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      Welcome to The Little Girl Psychological Thriller Box Set.

      The Little Girl in the Window and The Little Girl with a Secret are not a series, though you would be forgiven for thinking they are.

      Instead, they are companion reads. Both have similar themes: A city girl hiding out in the country. A borrowed dog. A love interest who may or may not be trouble. And a little girl who holds the key to a dark secret.

      But their characters, world, setting, and plot couldn’t be more different.

      In The Little Girl in the Window, Romy is taunted by a strange little girl who seems to know her darkest secret. Who is she? And how to stop her before she reveals it?

      In The Little Girl with a Secret, Syra’s life is upended by a singing Amish girl who holds a secret so explosive that it will change Syra’s life forever… and force her to make an unspeakable decision.

      Please enjoy this two-book box set and be sure to tell your reader friends about me. You can also request all my books at your local library.

      

      Yours, C.G.
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      12 Years Ago

      The summer she was fourteen years old, she fell in love.

      And she killed two people.

      In mid-June, about a week after her freshman school year ended, Romy Renskler was trying to shrink inconspicuously into the farthest, shadiest corner of the Glass Town Country Club pool area when the lifeguard casually loped his way over to her.

      Heath Asher.

      He was eighteen years old, gloriously tanned, with a lanky, muscular body slipped inside neon-orange lifeguard shorts, and mussed, dark chestnut hair that grew longer and blonder as the endless (to a fourteen-year-old girl) summer wore on. 

      Seeing him approach, Romy froze with apprehension, as she was certain he was about to kick her out. The Glass Town Country Club pool was members only. But she’d found a spot in the metal fence where two bars were kinked out just enough that the resulting space could accommodate her scrawny body.

      As Heath Asher closed in, something about his expression set her marginally at ease—it didn’t seem like a get the hell out look.

      “Whatcha writing?” he asked.

      Romy wasn’t writing, she was drawing. Warily, she held out her sketchbook, showing him her pencil sketch of a winged dragon with a young girl riding on its back, hoping this would act as a talisman that would ward off being booted out of the pool. But perhaps it would do the opposite. Depended on if he liked dragons, she supposed.

      “That’s awesome.” He flipped his sunglasses to his head and looked down at her as if she’d only then truly appeared.

      He had magnificent eyes that were a dark, soulful blue—indigo. The bridge of his nose had an infinitesimal thickness to it, which saved him from being “too pretty.”

      Of course, she’d seen him before.

      Romy’s freshman year at Glass Town High had just come to an uneventful close, and Heath had been a senior during that time. Freshmen and seniors generally only crossed paths in the hallways. But Romy was aware of him because she’d heard girls her age tittering hormonally as he slouched by them, usually in distressed jeans and a dark hoodie. Heaaaathhh Asssshhuurrrr. Hessogurguss.

      “You’re super talented,” he said, handing the sketchbook back.

      Romy smiled and reflexively covered her mouth with one hand because she had a slightly outward-turned incisor that embarrassed her.

      The only people who’d ever told her she was talented were her grandmother and her art teacher, Mr. Sands. To have someone like Heath Asher tell her this was a revelation because she knew he wouldn’t say it unless it was true—he had no reason to otherwise.

      She felt her cheeks burning and hoped if he noticed, he’d attribute it to the blazing sun—the sun she wasn’t in. She considered taking off her five-dollar plastic sunglasses so he could see her eyes. They were toffee-colored and fringed with sparse but long lashes, and she’d begun using mascara. She thought her eyes were her nicest feature.

      But she worried the look in them would blast out everything she was feeling. Her feelings weren’t anything she could articulate even in her mind but she knew they were powerful and potentially very humiliating.

      “Miss Talent,” he said, in a way that wasn’t sarcastic. “That’s what I’ll call you, but what’s your name?”

      “Romy.”

      “Like that movie, Romy and Michelle’s High School Reunion?”

      “No, like Romy-some-French-actress, engaged to a guy my mom was obsessed with. A French actor, supposed to be the most handsome man in the world. I looked him up. He’s not bad.”

      She couldn’t believe she was speaking so much but his demeanor was nonjudgmental and encouraging. He stared blankly at her for a moment, then a slow-burn smile spread across his face.

      “So, Romy, are you a member here?” He asked in a way that made it clear he already knew she wasn’t.

      “No. I live up the hill.” She hoped her proximity to the pool would somehow grant her membership privileges. “I just moved here from the south side and didn’t know it was private, and, um…”

      She trailed off, rubbing one bony knee and fidgeting, feeling abysmally awkward in her black and red one-piece bathing suit that was frayed along the pelvis’ hem.

      “How are you getting in?”

      She shamefully pointed to the space in the bars, partly hidden by tree branches.

      “Ohh. You must be skinny to get through there.”

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I can leave.” She made a half-hearted grab for her sketch bag.

      “No, it’s okay. As long as you stay out here, no one should notice. But don’t use the changing rooms. And don’t cause trouble.”

      He stared down at her until it sunk in that he was joking and she could feel her cheeks start to warm again.

      “I won’t,” she said. “Thanks.”

      “Better not. See ya, Miss Talent.”

      He loped off back to his lifeguard station, swinging up to the top perch in one fluid motion, like a jungle animal.
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        * * *

      

      She spent the rest of the summer staring at him from behind her sunglasses, hyperattuned to his every movement. Sometimes he did nothing but twirl the lanyard of his whistle around and around his finger as he surveilled his charges, the people he would have to save from drowning.

      Every gesture—an elbow on a knee, chin in a palm, a wipe of his forehead, a wave to someone he knew—captivated her. There was a hint of danger to his lazy movements, like a snake coiled in the grass.

      She anticipated those minutes he would come over and speak with her, which he always did, usually in the early afternoon, after his lunch break.

      “Maybe one day I can write a book, and you can illustrate it,” he said, in a way that made her think he was serious, not teasing her.

      “Sure.”

      “I’ll be prelaw.” He shrugged his tanned, sinewy shoulders. “But I’d rather write books.”

      “You definitely should.” She had no idea whether he had the capacity to write books but wanted to encourage him nonetheless. “Prelaw” sounded boring and she felt sorry for him, doomed to that kind of bone-dry life.

      Their chats only lasted five, maybe ten, occasionally fifteen minutes, over too fast. She thought about secretly recording them so she could replay them at her leisure but couldn’t figure out how to set up a microcassette recorder and get it working before he came over to her. She did not yet have a cell phone and all its accompanying apps. She’d been promised one for her fifteenth birthday, which wasn’t for another four months.

      One day, he brought over a notebook with a story he was writing. He left the pages with her and she consumed them as if they contained the answers to the universe’s grandest mysteries—and in a way they did, because this summer, her universe consisted of only drawing, her grandmother, her pool life, and Heath Asher.

