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Aging with Grace

By Hilary
Scharper

 


A bright, luminous moon had started to rise
outside Grace Morrison’s window, presaging a clear and intensely
cold night. The big old houses of Admiral Road seemed to huddle
closer together as the frost set in, making the yellow light from
the rooms inside seem all the more warm and cozy. On the second
floor of number ninety-three, sitting in front of a mirrored
dressing table, Grace stared ruefully at the band of flesh that
spilled out just above the elastic waist of her panties. She
slouched and made it worse, and then straightened up, smoothing it
out.

 


Up and down, up and down she went, watching
the band of flesh intently. No matter how straight she sat, the
unsavory extra tire persisted. It just hung there around her
middle, blatantly advertising the fact that she was–well–what?

 


Fat? Old? Lazy?

 


Grace felt a soft, reluctant shame steal over
her. She brushed away a wisp of hair and caught a glimpse of the
sagging flesh beneath her armpit. “I should exercise more,” she
thought. Then she twisted on her chair, watching in the mirror to
see if there weren’t some position that would make the dreadful
band of blubber disappear.

 


Henry was taking her to his
club’s annual Christmas dinner. This year it was being held at the
Royal York Hotel. She always attended the event with a mixture of obligation and shy
self-importance. Henry actually looked forward to it. He liked being a gray-haired,
prosperous-looking businessman. But Grace always felt somehow out
of place. And what to wear? She shuddered, thinking of the gaudy
red dress that Joyce had worn last year—the one with the back
plunging down past her bony shoulders and that ridiculous slit up
one side. God only knew what she’d come up with this
year.



Grace went over to her closet and pulled out
a gray garment bag containing the dress she had purchased a month
earlier.

 


Her dress for the evening’s event was a
sheath of midnight cashmere-silk—deliciously soft to the touch—with
tight, clinging sleeves that bunched up at the wrists and a long,
narrow skirt that draped luxuriously to the floor. She could gather
it up around her waist by wearing a belt...but Grace thought she
would let the fabric drape to her ankles, allowing her to enjoy the
long, form-fitting lines of the lovely wool and silk. She smiled,
fingering the collar and cuffs: both were edged with a tawny faux
fur. This was what had really captivated her. The faux fur made
Grace feel slightly sophisticated.

 


Maybe—even
avant-garde?

 


Of course she’d never do
anything really wild. But she wanted to be just a little different this year. . .
just a tad spectacular.

 


Grace shimmied into the dress, delighting in
its soft texture. The inky cashmere seemed to kiss her
skin—lightly, lightly—ever so gently. The woman in the shop had
said that Grace looked stunning in the dress. That it was meant to
be worn by a blonde. And she already had the perfect accessories
for it: the tortoise-shell bracelet and the chunky gold earrings
that Ellen had given her for Mother’s Day.

 


Grace returned to her dressing table, patting
down her hair and looking earnestly into the mirror.

 


The dress did its work—almost. She looked
quite elegant in her dark cashmere. Not beautiful exactly but
echoing something beautiful. The burnished tints of her hair
gleamed above the smooth, taciturn blackness of the dress, and her
face, still pretty, looked attractively mature above the faux
fur.

 


But the horrid ridge of flesh was still
visible! Grace could see its stubborn outline beneath the expensive
cloth. Had it been there when she had purchased the dress at the
shop? She drew in her breath quickly and stood bolt upright. The
bulge disappeared. There—that was much better!

 


Henry was humming away in the bathroom. Grace
could see him through the open door. His body had certainly changed
over the years. First the shadow of love handles had appeared, soon
becoming full-fledged saddlebags. Then the paunch and the gradual
balding. Then the appearance of jowls. He was only five days away
from turning sixty and seemed blissfully unaware of his transformed
physique. There he was—where just about anyone could see him—with
his decidedly un-virile stomach hanging out over the sink,
whistling cheerfully as he shaved.

 


Did he notice the
changes in her
body?

 


“He’d have to be blind as a bat not to see
them,” mused Grace. It really would be insulting to think that he
might not see any differences. Yet how mortifying to think that he
did really notice, but said nothing.

 


Grace turned back to her mirror. She was
slouching again. Oh dear! Did she have anything that would help? As
things stood, she had only her loyal, but possibly
not-up-to-the-task, micro-fiber panties. It was a shame that their
promise of “perfect control top performance” had disappeared after
the first washing.

 


Grace removed the cashmere dress, carefully
laid it on the bed and ransacked her top drawer for the panties.
Here they were, thank goodness! She wrenched them on, hoisting the
elasticized waistband up over her stomach.

