waiting room; now,
though, most of the younger residents were actively working at
extending their lives. He figured the trend was an excellent
indicator of future property values. Even though he had no
intention of leaving his private oasis, it was nice to know that he
wouldn’t lose money on it if he were forced to leave.

“Sax! Buddy! I was starting to worry about you,” the desk clerk
exclaimed as he came through the door. “You’re late.”

“Overslept. I had a late night,” he answered as he scanned his
card.

“Trouble kicking the stragglers to the curb?” All of the gym
workers knew that he owned the bar at the end of the strip mall;
some of them were even regulars, though they tended to drink tonic
water or, worse, light beer. Sax wouldn’t even stock the stuff if
the gym rats weren’t around.

“Something like that.” He headed for the weights, soaking up the
sweat from his jog with his gym towel as he walked. If it were
still summer, he wouldn’t have attempted the jog after eight
o’clock in the morning. As it was, he worried that he wouldn’t have
time to jog home and shower before the Brass Monkey’s opening time.
He kept an extra set of clothes at the bar for just such an
emergency, though he would miss the second half of his cardio
routine. Maybe he would run home after closing – the streets were
deserted at night, and he could cut across the golf course. On the
other hand, he thought, Sondra or Bob would probably be around to
give him a lift if he needed one.

“Sax!” someone called from the vicinity of the exercise
bikes.

In his peripheral vision, he saw Sondra flagging him down. He
hesitated for less than a second before continuing his route to the
weights.

“Sax, you fairy queen! I know you saw me!” she shouted. Everyone
under forty giggled and looked away; everyone over forty inhaled
sharply and stared at Sondra, which only encouraged her bad
behavior. She was incorrigible. If she had been raised Catholic,
she would have spent her childhood in the mother superior’s
office.

Sax stopped and turned to look at her. “What?”

“Come here, will you?”

He tapped his watch. “I’m running late. No time!”

By now, the whole gym was watching this interaction like a
tennis match.

“Please!” she wheedled.

The crowd stared at him, awaiting his volley. Instead, he tanked
the match and walked toward her; the spectators returned to their
regularly scheduled workouts. Coming to a full stop in front of her
bike, he asked irritably, “What?” Then he remembered he might want
a ride tonight; he added a smile.

“Geez. What’s put you in such a foul mood? You were fine when I
left last night.”

“Personal stuff.”

She shrugged and waved it away. “We’re friends, right? You can
tell me anything.”

“I’m not a real sharer.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“What did you need?” he asked again.

“I was hoping you could put me up for tonight.”

“Why? Haven’t you got a perfectly good bedroom of your very own
at Milo’s?”

“His granddaughter is coming to stay the night,” she
explained.

“I thought you and Alice Marie had put your animosity behind
you.” Milo’s granddaughter hadn’t warmed to Sondra initially, but
Sax new she had come around a bit since.

“We have, but Claire is going to be there, too. The three of
them are taking a road trip this weekend. I thought it would be
nice if Alice Marie had an actual bed to sleep in so that she’s not
too cranky on the road tomorrow.”

“That’s remarkably thoughtful of you.”

She rolled her eyes. “Claire suggested it.”

“As it happens, I was going to ask you for a favor, too.”

“What’s that?”

“Could you give me a lift home tonight?”

“For a free whiskey sour, I could probably do that.”

“I’ll tell you what,” he said, hopping on the stationary bike
next to her to finish his cardio for the day, “You can have a free
drink or a free bed. Your choice.”

“You drive a hard bargain, mister. You know, you’d think that
you’d let your own personal celebrity run a tab in your
establishment.”

“If anyone besides housewives and old fags recognized you, I
would.”

“Ouch.”

“The truth hurts.”

They chatted and pedaled alongside each other for the better
part of an hour, after which Sondra left and Sax proceeded to the
free weights. He still had a good forty minutes to exercise.
Fridays were always lower-body days for him. He figured his torso
and arms got more than their fair share of attention just working
the bar on weekends. Even though the Brass Monkey served a
retirement community, traffic was still heavier on Fridays and
Saturdays than any other part of the week. Old habits – like Friday
night beers and Saturday night cocktails – died hard.

“Hey, Sax,” said one of the other regulars in the gym. “That
your old lady?” The guy’s eyes were glued to Sondra’s tight rear
end as she exited the building.

