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			CHAPTER ONE [image: ]

			Harold McCaffrey smacked his forehead at the realization—he had resided in the Mountain Splendor Retirement Home in Golden, Colorado, for exactly three months. How his life had changed. When he first arrived, he viewed this as a death sentence after having lost his wife, Jennifer. Moving into a retirement home represented the slippery slope to oblivion. He had pictured himself sinking into an easy chair and never emerging again.

			But he had been surprised. Really surprised. Once ensconced in his room on the fourth floor of the retirement home’s Back Wing, he immediately witnessed a number of strange occurrences. He hardly ever saw residents of the Back Wing during the day. These were night people. 

			And the name. The Back Wing. It had a certain ring to it, especially when he first encountered a bat flying around the hallway, bashing into the walls and light fixtures. Little did he know at the time that this was only one small incongruity out of many unusual circumstances.

			For years Harold’s major excitement had been playing golf. When his wife succumbed to cancer, he hung up his clubs. Then he became forgetful, which led to his son, Nelson, insisting that he move into a place where meals and housekeeping would be provided. Thus the sale of his house and the forced march off to this facility.

			Harold chuckled to himself. He had ended up in a room between Bella Alred and Viola Renquist. Two most eccentric people. He tried to avoid Viola as much as possible. Between her dementia and attempts to nibble on his throat, he could do without her, but it was completely different with Bella. Harold had never expected another woman to catch his eye, but Bella had done so. And she also shared this mutual feeling. Warmth spread through his chest at the thought of Bella. What a wi… woman.

			Harold’s mundane life had been turned on its ear in the last three months. So many new experiences. Rather than being bored out of his gourd, he had been kept hopping and had even become an amateur sleuth. Imagine that. Nothing in his first seventy-nine years had prepared him for this new existence.

			A frown crossed his face. The facility also had a Front Wing. Yuck. The people in the Front Wing were normal but snooty. He had tried to reach out to them but had made only one friend in the Front Wing. Ned Fister—a guy who defied the Front Wing stereotype. They enjoyed each other’s company for meals. Ned amused himself by being the volunteer gardener at the retirement home. 

			Compared to the snobs of the Front Wing, the most interesting but friendly residents of the Back Wing appealed to him. For example, he no longer felt the same when listening to a howl at a full moon nor wondered when he heard reports that blood had gone missing from the nearby blood bank. 

			His thoughts were interrupted by the jangle of his phone. He picked it up to hear the retirement home director, Peter Lemieux, on the line.

			“Harold, I have a favor to ask.”

			“Just as long as it doesn’t involve looking for missing women.”

			“No, that problem is behind us. This is quite simple. We’re having an open house this afternoon for people interested in becoming residents of Mountain Splendor.”

			“I thought we were full up.”

			Peter clicked his tongue. “We are, and although that’s a nice problem to have, we scheduled this event a month ago when we had a number of vacancies. We can’t cancel now. I’m expecting thirty to forty visitors. These will include potential residents and family members.”

			Harold imagined the chaos that would ensue. “And given the mob scene, you want some crowd control and for me to guard the food so no residents try to steal it?”

			“No. I don’t think that will be a problem today. I wonder if you might be able to help with an administrative task.”

			Harold realized his organizational skills could be put to good use this afternoon. “I get it. You’ll need to build a waiting list.”

			Harold could practically feel a smile through the phone line. “You have this way of hitting the nail on the head. That’s exactly where I could use your assistance. Andrea was going to be the person to staff the table for people signing the waiting list, but Stacy called in sick so Andrea will need to stay at the reception desk. Would you be willing to pitch in?”

			“And you don’t have any volunteers from the Front Wing?”

			Peter cleared his throat. “I’ve asked around, but I couldn’t convince them to give up their scheduled bridge or poker games this afternoon. I know you’ve always been willing to assist so thought I’d give you a call.”

			“Let me check my busy social calendar.” Harold paused and looked up at the ceiling. He knew things would be busy after dinner, but during the day the Back Wing was as quiet as a crypt. “Nope, nothing scheduled. You can sign me up. You want me to bring along anyone else from the Back Wing?”

