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Beneath the covers, Angela goes still.


She stops breathing, stops thinking.


Her blood turns to ice.


Something … something in the other room …


Moved.


Now she hears more sounds in the dark. Sounds like … the shuffling of clothes?


And then—Creeaak.


Was that the living room’s closet door?


Feeling like a scared, silly little girl, Angela defiantly pushes herself up on one elbow and turns to look across the bedroom, glaring at the door.


And there, framed in the open doorway, is a shadow darker than the night.


A person.


Standing there. Watching her.
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Rose has seen better movies.


Not that she doesn’t enjoy something artistic, mind you. But this?


This was goddamned depressing, is what this was.


Who the hell shows a bunch of old folks a movie about Death?


But that’s Gopi for you. A retired film director whose personal crusade is to educate the residents of Autumn Springs on the great films of the past. Even the artsy black-and-white ones.


Our own personal Criterion curator.


Still, she has to admit she enjoys these little productions of his. Tonight’s movie, The Seventh Seal, had been interesting, if a smidge on the slow side. But her friend put a lot of work into his presentation, and the folks who showed up seemed to enjoy it well enough. And even though the private theater (located in the Autumn Springs Community Center) is small—only about forty seats—it’s full every time he puts on a viewing. Heck, these last few months, folks had to RSVP via email just to secure their spots. And if they didn’t show they were banned from future RSVPing. And no one, not even Rose, wanted that.


Miller leans in close.


“I think a good portion of the audience is asleep,” he mumbles, and Rose smells the peppermint on his breath, a ghostly remnant from the cellophane-wrapped candies he always carries in his sport coat pocket.


Rose glances around and does indeed notice a few nodding heads. She also notes that Angela Forrest is sitting with Owen Duffield, grinning like a schoolgirl. The two of them are probably holding hands down at seat level so as not to make a spectacle. Rose smiles, happy that they’ve found love so late in life.


Many don’t.


Many don’t want to.


Rose considers herself the latter, a fact she has to remind Beauregard Mason Miller—he of the peppermint-scented breath—of every few weeks, it seems.


“Now that we’ve all experienced Ingmar Bergman’s masterpiece,” Gopi says, standing before them like an old professor, his thick spectacles and tweed sport coat completing the impression, “I’d like to open the room to questions. Obviously, there’s a lot to unpack here, and I’m happy to answer as best I can.”


Rose sits up, feeling mischievous. “Why would Death bother playing a game of chess?” she says. “Our book club just finished The Book Thief, and it says that ‘Death waits for no man’, and I think that sounds about right.” She glances quickly around the room. “Present company excluded, of course.”


There’s a murmur of laughter from the others, and even Gopi smiles at Rose, his bushy gray, Hercule Poirot–style mustache—tipped up with a little wax at the ends—rising as he shows off dazzling white teeth. “An excellent question, Ms. DuBois,” he says with a wink. “Most believe that the chess game is Death’s way of proving there is no free will when it comes to dying, that no number of games played will ever jeopardize his mission, because fate must always win out over free will. Much like playing bridge against the Pickfords,” he adds, causing another round of good-natured laughter from the group.


Mary Reynolds (who is sweet on Gopi, Rose thinks) raises her hand and asks about the significance of chess being Bergman’s choice.


“Why not cards? Or cribbage?” she asks playfully.


“Ah!” Gopi replies, delighted to have a softball lobbed his way. “Good question. For one, many great thinkers consider chess a perfect metaphor for our daily lives, each move on the board being a symbolic representation of our free will. In chess, a good player plans ahead. They sacrifice when needed and strategize every decision.” He pauses, scans the room somberly. “And sometimes there are consequences to those decisions, and those consequences are not always obvious, right? Because they’re not necessarily things that occur right away, but often well into the future … too many moves ahead for us to see plainly.”


The room is quiet for a moment. Rose thinks about what Gopi has said and finds herself wondering if Miller knows how to play chess and, if so, perhaps he would teach her.


“For Bergman, however,” Gopi continues, smiling once more, “the idea came from a work of art. Let me tell you about a famous painting by Swedish artist Albertus Pictor, which inspired Bergman’s decision to have a knight challenge Death to a game. …”









2


When the Q&A is over, everyone makes their way out of the Community Center, most residents eager to get home and settle in for the night. A small group, however, gathers in the small courtyard at the rear of the building, where they stop to chat with friends or share lengthy goodbyes.


As Rose and Miller step into the biting autumn air, she shivers and pulls her wool cardigan more tightly around her shoulders.


“Allow me, please,” Miller says, and removes his sport coat.


“Miller, I don’t—”


“I insist.”


He settles the coat over her shoulders, and Rose has to admit that the heavy coat—along with whatever body heat it retains—abolishes the chill that had clawed at her back when they first stepped into the night.


“Fine, fine …” she says. “Now, I’d like to get home and have some hot tea, unless you want to socialize, in which case I’ll say thank you and good night.”


Miller chuckles and lightly touches her elbow, leading them toward the Greenview Apartments where they both live, along with twenty-four other souls.


Rose likes Miller—likes him very much—but wishes he could leave it there and not always be trying to court her with some foolishness. She is done with love. She’d been married, raised a daughter (who in turn raised her own beautiful son), and cares little for the complex bindings of a relationship or the aromatic allure of romance.


A former high school English teacher (retired for nearly a decade), Rose DuBois was born and raised in Brooklyn, New York, and had spent her entire life in the city before finally moving north to live out her days at Autumn Springs. Now she wants nothing more than a peaceful existence from here on out, free of attachments or drama or confusion or heartache, and she most certainly wants nothing to do with silly romances or the entanglements of men.


From the day she’d moved here, however—five years ago now—Beauregard Mason Miller had been an instant and constant companion: a funny, objectively handsome man who she appreciates spending time with. But he’s also a man she’s happy to leave at the doorstep so she can enjoy her peace and quiet: her books, her private space, her delightfully large bed, and her independence.


Rose wants no ties. No pets, no plants, and no boyfriends.


To her consternation, however, as they walk down the lit path toward home, she finds herself sparing a sidelong glance his direction, more curious than usual about the man who’d been her best friend since arriving at her new home.


