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Rachel Donaldson knew who it was the moment she heard the first word on the phone. There was no mistaking Alice Wilkins. The woman was pure water moccasin drizzled in southern molasses. Rachel would have given her a wide berth except for one complication. Alice was her father’s current squeeze as he called it. So, she raised the pit viper alert to high and put on her best phone smile. 
“Hi, Alice,” she said. “What can I do for you?”
“Rachel, honey,” Alice intoned in her weighty contralto, “I know this is last minute, but I surely would appreciate it if you could join me for lunch today.”
Rachel hesitated long enough to elicit, “At The Club, of course.”

If you knew Alice, you knew The Club was Green Hills Country Club; very private, restricted to residents of the exclusive, gated community and their guests. Alice didn’t live there and cared nothing about the game of golf. However, as a real estate agent, she occasionally showed homes in Green Hills and management had invited her to use the facilities. She took advantage of it, most often to impress people other than potential buyers.
“Gee, I don’t know, Alice,” Rachel said. “What time is it?”
Alice ignored the question. “Honey, I dearly need some advice about your father’s birthday,” she said, closing the conversation and the lunch date.
Green Hills was one of the upscale developments that bloomed north of the city when the area began to grow in the late 1990s. It was a ten minute drive on the Interstate, twenty minutes on the surface roads. Rachel took the longer route and used the time to try to think of one or two gift suggestions for Alice. She was certain that was why Alice was boring in. Rachel couldn’t blame her. Her father was a pain in the neck to shop for. When anyone asked what he wanted for his birthday or Christmas or any occasion his answer was always a shrug and his standard, “When a man reaches my age, he’s either got it or has given up on getting it.” 
This year it was even worse. He was turning 50 and all of his friends were trying to come up with something special. Especially the women. Grant Donaldson had lived a full life; full of women. But as far as Rachel could tell he remained sublimely clueless about these complicated creatures. For years now he’d had an ex-wife, several ex-girl friends, his squeeze of the moment, a younger sister, and a twenty-something daughter circling around him. And he actually thought they would all get along because – well, because he was Grant. The remarkable thing was that they did.  
Rachel’s mother, Bibbi, was recovering from her third divorce and thought of Grant as an old friend and advisor; at least that’s what she told everyone. Sarah Jane Goodman, the CPA who did Grant’s taxes and other things after the divorce from Bibbi, confined herself to financial advice these days, but that often was given over dinner at his house or hers. The advertising account executive, Peggy McCall, was still too busy to get serious, but invited him to meet her for a drink every so often and he usually took her up on it. Hope Connors, the girl friend after Peggy, had asked Grant to marry her and she moped by regularly to see if he’d changed his mind. Hannah, his sister, younger by ten years, was the family anchor, reminding him of what his mother would say by just being there. Sundays often belonged to Hannah because she made the best fried chicken within several days’ driving distance. Finally, there was Rachel herself. In her late twenties and still single, she worked for her father as manager of the hardware store he had owned for 20 years. They rubbed elbows every day and often had lunch together.
However, all of that was BA: Before Alice. Things changed once Grant began cultivating her friendship. So far, it was subtle; he just seemed to have less free time. There was always a play or concert or movie or something he had to do with Alice. Rachel was afraid she could see what was on the horizon: a circle of friends reduced to one – with sweet smelling fangs. But what could she do about it? It wasn’t up to her to meddle in her father’s life. Except for suggesting birthday gifts to everyone, of course, she thought cynically. Her mother, Sarah Jane, Peggy and Hannah had already come to her for advice. And now it was the squeeze.
Alice was waiting at a table by the window in The Club dinning room when Rachel arrived. As usual, she looked like she’d just stepped out of the hair salon, her stylish chin-length auburn tresses nicely in place. “I do so appreciate this, honey” she said, giving Rachel her best forced smile. 
The help at The Club knew that Alice could be demanding and the young waitress covering the table stepped smartly into the fray. “Can I get you something to drink, ladies?” she offered brightly. “A glass of wine or a cocktail?” 

Alice Wilkins turned slowly and stared at the girl over her rimless glasses. “Do I look like a woman who drinks in the middle of the day?” she snapped.