			Peter gulped. “As much as I like the residents of the Back Wing, I think it might be a little early to expose prospective Front Wing residents to the… ah… different lifestyle of the Back Wing.”

			Harold chuckled. “I know what you mean. So I take it you’re not recruiting new members for the Back Wing at this time.”

			“No. Right now we’ve only invited normal people who would rather live in the Front Wing.”

			“Yeah, dull.”

			Peter harrumphed. “Some people like a nice calm retirement home. Not everyone wants to experience what you seem to enjoy.”

			“That’s me—living on the wild side.”

			“Actually that’s true. You’re the only conventional person who has ever chosen to live in the Back Wing. Thanks for agreeing to help with the open house.”

			“My pleasure. When and where do you want me to show up?”

			“Two p.m. in the dining room.”

			“Anything I need to bring?”

			“Your pleasant smile and handshake.”

			“As a retired insurance salesman, I can handle that.”

			Harold signed off and sat for a moment contemplating his world of three months. He’d be happy to contribute to keeping Mountain Splendor financially solvent. He wanted this place to last, at least as long as he did. After the previous director almost drove the place into the ground, Peter had successfully turned it around, retained some residents who threatened to leave and improved the services. Harold would do his small part to help.

			Another thought struck him. His grandson, Jason, would be coming to visit next weekend. This gave him a shot of adrenalin. He enjoyed doing things with his grandson, and Jason had become very popular with the residents of the Back Wing. He’d have to plan some activities for Jason with the Back Wing contingent.

			Jason who used to read all those crazy teenage vampire books and watch the silly vampire movies. After visiting last summer, Jason had given these up, finding them too boring. No, after living in the Back Wing for a week, Jason had decided that Harold’s fellow residents were much more interesting than any character in a book or movie. And both Harold and Jason had learned a simple lesson—never believe the myth that vampires don’t age; they get older, move into retirement homes, lose their teeth and gum people on the throat.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWO [image: ]

			Harold sat on the couch in his living room, planning what he’d do for the rest of the day. He’d go to lunch in fifteen minutes, then the open house, followed by a walk. He enjoyed getting out every day to stretch his legs and to take in the scenery. He had his walking poles that also gave his arms a good workout as well as his lower body. At his age, he needed to keep his limbs moving. That would take him until dinner. After dinner, the fun would begin when the Back Wing came alive, and he’d get to see his new friends, particularly Bella. Bella. He couldn’t wait to see her.

			It was almost as if she read his mind, because as he stared at the picture of Bear Lake he had recently hung, Bella stepped through the wall.

			Harold flinched as his heart rate increased twofold. “I’ll never get used to you doing that, Bella.”

			She came over and gave him a hug. “I figured you were here all alone and would like some company.”

			“You know I enjoy seeing you, but I’m afraid you’ll give me a heart attack one of these times when you enter that way.”

			“Then I’d need to resort to mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.”

			“They don’t recommend that any longer for CPR. Only pushing on the chest. Although, I would accept any mouth-to-mouth resuscitation from you.”

			“Aren’t you becoming the forward one?” She planted a kiss on his lips.

			He returned the kiss, until Bella finally pulled away. “Don’t start anything. I know you’ll be going to lunch soon.”

			“Me? You’re the one who started it.”

			“True. Woman’s prerogative.”

			Harold feigned a furtive look over his shoulder. “Are you checking to make sure I don’t have any other girlfriend hiding here?”

			“No one else would dare.”

			Harold laughed. “Good thing. One witchy girlfriend is all I can handle. Not that I can handle you, anyway.”

			She wiggled her right index finger at him. “And remember that.”

			“Oh, I will. I don’t want you casting a spell and turning me into a frozen statue for the rest of my life.”

			Bella adjusted her black skirt and sat next to him on the couch. “What are your plans for this evening?”

			“I thought I’d cruise the Front Wing to pick up hot chicks.”

			Bella rolled her eyes. “Right. What else?”

			“Nothing planned.”

			“How’d you like to join me to watch a movie in my room? I ordered Bell, Book and Candle from Netflix. And I do enjoy Jimmy Stewart.”

			“To say nothing of Kim Novak.”

			Bella swatted him. “I can ogle the men all I want, but you’re not supposed to ogle the women.”

