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oming up the drive in the rental car, Cathy sees the sign and 
has to laugh. "Wyndham Falls. Gracious Retirement Living." 

Not exactly how Della has described it. 
The building comes into view next. The main entrance 

looks nice enough. It's big and glassy, with white benches out­
side and an air of medical orderliness. But the garden apart-
1nents set back on the property are small and shabby. Tiny 
porches, like animal pens. The sense, outside the curtained 
windows and weather-beaten doors, oflonely lives within. 

When she gets out of the car, the air feels ten degrees 
warmer than it did outside the airport that morning, in De­
l roit. The January sky is a nearly cloudless blue. No sign of the 
blizzard Clark's been warning her about, trying to persuade 
her to stay home and take care of him. "Why don't you go 
next week?" he said. "She'll keep." 

Cathy's halfway to the front entrance when she remembers 
Della's present and do~bles back to the car to get it. Taking 
it out of her suitcase, she's pleased once again by her gift­
wrapping job. The paper is a thick, pulpy, unbleached kind 
that counterfeits birch bark. (She had to go to three different 
stationery stores to find something she liked.) Instead of stick­
ing on a gaudy bow Cathy clipped sprigs from her Christmas 
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tree- which they were about to put at the curb-and fash­
ioned a garland. Now the present looks handmade and or­
ganic, like an offering in a Native American ceremony, 
something given not to a person but to the earth. 

What's inside is completely unoriginal. It's what Cathy 
always gives Della: a book. 

But it's more than that this time. A kind of medicine. 

Ever since moving down to Connecticut Della has complained 
that she can't read anymore. "I just don't seem to be able to 
stick with a book lately," is how she puts it on the phone. She 
doesn't say why. They both know why. 

One afternoon last August, during Cathy's yearly visit to 
Contoocook, where Della was still living at the time, Della 
mentioned that her doctor had been sending her for tests. It 
was just after five, the sun falling behind the pine trees. To get 
away from the paint fumes they were having their margaritas 
on the screened-in porch. 

"What kind of tests?" 

"All kinds of stupid tests," Della said, making · a face. 
"For instance, this therapist she's been sending me to­
she calls herself a therapist but she doesn't look more than 
twenty-five-she'll make me draw hands on clocks. Like I'm 
back in kindergarten. Or she'll show me a bunch of pictures 
and tell me to remember them. But then she'll start talking 
about other things, see. Trying to distract me. Then later on 
she'll ask what was in the pictures." _ 

Cathy looked at Della's face in the shadowy light. At 
eighty-eight Della is still a lively, pretty woman, her white hair 
cut in a simple style that reminds Cathy of a powdered wig. 
She talks to herself sometimes, or stares into space, but no 
more than anyone who spends so much time alone. 

"How did you do?" 
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"Not too swell." 
The day before, driving back from the hardware store, in 

11 carby Concord, Della had fretted about tlie shade of paint 
1 hey chose. Was it bright enough? Maybe they should take it 
hack. It didn't look as cheerful as it had on the paint sample in 
Lhe store. Oh, what a waste of money! Finally, Cathy said, 
" Della, you're getting anxious again." 

That was all it took. Della's expression eased as if sprin­
kled with fairy dust. "I know I am," she said. "You have to 
t<.: 11 me when I get like that." " 

On the porch, Cathy sipped her drink and said, "I wouldn't 
worry about it, Della. Tests like that would make anybody 

" n<.: rvous. 
A few days later Cathy went back to Detroit. She didn't 

hear any more about the tests. Then, in September, Della 
r:, I led to say that Dr. Sutton had arranged a house call and had 
.,skcd Bennett, Della's oldest son, to be in attendance. "If she 
wa nts Bennett to drive on up here," Della said, "it's probably 
h:,d news." 

T he day of the meeting- a Monday- Cathy waited for 
I k lla to call. When she finally did, her voice sounded excited, 
.1 I 1, ,ost giddy. Cathy assumed the doctor had granted her a 

k an bill of health. But Della didn't mention the test results. 
I 11 stead, in a mood of almost delirious happiness, she said, 
" Dr. Sutton couldn't get over how cute we've got my house 
looking! I told her what a wreck it was when I moved in, 
,111d how you and I have a project every time you visit, and 
~ht: couldn't believe it. She thought it was just darling!" 

Maybe Della couldn't face the news, or had already for­
J~o tten it. Either way, Cathy felt afraid for her. 

It was left for Bennett to get on and tell her the medical 
d<.: tails. These he delivered in a dry, matter-of-fact tone. Ben-
11 t:t t works for an insurance company, in Hartford, calculat­
ing the probabilities of illness and death on a daily basis, and 
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1 li is was maybe the reason. "The doctor says my mom can't 
drive anymore. Or use the stove. She's going to put her on 
some medicine, supposed to stabilize her. For a while. But, 
basically, the upshot is she can't live on her own." 

"I was just out there last month and your mom seemed 
fine," Cathy said. "She just gets anxious, that's all." 

There was a pause before Bennett said, "Yeah, well. Anx­
iety's part of the whole deal." 

What could Cathy do from her position? She was not only 
out in the Midwest but a kind of oddity or interloper in 
Della's life. Cathy and Della have known each other for forty 
years. They met when they both worked at the College of 
Nursing. Cathy was thirty at the time, recently divorced. 
She'd moved back in with her parents so that her mother 
could look after Mike and John while she was at work. Della 
was in her fifties, a suburban mother who lived in a fancy 
house near the lake. She'd gone back to work not because 
she was desperate for money- like Cathy-but because 
she had nothing to do. Her two oldest boys had already left 
home. The youngest, Robbie, was in high school. 

Normally they wouldn't have come in contact at the 
college. Cathy worked downstairs, in the bursar's office, while 
Della was the executive secretary to the dean. But one day 
in the cafeteria Cathy overheard Della talking about Weight 
Watchers, raving about how easy the program was to stick to, 
how you didn't have to starve. 

Cathy had just begun to date again. Another way of put­
ting it was she was sleeping around. In the wake of her divorce 
she'd been seized by a desperation to make up for lost time. 
She was as reckless as a teenager, doing it with men she barely 
knew, in the backseats of cars, or on the floors of carpeted 
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vans , while parked on city streets outside houses where good 
C hristian families lay peacefully sleeping. In addition to the 
sporadic pleasures she took from these men·, Cathy was seek­
ing some kind of self- correction, as if the men's butting and 
thrusting might knock some sense into her, enough to keep 
her from marrying anyone like her ex-husband ever again. 

