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I dedicate this to two Jewish women whose lives were taken before I was born. You deserved love, gentleness and compassion, but instead you were cruelly mistreated and denied the many happy years you should have lived—years spending time with loved ones, watching a new generation come into bloom, growing old and sharing stories. Although we never met in this life, and it may be some time before we meet in the next, you have been constantly in my thoughts, and I carry you with me everywhere I go. While I know you are safe now where nobody can hurt you, I will still protect you here, in my heart and in my memory. I know you came to me for a reason, and I will honor your trust, as I honor and cherish you. You are my precious friends, and you are now family. I love you both so much, and wish you peace and happiness. Always.

And is the case with all my novels, I dedicate this one to Erin and Jason as well.

An Author’s Note to My Readers
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When I introduced Rosie Paige at the conclusion of my previous novel, Immortalize Me, I knew at once this was a woman who’d spent a lifetime caring for others. Seeing her private grief at her father’s illness during the scene where Sophie introduced Jane to her family, my heart went out to Rosie. I knew immediately I wanted to spend more time with this woman, getting to know her, and when it was clear that her role in Immortalize Me could only be a supporting one, I had to give her a story of her own.

Like so many natural-born caregivers, Rosie had spent decades pouring her soul into helping others, often at the cost of her own happiness, to the point where she hadn’t even realized the extent of her self-neglect. In writing this story, my intent was to see what happened when her immense desire to protect met a tragedy too vast for her to carry alone.

At its core, this novel is an exploration of the ways in which people cope under the heavy, exhausting weight of sudden grief, but it is also a celebration of compassion and community, and a reminder that we don't have to carry the weight of the world alone.

Because Rosie and Melissa’s journey with Josephine and Haley is rooted in the raw, immediate aftermath of trauma and grief, it is a deeply emotional one. This book deals extensively with the sudden loss of a spouse and father, the heavy anxiety of a missing adolescent, and a brief instance of unwanted physical contact late in the story (Chapter 12. When Night is Darkest). However, rather than inventing new traumas for the sake of drama, the intent of this story is to explore how kind, decent people attempt to cope with such things and to show the remarkable strength of human decency, community, and unconditional kindness.

Please also note that while this book functions entirely as a standalone story, it is chronologically the fourth book in an interconnected series I now think of as the Vinyl Avenue series. The name comes from on a little store introduced in the second book that has become something of a cornerstone for the ones that have followed. 

Readers who have shared the journeys of the widening circle of characters from The Happy Six, Finding Freya, and Immortalize Me will recognize many beloved faces in these pages, and will hopefully enjoy the continuing journey of Melissa, who first joined the circle in Finding Freya, and of course Rosie. While you do not need to read the previous novels to fully lose yourself in this one, you may discover more joy in the journey by seeing this tightly-knit community grow from the very beginning.

If you are sensitive to heavy themes of grief and recovery however, please take care as you read this. Thank you for trusting me on this journey.
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1. Blank Slate
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Live life on her terms.

Sipping her latte alone, Rosie Paige contemplated the idea. After their father had died, her younger sister Sophie had told her this was what she should do now. Rosie was no longer their father’s caregiver. That chapter of her life had closed.

A few silent tears rolled down her cheeks as she thought back to the morning, late in the fall, when she’d discovered he’d died in his sleep. Of course one couldn’t ask for a gentler end. Rosie knew that. Her mother on the other hand with that long protracted illness... Rosie sniffled and wiped the tears away. She had been twenty-eight when her mother had died, and Sophie had been twenty-one. What was that? Over thirty-one years. A lifetime really. An entire new generation had entered the world and grown up in that time, some of them already with children of their own.

In those same intervening years, Sophie had gotten married, raised her son Lucas to adulthood, divorced her awful husband, and now she’d just married that lovely woman Jane. That was last summer when their father had still been alive. God, that felt like a lifetime ago too.