      Several months ago, her parents had decided to sell their company. It produced a face goop (Steffie’s Fountain of Youth) that was inexplicably popular, millions of women believing it kept them eternally young. Then they retired on the Hawaiian island of Maui.

      Romy didn’t want to go with them. In particular, she didn’t want to leave her art teacher, Mr. Sands. He was mentoring her for admission to one of the better art schools—hopefully, The Rhode Island School of Design. (She did not get in but did get into The New School, in Manhattan.) She’d met him when, in junior high, she’d taken a high school level art class for extra credit.

      Additionally, Romy couldn’t move so far away from her grandmother, Nana. She wondered how her mother could do it. Nana, whose real name was Ella, was in her seventies now. She wouldn’t be around forever.

      So, after some legalities which Romy barely understood but that involved a lawyer and giving Nana temporary guardianship, her parents had moved, with the understanding that Romy could always change her mind.

      She tried not to think too much about what—deep down—this all meant. That she and her parents simply didn’t care that much about each other. Or at least not enough to want to live together.

      When she saw families on TV who ate each other up, she felt a vague shame about her situation. But she would grow up to feel she had a reservoir of resilience that people her age who’d had hovering parents—always anxious to safeguard their children from any and all discomfort—didn’t have. And that reservoir would come in handy.

      Romy read Heath’s story. It was about a young boy who woke up one morning with the power to control the weather.

      She could tell Heath wasn’t what anyone would call a profoundly talented writer. But he wasn’t terrible. The sentences were constructed properly. The characters, if not compelling, at least made a degree of impact. She didn’t get the feeling he would ever be a famous writer but his musings weren’t atrocious either.

      He also had nice handwriting for a boy, and she was surprised he handwrote.

      “Well?” he asked, returning an hour or so later, during the adults-only swim.

      “It’s not bad,” she said. “The lead guy is fun but I don’t really like the girl. She’s too…”

      “Girly?”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      Even that young, she was incapable of the kind of fakery that stroking his ego would have required. Intuition told her he didn’t want that anyway—didn’t want her to act like those depraved girls at school who fell into swoons if he glanced in their direction.

      “You should keep going,” she said. “I’m curious about what happens. Especially with the tornado.”

      “Are you really?” he asked, sounding dubious.

      “Well, I mean, not dying. But curious.”

      “Where are you on the curious scale? From one to ten.”

      “Um. Six and a half.”

      “Okay then,” he laughed. “Thanks for being honest. I know I have a lot of work to do. I read Tolkien and it’s like, who am I kidding?”

      When he smiled at her again, she felt like one of those girls at school, almost faint. With her being fourteen and him being nearly in college, there was no chance of them dating. But she’d be old enough for him in a year or two, wouldn’t she?

      The mellow yet pleasantly eager tone of his voice, his genuine smile, the way he sought her out in her corner… it all conveyed something that she felt on a molecular level. She was more than a precocious child to him.

      Wasn’t she?

      When she left the pool, filled with his image, she became disoriented inside of the woods and walked straight into a low-hanging tree branch, sending a long scratch along her cheek.
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      Romy instantly noticed when Heath’s attention shifted to Misty Glass, the town’s prettiest girl. Not only beautiful but from the Glass family, which had founded the town—her ancestors had owned the former tobacco plant that had once employed most of the locals, both men and women.

      Misty was an incoming senior, and Romy hadn’t seen her at the pool much before but suddenly she was there every day with a friend or two.

      Everyone knew she was “going with” Jonathan Dugan, who—as cliché would have it—was a football player, and, as ultra-cliché would have it, was the quarterback. Misty, to her credit, was not a cheerleader.

      When Misty began regularly showing up at the country club pool without Jonathan, Romy realized they must have broken up.

      There she was in all her glory—the girl you can’t look away from. Blue-black hair with sinuous waves to the middle of her back, a nose that could have been the model for Barbie’s, the kind of lips women pay hard-earned cash for, and sky-blue eyes. 

      Her curves weren’t the fledgling, striving curves of a typical sixteen-year-old girl, but the ripe curves of a woman in her prime. Put all that in a barely-there white bikini and the magnetic pull around her was palpable.

      Sometimes Romy observed the males—old and young alike—as they watched Misty, in awe at the power she had over the opposite sex. Then Misty turned that power on the one male that Romy was fervently hoping she wouldn’t.

      Day by day over the course of a week, Romy watched as Misty moved her towel with the big sunflower on it closer and closer to Heath’s lifeguard station. Watched as she tilted her face up and talked to him, and how he began looking down at her, at first only responding to her flirtation, then—inevitably, Romy supposed—initiating it. 

      He began twisting to peer over his shoulder towards the main building, where people emerged from the changing and showering area. 

      He’d sit flinging the cord of his whistle around his finger, waiting for her arrival. She usually got there with her friend shortly after noon.

      By now, Misty would spread her sunflower towel directly under Heath’s station so they could easily interact. When he climbed down to smear suntan lotion on her back, Romy knew they’d become a couple. With his attention fully consumed elsewhere, he stopped coming over to speak with Romy. She’d vanished from his awareness.

      A sore lump of dejection sprouted in her chest and stayed there. She’d forget about the sore lump when she slept, but upon awakening, it was only a few minutes before it swelled up again.

      She was surprised by the physicality of it. She’d heard the term “heartbreak” but didn’t know this was actually what it felt like, as if her heart had been pierced with a spike. 

      How unfair life was! Of course, he’d want to be with a girl closer to his own age. Of course, he’d want to be with Misty Glass, with her full breasts and woman’s ass, with her golden-tanned skin, and glossy, wavy blue-black hair.

      Besides, you couldn’t even hate Misty. She smiled constantly. You’d smile too if you were her. No one ever said a bad word about her. She was friendly—even to a nobody like Romy.

      “Hi, Romy!” she’d chirp if they passed each other in the school’s hallways. She was saying hello because she knew Romy was friends with her next-door neighbor, Gillian Frenetti, whom Misty used to babysit.

      Still. A girl like Misty didn’t have to say hello to a girl like Romy. Hell, the town was named after her family. Not only the town but the high school, the hardware store, the diner, the library, and the cemetery, which was dominated by gravestones carved GLASS. Not to mention all the living and breathing residents with Glass blood in their veins.

      Despite being a member of the town’s unofficial aristocracy, Misty dwelled not in a castle but in a regular-looking, two-story, gray-shingled house at the end of Shane Road. Not Glass Road, but don’t worry, that was only a few streets over. (There was also Glass Hill, Glass Lane, Glass Overlook, and Glass Drive.) 

      It made complete and despairing sense that Misty would, after parting ways with Jonathan Dugan for whatever reason, get together with Heath Asher, because Misty was special, and Heath was special. And special people find each other.
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      That night.

      That night, Romy’s budding conscience knew what she was about to do was wrong. But she was consumed by something she didn’t comprehend.

