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      The realtor opened the door and Jerry Campbell stepped inside. “It’s a relatively new construction,” Stewart Taylor said. “This one’s about a year old, give or take. Never been lived in.” He paused, gave Jerry a quick once-over, and smiled. “Hell, the development is barely thirty years old, so I guess it’s all new in the grand scheme of things.”

      Jerry ignored him, walked ahead into the living room, hands in pockets, and pretended to be interested in the finer details. This was his eighth visit to a prospective home, and the first that hadn’t been occupied at one point or another. All the others were either too small, too big, or too expensive.

      He hadn’t considered Fairview before, had only driven through the place a couple of times when he was younger and still working in corporate. A tiny blip on the map between Stroudsburg and Scranton. Hardly a town. More like a village where everything there was to see lay on either side of Main Street.

      This place was twenty miles outside Fairview’s city limits, nestled in a round valley between the mountains. One of those gated retirement communities, a fact which initially gave him pause. When Stewart recommended it the first time, Jerry had waved away the notion of living in such a place. Retirement communities are where people go to die, he’d said with some indignation, refusing to accept that his seventy-third birthday was fast approaching. Stewart had persisted, broaching the subject after every other showing, and after seven houses, after Jerry had a long talk with himself about his age, after his broken heart refused to mend, he finally acquiesced to Stewart’s suggestion.

      “See? Not so bad, is it?” Stewart’s voice echoed across the empty space.

      Jerry nodded and directed his attention to the living room window. The neighborhood, or at least this part of it, seemed quiet enough. A man in a straw hat tended to his azaleas across the street. An American flag protruded from the adjacent house, waving lazily in the breeze, and birds sang from somewhere overhead. Well-manicured lawns. No kids. Not a cloud in the sky. A perfect spring day in the Poconos.

      Now that he was here, the place looked just right. So did the price tag.

      It doesn’t get more Americana than this. Abby would hate it. Ten years ago, I probably would’ve hated it too.

      “—you think, Mr. Campbell?”

      “Huh? Oh, I’m sorry, Stewart.” He twirled his finger next to his ear. “This old mind wanders. What were you saying?”

      “That’s quite all right. I was just remarking on the space. It’s in the range of square footage you’ve been looking for.”

      Jerry made a show of sizing up the room. “Yes, you’re right about that. My house is just too big now. Too many memories.” He offered the realtor a wounded smile. “You understand.”

      “Indeed, Mr. Campbell, I do. Many of my clients are in the market for the same thing and for the same reasons. I believe you’ll find this home suitable to your needs. It’s got a great open floor plan.”

      Jerry allowed the young man to give a guided tour. He followed Stewart from room to room and took in the bells and whistles: new appliances, hardwood flooring, crown molding, a modern kitchen, and basement storage. All the living space on a single floor. Everything about the house was what he’d been looking for, something with more reliability, more efficiency to keep the bills down, and a place free of memories from a past life.

      Stewart’s phone rang when they reached the master bedroom, and he excused himself to take the call. Being shadowed throughout a strange house had set Jerry’s mind on edge, so he took some relief in the realtor’s sudden absence and relished the silence. He studied the empty room, making mental notes for where to position his bedroom furniture, and half-turned to ask his wife her opinion before catching himself. Warmth flooded his face. He rubbed his eyes and blinked away the tears.

      Men my age shouldn’t have to start over.

      Jerry stared absently out the bedroom window to the neighborhood beyond. From here he could see the solitary neighbor in the straw hat, still watering his azaleas. The man saw him and waved. Jerry waved back.

      But I guess if I have to, maybe this is the place to do it.

      He thought of his home for the last twenty years. The closets to be cleaned out, their contents donated. The furniture to be sold or discarded. The framed photographs and the urn on the mantel.

      “You’re getting ahead of yourself,” he said to the empty room. The sound of his voice unnerved him. God, since when did he sound so weak?

      Stewart’s voice echoed down the hallway. “Did you say something, Mr. Campbell?”

      Jerry sighed, shook his head. “I said I’ll be right there.”

      When they returned to the living room, Jerry gestured to the window. “I like the place well enough, but how’s the neighborhood? Seems pretty quiet.”

      “Oh yes,” Stewart said, “Fairview Acres is a wonderful community, one of the highest rated retirement communities in the county. And I hear the HOA is quite agreeable as well.”

      “Homeowners Association? I don’t remember that from the listing.”

      “It’s. . .” Stewart faltered, searching for the right words. Jerry studied his face, amused, waiting for the lie to cross the young man’s lips. Here we go. Finally, here comes the bullshit.

      Stewart cleared his throat. “The Fairview HOA isn’t on the listing because it isn’t a formal association. I only call it that for lack of something better. Consider it more like a. . . community association. No monthly dues, no penalty fees, no by-laws. Nothing like that.”

      “A community association?”

      “Think of it as a club. Living in Fairview Acres makes you an automatic member. And this club is, well, quite exclusive.”

      Jerry smirked. “I’m not a fan of hippie-dippie bullshit, Stewart.”

      “Certainly, Mr. Campbell. Look, it’s nothing like that. More like. . . a support group. A way for everyone to get to know each other. Weekly activities. A huge barbecue every month. Neighbor taking care of neighbor. You know. Like an exclusive club.”

      “You said that already,” Jerry said, enjoying watching the young man sweat. The scent of fear over losing a commission was palpable. “But sure, why not. I like this place well enough. Let’s meet tomorrow and discuss further.”

      Outside, after Stewart locked up the house, they shook hands and parted ways. Jerry remained a moment longer to survey what he expected would be his new start. The rancher was smaller than his current home, and devoid of personality with all that white siding, but he supposed he could make it a comfortable place to live.

      Or a comfy place to die. He grinned. Even now he could hear Abby scolding him for his cynicism.

      On his way back to the car, he spotted the man in the straw hat. He was still where he’d been ten minutes earlier, perched behind his azaleas with a watering can. Jerry wasn’t a green thumb—that was Abby’s specialty—but he wondered if all that water was drowning the flowers.

      Their eyes met. Jerry raised his hand and waved again.