			Harold waggled his eyebrows at Bella. “Other than you, of course.”

			At that moment there was a loud pounding on the door.

			“What now?” Harold stood and moseyed to the entryway. He turned the doorknob, where he kept his key on a stretch band, and Viola Renquist burst into the room, wearing a purple robe, her hair looking like she had been standing under a descending helicopter.

			“What are you doing in our meeting room?” Viola shouted.

			“You’ve forgotten again, Viola,” Bella called out from the couch.

			“Forgotten what?”

			“Harold has been living here for three months.”

			“Tarnation. Is that why this old guy is blocking my way?” Viola pushed past Harold and plopped down on the couch next to Bella. “You seen my choppers?”

			Bella pointed. “Um, there’s something caught in your hair.”

			Viola reached up and removed the false fangs from her tangled coiffure and popped them in her mouth. “That’s better.” She pointed at Harold. “Is the old guy here providing lunch for me? Has a good long neck. Kind of scrawny, but might give me a full meal.”

			Bella gave a resigned sigh. “Viola, your false fangs won’t do the job any more. Bailey and you get takeout from next door.”

			“Takeout?”

			“Yes. The two of you stock up from the blood bank. You probably have a supply in your refrigerator.”

			“Why didn’t you say so?”

			Harold watched the performance and eventually came over and dropped into his easy chair. He wouldn’t temp fate by sitting next to Viola on the couch.

			“What are you doing up so early?” Bella asked.

			“I had a bad dream that I was out in a forest and became thirsty. I searched and searched until I found a glass full of dark liquid. I thought I had been saved until I took a sip. Yuck. Someone had substituted prune juice for blood. I woke up with a cotton mouth. Then I heard a male voice in our meeting room, so I came to check out the intruder.”

			“I hate to remind you, Viola, but at your age, you do need to have some prune juice from time to time.”

			“Piddle. Am I getting that old?”

			“Yes.”

			Viola regarded her wrinkled and liver-spotted hand. “Who the heck put a spell on my skin?”

			“No one. And try to remember next time you knock on this door. Harold isn’t an intruder. He lives here now.”

			Viola jumped up and stomped over to inspect Harold’s throat. “I’ll be danged. That’s one throat I would have enjoyed in my earlier years.”

			“You stay away from him,” Bella said. “He’s mine.”

			“I didn’t think you liked blood.”

			“I don’t. But Harold has other redeeming qualities.”

			“Besides providing blood?” Viola peered at Harold. “I don’t see it. He only looks like a blood container to me.” 

			Harold stood. “Okay. If you two are going to keep talking about me as if I can’t hear you, I’m going to lunch.”

			“Don’t go away mad,” Bella said.

			“I’m not mad, only hungry.”

			“You’re excused,” Viola said. “Then we’ll have our meeting room to ourselves. Take your time. Eat a good nourishing meal. Don’t rush back. But if you find any hunky throats send them in.”

			“Viola, you wouldn’t know what to do with a hunky throat anymore.”

			“Oh, yeah. Try me.”

			Harold stepped toward the door and reached for the handle. “You ladies can continue your conversation. I’m outta here.”

			“Don’t forget the movie tonight,” Bella said.

			Harold turned and smiled. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Lock up when you leave.” He grabbed his key and departed.

		


		
			CHAPTER THREE [image: ]

			At lunch, Harold looked for Ned Fister, but his gardener buddy wasn’t there. Must have become too involved with the begonias to come in to eat. Since none of the other Front Wingers ever deemed to invite him to their table, Harold had his turkey sandwich, potato salad, ice tea and cookies by himself at a table in the corner. He closed his eyes for a moment as he chewed, hearing the background hum of conversations, occasional laughter, the clatter of utensils and the footfalls of the wait staff moving around the room. He sniffed the ever-present aroma of coffee. After he opened his eyes and took another bite of sandwich, he scanned the crowd of primarily women who waved their hands in their small groups of three or four to a table. No great loss.

			He completed his meal by consuming two chocolate chip cookies, licked his lips, and dropped his napkin on the table, before leaving the dining room to take a short stroll outside. He spotted Ned Fister hard at work with a spade in hand. “If you don’t get a move on, you’ll miss lunch.”