Rachel coughed, raising her hand to her mouth, hiding a smile. Her father never had lunch without a beer or a glass of wine. At least that used to be the case. Rachel wondered what he did now when Alice joined him. “I’ll have some iced tea,” she told the girl. 

The waitress made a note. Then, braved Alice once more. “And you, madam?”

“Do you have unsweetened?” 
Rachel suppressed another cough and the waitress nodded and went to get their drinks. They small talked until she returned and then they ordered; Alice opting for the Cobb Salad with oil and vinegar dressing instead of blue cheese -- on the side – and the chicken on a separate plate so she could see the gristly parts. Rachel had the cheeseburger with the works and onion rings. 
After finding an “acceptable” piece of chicken, Alice dunked it in the dressing, stabbed some lettuce and took her first bite. Then she set her fork down and wiped her mouth. Leaning over conspiratorially, she forced another smile. “Rachel, honey, can you keep a secret?” 

The question caught her completely off guard. “What?” she mumbled through a mouth full of cheeseburger. 

Alice glanced warily around as if they were foreign spies passing a note. “Isn’t this exciting?” she enthused in a stage whisper.
Rachel couldn’t help but follow her gaze. There was no one even close to their table. She managed to get the bite of cheeseburger swallowed without choking. “I guess I can. What kind of secret?”
Alice glanced around again and leaned in. “I’m thinking of having a surprise party for Grant,” she said, still using the stage whisper. This time a woman across the room turned to look at them with an annoyed expression. Oblivious, Alice reached into her purse, took out a folded piece of paper, and handed it to Rachel. “I thought maybe you could help with the guest list.”

Rachel unfolded the paper. As she scanned the names, she knew she was in trouble. Her name was there and Hannah’s too, but none of others, not a single one of Grant’s circle of women. “You want me to help add people to the list?”
Alice frowned and gave a churlish shake of her head. “I’ve already decided. These are the people I intend to invite. I thought you might help me get the phone numbers and call them. We need to make sure they’ll come.”
Rachel seemed lost. “Make sure they’ll come?” 
Alice clearly didn’t like it. “I’m not committing to something like this,” she huffed, “unless I know we’ll have enough for a good party.”

Rachel stared at her a moment. She knew what she wanted to say. “That would be terribly embarrassing for you, Alice, wouldn’t it? Throw a party and nobody comes?” But she knew she couldn’t. It would send Alice ballistic and make her father angry when he found out -- and he would find out. No, she had to bite her tongue and think this through.  She couldn’t let this woman throw a party and rudely exclude people who should be there, but making a big deal out of it now wasn’t the answer. This time she was on the inside with a chance to control the outcome. And just maybe, somehow, she could use it to change BA to AA.
“I see what you mean,” Rachel said, nodding thoughtfully. “We want to make sure it’s a great time for my father.”

After a moment, Alice said, “Exactly.” This time the smile was almost genuine.
After lunch, which seemed an eternity with Alice picking through her chicken, Rachel drove straight to her aunt’s place on the near north side of the city.  They’d had a special relationship ever since her parents’ divorced. Back then Hannah had stepped in as surrogate mother and helped young Rachel through the worst of it. She was still there when she was needed.

Rachel went into a spluttering rant the minute she was through the door, but Hannah made her sit down and take some deep breaths. “All right,” she finally allowed after a few minutes. “Now, give it to me again. What secret? And what’s that piece of paper you’re flapping around?”
While her aunt opened a bottle of white wine and poured them each a glass, Rachel explained. When she had finished her story, Hannah asked to look at the list. After a examining it, she nodded and asked, “When is the party?” 
“Next Saturday. Not this weekend but the following one. We can’t let this happen. What are we going to do?”
Hannah took a sip of her wine. She was thinking.

“Maybe I should tell my mother and Sarah Jane and Peggy and even Hope, and they could all crash the party.”

Hannah had another sip of wine.

“Maybe I could tell Alice that everyone’s busy. I mean, not everyone, but enough that it wouldn’t work.”

“Do you have her number?

“Alice’s?”

Hannah pointed at Rachel’s purse. On your cell phone. Do you have her telephone number?”

“I guess I do. Why? You’re not going to call her, are you?”

Hannah held out her hand.

Rachel looked at her purse. “I don’t think --”
“The phone, please.” She waggled her fingers. 
Rachel made a small mewing sound, then dug the phone out of her purse, and reluctantly passed it to her aunt.
Hannah found the number, picked up her own phone, and dialed.

