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      “And you have the budget ready for me to review, right?” Gary asked.

      Lauren barely heard the question, but it did register as an annoying buzz in the back of her mind. She was juggling her demanding boss, a new resident intake, and a mischievous resident who was literally juggling mini muffins from the breakfast buffet.

      Besides, she’d already sent Gary her budget and he approved it via email last week. He just wanted to feel like he was doing something boss-ish while he was here.

      “Yes,” she humored him. “We can review it in my office after Angelique goes over the nurses’ station protocols with you.”

      “What’s that now?” Angelique, who was just innocently passing them in the hall, looked like she’d been sideswiped by a bus, and Lauren made a mental note to apologize for it later.

      “Remember, you volunteered to show Mr. Peterson how you chart?” she fibbed.

      God bless Angelique, she was one of the best nurses on staff and also had the most seniority in the building. She registered Lauren’s distress and jumped right into the fray. “Oh yes, right this way, Mr. Peterson.”

      Lauren mouthed thank you as soon as Gary turned his back to her and Angelique stuck her tongue out in return. She was a pro at her job, with sass to match – one of the reasons why she was so beloved by the residents here at the Sunnyside Senior Living Community.

      Lauren Carpenter was the facility director, had been for about nine months now, and Gary was here doing his quarterly checking up on her, make sure she was running the Granville location according to corporate’s exacting standards.

      Which, speaking of… a mini muffin rolling across the floor and hitting the toe of her shoe reminded Lauren that there were still fires to be put out. Why did the place have to go nuclear on the one day her boss traveled in from Cleveland?

      “Opal, honey, do you think you could find something better to juggle than baked goods?” she asked as she tossed the muffin at her feet into a nearby trash can.

      “Why? People love it!” her most challenging resident shot back at her, not missing a beat in picking up a replacement muffin from the basket.

      Opal was nearly a hundred years old, with more mischief in her than a four-and-a-half-foot-tall silver-haired woman ought to be able to contain. Lauren had never seen her sick or even lacking her signature wicked grin, and she had to grudgingly admit that Opal had a particular talent for drawing out the more introverted residents. When she wasn’t juggling mini muffins, Opal was known to act out whole episodes of The Andy Griffith Show to cheer people up or go from suite to suite handing out dirty literature to those so inclined.

      Still… today of all days?

      “Opal, please,” Lauren sighed, just as the caregiver assigned to breakfast duty emerged from the kitchen with a chafing dish of scrambled eggs.

      He scanned the room, immediately zeroing in on the problem even as Opal tried to play innocent and set the muffins down on her plate. “I’m so sorry, Lauren, I just stepped away for a fresh batch of eggs.”

      “It’s no problem, Miguel, you got it from here?” she asked. “Mr. Peterson is here today and I need to catch up with him.”

      He nodded, catching the meaning behind her words. Now is not the time for Opal’s shenanigans. “Got it, boss.”

      Lauren took a deep breath, blowing dark brown tendrils out of her face on the exhale. Did she look as frazzled as she felt? Impossible to know, and it wasn’t like she’d have the chance to glance in a mirror anytime soon.

      Most of the time, she felt in control here. She felt like she was doing a good job and her residents and her employees were happy – no easy feat, accomplished with no small amount of compromises. That didn’t make her immune to panic when Gary’s hot, acrid breath started warming her neck, though.

      In a perfect world, elder care and corporate were words that would never be spoken in the same sentence. Everyone would get the care and attention they needed without talk of budgets and overhead and profits. Hell, in a perfect world, no one would care about Opal and her juggling antics as long as she was happy.

      In this world, though, men like Gary Peterson existed, and they lived to scrutinize. To trim the budgetary fat. To enforce inflexible corporate policies.

      He certainly wasn’t amused to walk in this morning and learn what breakfast entertainment was on offer. Lauren could just see it in his eyes – every dropped mini muffin an unnecessary waste, a direct blow to the facility’s budget. Probably what got him antsy to review it all over again.

      The sooner Lauren could get him out the door and back to Cleveland for another three months, the better.

      But Angelique would have to keep him busy just a little longer, because there was one more fire to put out this morning. It was the new resident moving into suite number seventeen, and her very high-strung family.

      “Don’t forget to breathe,” Opal called from the dining room as Lauren turned away. “You’re a boss bitch!”

      Lauren couldn’t help smiling. While bitch was a word she could do without hearing screamed down the hall on this particular morning, it did amuse her every time it came out of Opal’s mouth. The secret to being feisty and happy into your late nineties? Apparently, it was staying current with pop culture and adopting the slang whenever it suited you.