      She stealthily swung out of bed and arranged two pillows horizontally on her mattress, and tucked her sheet around them. Then she opened her window screen, sliding it up slowly. One long, gangly leg stuck out, heel resting on the banged-up lid of a metal garbage can. Maneuvering her way onto the can, she carefully lowered herself to the outdoor patio. 

      Closing the screen behind her, she took care to leave a half-inch of space at the bottom so she could slide it back up upon her return.

      In jeans cutoffs, a sleeveless black T-shirt, and sneakers with no socks, she hustled down the sloping backyard of her grandmother’s house toward the woods that buttressed the acre-large property.

      She plucked her little Lumen flashlight out of her back pocket, shining it along the trodden path of brush that led to the country club pool.

      She knew these woods so well she probably didn’t need a flashlight but didn’t want to trip over a raised root. She also hoped the flashlight would ward off any wild animals.

      In these parts roamed mammoth raccoons, fisher cats, wild turkeys, snakes both harmless and deadly, and more and more black bears were making appearances. If she stumbled upon one and scared it, she could end up shredded.

      It took her about five minutes to get to the pool. The path was rusty-red with fallen pine needles, and they were slippery, hence her sneakers. She had to dig her feet sideways so she wouldn’t slide down the mountainous, almost vertical trail. The path was illuminated with the ghostly poles of white birch trees reflecting the glow of the moon.

      Almost every night, as her grandmother slept, Romy found herself sneaking out of her house and scampering down the night woods. Taking up a spying spot behind a massive poplar tree, she’d watch Heath and Misty inside the pool area. Heath must have a set of keys. It was obviously their assignation spot.

      A few weeks ago, their voices and laughter had started wafting all the way up the hillside into Romy’s open bedroom window. She’d sneaked down to investigate, as she was certain it was them. Even though she couldn’t make out any words, she recognized the timbre of Heath’s voice—it called to her as plainly as one songbird calls to another through a forest of trees.

      Romy would spy with a sour churning in her belly as Heath chased Misty around the pool, slapping her shapely ass with his bright orange lifeguard towel. Then they’d get on the pool’s thick blue tarp and slip and slide around for a while.

      By the time they’d snuggle together on one of the long pool chairs, kissing and murmuring and gliding their hands all over each other’s perfect bodies, Romy was too disgusted to continue watching.

      She’d traipse sullenly back up the hillside, woozy with jealousy—even anger. It felt as if a thing that was rightfully hers had been stolen from her. The first time she’d watched them, she had a good, hard cry under her sheets, bewildered by the force and newness of her feelings. 

      Romy couldn’t quite remember when the idea came into her head. But she’d spent at least two weeks grappling with it, stamping it down, and when she couldn’t wrestle it into submission, starting the justification process, getting all the details lined up. 

      It gave her something to concentrate on besides watching them at the pool, watching how Heath swept the tendrils of Misty’s blue-black hair to one side as he sensuously applied lotion to her golden back while she closed her eyes and smiled dreamily.

      Romy couldn’t stop watching them during the day, couldn’t stop sneaking down to the pool to watch them at night. Because if she stopped watching them, then all hope was lost. Plus, he would be leaving for college soon. It was better to see him with Misty than to not see him at all.

      Yes, what she was about to do was wrong. She was old enough to know that. But it was a small thing, a prank. It would be a memory Romy would have, something to savor and privately grin about.

      That’s all.
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      Romy skidded down through the woods about nine-thirty p.m. The pool closed at eight p.m. during the summer. She knew Heath and Misty usually arrived about ten p.m.

      Whether they were sneaking out of their homes or not, she didn’t know. At sixteen and eighteen, she assumed the pair had much more freedom than she did. Amazing the difference a year or two can make when you’re young.

      It was a risk leaving earlier than she normally did, as her grandmother was still awake, watching television in the living room, one of her cop shows. Nana loved cop shows. They gave her a sense of safety and order in the world—the bad guys always rounded up in the end, the cops always unequivocally good. 

      But that night, Romy feigned a stomachache, saying she wanted to go to bed early. If her grandmother decided to check on her by opening the bedroom door, she would see a body shape under the sheet and (hopefully) assume the mound was a sleeping Romy.

      It never occurred to Romy what she would say if her grandmother caught on. She was too young for that kind of predetermined fabrication.

      Tonight, it was silent when she arrived at the pool. She crouched behind the wide poplar and reconnoitered. A few of the pool house lights were on and between that and the nearly full moon, Romy had a decent view of the surroundings.

      The pair wasn’t there yet but would arrive any minute. She had to be quick.

      Slipping through the kinked metal bars as she normally did, she scampered to the first corner of the pool, her heart pounding in her chest.

      She crouched down and grasped the thick steel hook fastening one corner of the tarp to a bolt in the platform, and flicked the lever back. The tarp was heavy and, at first, she wasn’t sure she would be able to get the hook off the bolt but after yanking hard, so hard her shoulder popped slightly, she released it and watched as one corner of the tarp sank a few inches below the water.

      She ran back to the opening in the fence, turned sideways, and slithered out. She wended through the trees to the first curve of the hillside, her usual spying spot. Then she sat, breathing heavily, not from the effort, but from nerves.

      In fact, she was so nervous, she couldn’t comprehend why she’d set her mind upon this, why the thought of seeing them plummet into the water had fixed in her brain until it had become something she had to accomplish or go mad. How this idea had gone from distant and amorphous to banging insistently on the interior of her skull. Do it, do it, do it, do it.

      Heath was a swimmer. He was a human fish. Getting dumped in the pool wouldn’t bother him in the slightest but Romy had never seen Misty in the water except on the shallow end, where she’d delicately swish around, the water never rising above her thighs. She never joined her friends, who were making noisy cannonballs off the diving board.

      Romy suspected that Misty didn’t want to get her beautiful wavy blue-black hair wet, didn’t want to get her perfect face wet, with that shiny pink gloss on her juicy lips. Maybe she wouldn’t be so pretty all wet—those glossy waves would turn scraggly or even frizzy. Would Heath love Misty as much if she didn’t look so perfect?

      Romy heard Heath’s hormonal arrival hoot. Then Misty’s delighted feminine cawing. The couple did not drive to the pool, they biked from their nearby homes. Romy knew there was no way they could see her in the gloom of the forest but her heart pounded and she crept farther behind the poplar, tall and wide as a sequoia. She grasped her bare knees, smelling her own earthy child-skin. 

      “I can’t believe it!” Heath shouted, thrusting his arms up in the air. He twirled, kind of a victory twirl.

      “You’re not mad?”  Misty asked as she walked towards the woods-side of the pool. Her melodious voice was closer and clearer than Romy had ever heard it.

      “Of course not,” he said.

      He took off his white, glowing T-shirt, chucked it onto a nearby chair, then merged with Misty, spinning her a couple of times. She laughed loudly, and Heath hushed her.

      “We should be quieter,” he said.