Beauregard Mason Miller (“just Miller” he’d said that first day, the moving boxes still unpacked in her undecorated living room) is a tall man with a shaggy head of hair, a dimpled chin, and big, strong hands. He’d been a professor at Columbia College for more than forty years before finally retiring at the age of seventy-six, just a couple years younger than Rose herself is now. He’s good at cards, terrible at technology, and near impossible to upset, or even irritate. He has a savage sweet tooth (though where the calories go on his lean frame she has no idea) and enjoys detective shows (an entertainment he and Rose immediately bonded over, she herself being a junkie for a good crime story). He knows everything there is to know about ancient history, especially the rise and fall of the Roman Empire, which was his specialty at Columbia. He is warm and kind and gentle, and Rose supposes that she does love him in a way. …


But not enough to give up her autonomy.


Or her bed.


She’d been through too much, and grown too old, to let a man crimp her lifestyle now. If she ever finds herself desperately lonely, perhaps she’ll get a goldfish. Or a canary. Something small. Something easy.


Miller glances over at her, a smile curling his lips. Rose shakes her head brusquely and turns her eyes back to the path, slightly embarrassed at having been caught staring. Instead, she focuses on the ground, studies the ridiculous colored-tape lines running beneath their feet: The yellow line leads to the Community Center. Green to the Greenview Apartments. Blue to the Seaview Apartments. There is a red line as well, which takes one straight to the Medical Center—a large, square, concrete bunker of a building most residents try to ignore as best they can.


The Medical Center is where you went to live when it was deemed you could no longer take care of yourself. It’s where you went to see a doctor, to get treatment, checkups, or prescriptions.


It’s also where you went to die.


Five years I’ve been here, Rose thinks as they walk through the night. Five years … and how many more to go? Ten? Twenty?


Feeling a wave of melancholy (and blaming the strange movie for getting her moody in the first place), Rose looks up toward the night sky, wishing the spray of stars would do something to lift her spirits, make her feel good about where she is in life, where she lives, the person she’s become.


My forever home, she thinks, and fights off a surge of nauseating depression that piggybacks atop the knowledge that this place—from now until the day she dies—will be the last, and only, home she’ll ever know.


The Autumn Springs Retirement Home is less of a “home” and more of a campus. It isn’t the largest, or most modern, retirement facility in upstate New York, but it’s well maintained and well staffed, just nice enough for those who had diligently saved their pennies over the course of their lives to afford a comfortable—if not glamorous—way of life for their sunset years.


The bulk of the complex is separated into three large brick buildings: the main building, four stories high—and through which visitors and residents exit and enter the campus—is the Community Center. In addition to the theater Rose and Miller just left behind, the building also houses several large activity rooms, multiple classrooms (with rotating curriculums), a relatively up-to-date library, an outdated gym, an indoor pool, and the administration offices. The large front lobby includes a grand piano (rarely played), a reception desk, and a set of glass double doors leading to the parking lot and—beyond that—the greater world: a world the residents of Autumn Springs have, for the most part, left behind.


Directly behind the Community Center, just across a small concrete courtyard, sits a large dining hall, one that boasts a restaurant-sized kitchen and a diverse menu for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Nightly specials are always a surprise, and residents take their three meals a day there almost exclusively.


Stretching out to either side of the Community Center are two narrow brick buildings, each only two stories. If one entered the main lobby from the parking lot, the building to the left would be the Greenview Apartments, and the building to the right the Seaview Apartments, supposedly named as such because it rests a few hundred feet closer to the Atlantic Ocean than its partner (as the coastline is more than one hundred and fifty miles away, the “Seaview” branding is more whimsical, or possibly ironic, than literal).


A dense, state-protected forest horseshoes the campus’s surrounding grounds, which are spacious, if a bit rustic. There’s a trailhead of sorts (not state certified) at the foot of the trees that is wide enough for a wheelchair, followed by a flat dirt trail that never swells wider than a few feet. The trail tunnels through nature, leading to a small meadow and an old, boarded-up well. Although the forest path is rarely used by residents, the rear grounds behind the apartments also boast a lovely asphalt walking path—complete with a weathered gazebo—cutting through what is colloquially referred to as the “back lawn.”


To the east of the campus lies the broad, bubbling Seminole Creek, one of many natural springs in the region (and what gives Autumn Springs its moniker) that draw visiting grandchildren like a piper’s song. The land to the west of Greenview, however, is far less opulent, consisting primarily of a straw-grass clearing carpeted with hearty pachysandra and low brush. Other highlights include the sad brown cage of a forgotten community garden and a rather uneven, weed-spotted tennis court.


All of which, more or less, comprises the bulk of what the Autumn Springs geography has to offer.


Still, for most residents, it’s enough. There is always something going on in the Community Center for folks to enjoy, and the campus is large enough that, on most days, you can get in a nice walk (if it isn’t too cold outside). There are regular shuttles into town where one can day-shop or dine out, and regular group outings to museums, baseball games, and other activities. Some residents still have their cars, of course, but most hardly use them given the convenience of the shuttles.


That said, there are a couple things about the Autumn Springs Retirement Home that Rose, if she’s being honest, doesn’t much care for.


The first is having to live next to the CSX freight train line, which normally pulls anywhere from twenty to fifty cars, chugging and rumbling past on tracks that lie just outside the main parking lot and the west section of the back lawn, no more than a hundred yards from the brick walls of the Greenview Apartments. The massive train burrows past at sixty-plus miles per hour, wheezing a dense trail of black smoke into the air (and waking up every living thing for half a mile or more) as it winds its way north, toward Albany and beyond.


The nerve-frying bing, bing, bing of the crossing signal isn’t so bad, since it only occurs twice a day during the week and once on Saturday evening—at 8 pm sharp—but the deep grumbling of the massive engine and the ensuing lumbering trail of cargo cars sets Rose’s teeth on edge (usually right around the time she’s settling down for sleep), only to repeat itself again early in the morning, right at 7 am on the weekdays. Since her apartment is at the western-most part of the building, and therefore nearest the tracks, she has it much worse than the others. But what can she do? She’d requested a different apartment just weeks after arriving, but every time someone dies (or “leaves,” if using the local parlance) a new face moves in, claiming they’d secured rights to the apartment many years prior.


Simply put, it’s something she’ll just have to live with.


Even worse than the train, however, is the creepy, abandoned building settled at the rear of the back lawn, the one residents and staff refer to as the “old asylum”; a decrepit, hundred-year-old structure hunched along the forest’s tree line, ugly and lifeless as an eyeless, concrete corpse. The long, single-story building has a moss-covered A-frame roof and milky-brown walls. The windows are boarded over and the metal doors securely locked, so there’s no chance one might mistakenly wander into its decaying interior. It’s an eyesore that gives most residents—Rose included—the heebie-jeebies, since it’s where they used to house folks who were dying or mentally ill, cleanly separated from the other, healthy, residents.