He shook his head. “No. She’s a free agent.”

The guy’s gold wedding ring glinted in the fluorescent lights.
“Mind if I ask her out?”

“I don’t,” he answered, “but your wife might have a problem with
it.”

“We have an understanding,” the guy said, hefting twenty-pound
dumbbells in alternating triceps lifts.

“What’s that?”

“I understand that she doesn’t want to have sex anymore and she
understands that I don’t want to have it any less.”

After a lifetime spent as a cop and a bartender, Sax knew that
heterosexual men more than rivaled the promiscuity levels of their
homosexual brothers. That’s not to say that faithful straight men
weren’t out there – just that an equal number of faithful gay men
existed. He put three hundred pounds on the leg press and began his
routine.

 

At ten-fifty, Sax let himself into the bar and made his way to
the dimly lit bathroom at the back. Last year, he had a waitress
for a while – not that he actually needed one. The joint was small
enough he could tend the whole place alone, even on a busy night.
He hired the waitress because he hated cleaning bathrooms; he
assigned toilet duty to her. When she quit a few months later, she
told Sax that she couldn’t make enough tips even on the best night
at the Brass Monkey – old people were cheap even when they thought
they were being generous. Sondra later told Sax the real reason the
girl left: old men couldn’t hit the toilet if there were air
traffic controllers guiding the piss in. After Sondra told him
this, he briefly considered having a urinal installed; the cost of
the plumbing was more than he was willing to spend on a rental
space. If he ever bought a building and moved – which, he had to
admit, was unlikely – he would make sure the men’s bathroom was
already fitted out with one.

In the meantime, cleaning the toilet fell to Sax. He hadn’t even
been able to induce Sondra to clean the john in exchange for a free
drink every night. As he stood in the compact one-holer and changed
out of his gym clothes, he could feel the sting of ammonia in his
nostrils and knew that today was a toilet-cleaning day. His mood
soured to the consistency of curdled milk.




The Warriors

As an actress, Sondra understood that, above all else, women
were rivals. No matter what the relationship – sister, mother,
daughter, friend – in the end, the best that could be expected was
competitiveness.

Claire was a different sort of a woman from those Sondra had
spent her life around, and her differentness confused Sondra.
Despite knowing that Sondra and Milo had enjoyed a brief fling,
Claire seemed determined to befriend her.

That Friday morning, Sondra awakened to the delicious aroma of
fresh-brewed coffee – a beverage that Milo avoided for the most
part. In his opinion, Arizona was no place for hot beverages.
Therefore, she knew before she even set foot outside of her bedroom
that Claire was in the kitchen. Still, the aroma was too strong to
resist. She pulled her short pink-satin robe around her and walked
quietly toward the kitchen, hoping to get a cup and get out before
Claire could catch her.

“Good morning!” sing-songed the relentlessly cheery Claire. “I
was just pouring you a mug of coffee!”

The first time Sondra had met Claire, the woman had been dour in
the extreme and more than a little careworn. When Milo’s and her
affection blossomed, though, Claire developed a glow that made
Sondra want very much to kick her. But, she reasoned, that would be
like kicking a puppy – people frowned when one did things like
that. “Thank you,” she said, smiling stiffly and taking the
mug.

“There’s an amaretto-flavored creamer in the fridge.”

“I know. I put it there.”

“That was you? I thought it was Milo.”

“Milo doesn’t drink coffee.”

“I know. I thought he bought it for me.” She sipped from her
mug. “I’m afraid I used some of it.”

Sondra seethed, grinding her teeth as she poured a bit of the
creamer into her cup.

“I’ll stop and buy a replacement bottle today. Do you want more
amaretto or would you like one of the other flavors instead? French
vanilla maybe?”

The anger she had been fostering dissipated, just as it always
did where Claire was concerned. She never did enough wrong in
sequence to allow Sondra time to build up a good head of steam. She
tried to look on the bright side: soon, Claire’s unfailing goodness
would be enough to raise her blood pressure. It was like living
with Glinda the Good Witch. “French vanilla sounds good,” she
answered. “And feel free to use as much of the creamer as you
like.”

“Thank you so much, Sondra. You are so wonderful – I feel like I
gained a boyfriend and a good friend when Milo and I started
dating.”

Sondra sat down at the kitchen table and sipped her
almond-flavored coffee.