Coming home after midnight from one of these encoun­
ters, Cathy took a shower. After getting out, she stood be­
fore the bathroom mirror, appraising herself with the same 
objective eye she later brought to renovating houses. What 
·ould be fixed? What camouflaged? What did you have to 
I ive with and ignore? 

She started going to Weight Watchers. Della drove her to 
the m.eetings. Small and pert, with frosted hair, large glasses 
with translucent pinkish frames, and a shiny rayon blouse, 
I )ella sat on a pillow to see over the wheel of her Cadillac. She 
wore corny pins in the shape of bumblebees or dachshunds, 
and drenched herself in perfume. It was some department­
store brand, floral and cloying, engineered to mask a woman's 
11 atural smell rather than accentuate it like the body oils Cathy 
dabbed on her pressure points. She pictured Della spritzing 
perfume from an atomizer and then prancing around in the 
1 nist. 

After they'd both lost a few pounds, they splurged, once a 
week, on drinks and dinner. Della brought her calorie counter 
in her purse to make sure they didn't go too wild. That was 
how they discovered margaritas. "Hey, you know what's 
lo - cal?" Della said. "Tequila. Only eighty- five calories an 
ounce." They tried not to think about the sugar in the mix. 

Della was only five years younger than Cathy's mom. 
T hey shared many opinions about sex and marriage, but it 
was easier to listen to these outdated edicts coming from the 
mouth of someone who didn't presume ownership over your 
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body. Also, the ways Della differed from Cathy's mother made 
it clea r that her mom wasn't the moral arbiter she'd always 
been in Cathy's head, but just a personality. 

It turned out that Cathy and Della had a lot in com­
mon. They both liked crafts: decoupage, basket weaving, 
antiquing- whatever. And they loved to read. They lent 
library books to each other and after a while took out the 
same books so they could read and discuss them simultane­
ously. They didn't consider themselves intellectuals but they 
knew good writing from bad. Most of all, they liked a good 
story. They remembered the plots of books more often than 
their titles or authors. 

Cathy avoided going to Della's house, in Grosse Pointe. 
She didn't want to subject herself to the shag carpeting or 
pastel drapes, or run into Della's Republican husband. She 
never invited Della over to her parents' house, either. It was 
better if they met on neutral ground, where no one could re­
mind them of their incongruity. 

One night, two years after they met, Cathy took Della 
to a party some women friends were having. One of them 
had attended a talk by Krishnamurti, and everyone sat on the 
floor, on throw pillows, listening to her report. A joint started 
going around. 

Uh- oh, Cathy thought, when it reached Della. But to 
her surprise Della inhaled, and passed the joint on. 

"Well, if that doesn't beat all," Della said, afterward. 
"Now you got me smoking pot." 

"Sorry," Cathy said, laughing. "But-did you get a buzz(.' ' 
"No, I did not. And I'm glad I didn't . If Dick knew I was 

smoking marijuana, he'd hit the roof." 
She was smiling, though. Happy to have a secret. 
They had others. A few years after Cathy married Clark, 

she got fed up and moved out. Checked into a motel, on Eight 
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Mile. "If Clark calls, don't tell him where I am," she told Della. 
And Della didn't. She just brought Cathy foo_d every night 
f<.) r a week and listened to her rail until she got it out of her 
system. Enough, at least, to reconcile. 

''A present? For me?" 
Della, still full of girlish excitement, gazes wide- eyed at 

· the package Cathy holds out to her. She is sitting in a blue 
:1 rn1chair by the window, the only chair, in fact, in the small, 
:luttered studio apartment. Cathy is perched awkwardly on 
the nearby daybed. The room is dim because the venetian 
blinds are down. 

"It's a surprise," Cathy says, forcing a smile. 
She'd been under the impression, from Bennett, that 

Wyndham Falls was an assisted-living facility. The website 
111.akes mention of "emergency services" and "visiting angels." 
Uut from the brochure Cathy picked up in the lobby, on 
her way in, she sees that Wyndham advertises itself as a 
"55+ retirement community." In addition to the many elderly 
tenants who negotiate the corridors behind aluminum walk­
ers, there are younger war veterans, with beards, vests, and 
caps, scooting around in electric wheelchairs. There's no 
nursing staff. It's cheaper than assisted living and the benefits 
::ire minimal: prepared meals in the dining room, linen ser­
vice once a week. That's it. 

As for Della, she appears unchanged from the last time 
Cathy saw her, in August. In preparation for the visit she has 
put on a clean denim jumper and a yellow top, and applied 
lipstick and makeup in the right places and amounts. The only 
difference is that Della uses a walker herself now. A week after 
she moved in, she slipped and hit her head on the pavement 
outside the entrance. Knocked out cold. When she came to, a 
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big, handsome paramedic with blue eyes was staring down at 
her. Della gazed up at him and asked, "Did I die and go to 
heaven?" 

At the hospital, they gave Della an MRI to . check for 
bleeding in the brain. Then a young doctor came in to exam­
ine her for other injuries. "So there I am," Della told Cathy 
over the phone. "Eighty-eight years old and this young doctor 
is checking over every inch of me. And I mean every inch. I 
told him, 'I don't know how much they're paying you, but it 
isn't enough.' " 

These displays of humor confirm what Cathy has felt all 
along, that a lot of Della's mental confusion is emotional in 
origin. Doctors love to hand out d1agnoses and pills with­
out paying attention to the human person right in front of 
them. 

As for Della, she has never named her diagnosis. Instead 
she calls it "my malady," or "this thing I've got.'' One time she 
said, "I can never remember the name for what it is I have. 
It's that thing you get when you're old. That thing you most 
don't want to have. That's what I've got." 

Another time she said, "It's not Alzheimer's but the next 
one down." 

Cathy isn't surprised that Della represses the terminology. 
Dementia isn't a nice word. It sounds violent, invasive, like 
having a demon scooping out pieces of your brain; which, in 
fact, is just what it is. 