      “Thank you, Opal,” she waved over her shoulder. Then she made her way to the residential wing.

      Sunnyside had a variety of living arrangements available, from fully-equipped independent living suites to hospice rooms, and about a hundred total residents. The newest arrival, Rose Moreno, fell in the middle of the spectrum – she’d been diagnosed with ovarian cancer almost a decade ago and after multiple unsuccessful attempts at treatment, she’d now chosen palliative care. She was eighty-one years old, here to be made comfortable by the nurses, and to lighten the burden on her family, who weren’t up to the challenges of at-home nursing.

      That was a pretty common scenario, and nothing about it had surprised Lauren when she met Rose during her initial tour of the facility.

      What was waiting for her in suite seventeen, on the other hand… Could nothing go well today? Would that be too much to ask?

      “We were told she would have a lake view!” Rose’s adult daughter was practically screeching at the caregiver helping Rose move in her things. “Does this look like a lake view?!”

      “Really, Gina, it doesn’t bother me,” Rose was saying from the recliner that had already been moved in. “The view is fine.”

      “Fine? It’s an ugly parking lot!” Gina huffed.

      Lauren knocked on the doorframe to announce herself, and took advantage of the momentary chaos to glance out the window herself. None of the rooms had a parking lot view for privacy reasons, but if one were to stand right next to the window like Gina was doing and really crane one’s head, it would be possible to see a small corner of pavement.

      “Can we help you?” Gina barked.

      “I’m Lauren Carpenter,” she said. “Facility director. We met during the tour, and I just wanted to stop in to say hi and–” Diffuse a bomb, she thought.

      “Change my mother’s room assignment, I hope!” Gina said, hands on hips. “Where is the lake?”

      “Gina, stop,” a man said from the corner. He was about Gina’s age, and Lauren hadn’t even noticed him there. He nodded toward Lauren now. “I’m Mike, Rose’s son.” He avoided looking Gina’s way, as if he didn’t even want to take ownership of his sister in this moment. “The suite is nice.”

      “Yes, it’s perfectly fine,” Rose said. “I’m sure the lake view was an innocent oversight, and honestly, I don’t need it–”

      “Mom, this is going to be your room for the rest of your–” Gina’s voice cracked and instead of finishing her sentence, she whirled on Lauren. “Are you going to fix this or what?”

      She’d dealt with the likes of Gina plenty of times before. It hadn’t taken much time on the job before she’d learned to spot the various ways that people displayed and dealt with their grief. Gina, apparently, woke up today and chose anger.

      “Ms… may I call you Gina?” she asked, already approaching her with an outstretched hand. “Please, have a seat.”

      “Ms. Moreno,” she said, reluctantly letting Lauren sit her down in a chair at a small dining table along the wall.

      “Ms. Moreno, please just sit back and relax while we take care of bringing in the rest of your mother’s belongings,” Lauren said, nodding in the caregiver’s direction. He took his cue, and Mike also took the opportunity to bug out. They both disappeared down the hall, and Lauren turned back to Gina and Rose. “Can I get either of you anything? Coffee, water, a mini muffin?”

      There might still be one stuck to my heel, she thought, then brushed aside her irritation. If Gina’s mood rubbed off on her, Gina won.

      “I’m fine, thank you, dear,” Rose said. She was dwarfed by the plush recliner she was sitting in, her pure white hair lying wavy over her shoulders. There were deep laugh lines and crow’s feet carved into the contours of her face, signs of a life well lived, and she was smiling even now.

      “Yeah, it’s fine,” Gina said, her tone implying it was anything but.

      Time to mend some fences, now that she wasn’t actively yelling. Lauren stepped over to the window, pointing to some tall ornamental grasses about ten yards away. “I apologize for any confusion,” she said, “but there is a lake on the other side of that grass. The landscaping crew leaves it long in the spring because there are sparrows who like to nest in it, but the lake will be visible in a few months.”

      “Oh, sparrows, that sounds lovely!” Rose said, and Lauren watched Gina’s face as her expression slowly morphed from indignant to mildly embarrassed. Maybe it was wrong to find pleasure in someone else’s discomfort, but after the way their conversation started off, it was satisfying to watch her realize her own unreasonableness.

      “Well, someone could have explained that,” was all Gina managed, not looking Lauren in the eye.