      The couple sat on pool chairs, undressing. Romy had the urgent need to hear everything they were saying. Biting her lower lip, she edged stealthily down the sloped hill and ducked behind another wide tree. She couldn’t have been more than fifty feet from them.

      “What about Georgetown?” Misty asked.

      “Well, everything is paid for. The dorm, books, deposit. Everything. Orientation is next week.”

      “Oh, no. What do we do?”

      “We have to make it work. Either you come with me or stay here and I come up every weekend.”

      “There are options. I could get an abortion. I don’t want to, though.”

      Romy felt her eyes go large and wide. She froze with her fingers pressed up to her mouth, trying not to breathe loudly.

      Heath bent over to kiss Misty. “No, neither do I. I mean, I’d thought we were careful…”

      “It happens. It’s not one hundred percent.”

      “Yeah. I guess I didn’t know that.”

      “Me neither. Mom is going to kill me. Dad, he’ll understand, I think. Nothing gets him upset. It’s Mom… ugh.”

      He looked out over the pool, then back at her. “Nah. Your mom likes me. Besides, I’m going to be a lawyer, I’ll be making piles of money.”

      Romy felt a stab of disappointment. Why, with her, had he acted like he didn’t want to go to law school? That he was creative and wanted to write books… with her? That money didn’t mean anything to him?

      This was her first real indication that people could have distinct and opposing sides to them—an awakening she didn’t welcome.

      Heath disappeared and Romy realized he’d gone down to the pool’s platform. Was he… on his knees?

      “Will you marry me, Misty Glass?”

      “Yes!” she squeaked without any hesitation, and the silhouettes of their bodies merged into one.

      Romy was sickened, devastated. He was lost to her. The couple was going to get married. He would be a lawyer, making piles of money, working in a skyscraper. He and Misty would live in a McMansion, have a horde of children.

      Vague and dreamlike as Romy’s imagined artistic future with Heath had been, it had also been sharply real and specific. She felt the loss of that imagined future as keenly as if it had been promised to her.

      But how foolish, how infantile she’d been. He was a man, with a man’s needs and wants. Romy had to admit she couldn’t fulfill those needs and wants. She barely understood what sex was. Of course, she knew what it was, she wasn’t completely stupid, but she also knew she wasn’t ready to have it, not even with Heath.

      The pair moved towards the pool. Romy remembered why she was crouched in the moonlit woods, what she’d stolen down here to do. How she’d unlatched one corner of the tarp and the couple was about to slide on it as they normally did and…

      Misty was pregnant.

      Suddenly, it didn’t seem funny to send a pregnant woman plunging into the cold depths of the pool. An ominous sensation rippled through her. She thought about calling out to them. She could pretend she was taking a walk and happened to see them.

      But who would believe that? She was a child down in the woods past bedtime. They’d know she’d sneaked out; they’d know she was the one who’d untethered the tarp. 

      In Romy’s adolescent imagination, that meant they’d know what a stupid and mortifying crush she had on Heath—and they would laugh about it in private, make fun of her. Maybe they’d even hate her and spread rumors about her around town. She had a hard enough time fitting in.

      So, she did nothing but watch. Her hope was that Heath would go first on the tarp and, upon realizing one side was unlatched, alert Misty not to step on it.

      But instead, Romy heard a faint jingle. Heath said, “Hold up” and ambled to the small outdoor changing station. It appeared to Romy as if he moved in slow motion. 

      Misty stood looking after him as he disappeared into the wooden, white-painted changing station. She stood, with her head turned, for what seemed a long time. Then she quickly turned back around and stepped off the side of the pool.

      Romy couldn’t see what was happening. Misty had gone down behind the pool rim, below Romy’s line of vision. Her breath quickened and she felt queasy and cold. She heard what sounded like several small splashes in quick succession. 

      Where was Heath? Where had he gone? What was happening? Romy wanted to yell out, to call for Heath, but she couldn’t speak or move.

      Then Heath was sprinting towards the pool, fast as a panther, his bare feet slap slap slapping on the pavement. It knifed Romy dead in the heart that Misty couldn’t swim and she was in the deep end. Romy knew it with a certainty that was ancient and primal.

      Romy was moving, moving as if in the water herself but being continually tugged back, and back, and back into danger. It all started to dissolve—the crunch of her shoes on the trail, her heavy breathing, the air coursing into her open mouth and down into her heaving lungs—everything became quieter and quieter, fading out like the end of a song.

      Only one sound remained—animal-like wails chasing her up the hill, the otherworldly cries at her back as Heath tried to save Misty who, Romy knew, had become entangled in the tarp and drowned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Now

      “If it isn’t Miss Talent.”

      His smile was warm. All of him was more attractive than she remembered even in her fevered imagination and in the photos on social media she’d failed to stop checking out over the years. 

      Those eyes she remembered so well, the blue you’d see on old china patterns, a rare, sublime kind of blue. And they looked at her approvingly, in a way they had not looked at her when she was a child.

      She wasn’t completely surprised at his look. She’d grown pretty over the years. Not gorgeous, but an elfin pretty that certain types of men, especially artistic ones, responded to. But she hadn’t been certain Heath would look at her like that, as she knew she wasn’t his type. 

      “Hello yourself, Heath Asher. Congratulations on the book.” 

      She held out her copy for him, unabashedly examining him as he kept his head down, signing. At thirty years old, he’d grown into his lankiness and exuded the casual magnetism of a man who knew he appealed to both sexes, a man to be bedded or befriended or both. 

      He had no idea he’d been sporadically conversing via email with Romy for three years, as she was his cover designer. He had a three-book romance series called For the Love of Missy published by a small—microscopic, really, with only a handful of authors—press. So small that Heath had to retain his own cover designer.

      Thanks to Heath’s PayPal information, Romy—whose design service was known as Golden-Eye—had quickly deduced that romance author “Helen Asher” was actually Heath Asher.

      She’d been dumbfounded at the coincidence and couldn’t bring herself to tell him who she was, though it was astonishing that his teenage declaration that they should collaborate on a book had come true.

      Heath also had no idea that Romy had then started buying copies of his books, keeping his rank afloat. (The copies went into free little libraries all over the city.) Until she walked into the Court Street bookshop in Brooklyn, she had no idea how much she’d been keeping his rank afloat, because there were only about a dozen people scattered in the metal folding chairs in front of the dais. The sizable number of empty chairs gawping at her made her feel uncomfortable for him.

      After his reading and question-and-answer session, about half the audience—all of six women—lined up for him to sign their books, Romy bringing up the rear. The women, all forty and up, didn’t seem to mind that “Helen” was a man. Given that he was a young, attractive man, the starry look in their eyes and eager lilt in their voices as they received his John Hancock indicated they preferred it.

      He signed Romy’s inside cover of Missy’s Wedding (following Missy’s Courtship and Missy’s Engagement), “To Romy—Here’s to escaping Glass Town!” Then he closed the book and looked up at her. She tried not to blush but felt heat pulsing under her skin.

