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“HERE WE ARE, MRS. KRINSKY. You’ve got one of the nicest rooms. It looks out onto the garden. We’re very proud of our garden. I’m sure you’ll grow very fond of our garden, too. Most of our guests do. This is your sitting room, and we do hope you’ll be very comfortable. In that corner is your cozy kitchenette, for when you want to make yourself a nice cup of tea. Through that door is your bedroom. ...”

The cheerful voice rattled on. Agatha Krinsky allowed herself a small shudder. For too many weeks she had been forced to listen to the relentlessly cheery voices of nurses and aides and physical therapists. It wasn’t natural for everyone in one’s immediate circle to be so upbeat all the time.

“Thank you, Sandra. It all looks wonderful. Doesn’t it look wonderful, Aunt Agatha?”

That was Agatha’s nephew talking. Dear Sheldon. He and his wife Jean and their two children were her only living relations. It was very likely most tiresome for Sheldon to be in charge of her medical care after her fall—and now this. But did people realize how disconcerting it was to be in a wheelchair and to forever hear people talking behind your back? Not figuratively. Literally. Sandra Carstairs, the “welcoming committee” at Barnet Court, and Sheldon were standing behind Agatha’s wheelchair, which was being wheeled by “person or persons unknown.”

“Most appropriate it should end this way,” Agatha said softly.

“What was that?” asked Sheldon, sticking his head round. “Did you say something, Aunt Agatha?”

Agatha turned her head—her neck still felt a bit stiff—and looked at Sheldon. She wished he didn’t look so old. In her mind, he was still a young man with long brown hair and a reputation on the London stage as an infant terrible. Now he looked like a middle-aged stockbroker. Of course, he still wrote plays. Vile plays, in her opinion. But he was treated with respect in the press, the way the critics do when you’ve outlived their predecessor. 

She knew all about that. When she began writing her mystery novels, the critics ripped them apart, mercilessly. “Who cares who murdered Arnold Aaronson?” one of them had had the audacity to write. Today his name was forgotten, while her books still sold hundreds of thousands of copies every year. And, yes, apparently people did still care about who murdered poor old Arnold Aaronson, because that book alone brought her quite a tidy sum.

Sheldon was still looking at her in that concerned way the young, or youngish, assume around the very old. She forced a smile onto her lips. “I think I shall be very comfortable here, Sheldon. Thank you.”

The features on her nephew’s face relaxed. 

“There are just a few more papers to sign, Mrs. Krinsky,” said Sandra, who had come round to the front of the wheelchair. Sandra looked very young to Agatha, very young and very slim and very blond. It was the way airline stewardesses used to look, before the employment laws were changed. 

“But there’s no rush,” Sandra continued to chirp. “Perhaps you’d like to have your lunch first.”

“Yes, I would prefer that.”

“I’m in my office until 4 o’clock. Come by anytime until then. The dining room is on the first floor. When you leave the elevator, turn left. You can’t miss it. Of course, today your aide, Karen, will take you to lunch and introduce you to the other residents seated at your table. It’s a very lively group. I think you will enjoy them. Just press the bell when you’re ready to go down. Oh, and we’ll be having a little Chanukah menorah lighting ceremony in the lobby at tea time, for our Jewish guests.”

Sandra left the room, leaving behind her a blessed silence. Agatha took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. 

“It is all right, isn’t it, Aunt Agatha?” asked Sheldon. “Jean and I looked at several places, and we felt this was the one most like a home. On a sunny day, your sitting room gets quite a lot of sunlight. And the closet in the bedroom is surprisingly large. Jean brought over the things she thought you’d like and put them away. But if there is anything missing ...”

“Other than my own home? My old life? Let’s leave the playacting for the stage, Sheldon. You and Jean have been magnificent. You’ve done everything you could. But it’s going to take me time to adjust to being an old lady in a nursing home.”

Sheldon sat down in an armchair, an armchair taken from Agatha’s old home. It almost seemed like old times. “You’re not an old lady, Aunt Agatha. It just wasn’t safe for you to live in your house alone any longer.”

“Because of one fall?”

“Five falls, each one worse than the one before. First, you broke your collarbone. Then you broke your arm.”

“I know. I know.”

“This time you broke your leg and hit your head and got concussion. You were lying on the ground for hours, unable to move, unable to telephone.”

Agatha squirmed in her wheelchair. She found herself longing for the days when one could simply walk out of the room, when the conversation turned unpleasant, with one’s head held high. Even if she were able to wheel round her wheelchair in one deft move, where would she go after she left her room? The nurses’ station? 

“We couldn’t let this situation continue,” Sheldon continued. “And you agreed to come here. At least that was my impression.”

“Yes, I did agree. You must forgive me. It’s just harder than I expected. But I shall be fine, once I’ve adjusted. And once I go back to work.”

“You have an idea for a new mystery?”

“Not yet.”

