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			CHAPTER ONE

			“Psst…”

			The word pings against the back of my ear like a well-aimed pebble. I turn toward the sound, see nothing but the long corridor stretched out behind me. There is no one there.

			I shrug, take another step.

			“Psst…”

			Really? I stop, my eyes scanning the area. Is someone crouched behind one of the plush purple velvet sofas in the nearby lounge? And if so, aren’t we a little old to be playing such games? “Hello?” I say, more question than greeting, my body twisting toward the empty visitors’ lounge to my right, then over toward the deserted nurses’ station on my left, ultimately completing a full circle. I am about to throw up my hands, as if to say, “I give up,” when I see her.

			No wonder I missed her, I think. She is tiny, her skin almost the same shade as the concrete pillar her frail body is leaning against, her uncombed hair a perfect match for her ghostly pallor. If she were any less substantial, she’d be invisible, I think, then laugh, wondering if that’s how the younger generation sees me. Or doesn’t see me. I’m no spring chicken, after all. Seventy-six, as of a month ago. Well past the age when women become invisible to most of the outside world.

			And this woman is at least a decade my senior, I estimate. Although that could be just wishful thinking, I’m forced to concede.

			“Are you talking to me?” I ask, hearing echoes of Robert De Niro’s famous line from the movie Taxi Driver as I take a few trepid steps toward her. And how long has it been since that movie came out? Twenty, thirty years? Longer?

			I stop, startled to realize that I’m nervous, although I have no idea why. What can this frail old woman possibly do to me? She can’t weigh more than ninety pounds, and I’m easily a hundred and thirty-five. Okay, closer to a hundred and forty, according to the last time I got weighed, although I’m still considered slim for my five-foot, nine-inch frame. Okay, five feet, eight and a quarter inches. I’ve lost almost an inch since the last time I was measured. Pounds gained; inches lost. Getting shorter and wider. “Nothing to be concerned about,” my doctor has assured me. “I’m not worried.”

			And why should he be? At barely fifty, he’s years away from his best-before date. I, on the other hand, am circling cautiously around mine. Yes, everyone says I look much younger than my age; I exercise, have regular facials and the odd chemical peel, my hair is a fashionable lightly streaked bob that keeps the ever-encroaching grays at bay, my wardrobe is current and designer chic. Still, the body knows.

			The body definitely knows.

			Can anything be more ego-destroying than growing old?

			It beats the alternative, my best friend, Carol, used to say.

			If we have to grow old and die, I would counter, only partly in jest, could we not at least get better looking?

			She’d laugh, dutifully.

			She doesn’t laugh anymore.

			So, what’s there to be nervous about? I wonder. I’m standing in the middle of the fourth-floor hallway of the upscale oceanfront memory care facility that calls itself—with not the slightest hint of irony—Legacy Place. Outside the sun is shining, as it does with monotonous regularity here in Jupiter, Florida. There are nurses and orderlies scattered throughout the six-story gleaming white structure. A simple shout would bring them scurrying down the hall. Not to mention that one halfhearted push would surely send this ancient crone flying. Still, I stop several feet away from where she is standing. “Can I help you?” I ask, hating the tentativeness clinging to the edges of my voice.

			“I have a secret,” she tells me. Her own voice is surprisingly strong, no tentativeness there.

			I say nothing.

			“Do you want to hear it?” she presses.

			“Do you want to tell me?”

			“I don’t know,” she says. “Who are you?”

			“I’m Linda. Linda Davidson,” I add when it becomes clear from her silence that she is expecting more.

			Her mouth twists from side to side, as if she is literally ingesting this information. “Linda is a pretty name,” she says finally. “You don’t hear it so much anymore.”

			I nod. She’s right. Names like Linda have pretty much disappeared from the lexicon in recent years, like the Gertrudes and Ethels before them, giving way to the current crop of Britneys, Skylars, and Briannes.

			“I’m Jenny,” she says. “Jenny Cooper.”

			“Nice to meet you, Jenny.”

			“Is it?”

			I’m not sure how to respond, so I say nothing.

			“Who are you?” she asks again.

			“I’m Linda.”

			“Linda is a pretty name,” she says, as if for the first time. “You don’t hear it so much anymore.”

			“No, you don’t,” I agree.

			“I’m Jenny. Jenny Cooper.”