 


But the panties merely pushed her ridge of
flesh up toward the lower edge of her bra, so that, although
elevated, the bulge became wedged between two strips of reinforcing
elastic. Even with the dress back on, Grace’s bulge refused to go
away. It sat threateningly under her bustline, clothed in the
sumptuous fabric and protruding slightly between her two body
control devices. If she so much as relaxed her shoulders, it became
really noticeable.

 


Well, she was going to have
to sit up straight tonight—stiff as a
board.

 


“Almost ready?” Henry queried from the
bathroom.

 


Grace panicked. Did she have a shawl or a
jacket she could wear with the dress to hide the bulge? Should she
change into her black suit?

 


But she had paid a lot of money for the
dress! And really, she had looked so nice in it at the shop.

 


“Come on now, Gracie,” Henry
said firmly. “We can’t be late.” He was wearing a dark blue suit, a
white shirt and his Santa Claus tie. When squeezed in the center,
it played a tinny but audible rendition of Santa Claus Is Comin’ to Town.

 


Henry patted her shoulder on the way
downstairs. “Is that a new dress?”

 


“Yes. Do you like it?” Grace stood up, very
straight.

 


Henry surveyed her. “You look grrrrreat!” he
growled enthusiastically.

 


Henry was always effusive about Grace’s looks
so she distrusted his opinion instinctively.

 


“I saw Mommy kissing Santa Claus,” Henry
sang, placing a great big, rubbery smack below her ear.

 


“Hey, I got fur in my mouth!” he teased. “Is
that thing alive?”

 


“Why don’t you add something green for
Christmas?” he added as they reached the bottom of the stairs.

 


But Grace was too preoccupied to answer. She
was thinking about how she was going to manage her bulge.

 


~

 


They stood together in a crowd humming with
conversation and thick with the odor of heavy perfumes. Her own
signature scent, Chanel No. 5, had taken a cautious but perceptible
lead.

 


In the car on the way over
Grace had instructed Henry (for the hundredth time) not to
abandon her, as she did
not like to socialize on her own. Henry, on the other hand, feasted
on large crowds, finding energy and adventure in a room full of
professional strangers. He was always a personality at these
events. Right now he was chatting with a former college roommate
about golfing in Arizona and the pros and cons of buying into a
tour package.

 


Grace’s plate was piled high with several
shrimp, a spoonful of cocktail sauce and two mozzarella balls atop
very thin tomato slices. She was also munching off of Henry’s
plate—delicious tiny French toast slices smeared with a peppercorn
pâté, savory black olives, and her favorite: scallops wrapped in
bacon. Grace chewed her food contentedly, her eyes watching the
crowd for familiar faces. Although she was unaware of it, she was
slouching and the unbecoming bulge was out in full view.

 


A dark-haired young woman
appeared in front of them. It was getting crowded so the woman
almost pressed up against Grace as she headed for the hors d’oeuvre
table. “How beautiful she is,” Grace thought as she noticed her
thick, curling black hair and white, alabaster-like skin. Her
features were somewhat irregular, the nose slightly large and the
eyebrows just a touch heavy. The young woman’s expression was
almost imperceptibly haughty, but she nevertheless was what Grace’s
old English professor would have called “handsome.” Grace noticed
that she was extremely slim in her black-velvet cocktail
dress—how tiny her waist
seemed!

 


The young woman paused behind Henry, a slight
frown creasing her forehead.

 


Henry and his old college buddy immediately
turned to face her.

 


“Well hello there,” quipped Henry, “I guess
we’re blocking the way aren’t we, Don?”

 


The young woman said nothing.

 


“You’re much too young to be a club member,”
Henry joked. “I thought this party was just for old geezers like
us, eh Don?”

 


The young woman smiled slightly, ignoring
what Grace felt was Henry’s grating friendliness. She shook hands
with both men rather gravely. No, she wasn’t a member.

 


She was tagging along with
her aunt’s family. She and her mother were visiting from—she
pronounced it distinctly—the
States.

 


The two men quickly found out that she was
Leo Trieste’s niece. Well, where had Leo been hiding her all these
years? Why hadn’t she come up to Toronto before? No, Henry and Don
didn’t know Leo all that well, but that was bound to happen in a
club with such a large membership. But boy, was it ever crowded
this year! Must be because it was at the Royal York. What was her
name?

 


Marcella.

 


Wasn’t that a nice name? Not something that
you heard every day.

 


Grace noticed that Marcella was already
holding a plate of appetizers—a few olives, two celery sticks and
one shrimp. Surely she going back to get more.