There was an awkward silence. Sheldon glanced at his watch. “I’m sorry but I’ve got to get back to the theatre. I never dreamed the move from rehab would take so long.”

“Neither did I.”

“Shall I take you down to the dining room?”

Agatha shook her head. “I’d like a few minutes alone in my new home.”

Sheldon walked over to the wall near the kitchenette. “Here’s the button for the bell, for when you need one of the staff. You’re sure you will be all right alone? I can call Jean and ask her to come over.”

“There’s no need to worry, Sheldon,” said Agatha. She knew as well as Sheldon that Jean was a busy lawyer, and so it was hard for her to get away on the spur of the moment. “I’m now in good hands.”

“I’ll phone you later. And don’t forget about those papers. They have to do with insurance matters. Jean looked them over and they are quite all right.”

“I’ll remember.”

Sheldon gave his aunt a kiss on the cheek and left.

Agatha took another deep breath and exhaled slowly. Then she slowly looked around the sitting room. It was a strange sensation. The room was furnished with her own furniture. Her paintings were hanging on the walls, and some framed photographs were placed on top of a chest of drawers. But everything was in a jumble. The armchair from the library was placed next to the end table from the sitting room. The painting that had hung at the top of the stairs was now hanging over the computer table. The wedding photo of her and her late husband, Stuart, had always sat on the mantelpiece. And there was so much that was missing. But she knew she mustn’t start thinking about that. If she had made the move when she was well, she could have chosen what to take and what to part with. But she hadn’t, and Sheldon and Jean had done the best they could, under the circumstances.

And, really, the room wasn’t so bad. The cream-colored walls and carpets had the impersonal look of an upscale hotel room, but at least the room didn’t smell of disinfectants. With time and pages from an unfinished manuscript scattered about the room, perhaps it would feel more like home.  

A rather unladylike rumbling in her stomach reminded Agatha that she had been too nervous to eat much for breakfast. She had always had a nervous stomach before traveling or confronting a stressful situation. Now that she had arrived, she was pleasantly hungry. She reached for the button on the wall, to call the person who was to take her to lunch ... Carrie, was it? But then she took her hand away. 

“I am not an old lady,” she muttered. “And this isn’t the first day of school, either. I am perfectly able to go to the dining room on my own and make my own introductions.”

She reached for her walker and put it in position, so she could lift herself from the wheelchair. It was an action she had practiced many times while in rehab, and she congratulated herself when she did it well on the first try.

The elevator was near to her room. A few other residents were also waiting. When the doors opened they all got in. To Agatha’s surprise and annoyance, the elevator went up and not down. She should have looked before she entered the car. But after lingering stops at several of the upper floors the elevator began its descent. It stopped at a floor to let other residents enter. The doors closed. Then the doors opened a second time and everyone got out. Agatha, who had been standing at the back of the car, followed.

The small crowd of four or five people turned to the right, and Agatha went with them. Then she recalled that Sandra had said to turn left. The others must be going somewhere else, Agatha surmised, as she turned her walker and her body around.

Turning left led her down a corridor. All the doors were closed. None of them looked as though they might lead to a dining room, which would usually have double doors, to allow easy access for a wheelchair, and be open during the hours when meals were served. But perhaps the place wanted to preserve a modicum of privacy. 

There was nothing to do but try the doors until she found the right one. Upon opening the first one, she immediately realized her mistake. This was not the dining room. But it was a nice room. It reminded her of the library in her own house, or rather the house she had recently owned. The walls were lined with bookcases filled with proper hardcover editions. In the center was a fireplace that looked like it just might be a real wood-burning one, instead of one for those awful fake logs that some people had. If this was the case, and she could sit with a good book before the fire, a glass of sherry at her elbow, Barnet Court might not be so horrible after all.  

Before she left the room, Agatha succumbed to the temptation to see if any of her books were sitting on the shelves. She made her way past a few comfortably old-fashioned grandfather chairs and a solid looking writing desk, and then she saw it. 

On the Turkish carpet.

By the window. 

A body. 

A very dead looking body.

“Oh, dear,” she said. “Oh, dear. Oh ....”

Marsha Vane, the arts and crafts instructor, was just putting away some clean paintbrushes when she heard a scream. She supposed it must be someone who had escaped from the memory care floor. It happened on occasion. It was annoying, but not her responsibility. 

At least it wasn’t until the door to her room was flung open and an elderly woman stood in the doorway, trembling violently. Marsha rushed toward her, saying, in her most soothing voice, “There, there. You’ve had a fright, have you? Has one of Gerry’s hamsters gotten loose again?”

Agatha made a great effort to pull herself together. “It was not a dead hamster.”

“I am glad to hear that. Gerry is always so sad when one of his hamsters passes away. But I don’t think we’ve met yet, Mrs. ...”

“Krinsky. Mrs. Agatha Krinsky.”

“Why, of course. You’re our new resident. You write mystery novels, don’t you? I don’t read them myself, but my sister was ever so excited to hear you would be joining us. My name is Marsha Vane. I do the arts and crafts classes, and ...”