“How are rehearsals?”

“Not great. Mildred Kovich makes an awful Dolly Levi.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Claire sat across from her at the
small café-style dining set. She set her cup down and stared
thoughtfully at Sondra.

“What? Do I have something on me?”

“No, no. I’m just…well. I have a favor to ask.”

She kept from rolling her eyes, but only just barely. “What do
you need?”

“You know we’re going on a little trip this weekend.”

“Yes. Tombstone, right?”

“Right. Alice Marie’s writing a paper about the Old West and
Milo thought it would be good for her to see some history.”

Sondra smiled, thinking of the sweet man who shared his home
with her. “He’s a good grandfather.”

“The best. Anyway, Alice Marie is sleeping here tonight, and I
thought maybe you could stay at your daughter’s house so that Alice
Marie would have a bed to sleep in.”

Breaking eye contact, Sondra picked up her mug and took a long
drink.

“Of course, I know this is short notice…”

She set her mug back down with more force than she intended,
startling Claire and herself. “I pay rent to live here,
Claire.”

Claire nodded. “I understand that, but you have to admit Milo’s
given you an excellent rate.”

Sondra paid three hundred dollars a month to reside in the
second bedroom of the old Sun City duplex. She could have lived
rent-free with her daughter Fanny; however, she could live with
Milo guilt-free – at least until today. “Fanny and I don’t get
along that well when we live in the same house.”

“It’s just one night, Sondra. Surely you can spend a single
evening with her.”

“Okay. I’ll make other arrangements for the night.” After all,
she thought, she would have the house to herself for the rest of
the weekend. Maybe she would even invite over a houseguest tomorrow
– if someone struck her fancy.

“Thank you,” Claire sighed. “I just can’t imagine dealing with a
cranky eight-year-old all the way to Tombstone. The talent for
childcare must die when it isn’t used.”

“I was never particularly good at it,” Sondra confided. “And I
didn’t do any better at being a grandmother. Maybe if I become a
great-grandmother I’ll get another shot.”

Taz, Claire’s pug, trotted into the kitchen, his tail wound in a
tight curl. She reached down with one hand and the dog walked his
head under it so that she could scratch his ears. “Milo must be
up.”

“I think I’m going to throw on some clothes and go to the
gym.”

“You want some company? I could use a good walk.”

“I ride the stationery bikes.”

She shrugged. “I could use a treadmill while you cycle.”

Milo appeared around the corner, his distinguished white hair
tousled from the night in bed. “I hoped we could take a walk
together this morning, Claire.”

“Oh! In that case, I guess you’re on your own, Sondra.”

“Don’t worry about me,” she said happily. “Good morning,
Milo.”

“Morning, Sondra. How are rehearsals?”

“Ask Claire. She’ll fill you in.” She pushed away from the table
and headed for her room to get ready. Once there, she picked up her
cell phone and dialed Fanny’s number.

“Hello?”

“Fanny? Are you okay? You sound funny.”

“This isn’t Fanny. She’s in the shower.”

“Oh. Who is this?”

“Who is this?” the voice countered.

Sondra couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. Finally
deciding that the voice must be her grandson’s, she asked,
“Hunter?”

“You don’t sound like I expected you to, Hunter.”

“No, I’m not Hunter. Aren’t you?”

“Look, lady, why don’t you just tell me who you are and I’ll let
Fanny know you’re on the phone.”

“Why are you answering her phone?”

“How is that your business?”

“I’m her mother!” She heard the click of the line as it
disconnected. Infuriated, she redialed; no one answered. She
dropped to the bed and let out a cry of frustration. Fanny always
seemed slightly disapproving of Sondra’s lifestyle. That
disapproval had manifested itself in extended stretches of silence
when she lived with her daughter. The silence invariably pushed her
out the door, like an invisible but aggressive poltergeist. She had
spent more evenings at the Brass Monkey than at her daughter’s home
when she lived there. Fanny wasn’t one to pick up strange men and
bring them home; that was Sondra’s modus operandi. So who had
answered her phone? She took a deep breath and redialed.

“Hello?”

“Fanny!”

“Hi, Ma. What’s wrong?”

“Who answered your phone?”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about, young lady!”

“Ma, I’m forty. I can have houseguests if I want to.”

“Do you know how dangerous—?”