      The man waved back. “Howdy, neighbor!”

      “Hi,” Jerry said. “Just window shopping.”

      “They all say that,” the man said. “I bet we’ll be seeing you soon, though. By the moon’s eye.”

      He waved again, but Jerry only offered a nervous smile in reply before climbing into his car. As he drove away, he looked in the mirror and saw the man in the hat was still watering the same patch of flowers. He was still waving in Jerry’s direction, too.

      Of course, Jerry thought, the neighborhood weirdo would live across the street. He chuckled to himself as he navigated through the neighborhood’s winding streets. He’d seen his share of planned neighborhoods, the same cookie cutter floor plan spaced evenly in a perfect grid, but Fairview Acres was far more organic. The houses were similar models, ranchers with the occasional split-level here and there, but the streets snaked their way through the valley and reminded him of old farm roads from his youth, twisting and without order.

      As he followed signs for the security gate, a curious observation wound its way into the back of his mind. Where were all the neighbors? He expected to see others outside on such a beautiful day, but the sidewalks and yards were empty. No one was out walking their dog, mowing their lawn, or washing their car, and an absurd notion struck him in that moment. What if I’m alone out here, twenty miles from anywhere?

      His late wife spoke up in the back of his mind: Isn’t that what you wanted, love?

      He couldn’t argue. Silence and solitude were all he’d wanted for months now, a quiet place to grieve and age and die, the way a dog might crawl under a porch when it senses its time has come.

      Jerry pumped the brakes as he neared the security gate. What was it the weirdo in the straw hat had said to him?

      “By the moon’s eye,” he muttered, waiting for the crossbar to rise. This place might as well have been on the moon, and so what if the neighborhood was empty? Maybe it would just be him and the weird man in the straw hat, living alone in Fairview Acres on the dark side of the lunar surface.

      As Jerry neared the crossbar, he spotted a symbol embedded in a bronze plate above the entrance archway: a crescent moon eclipsing an eye.

      “Huh,” he muttered, shrugging off the chill creeping across his shoulders. He turned down the air conditioning and went on his way.
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      The next morning, Jerry second-guessed himself all the way back to Stewart’s office. What if he was making a rash decision? He hadn’t gone through the mortgage process in more than twenty years, and when he and Abby had closed on their forever home, Jerry swore he’d never do it again. She had just laughed and told him everything would be fine.

      He missed those gentle reassurances.

      Today, as he traveled up the highway to the village of Fairview, he could only conjure doubts from the chaos roiling in his brain. Wouldn’t he be better off just staying put? Shouldn’t he wait another couple of years to see if the homebuying market improves? And what if he saved his pennies and remodeled his old home instead? It’s what Abby would’ve wanted.

      There it is, he told himself. What Abby wanted. She wouldn’t give a hill of beans about remodeling the house. All she wanted was for you to be happy and functional.

      Jerry mustered a weak smile. Functional. Abby was fond of saying that when he was on the verge of a panic attack. A little remark spoken in jest to make him smile, focus, and stay grounded. But the longer he lived without her, the more he realized that her desire for him to be functional wasn’t so much a joke at his expense as it was an endearing wish. The sad truth was that Jerry wasn’t functional, not really, and he was utterly terrified of facing the world. Abby had made him feel strong and capable, had cheered him on when the chemicals in his brain were hellbent on destroying him from the inside.

      She was patient. She possessed a knack for cutting through his panic to reach the core of what troubled him. For thirty-five years she’d been his rock, holding him down when the world threatened to pull him away, urging him to seek help for the demons in his head. Without her, he wouldn’t have considered that he had a mental illness. Things like anxiety weren’t understood when he was younger, especially with men who were expected to be strong, calm, and collected at all times.

      Abby didn’t believe in that bullshit, though. She knew when he was struggling with the daily drudgery of his accounting job. She held him at night when he was so worried about going to work the next morning that he couldn’t stop shaking. And she took his hand when she asked that he go see a doctor.

      I love you, Jerry, but I hate seeing you like this, and it’s just getting worse.

      A week after they moved into their forever home, Jerry made an appointment with a psychiatrist and began his journey to better living through chemicals. Abby stood by him every step of the way, from one medication to the next, until he found the right cocktail of drugs. Through sickness and health, she used to say with a smile, and he remembered feeling immortal when she looked at him like that.

      Now she was gone, and he was getting older. Facing the world without Abigail Campbell was scary enough, but facing each day burdened with anxiety in the shadow of her absence terrified the hell out of him.

      Jerry slowed the car as he drove into Fairview. Stewart’s office was less than a block away, and when he flipped the turn signal, he realized his hand was shaking. He parked the car along the curb and took a deep breath, waited for his nerves to settle.

      He looked at his reflection in the rearview and listened to the emptiness of the car, the tick of its cooling engine, and the rush of passing traffic.

      He said, “Who am I without you?”

      No answer but the beating of his racing heart and the quickness of his breath. He tapped the steering wheel, focused on the sensory input, and counted. His breathing and heart rate slowed by the time he reached nine.

      A moment later, he collected his paperwork from the passenger seat and climbed out of the car. He was ten minutes early for his meeting.
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        * * *

      

      “All right, Mr. Campbell, I think that’s everything for now.”

      Jerry watched Stewart collect his check for the down payment. A pit had opened up in his gut at the start of their meeting. Sliding the check across the table widened that pit into a chasm. Any further and he might collapse into himself.

      Stewart glanced at his watch. “Do you have any questions for me?”

      “I do.” Jerry’s mouth was dry like he’d swallowed a handful of salt. He licked his lips, wishing he’d rationed the bottle of water Stewart’s receptionist had given him. Only a few drops left. “Have there been any other offers? I know we’re aiming low with the bid⁠—”

      “You’re the first. I happen to know the developer and suspect he won’t have a problem accepting your terms. They’re eager to fill those homes, after all, especially in this market.”

      “I’m sure they are. . .” Jerry relented and reached for the empty bottle. Those few drops were better than nothing. “And this homeowners association⁠—”

      “Right, the Fairview Acres Community Association.”