			Ned checked his watch and nodded to Harold. “Dang. Time got away from me. You want to join me for a bite?”

			“I finished eating, but I’ll meet you for dinner.”

			Ned stood. “Good. Do you want to include your girlfriend?”

			“She doesn’t eat in the dining room. I’ll see her after dinner.”

			“Hot date?”

			“We’re going to watch a movie in her apartment.”

			“I should come meet some of those Back Wing women. I can’t stand all the snobs in the Front Wing.”

			“You’re welcome any time, although you have to keep an open mind.”

			Ned chuckled. “I may take you up on that one of these days, but right now I need to replenish my bodily fluids.”

			They parted and Harold headed out the driveway to walk around the neighborhood. He exchanged greetings with a woman walking a schnauzer and watched a mom herd two preschoolers into an SUV. The typical afternoon scene in suburbia. 

			Back at Mountain Splendor, he stopped by the shuffleboard court and watched two Front Wingers play for half an hour. One of them groused that the other had cheated by stepping over the line when sending a puck down the court. Her opponent told her to mind her own business. Before they started whapping each other over the head with their poles, Harold retreated inside to help with the open house.

			In the cleared-out dining room, Peter Lemieux directed Harold to a table covered with a white tablecloth. On the top rested a clipboard with sheets of lined paper and a Montblanc pen.

			“High class writing instrument,” Harold said.

			“Nothing but the best for our prospective residents. One thing—make sure no one walks off with it.”

			“You expecting some sticky-fingered visitors?”

			Peter grinned. “You can’t be too careful.”

			Harold took a seat on a folding chair behind the table and saluted. “I’ll guard the pen with my life. What’s the plan with the waiting list?”

			“After the group is assembled, I’ll say a few words and tell people to stop by your table to sign up, first come, first serve.”

			“I’ll have to monitor all the pushing and shoving.”

			Peter gave an exaggerated eye roll. “There also will be refreshments. Some will want to eat first before they sign up. We’ll see how it goes. You never know at these events. Sometimes there’s lots of interest, and other times few sign up.”

			“You’re an excellent salesman, Peter. I expect I’ll have a good crowd to deal with.”

			People began to filter into the dining room, and Harold watched from his vantage point. One family arrived consisting of an elderly woman accompanied by a middle-aged couple and two teenagers. He spotted one older married couple and a number of people who showed up by themselves.

			Peter strolled to the front of the room, picked up a microphone and tapped it. The sound echoed through the room. He placed the microphone several inches from his mouth. “Welcome to Mountain Splendor.”

			The conversations in the room ground to a halt.

			“I’m Peter Lemieux, the director of Mountain Splendor, and it’s my pleasure to serve as host to all of you today. We have refreshments including some freshly baked cookies, and I can take any of you on a tour after our program. Let me give you a brief history of our establishment.” He launched into a two-minute summary.

			Harold appreciated the short, informative speech. The previous director had been too full of himself, and his speeches went on way too long. Peter knew the right balance.

			“Now I’d like to open it up for questions,” Peter said.

			A woman in a bright red hat shouted out, “How good is the food here?”

			“You can sample for yourself.” Peter pointed toward tables on one side of the room. “In addition to the cookies I mentioned, we have salmon, quiche and a wide variety of freshly baked pastries for you this afternoon. Please help yourself after I’ve answered all the questions. Next.”

			“Can we take a doggy bag home with the leftovers?” a woman who looked like a bag lady asked.

			Peter gritted his teeth. “You can ask one of the wait staff to box up a few of the leftovers if you want. I see another hand over there.” He pointed to a man in a tweed jacket and bow tie.

			“How much have you increased the fees over the last two years?” 

			“Good question. Two years ago, our monthly room rate went up three percent. Earlier this summer the rates were announced to go up another five percent. When I took over, I rolled those back, so, in effect, the rates have remained the same for the last year. I’m expecting that we can maintain this for another year or more.”

			A murmur ran through the crowd, and chins bobbed up and down.

			Another hand waved and Peter pointed to a man in a dark blue blazer.

			“Do you have a storage area for residents to keep items that don’t fit in their apartments?”