			I don’t bother to repeat that it’s nice to meet her, wishing to skip a third go-round of the same conversation. Instead I offer up what I hope is a kind smile. “I should get going…”

			“Where?” she asks.

			“Where?”

			“Where are you going?”

			There is no point telling her that this is none of her business. “To see my friend. Carol. Carol Kreiger,” I continue, to avoid her having to ask. “She’s in room 403. Down the hall.” I point in what I think is the general vicinity of Carol’s room. This is only the second time I’ve visited in the weeks since Carol took up residence, so I’m not altogether sure. Room 403 could be down the opposite corridor.

			Some things are too painful to remember.

			“That’s a nice outfit you have on,” Jenny remarks of my canary-yellow sundress.

			“Thank you.”

			“I normally don’t care for yellow. Where’d you buy it?”

			“Saks.”

			“Sex?” she demands, sudden alarm flashing through her watery blue eyes.

			“Saks,” I correct quickly.

			“That’s very rude.”

			“I’m sorry,” I mutter, eager now to get away. Even Carol’s hopelessly blank stare will be better than this. “I really should go…”

			“Don’t you want to hear my secret?”

			“Maybe you’ll tell me another time.”

			“I kill people,” she says.

			“What?”

			Behind me, I hear footsteps approaching and turn with relief toward the sound.

			“Is everything all right here?” the nurse asks.

			Jenny turns around abruptly, scurrying away with surprising speed.

			“I’m sorry. Was she bothering you?”

			“No,” I answer. “She just…she just…She’s obviously not all there,” I manage to spit out.

			“I’m afraid so. Dementia is a terrible thing.” The nurse smiles, a gesture as unexpected as it is unsettling. “Can I help you with anything?”

			“Room 403?”

			“That way.” She points down the hall. I nod and start walking.

			“Psst…” I think I hear as I approach the door to Carol’s room. I swing around. But this time, there really is no one there.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			I knock.

			No one answers.

			“Carol?” Slowly, I push open the heavy oak door, stepping immediately into a small sitting area containing a salmon-colored love seat, two comfortable-looking matching chairs, a small fridge, and a round coffee table, its surface littered with the popular celebrity magazines she used to love. Lorne must have brought them, I think, picturing Carol’s husband of eight years. A third marriage for both of them. Companions for their later years.

			Poor Lorne, I think.

			Carol is standing in front of the large window that takes up most of her bedroom’s east wall, staring out at the ocean below. She’s wearing a pink quilted housecoat over a pair of striped pajamas. A duvet-covered twin-size bed sits against the wall behind her. Paintings of pastel-colored flower gardens in various stages of bloom hang on the walls.

			“Carol, hi,” I say, closing the door behind me.

			The smile that turns to greet me is wide and genuine, childlike in its openness. “Hi,” she says.

			She was always a beautiful woman. Shorter than me by two inches, with high cheekbones, piercing green eyes, and wavy brown hair that used to be long and dark but is now short and graying noticeably at the roots. The Carol I knew would be horrified. She was always so fastidious about the way she looked.

			But this is no longer the Carol I knew.

			“Is it lunchtime?” she asks.

			“No,” I say, understanding that she has mistaken me for one of the nurses. “You’ve already had lunch.”

			Her once full lips turn down in obvious disappointment.

			“It’s me, Linda. Your friend.” Your best friend since forever.

			“Of course it is. I know.”

			Do you? I wonder. Although the better question is, Who are you? “How are you feeling?”

			“I’m well. You?”

			“I’m good.”

			“That’s good.”

			Good. We’re all good, I think. Are we?

			I strain to think of what to say next.

			This is not how it used to be, and definitely not the way it was supposed to be. Carol and I have been inseparable since the fourth grade. She was new to Florida and new to our school, assigned to my class. She used to delight in reminding me that the first words I ever said to her were “Get out of my seat!”

			We used to laugh about it.

			We used to laugh about a lot of things.

			“Come sit,” I say, sitting down on the love seat and patting the cushion beside me. She quickly obliges, arranging her body so that we are facing each other, her knees brushing against the cotton of my sundress.

			“What a pretty dress,” she says. “Such a lovely color.”

			“I normally don’t care for yellow,” I hear Jenny Cooper say.

			I shake my head to clear it.

			“I have a secret,” Jenny persists.

			“What have you been up to?” I ask my friend.

			“I kill people.”

			“Oh, you know,” Carol answers. “This and that.”