Fanny laughed, cutting her mother’s words short. “I guarantee
you I know Reuben a damn sight better than you’ve known the last
dozen men you’ve slept with.”

“And he’s Jewish?!”

“So are we, Ma.”

“You are three-quarters Gentile.”

“I’m converting. Reuben wants to marry me.”

 

She had never been a big fan of gyms, but she discovered their
finer points as she aged. She was forty-eight before she set foot
in one, lured there by one of her more effeminate escorts, a slight
man named Adam who resembled Liza Minnelli at certain angles.

“Sondra, my love,” he said, taking her hand in his softer one,
“you simply must begin to tone your body.”

“Why should I go to the gym? I swim every day. I’m in perfect
shape!” She had been living alone in the big mansion Fanny’s father
left her for almost twenty years by then. The dinner invitations
had slowed, but she still had an active social calendar. Adam, the
latest in a string of escorts, was the first who had to “act”
straight. The others had been less flamboyant. Still, she was fond
of the beautiful boy.

He had taken her to one of the glitterati gyms – a place where
the up-and-coming hung out with had-it-and-lost-its. She felt
conspicuous, but Adam assured her that no one was staring. When she
finally believed him, depression sapped most of her energy.

“Sondra?” asked a young woman in a leotard.

“Yes.” Sondra, glancing up, saw her name badge read Mitzi. Mitzi
was all of twenty, with buoyant breasts and platinum hair.

“A young man standing outside the dressing room asked me to
check on you. Are you okay?”

“Fine. Just facing mortality.”

“In the locker room?”

“As good a place as any.”

“You look familiar.”

“I’m Sondra Lane. I was Carmella Savage.” Fans still recognized
her for her role on Scions of Beauty now and then.

“Why did you change your name? Carmella Savage has real verve,
you know?”

“No. I played…never mind.”

“Wait! I’ve got it! I know who you are!”

“Great.”

“No, really…you were in that god-awful sci-fi flick that Elvira
featured last Friday night. What was it called…Siege of the
Moon!” The girl doubled over in laughter. “You were painted
pale green and they put you in that stupid deep-V bodysuit. You
looked like the love child of John Travolta and an alien!”

Fully succumbing to her failure as an actress, she crept from
the locker room while the girl was still recovering from her
laughing fit. “Let’s go,” she said to Adam.

“But we haven’t worked out yet,” he pouted.

“Pick out the machines you think we need and have them delivered
to the house.”

 

Peddling away at the gym on the edge of Sun City, she was seldom
recognized. Even when she was, retirees were, on the whole, much
less cruel and much more discreet than L.A. starlets moonlighting
as gym employees. She pushed her memories of gyms past out of her
head and concentrated on her current dilemma. The earlier argument
with Fanny made staying at her place unattractive. As an actress,
she had any number of acquaintances – half of whom she feared would
take backstabbing literally if given the opportunity. Not that she
wouldn’t be similarly tempted…she let herself drift into a fantasy
where she prepared a special oleander tea for her most persistent
rival. She stood over her convulsing body, cell phone in hand, just
waiting until the last of her death throes.

“Sax! Buddy!” the desk clerk exclaimed, pulling her back to
reality. Continuing to pedal, she watched for him to finish his
conversation and walk in her direction. “Sax!” she called, waving
at him as he passed her. He didn’t stop, though she saw him miss a
beat. “Sax, you fairy queen! I know you saw me!” she shouted. The
women on either side of her giggled; Sondra was pleased to have an
audience.

Sax finally turned around. “What?”

“Come here, will you?”

His eyes had a panicked look to them. “I’m running late. No
time!”

“Please!”

Resigned, he walked to her bike. “What?”

“Geez. What’s put you in such a foul mood? You were fine when I
left last night.”

“Personal stuff. Sorry I took it out on you.”

Still pedaling, she shrugged. “We’re friends, right? You can
tell me anything.”

“I’m not a real sharer.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“What did you need?” he asked again.

Within a few minutes, her plans for the night were secured: she
would give Sax a ride home and, in return, he would give her a bed
for the night. They exercised side by side for the better part of
the next hour.

When she retrieved her purse from her locker, she was
disappointed to discover that Fanny had not attempted to call and
make up with her. Their relationship had always been tricky, but it
had only broken off completely once before. In Sondra’s estimation,
Fanny’s failure to apologize was a bad omen.