			“That we do. We realize people may need to downsize from houses or larger condos when they move here. You can keep furniture and other belongings that you may want to save.”

			After a number of other questions, which Peter deftly handled, the audience ran dry. “Now I would like to invite those of you who are interested in Mountain Splendor to let us know that you’d like to join us. We are currently full, but will start a waiting list today for those who want to become residents in the future.” Peter pointed toward Harold. “Stop by the table manned by Mr. McCaffrey and you can add your name to the waiting list and also fill out the complete application form to leave with Mr. McCaffrey. For those of you interested in joining me on the tour of our facility, meet me at the door to the dining room in thirty minutes. Enjoy the refreshments and thank you for joining us today.”

			A buzz ran through the crowd, and a bow wave of people surged toward Harold. 

			As he had feared, several people started pushing each other.

			Harold cleared his throat. “Form a single line, and everyone will have a chance.”

			A slight woman wearing tennis shoes stood at the head of the line. She obviously was fast and had worn the right kind of foot gear to reach the front of the line. Harold watched as she filled out her name, address and phone number. Harold could read upside down, a trick he had learned when selling insurance policies. First person on the waiting list, Henrietta Yates.

			“Thanks you, Ms. Yates. Fill out the application form and leave that on the table. Next.”

			The man who had questioned price increases moved toward the table. He tweaked his bow tie and bent over to sign. Name of Frederick Jorgenson.

			There was some more shoving in line, and one woman called out. “Watch it. Everyone will have a turn.” Harold caught a glimpse of a woman with silver hair in a slinky skirt swat at a man who wore a dark blue blazer.

			The next man in line announced, “I’m a retired dentist. If you have any teeth problems, I can set them straight.” He chuckled and grabbed the pen. 

			Harold rolled his eyes. That’s all they needed. A guy who told dumb jokes. The signature was illegible, but the printed name indicated Edgar Fontaine.

			The woman who had shouted stepped forward. “I do hope you have a theater group here. I had many successful roles on the screen and stage.”

			“I’m sure you’ll have a chance to pursue your interests.” Harold looked at the name. Celia Barns.

			Celia picked up an application form, turned and glared at the man behind her, the guy who had asked about the storage area. Then she brushed past him. He dusted off his blazer and picked up the pen. “I hope there aren’t too many women like that here.” He looked intently at the list and wrote very precisely a name that Harold could easily read. Duncan Haverson.

			“Good penmanship,” Harold said.

			“I was an engineer. Precision is important to me.” After getting an application form, he disappeared into the crowd to be replaced by a woman named Phoebe Mellencourt. Phoebe, the woman in the red hat who’d asked the question about food, was one of those overly bubbly women who informed Harold that she had been an executive secretary to some very important businessmen.

			The line had thinned out and only one person remained. Compared to Phoebe, this woman had pursed lips that looked like they had never formed a smile. She quickly filled out her information and departed. Harold looked at the last line. Gertrude Ash. 

			No one else came to his table, but Harold waited twenty minutes until the room had emptied. He picked up the clipboard and the stack of applications and approached Peter Lemieux. “Seven prospective residents for you.”

			“That’s good. If we have any open rooms, we’ll be able to fill them quickly.”

			“Those people seemed pretty eager to get in here. A tribute to what you’ve accomplished over the last several months.”

			Peter gave a shy smile. “I have a good staff supporting me. Could you do one last favor? Take the waiting list down to Andrea at the front desk and ask her to run a copy, file the original and leave the copy on my desk. You can also leave the application forms with her.”

			“Will do.”

			“Now I need to lead a tour.”

			Harold watched as Peter joined the group of prospective residents near the door. All seven who had signed the waiting list stood there. After a few words with them, Peter led them away. 

			Harold gathered all the paperwork and took the stairs down to the lobby rather than bothering with the slow elevator. He saw a woman wearing a flowered dress, slumped over and sleeping in a chair next to the receptionist’s desk. He handed Andrea the clipboard and applications and gave her Peter’s instructions before taking the pokey elevator up to his room to retrieve his walking poles for another outing.

			An hour walk served to keep his joints mobile and to give him a chance to admire the scenery on this nice Indian Summer afternoon. Some trees sparkled golden in the sunlight, and others displayed their bare branches. He paused to watch a flock of geese fly east. Not migrating but heading for a pond somewhere.