“Miss Vane, you must come with me at once to the library.”

“To the library? Well, you know I would love to have a nice chat, but I am rather busy just now.”

“Please, you must. Someone must stay with the dead body, while I phone the police.”

Marsha looked intently at the elderly woman. “The dead what?” 

“Body.”

Marsha continued to stare. Then she burst out laughing. “You did have me fooled for a moment, Mrs. Krinsky. You could have been on the stage. I can see it’s going to be great fun having you here. But where are you supposed to be? There are no classes during the lunch hour. Are you looking for your room?”

“I was looking for the dining room.”

“And you got off at the wrong floor. It does happen, so please don’t worry or feel embarrassed. I suggested to management to paint each floor a different color, so people would know where they are. But you know how it is. Everyone thinks they know best.”

“Miss Vane, you don’t seem to have heard me.”

Marsha bristled. It had been a long morning. Although she loved the old dears, they did try one’s nerves sometimes. Still, one did have to be patient, or one lost one’s job. She therefore again assumed her soothing voice and said, “You want your lunch. I get cranky, too, when I’m hungry. This is the second floor. I’ll take you down to the dining room.”

“But I don’t ...”

“It’s no trouble at all. The main thing is to get you seated at your table. There’s Dover sole for lunch, with boiled potatoes and creamed spinach. I believe there’s a nice dessert, too.”

Marsha deftly moved the elderly woman toward the elevator, as she continued to talk. Agatha found herself helpless to protest. When they reached the first floor, Marsha handed over her charge to a woman named Maggie, who was responsible for the dining room.

“We have an excellent table reserved for you, Mrs. Krinsky,” said Maggie. “If you’ll follow me ...”

“I would like to speak with the manager.”

Maggie arranged her lips into something that resembled a smile. “It is hard moving into a new place, isn’t it? What I always suggest—when I’m asked for an opinion, that is—is to first live in your apartment for a few days. Make a list of the things that need to be changed or rearranged. Then you and the manager can have a nice chat.”

Maggie turned and moved into the dining room. She was a sturdily built woman, not exactly heavy but certainly not svelte. Agatha supposed she was one of those forty-ish women who worked out with weights at the health club a few times a week in a continual effort to fend off flab. She further supposed Maggie was the sort of person who naturally expected people to obey her. 

“A prison warden, that’s who she reminds me of,” Agatha grumbled, as she moved her walker forward. Her instincts told her it was better not to get on Maggie’s bad side. Perhaps she would have better luck with her luncheon companions, and they would be able to advise her as to how to proceed. 

Maggie had reached a table at the far end of the room and was standing behind an empty chair. Agatha reached the table a few minutes later. It was a nuisance having to walk with the walker, but she still felt too unsteady on her feet to do without it.

“Here we are,” said Maggie, affecting a girlishly cheerful voice that was highly incongruous with her steely appearance. “This is our new resident, Mrs. Agatha Krinsky. And this is one of our very distinguished residents, Mr. Herschel Perlow.” An elderly man had risen from his chair, and he made a slight bow in Agatha’s direction. “Mr. Perlow is from Galicia. That’s in Spain, you know.”

“Ukraine, Madame Maggie,” said Mr. Perlow. “There is a Galicia in Spain, but my Galicia is part of Ukraine.”

“Spain, Ukraine, it rains on the plain just the same.” Maggie permitted herself a short smirk at her little joke.

Agatha sensed Maggie didn’t like this fellow Perlow, and that the feeling was mutual. They were very different types, if appearances weren’t deceiving. While Maggie wore her straight blond hair pulled back into a severe bun, with nary a hair out of place, Mr. Perlow’s wavy black hair (the black color most likely came from a bottle, at his age, thought Agatha) was parted down the middle and from there sprang out from his head on either side as though tossed by a never-ending breeze. On a younger man, a man about sixty years younger, the effect might have been romantically appealing, in an artsy sort of way. Mr. Perlow merely looked alarming. 

“And this,” Maggie continued, “is our dear Miss Eppel.”

Miss Eppel looked up from the snowy white blanket she was crocheting. A faint blush crept over her cheeks at the unexpected term of endearment. After giving a slight cough, she mumbled something, which Agatha assumed was a greeting. 

Maggie looked severely at the two empty places at the table. “I see that Mr. and Mrs. Bernfeld aren’t here yet.”

“I believe,” said Miss Eppel, “that is if I’m not mistaken, Mr. and Mrs. Bernfeld went for a walk after breakfast. It is so nice to see a couple that still enjoys each other’s company, after being married for so many years.” An even deeper blush appeared on the elderly woman’s face.

Maggie gave the empty places a sour look. “More likely they’ve gotten lost in the grove again. I’d better send someone to look for them.”

“No need, madame,” said Mr. Perlow. “I believe I hear Mr. Bernfeld now.”
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