“Really, this is not a good....”

“Alice? This is Hannah, Grant’s sister.”

The burr of Alice’s contralto.

“I’m fine. How are you?” Hannah listened for a moment and then said, “Listen, Alice, the reason I’m calling is to let you know that Bibbi and I are having a surprise birthday party for Grant this Saturday night and we wanted to make sure you know you’re invited.”
Rachel’s eyes had gone saucer size. She took a huge gulp of her wine. 

“Alice?” Hannah looked at Rachel and shrugged. Then she smiled. “Oh, there you are. I think I lost the signal for a second. Did you hear me? Yes, this Saturday – at the Bistro in Westgate. Do you know where that is? Good. We’re arranging for Grant to get there around eight, but people are going to start arriving anytime after seven.”
As Hannah wound up the conversation, Rachel refilled her wine glass and drank half of it. “I can’t believe you did that,” she said when Hannah closed the phone. “What did Alice say?”
Hannah smiled. “That was the idea. What could she say? She thought it was a marvelous idea and we can count on her. Now, I better make another call.” She picked her phone up and opened it.
“For what?”

“To let your mother know she’s throwing a party this Saturday for one of her ex-husbands.”

The phone call to Bibbi caught her in the car, on her way to Grant’s store – just to ask his advice about her outdoor grill, she insisted. She was delighted to find out about the party, as Hannah thought she would be. 
“That’s good,” Rachel said when Hannah hung up; relieved to have them all on the same side, but then she suddenly frowned. “I’d better get back to the store. If I know the squeeze the first thing she’ll do is try to wreck our party. And the best way to do that is...”

“...take the surprise out of it?” Hannah finished for her.

Rachel drained her third glass of wine and got her keys out of her purse. “I’ll bet you another bottle of this wine that Alice is on her way to ‘accidentally’ tell my father right now.”
Hannah shook her head. “I don’t think that will work. Grant loves surprises. He’ll tell Alice to zip it and pretend he doesn’t know anything.” 

“Oh yeah, you’re right,” said Rachel. “I forgot about that. But I know she’ll be up to no good, somehow trying to put a wrench in the works.”

“Maybe you should get on your way,” Hannah suggested with a wry smile. “I’m not sure I trust your mother and Alice together in the same building.”

“You don’t think she would actually hurt mother, do you?”

“It wasn’t your mother I was worried about.” 

Rachel made it to the hardware store just in time to witness the first bolt of lightening to hit that afternoon. As she came through the door she saw her premonition had been right. Alice was there, at the back of the store near the open office door. Talking to Grant inside the office, Rachel assumed. She was animated, using her hands to make some point, her voice nearly loud enough to hear from the front of the store. Then something totally unexpected happened. 
Bibbi came out of the office. Alice was talking to Bibbi, not Grant. Rachel’s mother was shaking her head. She was emphatic about it. Suddenly, Alice threw up her arms, whirled around, and stomped the length of the store and out the front door. She didn’t even acknowledge Rachel as she plunged past.
“Okay; where is the owner of this establishment and what was that all about?” Rachel said to her mother with a smile once they sequestered themselves in the office.
“Grant’s not here. He’s playing tennis with Don Abbott. They’re having lunch afterwards.”

“What’s with Alice? She looked pretty angry.”

Bibbi made a face. “Can you believe it? The absolute gall of that woman. She wanted to vet our guest list!” she exclaimed, waggling a sheet of paper that had been folded lengthwise. “She said she understood you and your aunt and me attending a party for Grant, but there were some people who were inappropriate. Inappropriate! I told her to go stick her head in a microwave. This is our party and we’ll invite who we want to and she should feel lucky to be included.”
“Now, now,” Rachel calmed. “Let me see the list.”

“What?”

“The list; let me see it.”

Bibbi handed over the sheet of paper. It was blank. Rachel looked at her and sighed. “So, which one of these did Alice think was inappropriate?”
“Well...I don’t like her. I had to do something.”