      “We’ll get you all moved in, Rose, and in the afternoon we’ve got a string quartet coming in if you’d like to attend,” she went on, as if the whole ordeal hadn’t happened. “They’re students from the local university and they like to have a live audience to practice for before their senior showcase, so they come in about once per semester.”

      “That would be nice,” Rose said. “Can’t say I’ve ever heard a string quartet live before.”

      “I’ll make sure someone comes to get you before the performance,” Lauren promised. Then she got the heck out of the room before Gina could find anything else to bitch about. True, she was just trying to process her mother’s illness – and the fact of her mortality – but that didn’t mean Lauren had to sign up for another round of verbal abuse.

      Hopefully, neither would any of her staff.

      She was breathing a little easier on her way back up the hallway. Three fires fought and extinguished in under an hour? Not bad. And as long as she humored Gary with some favorable budget numbers, he’d leave happy today too.

      She went to the nurses’ station to relieve Angelique of her burden, and her breath caught in her throat once more as her eyes locked with a drop-dead gorgeous woman with a… fox? On her shoulder?

      Either this day just threw one more surprise at Lauren, or she needed to have her head checked.
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      “Ah, here’s the director now,” the nurse said, looking a little relieved not to have to deal with Grace and her fox.

      She turned, and the professional sorry to drop in like this smile she wore instantly turned into more of a drool as she took in the unexpectedly young, beautiful director. Soft brunette curls fell to chin-length, framing a heart-shaped face and dark, soulful eyes. She was a little shorter than Grace, and a little curvier too. Shapely calves peeked out from under a knee-length black skirt, and her peach-colored lips curled into a wry smile.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t recall scheduling a… what is that, exactly?”

      She was looking at Sonic, perched politely on Grace’s shoulder, and her brow furrowed adorably as she tried to puzzle it out.

      “You didn’t,” Grace explained. “This is Sonic, he’s a fennec fox.” She extended her hand. “And my name is Grace Williams. I’m an animal-assisted therapy provider.”

      The director’s wry smile was bewitching. She asked, “What kind of therapy does Sonic need?”

      Grace smiled. “Animal-assisted therapy – Sonic’s not a patient, he’s one of my therapy animals.” Well, he was on loan from a friend, but Grace narrowly avoided blurting out all those unnecessary details. She’d practiced her pitch at home and in front of her vet friends dozens of times, but in real life, in front of such a gorgeous woman, it was proving much more difficult to control the urge to over-explain. “I’m expanding my practice into this region–” Starting, more like. “–and I’d love just a few minutes of your time to explain how Sonic and I can help your residents.”

      The director frowned. “I’m very busy today.”

      Grace reached for the satchel slung over her shoulder, trying to extract the pamphlets she’d printed off just last week. Gathering mountains of statistics on the benefits of animal-assisted therapy for elderly populations had been part of her master’s thesis, and assembling them into attractive, digestible literature had been the first official step in opening her practice.

      When she was slaving over the computer, wondering if she should just hire a graphic designer, she’d thought that was the hard part.

      Turns out, keeping her mouth from running away from her in front of a potential client was the real hard work.

      “Here, I have–”

      She pulled a small stack of pamphlets out of the satchel, accidentally bringing a dried cherry out of the bag with them. Sonic’s ears pinged straight up as he caught the smell, and he vaulted down Grace’s arm, using her hand as a springboard and nimbly snatching the snack.

      “Sonic!”

      The director yelped with surprise as the small tan fox landed in her arms. Grace opened her mouth to apologize profusely, but paused when she noticed the look of pure joy on the woman’s face.

      “Oh my gosh, he’s so soft!”

      “Still learning personal boundaries, too,” Grace said, holding her hands out, but the woman didn’t pass him back. Instead, she stroked between his ears. All her objections about being busy melted away, and she seemed entirely lost in the moment.

      Grace set her pamphlets down on the counter, seizing the only opportunity she was likely to get to make her pitch. The script she’d prepared felt stiff and impersonal now, so she threw it out and decided to follow Sonic’s lead – she’d simply take a leap of faith.

      “How do you feel right now?” she asked the director. “Calm? Present? Happy?”

      The woman looked up, her milk-chocolate eyes dancing with an obvious answer. “All of the above.”

      “Animals have a powerful effect on people,” Grace said. “It only takes a few minutes with one to relax us, lift our spirits, remind us to live in the moment the way they do. That’s why they make wonderful companions for people dealing with a variety of mental health issues, and they’ve also been very effective in raising morale and rejuvenating the elderly.” She paused. “I’m sorry, I haven’t gotten your name yet.”