 

“You can’t stop me from going to college!” Epiphany screamed. “I
have scholarships! I don’t need your approval!” She turned and
stomped away, an action that failed to have much effect on the
ultra-plush white carpeting.

Adam, who was beside her on the treadmill in the recently
created home gym, arched an eyebrow at Sondra, who continued
pedaling away on the exercise bike. “This is why homosexuality is
superior – no offspring.”

“I just don’t know what to do with that girl anymore,” Sondra
said, flipping the page on the script she was perusing. “I offered
to get her a nose job and new breasts for her high-school
graduation and you would have thought I had informed her she would
be locked up in the guest house for the rest of her life.”

“She’s not a bad-looking girl the way she is, Sondra.”

“Maybe not, but she could look better, don’t you think?”

Adam, ignoring the question, asked, “Why don’t you want her to
go to college?”

“I don’t care if she goes to college. I just don’t want her to
go to the one she’s picked.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a girls’ school.”

“So?”

Sondra squirmed slightly, dropping her pace on the bike.

“Keep pedaling,” Adam commanded. “What’s wrong with a women’s
college?”

“You should see the class photos. They’re like gatherings of
ugly female lumberjacks.”

Adam laughed, almost tripping on the treadmill. He grabbed the
handrails to steady himself. “You think she’ll turn gay?”

“Well…”

“Sondra. Come on, girl. You know homosexuality isn’t
contagious.”

“Maybe not, but what if she’s already leaning that way?”

“Fanny? A lesbian?”

“I hate it when you call her that. Her name is Epiphany.”

“She hates that name, and you know it.”

“She just hasn’t seen the beauty of it yet. It’s a perfect
Hollywood royalty name.”

“But she’s not Hollywood royalty,” he pointed out, his eyebrow
arching again.

“Of course she is. She’s the daughter of a revered actor and a
talented actress.”

“She the illegitimate love child of an aged actor and his
B-movie mistress, sweetheart.”

Sondra winced. “I made the choice not to marry him. It was the
Seventies. Marriage was out of style.”

“No matter what the reason, the result is still the same.” He
stopped the treadmill and dabbed lightly at the beads of sweat
glistening on his forehead. “None of which is important. ‘Epiphany’
has no intention of staying in Hollywood.”

“I just don’t understand why she would ever want to be anywhere
else.” The bicycle beeped and she stopped pedaling, putting her
fingers to her wrist.

Adam, looking at his watch, said, “And go!”

They each counted their pulses in silence for ten seconds.
“Twenty-two,” she said, picking up her towel.

“Excellent.”

“Are you going to the premiere with me tomorrow night?”

“I don’t know…I have an audition tomorrow afternoon.”

“For what?”

“A sitcom called Bob.”

Sondra blinked rapidly. “The new Bob Newhart vehicle?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Oh, my God! I want to go with you.”

“It’s a cattle call for young men, darling. I hardly think
you’re a good fit for the part.”

“Maybe not, but Bob’s characters are unfailingly married men.
They must need a wife-slash-comic-foil.”

“Don’t you suppose that part has already been cast?”

“You don’t know that for sure.”

Sighing, he put his hands on his hips. “Fine. You can come with
me.”

She bounced on her toes and smiled widely. “You have to admit:
I’d be perfect opposite him!”

“I’ll come by and pick you up at noon. Be ready. I don’t want to
be late.”

“Of course, darling. Afterwards, we can attend the premiere to
celebrate. Bring your tux with you and we’ll leave it here.”

He hugged her. “You are my favorite starlet, Sondra.” He
released her and said, “I’ve got a date tonight. I’d better go now
if I’m going to be ready in time.”

“Have fun, darling. See you tomorrow.” He gathered his workout
bag and headed for the door, showing himself out. Sondra jogged up
the spiral staircase to Epiphany’s room, where she found her
daughter stretched out on her pink double bed reading.

“Go away,” she said, without raising her eyes from the book.

“Epiphany—”

“Fanny.”

“That’s not what I named you.”

“I’m having it legally changed in two months.”

“What?!”

“I’m done, Ma. I’m not going through life with a name that makes
people giggle.”

“No one in Hollywood giggles.”

“That’s because they have names like Chastity, Zowie, and
Sunshine. Do you know what my college roommate’s name is?”