			Our lives, the richness of all our experiences now reduced to three vague words: this and that. How can this be?

			I search for the answer in her once-vibrant eyes, but I see nothing. I am as much a stranger to her as she is to me. How can this be? I ask myself again.

			We were there for each other through all the important milestones: high school proms and college graduations, virginities lost and identities found, miraculous first loves and gut-churning heartbreaks. I was your maid of honor; you were mine. You cried in my arms when your first husband left you for another woman; I cried in yours when my husband of forty-five years succumbed to his cancer and died.

			It’s two years now since I lost him, and almost that long since I started losing Carol.

			It began slowly. The loss of one everyday word, then another. A name forgotten, a set of keys misplaced. Happens to all of us, we commiserated, laughing it off. And then a missed lunch date, a forgotten phone call. You got lost driving over to my house, a place as familiar to you as your own. Then one afternoon you found yourself driving along I-95 with no clue where you were headed. It happened a second time, and then again. Brain fog, you said, waving away growing concerns. Eventually you stopped driving, citing too much traffic, too many bad drivers on the road. I sighed with a relief that was all too short-lived. You’d get better, I told myself. You wouldn’t leave me.

			And then that awful night at the Kravis Center, where we’d gone to see the latest touring production of Hamilton, and you suddenly started screaming—that you didn’t know where you were, that you didn’t recognize the people you were with, that you didn’t know, you didn’t know…

			We used to laugh about the ever-increasing indignities of growing old, the sagging flesh and aching backs and too-frequent trips to the bathroom.

			“It beats the alternative,” you used to say.

			What would you say now? I wonder.

			I suspect that you would choose a quick death over this steady drain of everything that once defined you, this slow descent into a black and merciless void.

			Even madness might be preferable, I think, picturing Jenny Cooper.

			“The strangest thing just happened,” I tell Carol. “I met this woman…”

			“Yes?”

			“Jenny Cooper. Do you know her? I think she lives down the other hall.”

			“Yes,” Carol says again.

			“You know her?”

			“Yes. Of course.”

			“Tall woman, heavyset, bright red hair,” I venture, deliberately misrepresenting Jenny’s appearance. A test. Waiting—hoping—for Carol to correct me.

			“Lovely red hair, yes,” she says instead.

			I sigh audibly. “She told me she kills people.”

			“Does she now?”

			Tears fill my eyes. “She said it’s a secret.”

			“Of course it is.”

			“The nurse says she has dementia.”

			“Dementia. Yes,” Carol says.

			“Yes.” I pick up an issue of People magazine from the coffee table, and we spend the next twenty minutes mulling over the lives of the rich and famous—more accurately, I mull and she agrees—before Carol jumps to her feet. “Such a beautiful day,” she says, going to the window and resting her forehead against the glass.

			“Would you like to go for a walk?”

			“I don’t think so. No.”

			I feel guilty when I realize I’m more relieved than disappointed. Carol and I used to love going for long walks on the beach. We’d talk about anything and everything, solve the world’s problems along with our own. There was nothing we couldn’t talk about. Now there’s nothing to say. Not even Brad Pitt elicits more than a word or two.

			“So handsome,” I say.

			“So handsome,” she repeats.

			“You have to understand that the person you knew as Carol doesn’t exist anymore,” her husband tried to explain after my last visit.

			But the idea that my lifelong friend no longer recognizes me, that she no longer recognizes herself, is too much for my brain to accept. “I know you’re in there somewhere,” I tell her as I join her at the window, taking her in my arms for a lingering goodbye hug.

			Come out, come out, wherever you are…

			I cling to her, to the memories we used to share, now mine alone, until she wriggles free from my suffocating embrace. “I’ll come again soon,” I tell her.

			“That would be lovely.”

			She stays by the window, staring out at the ocean, as I open the door. I take a quick peek down the long hall, half expecting Jenny Cooper to lunge out at me, to pin me against a wall and accost me with her secrets.

			Should I tell the floor nurse what she said? I wonder as I approach the elevators. And have her think I’m just another in a long line of peculiar old ladies? I say to myself, answering my own question.

			Jenny Cooper is clearly not in her right mind. I don’t really believe she killed anyone.

			I enter the empty elevator.

			Jenny Cooper’s secret is safe with me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			I hear them arguing as I leave my car in the driveway and approach my front door, a slight breeze carrying their voices beyond the open living room window of my neat three-bedroom bungalow into the humidity-heavy air, depositing the harsh words at my feet like so many bird droppings.