Now she looks at Della's walker in the corner, a hideous 
magenta contraption with a black leatherette seat. Boxes 
protrude from under the daybed. There are dishes piled in 
the sink of the tiny efficiency kitchen. Nothing drastic. But 
Della has always kept the tidiest of houses, and the disar­
ray is troubling. 

Cathy's glad she brought the present. 
"Aren't you going to open it?" she asks. 
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Della looks down at the gift as though it has just materi­
.tlized in her hands. "Oh, right." She turns tµe package over. 
Examines its underside. Her smile is uncertain. It's as though 
she knows that smiling is required at this moment but isn't 
sure why. 

"Look at this gift-wrapping!" she says, finally. "It's just 
precious. I'm going to be careful not to tear it. Maybe I can 
reuse it." 

"You can tear it. I don't mind." 
• 

"No, no," Della insists. "I want to save this nice paper." 
Her old spotted hands work at the wrapping paper until 

it comes unstuck. The book falls into her lap. 
No recognition. 
That doesn't mean anything, necessarily. The publishers 

li ave put out a new edition. The original cover, with the il­
lustration of the two women sitting cross-legged in a wig­
wam, has been replaced by a color photograph of snowcapped 
11 LOLmtains, and jazzier type. 

A second later, Della exclaims, "Oh, hey! Our favorite!" 
"Not only that," Cathy says, pointing at the cover. 

" Look. 'Twentieth-Anniversary Edition! Two Million Sold!' 
Can you believe it?" 

"Well, we always knew it was a good book." 
"We sure did. People should listen to us.'' In a softer voice 

( :a thy says, "I thought it might get you back to reading, Della. 
Since you know it so well." 

"Hey, right. Sort of prime the pump. The last book you 
sent me, that Room? I've been reading that for two months 
11 0w and haven't gotten further than twenty pages." 

"That book's a little intense." 
"It's all about someone stuck in a room! Hits a little close 

Lo home." 
Cathy laughs. But Della isn't entirely joking and this gives 

,athy an opportunity. Sliding off the daybed, she gesticulates 
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at the walls, groaning, "Couldn't Bennett and Robbie get 
you a better place than this?" 

"They probably could," Della says. "But they say they 
can't. Robbie's got alimony and child support. And as far as 
Bennett goes, that Joanne probably doesn't want him spend­
ing any money on me. She never liked me." 

Cathy sticks her head in the bathroom. It's not as bad as she 
expects, nothing dirty or embarrassing. But the rubberized 
shower curtain looks like something in an asylum. That's some­
thing they can fix right away. 

"I've got an idea." Cathy turns back to Della. "Did you 
bring your family photos?" 

"I sure did. I told Bennett I wasn't going anywhere with­
out my photo albums. As it is, he made me leave all my good 
furniture behind, so the house will sell. But do you know 
what? So far not a single person has even come through." 

If Cathy is listening, she doesn't show it. She goes to the 
window and yanks up the blinds. "We can start by brighten­
ing things up a little in here. Get some pictures on the walls. 
Make this place look like somewhere you live." 

"That would be good. If this place wasn't so pitiful­
looking, I think I might feel better about being here. It's 
almost like being-incarcerated." Della shakes her head. "Some 
of the people in this place are sort of on the edge, too." 

"They're edgy, huh?" 
"Real edgy," Della says, laughing. "You have to be care­

ful who you sit next to at lunch." 

After Cathy leaves, Della watches the parking lot from her 
chair. Clouds are massing in the distance. Cathy said the storm 
won't get here until Monday, after she's gone, but Della, feel­
ing apprehensive, reaches for the remote. -

She points it at the TV and presses the button. Nothing 
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\1 ,1ppcns. "T his new TV Bennett got me isn't worth a toot," 
~lie says , as though Cathy, or someone, is s.till there to lis­
t rn. "You have to turn on the TV and then this other box 
11 11dcrneath. But even when I manage to get the darn TV 
11 11 , I can never find any of my good shows." 

She has put down the remote just as Cathy emerges from 
I li e building, on the way to her car. Della follows her prog-
1 l'SS with perplexed fascination. Part of why she discouraged 

::1thy from coming out now wasn't about the w~ather. It's 
I hat Della isn't sure she's up to this visit. Since her fall and 
tli c hospital stay, she hasn't felt too good. Sort of punky. 

;oi ng around with Cathy, getting caught up in a whirlwind 
1>f' :1ctivity, might be more than she can handle. 

On the other hand, it would be nice to brighten up her 
,1p:irtment. Looking at the drab walls, Della tries to imagine 
t li cm. teeming with beloved, meaningful faces. 

And then a period ensues where nothing seems to happen, 
11othing in the present, anyway. These interludes descend on 
I k l I.a more and more often lately. She'll be looking for her 
,1ddress book, or making herself coffee, when suddenly she'll 
he yanked back into the presence of people and objects she 
I 1asn't thought about for years. These memories unsettle her 
11 ot because they bring up unpleasant things (though they 
nften do) but because their vividness so surpasses her day­
l o- day life that they make it feel as faded as an old blouse put 
I hrough the wash too many times. One memory that keeps 
rnm.ing back lately is of that coal bin she had to sleep in as a 
·hild. This was after they moved up to Detroit from Paducah, 
and after her father ran off. Della, her mom, and her brother 
were living in a boardinghouse. Her mom and Glenn got 
regular rooms, in the upstairs, but Della had to sleep in the 
basement. You couldn't even get to her room from inside 
the house. You had to go out to the backyard and lift doors 
that led down to the cellar. The landlady had whitewashed 
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the room and put in a bed and some pillows made from flour 
sacks. But that didn't fool Della. The door was made of metal, 
and there weren't any windows. It was black as pitch down 
there. Oh, did I ever hate going down into that coal bin every 
night! It was like walking right down into a crypt! 

, But I never complained. Just did what I was told. 
Della's little house, in Contoocook, was the only place 

that was ever hers alone. Of course, at her age, it was getting 
to. be a headache. Making it up her hill in the winter, or find­
ing someone to shovel the snow off her roof so it didn't cave 
in and bury her alive. Maybe Dr. Sutton, Bennett, and Robbie 
are right. Maybe she's better off in this place. 