      “Lauren. Carpenter,” she said, then reluctantly held Sonic out for Grace. “And all of that sounds wonderful, but I just don’t think Sunnyside can handle the added chaos of a fox running around. We have a hard enough time controlling our feistier residents.”

      She said it with a chuckle, but Grace could tell she was losing her.

      “Lauren…” It was a common name, but it had never felt so velvety on Grace’s tongue. God, there was something about her, something that made Grace lose her train of thought entirely too often. “I won’t take up any more of your time today, but will you please read these pamphlets when you have a moment? It doesn’t have to be Sonic – a lot of assisted living facilities see great improvements in their residents with cats or even just a fish tank.”

      “That does sound more manageable–” Lauren started to say, reaching for the literature on the counter.

      “What the hell is that?” a male voice boomed, making both Lauren and Sonic flinch. Grace looked over the director’s shoulder to see a balding man in a cheap suit coming up the hall toward them.

      “A fennec fox,” Lauren said, turning to him. “Mr. Peterson, I was just coming to find you. This is Grace Williams. She runs a therapy animal program and she says–”

      “No,” the man said, his face scrunching up meanly. “No animals – can you imagine the liability issues?”

      “Actually–” Grace started, but he cut her off.

      “Please get that thing out of here before it gives one of our residents Lyme disease,” he said. Then he turned his back on Grace, clearly done with her. “Lauren, are you ready to go over the quarterly budget?”

      “Sure, Mr. Peterson,” Lauren said, her smile gone, her voice tired.

      “Fennecs aren’t carriers for Lyme–” Grace tried one more time, but the man was already leading Lauren away. The director looked over her shoulder at Grace, mouthing the word sorry as she left.

      Grace glanced at the pamphlets still sitting on the counter, then at the nurse who’d been valiantly attempting to be invisible ever since the bald man showed up.

      “Sorry,” she said. “Mr. Peterson’s a bit of a stickler for the rules.”

      “Who is he?” Grace asked. “I thought Ms. Carpenter was in charge of this facility.”

      “She is,” the nurse said. “He’s the regional manager – from corporate.”

      “Ah. So, I just hit a brick wall, huh?”

      The nurse gave her a sympathetic look. “‘Fraid so.”

      “Damn.” Grace had only been in business for a month, and she had a handful of clients who hired her to bring animals in for one-off programs. Bunny yoga. Story time with animals at the library. An after-school program pairing up kids on the autism spectrum with the local humane society for volunteer work. Things like that. But to make inroads with an assisted living facility – especially one like Sunnyside, with multiple locations all over the state – would really mean helping a lot of people.

      People like her own father, who really could have used a companion in his final days.

      She let out a sigh, then pulled a business card from her bag. “Could you make sure Lauren gets these pamphlets, and my business card, just in case Mr. Peterson has a change of heart?”

      “I will,” the nurse said, then asked shyly, “if you let me feed Sonic a cherry before you go?”

      Grace laughed, then reached into her satchel again. “He’d love that.”
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      Sandra Caldwell woke up with one hell of a pain in her hip. It radiated all the way down her right side, and although it was a pain she experienced every morning, it wasn’t one she was capable of getting used to.

      Little aches, like the arthritis in her knuckles or the occasional ache in her back, were things you adjusted to. The toll you paid to stay on this earth after a while.

      Sandra, who everyone had called Dee for as long as she could remember, was eighty-two years old and all things considered, she was lucky that the searing pain on her right side was the first major problem she’d encountered in this whole ugly business of aging.

      She’d fallen out of her bed four months ago. It was only a two-foot drop onto carpet, but after eight decades on this earth, she had a lot less padding than she used to, and her bones were more delicate than they once were. The result was a hairline fracture. She’d been lucky it wasn’t a full break, but it still hurt like hell and the recovery period was turning out to be longer than she’d hoped.

      Once upon a time, a fall like that wouldn’t even have been worth mentioning.

      Now, she slowly stretched out her leg, doing some hip rolls for flexibility that the physical therapist had showed her. They worked some of the stiffness out, but what she really needed was to get up and get moving. Unfortunately, that was more of an ordeal these days than it used to be, too.

      An hour later, she was showered, dressed, and slowly making her way down the hall toward the dining room. She favored her right leg as she walked and she used a cane now, but she passed several suites where the residents inside were bed-bound, and that helped her remember that things could always be worse.

      Eighty-two years old with an aching hip, but at least she was on her feet. Following her nose to the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and mouth-watering bacon. Enough money in her bank account to afford one of the good assisted living facilities, where they don’t just dump you in your room and forget about you. Yeah, she was doing alright.