			I take a step back, wondering if the open window could be the source of the argument. My daughter likes fresh air, regardless of the outside temperature, while her husband prefers the comfort of air-conditioning. This has become a bone of contention of late, another addition to the ever-growing pile.

			“How do you expect me to sleep in this heat?” I heard Mick shout in exasperation the other night. I was having trouble sleeping myself and had gone into the kitchen to see if there was any rhubarb pie left over from dessert. The kitchen is on the same side of the house as their bedroom, so even with their bedroom door closed, it was easy to hear them.

			“Please don’t make it freezing cold,” Kleo pleaded, giving in.

			I tiptoed back to my bedroom on the other side of the house. The next morning, everything seemed fine, although I could tell from the puffiness around Kleo’s eyes that she’d been crying. I debated asking her if everything was okay, then decided it was best not to interfere.

			“Please don’t turn on the TV when I’m trying to talk to you,” I hear Kleo say now.

			“We’re done talking,” Mick counters as the TV roars to life.

			For a moment, I consider climbing back into my car and driving aimlessly around the neighborhood, give them some time to cool off, hopefully resolve whatever is bothering them. I could head over to Publix, pick up something for dinner. Although even that simple task has become fraught of late, my daughter favoring fish, my son-in-law insisting on his preferred diet of red meat.

			Has it always been this way? I wonder, thinking back to when they first moved in, just over a year ago. My husband had passed away the previous summer, and I was lonely, feeling more than a little lost.

			“You shouldn’t be alone,” my daughter had insisted.

			“This is too big a house for you to manage on your own,” her husband had concurred. “Let us help you.”

			That may very well be the last time they agreed about anything.

			I fish around in my purse for my cellphone, deciding to call the house, announce my imminent arrival, and give the warring couple time to get their shit together—yes, old ladies swear, too—but nothing happens when I press in the numbers, and I realize that the battery is dead. Once again, I’ve neglected to charge the damn thing, just as I’m always forgetting to charge the Apple watch they bought me for Christmas.

			Or maybe I don’t forget. The truth is that I hate all these so-called smart devices. I resent being told it’s time to stand up or that “you can do it.” The last thing I need is a pep talk from my watch.

			“Shit,” I mutter, dropping the phone back into the bowels of my too-large, floppy leather purse, unsure how to proceed. If I could just think of the right thing to say, a few words of hard-earned wisdom that would put an end to these pointless squabbles. Think, I tell myself.

			But my words disappear into a maze of conflicting thoughts. I don’t want to chance saying the wrong thing and making things worse. Better to say nothing.

			In the forty-five years Bob and I were together, we rarely fought. Oh, we bickered from time to time. But there were never any long drawn-out battles, no nights when we clung to opposite sides of the bed, no days spent in angry silence that I can recall. If things ever threatened to get heated, we waited till cooler heads prevailed, then talked it out peacefully.

			Maybe it was the fact that we’d both been high school teachers for much of our lives, a career where patience is more a necessity than a virtue, or maybe it was because I was determined not to subject our two daughters to the kind of verbal vitriol with which I’d been raised. Whatever it was, at the first sign of trouble, one of us always gave in or backed away.

			Usually me, I think now.

			“Do you think you could move your ass so I can see the screen?” I hear Mick say, and I jump, thinking he’s talking to me.

			Not that he would ever talk to me that way. Mick has never been anything but polite with me.

			“I thought you said you had all this work to do,” my daughter says.

			“And I’ll get to it when I get to it.”

			“Leave it alone,” I whisper.

			“You keep saying that,” Kleo persists, ignoring my warning. “You’re going to lose this client, too, if you’re not careful.”

			“Damn it, Kleo. Would you just lay off!”

			“Damn it,” I repeat, returning to my car and opening the front passenger door, then slamming it shut with as much force as I can muster, hoping it’s loud enough for them to hear.

			The front door opens almost immediately. “Mom, hi!” Kleo says, and I marvel, as I always do, at how pretty she is. At almost forty-seven, she looks barely thirty, her light brown hair pulled into a high ponytail, not a trace of makeup on her flawless skin. She’s wearing a white T-shirt and a pair of cut-off denim shorts that showcase an exceptional pair of legs. How I produced such a beauty is beyond me, although Kleo has never considered herself such. “How’d it go with Carol?” she asks.