      “That’s it. Do you have any more information about that? A list of provided services, that sort of thing?”

      “Ah, I almost forgot. I have this for you.” Stewart reached into his suit coat and produced a slender envelope. Jerry’s name was scrawled across the linen surface. “It’s early days, of course, but the association likes me to give this out to prospective buyers. Think of it as a welcome letter.”

      Jerry took the envelope and looked inside. A colorful brochure printed on glossy stock depicted a smiling elderly couple sharing a laugh. Whatever had preceded the photo must have been so goddamn funny. They wore matching pastel jumpers. Looks like Heaven’s Gate, Jerry thought. They probably have matching sneakers too. A message below the laughing couple read: HOWDY, NEIGHBOR!

      A memory flashed through his mind. The man in the straw hat watering his azaleas. Hadn’t he said the same damn thing?

      “That should answer any questions you might have.”

      Jerry unfolded the brochure and skimmed its contents. Lawn care and landscaping by request, a community-owned internet service called “FairviewNet,” community pool, gymnasium, on-site emergency services, monthly summer barbecues in the park—the image revealed another smiling couple in what he assumed was the park, with a massive boulder in the background—and no mention of dues. He folded the page and returned it to the envelope. “Sounds too good to be true,” he said under his breath.

      Stewart shook his head and smirked. The expression drove a hot spike through Jerry’s gut. He knew that look. It was the same patronizing smile the kid at the gas station sometimes gave him when the pump wouldn’t read his credit card. The same dismissive attitude of “okay, boomer” personified in a glance and festering with the same assumptions: that he was too old to understand and too proud to learn. Thick pockets of heat filled his cheeks as he clenched his jaw. Ten years earlier and he would’ve given this condescending prick a piece of his mind.

      But then he remembered the empty house waiting for his return. The one haunted by the absence of his late wife. A void of life ready to embrace him and return him to dust. And he remembered how badly he wanted to escape the claustrophobic emptiness that held him in the dark, whispering of better and healthier times.

      Jerry took a breath, smiled through his resignation, and pocketed the envelope. He followed Stewart out of the conference room and back into the office lobby. They shook hands. Jerry gave Stewart’s a good squeeze.

      “I think you’ll like it in Fairview, Mr. Campbell. What our little town doesn’t have, the community surely does.”

      “I’m sure I will,” Jerry said. “What about a bookstore? Or a good place to get coffee? Anything like that here?”

      “No bookstore,” Stewart said, “but we have a nice library at the edge of town, and a wonderful coffee shop just around the corner. Common Grounds. Can’t miss it.”

      Outside, the sky was overcast, and the mountain air nipped at his ears as he walked to the end of the block. He didn’t mind the cold, however; he was still fuming on the inside, imagining all the ways he’d rip that cocky son of a bitch a new one if only he could go back and do it again. Oh, the ways he’d make Stewart feel two inches tall. If only he’d said this, done this, reacted this way⁠—

      “Staircase wit,” he said to the sidewalk. “Damned if I could say it in French, though.”

      L’esprit de l’escalier.

      The spirit of the staircase, only the French version sounded so profound and eloquent. Of course, Abby knew how to pronounce it—she’d taken those French courses in college—and delighted in making him laugh. You’re a master of the staircase, darling. Then she’d say something else in French that he couldn’t understand and laugh some more at his annoyance. He’d take that annoyance a thousand times more if it meant hearing her voice again.

      Jerry paused when he reached the next corner and shook his head. “You old fool.”

      He’d walked right by the coffee shop, lost in his own head, a master of nothing but regret and panic and heartache. He turned back, eager for something bitter besides the bile teasing the back of his throat.
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        * * *

      

      The village of Fairview stretched out in a straight line, its Main Street a two-lane detour off I-380 that stretched from one highway ramp to the next. Jerry saw all the town had to offer in the span of five minutes, three of which were spent sitting at the single traffic light, sipping his coffee, while downtown traffic crawled through the intersection. There was one gas station, one library, one volunteer fire company. A town of singles trapped in the heyday of the 1960s and barely hanging on to what remained of Poconos tourism. Rowhomes filled out the side streets before giving way to the state game lands that made up most of the wilderness between here and Stroudsburg. A billboard near the highway ramp read “Visit Jim Thorpe!” in faded blue letters. He wondered if anyone these days even knew who Jim Thorpe was.

      Satisfied that he’d seen all there was to see of Fairview, he merged onto the entrance ramp and began his journey home. I think you’d like this place, Abby. There’s no bookstore, but at least it’s got a library. You always had something clever to say about small towns and libraries. Christ, what was it?

      He opened his mouth expecting the words to tumble out, but none came. She was there in his mind, already laughing because she knew how he’d react, but her words were gone. No sound, her voice silenced by time and his piss-poor memory. Was this how he’d spend the rest of his life? Clutching at the memories of his best friend, fearful they might fade like old photographs?

      The swell of grief was as instant as it was heavy. A sucker punch of reality, time, and gravity. Getting older would mean losing her again in the most insidious of ways.

      His memories of her would disappear with time, beginning with the little details he hadn’t considered savoring in the moment. What she had for breakfast the day after their wedding, or what she wore on a random Wednesday ten years ago—all the fractured minutiae of a life in forgotten moments, cracked and chipped and flaking away like an old painting. She would become the suggestion of a person distinguished by his most intimate and dear memories, less a person and more of a concept, a slippage from present to past tense, here and gone. A face out of focus. Forgotten.

      Jerry wrestled with this new reality for the duration of his drive back to Stroudsburg. The overcast sky made good on its promise of rain, with the first warning droplets pelting his windshield as he pulled into the driveway. Their house—just his house now—looked as exhausted as he felt. One of the gutters sagged along the eave over the garage, and the siding needed a good wash. He’d been so caught up in house hunting that he’d neglected to take care of the lawn. Weeds sprouted from the flower beds Abby had taken pride in maintaining over the years.

      I’ll fix it, he told himself and closed the garage door.

      His cell phone rang as soon as he stepped inside. The screen lit up. “Fairview Realty,” it read.