When she looks out the window again Cathy's car is no­
where to be seen. So Della picks up the book Cathy brought 
her. The blue mountains on the cover still baffle her. But the 
title's the same: Two Old Women: An Alaska Legend of Betrayal, 
Courage and Survival. She opens the book and flips through it, 
stopping every so often to admire the drawings. 

Then she goes back to page one. Focuses her eyes on the 
words and tracks them across the page. One sentence. Two. 
Then a whole paragraph. Since her last reading, she's forgotten 
enough of the book that the story seems new again, yet famil­
iar. Welcoming. But it's mostly the act itself that brings relief, 
the self-forgetfulness, the diving and plunging into other lives. 

Like so many books Della has read over the years, Two Old 
Women came recommended by Cathy. After she left the Col­
lege of Nursing, Cathy went to work at a bookstore. She was 
remarried by then and had moved with Clark into an old 
farmhouse that she spent the next ten years fixing up. 

Della memorized Cathy's schedule and stopped in during 
her shifts, especially on Thursday evenings when customers 
were few and Cathy had time to talk. 
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T hat was the reason Della chose a Thursday to tell Cathy 
l1 t r news. . 

"Go on, I'm listening," Cathy said. She was pushing a cart 
nl' books around the store, restocking, while Della sat in an 
.i rmchair in the poetry section. Cathy had offered to make tea 
hut D ella said, "I'd just as soon have a beer." Cathy had found 
one in the office refrigerator, left over from a book signing. It 
was after seven on an April night and the store w:as empty. 

D ella started telling Cathy how strangely her ~usband had 
hcen acting. She said she didn't know what had got into him. 
" r:or instance, a few weeks ago, Dick gets out of bed in the 
i 11 iddle of the night. Next thing I know, I heard his car back­
i Ilg down the drive. I thought to myself, 'Well, maybe this is 
iL Maybe he's had enough and that's the last I'll see of him.'" 

"But he came back," Cathy said, placing a book on a shelf 
"Yeah; About an hour later. I came downstairs and there 

I 1e was. He was down on his knees, on the carpet, and he's got 
.111 these road maps spread out all over." 

When Della asked her husband what on earth he was 
loing, D ick said that he was scouting for investment oppor­

t 11 nities in Florida. Beachfront properties in undervalued areas 
l hat were reachable by direct flights from major cities. "I told 
l Ii m, 'We've got enough money already. You can just retire and 
we' ll be fine. Why do you want to go and take a risk like that 
11 ow?' And do you know what he said to me? He said, 'Retire-
111ent isn't in my vocabulary.'" 

Cathy disappeared into the self-help section. Della was 
Loo engrossed in telling her story to get up and follow. 
She hung her head dejectedly, staring at the floor. Her tone 
was full of wonder and outrage at the ideas men latched on to, 
-specially as they got older. They were like fits of insanity, 
;xcept that the husbands experienced these derangements as 
bolts of insight. "I just had an idea!" Dick was always saying. 
T hey could be doing anything, having dinner, going to a 
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movie, when inspiration struck and he stopped dead in his 
tracks to announce, "Hey, I just had a thought." Then he stood 
motionless, a finger to his chin, calculating, scheming. 

His latest idea involved a resort near the Everglades. In the 
Polaroid he showed Della, the resort appeared as a charming 
but dilapidated hunting lodge surrounded by live oaks. What 
was different this time was that Dick had already acted on 
his idea. Without telling Della, he'd taken a mortgage on the 
place artd used a chunk of their retirement savings as a down 
payment. 

"We are now the proud owners of our own resort in 
the Florida Everglades!" he announced. 

As much as it pained Della to tell Cathy this, it gave her 
pleasure as well. She held her beer bottle in both hands. The 
bookstore was quiet, the sky dark outside, the surrounding 
shops all closed for the night. It felt like they owned the place. 

"So now we're stuck with this doggone old resort," Della 
said. "Dick wants to convert it into condos. To do that, he says 
he has to rriove down to Florida. And as usual he wants to drag 
me with him." 

Cathy re-emerged with the cart. Della expected to find 
a look of sympathy on her face but instead Cathy's mouth 
was tight. 

"So you're moving?" she said coldly. 
"I have to. He's making me." 
"Nobody's making you." 
This was spoken in Cathy's recently acquired know-it-all 

tone. As if she'd read the entire self-help section and could 
now dispense psychological insight and marital advice. 

"What do you mean, no one's making me? Dick is." 
"What about your job?" 
"I'll have to quit. I don't want to, I like working. But-" 
"But you'll give in as usual." 
This remark seemed not just unkind but unjust. What 
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did Cathy expect Della to do? Divorce her husband after forty 
years of man:iage? Get her own apartment _and start dating 
strange men, the way Cathy was doing when they first met? 

"You want to quit your job and go off to Florida, fine," 
~athy said. "But I have a job. And if you don't mind, I've got 

some things to do before closing up." 

· I 'hey had never had a fight before. In the following weeks, 
' every time Della considered calling Cathy she found that she 

was too angry to do so. Who was Cathy to tell her how to 
run her marriage? She and Clark were at each other's throats 

half the time. 
A month later, just as Della was packing up the last boxes 

!'or the movers, Cathy appeared at her house. 
"Are you mad at me?" Cathy said when Della opened the 

loor. 
"Well, you do sometimes think you know everything." 
T hat was maybe too mean, because Cathy burst out cry­

i 11 g. She hunched forward and wailed in a pitiful voice, ''I'm 
~oing to miss you, Della!" 

Tears were streaming down her face. She opened her 
• 1 rms as if for a hug. Della didn't approve of the first of these 
responses and she was hesitant about the second. "Now quit 
Lhat," she said. "You're liable to start me crying, too." 

C athy's blubbering only got worse. 
Alarmed, Della said, "We can still talk on the phone, 

:athy. And write letters. And visit. You can come stay in our 
' resort.' It's probably full of snakes and alligators but you're 
welcome." 

Cathy didn't laugh. Through her tears, she said, "Dick 
won't want me to visit. He hates me." 

"He doesn't hate you.' ' 
"Well, I hate him! He treats you like crap, Della. I'm sorry 
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but that's the truth. And now he's making you quit your job 
and go down to Florida? To do what?" 