Although, in a way, Rosie realized, that was the end of a chapter as well. Their father didn’t need her to take care of him anymore. Wherever he was now, he’d be alright without her. And at fifty-two, in the arms of the woman she loved, Sophie didn’t exactly need her constant care either.

And, on the brink of retirement, having moved to Sophie’s city for a fresh start, ready to live life on her own terms, Rosie was left with a rather pressing question. Now what?

Gazing at her surroundings, in the quiet enclosed courtyard of the little record store Vinyl Avenue, a favorite venue for Sophie and her friends, living on her own terms seemed to mean—for the time-being—living vicariously through her little sister.

Rosie gave a mental shrug. Well, that was alright, she supposed, since she’d been doing that for years as well. As her father’s health had failed, and he experienced more of those episodes when the fog set in and he couldn’t remember the simplest of things, Rosie had given up more and more to be close to him. No one had insisted on that. Not Sophie, who’d wanted to hire a live-in caregiver, and certainly not their father. But being unmarried, while Sophie was raising Lucas, it had just seemed like the natural thing to do. And Sophie, darling little Sophie, had been her outlet to the world from then on. 

Rosie had always enjoyed hearing about her sister’s friends or her latest news, and watching her nephew Lucas grow up and go to college. The divorce had been frightening though. If Lucas hadn’t been there to carry his mother, Rosie would have torn herself apart trying to be there for her father and her sister at the same time.

That was another thing, Rosie supposed. Being out in the world living life looked like a lot of fun. But it wasn’t always. Life had ups and downs. Joy and laughter, sure, but pain, grief and heartbreak as well. Life was a rollercoaster, and—much like the ones in theme parks across the world—there was no getting off while the ride was in motion. One generally got the whole experience.

But waiting by the proverbial fence, watching people getting on the ride, and eventually getting off, was somehow worse. It was certainly lonelier. 

“Hey.”

The sweet cheer of youth, close to half her age, broke her out of her funk. Rosie looked up to see Melissa Hatheway, the social media manager of Vinyl Records, smiling at her.

She was a really pretty kid, Rosie thought. This girl of Asian parentage, despite the family name, with light almost alabaster skin, and cheeks rosier than her own name come wintertime. Sophie and Jane had often wondered aloud why Melissa wasn’t on someone’s arm, and seeing her again, Rosie felt the same way. This sweet small-town kid from the Pacific Northwest.

“Hi, Melissa,” she replied, giving her a warm smile. “Would you like to join me? Ask your brother to make a latte for you? I’ll pay.”

Melissa grinned. “Michael says you’re just like your sister and her friends. Nothing but lattes.”

Rosie chuckled. “This bothers him?”

Melissa shrugged. “He’s funny sometimes.”

“Who’s funny?”

They turned to see Melissa’s older brother, with his darker complexion, rocking a somewhat spiky and disheveled haircut, in his customary black barista outfit... and giving them a rather wry look with raised eyebrows.

“You are,” Melissa teased him. “Hey, can I get a latte?”

Michael gave her a look of mock disapproval. “Aren’t you on the clock?”

“How am I on the clock?” Melissa asked him, pulling up a seat opposite Rosie. “Social media management doesn’t deal with shifts and schedules.”

Michael shrugged. “Not the way you do it at any rate.” He then leaned over his little sister, squeezing her shoulders. “But okay, Melissa... I’ll get your latte.”

Melissa giggled. “Stop it! It tickles!”

Laughing too, Michael let her go. “Oh, does it?”

‘Yes, it does!” Melissa chided him, slapping his arm.

As Michael turned away, still grinning, Melissa shook her head. “On the clock. He knows being the social media manager here is hardly a real job. I’m still running my online clothing store, and going to the post office almost every day.” She frowned. “Actually, I might take a break from it for a little while soon.”

Rosie for her part had no idea how online clothing stores were run any more than she knew, or cared, what social media was like. “You can do that?”

“Lots of stores do it,” Melissa explained. “You just put up a notice on your storefront saying, ‘This seller will be away until whenever, so no new orders will be shipped until such and such a date.’”