      Stewart was talking before Jerry had time to say hello. “—ood to see you this morning. I just wanted to let you know I’ve already heard back from the property manager. They’ve accepted your offer.”

      Jerry stared blankly around his kitchen, at the fingerprints on his refrigerator, the stack of unwashed dishes in the sink. A hint of pressure bulged in the back of his skull. Stress headache, maybe. Or pressure from the storm.

      “Mr. Campbell?”

      “Yes, sorry. They accepted the offer? Already?”

      “Correct.”

      “And they didn’t even negotiate?”

      Stewart laughed. “I told you they’re eager to fill those homes. We’ve also got a buyer for your current home.”

      “Really? Already? Who made the offer?”

      “A land developer. Offering you ten percent above the asking price.”

      “Wow. That’s. . . perfect timing, I guess.”

      “It certainly is! Can you drop by again tomorrow? Just to sign off on some more paperwork.”

      “Uh. . . sure⁠—”

      “That’s great. See you tomorrow!”

      The call disconnected before Jerry could respond. He stared at the screen for a moment and frowned.

      Prick.

      He spent the rest of his day cleaning the house, something he’d put off for the better part of a week. His daily routine had been in disarray ever since Abby’s passing. The ensuing depression had destroyed whatever drive he’d had beforehand. But with Stewart’s news and the sudden interest from a developer, he found the drive to begin—even if he didn’t want to.

      That evening after he’d prepared for bed, he picked up the book Abby had been reading in the hospital. A crime thriller by S.A. Cosby. Her bookmark protruded from the center. He flipped the book open to the marked page. The bookmark was decorated with swirls of color and a single statement in white letters: “A town without a library is like a skull without a brain.”

      Jerry closed his eyes and laughed.
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      Two months later on a fine May afternoon, Jerry closed on his new home with little fanfare. He had no children, no close friends, or extended family left with which to celebrate. The friends he did have were made on account of working for the same company, and he hadn’t heard from any of them since Abby’s funeral. He supposed he’d make new friends in Fairview Acres. That was the point of moving into a retirement community, wasn’t it? To be among peers? He told himself as much every day leading up to close. Positivity—for as forced and unnatural as it felt—was what made those last few weeks bearable as he sorted through Abby’s things.

      Now, with everything packed in boxes in the back of a moving truck, Jerry thought he might be ready to begin again. He wanted to be ready, even if that meant masking his anxieties the way he used to in his accounting days by being social and outgoing, laughing at stupid jokes, and feigning interest in sports. But didn’t he retire to escape all of that pandering fake bullshit? Hadn’t he already served his time by putting on the suit, masking up, and going to work for thirty thankless years?

      Abby would’ve told him to quit bellyaching and take it in stride.

      I’m trying, he thought. But it’s all so goddamn heavy to carry.

      His phone alarm chimed. The movers were scheduled to meet him in an hour. Jerry gave his old Stroudsburg home a final tour, said goodbye to its ghosts, and closed the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Given everything Stewart had told him about the community, Jerry half-expected there to be a welcoming committee when he rolled up to his new home. Instead, he found his side of the neighborhood to be much like he’d left it a few days before, during his final walkthrough: empty sidewalks, freshly cut lawns, and not a soul in sight. Not even his green thumb neighbor across the street was out this morning.

      Just as well. Last thing he needed was an audience while those boys unloaded his things. He glanced at his watch and frowned. If they ever get here.

      Jerry parked along the curb so the movers could have the driveway and popped the trunk. He’d packed some of his personal effects separately—the essentials like toiletries, a few changes of clothes, another one of Abby’s books—in case he lost steam unpacking everything over the next couple of days. And he expected he would, given how much his muscles and joints ached from the last week of lugging boxes.

      Once everything was unloaded on the front porch, he unlocked the front door and stepped inside. When he’d first walked through the place with Stewart, he’d possessed an element of detachment; now he found the atmosphere stuffy, oppressive, and the space too intimate. There were hairline cracks in the paint where wall met ceiling, faint cobwebs, and a lazy plink of water dripping from the kitchen tap. Regret bubbled up in his gut, filling his head with that nagging voice which often accompanied big decisions. The one that said, This is a mistake. It’s too small. Too empty. Too new.

      “But it’s home,” he whispered to the emptiness. “Whether I like it or not.”

      Underneath the pangs of regret and anxiety, he did like the place. It just didn’t feel like home yet, and that would come in time. If the movers ever arrived.

      He pulled out his phone and was about to dial the moving company when the truck came barreling down the street. Jerry stepped outside and waved to the driver, whose window was already down.

      “Sorry, boss. Got hung up in traffic.”

      “All good,” Jerry said, making a mental note of the time. He’d check it against their invoice just to be sure.

      An hour later, while watching two young men maneuver his sofa through the front door, Jerry heard someone call his name from the street. His green thumb neighbor drove up in a white golf cart. He still wore the straw hat and friendly grin. A basket of assorted vegetables sat at his side.

      “I knew you’d be back, neighbor!”

      Jerry couldn’t help but crack a smile at the man’s earnestness. He crossed the lawn to meet his first neighbor of Fairview. They shook hands.

      “I’m Jer⁠—”

      “Jerry Campbell, yes, I heard. Arthur told me you’d be moving in. I’m Gary Olson. Here, these are for you.” He heaved the basket from the golf cart into Jerry’s hands. Cucumbers, zucchini, squash, and ripe tomatoes. “Fresh from my garden.”

      “This is mighty kind of you, Gary. Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it. My garden is your garden.” Gary took off his hat and wiped the sweat from his bald head. “Has anyone else stopped by to say hello?”

      “No, you’re the first.”

      “Give it time. Brad and Matilda live next door to the right of you. You probably won’t see them for another hour or two. They like to sleep in.”

      Jerry gave their home a once-over. He’d think the place empty if not for their car parked in the driveway. “I’ll be sure to say hello when I see them.”

      “You do that. They’ve been looking forward to meeting you. Arthur said you’re recently retired. Accounting, was it?”

      “I’m sorry—Arthur?”