Sondra, leaning against the doorjamb with her arms crossed,
shook her head.

“Melissa.”

Sondra wrinkled her nose as if she smelled garbage.

“It’s a beautiful name! It means ‘honey bee.’”

“Your name means something too.”

“Yeah…it means that you had an ‘epiphany’ and realized the only
way you could find success was as a rich man’s whore!” Fanny’s hand
flew to her mouth, too late to stop the words.

Sondra staggered back as if Fanny had hit her. “Don’t…talk about
your father like that,” she said weakly. She willed herself to
reach her bedroom before the tears poured out. Closing the door
firmly, she slid down and leaned against it, sobbing. After a
while, she tipped to one side and curled into a fetal position. She
cried until exhaustion dragged her under, into a deep slumber.

A tentative knock awoke her.

“Ma? Are you in there?”

Sondra didn’t answer.

“Ma?” The girl’s voice was louder this time.

“Yes,” Sondra answered hoarsely.

“I’m sorry.”

“Go away.”

“Ma, I’m really sorry. I never should have said that.” Her
daughter was crying now, her voice thickened.

“I don’t care where you go, just don’t stay here.”

Fanny was like a ghost after that day; a few months later, she
was gone, attending the women’s college in the Midwest, leaving
Sondra completely alone for the first time.

 

She was restless, unable to settle anywhere. Every time she
stopped moving, her mind flew back to the morning’s argument with
Fanny. From the gym, she had gone to Starbucks, indulging herself
in a chai latte and a croissant and engaging a gentleman in a brief
flirtation. When his girlfriend showed up, she smiled at the man
and left the shop, not wanting to cause him discomfort – or, worse,
have him introduce her.

She drove back to the house and showered, determined to wash
away the miserable start to her day. Claire and Milo were both
gone, though the dog was still there, curled in a dog bed Claire
had installed in one corner of the living room. She was reminded
once more that she should look for somewhere else to live. It
seemed inevitable that Claire would take up permanent residence
with Milo. Though she considered Sax a good friend, she doubted he
would be inviting her to share his house on a regular basis – in
fact, tonight would be the first time she had ever seen his
home.

She puttered around the house for a while, making her bed and
cleaning her bathroom. Mile and Claire had left a few dishes in the
sink; Sondra washed them. When Taz heard her rattling around the
kitchen, he roused himself enough to walk in and sit on her right
foot, just in case she had some food to share with him.

She patted him on the head, wondering why she had never let
Fanny have a pet. Why had the plush white carpet been more
important than her daughter’s happiness? She couldn’t imagine
now.

Overwhelmed by the silence, she tried to think of someone –
anyone, really – with whom she would enjoy sharing a meal. Finally,
she dialed the number of one of her theater friends, a woman who
was also in the Hello, Dolly! cast.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Liz? It’s Sondra.”

“Sondra? Is everything all right?”

“Of course! I was just wondering if you were free for
lunch.”

“I’m afraid I’ve already eaten.”

“Oh. Maybe tomorrow then.”

“Tomorrow’s Saturday.”

“Yes, it is.”

“I spend the weekends with my family. If you just want the
company, I could—”

“No, no. Don’t worry about it. Will you be at rehearsals
tonight?”

“Have I ever missed a rehearsal?”

Sondra laughed weakly. “Of course not. I’ll see you later,
then.”

“See you later.”

Sondra hung up the phone. Flipping through a stack of fashion
magazines on an end table in the living room, she found one with an
article about Karl Lagerfeld. She met him at a party once. Stuffing
the magazine into her purse, she left the house and drove to the
nearby Chinese restaurant.

The place was half-full, as usual. She took one of the red
booths under the windows and waited for the waitress to bring her a
menu. The nearby tables had a mix of clientele: an old couple, a
manager from the Safeway located in the same parking lot, a couple
of greasy-looking men. She ordered the orange chicken lunch and
spread her magazine on the table in front of her. Instead of
reading, though, she eavesdropped on the old couple.

“Why don’t you want to visit the kids in Oregon, Howard?” the
woman was asking. “There’s a festival up near Medford in the fall,
isn’t there?”

“I think it’s cancelled this year, Rhonda.”

“We could still see the kids.”

Sondra studied the old man, wondering if he were one of the men
caught up in the square-dancing pot ring Milo had brought down some
weeks before.