Rosie considered the young woman in front of her. “I guess I can see that. But do you want to do this long-term, or have you got other plans?”

Melissa sighed. “I think I’d like to move into my own place at some stage. Ethan’s moved in with Freya. Erik’s moved in with Deanna. Now it’s just Michael and me in the apartment we all shared when we moved here.” Her gaze flicked down and she wrinkled her lips. “And since Ethan and Erik have moved out, Michael’s got his own room just like me, so I don’t feel special anymore.”

Rosie smiled at that. “Three of them were in one bedroom, so you could have your own?”

“Well, I am a girl!” Melissa pointed out in mock indignation. 

“True,” Rosie agreed. “But I guess I’m just glad to see chivalry isn’t dead.” She took another sip of her latte. “So it’s just you and Michael then.”

Melissa sighed. “Yeah, and he’s disappearing all the time to see Sarah.”

Rosie raised her eyebrows, as she recalled a certain blonde bombshell at Sophie and Jane’s wedding, with the most stunning figure she’d ever seen. “That would be the Australian woman? The one from Brisbane?”

“Yeah,” Melissa nodded. “That’s her. And no prizes for guessing what the two of them get up to.”

“And no prizes for playing a guessing game like that in the first place,” Rosie chided her gently. “What your brother and his partner do when it’s just the two of them isn’t your business.”

“Oh, Rosie,” Melissa sighed. “You sound like my mother.”

Rosie shrugged. “Well, I’m old enough for the role, aren’t I?”

At this, Melissa studied her for a moment. “You don’t look that old though.”

“I get that a lot,” Rosie conceded. “Must be that central Asian, middle eastern skin of mine.”

“Are you and Sophie Iranian maybe?”

Rosie had no idea where their fortuitous skin genetics came from, except that they came down through her mother’s side of the family. But she imagined she could pass for someone from a country like that. 

“Not that I know of,” she replied.

“Still, you don’t look that old,” Melissa told her, gazing at her even now. “Sophie doesn’t either. She looks like she’s in her twenties.”

Rosie chuckled at this. “Don’t let Sophie hear you saying things like that. It’ll go to her head. Let’s just say she can pass for someone in her thirties. That’s still pretty good for someone her age.” She turned the conversation to the young woman in front of her. “Actually, I imagine you’ll probably look young for a long time too, as long as you look after yourself and keep that fair skin of yours out of the sun.”

Melissa smiled. “Good advice.”

As she said this, her brother reemerged—sliding a mug of coffee onto the table before giving her a sweeping bow. “Your latte, your majesty.”

“Wait,” Melissa said, turning around in her chair as her brother retreated once more. “Why don’t you join us too? We’re not busy.”

With his eyes half-closed, Michael gave her a cheeky grin. “Maybe you’re not.” He held up his phone before he went back inside the store. “I’m moving up the scoreboard.”

As he disappeared, Rosie looked to Melissa in confusion. Genuine confusion. “Is he talking about a game, or is that a dating euphemism?”

Melissa shook her head, with a dismissive expression. “Probably a game, but who cares? Besides, he’s scored with Sarah lots of times.”

Rosie smiled again. “You seem to have a rather troubled relationship with your brother,” she remarked, but only in jest.

Behind Melissa, the door opened again and another woman of Asian descent appeared, mid-forties by her looks, and carrying a warm beverage of her own. She glided past, in a light, black felt jacket that—while thin—looked too hot for the weather, as though the woman weren’t aware of externals like the temperature.

Once she’d passed them, she slid into a seat a few feet away, closed her eyes and rested her head in her hands.

Neither Rosie nor Melissa exchanged glances when she appeared, but both of them watched her now.

It was difficult to judge how much time passed. Looking over her left shoulder, Rosie pressed her right palm over her lips. That woman was in pain. She didn’t touch her coffee or move, and her head remained in her hands. She made no sound, nor did she show the slightest awareness that Rosie and Melissa had stopped talking when she’d come into the courtyard. In fact, she showed no awareness that Rosie and Melissa were even there at all.