			“Not great.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“What’s my wife sorry about?” Mick asks, joining Kleo in the doorway, his arm falling easily, even tenderly, across her shoulder. He’s a handsome man, several inches over six feet, with a full head of sandy brown hair and an impressive set of biceps. Together they are an almost blindingly attractive couple.

			If only they could just get along.

			“Things didn’t go great with Carol,” Kleo says, reaching up to pat the back of her husband’s hand.

			He kisses her forehead. She looks at him, adoringly.

			If I didn’t know better, I’d swear these two had just climbed out of bed.

			“Her Alzheimer’s getting worse?” Mick asks.

			“Hard to tell.”

			“I think someone could use a drink,” he says. “What do you say, Linda? It’s almost five o’clock. A shot of whiskey? A glass of Chardonnay?”

			“I’d love a cup of tea,” I say.

			“Tea, it is. Kleo? You gonna make your mom a cup of tea?”

			Kleo smiles and turns toward the kitchen at the back of the house. Mick gives her backside a playful slap as she wiggles away.

			“Come tell me all about it,” Mick says, guiding me into the small den off the central living room and quickly turning off the TV. We sit together on the white sofa, our knees touching, much like mine and Carol’s did earlier.

			“Nothing much to tell. Although a kind of weird thing happened.” I tell him about my encounter with Jenny Cooper.

			“She told you she kills people?” he repeats.

			“Shh,” I admonish. “It’s a secret.”

			He laughs. “Who’d she kill?”

			“She didn’t say.”

			“You didn’t ask?”

			“I didn’t get the chance.”

			“Didn’t get the chance to do what?” my daughter asks, entering the room and handing me a mug of steaming-hot tea.

			You don’t even have to boil water anymore, I think. It comes boiling hot straight out of the tap. I lift the mug to my mouth as my watch pings, congratulating me on having completed the second of three exercise rings. I have no idea what it’s talking about.

			Mick repeats the details of my encounter with Jenny Cooper.

			“Of course, she’s nuttier than a fruitcake,” I remind them.

			“Doesn’t mean she isn’t telling the truth,” Mick says.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			I step off the elevator at Legacy Place the following Monday morning to a scene of barely controlled chaos. The corridors are crowded with people: nurses and orderlies rushing here and there; a few of the residents standing around, watching, the fear in their eyes disturbing their otherwise blank faces.

			“What’s happening?” I ask one of the nurses as she hurries past me down the hall.

			She ignores me.

			“What’s happening?” I ask the nurse at the nurses’ station. The name tag on the front of her white uniform identifies her as Selena.

			She lowers her head, whispers out of the side of her mouth. “I’m afraid that one of the residents died this morning.”

			“Oh, my God! Carol…?”

			“No, no,” she assures me. “Mr. Oscar in room 409.”

			“I kill people,” I hear Jenny Cooper whisper in my ear.

			Don’t be ridiculous, I think. “How did he die?” I ask, warily.

			“How?” Selena asks, as if she doesn’t quite understand the question.

			“He wasn’t…murdered, was he?” Did I really just ask that? Am I an idiot?

			“Murdered?” Selena looks scandalized. “He was almost a hundred years old and died peacefully in his sleep. We should all be so lucky.” She is about to turn away, then stops. “Why on earth would you think he’d been murdered?”

			“I kill people,” I hear Jenny say again.

			I push Jenny’s preposterous assertion aside. “Watching too much Dateline,” I say.

			Selena offers a weak smile, then hurries off.

			It’s then that I see her.

			Jenny Cooper is perched on the edge of a purple velvet sofa in the visitors’ lounge, her gaze directed at a distant wall. But even in profile, one thing is clear: she is smiling.

			Her smile sends shivers down my spine. “Definitely watching too much Dateline,” I mutter, moving quickly toward Carol’s room, my shoulders stiffening, as if my body is preparing to be hit by another Psst. But none comes, and if I’m being honest I’m a little disappointed. At the very least, I might have had an interesting anecdote to share with Kleo and Mick when I got home.

			I sigh. Fortunately, it’s been a relatively quiet week. No fights that I’m aware of, nothing to be overly concerned about. Although as a mother, you’re always concerned.