"That's enough of that," Della said. 
"OK! OK! I'm just so frustrated!" 
Nevertheless, Cathy was calming down. After a moment, 

she said, "I brought you something." She opened her purse. 
"This came into the store the other day. From a little pub­
lisher out in Alaska. We didn't order it but I started reading 
it and I couldn't put it down. I don't want to give the story 
away, but, well- it just seems really appropriate! You'll see 
when you read it." She was looking into Della's eyes. "Some­
times books come into your life for a reason, Della. It's really 
strange." 

Della never knew what to do when Cathy got mystical 
on her. She sometimes claimed the moon affected her moods, 
and she invested coincidences with special meanings. On that 
day, Della thanked Cathy for the book and managed not to 
cry when they finally did hug goodbye. 

The book had a drawing on the cover. Two Indians sitting 
in a tepee. Cathy was into all that kind of stuff, too, lately, 
stories about Native Americans or slave uprisings in Haiti, 
stories with ghosts or magical occurrences. Della liked some 
better than others. 

She packed the book in a box of odds and ends that hadn't 
been taped shut yet. 

And then what happened to it? She shipped the box down 
to Florida with all the others. It turned out there wasn't room 
for all their belongings in their one-bedroom at the hunt]Eg 
lodge, so they had to put them in storage. The resort went 
bust a year later. Soon Dick made Della move to Miami, and 
then to Daytona, and finally up to Hilton Head as he tried to 
make a go of other ventures. Only after he died, while Della 
was going through the bankruptcy, was she forced to open up 
the storage facility and sell off their furniture. Going through 
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the boxes she'd shipped to Florida almost a decade before, she 
cut open the box of odds and ends and Two Old Women 
fell out. 

T he book is a retelling of an old Athabascan legend, which 
the author, Velma Wallis, heard growing up as a child. A leg­
end handed down "from mothers to daughters" that told the 
story of the two old women of the title, Ch'idzigyaak and Sa', 
who are left behind by their tribe during a time of fa~ine. 

Left behind to die, in other words. As was the custom. 
Except the two old women don't die. Out in the woods, 

they get to talking. Didn't they used to know how to hunt 
and fish and forage for food? Couldn't they do that again? And 
so that's what they do, they relearn everything they knew as 
younger people, they hunt for prey and they go ice- fishing, 
.1 nd at one point they hide out from cannibals who pass 
hrough the territory. All kinds of stuff. 

One drawing in the book showed the two women trek­
king across the Alaskan tundra. In hooded parkas and sealskin 
boots, they drag sleds behind them, the woman in front slightly 
kss stooped than the other. The caption read: Our tribes have 
,l!o ne in search ef food, in the land our granclfathers told us about, far 
u11er the mountains. But we have been judged unfit to follow them, 
/)('cause we walk with sticks, and are slow. 

Certain passages stood out, like one with Ch'idzigyaak 
speaking: 

"I know that you are sure of our survival. You are younger." 
She could not help but smile bitterly at her remark, for just yesterday 
1/1ey both had been judged too old to live with the young. 

"It's just like the two of us," Della said, when she finally 
read the book and called Cathy. "One's younger than the 
other, but they're both in the same fix ." 

It started out as a joke. It was amusing to compare their 
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own situations, in suburban Detroit and rural New Hamp­
shire, with the existential plight of the old Inuit women. But 
the correspondences felt real, too. Della moved to Contoocook 
to be closer to Robbie but, two years later, Robbie moved to 
New York, leaving her stranded in the woods. Cathy's book­
store closed. She started a pie-baking business out of her home. 
Clark retired and spent all day in front of the TV, entranced 
by pretty weather ladies on the news. Buxom, in snug, brightly 
colored dresses, they undulated before the weather maps, as 
though mimicking the storm fronts. All four of Cathy's sons 
had left Detroit. They lived far away, on the other side of the 
mountains. 

There was one illustration in the book that Della and 
Cathy particularly liked. It showed Ch'idzigyaak in the act of 
throwing a hatchet, while Sa' looked on. The caption read, 
Perhaps if we see a squirrel, we can kill it with our hatchets, as we did 
when we were young. 

That became their motto. Whenever one of them was 
feeling downhearted, or needed to deal with a problem, the 
other would call and say, "It's hatchet time." 

Take charge, they meant. Don't mope. 
That was another quality they shared with the Inuit 

women. The tribe didn't leave Ch'idzigyaak and Sa' behind 
only because they were old. It was also because they were 
complainers. Always moaning about their aches and pains. 

Husbands were often of the opinion that wives complained 
too much. But that was a complaint in itself A way men had of 
shutting women up. Still, Della and Cathy knew th.at some 
of their unhappiness was their own fault. They let things 
fester, got into black moods, sulked. Even if their husbands 
asked what was wrong, they wouldn't say. Their victimization 
felt too pleasurable. Relief would require no longer being 
themselves. 

What was it about complaining that felt so good? You 
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. ind your fellow sufferer emerging from a thorough session 
,ts if from a spa bath, refreshed and tingling? 

Over the years Della and Cathy have forgotten about Two 
)ld Women for long stretches. Then one of them will reread 

it, regain her enthusiasm, and get the other to reread it, too . 
' I 'he book isn't in the same category as the detective stories 
.md mysteries they consume. It's closer to a manual for living. 
' I 'he book inspires them. They won't stand to hear it maligned 
hy their snobby sons. But now there's no need to defend it. 
' I 'wo million copies sold! Anniversary editions! P;oof enough 
>f their sound judgment. 

When Cathy arrives at Wyndham Falls the next morning, 
.', he can feel snow in the air. The temperature has dropped and 
tl1 ere's that stillness, no wind, all the birds in hiding. 

She used to love such ominous quiet, as a girl, in Michi­
•n n. It promised school cancellations, time at home with her 

11 1other, the building of snow forts on the lawn. Even now, 
.1t seventy, big storms excite her. But her expectation now has 
,1 dark wish at its center, a desire for self- annihilation, almost, 
or cleansing. Sometimes, thinking about climate change, the 
world ending in cataclysms, Cathy says to herself, "Oh, just 
gL: t it over with. We deserve it. Wipe the slate clean and start 
uver. " 

Della is dressed and ready to go. Cathy tells her she looks 
11 ice but can't refrain from adding, "You have to tell the hair­
lrcsser not to use creme rinse, Della. Your hair's too fine. 
:reme rinse flattens it down." 

