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Chapter One

“SHE MOVED! SHE MOVED!” 
Startled, the other two women shot a look at the body in the casket…just in case.
“She most certainly did not, Gina!” Mary Frances reprimanded crossly.  “The woman is dead, show some respect and leave her be!  And for goodness sake, don’t drop any of those Milk Duds into the casket – she’s wearing white!”  Leaning toward the young woman at her side she whispered urgently, “Have you given her her pills today, Connie?”

“I give her her meds regularly and on schedule just as I always do, Mrs. C,” the health worker replied curtly with an indignant roll of her eyes.  “No matter where I hide ‘em, somehow the wacky old bat keeps finding them and taking more!”

Mary Frances shook her head dolefully before calling out, “Gina, sweetie, why don’t you move your chair back here with us, and give Myrna a break for a while, huh?” Lowering her voice, she groused to the aide sitting next to her, “She’s been staring into that damn coffin for the last hour! What on earth for?” 

Shrugging, Connie replied with an air of indifference, “I dunno….she keeps saying the body is moving!”
“Oh, for Pete’s sake!”

Just then, the women heard the door to “Slumber Room #3” squeak open.  Seeing who it was, Mary Frances jumped up from her chair and practically ran to the back of the room, shouting happily, “Sylvia!  You made it!”

The two women embraced.  “How’ve ya been, Mare?” Sylvia warmly greeted her old friend.  “You look good!”
“Oh, go on, I’m an old woman!” Mary Frances laughed.

“Aren’t we all!” Sylvia concurred, smiling widely.  Spotting the figure sitting at the side of the mahogany casket, she called out, “Hey Gina!  Aren’t you going to say hello?!”  

Wrapped up in her surveillance, Gina gave no indication she even heard her name being called.
“She’s been sitting and staring at Myrna like that for the past hour,” Mary Frances told her quietly.

“Jesus!” Sylvia exclaimed with a soft chuckle, ignoring the wince Mary Frances gave in response.  “She really has gone nuttier than a fruitcake, hasn’t she?”

With a glance at their friend, Mary Frances explained, “She’s definitely been slipping more and more lately.  Just last week, she snuck out of the house and somehow made it on to the ‘B’ train.  It took the police five hours to find her!”

Giving a snort of derision, Connie added irately, “They only found her ‘cause someone called 911 from the South Bronx claiming that an old white lady was in the middle of the street in her underwear singing at the top of her lungs!” 
“Oh my God!” Sylvia exclaimed.  Almost as an afterthought, she asked, “What was she singing?”

“’Second Hand Rose’,’” Mary Frances answered matter-of-factly.

“Hmpf!” Sylvia sounded thoughtfully, “That’s surprising…not really her taste, is it?”

“No….no, you’re right, it isn’t,” Mary Frances agreed.  “…although she has developed a taste for show tunes lately --”
“What the hell does it matter what she was singing?” Connie interjected heatedly.  “Did you hear me?  She was in her underwear…in the South Bronx!” 

Sylvia and Mary Frances exchanged a guilty glance.  “Yeah, that wasn’t good,” Mary Frances mumbled.
“Dangerous,” Sylvia murmured her agreement.

“I need a raise, man!” Connie fumed in exasperation before walking away.  “I’m going out front for a smoke.  Can you keep an eye on her?” she called out over her shoulder, not waiting for an answer.

“Who’s she?” Sylvia needlessly whispered.

“That’s Connie.  She’s from the County Health Service.  She started out as a home health aide, but Vinnie arranged to pay her extra under the table to stick around and keep watch over Gina.  You know, like a companion, sort of.”

Sylvia nodded in understanding.  “So Vinnie’s still upstate, huh?”

“Yeah, and he won’t be getting out anytime soon, either,” Mary Frances replied sternly.  “The old fool tried breaking out by hiding himself in the laundry basket.  Unfortunately, the prison cafeteria served baked beans for lunch that day --”

“Ah, Vinnie always did love his baked beans,” Sylvia noted sagely.

“Oh yeah!  Anyway, he let one rip just as the basket was being wheeled onto the truck.  He was busted then and there!”

“No!” Sylvia laughed.  “They heard it?”

“Uh….not quite!” Mary Frances giggled.  

“Oh no!” Sylvia smiled. “Brought down by baked beans, huh?” 
 Smiling, Mary Frances added, “Yeah, well that fart cost him another ten years on his sentence!”

Stifling her laughter, Sylvia clucked sympathetically.  “What a  jackass!  Poor Gina!”
Mary Frances’ smile turned wistful as she offered, “Yeah, but, even in prison, Vinnie’s looking out for her.  That’s kind of nice, you know?  Having somebody watching out for you no matter what.” 

Her friend’s sad expression tugged at Sylvia heart.  She knew how hard it had been for Mary Francis since her husband passed away.
“So, how are things in Miami?” Mary Frances asked brightly, changing the subject. 

“Great!  I love it!” Sylvia gushed.  “There’s no way I could ever handle the New York winters again…or want to!  Every morning, I take my walk along the beach…even in winter!  Oh, and the restaurants and shops, Mare!  You’d love it!  You know, you have nothing keeping you here.  You really ought to think about it.  At the very least, come for a visit and see for yourself!”

Mary Frances was shaking her head before Sylvia had even finished.  “Nah, I’d miss the neighborhood and my house too much….it’s home.   I’m comfortable where I am.  Besides, if I left, too, who’d be here for Gina?”

“Why, are you going somewhere Mary Frances?”

The sound of Gina’s voice in such close proximity made both women jump.  Neither of them even noticed she’d finally moved.  “Gina!  I didn’t see you there!” Mary Frances said sharply.

Ignoring the rebuke, Gina cried, “Sylvia! When did you get here?”