“Mother,” Rachel said, “I love you, but...” She shook her head and they both started laughing.
At that moment, the clerk from the front of the store knocked once and opened the door. “Sorry, to interrupt,” he said, “but there’s a call on line one I think you need to take, Rachel.”
Rachel picked up the phone and punched line one. “Hello? This is Rachel.” Her face, which was suffused in pink from the laughter, suddenly blanched. She listened for a moment and then said, “Where? Thanks. Thank you for calling.” She hung up the phone, a faraway look on her face.
“Rachel, what is it?” said Bibbi.

“That was Don Abbott. Dad’s in an ambulance, on the way to Memorial Hospital in Lake Monte.”

“What? How could she find him that quickly?”

It took Rachel a second. “No, no, Mother! It has nothing to do with Alice. Dad was hurt playing tennis.”

“Tennis? But...”

“Don said he wasn’t sure what happened. He was ducking a ball and, when he looked up, Dad was the ground; fell over the net or something.” She started blinking, her eyes filling with tears. “He said the paramedics think he could have had a heart attack.”
“I’m...I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Bibbi sputtered. “That crazy woman makes me crazy.” She put her arm around her daughter and hugged her. “Let’s get going. We’ll call Hannah on the way and have her meet us there.”

Rachel took a tissue from a box on the desk and wiped her eyes. She looked at her mother, still blinking. “Do you think we should call Alice, too?”

Bibbi sighed and rolled her eyes. “Now she’s making you crazy.”

Rachel drove. She didn’t trust her mother when she was in one of these aggressive moods of hers. They had farther to go than Hannah and by the time they got to the hospital she was waiting for them outside the Emergency Entrance. 

“I didn’t get a chance to talk to him,” Hannah said. “They’d already taken him to an operating room. The ER nurse said you’re the one listed as the emergency contact, Rachel. I’m only his sister. She did tell me that the doctor’s name is Heim. He’s a surgeon of some kind. And they’re definitely admitting Grant. That’s all I know.”

Rachel talked with the ER nurse, but got precious little additional information. Dr. Harold Heim was an orthopedic surgeon. Her father was in OR2 on the second floor. The waiting room was to the right when you got off the elevator. That was it. 

“Orthopedic,” Rachel said on the way up. “Doesn’t that have to do with bones?”

“Muscles and joints,” confirmed Hannah.

She relaxed slightly. Maybe he didn’t have a heart attack.
They had only been in the crowded waiting room about ten minutes when Alice walked in. Bibbi stood immediately. “What are you doing here?” 
Alice glanced around the room, clearly embarrassed by Bibbi’s demand. “Grant had someone call me,” she whispered.

“Who? Rachel is his emergency contact person.”

“It’s none of your business.”

“Mother...” Rachel intervened. She made a circle with a finger to indicate the other people in the waiting room. “Why don’t you sit down?”
She glared at Alice and reluctantly sat.
As if Bibbi planned it, the only empty chair in the room was the one next to her. Most of the other people waiting were looking elsewhere and surreptitiously listening. From the expression on Alice’s face, she seriously considered leaving, but then she took a cleansing breath, picked up a magazine, and sat down.
They waited nearly two hours. People came and went, leaving empty chairs when they were called out to talk with doctors or to see patients, but neither Bibbi nor Alice moved. Both crossing and re-crossing their legs in a battle of the bladders. 
Finally, a nurse looked in and asked, “Is Rachel Donaldson here?”

“Here,” Rachel said, raising her hand.
“Your father is in recovery. The doctor would like to talk with you.”

“Alice stood. “I should be there, too.” she said firmly.

“Are you the spouse?” the nurse asked.

“No, I am,” said Bibbi, standing up.
Hannah couldn’t resist. “She used to be.”

The nurse looked at the three of them and then shook her head. She turned back to Rachel. “I’m sorry,” she said, leaving it to her to decide for what. “Will you please follow me?” She started down the corridor and Rachel followed her.

Fifteen minutes later Rachel was back. By then both Bibbi and Alice had surrendered and made visits to the rest room. Rachel motioned for Hannah to come with her. Alice and Bibbi got up too and they all went into the hallway. “I didn’t want to talk in front of all of those other people,” Rachel explained, whispering. 

“You don’t have to whisper out here,” said Bibbi.

“And you don’t have to be so rude,” Alice countered.

“Why don’t you...” Bibbi started.