      “Oh, forgive me. Arthur Peterson. He’s the chairman of the Fairview Acres Community Association. Think of him like everybody’s hippie big brother. Great guy. Keeps everything running like clockwork around here.”

      Jerry forced a smile. “I’ll be on the lookout for him too, I guess. And you’re right. Retired accountant here.”

      “Yeah, I bet you couldn’t wait to get out of that rat race, huh? I used to work in security. Been retired for ten years now and living here in Fairview for almost as long. I tell ya, Jerry, you’re gonna love it here. By the moon’s eye.”

      “By the what?”

      Gary’s face blossomed rosy pink. He cut a grin and said, “Just a little something we say around here. I’ll let Arthur fill you in.”

      “All right. Well, I’m gonna get back to supervising⁠—”

      “I won’t keep ya. Nice to meet you officially, neighbor. By the moon’s eye.”

      Jerry didn’t know how to respond to that, so he simply offered the odd man a smile and a nod. By the moon’s eye, he thought, recalling what he’d said to Stewart months earlier. Hippie-dippie bullshit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morning bled into afternoon and offered a brief respite from the suffocating Pennsylvania humidity. Jerry tried to help the trio of young men with the boxes, partially to hurry them along (they were being paid by the hour) and partially because he hated feeling useless. It was a short-lived gesture—he pulled a muscle in his back while carrying a box of Abby’s books and spent the rest of the afternoon on his sofa like an upturned turtle. One of the young men offered him an edible, which Jerry politely declined out of sheer pride, and later regretted being so damn foolish. Instead, he popped some ibuprofen from his overnight bag and waited for the pain to subside.

      He’d almost dozed off when one of the movers said, “You gonna make it, sir?”

      Jerry opened his eyes and feigned a smile. “I’ve had worse. How’re things coming along?”

      “We’re just about done. Only a few boxes left. We can go ahead and settle up if you want.”

      After the movers left, Jerry lingered on his porch and arranged the few pieces of patio furniture he’d kept from the old house. His rocking chair, a birthday gift from Abby a few years back, and a pair of restored chairs she’d purchased from an antique shop, were charged with good memories, and he couldn’t bear to part with them.

      Their evening routine had seen them enjoying each other’s company in silence while lounging on their old porch. Those days, she’d usually be nose-deep in a book, and Jerry would have one or two beer bottles lined up next to his chair. The only thing he’d had to look forward to was retirement and more days like those, relaxing with his love, watching the sunset and stars.

      Those days. Funny how so much can happen in two years. Feels like a fucking decade.

      He yearned for a beer, if only to numb the pain in his back for a while, and wrestled with whether or not to head into town. When he moved, however, every muscle sang in protest.

      “Guess I’ll order pizza.”

      While he sat and scrolled his phone, a gaunt fellow in a pink polo shirt and jeans emerged from the house next door. Jerry arched his brow and watched.

      The neighbor—what did Gary say his name was? Brad? Brett?—seemed oblivious to the world, and when he stepped into the waning light, Jerry saw his clothes were covered with dark stains. Dirt or grease, he couldn’t tell. The gaunt man shuffled down his driveway to check his mail. Only when he turned back did he notice Jerry staring.

      “Howdy, neighbor!”

      Jerry raised his hand. “Evening.”

      “It is a nice one, isn’t it?” The man approached, stuck out his hand, but quickly second-guessed himself. “Sorry, I’d shake your hand, but I’ve been. . .” He met Jerry’s gaze, one corner of his smile faltering for an instant, the gears turning in his head.

      Jerry said nothing, opting to let this man finish his lie, whatever it might be. There was an odor to this odd man. Something he couldn’t place. Metallic.

      “…working on my lawnmower. Changing the oil. You know how it is.”

      “I guess I do.”

      “Anyway, I’m Bradley Scott. Nice to meet you.”

      Silence filled the gap between them. Jerry held his breath, tried to quiet the anxiety racing through his mind, wondered if he was being too awkward, too standoffish. He slipped on the mask of a jovial retiree, forced a smile. Abby was always the one to handle matters such as introductions. She understood his shyness and anxiety better than anyone, and while he’d felt her absence more every day, nothing compared to today—so far.

      She’s not here to protect you, old man.

      Every ring of the doorbell, when he felt the weight of her name on his tongue; every interaction with an unfamiliar face, without her to catch his nervous glances; all harsh reminders of this fact. Burying the hurt in his heart only made the agony worse.

      “Jerry?”

      “Huh? Oh, sorry. It’s been a long day, Bradley. I’m afraid you caught me at my worst.”

      “Not at all, my friend.”

      Jerry smiled, but inside he was screaming. Are we, though? Are we friends? We just met.

      “So, what do you think of Fairview Acres so far? Great place, isn’t it?”

      “It’s. . . quiet. Is it just us and Gary across the street?”

      “Oh, no. There’s my wife Matilda, and that’s Bethany. . .” He pointed to the house next to Gary’s, and then the next. “Grace and Roland—guy used to be in the Marines—and then there’s Sal and his partner Fabio. It’s a full block. There’s just a couple of empty properties on the other side of you.”

      Jerry followed his finger, tried to make a note of all the names so he wouldn’t be at a loss when he inevitably met them. He was about to ask where they all were today when the front door of Bradley’s house opened. A thin brunette walked outside and made a beeline for Jerry’s porch.

      “Hey, honey. This is Jerry Campbell. Moved here from Stroudsburg. Jerry, this is my wife, Matilda.”

      “Oh, Stroudsburg, I love that little town. Nice to meet you, Jerry.” She gave her husband a once-over. “Brad Scott, you are filthy. Why didn’t you change after you finished all that landscaping?”

      Bradley squeaked out a nervous laugh, and Matilda joined him.

      Jerry watched the pair play off one another, wondering which story they’d stick to, wondering if he was asleep and trapped in this awkward fever dream.

      “Well, Jerry, we won’t keep you.” Matilda took Bradley’s hand and slowly pulled him back toward their house. She didn’t seem to mind his filth now. “Have a lovely evening.”

      Jerry’s smile faded as they retreated to their home. When they were gone, he exhaled and buried his face in his hands. “I don’t know if I can do this, Abby. I really don’t.”