 


Now Henry and Don were learning that Marcella
was doing graduate work in Italian literature at Princeton. At the
mention of Italian literature the two men assumed very thoughtful
and serious expressions. They had both shifted their positions so
that they stood on either side of Marcella—two smiling and
attentive bookends.

 


Grace’s back was aching so terribly: she
could feel her intestines rebelling at their imprisonment within
the control top panel.

 


Had Marcella ever read…Don
struggled to pull it out of a file…Machiavelli’s
The Prince? That was
it.

 


Indeed she had. As an
undergraduate in fact. In the original Italian.

 


Of course, of course….

 


Marcella stood between the two men, beginning
to defrost. Henry seemed to grow a little bolder. He rocked his
shoulders as he talked and began to swagger—all of which had the
effect of pushing his paunch out further. Grace watched it all from
a distance of three feet. She was a little annoyed by Henry’s
behavior. It smacked of the silverback’s display before a new
female. And hadn’t anyone noticed that she hadn’t been introduced?
Suddenly from out of the crowd, old friends emerged and Grace found
herself placing her cheek near the strange faces of women she saw
only once, perhaps twice, a year. The instant intimacy jolted her,
but she became chatty as she told everyone how well she looked. A
bell tinkled and they began to drift toward the tables they’d
claimed earlier.

 


Henry went off with Marcella
to return her to her uncle and Grace heaved a sigh of relief. At
least she wouldn’t have to put up with that all evening.

 


But her relief was
premature. Marcella’s table had filled up and here was Henry coming
back with Marcella and her mother to sit at their table. Grace was thoroughly
annoyed!

 


~

 


The round tables in the Lake-of-the-Woods
ballroom seated ten. Henry placed Marcella between himself and Don.
Grace sat to Henry’s left, and then next to her were their old
friends, Nancy and Tom Hayes. They had met—like Grace and Henry—as
undergraduates thirty-five years ago and then married.

 


Marcella’s mother, Vera, sat
next to Tom. Next was another couple, Phil and Joyce
Hardin—affluent, tanned, tennis sorts. Phil was a lawyer and Joyce
had recently become part of the fund-raising staff for the
university. Joyce now always referred to it as their
alma mater. Don’s wife
Mary completed the circle. She was wearing a beige knee-length
dress and a bright turquoise jacket that made her hair seem very
silver. It was too bad she wasn’t sitting next to Grace—Mary was
only a year or so older, but she looked at least sixty-five. She
seemed thoroughly comfortable in the role of a plump and benevolent
grandmother.

 


Grace took a quick survey of the other women
at the table. Nancy must have had surgery done because, unlike last
year, her facial skin was much smoother and tighter. Or was she
botoxing? It was hard to tell. Joyce Hardin was still trim, but
leathery-looking. “She looks old in a dried fruit kind of way,”
Grace thought, “and why doesn’t she dye her hair?” After going to
all the effort to stay thin and tanned, why let her hair go gray?
And wasn’t the dress she was wearing more appropriate for a summer
gathering?

 

 


Grace looked with deep satisfaction at
Marcella’s mother. She was a squat, stout woman with thinning hair
tied in an untidy knot at the back of her head. Her face was marked
heavily with lines, but Grace could still see the resemblance.
“That’s how Marcella will look when she gets old,” she thought
smugly.

 


Suddenly Grace stopped. Were
the other women also silently taking stock of her? She sat back as
the salad dishes were whisked away. Then a plate of prime rib,
replete with roasted potatoes and glazed carrots was placed in
front of her. Why hadn’t she worn a dress with a jacket! Why had
she chosen such an absolutely unforgiving dress?

 


Grace grew increasingly miserable with each
bite. She had looked so forward to the prime rib, but each swallow
seemed to add a ring of fat to her belly. Henry had barely said a
word to her. He seemed fixated on Marcella. It was becoming
embarrassing. She was sure that the other women had noticed it. She
sat poking at her plate, pushing around her potato in the thick,
glutinous gravy and focusing all of her energies on not noticing
how much attention Henry was paying to Marcella.

 


What was he doing now?

 


Henry poured more wine into Marcella’s glass
without so much as a glance at Grace’s empty goblet. Then he took
the breadbasket and passed it quickly over to Marcella, ignoring
the fact that his wife hadn’t been offered it yet. And his
shoulders seemed to twist continually to the right, leaving Grace
with the impression that his back was turned to her, even though
she could see all his actions minutely. At one point he even placed
his hand carelessly and lightly on Marcella’s shoulder, laughing
boldly about a comment she had just made.

 


Don seemed equally attentive and Mary also
occasionally joined in the conversation.