"You try telling that lady anything," Della says, as she 
pu shes her walker down the hall. "She doesn't listen." 

"Then get Bennett to take you to a salon." 
"Oh, sure. Fat chance." 
As they come outside, Cathy makes a note to e-mail 
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Bennett. He might not understand how a little thing like 
that-getting her hair done- can lift a woman's spirits. 

It's slow going with Della's walker. She has to navigate 
along the sidewalk and down the curb to the parking lot. 
At the car, Cathy helps her into the passenger seat and then 
takes the walker around to · put it in the trunk. It takes a 
while to figure out how to collapse it and flip up the seat. 

A minute later, they're on their way. Della leans for­
ward in her seat, alertly scanning the road and giving Cathy 
directions. 

"You know your way around already," Cathy says 
approvingly. 

"Yeah," Della says. "Maybe those pills are working.'·' 
Cathy would prefer to get the frames somewhere nice, a 

Pottery Barn or Crate & Barrel, but Della directs her to a 
Goodwill in a nearby strip mall. In the parking lot, Cathy 
performs the same operation in reverse, unfolding the walker 
and bringing it around so that Della can hoist herself to her 
feet. Once she gets going, she moves at a good clip. 

By the time they get inside the store, it's like old times. 
They move through the shiny-floored, fluorescently lit space 
as eagle- eyed as if on a scavenger hunt. Seeing a section of 
glassware, Della says, "Hey, I need some good new drinking 

· glasses," and they divert their operation. 
The picture frames are way in the back of the store. Half­

way there, the linoleum gives way to bare concrete: "I have 
to be careful about the floor in here," Della says. "It's sort of 
lippity.'' 

Cathy takes her arm. When they reach the aisle, she says, 
"Just stay here, Della. Let me look.'' 

As usual with secondhand merchandise; the problem is 
finding a matching set. 

Nothing's organized. Cathy flips through frame after 
frame, all of different sizes and styles. After a minute, she finds 
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.\ set of matching simple black wooden frames. She's pulling 
th em out when she hears a sound behind lJ.er. Not a cry, ex­
,,ctly. Just an intake of breath. She turns to see Della with a 
look of surprise on her face. She has reached out to take a look 
,\ L something- Cathy doesn't know what-and let her hand 
~ I i p off the handle of her walker. 

Once, years ago, when Della and Dick had the sailboat, 
I k lla almost drowned. The boat was moored at the time and 
I )ella slipped trying to climb aboard, sinking do,wn into the 
,nurky green water of the marina. "I never learned to swim, 
you know," she told Cathy. "But I wasn't scared. It was sort of 
peaceful down there. Somehow I managed to claw my way to 
t I 1c surface. Dick was hollering for the dock boy and finally 
li e came and grabbed hold of me." 

D ella's face looks the way Cathy imagined it then, under 
the water. Mildly astonished. Serene. As though forces be­
ond her control have taken charge and there's no sense 

1 l'Sisting. 
T his time, wonderment fails to save her. Della falls side-

w:1ys, into the shelving. The metal edge shaves the skin off 
I ,er arm with a rasping sound like a meat slicer. Della's temple 
~l rikes the shelf next. Cathy shouts. Glass shatters. 

' I 'hey keep Della at the hospital overnight. Perform an MRI 
to check for bleeding in the brain, X- ray her hip, apply a damp 
ch::tmois bandage over her abraded arm, which will have to 
stay on for a week before they remove it to see if the skin will 
I ,cal or not. At her age, it's fifty- fifty. 

All this is related to them by a Dr. Mehta, a young woman 
of such absurd glamour that she might play a doctor in a 
1 nedical drama on TV. Two strands of pearls twine around 
her fluted throat. Her gray knit dress falls loosely over a curva­
·eous figure. Her only defect is her spindly calves, but she 
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camouflages these with a pair of daring diamond-patterned 
stockings, and gray high heels that match her dress exactly. 
Dr. Mehta represents something Cathy isn't quite prepared 
for, a younger generation of women surpassing her own not 
only in professional achievement but in the formerly retro­
grade department of self-beautification. Dr. Mehta has an 
eng~gement ring, too, with a sizeable diamond. Marrying 
some other doctor, probably, combining fat salaries. 

"What if the skin doesn't heal?" Cathy asks. 
"Then she'll have to keep the bandage on." 
"Forever?" 
"Let's just wait and see how it looks in a week," Dr. Mehta 

says. 
All this has taken hours. It's seven in the evening. Aside 

from the arm bandage, Della has the beginning of a black eye. 
At eight thirty, the decision is made to keep Della over­

night for observation. 
"You mean I can't go home?'' Della asks Dr. Mehta. She 

sounds forlorn. 
"Not yet. We need to keep an eye on you." 
Cathy elects to stay in the room with Della through 

the night. The lime- green couch converts into a bed. The 
nurse promises to bring her a sheet and blanket. 

Cathy is in the cafeteria, soothing herself with chocolate pud­
ding, when Della's sons appear. 

Years ago, her son Mike got Cathy to watch a sci-fi movie 
about assassins who return to Earth from the future. It was 
the usual mayhem and preposterousness, but Mike, who was 
in college at the time, claimed that the movie's acrobatic fight 
scenes were infused with profound philosophical meaning. 
Cartesian was the word he used. 

Cathy didn't get it. Nevertheless, it's of that movie she 
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t Ii inks, now, as Bennett and Robbie enter the room. Their 
p:1le, unsmiling faces and dark suits make them look incon­
, picuous and ominous at once, like agents of a universal 

r onspuacy. 
Targeting her. 
"It was all my fault," Cathy says as they reach her table. 

" I wasn't watching her." 
"Don't blame yourself," Bennett says. 
T his seems a mark of kindness, until he adds, "She's 

old. She falls . It's just part of the whole deal." 
"It's a result of the ataxia," Robbie says. 
C athy isn't interested in what ataxia means. Another di­

,1 gnosis. "She was doing fine right up until she fell," she says. 
" We were having a good time. Then I ~urned my back for a 

second and- wham." 
" That's all it takes," Bennett said. "It's impossible to 

prevent it." 
" The medicine she's taking, the Aricept?" Robbie says. 