Some, of course, have suggested that the old building might be haunted.


The old asylum had, to date, escaped the demolition axe due to the fact (if rumors were true) that some great Union general had died there during the Civil War. Regardless of its historical significance (or lack thereof), every year or so there is renewed talk of tearing the decaying building down to the ground but, since the expense outweighed the benefits, it stolidly remains, a ghost of the past pigheadedly refusing to push itself into the afterlife.


Much like the residents themselves.
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“What did you two think of the movie?”


Rose startles, broken from her thoughts, and notices Angela Forrest walking at her side, neat round glasses reflecting the pathway’s halogen lamps, a white puffy jacket making her look like a giant marshmallow with legs.


“Good evening, Angela,” Miller says, nodding.


“Hello, Miller,” Angela replies, but her eyes stay on Rose. She shuffles closer as they walk, slides a hand beneath Rose’s arm. “Can I call you tomorrow, Rose?” she asks in a hushed voice. “I need some friendly advice.”


Rose smiles, knowing what Angela really needs is a girlfriend to chatterbox with about the new man in her life. “Of course, hon. Why don’t we have lunch?” She gives a little wink and lowers her own voice to match Angela’s conspiratorial whisper. “Just us girls.”


Angela snickers and nods. “Yes, yes please.”


Miller, sensing the moment, hangs back a few feet from the women as they cling to one another, murmuring happily as two birds on a branch. A few moments later they reach the entrance of the Greenview building, and Miller dashes ahead to hold the door for the women as they breeze past.


The heated air of the lobby is a luxury on his chilled skin as he follows them inside, happy to be home.


When they reach the elevators, Rose gives Angela a quick hug. “I’ll call you in the morning and we’ll make a plan for lunch.”


“Lovely,” Angela says, her round face cherubic with its cold-reddened cheeks, her wide, bright eyes glittering behind bifocal glasses. “You have my number.”


“Of course …”


“Goodnight, Angela,” Miller adds, pressing the button to call the elevator.


“Goodnight, Miller. Goodnight, goodnight,” she says cheerily, waving them off as she walks down the west hallway toward her apartment.


The elevator creaks and, after some minor coughs and groans, the doors shuffle wearily open. Miller and Rose step inside, and Miller hits the button for the second floor. “I take solace every day knowing this old elevator will kick the bucket before I do,” he huffs, rubbing the cold out of his arms.


“Here,” Rose says, and shrugs off his sport coat. “I’m fine now.”


“Was hoping you’d hold on to it,” he says glumly, but with a twinkle in his eye. “You could wear it around, let folks know we’re going steady.”


“We’re doing no such thing,” Rose says, lifting her chin.


Miller chuckles as the elevator creaks and whines its way upward.


“Faster to take the damn stairs,” he says.


“Don’t be a grouch.”


The elevator finally bumps to a stop and the two friends step into the quiet, carpeted foyer of the second-floor apartments.


“May I see you home?”


“You may not,” Rose says, and pats his forearm. “Thank you for the movie.”


Miller nods, smiles. “May I kiss your cheek goodnight?”


Rose exhales dramatically, hating the heat that rushes to her cheeks. She cranes her neck, tilts one warmed cheek toward him.


Miller bends down and pecks her lightly.


“Goodnight, Miller.”


“Goodnight, Rose. Enjoy your lunch with Angela,” he says. “Oh, there’s a new show I heard about, a good detective series with Liam Neeson as Marlowe. You want to watch it tomorrow night?”


“We’ll see,” Rose says, feeling childish in the cozy light of the foyer, still blushing from the man’s light kiss on her cheek. Like a butterfly landing then taking off again, she thinks, then chides herself for foolishness.


“Good enough.” Miller tips the brim of an invisible hat and walks toward the east wing, his tall, lanky body moving effortlessly, almost gracefully. For a moment, Rose watches him.


That man, I swear …


Rose hears voices rise through the elevator shaft, the grind of the car’s gears as it is called downward once again. More folks returning from the movie.


Not wanting to do any more socializing this particular evening, she hustles down the west hallway, eager to be back inside her small apartment so she can make a pot of tea, wash her face, put on some comfy clothes, and settle in with a book.


As she nears her door at the end of the corridor, however, the elevator dings from behind. She turns back to see a small group exit, laughing and speaking in loud, enthusiastic voices. She recognizes Vic Roberts and Sandra Freeman, who everyone knows have been screwing on and off for the last year, even though they both deny it. Mickey Lake is with them as well, towering over the others; he’s built like a damned lumberjack, but Rose likes the man—he’s sweet and quiet, if physically intimidating. A gentle giant who once played professional football, if the rumors are true.


It’s Mickey who catches her eye from the foyer and gives a small wave. She waves back, and a couple others turn to look, spotting her.


Damn.


“Rosie!” Sandra Freeman yells, giving her a big, silly wave. “Come on over; we’re having a nightcap.”


Rose smiles politely and puts her key into the door. “Not tonight, I’m afraid. But thank you. Have fun.” She twists and pushes before anything more can be said and feels silly for yelling down the hallway so late at night. You’d think we were in high school.


She enters her apartment and closes the door behind her. The lamp by her reading chair is on, as is the stove light in the white-tiled kitchen.


For a moment, she allows herself to rest against the door, taking in her small living room, the tidy kitchen, the doorway leading to the bedroom beyond.


Her eight hundred-square-foot life.


Surprisingly, she finds herself saddened by the sudden vacuum of quiet, by the tidiness of it all. By the emptiness of it all.


She debates going back down the hallway, knocking on Sandra’s door, and having that nightcap after all. A warm brandy, perhaps. Or a glass of red wine.


Instead, Rose shakes off the melancholy and heads for the kitchen to put on a pot of water, thinking of Miller kissing her cheek—that warm tickle of a butterfly landing and then flying away.
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Angela is tired but excited.


And, truth be told, a smidge shaken.


That horrid movie, she thinks, climbing slowly into bed, her face greased with Oil of Olay, her glasses set neatly on the nightstand beside her. Still, it was nice to hold hands with Owen.