      “Thanks for coming,” he said, grinning wryly. “You and the other two people.”

      “Oh no. There were more than that. At least three.” She grinned back. “Well…” She hesitated. “Maybe it’s that virus thing.”

      All winter the virus had been something happening in far-off countries, one of those things that had nothing to do with being in current-day America, like mass famine or civil war. But then it had started to roll towards the country like a giant wave, first engulfing Asia, and last she’d heard, washing up on the West Coast. 

      So far as anyone knew, it wasn’t in New York, but people were getting jittery, conversation turning to the virus. If it was on the West Coast, how long before it was here, on the East Coast? No one said, Maybe it’s here now. But perhaps Heath’s poor turnout wasn’t merely a sign that Helen Asher’s romance series was dismally unpopular.

      “Yeah, maybe,” he said, seeming both doubtful and grateful for her attempt to soothe his ego. “This is my first signing, so… My publisher thought Helen should come out of the shadows, that it might perk up sales. Besides, I felt weird letting people think I was a woman.”

      “I can’t wait to read it.”

      Not true. She couldn’t bring herself to read his books, as she’d quickly realized that “Missy” was a surrogate for Misty Glass. The fact that Heath had emailed Golden-Eye an actual photo of Misty and requested that she use a cover model who resembled his dead high school girlfriend was more than enough to clue her in.

      “Well…” Romy said, looking around awkwardly. The bookstore was empty except for an employee who was eyeing them impatiently. “It was nice seeing you again.”

      “Come on, Miss Talent, you’re not going to bail on me, are you? Want to grab a drink?”
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        * * *

      

      The Irish pub across the street from the bookstore was packed. So much for the theory that people were staying home because of the virus. Perhaps everyone thought alcohol consumption was the best way to deal with the surreal turn the world had taken.

      Heath paid for Romy’s glass of bitter white wine and his pint of ale, and they headed to a back table. The bar was dark and stale-smelling.

      “Again, thanks for coming,” he said.

      A couple of weeks ago, he’d out-of-the-blue sent her a friend request on social media. She’d stared and stared at the request, not acknowledging it for several days. Then, all of a sudden, her curiosity became insatiable and she accepted.

      She then did what she’d feared she’d do—spent hours and hours obsessively combing through his every post. She wanted evidence, definitive proof, that he was in a good place and was happy—his writing romance novels about Misty Glass notwithstanding.

      “Of course,” she said. “Thanks for inviting me.”

      At first, the idea of coming to his book signing was repugnant to her. She was genuinely afraid he would take one look at her, point, and scream, “Murderer!”

      But eventually, as with his friend request, curiosity got the better of her. 

      He took a sip of beer and examined her. “Interesting to see you all grown up. I forgot that would happen. I half-expected a young girl to walk in. You hardly have any pictures on your social.”

      “Once you get the millionth unsolicited come-on from a supposed Swedish pilot who looks like a stripper, you kind of go incognito.”

      “Same old Romy.” He smiled. “I remember that drollness. Is that a word? Drollness? Drollity?” He laughed. “Some writer, eh?”

      She could only give a weak smile. “What are the odds we’d both end up in Brooklyn?”

      “Yeahhhh,” he drawled, staring down into his glass. “Kind of a cliché, writer living in Brooklyn. But I only do this on the side, a hobby. There’s no money in it. Full time, I restore furniture.”

      “What happened to law school?” she asked and cringed, as her question gave away that she’d committed to memory something he’d told her twelve years ago.

      “I went for a year after college but it wasn’t for me. I’d been restoring furniture with my roommate to make extra cash. When he moved here and opened up a place, I followed. What about you? Please tell me you did something with art.”

      Romy’s chest tightened as she tried to decide whether to reveal that she was Golden-Eye. “Yeah, I—I have a freelance operation. Design a lot of stuff, logos, ad campaigns, merch.” 

      “Oh, great. If I didn’t have an amazing cover designer, I’d ask you to take a look at them. Maybe you know the place? Golden-Eye.”

      She sat nervously tapping her finger on her wine glass, acting as if she was preoccupied with the oil painting above his head of a dog sitting on a throne. 

      Why couldn’t she tell him that she was Golden-Eye? It would be so strange to admit she’d been keeping it from him for three years. And why had she kept it from him? 

      She supposed she’d worried about the very thing that was happening—that she’d be unable to resist getting sucked into his orbit and being constantly reminded of the thing she’d done. The thing she’d succeeded in pushing so far into the corners of her mind that she could go long periods wondering if she’d only imagined it.

      Misty’s smiling face on the cover of the local newspaper delivered to her grandmother’s house, every day for several weeks. Gossip Romy had absorbed that Heath had been questioned by the police. Theories that his teen girlfriend’s pregnancy had caused him to react violently, drowning her. 

      But that suspicion had turned to town-wide sympathy when poor-quality, grainy surveillance camera footage of him dashing from the changing station had come to light. And more grainy footage of him struggling to get Misty out of the pool, giving her CPR, calling 911, and wailing in grief as he was unable to revive her.

      Heath must have been erasing the footage during his working hours, hiding his and Misty’s nightly clandestine meetings.

      Romy had had no knowledge that there was a camera down at the pool. For weeks, months even, she’d lived in stark terror, barely eating, hardly able to think, only sure that any moment a police officer would knock on her grandmother’s door, or come to school, snatch her out of class, and parade her down the hallway as a killer. 

      But no one ever came. Whatever angle she’d been at when she’d unhooked the tarp hadn’t been picked up by the pool’s one and only camera.

      “That poor boy,” Romy’s grandmother had said, reading snippets of the newspaper articles aloud. “That poor girl. And poor Delta, that was her only daughter. Such a pretty girl too. And pregnant. What a pity. Such a tragedy. What were they doing on that tarp? Thank God, Romy, you never did anything like that. You have too much common sense.”

      Nothing evinces more horror and outrage than a young, fertile—and attractive, that’s very important—woman dying tragically. Human beings are wired to breed, and losing an attractive breeder (proven by her pregnancy!) is virtually intolerable. So, the local newspaper—which had only passingly and obligingly covered the death in a fire of a grandmother of five, the death of a middle-aged man in a motorcycle accident, and the death of a ten-year-old boy from brain cancer—was morbidly consumed with the death of Misty Glass.

      The more the town and her grandmother mourned and parsed and outraged over the death of Misty Glass, the more and more impossible it became for Romy to consider telling anyone what had happened. She would be the town plague, the town degenerate. Her grandmother would be forever tainted to have given birth to someone who gave birth to someone who drowned Misty Glass.

      And it seemed patently obvious that Misty couldn’t swim. Hadn’t Romy sat there day after day watching her never venture to the deep end, never jump off the diving board with her friends?