" It's not much more than a palliative treatment. The bene­

lits, if any, taper off after a year or two." 
"Your mom's eighty- eight. Two years might be enough." 
T he implication of this hangs in the air until Bennett 

says, "Except she keeps falling. And ending up in the 

hospital." 
"We're going to have to move her," Robbie says in a 

slightly louder, strained tone. "Wyndham's not safe for her. 

She needs more supervision." 
R obbie and Bennett are not Cathy's children. They're 

older, and not as attractive. She feels no connection to them, 
no maternal warmth or love. And yet they remind her of her 
sons in ways she'd rather not think about. 

Neither of them has offered to have Della come live with 
him. Robbie travels too much, he says. Bennett's house has too 
n1any stairs. But it isn't their selfishness that bothers Cathy the 
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most. It's how they stand before her now, infused-.bloated­
with rationality. They want to get this problem solved quickly 
and decisively, with minimum effort. By taking emotion out 
of the equation they've convinced themselves that they're 
acting prudently, even though their wish to settle the situa­
tion arises from nothing but emotions-fear, mainly, but also 
guilt, and irritation. 

And who is Cathy to them? Their mom's old friend. The 
one who worked in the bookstore. The one who got her 
stoned. 

Cathy turns away to look across the cafeteria, filling up 
now with medical staff coming in on their dinner break. She 
feels tired. 

"OK" h "B d ' 11 h L ' . " , s e says. ut on t te er now. et s wait. 

The machines click and whir through the night. Every so 
often an alarm sounds on the monitors, waking Cathy up. 
Each time a nurse appears, never the same one, and presses a 
button to silence it. The alarm means nothing, apparently. 

It's freezing in the room. The ventilation system blows 
straight down on her. The blanket she's been given is as thin 
as paper toweling. 

A friend of Cathy's in Detroit, a woman who has seen a 
therapist regularly for the past thirty years, recently passed 
on advice the therapist had given her. Pay no attention to the 
terrors that visit you in the night. The psyche is at its lowest 
ebb then, unable to defend itself. The desolation that envel­
ops you feels like truth, but isn't. It's just mental fatigue 
masquerading as insight. 

Cathy reminds herself of this as she lies sleepless on the 
slab of mattress. Her impotence in helping Della has filled her 
mind with nihilistic thoughts. Cold, clear recognitions, lac­
erating in their strictness. She has never known who Clark 
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1s. T heirs is a marriage devoid of intimacy. If Mike, John, 
( :hris, and Palmer weren't her children, they would be people 
o!' whom she disapproves. She has spent her life catering to 
people who disappear, like the bookstore she used to work in. 

Sleep finally comes. When Cathy wakes the next morn-
111 g, feeling stiff, she is relieved to see that the therapist was 
11ght. The sun is up and the universe isn't so bleak. Yet some 
tl :1rkness must remain. Because she's made her decision. The 
idea of it burns inside her. It's neither nice nor kind. Such a 
11 ovel feeling that she doesn't know what to call it. " 

Cathy is sitting next to Della's bed when Della opens her 
·yes. She doesn't tell her about the nursing home. She only 

•, .,ys , "Good morning, Della. Hey, guess what time it is?" 
Della blinks, still groggy from sleep. And Cathy answers, 

" I e's hatchet time." 

It begins snowing as they cross the Massachusetts state line. 
' I 'I 1ey're about two hours from Contoocook, the GPS a bea­

i on in the sudden loss -of visibility. 
Clark will see this on the Weather Channel. He'll call or 

Iv x t her, concerned about her flight being canceled. 

Poor guy has no idea. 
Now that they're in the car, with the wipers and the de-

I I oster going, it appears that Della doesn't quite grasp the 
\ 11 uation. She keeps asking Cathy the same questions. 

"So how will we get in the house?" 
"You said Gertie has a key." 
"Oh, right. I forgot. So we can get the key from Gertie 

.i 11d get into the house. It'll be cold as the dickens in there . 
We were keeping it at about fifty to save on oil. Just warm 

l' nough to keep the pipes from freezing." 
"We'll warm it up when we get there." 
"And then I'm going to stay there?" 
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"We both will. Until we get things sorted out. We can 
get one of those home health aides . And Meals on Wheels." 

"That sounds expensive." 
"Not always. We'll look into it." 

Repeating this information helps Cathy to believe in it. 
Tomorrow, she'll call Clark and tell him that she's going to 
stay with Della for a month, maybe more, maybe less. He 
won't like it, but he'll cope. She'll make it up to him 
somehow. 

Bennett and Robbie present a greater problem. Already 
she has three messages from Bennett and one from Robbie on 
her phone, plus voice mails asking where she and Della are. 

It was easier than Cathy expected to sneak Della out 
of the hospital. Her IV had been taken out, luckily. Cathy 
just walked her down the hall, as though for exercise, then 
headed for the elevator. All the way to the car she kept ex­
pecting an alarm to sound, security guards to come running. 
But nothing happened. 

The snow is sticking to trees but not the highway yet. 
Cathy exits the slow lane when traffic gets light. She exceeds 
the speed limit, eager to get where they're going before 
nightfall. 

"Bennett and Robbie aren't going to like this," Della 
says, looking out at the churning snow. "They think I'm too 
stupid to live on my own now. Which I probably am." 

"You won't be alone," Cathy says. "I'll stay with you until 
we get things sorted out." 

"I don't know if dementia is the kind of thing you ~can 
sort out." 

Just like that: the malady named and identified. Cathy 
looks at Della to see if she's aware of this change, but her ex­
pression is merely resigned. 

By the time they reach Contoocook, the snow is deep 
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rnough that they fear they won't make it up the drive. Cathy 
l ;1 kes the slope at a good speed and, after a slight skid, pow­
ns to the top. Della cheers. Their return has begun on a note 
of triumph. -

"We'll have to get groceries in the morning," Cathy says. 
" It's snowing too hard to go now." 

The following morning, however, snow is still coming 
dow n. It continues throughout the day, while Cathy's voice 
mail fills with more calls from Robbie and Benn~tt.r She 
doesn't dare answer them. 

Once, early in her friendship with Della, Cathy forgot to 
leave dinner in the fridge for Clark to heat up. When she came 
I 1ome later that night, he got on her right away. "What is it 
with the two of you?" Clark said. "Christ. Like a couple of 
kzzies." 