      “Hey, Sandra Dee!” a cheerful voice rang out, and Dee’s mood darkened.

      “Opal,” she said, nodding in the older woman’s direction.

      “Smile, you’re above ground!” Opal said. “The muffins are good today too.”

      They did smell good – the scent of blueberries permeated the dining room – but Dee couldn’t help her bad mood. Her jaw automatically set itself in a scowl whenever she heard Opal’s voice. The woman was forever causing some trouble or another, making extra work for the staff, and it didn’t help that it was her grating voice that Dee had heard moments before her accident.

      Sandra Dee! Get up, there’s a bear outside your window!

      She’d startled, fallen, and as the pain shot through her body, so sharp it reached her cheeks, she’d been faintly aware of Opal standing in her doorway, saying, Oh gosh, it was just a raccoon.

      “Can’t believe you’re still with us, Opal,” Dee said now with a forced smile. “What are you, immortal?”

      “One can only hope,” Opal answered. “You coming to my hundredth birthday party in a couple months?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” Dee said, her jaw refusing to relax as she went over to the row of chafing dishes where the bacon and eggs were being kept warm.

      The trick to dealing with Opal was to humor her – but not too much. Dee would make herself a plate, then make up an excuse to go back to her rooms to eat. Or maybe she’d go out on the patio and enjoy the morning sunshine, if it wasn’t too cold. She sure as hell wasn’t going to sit at the old woman’s table and let her badger her into indigestion.

      “I’m going to request a bounce house,” Opal said while Dee scooped herself some scrambled eggs. “A centenarian ought to be able to make whatever birthday requests she wants, right?”

      Dee snorted. “Just don’t expect me to get in it with you – bum hip, remember?”

      “Oh, are you still mad about that?” Opal tsked. “I’ve apologized a thousand times.”

      Dee rolled her eyes, though her back was to Opal so it went unnoticed. In fact, she had never apologized. Dee was sure that Opal believed she had, but she’d never actually said the words I’m sorry.

      “Well, I’m going to get some fresh air,” she said, carefully balancing her plate in one hand as she headed for the door.

      “Enjoy your day, Sandra Dee.”

      “You too, Opal,” she answered. Hope I don’t see you again until dinner.

      It was chilly on the patio, but peaceful. A lot of the residents didn’t have much tolerance for temperature extremes, but Dee had spent her whole life outside and a little cold never bothered her. In her prime she’d been an environmental scientist and she spent a lot of her time out in the field, collecting samples and observing a variety of climates. She’d even been to Antarctica – the patio had nothing on that cold.

      She ate, then sat sipping her coffee for a long while, watching as sparrows flitted in and out of the tall grasses by the lake. They were building their nests, taking scouting trips and coming back with beaks full of dried grass to prepare for their young.

      It was always bittersweet, watching nature take its course like that.

      Dee had a younger sister she loved dearly, and a grown niece and nephew who visited when they weren’t too busy living their own lives. She had a lot of good friends – although she’d been to more funerals than she cared for at this point in her life.

      But she never settled down. Never started a family, which seemed to come so naturally to the sparrows in the tall grass, going about their business without a care in the world.

      Partly, it was the world she grew up in. She knew from a very young age that she was different from the ‘boy crazy’ girls she knew when she was a kid. Her eyes had gone to the fairer sex, along with her heart and every other part of her. She’d lived through the LGBTQ+ rights movement, along with the fight for civil rights and women’s rights. She’d seen how long progress really takes, and that nothing is truly fixed just because a couple of laws are enacted, as necessary and overdue as they are.

      Dee’s niece had come out a few years ago – claiming for herself a label that didn’t even exist when Dee was growing up, calling herself pansexual. And while love was never a simple thing, it would be so much easier for her than it was for Dee.

      A good thing, a thing that made a happy little lump form in Dee’s throat whenever she thought about it.

      But the constraints of society weren’t the only things that kept Dee from making a family of her own. She’d dated plenty of women, loved a handful of them. But she’d never been head-over-heels, can’t-breathe, can’t-even-think-when-you’re-around in love with any of them.

      Except for one.

      It was so long ago she shouldn’t even be able to remember it now. And it had been brief, never had the chance to get off the ground. After, she’d decided that she would never settle for anything less than the all-consuming passion she felt for that woman.

      And, as luck or life would have it, every lover she’d ever taken afterward had turned out to be less. None of them measured up.