The sheets are pleasantly cool against her feet, the thick cotton nightgown soft on her skin. She sighs contentedly, wonders if it’s silly of her to dream of things like marriage. She’s eighty-two years old, after all, and Owen a rabbit’s whisker over eighty. They’re no spring chickens, not anymore.


But she likes the idea of having a companion—a real companion—in her August years. Someone to share a bed with, to wake up with, to go on shopping trips and vacations with. Someone to kiss and hug and hold hands with.


She wonders if he’s a good cook. She’d never thought to ask, but that might just be the icing on the cake. He’s already handsome, and fit, and seems eager for small adventures, things fitting to their age. Maybe a trip? Or a cruise?


Well, goodnight, sweet Owen, she thinks, letting go of her whimsical daydreams with a smile, and reaches for the bedside light.


The room falls into darkness.


The wind whispers softly outside her curtained window, which, when uncovered, offers a view of the back lawn—a flat clearing walled off in the distance by an army of tall, dark trees. She would prefer to be on the other side of the building, so that her window faced the lighted path instead of the unlit clearing (which sometimes gave her the late-night willies), but perhaps one day she could move in with Owen, who has a lovely second-story apartment in the Seaview …


Creeaak.


Beneath the covers, Angela goes still.


She stops breathing, stops thinking.


Her blood turns to ice.


Something … something in the other room …


Moved.


Now she hears more sounds in the dark. Sounds like … the shuffling of clothes?


And then—


Creeaak.


Was that the living room’s closet door?


Feeling like a scared, silly little girl, Angela defiantly pushes herself up on one elbow and turns to look across the bedroom, glaring at the door.


And there, framed in the open doorway, is a shadow darker than the night.


A person.


Standing there. Watching her.


“Hello?” she says, voice choked with fear.


Terror, alive and ice-cold, crawls into Angela’s bed, snakes beneath her fluffy cream nightgown and settles itself atop her body like a slinking, hairless cat.


“What do you want?” she whimpers, lips trembling. She debates reaching for her glasses so she can see better, but she’s too afraid to move, too afraid to do anything that might make that person in the doorway become more real, shatter the threadbare illusion that this could all be a dream, a horrible nightmare.


Then the figure—clad all in black, Angela is certain—walks quickly toward her.


“Oh, God!” she yells and, with a sudden burst of energy—of bravery—her survival instincts kick in and she rips away the sheets, throws her legs from the bed. She has no weapon—no stray scissors or knitting needles, not even a dulled letter opener—but she thinks if she can get to the front door, pull it open and scream for help, perhaps this intruder will run. Perhaps they’ll leave her alone.


This is what she thinks. This is what she desperately hopes.


But as she gains her feet, a fist grips the front of her nightgown and a ghastly black mask stares down at her, only inches from her face.


“Leave me alone!” she screams, and slaps weakly at the intruder’s head.


There’s a laugh—a strange, horrible chuckle from beneath that fabric—and then Angela is pushed away. Hard. She falls backward into the nightstand, the edge of which digs sharply into her hip. The bedside lamp crashes to the floor, along with her glasses and the well-worn paperback she’d borrowed from the library, an old Fannie Flagg book she’d read several times over.


She catches her balance but is immediately grabbed once more, this time by the neck, where a strong gloved hand squeezes, harder and harder, until her throat is forced closed. Her tongue juts from her gaping mouth as her breath and voice are stolen away, her trachea slowly crushed. She gags, tries desperately to pull away, but the intruder simply spins her around like a doll and shoves her across the room, toward the open door.


Stumbling, she smacks into the doorframe and hears—actually hears—something snap in her hip, as if a precocious child had pulled the trigger of a loaded cap gun. She falls hard to the ground, pain shooting through her side like fire.


The front door! her mind screams. Angela immediately begins crawling away from the devil in her room, this would-be murderer. But the pain is too much, and her throat burns horribly. She tries to call out but realizes that something is very wrong. Something inside her neck has been badly broken, damaged to such an extent that she can hardly breathe, much less cry for help.


Even worse, based on the searing pain and the way the bone is shifting down there, she knows that her hip is truly broken, oh yes, as certain as death and taxes. Her legs, meanwhile, have gone numb, powerless.


Realizing that it’s useless, Angela stops her feeble attempt at escape and rolls slowly, painfully onto her back, desperately trying to pull in oxygen as she wheezes on the floor like a broken doll. With growing horror, she watches as the masked killer approaches slowly, almost casually, from the bedroom, head cocked, as if studying her with curiosity.


I don’t want to die, she thinks, her mind wild with panic and fear. Please, God, I don’t …


And then she remembers.


How stupid she’d been! Why hadn’t she thought of it before?


Ever since her eightieth birthday, Angela has worn a Medical Alert device around her neck. It’s tasteful—a simple black square with a button in the middle—and she’d attached it to a heavy silver chain that she thought quite pretty.


She’d never had to use it and wouldn’t have it at all if her granddaughter hadn’t insisted (even if it was more for the girl’s peace of mind than her elderly grandmother’s).


But she could use it now. All she had to do was press the damn button and emergency services would be sent—sent right away!


As the dark figure steps closer, Angela digs her fingers beneath the neckline of her gown, reaching … reaching …


That strange laughter comes once again: a high-pitched, muffled chuckle from the killer who has invaded her home, from the one who is now dropping to a knee in front of her, a single gloved hand thrust forward, as if proposing.


Even in the dark, and even without her glasses, Angela sees the familiar silver necklace in the killer’s fist, the onyx rectangle of the Medical Alert device swinging back-and-forth from the chain like a pendulum … a hypnotist’s charm.


Tears run down her face as she stares at the chain, at her last gasp of salvation.


Well, that’s it then, she thinks sadly.


That’s it.


Even so, hating to be defeated so easily, and refusing to simply give up, Angela rolls onto her belly once more and crawls, inch-by-inch, toward the front door, which might as well be a million miles away.


After a few feet, however, her broken hip is screaming in agony, and her throat is all but completely closed, restricting her breath to nothing but short, raspy, painful gasps.


Broken windpipe, maybe, she thinks, sickened by the taste of blood on her tongue.


Her tired heart is pounding—pounding, pounding—in her chest. Going fast, much too fast, and thumping so loud that it creates a dull, rhythmic drumbeat in her ears.


But still she crawls.