			He patted his stomach. His walks helped to prevent him from looking like some of the overstuffed specimens residing in the Front Wing.

			*****

			When Harold returned to Mountain Splendor, he found an ambulance, fire engine, police car and unmarked car blocking the driveway. He entered the lobby to see Peter Lemieux speaking with Detective Deavers, who Harold had worked with during the summer. 

			“What’s all the commotion?”

			Peter wrung his hands. “Alice Jones was found dead in the lobby after the open house.”

			“I don’t know her,” Harold said.

			“She’s only been in the Front Wing for two months.”

			Harold turned to Deavers. “If you’re here, this may not be an accident.”

			Deavers nodded to Harold. “That’s correct. We’re treating this as a suspicious death.”

			Harold tapped his cheek. “Was Alice Jones by any chance wearing a flowered dress?” 

			“Why would you ask that?”

			“I saw a woman sitting in a chair near Andrea when I dropped off the waiting list and application forms. I thought she was sleeping.”

			Deavers arched an eyebrow. “That was Alice Jones. After you saw her, she slumped to the floor where the receptionist discovered her and called 9-1-1.”

		


		
			CHAPTER FOUR [image: ]

			Harold took the elevator with the red door up to the fourth floor of the Back Wing, pondering what Detective Deavers had said. A suspicious death here at Mountain Splendor. The detective had declined to elaborate on why this wasn’t believed to be a heart attack or stroke, the normal cause of death around here. Obviously, something led him to a different conclusion.

			The memory of being involved in the investigation of two missing women when he first arrived at Mountain Splendor, pulsed through Harold’s brain. He hoped this wasn’t a portent of new problems. No, he was sure this was an isolated event and not a new crime wave to ruffle the peace and quiet of the retirement home.

			When he exited the elevator, he scanned the hallway. No one in sight. Still too early for his neighbors to be causing any commotion. How ironic for him, a morning person, to be in the Back Wing.

			After a shower, Harold dressed and had a little time before dinner. He decided he didn’t want to turn on the television. That would only lead to depressing news of international turmoil, Denver-area homicides and acts of God wreaking havoc somewhere around the globe. Too bad there wasn’t a good news channel. But people seemed attracted to disasters. 

			He reached for his book on the history of witchcraft, which Bella had lent him, to resume reading for a few minutes, when his doorbell rang.

			With a resigned sigh, Harold lifted himself out of his easy chair, padded to the door and opened it to find the wiry frame and pinched face of Tomas Greeley. “Come in. Come in.”

			“Thanks, Harold. I thought I’d stop by and find out when your grandson, Jason, would be visiting again.”

			“You two sure became good buddies when he was here during the summer. As it so happens, he’ll be spending the coming weekend with me.”

			Tomas punched his right fist into his left hand. “Oh, boy. That will be great. Maybe he can toss the Frisbee for me.”

			“He’ll want to do that, as long as you both remember to stay well away from the windows.”

			“Yeah, we learned our lesson.”

			“In the meantime, I could throw the Frisbee for you. It’s too close to dinner now but maybe tomorrow.”

			“That’s okay. I’ll wait for Jason. You don’t have that much oomph.”

			Harold flexed his arm as if modeling a strong man advertisement. “I beg your pardon. I could fling a Frisbee pretty far in my day.”

			Tomas grinned. “Yeah, but your day has come and gone, old man. I want some real exercise.”

			“Okay. You can wait for Jason. He can uphold the family honor. I’m surprised to see you so early today, Tomas.”

			Tomas scratched behind his ear. “I woke up from my nap early. I think I had a flea. I might have to resort to one of those flea collars.”

			“When we had a dog some years ago, it didn’t have any fleas. Combination of the dry climate and altitude, I think.”

			Tomas scratched again. “Maybe I imagined it. Whatcha doing tonight?”

			Harold peered at Tomas. “Hmm. Interesting, You’re the second person to ask me that question today.”

			Tomas shrugged. “Just checking up on you.”

			“And why’d you want to do that?”