 


Grace bristled. She placed her fork on the
tablecloth, her appetite gone, listening with half an ear to
Nancy’s description of her daughter’s wedding.

 


“Don’t you think that was cheap of her?”
Nancy asked.

 


“Oh,” Grace said vaguely.

 


“I mean, we paid for
practically everything and then she insisted that we pay for the
flowers that she ordered. She actually sent us the bill! I think the parents of
the groom should pay for something, don’t you?”

 


What was Henry talking about now?

 


Marcella’s mother clicked her teeth, making a
rather crude sound, but Marcella ignored it. She became a little
bolder as the dinner went on and teasingly yanked at Henry’s tie,
giggling as she asked him how he was allowed to wear it.

 


Well, didn’t he have to play it for everyone
a thousand times!

 


They all grew very merry.

 


Wasn’t Henry’s tie cute? Where did he find
it? How did he manage to keep Grace from throwing it out? Just
where did he hide it?

 


The faux fur began to make Grace’s neck feel
warm and she pulled at it absently.

 


Well, if Henry wasn’t going to pour her a
glass of wine she was darn well going to pour one for herself!

 


What was Nancy saying about selling their
cottage?

 


But Graced didn’t really
care. She was filled with a deep hatred for the despicable wad of
fat on her body. She hated the lovely dress that had coaxed her
into believing that she could wear it and then betrayed her. She
hated Marcella and her thick eyebrows. And as the tiny audio disc
in Henry’s tie bleated out, yet again, another grating, digital
rendition of Santa Claus is Comin’ to
Town—she definitely hated Henry.

 


Why shouldn’t Henry be able
to pay attention to a young woman? Grace moaned to herself. It was
all harmless, wasn’t it? She was really being very silly about the
whole thing. She knew perfectly well there was no malice in Henry’s
actions, just an ingenuous indifference to her existence.
Indifference to her—Grace Morrison. She, the woman who had endured
his growing rotundity, his small excesses of temper, and his
flatulence under the bedsheets at night. She in her lovely cashmere
dress was to witness this innocent, inconsequential flirtation and
say absolutely nothing.

 


The storm finally broke. Grace refused
dessert. She waved away the plate of strawberry cheesecake with
whipped cream and a swirl of chocolate sauce.

 


At last Henry turned to her. “What, no
dessert?” he asked with eyebrows raised. “You alright?”

 


Grace flushed. Why was he
asking her so loudly in front of everyone? Was he trying to imply that she was a glutton, never missing a
dessert? Sometimes she just didn’t want a dessert. Was it a crime
to refuse a dessert?

 


She rose abruptly and headed for the women’s
washroom, pulling in her stomach severely as she passed the tables
littered with coffee cups and scrapings of strawberries and
cream.

Grace dearly loved strawberry cheesecake. It
was, in fact, her favorite dessert. But she felt strangely drawn to
the mirror in the bathroom where she could inspect herself and at
the same time stealthily watch all the other women doing the same
thing. Besides, the bathroom would be a haven from Henry’s
attentions to Marcella.

 


Grace decided she would wait out the dessert
and coffee in the bathroom, and from her chair in the hotel's
"powder room," she watched women coming in and out of the stalls,
smiling and exchanging a word here and there, but always with their
eyes making a beeline for the mirror. There were so many other
bloated women in the bathroom—so much stouter than Grace. She began
to feel a little bit better. After a few minutes she got up slowly
and entered a stall. Then she pulled down her micro-fiber panties
and sat on the toilet seat, letting her body breathe gratefully
before re-encasing herself in the elastic.

 


~

 


By the time Grace returned to the table,
Marcella and her mother had left and she had only to make her
goodbyes to Mary and Don before heading out to the parking lot.

 


The sky was thick with clouds and the moon
obscured by the time they drove away from the Royal York. Grace
huddled coldly in her seat, stretching a hand toward the vent to
feel if the heat were working yet.

 


Henry was silent, caught up in his own
thoughts. At one point he chuckled. At another he let out a sharp
burst of gas and Grace stiffened uncharitably, wrinkling her nose
histrionically. Henry didn’t seem to notice and absently turned the
defroster down.

 


“I’m not going to put up with this,” Grace
thought grimly.

 


She imagined herself not speaking to him,
giving him the cold shoulder for days on end. And then she would go
on a holiday, because of course he would pretend not to know what
was the matter. But she would go somewhere by herself. She could
have a very nice time on her own. She didn’t need him to
socialize.