At long last, Rosie turned her head and met Melissa’s wide eyes, seeing her trembling half-open lips.

“She’s...” Melissa tried to whisper, looking as though she were about to cry herself.

Rosie understood this young woman in that moment in a way she hadn’t until then. And she understood her all too well. She’d been Melissa once. Maybe not in her thirties—by then life had messed her and Sophie around too much—but at some point in her life. And over the years, that young woman who’d longed to heal every hurt innocent in the world, and still did, had taken that desire and thrown herself wholeheartedly into helping the people around her in her everyday life. It was the one part, seemingly the only part, of a callous and indifferent world she could change. And in a way, if she had been Melissa once, then Melissa had become her, and would one day do so again. 

But seeing the woman at the other table, Rosie knew this could be too much for Melissa—just as it might have been too much for Rosie herself in her younger years. She didn’t know. Not yet.

Holding up her hand in cautious warning, she gave Melissa a nod as she pulled her chair out, signaling that she’d handle it.

Melissa looked like she wanted to object, but Rosie gave her another wave. “Stay.” She mouthed the word before turning to the weeping woman at the next table.

And she was weeping, Rosie saw, as tears trickled under her hands, sliding down her arms and pooling around her elbows on the table.

It was a fact of life Rosie knew well, that people almost never asked for help. It went beyond pride, as though asking for a lifeline when drowning would be an admission you couldn’t swim. No, it was more than that. It was a deep-seated irrational fear, as though a plea for help were a public confession of failure. That to stand up and admit that something was too much to carry alone was terrifying. 

Which was why this woman sitting before her chose to cover her eyes and weep instead. She was grieving, Rosie saw that. But she was also hopelessly and utterly overwhelmed.

It was also why Rosie had no intention of asking her if she needed help, or if she was okay. It was clear that she wasn’t, and it was clear help was needed.

So without asking, without prelude, she pulled a chair up beside the woman, leaned in close and spoke to her in a firm, strong voice. “Excuse me. You look like you need help.”
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2. The Mother
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Rosie watched, and waited.

With strands of her long black hair clinging to her face, the woman looked at her a moment, and Rosie had rarely seen such a lost gaze in someone’s eyes. Even at her father’s most bewildered moments, when almost every faculty in his mind was failing, he’d rarely looked as lost as the woman in front of her.

The woman’s eyes then narrowed, she shuddered as she tried to speak, and then she fell forward, clasping her face in her palms once again.

Rosie placed her arm around the woman’s shoulders, not caring about the propriety of such a thing. What was she going to do? Just sit by helplessly? That was not her nature.

The woman then leaned into her, instinctively it seemed, sobbing against her chest. She was still quiet. Eerily quiet. But Rosie’s chest was getting quite a soaking.

“I’m Rosie,” she told the woman at last, using her free hand to gently stroke the woman’s hair. “Rosie,” she repeated. “What’s your name?”

“Jo-sephine!” the woman stammered, her name rising sharply at the end.

Rosie nodded to herself. She was getting somewhere now.

“Josephine,” she said, drawing out the name, and smiling at her. Josephine couldn’t see her smile of course. Not with her face buried in her hands. But perhaps she felt something of the warmth in her voice.

“Let me help you, Josephine. What’s wrong?”

Slowly, almost as though in stop-motion, Josephine shook her head without lifting her face out of her palms.

“Josephine,” Rosie repeated, softly. “What’s wrong?”

“My—daughter!” She stammered again, in much the same way she had before.

From the corner of her eye, Rosie saw Melissa had stood up and was moving closer. She gave her a quick shake of her head.

Stay back, Melissa. This might to be too much.

Melissa paused, but she wasn’t moving away. Rosie grimaced, but there was little she could do about it. She turned her attention back to Josephine.

“Is your daughter hurt?”

Again, there was that stop-motion shake of the head. Very slow. Very uncertain.

“I don’t—nghh.”