			“Wouldn’t want you to miss your surprise party. Oops.” He put his hand over his mouth. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

			“What are you up to? Now that you’ve spilled the beans, you might as well tell me the whole story.”

			“Bella’s going to kill me.”

			“No, but she might put a spell on you to suffer from sore paws or mange.”

			“Yuck.” He scratched his ear again.

			“Okay, back to this surprise party. What gives?”

			Tomas gulped. “Bella arranged for all of us to give you a surprise party to celebrate you being here three months. I was supposed to check to make sure you’d be going to dinner at the regular time so we could set up while you’re schmoozing with the Front Wing yahoos.”

			“I’ll be going to dinner at the usual time and then coming back to my room. You can pass the word along.”

			“That’s good. Please pretend like you’re surprised. Don’t tell anyone I blew it. Bella will be so disappointed if you act like you knew about the party.”

			“Okay. I’ll fake it.” Warmth pulsed through Harold’s body. His new friends were doing this for him. “I hope there will be cake.”

			“Bella has all kinds of goodies lined up—Jell-O shots, cake, cookies and punch. I hope Warty doesn’t mess with the punch.”

			The only member of the Back Wing who Harold really disliked. Warty and his misfiring magic caused problems. And Warty had this thing for Bella that wasn’t reciprocated. She had her way of dismissing him, but he was persistent. “Maybe you could tell him the party starts at midnight.”

			“Good idea. That would be the safest solution for everyone. Say, did you see all the commotion in front of the building earlier?”

			“You mean the police car, fire engine and ambulance?”

			“Yeah. When I got back from the dog park, the place looked like a practice area for the SWAT team.”

			“A woman from the Front Wing died.”

			Tomas shrugged. “No loss. None of them are very friendly.”

			“There are a few who are okay. I didn’t know this woman, Alice Jones. But it may have been more than a heart attack. Detective Deavers arrived to investigate. I’m sure we’ll hear more from Peter Lemieux over the next few days.”

			“That means we’ll soon have a new resident to take her place.”

			“The place is full, but I went to an open house this afternoon. There’s a waiting list so the person at the top will be able to move in soon.” Harold thought back to the people who had stood in line. First on the list, the short, skinny woman, Henrietta Yates, would have a new home. He wondered how long it would be before she moved in. To her credit, she didn’t act snobby. Might be a good addition to the Front Wing. “You mentioned going to a dog park.”

			“Yeah. I discovered this great place. Even ran into an attractive old lady with an even more attractive Dalmatian. We’ve only progressed to the sniffing stage. I like both of them.”

			“Must be hard for you to decide between the dog owner and the dog.”

			“Hey, watch your language. There are no dog owners, only dog guardians.”

			“I stand corrected.”

			Tomas stood on one foot and then the other.

			Harold regarded his clean carpet. “You better go walk yourself before you have an accident.” 

			“Good idea.” Tomas raced out of the room and slammed the door.

			Harold listened as the receding footfalls changed into a patter. He parted the curtain and looked outside. The last rays of sunshine lit the maple tree on the front lawn. He had to admit this was a well-landscaped facility. Much of it due to Ned Fister’s volunteer gardening. 

			A mutt shot out of the lobby and headed into the shrubbery across the driveway. Harold shook his head. Who said you couldn’t teach an old dog new tricks?

		


		
			CHAPTER FIVE [image: ]

			At 5:30 Harold grabbed the key on the stretchy cord from the inside handle of his door, locked up and headed to dinner. He didn’t know why he bothered to lock the door. Bella would come through the wall and let everyone in for the surprise party anyway. He could imagine all the setup and confusion. There would be cleanup afterwards as well. Still, they were doing it for him. He’d play along as if he hadn’t been alerted.

			As he approached the elevator, he noticed a leather Chesterfield sofa with rolled arms the same height as the back. He never knew when new furniture would sprout up and what it would look like.

			Harold whistled. “Good work, Alexandra. You’ve gone upscale today.”

			The couch transformed into a small, stout woman wearing a leather skirt. “Hey, Harold. I’m glad you like my latest attempt. I’ve been experimenting today and have all kinds of scrumptious options available. I need to make a final decision on what I’ll look like tonight. Would you help me select the best one?”