      Who would believe Romy didn’t know? Who would believe she hadn’t deviously, wickedly plotted to drown Misty in a misguided and pitiful attempt to have Heath Asher—a young man who hardly acknowledged her, mind you, only spoke to her here and there to be nice, look what that got him—to herself?

      At what point Romy learned about the subconscious she couldn’t say but from the time she learned about it, she was tortured by the notion that subconsciously she knew. She knew Misty couldn’t swim.

      Romy and her grandmother had gone to Misty’s funeral. So had the entire town. So had what seemed like every town around them. Hundreds of people. In Romy’s young mind, it was thousands, maybe millions. Maybe more than had watched Princess Diana’s wedding. She hadn’t seen Princess Diana’s wedding but Nana had and she’d periodically say something like, “There are more ants in that hill than people who watched Princess Diana’s wedding.”

      There were television cameras at the funeral. Television cameras. Romy had never seen a television camera. Newscasters (she’d never seen them in real life either) in black suits stood outside the church interviewing locals who said things like, “It’s a complete tragedy. Misty was so nice, so sweet, so pretty. None of us can believe this happened. That pool needs to take off that tarp!”

      Romy and her grandmother couldn’t even get inside the Methodist Church, so they’d waited in the stifling early September heat, listening to the deep, eerie drone of the organ playing inside. 

      She didn’t see Heath at the funeral and wasn’t sure he’d attended. For that, she was thankful, as she felt certain if she saw his anguished face, she’d scream out what she’d done, scream it out to the sea of mourners. Let them turn on her and rip her to pieces.

      At the hoppy-smelling Irish bar, Romy made a forceful effort to drag her mind back to the present. “Your covers are great,” she told Heath, deciding to keep her identity a secret for now. “Hold on to that designer.”

      “Please tell me about you. Dating anyone?”

      “Um, you know,” she said, vaguely. “What about you?”

      The question was absurd. His fiancée was all over his social media page. A Misty lookalike, no less. Her name was Tara, she was a physical therapist, and she had shoulder-length, wavy black hair and turquoise eyes. She wasn’t the stunner that Misty had been, more like the slightly-less-attractive cousin. But Romy thought it a bit creepy nonetheless.

      “I was engaged,” he said, sipping more beer.

      “Was?” 

      “Yeah... I’m not anymore.”

      She remained silent, her heart cracking. She’d at least been able to console herself that he’d found his Misty lookalike and was happy.

      “It was me,” he said, forlornly shrugging. “I started to think… Maybe you’re the only person I can tell this to. I started to think…” In the dark of the bar, Romy thought she saw him shudder. “Well, Tara, my fiancée—ex-fiancée—it dawned on me how much she looked like…” He paused, clearly struggling. “You remember Misty, don’t you? And everything that…”

      “Yeah, yeah. Of course.”

      “I realized, truly realized, that I was trying to replace her. That’s why I always felt so empty with Tara, despite her being an awesome girl. She deserves someone without all this baggage.”

      Romy regretted coming here tonight. Now she knew that he was, like her, stuck in an excruciating limbo, stuck in the past. She took a sip of wine to obscure the discomfort she was certain was radiating out from her face. 

      “Maybe,” Romy murmured, staring at the slick table, which no one had bothered to wipe, “you weren’t trying to replace her. Just trying to bring her back.”

      She glanced up at him and he seemed lost to another world. He tapped his beautifully defined jawline with two of his long, tapered fingers. “I hadn’t thought of it like that. Either way, Tara deserves better. Here’s something really crazy.”

      She waited.

      “My romance series. It’s about Misty. I named my heroine Missy. I even sent my designer a picture of Misty and wanted a girl who looked like her on the covers.”

      Romy parted her lips slightly, trying to look surprised and concerned with this news.

      “I thought I was giving Misty the life she deserved, the one she should have had. I mean, she marries a prince. A fucking prince. Prince Holden! Who’s me! It’s all so twisted.”

      “It’s not twisted, Heath. You just—”

      “No, it is. Last year, I started seeing someone. A therapist. She doesn’t think it’s healthy. I’ve got to move on.”

      They said nothing for what seemed a squirm-inducing eternity. Why, oh why, had she come here?

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

      “You don’t need to be sorry.” He tipped his glass toward her. “Not like it was your fault.”
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        * * *

      

      “Here’s my number,” Heath said on the sidewalk, handing her a business card. “If I didn’t bum you out completely, let’s do this again. I work so much that I never really made friends.” Pause. “The few friends I do have, they’re Tara’s friends, too. Can’t bear to look them in the eye right now.”

      “Okay, um. Sure.”

      Phone in hand, he stood staring expectedly at her until she surrendered her own phone number.

      “If that virus doesn’t get us,” he added, raising his brows in a joshing manner.

      “Yeah,” Romy tittered. “Starting to sound kind of out there, isn’t it? Like a sci-fi movie.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be fine. They always exaggerate these things. The news. Gets ratings, you know.”

      “Bye then,” she said, and despite his dismissive proclamation, neither one could bring themselves to move in for a handshake or cheek kiss. Instead, they bumped fists, then nervously laughed.

      “Goodbye, Miss Talent.”

      She watched him as he ambled down the lamp-lit sidewalk, partly hoping she would never see him again, partly wishing to run after him and keep talking, about anything, so long as she was near him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The dog had been barking intermittently for two days, but on the third day, it kept up an escalating stream of yips and yowls.

      Romy’s neighbor—a man (forties? fifties?) she’d only seen a handful of times, and who was so nondescript she couldn’t have picked him out of a lineup—wasn’t exactly Mr. Garrulous. She was reluctant to knock on his door and ask him to direct his dog to pipe down. She had no idea how dog owners managed that task but there must be a way, right? But by the late afternoon, she couldn’t take it anymore, she needed to get work done.

      Besides, dark thoughts were starting to roll like cumulus clouds in the back of her mind. Reported rising virus cases in the city meant that people had already begun to leave.

      She’d walked by several moving vans on the surrounding streets, seen determined-looking neighbors loading their belongings into them, and had even witnessed one person in her building strapping a mattress to the roof of his car as his wife piled their three bewildered-eyed kids into the backseat. There was a frisson in the air—the stirrings of human panic.

      It seemed paranoid to Romy. Perhaps two dozen positive cases had been identified in a city of over ten million people. One stood a much better chance of getting hit by a car while crossing the street than catching the virus. But a part of her wondered if she was being obtuse. Did these fleeing people know something she didn’t?

      She walked out of her apartment, to her neighbor’s door. The hallway was dim and musty-smelling. It was a decent building but not exactly a luxurious one, and despite living here since right after college, five years, she only knew one neighbor, Suzie, a woman in her early thirties who lived on the top floor and was trying to make it as an actress and comedian. 

      Last year, Romy had gone to one of Suzie’s open mic nights in the East Village. She didn’t think her neighbor was very funny but laughed obligingly at her forgettable jokes.