      Or maybe you’re just a fool who could never tell the difference between puppy love and the mature kind, she’d chided herself plenty of times over the years. It did not escape her, sitting out here on the chilly patio all by herself, that settling down with any one of the women she’d loved over the years would have meant having a companion to grow old with. Someone to keep her company and watch sparrows with and complain about Opal to.

      Maybe settling wasn’t the worst thing you could do.

      When her coffee went cold and her hip started to stiffen again, Dee hauled herself up from her chair and went back inside. She spent the rest of the morning as she usually did – making a couple laps around the halls to keep herself nimble. Saying hello to the nurses, caregivers and residents as she passed them. Stopping in to one of her bedridden friends’ suite for a leisurely game of chess. Snacking more than she should from the plentiful treats the staff kept on hand.

      She was sitting in the sunroom with another friend, reading aloud from a romance novel on Cora’s tablet and thinking it could use more lesbians, when her favorite nurse, Angelique, popped her head in the door.

      “Lunchtime, ladies,” she said. “Want me to bring you, Cora?”

      “I’ve got her,” Dee volunteered. Cora was in a wheelchair, and Dee’s motives were not entirely pure – her physical therapist really wanted her to switch from her cane to a walker, but Dee was too proud for that. Pushing Cora’s chair would achieve the same thing without bruising her ego. “What’s for lunch?”

      “Tomato soup and grilled cheese,” Angelique said, and Dee’s mouth gave a Pavlovian response.

      “Make sure Opal doesn’t hog it all,” Cora said. “This one’s a slow walker.”

      “Not my fault,” Dee shot back, setting the tablet in Cora’s lap. They’d stopped just before a rather raunchy scene, and she knew Cora would want her to keep reading after lunch. But her vision was bad, so she was at the mercy of either Dee or an audiobook narrator – everyone had their vices, and romance novels were Cora’s.

      Dee unlocked the brakes on Cora’s chair and they made their way across the building to the dining room. Cora was right, Dee moved slow, but what did she want for an eighty-two-year-old? Skid marks in the hallways?

      They were about halfway to the dining room when they came to a doorframe decorated in crepe paper flowers – decorating the doors of new residents was a tradition the staff had instituted to help them feel welcome and encourage everyone to introduce themselves.

      “Forgot we had a newbie,” Dee said. Lauren, the director, had made an announcement about that a week ago, but nobody’s memory around here was watertight anymore.

      “Oh yeah, a woman, I believe,” Cora said. “Should we stop and say hi?”

      The door was open and Dee was about to agree, but then she heard bickering coming from inside the suite.

      “I told you we should have brought some of her kitchen things!” a woman’s voice snapped, sharp and irritable.

      “Why would she cook?” a man retorted. “We’re paying out the nose for her to have three meals and two snacks a day provided for her.”

      “But there’s a kitchenette!” the woman shot back. “What if she wants a midnight snack?”

      “Then she’ll use the call button to ask someone to bring her one!”

      They both sounded like they were at the end of their rope, and Dee had every intention to breeze right past the open doorway. Unfortunately, the moment she stepped in front of it, her eyes locked on the new resident inside, and Dee froze.

      The white-haired woman sat in a recliner in the center of the room, positively dwarfed by the furniture. Their eyes locked, and instead of looking away like two strangers accidentally making eye contact usually did, their gaze lingered. Those pale blue eyes. That upturned nose. Sixty years had taken their toll on the woman’s delicate features, but Dee recognized her immediately.

      Rose Dennison.

      The bewitching herpetologist that stole Dee’s heart in the Galapagos during her first research job after grad school.

      The one that got away… or that was how she thought of her over the years when she was lying lonely in her bed.

      Here at Sunnyside?

      Dee glanced at the name plate outside the door, decorated with crepe paper flowers like the rest of it. Rose Moreno. She must have gotten married, but unless Dee had completely lost her marbles, this was the same woman – and a miracle had just occurred.

      “Hello?” Rose said, and Dee’s heart leaped into her throat.

      Before she could formulate a response, the shrill younger woman looked at Dee and her eyes widened in surprise. Then she marched over and swung the door shut.

      Dee looked at Cora, whose eyes were wide too.

      “Nice family,” she huffed.

      “Yeah, guess we’re not introducing ourselves after all,” Dee said, feeling breathless as she continued on toward the dining room. By the time they arrived, the whole incident was starting to feel like a dream and she wondered if she’d had a momentary bout of dementia. If she had, it would be her first – her body might be breaking
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