Sylvia looked meaningfully at Mary Frances, who shrugged in return.  “Just a little while ago, doll,” she answered, embracing the other woman.  Pulling back but keeping her hands on Gina’s shoulders, Sylvia added, “Mare was just telling me about Vinnie’s unfortunate…uh, legal troubles.  I’m so sorry, sweetie!”

Surprising her two friends, Gina let loose with a loud cackle.  “As rank as that old bastard’s farts were, I’m surprised they didn’t charge him with assault with a deadly weapon!  God, the years – years! - I spent trying to get rid of that smell from my house.  Do you have any idea how much Lysol I went through?”
Sylvia’s brows flew up in surprise, though whether it was because of Gina’s cavalier attitude to her husband’s extended incarceration or because of her moment of incredible lucidity, even Sylvia herself wasn’t sure.  “Well,” Sylvia started, shooting Mary Frances a covert glance, “I’m glad you’re not too upset and that you found a way to cope.”

“Oh yeah!  After thirty-five years, I can finally watch my afternoon soaps in peace!”

Nodding slowly, Mary Frances noted, “Well, it’s good for you to move on, Gina!”

“Yeah,” Gina smiled happily.  “Now, if I can just get rid of that one,” she nodded toward the young Hispanic aide walking down the aisle.  “I could really get me some peace!”
“Gina,” Mary Frances reasoned, “How much peace could you have if you had to fend for yourself, sweetie?”

Gina’s smile widened.  “Not that kind of peace!  Piece…a nice young hunk to warm my bones!”

“W-What?” Mary Frances stammered in shock while a bemused Sylvia just looked on, grinning.
“Oh yeah!  There’s a good lookin’ young stud that services my cable box. Abs like Stallone and a nice tight butt!  I like to watch him when he’s bent over the TV.  I’m just waiting for a chance to reach out and grab --”
“Regina DeFalco!” Mary Frances cried.  “Is that why I’m always seeing the cable truck in front of your house?!”

Again, Gina went into a fit of laughter.  “I pull the cable from the box just to get him to come out!  I could get him too if I could just get rid of that pain in the ass --”
“You’d best not be talkin’ trash about me, old woman!” Connie called out as she removed her coat.  “I’ll spike your friggin’ tea with Ex-Lax, you hear me!”

Leaning in toward her friends, Gina whispered, “She thinks I don’t know, but she’s trying to ice me!”

“Ice you?” Mary Frances repeated, her eyes wide.

“For Chrissake, Gina, why would she do that?” Sylvia demanded as Mary Frances made the sign of the cross in response to her swearing. “She’s getting paid to take care of you!” she countered logically.

“My money, my jewelry, oh – and the key to the safety deposit box at CitiBank!  She’s after them!” Leaning in, she stage-whispered, “That’s the way her people are, you know!”

“Good Lord!” Mary Francis cried.

“Now Gina, you know that’s not true!” Sylvia chastised sternly.  “You stop that right now!”

Feigning nonchalance, Gina shrugged.

Deciding it was a good opportunity to change the subject, Sylvia asked, “So, have you decided what Myrna’s arrangements are going to be, Mare?”

Mary Francis bit her lip nervously.  “Well….I wasn’t quite certain what Myrna wanted.  It’s not like we ever talked about it.  Really, Syl, I have no idea why she left it up to me!”

Sylvia placed her hand at the small of Mary Francis’ back and guided her to a chair.  Lowering herself in the seat next to her, she said, “Myrna probably just figured you were the most likely person to take care of her, sweetie.  It’s not as though she had any family.  We were the closest thing to a family she had once her parents passed….and, with me in Florida and Gina off the deep end, that only left you.”  Seeing that her words failed to bring her friend any comfort, she added, “Myrna wouldn’t have chosen you, Mare, if she didn’t trust you to do right by her.  You’re worrying needlessly.  So, come on, what have you decided?”

Sighing heavily, Mary Francis replied, “Cremation.”  Sylvia’s nod of approval gave her the confidence to continue.  “Then I thought we could scatter her ashes somewhere special.”

“Sounds good….like where?” 

“That’s the part I haven’t figured out yet.  I thought about her backyard, but the house will have to be sold, and I don’t want her spending eternity with strangers!” Mary Francis fretted.

“Dog shit!” Gina shouted.

Connie swore a string of curses in Spanish while Sylvia and Mary Frances looked at each other then toward Gina and back again.  “Excuse me?” Sylvia asked.

Her face a mask of concern, Gina repeated, “Dog shit!  All over the yard!  It’s no good….Myrna would be buried in dog shit!  Don’t put her in the yard!”

“Okay, Gina….no yard,” Mary Frances agreed.  Rolling her eyes at Sylvia, she shook her head in resignation.

Sylvia nodded in understanding.  “What about the river?” she suggested.
“The East River?”  Mary Francis asked incredulously.

“Yes….”

“Good God, no!” Mary Francis exclaimed, horrified.  “Have you any idea how many bodies are already floating there?!”

Sylvia took a deep breath and blew it out noisily.  “Okay then….but you’re gong to have to make a decision, Mare, and soon.”

Mary Francis stared sadly at the body of her late friend lying in her casket.  “I know….it’s just that, well, I’ve always felt bad for her, you know?  No husband, no kids, never leaving Queens….she had dreams, Sylvia, remember?  We all did…but, for some reason, hers never came true.  She lived life alone, and she died alone.  I guess I just want to do one last thing for her…something special.  See her off in style….”

Sylvia laid her hand on top of her friend’s sympathetically.  “I know you do, Mare.  I get it.  You’ll think of something special to do with her ashes.”
Mary Francis nodded sadly.  “Yeah,” she said quietly.  “…something special….”