The woman’s eyes shifted away from her husband. “What are you
staring at?” she asked Sondra, dropping her fork to her plate.

“I’m sorry,” Sondra said smoothly. “I thought I recognized you
from somewhere.”

“Do you square dance?”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“Then you don’t know us.”

Sondra smiled graciously and concentrated on the soup the
waitress had just slipped in front of her. She kept her eyes on the
Lagerfeld article after that, but she smiled to herself, knowing
exactly why Howard didn’t want to go to Oregon – he was on
probation and not allowed to leave the state.

It was almost three when she finished eating. Rehearsals
wouldn’t start until four, but the theater would be open. She drove
to the building and parked near the entrance, pleased to have a
prime spot.

The theater was still dark, which meant none of her fellow
performers had come in early for extra rehearsals. That was fine
with Sondra – she simply wanted to soak up some of the theatrical
atmosphere. She had always been fond of green rooms and  the
Hollywood equivalent, trailers. She never had one of her own,
except on Siege of the Moon, the movie that was supposed
to launch her career. She had the largest role – the female Martian
explorer leading a troop of women warriors as they attempted to
claim the moon for Mars. The deeper meaning of the script had been
a condemnation of the European tactics for claiming the Americas.
Sunrise Aeon was Columbus with a conscience, according to George
Miller. Unfortunately, the green makeup and disco-era clothing
obscured that message.

She descended the stairs to the green room and settled into an
overstuffed sofa that occasionally doubled as stage furniture when
the play mandated it. It was all wrong for Hello, Dolly!,
though: more late 1980s than mid 1890s.

On the wall across from the couch were framed programs from the
last fifty years of productions – everything from Death of a
Salesman to Victor/Victoria. It was impressive, given
the shoestring budget the place ran on these days. Sondra had
supplied her own wardrobe for every play she had been in, and the
set designers frequented the estate sales for furniture,
knickknacks, and the like. When the theater staged The Glass
Menagerie two winters before, Chuck’s now-deceased wife
Valerie had spent a week of Sundays perusing the dusty collections
of many a dead woman to acquire enough glass-blown animals to set
the stage. The glass sculptures were now wrapped individually and
contained in a labeled plastic bin: “animal knickknacks.” The bin
stacked on top of it contained twenty matching bowler hats from the
production that followed: A Chorus Line.

But those containers weren’t in the green room, thankfully.
Sondra allowed her eyes to drift close as she rehearsed Dolly
Levi’s lines. No matter what else she might be accused of, Sondra
was a devoted actress. Though she knew Mildred wasn’t going to have
so much as a sniffle as long as she had the lead role, she still
diligently learned the script and attended the rehearsals.

Footsteps, ending at the green room entrance, stopped her
recital.

“I thought I heard a voice,” Mildred Kovich said, gliding into
the room. If nothing else, she had mastered the art of walking like
a lady.

“Mildred. How are you?”

“I’m fine, Sondra. You’re a bit early, aren’t you?”

“Indeed.”

“Any particular reason? You knew Bob and I were coming in early
to rehearse.”

“You were going to do that here? I thought you planned to work
at home.”

“I gave Bob the night off. He really needed a beer.”

“I bet he did.”

Mildred came closer, crossing her arms and leaning against the
wall like a premenstrual teenaged girl. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“Did you learn the lines yet?”

“I think I’ve got it now.”

“Good. You know, I never realized how much time theater folk got
to rehearse their lines.”

“Well,” Mildred said saccharinely, “we don’t have teleprompters
like the soap operas do.”

Sondra’s eye twitched involuntarily. “I never used the
teleprompter.”

“As I recall, you never had a lot of lines on Scions of
Beauty.”

“Which do you think is worse, Mildred? Being a soap actress or
one of the bonbon-eating housewives who kept the show afloat for so
many years?”

Mildred’s eyes flashed. “I wasn’t a housewife. I was a theater
actress, reciting some of the most brilliant words ever written! I
played Juliet—”

“In Tuscaloosa.” Sondra watched as Mildred’s face flushed red
with hatred.

“You bitch! I’ll have Bob kick you out of this production!
You’ll never get another part here as long as I’m alive! What do we
need with a damned B-movie actress, anyway?”

“You just try it!”

“Watch me!” She stomped out of the green room. “Bob! Bob! Where
are you?”

Sondra stayed on the couch.
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