      The neighbor’s dog, sensing Romy’s presence behind the door, grew quiet before bursting out with a torrent of barks and a flurry of scratches on the floor as if trying to dig its way out.

      Romy instinctively backed away, then called out, “Sir?! Hello?!” She didn’t know the man’s name.

      There was no noise except the low, gruff barking of the dog, interspersed with what could be growls. The barking sounded like Wroah Wroah.

      She remembered seeing the man and his dog a few times and recalled that the dog wasn’t little. Definitely large enough to tear out her throat if it was so inclined. And now the thought she’d only vaguely entertained came rushing on her—had the man fled the city and abandoned his animal? 

      “Hello?!” she called out. The dog went silent, though she could still hear its claws clapping on the wood beams underneath the doorway as if it was frantically pacing. “Are you home?”

      No answer.

      She waited, then went back to her apartment, stymied. The dog was silent for several minutes and she got her hopes up that the problem had resolved itself. Then the barking once more pierced the walls. Inside her bedroom, she pounded on the wall separating the two apartments.

      “Hellooooooo!!!!”

      Nothing.

      Hand on hip, she looked around, wondering if she should call the police. Then it occurred to her that if she got onto the fire escape, she could lean forward far enough to see into the window catty-corner to her kitchen window. The two windows were so close together that she could sometimes smell her neighbor cooking and even hear him if he was on the phone in that area.

      She slipped on her moccasins and a light jacket and opened the window. It was the beginning of March and cold outside. She crawled out to the rickety, rusty-red fire escape, the chill air hitting her face, and leaned over the railing, worried it was ancient enough that it might give way underneath her.

      Peering through the window, she saw the kitchen was empty but realized there was a narrow window next to it and she could see a shower curtain—the bathroom. 

      “Hello?! Sir?! Are you home?!” she called loudly towards both windows.

      Then she heard it—deep and guttural. Unmistakable. A groan. Not an animal groan either but a man-groan. Her heart kicked up nervously and she had the distinct feeling that the man was in trouble. He had fallen, maybe broken a bone.

      “Hi!” she yelled. “Are you okay? Do you need help?”

      The dog was still yelping but the barks were muffled through the rooms between them.

      The groan got louder. Then stopped.

      Then she heard something that made her insides liquify in fear.

      Coughing.

      Deep, racking, agonized coughing.

      Instinctively, Romy covered her mouth with her hand and backed away from his windows. She quickly clambered back through her window and shut it. Shut it hard. 

      What to do, what to do?

      Should she call 911?

      She decided to call Suzie, who thankfully answered.

      “Hey, it’s me,” Romy said. “Listen, I have a dilemma here. The guy who lives next to me, he’s got a dog who’s been barking for three days straight. Right now I heard the guy in his apartment moaning. He was coughing and—”

      “Coughing?” 

      “Yeah, a coughing fit. He’s not answering me when I knock or call out to him.”

      “Oh my God, Romy!” Suzie burst out. “He’s probably got it! The virus!”

      “How do you know?”

      “Seriously? It’s all over the news. They’re finding more cases by the day. Like hundreds!”

      Romy had been working intensely nonstop, and she always tried to tune out all distractions when she worked. No surfing the internet. No social media. She didn’t own a television, so she hadn’t watched the news.

      She’d known the virus was proliferating in one of those wealthy, suburban areas directly north of the city, and New Jersey too, come to think of it—but hadn’t known it was multiplying inside the boroughs like rabbits in a field.

      “What do I do?” she asked. “Should I call an ambulance?”

      “No, no!” Suzie scolded. “They might bring him to the hospital.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “You don’t understand. He’ll die in there. There will be more people in there who have it. It’s better he stay home and recuperate. They can’t treat it, you know.”

      “What about his dog? It sounds like he isn’t feeding it. Besides, the barking is driving me nuts. I can’t concentrate. I need to figure out what’s going on.”

      “Check his mat,” Suzie said. “Sometimes he keeps a key there. I’ve walked Mack a few times when he’s been away.”

      “You know this guy?”

      “Barely. His name is Bill. He’s really weird and quiet. But he saw me walking Shorty and asked me if I walked dogs. I only did it a few times but that’s where he told me he leaves a key.”

      “Then please come down here and help. He and the dog know you.”

      “Are you crazy? I don’t want that virus. Besides, I can’t. I left the city yesterday. I’m in Illinois with my parents. Drove fourteen hours. Me and Shorty. You’ve got to get out of there, Romy.”

      “Right now, I need to worry about that guy and his dog. Its name is Mick? It sounds like it could kill me.”

      “Mack. No, no. Mack is sweet. He’s probably scared.”

      “Okay, I’m going to see if there’s a key and try to get inside.”

      “Listen!” Suzie warned. “My family in Japan have dealt with all this stuff before. You’ve got to wear something over your mouth. You have any masks?”

      “Masks? Of course not.”

      “Then use a scarf. Or a T-shirt. Cloth napkin. Anything. Put it over your mouth and nose. And sunglasses! It gets into your eyes!”
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        * * *

      

      Romy had Bill’s key in one hand, a plate of sliced ham in the other. She’d gone to the nearby deli for the ham, and it was there she’d seen a sight so unusual that she didn’t know how to process it—several people were wearing masks. Some of the masks were white, some black, some patterned, some paper, some cloth. 

      She’d looked around the store to see if they sold any but they didn’t. She also noticed that people were starting to try to keep a distance between each other, though that was extremely difficult to do inside the tight confines of the deli.

      Back at her neighbor’s door, her vague plan was to open it a few inches, enough to let the dog smell the ham. If ham didn’t calm him down, she had no intention of entering.

      She put the key inside the bottom lock and twisted but it didn’t work. She tried the top lock and heard a click. At that, the dog on the other side of the door, not barking but clanking his nails on the floor, began sniffing. She cracked the door open about an inch and pushed the plate of ham, which she’d placed on the floor, towards the crack, keeping her grip tight on the knob.

      The dog’s sniffing increased, then there were several eager whines. “Hey there, hey there, how you doing, you hungry, huh? You hungry?” she pattered, in what she hoped was a friendly I-love-dogs voice.

      She saw a black snout, and instantly the snout had the door open several inches. The snout was stronger than her hold on the knob. The dog appeared to be starving and she didn’t have the heart to slam the door shut on him. She stood and pushed the plate through the door gap with her foot. She really wished that she’d had a dog growing up so she wouldn’t be so afraid, and irrationally began to blame her parents for this entire predicament. 

      Romy could hear the dog (Max?) lapping at the ham. Covering the lower portion of her face was a red paisley bandana she’d had balled up deep inside a drawer but she couldn’t get it to stay up, so she’d found a bag clip and clipped it to her nose. To complete the ridiculous costume, she had on a pair of sunglasses, making it difficult to see.