The sound cut off, and Rosie rubbed her shoulder, leaning closer to her. “You don’t know?”

Josephine shook her head. She didn’t.

“Is your daughter missing?”

There was a nod. Slow, like all of Josephine’s mannerisms, but this was definitive.

Inhaling a sharp breath through her nostrils, Rosie sat up and blew the air out. Looking at this woman, who she’d already guessed was in her forties, she had a fair idea of how old her daughter might be. Possibly a young adult, but possibly under ten. Either way, young enough that disappearing like this was a real concern.

“Josephine,” she asked, leaning closer again, while eyeing Melissa and wishing she’d stay back. This was too much for a young woman like her. “Have you told the police?”

Josephine nodded. “—n away.” There was a hollow tone to her voice, and Rosie missed the first word. But there was enough there to guess.

“Your daughter ran away? The police can’t help?”

“Won’t help,” Josephine murmured, now slowly drawing her hands back. “Not missing.”

Rosie frowned. She was pretty sure the distinction didn’t matter if the girl was under twenty-one. The police were supposed to enter her into the system, weren’t they? Well, she guessed she could look into that when she got the chance, but right now her first concern was the mother. “Was there a letter?”

There was.

Leaning back, and Rosie drew her arm away to allow her to sit up, Josephine reached into the side pocket of her jacket and pulled out a flimsy piece of paper. It was folded over several times, stained, and it looked almost as fragile as the woman holding it.

Gently, Rosie slid it from Josephine’s fingertips, remarking to herself as she unfolded it how much the woman had cried over it already. The stains were very obvious, while her daughter’s handwriting was smudged, but Rosie could still make out what it said.
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I’m sorry, Mom. 
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I thought I could deal with this, but I can’t. I hope you will be okay, and I don’t want to leave you, but I need to think. I don’t know what to do. I’m so sorry, Mom, but I can’t stay. Every room reminds me that he’s gone. Every book on the shelf. His little office. Even the kitchen. I’m sorry, Mom. Please don’t be angry at me. And please don’t worry. I just need some time. I need some time to figure this out. But I’ll be okay. Please, please, don’t worry. Just let me work this out.
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I love you, Mom. I love you so much. Please don’t forget that.
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- Haley
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God, Rosie thought, as her own eyes flooded with tears. No wonder this letter was falling apart. 

Then she felt Melissa’s hands on her shoulders.

No, Melissa. No. This is—

The letter slipped from her own fingers now, and Rosie hung her head as she waited.

“God, Rosie!” Melissa exclaimed, in distress, once she’d read it.

Rosie nodded. “I know,” she managed, finding her voice again and steadying it. She still sounded hoarse in her own ears though. 

“Melissa,” she said, “give the letter back now.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Melissa told Josephine, handing it to her.

Rosie sighed, staring ahead and looking at neither of them. “Josephine, this is Melissa. Melissa, this is Josephine.”

“Josephine,” Melissa said, leaning close as well, and making that side of the table pretty crowded, “I’m so sorry about your daughter. But Rosie—”

Rosie glanced up at her.

“Rosie and I can help you,” Melissa finished, returning Rosie’s glance. “Can’t we, Rosie?”

Rosie sighed. “I can, Melissa. You shouldn’t be involved in this.”

“But why not?” Melissa protested—while beside Rosie, Josephine said nothing.

“This is serious.”

Melissa now looked at her with indignation. “And I can’t deal with something serious? I’m not a child.”

Rosie sighed, reaching up to clasp her hands. “I know that, Melissa. But I’d rather you left this to me.”

“What about me?”

Rosie and Melissa both turned in the direction of the quiet voice, and saw Josephine gazing at them blankly. “I don’t even know you, and...” She broke off, crying again.

Letting go of Melissa’s hands, Rosie turned back to Josephine. “I know. But I want to help.” She grimaced slightly, hating herself for a moment, as she still wanted to keep Melissa well out of this. Well out of this. “Melissa wants to help. But what do you want? Haley’s your daughter. This is your own private family matter, so we will respect that. Absolutely. We’ll leave it to you, of course. But...” She gazed at Josephine until she was sure she was listening. “What do you want?”