Only when a pair of heavy-looking black combat boots step into her path does she accept defeat. As if relieved that she can finally give up—finally give in—Angela sighs and lets her forehead drop to the floor to rest lightly against the cool, brittle carpet.


She is resigned to whatever comes next. All the fight has been beaten out of her, and all the years of her life have been whittled down to this strange end. This impossible murder.


Owen … she thinks. My sweet Owen. Perhaps in the next—


The killer raises one thick-soled boot high above Angela’s prone body, then stomps it down onto the back of the old woman’s frail neck, snapping three vertebrae as if they were nothing more than dried-out chicken bones, thereby abruptly ending Angela Forrest’s long, joy-filled life.
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MADAME HARDY
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Rose calls her friend early the next morning, and since Angela has never bothered with a cell phone, or even an answering machine for her landline, she lets it ring a dozen times before giving up.


Rose thinks it odd, but not necessarily worrisome.


When she calls back again an hour later, after her midmorning routine of coffee and a crossword puzzle, she still doesn’t get an answer.


Now she starts to worry.


Getting hastily dressed, she leaves her apartment and takes the stairs down to the first floor (down being an easier task than up these days, and Rose likes to get her steps in where she can) and walks past the other apartments to reach Angela’s front door.


She knocks. Waits. Knocks again.


Then—worry turning to fear—she calls out her friend’s name.


Again, and again.


“Angela, please answer. It’s Rose!” she calls. “Angela, can—”


“Something wrong?”


Rose turns in surprise to see a neighbor sticking their white-headed noggin out of the next doorway, staring at her with wide, wet eyes. She doesn’t know the man’s name (one can’t know everyone, even if they tried) and for a moment considers smiling with mild embarrassment, turning around, and going back home.


But she doesn’t.


Instead, she shakes her head at the man and says, “Yes, I think there might be.”


“I heard some strange noises last night,” the man says as he steps from his apartment, his white T-shirt baggy on his bony frame; brown, smooth-kneed corduroy pants held up by frayed red suspenders. “But didn’t think much of it because it stopped right away.”


Rose feels the slightest chill, as if a goose had stepped on her grave, perhaps even shuffled a two-step, given the cold pit expanding in her stomach. “What kind of strange noises?”


The man shrugs his bony shoulders, shakes his head. “Hard to say. Thumping, I guess. Lots of thumping.” He looks at Angela’s door with drooping, vacant eyes. “Didn’t think much of it, at the time.” He clears his throat, eyes focusing on Rose once more. “I’m Henry Barber, by the way.”


“Rose,” she says, with a polite nod.


“Yes, I know,” he says, then reddens. “I don’t get out much.”


Rose doesn’t know how to respond to that, so she stays quiet on the subject, her mind thinking instead about the noises Henry mentioned.


Thumping. Lots of thumping.


“Anyway,” Henry continues. “What do you suppose we should do? Call someone?”


“Would you mind?” Rose is frightened at hearing the urgency—the fear—in her own voice. “Henry, would you call the office and tell them something’s wrong?”


“Of course, of course,” he replies, and walks briskly back into his apartment.


Ten minutes later, the administrator himself, Jerry Blackwell, is there, along with a nurse from the Medical Center. He pulls a jumble of keys from his pocket as he approaches Henry and (a now borderline frantic) Rose. A few other residents have since appeared in the hallway, grave faces carved with concern.


“Hello, Ms. DuBois,” the administrator says as he approaches.


“Hello, Mr. Blackwell.”


Rose likes Mr. Blackwell. He’s a tall man with sandy hair who reminds her of Robert Redford (if the light hits him just right). He always wears a suit, and she’s never seen him without a tie and collar (even the time the fire alarms had gone off in the middle of the night and everyone had been forced to shuffle outside; even then, at two-thirty in the morning on a warm summer night, he’d pulled up in his black Lexus sedan and stepped out looking like he’d just left a business meeting). He was born in London—having moved to the States as a child—and still retains just enough accent to present a comforting, polished tone when he speaks. He is kind to the residents and always quick to fix something that needs fixing. Even better, he never makes anyone feel like they’re a bother, or being silly, or paranoid. He takes every request, every complaint—and every resident—seriously.


And so when Henry had informed him that Angela Forrest in Greenview 14 wasn’t answering her door, he’d arrived quickly and without question.


Now Rose just hopes it isn’t for naught.


“I called and called, and I knocked … but she’s—”


“I understand,” Blackwell says, and pounds his fist on the door so loudly that Rose flinches.


“Mrs. Forrest?” he yells, not bothering to lean on decorum.


Now even more residents are opening doors, the hallway slowly filling with folks trying to see what all the ruckus is about.


To find out who died.


After a few more door poundings and a good amount of yelling Angela’s name, the administrator shoves a key into the lock, twists his wrist, and pushes open the apartment door.


“Stay here, please,” he says, directing his request to Rose. Then he turns to the young woman behind him. “Nurse?”


The nurse nods and, together, they go inside, leaving Rose to watch from the doorway.


“Mrs. Forrest?” the administrator calls out to the empty living room.


His voice is different now. Wary.


The nurse moves to an open window, one that faces the green of the back lawn, and slides it firmly shut. Rose watches as Mr. Blackwell and the nurse finish giving a cursory look around the small living space, then disappear into the bedroom.


Which is when Rose hears—hears quite clearly, all the way from the apartment’s front door—the nurse say the words she’d dreaded from the twelfth ring of her first phone call early that morning, just before her coffee and crossword.


“Oh no.”
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“A horrible accident,” Miller says.


Rose grunts noncommittally. Miller raises his eyebrows.


“Something on your mind, Rose?”


It’s late in the day for lunch, nearly two o’clock, and the dining hall clientele is sparse. Miller had eaten a late breakfast, and the news about Angela spoiled any appetite he may have had for an afternoon bite. Rose called him with the news a few hours ago and, after getting details from Mr. Blackwell (what scant information he was able to offer), they’d all held vigil in the Greenview foyer while the medical team came and took Angela away on a stretcher, her small body covered in a heavy white sheet. They all knew she’d be taken to the Medical Center until next of kin was notified, then transported to either the local morgue in the Med Center’s basement, or elsewhere if need be, possibly to be buried near family or deceased loved ones.


No one, to Miller’s knowledge, wept at the news. Not because they weren’t sad—even devastated—by the loss of Angela Forrest, but because they’re old.