It wasn't that. Not an overflow of forbidden desire. Just 
.1 way of compensating for areas of life that produced less 
·ontentment than advertised. Marriage, certainly. Mother­
I 100d more often than they liked to admit. 

There's a ladies' group Cathy has read about in the 
11 cwspapers, a kind of late-life women's movement. The 
111 cmbers, middle- aged and older, dress up to the nines and 
wear elaborate, brightly colored hats-pink or purple, she 
·;1 n't remember which. The group is known for these hats, in 
which its members swoop down on restaurants and fill entire 
sections. No men allowed. The women dress up for one an­
other, to hell with everyone else. Cathy thinks this sounds 
Ii ke fun. When she's asked Della about it, Della says, "I'm 
11 ot dressing up and putting on some stupid hat just to have 
dinner with a bunch of people I probably don't even want to 
ta lk to. Besides, I don't have any good clothes anymore." 

Cathy might do it alone. After she gets Della settled. 
When she's back in Detroit. 
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In the freezer, Cathy finds some bagels, which she defrosts 
in the microwave. There are also frozen dinners, and coffee. 
They can drink it black. 

Her face is still pretty banged up but otherwise Della feels 
fine. She is happy to be out of the hospital. It was impossible 
to sleep in that place, with all the noise and commotion, 
people coming in to check on you all the time or to wheel 
you down for some test. 

Either that or no one came to help you at all, even if you 
buzzed and buzzed. 

Heading off into a snowstorm seemed crazy, but it was 
lucky they left when they did. If they'd waited another day, 
they would never have made it to Contoocook. Her hill was 
slippery by the time they arrived. Snow covered the walk 
and back steps. But then they were inside the house and the 
heat was on and it felt cozy with the snow falling at every 
window, like confetti. 

On TV the weather people are in a state, reporting on the 
blizzard. Boston and Providence are shut down. Sea waves 
have swept ashore and frozen solid, encasing houses in ice. 

They are snowed in for a week. The drifts rise halfway 
· up the back door. Even if they could get to the car, there's no 

way to get down the drive. Cathy has had to call the rental 
agency and extend her lease, which Della feels bad about. 
She has offered to pay but Cathy won't let her. 

On their third day as shut-ins, Cathy jumps up from the 
couch and says, "The tequila! Don't we still have some of 
that?" In the cupboard above the stove she finds a bottle of 
tequila and another, half full, of margarita mix. 

"Now we can survive for sure," Cathy says, brandishing 
the bottle. They both laugh. 
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Every evening around six, just before they turn on Brian 
Williams, they make frozen margaritas in the blender. Della 
wonders if drinking alcohol is a good idea with her malady. 
O n the other hand, who's going to tell on her? 

"Not me," Cathy says. "I'm your enabler." 
Some days it snows again, which makes Della jumble up 

I he time. She'll think that the blizzard is still going on and 
l hat she's just returned from the hospital. 

One day she looks at her calendar and sees it is ,February. 
A month has gone by. In the bathroom mirror her black eye 
is gone, just a smear of yellow at the corner remains . 

Every day Della reads a little of her book. It seems to her 
l hat she is performing this task more or less competently. 
I lcr eyes move over the words, which in turn sound in her 
head, and give rise to pictures. The story is as engrossing and 
swift as she remembers. Sometimes she can't tell if she is re-
1·cading the book or just remembering passages from having 
read them so often. But she decides the difference doesn't 

111atter much. 
"Now we really are like those two old women," Della says 

one day to Cathy. 
"I'm still the younger one, though. Don't forget that." 
"Right. You're young old and I'm just plain old old." 
They don't need to hunt or forage for food. Della's neigh-

bor Gertie, who was a minister's wife, treks up from her house 
l o bring them bread, milk, and eggs from the Market Basket. 
Lyle, who lives behind Della, crosses the snowy yard to bring 
other supplies. The power stays on. That's the main thing. 

At some point Lyle, who has a side job plowing people 
out during the winter, gets around to plowing Della's drive, 
:, nd after that Cathy takes the rental car to get groceries. 

People start coming to the house. A male physical thera­
pist who makes Della do balance exercises and is very strict 
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with her. A visiting nurse who takes her vitals. A girl from the 
area who cooks simple meals on nights when Della doesn't 
use the microwave. 

Cathy is gone by that point. Bennett is there instead. He 
comes up on the weekends and stays through Sunday night, 
getting up early to drive to work on Monday morning. A few 
months later, when Della gets bronchitis and wakes up unable 
to breathe, and is again taken to the ,hospital by EMS, it is 
Robbie who comes up, from New York, to stay for a week 
until she's feeling better. 

Sometimes Robbie brings his girlfriend, a Canadian gal 
from Montreal who breeds dogs for a living. Della doesn't ask 
much about this woman, though she is friendly to her face. 
Robbie's private life isn't her concern anymore. She won't be 
around long enough for it to matter. 

She picks up Two Old Women from time to time to read 
a little more, but she never seems to get through the whole 
thing. That doesn't matter either. She knows how the book 
ends. The two old women survive through the harsh winter, 
and when their tribe comes back, still all starving, the two 
women teach them what they've learned. And from that time 
on those particular Indians never leave their old people behind 
anymore. 

A lot of the time Della is alone in the house. The people 
who come to help her have left for the day, or it's their day 
off, and Bennett is busy. It's winter again. Two years have 
passed. She's almost ninety. She doesn't seem to be getting 
any stupider, or only a little bit. Not enough to notice. -

One day, it snows again. Stopping at the window, Della 
is possessed by an urge to go outside and move into it. As 
far as her old feet will take her. She wouldn't even need her 
walker. Wouldn't need anything. Looking at the snow, blow­
ing around beyond the window glass, Della has the feeling 
that she's peering into her own brain. Her thoughts are like 
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that now, constantly circulating, moving from one place to 
another, just a whole big whiteout inside her hea~. Going out 
in the snow, disappearing into it, wouldn't be anything new 
to her. It would be like the outside meeting the inside. The 
two of them merging. Everything white. Just walk on out. 
Keep going. Maybe she'd meet someone out there, maybe she 

wouldn't. A friend. 
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