Trembling, Josephine looked up again, her gaze drifting between them both before coming to rest on Rosie. Her lips quivered, and more tears welled in her eyes.

“Help me,” she cried.
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“What the hell’s going on out there?” Michael complained, jabbing his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the courtyard. “It’s like Sophie and her friends with their little therapy sessions. And now her sister’s—Ow!”

Melissa had punched him in the arm. Rather hard.

“Can you think, for once in your life,” she asked, “before you open your mouth? Please.”

Michael rubbed his arm, looking impressed. “Damn, Melissa. That was a good one.” He glanced at the courtyard again. “But what’s going on? That woman comes in, orders a coffee, and now she’s bawling her eyes out? Did you and Rosie upset her? Hey, hey, hey!” He stepped back and raised his hands placatingly when he saw Melissa clench her fist again.

“We’re taking her home,” Melissa explained, before catching a slight glint in his eyes. “And if you make some dumb joke about that one, we’re going to be stopping by the hospital on the way.”

Again, Michael held out his hands placatingly. “Message received.”

“I hope so.”

“So what is going on, then?” Michael asked. “If I may be so bold as to inquire.”

“Her daughter’s run away,” Melissa said, looking something up on her phone. “As far as we can tell, her husband’s just died, and the daughter’s having a hard time coming to terms with it.” She paused for a moment, looking up from her phone. “Do you feel like a tool yet?”

Michael sighed. “I’m sorry.” He raised his head up, looking at Melissa’s phone as she dialed a number. 

“Getting a taxi?”

Melissa glanced in the direction of the courtyard as she waited for the dial tone. “She can’t walk home like that.”

“She looked a little strange when she came in, actually,” Michael admitted, looking outside as well. 

As Melissa got someone on the line and ordered a cab, a tall blonde Nordic man emerged from the backroom of the place, carrying a small pile of LPs that he placed on the counter next to Michael’s kitchen area.

He looked over the rows of records and through the windows into the small courtyard as well, where Rosie was still comforting Josephine.

“Is that the woman who just came in?” he asked, his resonant bass voice filled with concern.

Michael nodded, turning to him half in surprise and half in annoyance. “Yeah, don’t tell me you noticed something was off about her as well. That everyone else gets it, and I’m the only unobservant one.”

Erik sighed, picking up the records again. “She’s hurting. She needs help.”

“Yeah, well, before you go running to the rescue, Rosie and Melissa are already on it.”

Turning his gaze to Melissa for a moment, seeing her finish her phone call, then glancing back at Rosie in the courtyard, Erik nodded to himself. “That’s good. That’s very good.” He looked at Melissa as she came over. “If you and Rosie need any help taking care of that woman out there, Melissa, you only have to ask.”

Melissa smiled, though her smile only went as far as her lips. “Thanks, Erik.”

“And I may be a tool,” Michael added, patting his younger sister on the back, “but if I can do anything, let me know as well.”

Melissa hugged him, closing her eyes for a moment. “Thanks, Michael.”
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The cab didn’t take long to arrive, and Rosie guided Josephine onto the sidewalk, arms linked, while Michael, seeing that Josephine’s coffee had gone cold and untouched, gave her another in a takeaway cup—although Melissa carried it for her.

Josephine moved unsteadily on her feet as they shuffled along the sidewalk. While talking in the courtyard earlier, Rosie had managed to find out that she’d more or less wandered straight to Vinyl Avenue after going to the police station.

And as they walked past the small boutique shops to the point where the sidewalk met the road again, and where the taxi was waiting, Rosie could understand how it happened. Vinyl Avenue, being past the road, near the point where the sidewalk disappeared, was just a natural destination for a woman who had nowhere else to go, wandering in a daze until she could wander no further.