			Harold regarded his watch. “Sure, I have plenty of time before they run out of food downstairs. Hit me with your best shot.”

			“Okay. Let’s start with the basic style. Tell me if you like number one or number two. Here’s number one.” An English rolled-arm sofa appeared.

			Harold ran his hand over the compact and recessed arms. “Nice plush seat cushions and fully upholstered.”

			“Oh, my,” Alexandra giggled. “I’m ticklish.”

			Harold pulled his hand away. “Sorry. I’ll be more careful.”

			“That’s all right. Here’s number two for you to consider.” The couch transformed into a Lawson-style sofa.

			Harold stroked his chin. “Hmm. I’m a traditionalist. I like the all-American look of number two. It combines comfort with a casual appearance.”

			“Good choice, Harold. Next we need to consider pattern. Pay close attention. Here’s number one.” She transformed into a flower pattern. “Or number two.” This time a solid color.

			“You’re making it tough for me with all these options. I guess I’ll go with number one. I like a little variety.”

			“That’s why you and Bella get along so well together. There’s nothing whatsoever plain about her.”

			The thought of Bella made Harold smile. “You can say that again.” He couldn’t wait to see her after dinner at this party she had arranged.

			“Next, the matter of color. Here’s number one.” The sofa turned pink. 

			Harold immediately shook his head.

			“And number two.” Gray and white appeared.

			Harold imagined he was in the optometrist’s office having an eye exam. “Definitely number two. I couldn’t have a pink sofa in my apartment.”

			“I know. Not manly enough for you.”

			“Any other decisions I have to make?”

			“One last one. The type of fabric. I want you to touch the two choices, and I promise not to giggle. Here’s number one.”

			Harold carefully touched the arm, not wanting to take the risk of venturing into the main part of the couch. “That’s smooth.”

			“And number two.”

			Harold tapped a course fabric. “I’ll go with number one.”

			“You are smooth aren’t you, Harold?”

			He shrugged.

			“We’re set. I’m going with this.” Alexandra reappeared wearing a gray and white dress.

			“You’ve sure taught me a lot about couch styles and fabric over the last three months,” Harold said.

			“That’s right. Tonight is your par… um… you’ve been here three months, haven’t you?”

			Another Back Wing resident almost spilling the beans. “Yeah, some of the best three months of my life.” Harold regarded Alexandra as she ran her hand through her tousled hair. “Were you ever married?”

			“Yeah.” A faraway look appeared in her eyes. “Many years ago when I was young and beautiful, I met a wild, adventurous man. It was love at first transformation. He changed into bobcats, jaguars, panthers, tigers and lions and nuzzled against my fabric.” She shivered. “The effect that man had on me. He romanced me, and I succumbed to his charms. Following a glorious two-month courtship, we were married. I remember the wedding bells as we left the church. Rather than rice, his friends threw cat kibble at us. After a three-week safari honeymoon, we returned to life in the suburbs.” She sighed loudly. “The marriage only lasted a year.”

			“What happened?”

			“As much as I loved him, he got on my nerves. I couldn’t stand the hair on my fabric. And I developed an allergy to cat hair. We divorced over irreconcilable differences. The only saving grace, he never scratched me. So here I am in the Back Wing. I have the freedom to try all kinds of different looks without sneezing.”

			“Maybe you’ll find someone again.”

			Alexandra winked at him. “If you ever get tired of Bella, there will be a soft place for you to sit.”

			Harold gulped. “Bella has me fully occupied right now.”

			“I know. I’m kidding. Say, did you see all the turmoil in the lobby this afternoon?”

			“You mean the woman who died?”

			“Yeah. I was down there practicing a neoclassical French-style settee. She was in a chair next to me. Half an hour into my practice run, she slumped to the floor. Before I could transform back to human shape to help her, the receptionist, Andrea, came running over.”

			“Did you notice anything before the woman died?”

			“She mumbled that her room was being used for a tour stop for prospective residents. She was a nervous sort. When a crowd of people came by she spilled her purse, and several people helped her pick up pill bottles that fell all over the floor. It was pretty chaotic for a while, and I couldn’t see clearly with everyone milling around.”

			“Her name was Alice Jones. Had you seen her before?”

			“Didn’t know her name
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