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      “So dear I love him that with him, all deaths I could endure. Without him, live no life.”

      

      John Milton
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      At a few minutes before six thirty, the chime of the doorbell echoed down the main hall to the dining room. Andrews made a fine adjustment to the silverware at one of the three place settings, tugged down the vest of his black suit, and walked briskly to the foyer. He opened the door to a thirtyish woman with reddish blond hair, a wisp of which had come loose from the clip that held it back from her pale face. A few flakes of mid-February snow drifted down in the darkness behind her.

      “Good evening, miss,” he said, stepping aside. “Please come in.”

      “Thank you.” She stepped into the foyer looking, as she had at the time of her last visit a year ago, a bit reluctant.

      “May I take your coat?” he asked.

      “Thanks.” She unbuttoned the coat and turned to let him lift it from her shoulders.

      She was wearing a dark blue silk dress with a silver necklace and earrings. He recalled that she had worn the same dress the previous year. It was well made but, he noted, now slightly large for her slender figure.

      He hung her coat in a small closet separated from the rest of the foyer by an antique Chinese screen. He emerged and gave a slight bow. “Mrs. Phipps invites you to wait in the library until dinner.”

      She nodded, rubbing her arms. Andrews had to admit that the foyer wasn’t particularly warm. The cost to heat the entire house was prohibitive.

      He led her down the central hallway that joined the two-story foyer at the front of the house with the conservatory in back. He turned into a doorway halfway down the hall, then stepped aside to let her enter. A fire crackling in the fireplace held the chill of the foyer and hallway at bay. He had laid the fire himself just before setting the table for dinner.

      “Macallan on the rocks?” he asked.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “One rock,” he amended.

      She smiled and nodded.

      “Dinner at seven, I’ll take you to the dining room at six fifty-five,” he said, just as a clock on the mantle began to chime half past the hour.

      “All right.”

      He closed the door behind him as he left the library. He had already retrieved the Macallan from the liquor cabinet. He put one ice cube—pleasingly clear since he had boiled the water—in a heavy crystal tumbler, then added two shots of Scotch. He placed the glass on a small silver tray and headed back to the library.

      She was standing in front of the fireplace, her arms crossed, gazing into the flames. She started slightly when he cleared his throat to announce his presence. He placed a cocktail napkin on the table closest to where she stood and put her drink on it. “Please make yourself comfortable until dinner is served.”

      “Thank you.” She was taking the first swallow of her drink as he eased the door shut. He returned to the kitchen to make the final preparations for dinner.

      At the appointed time, he returned to the library. She was standing by the fire. The tumbler was empty.

      “Please follow me, miss.”

      She smoothed her dress and followed him into the hall and from there to the dining room.

      Candles flickered on the table, casting shadows onto the coffered ceiling. The centerpiece was a small arrangement of tulips, stems cut short so the flowers would not interfere with the diners’ conversation. He had  made the long table as small and intimate as possible by removing the extra leaves. It was a logistical feat for one person that was getting more difficult to perform with each passing year. He had set three places: one each at the head and foot of the table and one at the side.

      “Please have a seat, miss. Mrs. Phipps will be in shortly.”

      She sat at the side of the table and folded her hands in her lap.

      Andrews took his place in the corner. The ticking of the clock seemed loud in the large room.

      Just as the clock struck seven, Andrews heard the accustomed tapping on the parquet floor of the hallway. In a moment, Annalise Phipps appeared in the doorway.

      Her white hair was coiffed into a perfect and sedate swirl above her fine-featured face, her pink wool dress, as flattering to her petite figure now as it had been when it had been made for her three decades before, accentuating the pinkness of her cheeks. He had retrieved her pearl necklace from the safe deposit box at the bank that afternoon. The cane she carried was more of an accessory than a crutch.

      She nodded to him. “Good evening, Andrews.”

      “Good evening, ma’am.”

      She crossed the room to the foot of the table. Andrews followed her and pulled out her chair, then adjusted it to her preferred distance from the table. She shook out the linen napkin. The young woman did the same.

      “You may serve dinner now, Andrews,” Mrs. Phipps said.

      He passed through the short hallway that led from the dining room to the kitchen and opened the oven. Inside were three plates topped with metal covers. He put the plates onto a tray and made his careful way back to the dining room. He placed the tray on the sideboard and transferred the plates to the table one at a time: the first to the empty seat at the head of the table, the second to Mrs. Phipps, the third to the young woman. Then he returned to each plate and removed the cover to reveal pork chops, mashed potatoes, and steamed broccoli.
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