Rosie noticed as they got into the cab that the meter was already running, but she didn’t care. She just showed the driver the front of Josephine’s license so the young man could see where to take her—then she and Melissa slid into the back of the vehicle, with Josephine nestled between them. Josephine was leaning against Rosie now, still clinging to her arm, but with her eyes shut. Rosie hoped she might be sleeping.

“God, is she alright?” the driver asked, glancing momentarily over his shoulder as they pulled away from the curb.

“No,” Rosie replied, her voice terse.

“Oh, look,” the driver continued, speaking hurriedly now, “I’m sorry about running the meter up before you got into the cab. Hey, I can—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Rosie told him, turning away to look out the window, getting some sense of where they were going.

“Hey,” Melissa said suddenly, leaning over Josephine to get Rosie’s attention. “Weren’t you meeting Sophie and Jane later? I mean, that’s why you were waiting there, right?”

Rosie turned back to her. “It’s alright, Melissa. I sent Sophie a text. She knows what’s going on.”

“Oh. What did you tell her?”

Rosie shrugged. “That I had to go early.” She glanced at Melissa again, as the younger woman leaned back in her seat. “Should I have told her something else?”

Melissa shook her head. “No,” she admitted. “You did the right thing.” After a moment, she checked on Josephine once more. “Is she sleeping?”

“I think so, yeah.”

“And she was at the police station?”

Rosie nodded. “Again, yeah.”

Melissa gazed at Josephine in pity. “That’s miles away.”

“Yeah,” Rosie agreed. “I think she’s exhausted.”

“Do you think she has any more family in town?” Melissa asked hopefully. “Parents? Siblings?”

Rosie answered with another shrug of her shoulders. “She didn’t say anything. She can barely string two words together, the poor woman.”

Melissa frowned. “Why wouldn’t the police help her find her daughter? I mean, what the hell is that?”

Rosie pursed her lips. She felt more or less the same way, but she understood. “Haley’s seventeen, and she clearly left that note before she left. And in those circumstances, if a kid is over sixteen, they’re not a missing person as far as the police are concerned. In their eyes, Haley’s a runaway.”

“She’s still in her senior year though, isn’t she?”

Rosie sighed. Melissa might as well have been a mirror the way she reflected all her thoughts back at her. “Yeah. I’m with you. I don’t think a kid that age running away is something that should be just shoved aside like that. But I suppose there are only so many things a precinct can handle at once.”

“This city’s hardly crime central,” Melissa pointed out. “What exactly are they so busy doing that they can’t help Josephine here find her daughter?”

When Rosie didn’t reply, the driver of the taxi chimed in. “Parking violations.”

Rosie glared at the back of his head. “Just keep your eyes on the road.”

“Sorry,” the driver muttered, turning the car at a signal. “I was just trying to lighten the mood. But hey, if the kid’s run away, how’s she traveling? Has she got her own credit card?”

Rosie sighed, closing her eyes. “I know you mean well, but please. Just drive.”

“Sorry,” the driver replied, muttering again.

For a few blissful moments, the cab was quiet, and Rosie tried to gather her thoughts. Trying to work out what happened from a grieving woman who was struggling to speak was hard, but not impossible. That tear soaked letter, already on the verge of falling apart, likely hadn’t been written all that long ago if Josephine had gone to the police that very day, as she wouldn’t have wasted any time after finding her daughter missing. Most likely that meant she’d found the letter that morning. And there was a definite limit on what Haley could conceivably do in a day, unless she’d managed to book an international flight before running away. Somehow Rosie doubted it.

“What are we going to do?” Melissa asked, intruding on her thoughts again. 

Rosie didn’t mind that so much, as Melissa didn’t distract her like the driver of this taxi did. What bothered her was that Melissa was involved at all. This could hardly be good for the kid, seeing this. Josephine was a woman whose entire life had just shattered. Her husband couldn’t have died that long ago, so this was a compounding tragedy of circumstances. It was awful. And if her husband’s death had been that recent, that would account for all the references to him in Haley’s letter. The kid was still struggling, and failing to come to terms with it, while her mother now felt as though she’d lost them both.