The residents of Autumn Springs are of an age where death simply isn’t the tragedy it once was. It isn’t sneaking up on anybody—it isn’t a thief in the night snatching away your struggling spirit while it desperately clings to life.


And it sure as hell isn’t a surprise.


At Autumn Springs, death is hunkered in every shadow of every room. It hovers in the high corners like a giant spider, stands at your bedside and watches you sleep, or sits congenially across the table while you sip your morning coffee, or your evening brandy.


And then, when it’s time, death simply taps you on the shoulder, whispers softly in your ear, and slips its icy hand into yours.


For the residents of Autumn Springs Retirement Home, death isn’t a horror movie. It’s an inevitability.


Sometimes, it’s even a comfort.


Sometimes, it’s a friend.


“I’m sorry, but I don’t buy a word of it,” Rose says, stabbing her fork into a Caesar salad like she’s trying to kill it. “Not a damn word.”


“Don’t believe what, exactly?” Miller says placidly, not wanting to provoke Rose, but curious to know what’s causing her misgivings. Rose drops her fork to the table, where it clatters, then folds her arms across her chest. She leans back into her chair with a heavy sigh.


“Frankly, I don’t even know,” she says. “You must think I’m a fool.”


Miller takes another long sip of his coffee, smacks his lips. It’s hot and strong, just how he likes it. “Not even a little bit. You’ve an instinct for such things.”


Rose looks at him—really looks at him—dark eyes blazing, her expression teetering somewhere between angry and amused. “Don’t you patronize me, Beauregard.”


“No ma’am,” he says, setting the cup down. “I’m serious, Rose. You have a sixth sense when things aren’t right. And you’re good at deduction. Like how you always know the way those crime movies will end and who the killer is.” He taps his nose and smiles. “You got a nose for it.”


Rose scoffs. “That’s me. A black Angela Lansbury.”


Miller laughs, debates a refill. “Anyway, it’s sad. She was a sweet lady.”


But Rose seems to barely hear him. Her eyes go distant, as if her thoughts have drifted off, her mind working a puzzle far away. It’s a look Miller knows well, and he keeps quiet so as to let her think things through.


“How the hell could a slip and fall do so much damage to a person?” she says finally. “And what was Angela doing taking a bath at nine o’clock at night?”


Miller tilts his head, offers a playful smile. “You don’t like a late-night bath? Candles and a glass of wine? A good book?”


Rose shakes her head. “You’ve seen too many movies, hon.”


“That’s true,” he says with a chuckle, and lifts his empty cup toward the dining hall’s sole waiter.


“You don’t need more coffee,” Rose scolds, but without much enthusiasm. “It’s past two o’clock.”


Miller waves a dismissive hand. “You do you. I’ll do me.”


Rose laughs and leans forward. She pushes her plate away and folds her arms atop the table. “I’m serious, though, Miller. It’s awfully strange.”


“I agree, Rose. I do. But consider Occam’s razor. A slip and fall is the simplest solution. And if there’s no other logical reason for those injuries, then it must be what happened. Sure, it’s strange, but not unheard of.”


“I suppose,” Rose agrees, albeit half-heartedly. “Still, I want to find that nurse. That little thing who went into the apartment with Mr. Blackwell. I’ve never seen her before … I don’t know her name, anyway. But I’d like to ask her about what she saw.”


“Now you do sound like Angela Lansbury … oh, good.”


The waiter arrives with a carafe of hot coffee and fills Miller’s mug.


“Thank you, Scott.”


“Of course.” He turns to Rose. “Anything else for you, ma’am?”


“No, darling, I’m good,” Rose says distractedly.


The waiter leaves, and Miller continues. “Okay, let’s see what’s what,” he says, pouring a little cream into his cup. “The bathtub is full of water. Angela is found, well … naked, yes?”


Rose nods. “That’s what I heard. Millie Strong says that she heard from one of the cleaning staff, who spoke with one of the orderlies at the Medical Center, who’d said that the body didn’t have a stitch of clothing on it, and that Angela’s neck was badly broken and her hip fractured.”


Miller clears his throat. “Okay, let’s sidestep how and why that information came to pass and focus on facts.”


“Go on.”


“Full bathtub. Angela undressed, getting ready for a bath. She … what? Slips on a wet spot on the tiles. Maybe she’d been slapping at the water to check the temperature and some splashes out onto the floor. She goes ass over teakettle, slams her neck on the side of the tub … and crack. The hip …” He shrugs. “Hitting the floor would do it.”


“It’s tidy, I’ll give you that.”


Miller’s gaze stays on Rose. His smile slightly fading.


“But.”


Rose shakes her head. “It was something I saw on Mr. Blackwell’s face when he walked out of that room. My goodness, Miller, that young man has seen more death than most, right? But just then, he looked …”


“What?”


Rose looks up, her expression somber as a grave.


“Scared,” she says. “Miller, that man looked scared as hell.”
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Rose is still considering the possibilities of what may—or may not—have happened in Angela Forrest’s apartment when she notices the dining room doors open to let in a cool gust of wind, along with three of the strangest residents of Autumn Springs. Or, in Rose’s opinion, three of the strangest people she’s ever encountered anywhere.


The trifecta of women who enter the dining room together are sisters. And while the Baxter sisters aren’t identical triplets, they do look an awful lot alike. Disconcertingly so, if one were to ask Rose.


“What are those old hens doing here?” Miller asks under his breath, but manages to smile and nod when the eldest sister, Bridget, glances toward their table.


“Having lunch, I suppose,” Rose says, but can’t help wondering if it’s something more than that, such as a good old-fashioned gossip hunt.


“They must have run out of batwing soup,” Miller says with a laugh.


The three women—all dressed in layered shades of black, all peaking at five-foot-two, and all adorned with poofy, black-dyed hair—slow their progression. Having turned their full attention toward Rose and Miller’s table, they quickly huddle together like witches by a cauldron.


“Oh, boy. This can’t be good,” Miller mumbles, turning back to Rose. “Maybe we should—”


“Too late,” Rose says, and puts on a genial smile.


Bridget, Betsie, and Barbara Baxter (commonly known to the residents of Autumn Springs as the Three B’s), make their way toward Rose and Miller. Wide, sharp grins slice through their pale faces.


“Good afternoon, you two,” Bridget says. “Late lunch or early dinner?”


“Late lunch,” Miller says. “How are you ladies doing today?”


“We heard about Angela,” Betsie interjects, ignoring Miller’s small talk. “Horrible.”