      He listened, absently hoping for her to reply, but there was only the whisper of a breeze in his ears. Birds sang from somewhere overhead. The rest of Fairview Acres was still.

      His stomach rumbled. He patted his gut and slowly climbed to his feet. As he stepped inside and dialed the local pizza joint, a nagging thought bubbled to the surface of his mind.

      I didn’t tell them I moved from Stroudsburg. And that smell on Brad. Was that copper?

      Someone answered his call, and Jerry forgot all about his visit with the Scotts.
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        * * *

      

      Jerry awoke later that night to a scream.

      Figments of a dream he’d been having lurked just below the surface of consciousness, eager to draw him back down into darkened waters, but the scream pulled him free of such depths. He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. His heart raced. Where the hell was he? This wasn’t⁠—

      Footsteps. Or what sounded like footsteps, at least. Two pairs, tramping across the roof right above his head.

      He sat up, kicked off the sheets, and fumbled for his watch. 1:08 in the morning. Fog clouded his head as he scanned the room. Towers of boxes, furniture askew, and Abby was nowhere to be seen. He placed his hand on her side of the bed. A cold pillow.

      He sighed, wiped the sleep from his eyes, and tried to ignore the heartache flooding the hollow spaces of his chest. Of course Abby wasn’t there. And this was his new home.

      But the scream and footsteps—had he dreamed them?

      “She went this way!”

      “I see her. Over there in the new guy’s yard!”

      “Someone call Arthur. She’s seizing again.”

      “Already did. He’s on his way.”

      He didn’t recognize the voices. They were panicked, fearful. Desperate.

      Another series of footsteps pounded across the roof and gave him a start. Visions of marathon runners filled his head. What the hell was going on? He crossed the room and peered out the window.

      Outside, a group of men and women approached his yard, forming a semi-circle around a thrashing figure. He wiped his eyes again. A woman’s features slipped into focus. Her curly silver hair shimmered in the streetlight as she clutched her face. She turned toward his house. Her face screwed up, frozen in a rictus of pain as her eyes fluttered open, and Jerry thought he saw something bulging from her forehead. He blinked and it was gone.

      A man Jerry didn’t know took a step toward her, one hand held out in offering.

      “Kat, honey, you just need to breathe through this. It’ll be over⁠—”

      She gripped a fistful of her hair, yanked her head back, and let loose with a scream that made Jerry’s blood run cold.

      “Christ. . .” He turned away, snatched his phone from the nightstand, but hesitated when he saw headlights cast the onlookers as silhouettes. An ambulance slowed in front of his house, and two paramedics climbed out. Huh, Jerry thought. That was fast.

      A moment later, another vehicle approached from the other end of the street. The pickup truck made a sharp turn and parked in his driveway.

      “Everyone stay clear.” One of the paramedics jogged across the lawn toward the woman. “Katherine, everything is going to be all right.”

      She hissed back, “Get. . . them. . . out.”

      The second paramedic joined his partner. He held a syringe in his hand.

      The driver climbed out of the pickup. “Hold on a moment, boys.” He was short, clad in shorts and a tie-dyed T-shirt. His flip-flops clapped across the pavement.

      The woman’s knees buckled, and she collapsed in a shivering heap, but when Mr. Tie-Dye approached her, she mustered enough clarity to shrink away from him.

      “Kat, please, we’re only trying to help. If you fight this, it’s just going to get worse.”

      “Stay away. . . from me. . .”

      Mr. Tie-Dye frowned, shrugged his shoulders. He nodded to the paramedics. “Take her.” And to Katherine: “It doesn’t have to be this way. We can talk about this when you’re not so hysterical.”

      While she struggled to speak through her convulsions, one of the paramedics took hold of her arm and plunged the syringe into her bicep. Whatever medication he’d injected began to take effect immediately. Her convulsions slowed enough for the paramedics to lift her to her feet. Jerry watched helplessly as they led the poor lady to the ambulance.

      A moment later, the ambulance pulled away. No lights or sirens. It turned the corner and slowly drove out of sight. The onlookers lingered for a few more minutes, chatting with Mr. Tie-Dye. Someone said something, and the others erupted in laughter. From his bedroom, Jerry thought they all looked like gossiping children.

      Finally, Mr. Tie-Dye clapped his hands in a gesture of dismissal, something Jerry’s old manager loved to do at the end of a meeting. He climbed back into his truck, but before he put the vehicle into reverse, he poked his head out the open window and waved at Jerry.

      Jerry didn’t return the gesture. He closed the curtain and crawled back into bed.

      Sleep eluded him, and in the twilight hours before he finally began to drift off, he thought he heard more footsteps across the roof.

      Footsteps and a dry, rattling croak.
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      The following morning, Jerry dragged his ladder out of the garage and climbed up to the roof. He found new shingles, an air pipe for the plumbing, and fluffy clouds painted against a beautiful summer sky. He wasn’t sure what else he’d expected to find. Footprints, maybe, as foolish as that seemed. The noise from above hadn’t relented until dawn, and by then he was wide awake, irritable, and confused.

      He hadn’t dreamed it. The noise was as real as the screaming woman last night—concerning, but at least that sound could be explained. Footsteps on the roof were something else entirely.

      What the hell could make that kind of racket?

      Nothing that he could see from here. Not so much as a splatter of bird shit, though avian visitors were the only thing that made sense. Squirrels were too small to make that kind of noise.

      Then again, it would take something huge like a wild turkey or plump goose to distress the beams, make the timbers creak—and more than one.

      “So what was it then?”

      No answer, but the breeze kissed with a remnant of spring chill.

      He lingered a moment longer, scanned the roof one more time, before muttering “Fuck it” under his breath and going about his day.

      Whatever had trespassed across his roof did not return that night. Nor did his rest remain undisturbed. Sometime after midnight, he opened his eyes to a dark room split with faint beams of light. Laughter echoed across the street.

      “Give me a break,” he whispered. Laughter, lights, a big fucking party—he stumbled across the room to the window and pulled back the curtain. A couple dozen people loitered on the sidewalk in front of Gary’s house, drinks in hand, laughing and chatting the night away without a care. A fluffy brown Pomeranian trotted across the street into his yard to squat.