      Since the dog seemed tamed, she pushed the door open, still speaking in infantile dog-patter, saying things like, “You a hungry boy? Yes, you a hungry boy.”

      With the door open fully, she saw the dog wasn’t threatening-looking after all—he was medium-sized and silver-gray with white speckling on his back and head. His oversized head indicated pit bull in his DNA. 

      That gave her pause because she’d heard all the stories about pit bulls but the dog’s relaxed stance, wagging tail, and slurping of ham indicated he wouldn’t harm her. Plus, Suzie had said the dog was “sweet.” What was his name again?

      Max? No. Mack.

      “Hey, Mack, hey…” she said, tentatively reaching for his short muscular body. The plate was empty but the dog was still lapping hopefully at it, scraping it along the floor. She picked the plate up and the dog’s snout went with it. 

      “I’ll get you more food,” she said. “Where is your daddy, huh?” Then, louder: “Sir? Um, Bill? It’s your neighbor, Romy. I came to check on you! You didn’t sound well. Hello?”

      The apartment was laid out similarly to hers, so she put the plate on a nearby end table and headed for the hallway, mouth open so she could breathe with her nose clipped. It scared her that the environs were so silent, with none of the man’s moaning, none of his coughing. She was not prepared to come across a dead body.

      Gingerly, she walked with one hand out defensively, as if the man might suddenly appear. If he did, she didn’t want him too close to her. 

      At a door, she craned her neck beyond the frame and saw the man lying on the bathroom floor. He was only wearing red and black checkered boxers. He lay on his side, one arm sprawled out above his head on the tile.

      “Oh my God,” she gasped. “Are you okay? I’m your neighbor. Are you alright?”

      The man moaned. She saw him trembling and realized he was slick with sweat.

      “Fuck!” she hissed, fumbling in her hoodie pocket for her phone. Her hand was shaking so badly, she couldn’t type her passcode. Sensing the dog behind her, she turned to look at him, and his big brown eyes were staring up. Something about his expression made her realize she needed to keep calm and do what must be done. The dog couldn’t do it. 

      Her fingers steadied enough that she unlocked the phone and dialed 911. To hell with what Suzie said about him being worse off in a hospital. Nothing seemed worse off than him lying on the bathroom floor, unable to move.

      “Hello, yes, I’m here with my neighbor. Something’s happened to him. He’s lying on his bathroom floor. I don’t know if he’s sick or what.” The way she said sick was code for the virus, and she trusted the dispatcher would understand this. She gave her address, and the female dispatcher said an ambulance was on the way. She hung up and tightened the clip on her nose.

      “It’s okay!” she said to the man, speaking loudly because she didn’t know if he could hear her or was lost in delirium. “An ambulance is coming. You’ll be okay, Bill.”

      He moved very slowly, then doubled over with racking coughs. Romy covered her face with her arm and quickly backed out of the bathroom, pushing past the dog.

      “Listen, it’s okay,” she called out towards the bathroom. “An ambulance is coming. You’ll see a doctor.”

      Not hearing anything, she worked up enough nerve to poke her head around the doorway. Now the man’s face was staring upwards towards the door, and it was a frightening sight. His face was red and bloated, his eyes glassy.

      “I’m dying,” he moaned.

      “No. You aren’t. It only feels like you are. Trust me.”

      “Mack,” he got out before devolving into a coughing fit. Romy reached for her bandana’s bottom and pulled it tight around her chin. Then the man stopped, breathless, and went silent again.

      “He’s okay,” she enunciated through the bandana. “I’ve fed him.”

      The man was quiet and motionless; she was scared that he’d died. But then he moved a bit. How long would it take an ambulance to arrive? 

      She realized that she’d heard the far-off scream of an ambulance but it had faded. Then she’d heard another one but it too had faded. It slowly dawned on her that she was hearing a long line of wails, one after the other, each of them growing louder, then fading as they sped away.

      The implication of what she was hearing penetrated her mind in a surreally horrific yet undeniable way—ambulances were responding to calls all over the neighborhood. All at the same time. Ambulance after ambulance, a stream of crisscrossing sirens. More ambulances than she knew the city had.

      The man could die. Right here on the floor. Romy could be the last person he saw, her voice the last one he ever heard.

      It came back to her—that night. Hunched down in the forest, behind a wide tree. How Heath had loped off to the outdoor changing station in his bathing trunks. Misty, in her white bikini, had looked behind her, then stepped off the platform and went behind the rim of the pool.

      Romy had never before remembered that Misty had looked behind her, over her shoulder, towards the woods where Romy crouched, and how her heart had slammed thickly against her chest as she wondered if Misty could see her. 

      There had been a look on Misty’s face, as if she was waiting, expecting something…

      A week ago, Romy had watched a movie from her early teen years. She was amazed how much she remembered about the movie—not of its plot, which was fuzzy—but tiny details. Like how the lead actress had goofily jogged up a hill with exaggerated arm swinging. How the lead actor, upon hearing news of imminent world destruction, had made a slack-jawed huffing sound. So much of that formative chunk of her life was burned into her brain tissue as if with a cauterizing pen.

      So how was it she could remember nothing, absolutely nothing, of how she got home that night?

      “Maaaack,” the man moaned. The dog was at Romy’s right side. When the man called, the dog thumped past her. He sniffed at the man’s body, then whined and hunkered down next to him in the narrow bathroom.

      Romy moved towards the man. It wasn’t what she should be doing. She should go downstairs and wait for the ambulance, make sure the EMTs could get inside. But who knew when they might get here; her neighbor could be dead by the time they arrived. She couldn’t let him die alone.

      Kneeling down by the dog, she took the man’s hand. It was so sweaty it slipped around inside of her fingers.

      “You’ll be okay,” she said. “Don’t worry.”

      “Are you a pack animal?” he said softly, with difficulty. “Or a lone wolf?”

      “I—I don’t know. A lone wolf, I guess.”

      “Good. Then you might survive this. I wish I’d been—” He fell into coughing, and Romy twisted away, covering her face with her arm. “I pushed her and she lost the baby,” he said, anguished, breathless. “I pushed her. I said it was an accident but… I was drunk and angry.”

      Romy immediately knew he wasn’t hallucinating. He was making a confession. 

      A deathbed confession. 

      No, no. She didn’t want to hear it. He was going to survive, and how was she going to look at him again knowing what he’d just said? She feared he was about to say worse.

      “She lost the baby and never forgave me.” He looked at her with those big, glassy eyes. They were pained and imploring. The most pained look she’d ever seen on a human being. Though he wasn’t really looking at her, more through her, immersed in his own tormented world.

      “She would forgive you,” Romy said. “I know she would. You have to hang on. An ambulance is coming.” 

      She wished the man would stop talking. He was delusional and feverish, and saddling Romy with a memory she didn’t want in her brain. The man sputtered, and Romy jacked her head away from the blast of a coughing fit. She waited until it died out.

      “You’re not the only one,” she found herself
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