“Marcus...” 

Rosie glanced at Josephine again, noticing Melissa had done the same. The poor woman was still asleep, but was growing delirious.

“That’s got to be her husband,” Melissa said, looking across her to Rosie.

“I’d say so, yeah,” Rosie agreed, pulling Josephine closer, gazing at her in concern while rubbing her shoulder. 

“Hey, what was her last name again?” the driver asked, speaking up again and risking Rosie’s wrath.

Rosie grimaced. “Why do you want to know?”

“Hey,” the driver protested. “I’m not trying to be a busybody. Just trying to help. But wasn’t she ‘Chase’? On her license? Wasn’t that her name?”

Rosie blinked as she pulled the card out to have a look at it, since she was still holding onto it. “Josephine... Chase.”

Sliding the card back into her pants pocket for safe-keeping, she looked at the driver with a newfound sense of respect. “You’re right.”

The driver shrugged. “I’ve got a photographic memory. But ‘Chase’ rang a bell, you see. There was this accident a few blocks away from here, near the state highway recently. It was on the news about a week ago, I think. And I don’t remember all the names. But I was sure I saw the name Chase. Could be the husband?”

And Rosie’s heart sunk a little more. The time frame would fit. God, poor Josephine!

The taxi slowed to a roll as their driver pulled onto the shoulder of the street. “Hey, we’re here.”
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3. The Home That’s Not...
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Josephine leaned against Rosie, while Rosie supported her weight. Melissa got the elevator and held the door.

“Come on, Josephine,” Rosie murmured, gently encouraging her. “You can do it.”

Josephine put one foot after the other until they were inside. 

“What floor?” Melissa asked.

Rosie pulled Josephine’s license out to have a look. “Five. Five-B.”

Melissa pressed the button and the doors closed.

Then, without warning, Josephine moaned, just softly, but with a shudder of her shoulders, and more tears slid down her cheeks. 

“I want to die!” she cried.

For Rosie, this sudden exclamation of despair felt as though someone had stabbed her right through her chest. To hear those words... 

To hear anyone say those words!

“Hey!” Putting both hands on Josephine’s shoulders, she turned the grieving woman towards her so she couldn’t look away. Yes, Josephine was in pain, but right now Rosie had to be tough.  

“Hey!” she said again, snapping now, and ignoring the look of horror Melissa was giving her.

Josephine opened her watery eyes, staring at Rosie with that same helpless despondency as before. Too exhausted to be startled.

“You don’t mean that, okay?” Rosie’s voice and expression, was hard. “Alright? Don’t say that. Don’t think that.”

Josephine tried to look away, but Rosie turned her face towards her so she couldn’t.

“You think your life is something you can just throw away?” she asked the younger woman, with a tone of strong admonition. “Do you have any idea how precious life is?”

For the few moments she waited for Josephine to absorb that, Rosie felt a lump rising in her throat and her chest tightening, accompanied by a wave of nauseating grief—feelings she knew well. Feelings she hated. The sudden weight of grief for so many people she’d never met, ordinary people who’d be taken before their time by meaningless accidents, the random hand of natural fate, or the senseless cruelty of others. With a ritual born from years of practice, she closed her eyes, let out a long breath and let the grief subside. Mourn them. Wish them peace. It was like a mantra to her now. Anchor herself to the present. The here, the now, and the woman who needed her right then.

But she was not going to let this woman think of dying, even if it were no more than a fleeting thought.

Melissa was now holding the elevator, since they’d reached the fifth floor already. Rosie however didn’t notice, and her eyes were fixed on the grieving mother in front of her.

“I’m sorry,” Josephine blurted, sobbing and lowering her head with her eyes closed once again. “I’m sorry!”

Rosie let out another breath, and decided she could ease off now. Relenting, allowing the tension in her arms to subside, she hugged the crying woman in front of her and kissed the crown of her head. “It’s alright,” she whispered. “It
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