“Just horrible,” Barbara tuts. “A terrible accident.”


All three women shake their heads in despair, but Rose can see the remnants of wry grins hidden beneath those painted lips and powdered cheeks, the thrill of a suspicious, violent death arousing their dark sensibilities.


Rumor has it that the Three B’s are witches, which makes for good, if lighthearted, teasing from the other residents (a rumor Rose finds hard to argue with, since the three women offer little that would dispute such a claim).


The Baxter sisters live in the same one-bedroom apartment—albeit one of the larger floor plans offered in either of the two resident buildings. They keep mainly to themselves, but that doesn’t keep neighbors from the occasional complaint of strange smells and sounds coming from their unit. Rhythmic chanting, for one, and odd, sudden shrieks of pain (or joy) were not uncommon. Others who live nearby speak of an almost constant smell of smoke, or sulfur, despite the sisters having never once triggered the incredibly sensitive smoke alarms.


Some residents have even made mention of bizarre animal noises coming from the Baxter apartment. When Rose once asked a pale-faced Ginny Gavin, who lives right next door to the Three B’s in Seaview 7, what kind of animal she’d heard in the night, Ginny had simply widened her eyes and replied: “Something big.”


Having known the sisters since they’d first moved in over three years ago, Rose has never had much interest in their strangeness or in seeking out the odd stories told about them. For the most part, she’d found them relatively harmless, if a little unsettling. Now, however, she wonders if perhaps they’re not quite as harmless as she believes.


Witches or no, Rose thinks, watching them hover over their lunch table, these three are worth keeping an eye on.


Part of Rose knows she’s likely being paranoid—and for no good reason at that—but no matter how hard she tries to shake it, she has a bad feeling in her gut about what happened to Angela, even if she can’t quite put her finger on why.


Experience, perhaps. Sure, she’s had her share of slip and falls, that much is certain. Maybe even more than most. But when she thinks about her dead friend’s body lying in the Morgue, hip broken, neck broken … something feels decidedly wrong.


Given the veracity with which the three sisters are burrowing into the mud for kernels of gossip, like starved chickens in a barnyard, she wonders if she’s the only one who might feel that way.


“It’s very sad,” Miller says, pulling Rose’s attention back to the conversation.


“You were close, weren’t you?” Bridget asks, focusing on Rose, a mask of empathetic sorrow on her face. “You and Angela?”


Rose nods. “We were. She was a very sweet, very generous person.”


“Have you heard any more, you know … details?” Barbara asks, the corner of her lips curling despite her best efforts.


“Ladies, I don’t think this is the time,” Miller interjects calmly. “We’re all still in a bit of shock, and I think we, and Rose especially, need to process the loss.”


“Shock?” Betsie says with a roll of her eyes, then cackles before putting a hand over her mouth to stifle it. “Sorry, Miller. But she wasn’t exactly hit by a bus.”


“What my sister is saying,” Bridget adds quickly, “is that these things can happen at our age. If we’re not careful, I mean. Accidents and what-not.”


“I once knew a woman who died getting out of bed,” Barbara says, her long bony fingers working a ball of black yarn from which two silver knitting needles protrude like antennae. “They said the bedsheet caught her ankle as she stepped away and she fell face-first into a bedroom window, broke the glass on impact, and impaled herself on a particularly long shard. Here, I think, by the jugular.”


Barbara tilts her chin upward and points at the soft, wrinkled flesh of her throat.


“Ladies,” Miller pleads. “Please, I don’t think Rose needs to hear about any more death or tragedy right now.”


“I’m fine,” Rose snaps, suddenly angry—angry at the world for taking her friend, angry at these damn witches for their coarse manners and ugly thoughts. And yes, angry at Miller for thinking she needs protection or someone to speak for her. “But I am sorry to be rude. There’s something I need to do. So, if you’ll all excuse me.”


Rose stands, and Miller begins to rise with her. “I’ll speak to you later, Beauregard,” she says sharply, and walks brusquely away from the table.


Miller’s eyes widen slightly, but he nods and settles back into his chair, shoulders heavy.


By the time Rose reaches the entry, her quick flare of anger has dropped to a low heat, and she finds herself fighting off a pang of remorse at her abrupt departure. She turns back and sees the sisters making themselves at home at Miller’s table, who looks tangibly miserable as he takes another sip of coffee, which has probably gone cold.


I’ll make it up to him, she thinks, then pushes out the door, eager to obtain more details—and some answers—about what happened to her friend.
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As Rose follows the red tape line toward the Medical Center, she isn’t sure what she’s going to do, or what she expects to find out. But Angela had been a good friend—she was kindhearted and loving, and they’d made killer bridge partners. Yes, even against the dreaded Pickfords. Rose feels she owes it to her old friend to …


To what, exactly?


Rose doesn’t know.


Investigate?


Care?


If nothing else, Rose needs to know, for her own peace of mind, that what happened to Angela was indeed an accident. That somebody—as unthinkable as it sounds—hadn’t hurt the poor woman.


There’s a small, dark voice in Rose’s mind, one she doesn’t think she’ll ever be rid of. It’s the same voice that’s been living in her head for thirty years (a constant companion since her marriage), and one that sounds an awful lot like her dead husband. It’s a voice that skulks in the dark crevices of her subconscious, a dark whisperer that does its very best to corrupt every happy thought or good feeling that surfaces, that keeps her on the defensive, that keeps her wary, that fills her with uncertainty, and fear.


Of course, sometimes the dark voice is right about a thing or two, and those are the times Rose hates it the most.


Right now, that voice is whispering into her ear that maybe—just maybe—Owen Duffield has something to do with all of this.


Sure, she’s known Owen as long as she’s known Angela—since the day she moved into Autumn Springs. They weren’t a couple then, of course. That’s recent. Owen was still married for one thing, his wife of thirty years dying later that same year.


And how did Susan Duffield die, anyway? the voice wants to know. Was it really natural causes … or does Owen have a history of losing those he loves?


“Bullshit,” Rose mumbles as she walks, breath frosting the early-evening air. Susan Duffield died because she’d been suffering from congestive heart failure for years, and her sweet little ticker finally succumbed to its inevitable fate. People get old. Bodies get old, Rose thinks to herself. Not everything is a mystery novel.


And yet … she can’t help but wonder about Owen. When Angela came to her last night, asking to talk, Rose had assumed it was standard girl talk of the should I or shouldn’t I variety. At the time, she’d thought Angela seemed so happy.