      Goddammit, I don’t want to be that guy. Please don’t make me be that guy.

      He’d never had to be that guy in his old neighborhood. Even if he’d tried, Abby would’ve put a stop to it right away.

      No one likes that guy, love. Remember that old Tom Hanks movie? It had Bruce Dern, too. He was always at war with a neighbor over a little dog shitting on his lawn.

      Jerry remembered. The ’Burbs. It had that creepy family from the Old Country, with the one guy who took the trash out at night. What was their name? It was right there on the tip of his tongue⁠—

      Music drifted from Gary’s party. An ‘80s pop song, heavy with piano and bass. Someone cranked the volume, and the crowd cheered.

      He sighed, turned on his bedside lamp. “Guess I’m gonna have to be that guy.”

      Jerry tied off his robe and walked to the end of his driveway. Charcoal smoke and cooking meat tickled his nostrils. He stared in disbelief, afraid to admit that he wasn’t upset anymore, just perplexed.

      “Hey, Jerry! Over here!”

      Gary emerged from the crowd. He wore an apron printed with the muscular torso of a bodybuilder. Jerry shook his head, couldn’t resist the laugh rising up his gullet.

      “You should join us, neighbor. Got some burgers and dogs on the grill.”

      Jerry glanced at his watch. “I would, but. . . Gary, it’s almost one in the morning.”

      “Ah hell, I’m sorry, Jerry. Did we wake you?” Gary didn’t wait for a reply. He spun around, shouted to the crowd, “Guys, turn that shit down!”

      The music grew louder in protest.

      “I’ll make ’em turn it down. Really, I’m sorry about this. You’re so new here, I forgot to tell you—I mean, it’s an open invitation. . .”

      “Thanks, but I’m beat from unpacking. I’m gonna head back to bed.” He made to turn but stopped short and said, “Go easy on the music, yeah?”

      “Absolutely.”

      He watched Gary retreat to his yard and disappear into the crowd. A moment later, the volume dropped to a reasonable level. Abby whispered in his head, You should join them.

      “Maybe when I get some sleep,” he whispered, shuffling back to his house. When he reached the door, a name drifted up from the murk of his memories: Klopek.

      The weird neighbors in that movie were named Klopek. He’d moved into a goddamn neighborhood full of them.
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        * * *

      

      Another party happened the next night at the Scott residence next door.

      The night after, another party—this time at the house next door to Gary. Someone named Bethany lived there, but he hadn’t met her yet. Jerry sat on his porch watching twin strings of lights pulse and blink to reggae music, contemplating going over and introducing himself as That Guy. His only solace was the hope that these parties would eventually migrate further down the block. At least they kept the music at a decent volume.

      Not that it mattered much. There were so many people congregating at these parties that their incessant chatter transformed into a continuous drone of background noise.

      On the fourth night, Jerry lay on his side, staring at the window and waiting for the nightly festivities to begin once again. Always after midnight, and always in the open air. The clock ticked past twelve, and within minutes, he heard muffled chatter echoing from further down the street. Grace and Roland’s house, Bradley had told him, but they were just names to him, another couple of faces he’d yet to meet.

      A few weeks after Abby died, Jerry saw his doctor about insomnia and walked away with a prescription for Ambien. He’d flushed them after a week of usage, when he’d awakened one morning with the side of his face covered in peanut butter and a loaf of bread at his side. Sleepwalking and sleep-eating were a common side effect, he’d learned afterward. Those pills had worked, though, and he found himself wishing he’d held on to them for nights like this.

      Assuming this is temporary, he thought. He’d read stories of retirement homes being places of rampant debauchery, with cases of STDs highest among the elderly interred in those places, but an entire neighborhood? Parties every night in celebration of what? Getting older? Dancing in the streets to mark another day closer to the grave, drinking to commiserate another week lost to fatigue, or smoking up another year around the sun until the inevitable nothing awaiting us all arrived—he could do without it, would rather wallow alone in his misery, thank you very much.

      He realized he’d been tapping his foot to the beat of the music and rolled away from the window.

      Wouldn’t hurt you to go meet them, you know.

      Just like Abby to try and push him out of his shell. He might’ve acquiesced if she were there, if he were still in his twenties or thirties. Hell, even his forties. Now the thought of joining them out there seemed like a waste of time—his and theirs. He drifted off to sleep sometime after one, humming to an ethereal tune that might have been Pink Floyd.

      He awoke the next morning with a mission in mind: ear plugs. Maybe a set of blackout curtains and a white noise machine, too. He didn’t know if such things could be purchased in town, but he also needed coffee so he’d have to make the trip anyway. He gave himself a once-over in the bathroom mirror and frowned. Dark circles rounded his eyes. Abby would’ve said he looked like a raccoon.

      Common Grounds was bustling this time of morning, filled with patrons on their way to work and a few younger folks who could’ve been students. ESU, maybe. Possibly Northampton Community. Then again, he mused, they all looked like kids to him; the barista behind the counter was practically fetal. Jerry supposed his age afforded him one positive thing: anonymity. None of the others paid him any mind, their eyes skipping over him like stones on water, and he was fine with that. He relaxed in his seat, opened the local newspaper, and the bustling shop slowly faded into the background.

      “Jerry Campbell?”

      He looked up to find a short fellow in a green Hawaiian shirt, checkered board shorts, and flip-flops standing before him. Red aviators sat atop a mop of thinning gray hair, accenting the cool baby blues and patch of white stubble.

      Jerry smiled out of politeness, wondering why this man looked familiar. “Yes, sir. And you are?”

      The man stuck out his hand and flashed a smile that was all teeth. “Name’s Arthur Peterson. I’m the chairman of the Fairview Acres Community Association. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “You as well.”

      They shook, and that should’ve been the end of it—a polite “hello, nice to meet you, now back to my business” greeting, but Arthur hovered by the table, staring. Jerry forced a smile, unsure of what to say, gripping the newspaper until the paper crinkled.