 


And it would be a relief, wouldn’t it, not to
have to deal with Henry for a while—the awful mess he made in the
bathroom every time he shaved. Wouldn’t it be nice not to have to
wipe up all those horrid little hairs he always left in the basin?
And the stains in his underwear. Now she was on a roll! She always
soaked his underwear overnight before washing it. Of course she
never mentioned this to him, but she could certainly do without
that. And his snoring. Oh God, just to have a week of sleep without
being awakened in the middle of the night by his snoring!

 


And while she was away, Henry would probably
start something with some other woman.

Well, that would be it! He would be the one
to push their marriage over the brink—after thirty-five years! She
would have to divorce him. Let him see if he could find someone who
would put up with him the way she had!

 


Grace visualized herself packing her
suitcases while he stood there watching her helplessly.

 


But what about the house and all the
furniture? Henry probably wouldn’t want much of it….

 


Henry interrupted her thoughts. “Do you know
what I’m thinking about?”

 


“No,” Grace said sullenly, still packing up
her clothing and deciding what pieces of furniture she would
take.

 


“I was remembering,” Henry mused, “the first
time we met. Do you remember? I sat beside you at that dinner and
that fellow—what was his name? Michael or something. He was on the
other side. And you wouldn’t pay any attention to me. Not at first
anyway.”

 


Of course Grace knew that Henry remembered
“that fellow’s” name and would pretend to forget. They had talked
about it innumerable times over the years. The memory itself was a
kind of script between them.

 


“And you wouldn’t eat a thing,” Henry
continued. “I tried passing you everything I could think of and you
wouldn’t touch a thing. Not from me. But if that fellow—Michael
somebody—if he gave it to you … well, that was a different
story.”

 


Grace knew this part of the script, too. It
had been a long time, though, since they had performed it
together.

 


“That was before you knew how to enjoy
yourself. You were always worrying about your weight. Remember how
you’d count—you’d always count your calories?” He chuckled. “That
girl Marcella reminded me of you a bit.

 


“Although she isn’t half so pretty,” Henry
added slyly, glancing sideways at Grace. “She was all stiff at
first, but she warmed up. I think even Don found it hard going
there for a while. I know you hate that tie, but it breaks the ice
sometimes, eh?”

 


Henry was silent for a few seconds. “It was
good to hear her laugh. You were all serious like that, eh Gracie?
Remember? And I was the one who made you laugh? I worked at it all
night that first time, but I finally got you to laugh.”

 


Grace smiled a small, somewhat ashamed
smile.

 


“That was when I knew I was going to marry
you, eh Grace? When you laughed that first time. I just knew it.
There wasn’t another woman in the world for me.” He picked up her
gloved hand and kissed it lightly without taking his eyes off the
road.

 


This action, too, was part
of the script. Grace felt its poignant familiarity.
We’re like two old actors,
she thought, performing for each other for
the thousandth time.

 


“No one else?” said Grace,
falling in with the script. It really was a blessed script.
Thank goodness for it, she
thought. Henry was really the one who took their parts for granted.
He was the faithful one.

 


“Are you glad I made you
laugh, Gracie?” Henry asked for perhaps the millionth time in
thirty-five years.

 


“Yes,” said Grace for her millionth time. And
pressing his hand back, “I’m so glad you made me laugh.”

 


“Poor kid,” Henry muttered, returning his
hand to the steering wheel. “I think her mother is a bit off. By
the way, Don wants us to get together in the New Year, over the
holidays. Do you think we could make it this year? I know it’s a
bit of a drive, but he asks us almost every year and I think I’d
like to try to make it this time. What do you think? Could we do
it?”

 


Suddenly Grace felt extraordinarily cozy. The
car was warm and they were headed home—she and Henry, in the
intimacy of their aging bodies. It would be another 20 minutes or
so before they were home and the drive through the cold winter
night in a cozy car had a certain voluptuous appeal for her. She
glanced over at a paunched and graying Henry. “What was I thinking
of?” Grace asked idly of herself, slipping deeper into the warmth
of the car and being there with him. She relaxed her aching back
into the seat and, from under her coat, she furtively pushed down
her micro-fiber panties.

 


In the privacy of the car and the knowledge
that her husband of thirty-five years would not notice, Grace let
her stomach bulge comfortably.

 


~

 


That night as she hung up the cashmere dress,
Grace wondered if she would ever wear it again.

 


Maybe if she lost twenty pounds?

 


Well—probably not, then.

 


The dress disappeared into the recesses of
her closet, the soft midnight fabric and chic collar joining the
ranks of Grace’s other, carefully-preserved outfits.

 


Henry was asleep and snoring by the time she
lifted the comforter and crawled into the bed’s seasoned, nuptial
warmth.
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