“Please!” Rachel piped. “Can everyone just calm down? My father has been seriously hurt and all you can do is slash at each other.”
Hannah took that as a cue to step in. “Did the doctor tell you what happened?”

She gave a small shake of her head. “He’s not really sure. But Dad didn’t have a heart attack. He was clear on that. ”

“Thank God,” said Bibbi. She drew in a deep breath and sighed.

“Dr. Heim said somehow he broke both of his elbows.”

“Both?” said Alice, with a skeptical frown. “How could that happen?” 

“I don’t know. The nurse told me that he was in a lot of pain when they brought him in and he was on an IV with morphine. He was pretty much in La La Land, talking about flying. And someone named Laver.”

“Isn’t he a famous tennis player?” said Hannah. No one knew. “I guess we’ll have to ask Grant. Do we know when he’ll be able to have visitors?” 

“They’re arranging a room for him now, in critical care on the third floor, but he has to stay in recovery for another hour,” Rachel said.

Hannah looked at her watch. “I can’t take much more of that waiting room. Why don’t we go down to the cafeteria?”
“I’ve already had lunch,” said Alice.

“Good, you stay here,” Bibbi said and started for the elevator. They all followed her, including Alice.
On the way, Rachel said, “Oh, I forgot – one other thing the doctor said; someone will have to stay with Dad. He’ll need some help.”

Bibbi and Alice spoke at the same time and an argument ensued that continued in the elevator and through the cafeteria line where they picked up four iced teas, one unsweetened. Finally, at Hannah’s suggestion, they agreed to let Grant make the decision. When it came, it would be one of the lighter moments of the day.
For almost a minute no one said anything. Then Grant opened his eyes and looked around. “Hey, everybody,” he said weakly. “I guess I was asleep.”

They were all standing by the bed; Rachel, Hannah and Bibbi along the side, Alice at the foot.

“Are you okay?” asked Rachel.

“Not really. They say I will be. Even play tennis again.”
“What happened? Don Abbott, the nurses...no one seems to know.”

“He didn’t hit the ball back, did he?”

Rachel couldn’t help but grin. “He said he ducked.”

Grant managed a frail smile. “He thought I’d never get it.”

“So, tell us what was worth this?” Hannah said, indicating the hospital room.
Grant took a moment to gather his thoughts and come up out of the medication fog. “We had a strong volley going, both of us hitting the ball pretty hard, driving the other guy to the back of the court. Then Don acts like he’s really going to hit one and then dinks it over. You know, real soft so it just barely clears the net. With my knees he figured I didn’t have a chance.” 
He smiled again, this time with more gusto. “I thought I’d teach him a lesson. So, I charged the net and surprised myself. I not only got it, I sent a rocket back at him. But when I looked up I knew I couldn’t stop before I hit the net. Not with these knees of mine.”
“So you ran into the net?” said Hannah.

Grant shook his head. “That’s where I made my mistake. If I’d just run into the net, I probably would have knocked it down and embarrassed myself as an old fart. No, I had a better idea. I thought, why not jump it? You know, like Rod Laver used to do when he won a match?” He closed his eyes as if he was watching it in his mind. “And I almost made it.”
One of them sucked in a painful breath of air.

“Yeah, that and some more,” Grant said. “I caught the top of the tape with both feet and went over head first into the concrete. I never thought about not putting my arms out to break the fall. It’s just a natural reaction. Only I wasn’t fast enough, didn’t get my hands around. So, I landed on my elbows.” He gave another little shake of his head. “Broke both of them.” 
Rachel reached out and touched one of his arms lightly. “That’s weird. How long do these have to stay on?”

For the first time, they all felt comfortable looking at the casts. Both of Grant’s arms were engulfed in plaster, from his underarm to his wrist. The arms were slightly bent at the elbows. They were held out in front of him at shoulder level, propped up there by supports that went from his elbows to his waist on either side. 
“If I remember right, the doctor said at least two weeks.” 

That’s when Hannah realized Bibbi and Alice hadn’t spoken a word since they’d come into the room. She glanced over at them. They were both miles away. Or wishing they were, she suspected. Hannah couldn’t help herself. She started to chuckle.
Grant raised his eyebrows. “Something funny in that?”
She covered her mouth and shook her head, but the sparkle was still in her eyes. After a moment, she had it under control. “The doctor said you’d need someone to stay with you. I was just thinking about what you’d need help with. Let’s see, there’s eating, and dressing....”she managed to say before the chuckling bubbled to the surface again. 
This time Bibbi joined in and the two of them were soon laughing loudly.