But when she lets the memory play through her mind one more time, she wonders if there’s something else there.


Something she was hiding.


Fear, perhaps.


Maybe they’d had a lovers quarrel, the dark voice says. Maybe Owen pushed her too hard and she fell and her little frail neck snapped like a goddamn toothpick and he set up the bathroom angle to cover his tracks and—


“Enough, enough …” Rose mutters, giving her head a little shake, hoping to jostle the intrusive voice out of her ear and back to its little cave in the back of her subconscious. She also pushes Owen Duffield out of her mind (at least for the moment) and focuses on the task at hand.


She has questions, and she’d very much like a few answers.


Rose continues down the path, still following the silly red tape (as if she couldn’t find the building without a trail of breadcrumbs). She says hello to a couple she doesn’t recognize as they pass, watches as they head toward the Seaview building. She wonders if their place is quiet when the train rumbles by and feels a stab of envy she doesn’t try too hard to squash.


Adjacent to the path outside the Medical Center sits a small koi pond, partially covered in lily pads, a few wooden benches set around its neatly trimmed grass perimeter. Surrounding the tidy clearing are hedges of Madame Hardy rose bushes, the kind that bloom in lush whites and pinks during the spring and summer months, and stand as scraggly green sentinels in the winter.


But those harsh winters are necessary, Rose knows, in order for the flowers to fully bloom in the summer months. Madame Hardy roses need that winter chill if they are to burst back to life beneath warm sunshine.


As she studies the bushes—their green leaves already beginning to absorb the upcoming months of brittle cold—she thinks again about Beauregard, and about her own inner flower, the one twined with thorns of the past … and wonders if there might perhaps be one summer left in her winter-trapped heart.


“Hello, Rose,” a man says from a nearby bench, startling her.


Rose steps past a large clump of bushes to see her friend Tatum Bird sitting peacefully near the pond. He’s wearing blue jeans and clean, white sneakers, an old brown Carhartt jacket and a beaten-to-hell Yankees cap. Rose takes a step in his direction, glances once toward the Medical Center, then decides it can wait a few minutes more.


“Hello, Tatum,” Rose says, giving the man her warmest smile as she steps carefully through the damp grass toward the bench, where she sits comfortably next to him. “Nice to see you this afternoon.”


“Have you seen Jack?” Tatum asks, his eyes on the sky, hands dug deep into his coat pockets.


“Actually, I think I have,” Rose says, putting a hand on Tatum’s forearm. “I believe he was sleeping on the back lawn.”


Tatum nods, mollified. “He’s a good boy.”


“He is, indeed,” Rose says. “A lovely dog. You’re very lucky to have him.”


They sit in companionable silence for a moment, then Tatum points to a nearby bush. “The butterflies are pretty today,” he says.


Rose glances over, sees a pair of gold-winged butterflies dancing around one of the dying blooms. “That they are. I guess they’re not all hibernating yet.”


“No … not yet. But getting there,” Tatum says, shoving his hand back into the warmth of his pocket. “I want to go home,” he says without inflection. A statement of fact.


Rose pats his arm. “I know, baby, I know. Maybe when Jack comes back you can go home together. How’s that sound?”


Tatum looks at Rose and smiles. “Sounds good, Rose. That sounds really good.”


Like many other residents, Tatum Bird now lives in the Medical Center full-time, needing around-the-clock care. He suffers from dementia and has already survived strokes on two different occasions. But unlike some others getting full-time care, Tatum is universally docile. He’s never angry or violent. He’s never tried to hurt himself or any of the nurses or doctors. As far as Rose knows, he’s never needed restraints of any kind. In fact, the medical staff all but dotes on him because he’s one of the tame ones.


One of the easy ones.


His dog, Jack—a beautiful, chocolate-furred Labrador retriever who Rose has seen pictures of a few times over the years—has been dead for decades. Ever since Tatum’s second stroke, however, he’s been obsessed with the dog, stubbornly searching for him from morning to night. Every day he’ll stroll outside to look for his old friend, never straying too far, and invariably ending up on this very same bench by the pond, watching the koi and butterflies, hoping Jack will soon return.


“Tatum, honey, I’ve got to be moving along. Are you okay? Are you hungry? Want me to have someone come out here and sit with you?”


The staff gives Tatum a lot of free rein since they know his nature and, more likely than not, where they can find him. Rose just hopes he never gets it in his head to stray too far. She hates the idea of him getting lost in the surrounding forest, or stumbling down the hill toward the creek, or—God forbid—going anywhere near the train tracks. More than once he’s wandered into one of the apartment buildings and knocked on a door, wondering if that particular resident had seen Jack. All the residents knew Tatum by now, and on most of those occasions he would be invited inside to sit down for a coffee or a Diet Coke, and usually the homeowner would put in a call to the Medical Center, just to let them know where the man was.


He was harmless, and sweet, and heartbreaking.


“I’m okay, Rose,” he says clearly.


She is genuinely impressed—and more than a little touched—that Tatum always seems to remember her name, despite the rotting in his brain. She imagines his mind as a constant thunderstorm, complete with boiling gray clouds where the occasional spark of lightning flashes brightly—a rare coherent thought—before being swallowed by the maelstrom once more. How her name survives inside the squalling, tempestuous world of his mind she couldn’t possibly guess. During one of Rose’s routine checkups, a nurse had commented on it, saying that Rose’s was the one name Tatum always seemed to recall, that he would often tell others how much he enjoyed sitting with her by the pond.


“I’m sure it has something to do with all those rose bushes,” Rose said at the time, slightly embarrassed. “How could he possibly forget?”


The nurse had laughed and agreed it was a strong possibility, even if they both knew better, knew that kindness could be its own miracle, and that a friendship could often hold anchor in a storm, even one that raged so savagely.


“I’ll see you later, Tatum,” Rose says, standing, anxious to see what she can discover from the medical staff. “Or shall I walk you home?”


“I better wait for Jack,” he says quietly.


“Okay, but don’t wait too long,” Rose says. “He’ll come back. He always does, right? He always comes home.”


Tatum nods, stares meaningfully into the distance and says nothing.


Rose bends down and kisses the top of his Yankees cap, then walks away.


As she approaches the squat, two-story building, a small, illogical part of her glances left and right as she goes, wondering if she might just see a flash of brown fur, running hell-bent toward the pond.
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