      “I try to welcome new residents in person, but I’ve not had a chance to drop by your place this week. Been busy with administrative things. You know how it is. Anyway, I understand there was a disturbance at your⁠—”

      “Cold brew for Mr. Peterson!”

      “Ah, that’s me.” He glanced at his watch. “Sorry, Jerry, I’m afraid I’ve got a meeting to get to. Are you free for lunch today? I’d really like to talk to you.”

      Jerry’s initial impulse was to say no—he was too tired, too busy, too cranky—and he might have declined, if not for the last few nights of disturbances. He’d considered making a complaint with the association, and now the opportunity had presented itself.

      “Sure,” he said. “I’ve been meaning to reach out, too. What’s good for lunch around here?”

      Arthur told him about a nice sandwich shop a few blocks away, and they agreed on a time.

      On his way past the picture window where Jerry sat, Arthur paused to tap on the glass, offering a goofy grin and a wave.

      Jerry lifted his hand to return the gesture, and paused as a memory drifted to the surface of his sleep-deprived mind. The wave and the smile. He’d seen this man before, just a few nights ago when that poor woman collapsed in his front yard.

      The man in the truck.

      He returned to his newspaper but found he couldn’t focus any longer. Maybe this Mr. Peterson could explain what the hell had happened to that woman.

      Then again, he might be inviting more trouble by sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong.

      But then again, he thought, they were on my property. I have a right to know.

      He looked back to the window. “You’re making this into something it’s not,” he said in a low voice, staring at his reflection in the glass. This was where Abby would tell him he was being silly, to let sleeping dogs lie, and she’d be right about that.

      “But then again. . .” He finished off his coffee. “Then again. . .”
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        * * *

      

      Bailey Bros., Fairview’s lone sandwich shop, stood wedged between an antique store and an abandoned Laundromat. It was what some of those reality TV shows might call a “hidden gem” but was really the living corpse of a business that refused to die, kept afloat by the simple fact it was the only place for miles to get a bite to eat. Lots of “character,” they might say. Jerry thought it looked like a shithole, but he’d been wrong before; sometimes the worst dives offered the best food.

      Arthur was already seated inside and waved him over. “Jerry! Over here, brother.”

      The shop was laid out like a diner from the ’50s, all chrome and bright colors—at least, it had been at one point in time. Years of grease and nicotine coated the walls with a thick, yellowing film. All the chrome accents were either hazy or cracked. A small sign reading “out of order” hung from a jukebox full of old 45s. Nestled in the corner booth was Arthur, beaming like they’d been friends for years, with two menus already on the table.

      “Any trouble finding the place?”

      Jerry slid into the booth and shook his head. “Hard to get lost in this tiny town.”

      “Ain’t that a fact? Lived here my whole life and watched the place ebb and flow. It’s a good village. Lots of privacy.”

      A bubbly young waitress approached the booth and took their orders. Jerry ordered a Diet Coke with his lunch. One coffee a day was enough.

      When she was gone, Arthur said, “So, how’re you liking Fairview Acres?”

      “It’s. . . nice. Very friendly.”

      “Ah, but you hesitated there, man. It is friendly, but that’s not what you were going to say, was it?”

      Jerry’s face flushed. Clouds of heat clung to his face. He held up his hands. “You got me there, man. Guilty as charged.”

      The waitress returned with their drinks. Arthur thanked her, gave her a wink, and sipped his coffee.

      “Listen, Arthur, I don’t want to cause any trouble. . .” He trailed off, trying to gauge the chairman’s sincerity, but if Arthur was bluffing, Jerry couldn’t tell.

      “Look, you’re sitting across from the man who can fix whatever the problem is. Lay it on me.”

      “All right, then.” Jerry did as he was asked, telling him about the parties and the hours at which they occurred every night. As he talked, he wished he could sink into himself somehow and vanish. This is what That Guy sounds like, he told himself. You’re the angry old man on the block who yells at kids who get too close to his house—except they aren’t kids, and you’re just an asshole. He took a drink of his Diet Coke and wished it had a splash of bourbon. “So, if I seem cranky, it’s because I haven’t had that much sleep these last few nights, Arthur. I’m sorry if⁠—”

      “All right, Jerry, let me stop you there.”

      Oh boy, here we go.

      Arthur shook his head. “I’m the one who should apologize here. See, this is why I like to visit newcomers to our community and see how they’re settling in. Fairview isn’t your average retirement community. Something I tell everyone is to leave their expectations and inhibitions at the door. Think of it as less like a gated neighborhood and more like. . .”

      “An exclusive party?”

      “Exactly, yes! We like to let things hang loose in the evenings—hell, we have a big party in the park once a month, with music and barbecue and a little grass if that’s your thing. All medicinal, of course.” He winked.

      Jerry couldn’t help but smile.

      “But I’ll have a chat with everyone at the next FACA meeting and let them know to keep it down for you.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Now, I won’t bullshit you, man. Sometimes, things get out of hand. They did just the other night, in fact.”

      Jerry’s smile slipped away. “The woman in my yard on Sunday night.”

      “Mrs. Dunnally. Katherine.”

      “Is she all right? She was. . .” Screaming, Arthur. She was fucking screaming for help, and you shot her up with a giant syringe.

      “She’s going to be just fine. An absolute miracle, really. Straight from the goddess above.” He swiped a finger across his temple and pointed to the ceiling in reverence. “By the moon’s eye.”

      Jerry nodded, pretending like he knew what the hell that meant, and prayed to the universe that he hadn’t moved into a religious commune by mistake.

      “Katherine suffers from a form of dementia. Sundown syndrome, they call it. Gets worse for her at night, especially when she doesn’t take her meds—which happens from time to time, I’m sorry to say. She’ll go wandering all over Fairview when things are really bad. Hell, one time she tried to take a bath in the community swimming pool. It’s common, I’m afraid. A few of our residents suffer from it.”

      “Dementia,” Jerry said. “My grandma suffered from that in her later years. Horrible disease.”

      “But the good thing is, Katherine is feeling much better. I checked on her just this morning, in fact, and she’s her old self again. Good as new!”
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