“Mother,” sighed Rachel. “Don’t be so...porno.”

That brought a guffaw from Grant, followed by a grimace.
“All of you stop it!” Alice demanded. “This is no joke. Can’t you see how much pain Grant is in? It’s obvious that I’m the only one here who’s serious about caring for him.” She reached out and touched his leg from the end of the bed. “And, Grant, I hope you’ll let me help you though this. At your house or my apartment.”
Whether Bibbi was shocked into silence along with the rest of them wasn’t clear, but the time for objecting passed.
“That would be nice, Alice,” Grant said. “I think it would be best at my house.” He looked around at the others. His eyes were beginning to droop. “I really thank you all for coming up to see how my Laver jump turned out. Now, I think I’m getting ready for a short nap if you don’t mind. Alice, the doctor said he thought I could go home first thing in the morning. If that would be okay with you.”

“I’ll be here by eight. That way you can forego this frightful hospital food and we can get you a good breakfast on the way home.”

“A woman after my own....” he mumbled as he dozed off. 
They all filed out of the room then. In the hall Bibbi turned to Alice. “Hannah and I’ve discussed this. We’re still planning the surprise party on Saturday.”

“But tomorrow is only Friday,” Alice countered. “He won’t be ready.”

“For a party? You don’t know Grant like I do, my dear. He’s always up for a party. And, by then, I’m sure he’ll be ready for something to help him take his mind off ...things. We expect you to have him at the Bistro by eight that night.”

Alice stared at Bibbi a moment and then gave her a tight lipped, “I understand.” Then she turned and walked away.
Friday was a long day for all of them; Grant and Alice struggling with his casts, and Rachel, Bibbi and Hannah keeping their noses out of it. Rachel spent the day at the hardware store trying not to think about her father, but he was everywhere she looked. Bibbi and Hannah spent their day making arrangement for the party and calling everyone, in case they’d heard about Grant’s accident, to confirm that it was still on. And so, if somewhat bleary-eyed and extra tired, they all made it to the big day. 
“I don’t trust her,” Rachel said. “I’m sure she’s going to do something.”

It was Saturday afternoon and Rachel was at her aunt’s house; arriving with two large Starbuck’s caffe lattes.
Hannah sipped her coffee. “Don’t you think we need to give her the benefit of the doubt?” 

“Why?”

“Because that’s what your Mother -- and I -- taught you.”

“So, I should just sit around and wait for something to go wrong?”

Well, I’m going to give her some help.” She looked at her watch. “They should be finished with lunch by now. I’m going to stop by and baby sit Grant while she gets ready for tonight. The woman deserves a shower, don’t you think? He’s probably taking a nap anyhow.”

“How do you know she won’t turn you away?”

Hannah smiled. “Because I called her.”

“She agreed to have you watch him?” Rachel said, surprised.
“It’s the party, I’m sure. She hasn’t met quite a few of these people. She wants to look good, impress them.”

“You better get over there right away. She’s got a lot of work to do.”

“Now, Rachel, don’t be nasty.”

Rachel gave her aunt a contrite look. “You’re right, as usual. I’m beginning to sound like Alice.”

“Let’s just give her a chance, all right?”

Rachel nodded. “All right. Speaking of getting ready, I’d better get home myself.” She got up and emptied what was left of her latte in the sink. “Don’t forget, your Mother is picking you up,” Hannah reminded her as she left.
Alice opened the door before Hannah had a chance to ring the bell.
“I saw you coming,” she said with one of her forced smiles. She moved out of the way and beckoned Hannah in. “I surely do appreciate this, honey.”

“I thought you might like some time to yourself,” Hannah said, ignoring the molasses which she disliked intensely. “To get ready for tonight.”

“Yes.”

Hannah glanced around the living room. “Where’s Grant?”

“He’s on the couch in the den watching his football. I think he’s asleep. It’s probably just as well,” she said with a cruel grin. “Tennessee is losing.” 

“Well, that will make it easy for me.”

“I don’t think he’ll wake up,” Alice said. “But if he does, his pain medication is on the table at the end of the couch. And if he has problems with,” she rolled her eyes, “the bathroom, you can come and get me.”

An hour and a half later, Alice came out of the bedroom in a bathrobe. As usual, her hair looked as if she’d just stepped out of a salon. 

”Still asleep, I see,” she said, peering down at Grant on the couch. She noticed Hannah eyeing the bathrobe. “I’m going to wait to get dressed until I get him ready.” She gave one of her forced smiles. “Lessons learned yesterday.”
Hannah got up from her chair. “Tennessee won on a field goal in the last minute.” she said. “That will make his day. Let him know, will you?” 

“Yes, of course, honey,” said Alice.

Grant stirred on the couch and she put a finger across her lips.
“I’ve got to go,” Hannah whispered. “See you tonight at the Bistro.”
“Thanks,” Alice mouthed and waved as she left.

Moments later, Grant awoke. Without thinking he tried to set up and grunted with pain. “Damn! I need your help. I’m about to have a flood here.”
Alice rushed him into the bathroom. Afterwards she helped him change into another pair of pants and one of the special stretch short sleeve shirts the hospital had provided. Then she put him in front of the TV again and went to get dressed herself. Twenty minutes later, she came out of the bedroom in something that could have been from Nordstrom’s.
“Lady, you are the best dressed nurse I’ve ever seen,” Grant said.
“Why, thank you, Mr. Donaldson.”

“Does this mean we’re going somewhere?”

Alice smiled warmly. “I surely would like to. If you’re up to it. I thought we’d go out for dinner at The Club. Just the two of us.”

Grant hesitated, but only momentarily. “Sounds good to me.”
“Wonderful. I made reservations for eight o’clock.” She looked at her watch. “It’ll take us about twenty minutes to get there. I never go on the Interstate.”
“What time is it now?”

“Seven-fifteen.”

“Let’s go now. I’m sure they’ll seat you early – especially with an invalid in tow.”
“Now Grant, honey, don’t be down on yourself.”
The drive to Green Hills was uneventful. Alice took her time and when they arrived it was 7:45. The manager of The Club was waiting at the entrance to the dining room. It was obvious he recognized Alice.

“Good evening, Ms Wilkins,” he said with a nod of his head. “So glad that you are here tonight.”
“This is Mr. Donaldson,” said Alice. “He had an accident.”

The Manager smiled. “Yes, as you told me this afternoon.”

“Tennis,” Grant said lamely.

“Are we early?”

“No, it is fine. Everything is arranged.” The manager turned and indicated the way. He was pointing away from the main dining room. “If you will come with me,” he said. 

Confused for a moment, Alice hesitated. Then she saw that he was walking toward the door to one of their private rooms. Of course, she thought. This was the kind of special treatment they deserved. Grant deserved. So they – so he wouldn’t be embarrassed.
Then they were at the door. The manager opened it and they moved inside. The room was dimly lit. Alice could make out some tables and other people. Something was wrong. She thought to turn around and leave, but it was too late. 

“Surprise!” someone yelled.

Then everything seemed to happen at once. Suddenly it was bright in the room, not just with room lights, but spotlights. Dozens of other voices were shouting, “Surprise!” and “Happy Birthday!”
In the midst of it all, Hannah stepped close to Alice. She offered her a glass with a straw in it. “This is his favorite, Jim Beam and water. I thought you might like to give the birthday boy a drink. So he can join in when we toast him.”

Alice looked around at the smiling faces. They were all there; Bibbi and Rachel, Sarah Goodman, that Connors woman, Peggy McCall, Don Abbott, the people from the hardware store, and so many others she didn’t know. Hesitantly, she took the drink. 
“Can I get you something?” 

Alice shook her head. “No. How did you...?”
Hannah shrugged. “I guessed. It wasn’t that hard, knowing your special relationship with The Club.”
“What does Grant know?”
“That you thought the party was at the Bistro.”

She sucked in a breath and put her hand to her mouth. “You told him this afternoon.”

“Right before Tennessee kicked the field goal.”

Alice Wilkins glanced at Grant who was being entertained by some of his friends at one of the tables. Despite the casts, he looked like he was having the time of his life.  “What am I going to do?”

“I surely don’t know, honey,” Hannah said. “And frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.”
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