			“Should I tell her she’ll never have another worry-free moment for the rest of her life?” I asked my husband when our younger daughter, Vanessa, announced she was pregnant with her first child. Vanessa and her husband live in Connecticut with their three children. She keeps begging me to move up there so I can spend more time with my grandchildren, but what can I say? I’m a dyed-in-the-wool Floridian. Besides, Kleo is here, and my best friend is…was…here.

			And she may yet come back, I tell myself. Miracles do happen. Although any hope I once had of miracles died along with my husband.

			I proceed down the corridor. Most of the residents have returned to their rooms, although a few still linger in open doorways. I note absently that all the rooms are decorated in much the same way.

			“Hello, Ada,” an old man calls from a wheelchair. Spindly fingers wave in my direction.

			There’s no point in telling him he’s mistaken, so I wave back and continue walking, pass another open door.

			Two women occupy the salmon-colored love seat in the small sitting area in the room across from Carol’s. Probably a mother and daughter, judging by the obvious similarities in their appearance, both thin and pale and blond. I have no idea how old they are. I can’t tell anymore. I glance at the frail, white-haired man in the chair beside them. Probably the older woman’s father.

			The woman smiles at me as I go by; her daughter frowns. Poor thing looks as if she’d rather be anywhere in the world but here. Welcome to the club, I say silently.

			The man laughs, as if I’ve voiced this thought out loud. His daughter smiles. Her daughter scowls. Someone screams from behind a closed door at the end of the hall.

			What nightmares are they revisiting? I wonder.

			I recall reading that some Alzheimer’s sufferers who survived the Holocaust imagine they’re back in the camps and are forced to relive past horrors over and over again. How is that fair?

			I shake my head. Do I really expect life to be fair? Have I learned nothing in my seventy-six years?

			The door to Carol’s room is closed, as it is most days. Too much noise upsets her.

			She used to love noise. The more chaos the better, she used to say. Probably why she had five children. All of them boys. Three from her first marriage, two from her second. One lives in Miami. The other four are scattered around the globe: one in London, another in Spain, the oldest in California, the youngest in New York. They take turns coming to visit. Sometimes Carol remembers who they are; more often, she has no idea. “Such a nice young man,” she commented after one recent visit.

			So why do I keep expecting her to remember me? Why am I always setting myself up for disappointment?

			I knock, about to push the door when it opens.

			Lorne Kreiger stands before me, a surprisingly handsome man despite his almost eighty years. How is it that some men get better-looking with age? I wonder. His light brown eyes have lost none of their sparkle, and the wrinkles lining his deeply tanned face somehow make him appear more distinguished, more consequential, than he ever did in his youth. “Linda,” he says, leaning forward to kiss my cheek. “It’s nice to see you.”

			“You, as well,” I say, sounding strangely formal. “How is she today?”

			“See for yourself.” He stands back to let me enter.

			Carol is standing in her usual spot by the window, and if she heard me come in, she gives no sign.

			“Carol,” Lorne says, closing the door after me. “Carol, honey. Look who’s here.”

			Carol looks at me and smiles, says nothing.

			“It’s Linda, honey.”

			“Linda,” she repeats, the word a foreign object on her tongue. “How are you?”

			“I’m fine. How are you?”

			“Right as rain,” she says, an expression I’ve never heard her use before. “It’s so nice of you to visit.”

			“Why don’t we sit down?” Lorne suggests, and we do, although Carol remains standing at the window. “Carol, sweetheart? Come join us.” He pats the seat beside him.

			Carol arranges herself beside her husband. She is wearing the same housecoat over the same pair of pajamas that she had on when I visited last. She tucks an imaginary hair behind her ear and smiles at me expectantly.

			“How’s Kleo?” Lorne asks. “And Mick, is it?”

			“They’re good,” I say. “Mick’s having a little trouble getting his new business off the ground.”

			“What business is it exactly?”

			“Something to do with digital sales and marketing.” I shake my head. I have no idea what this means, which means I have no idea what it is that Mick actually does. Not that he hasn’t tried to explain, but I tend to tune out the minute I hear words like “digital” and “marketing.” Together, they’re a deadly combination.

			“And Kleo, still working on her PhD?”

			“She’s hoping to have her dissertation done by Christmas.”

			I glance toward Carol, who seems to be listening intently. Is any of this getting through to her? I wonder, as Lorne and I continue exchanging small talk for the better part of the next hour. “I should go,” I say finally, checking my watch.

			“I’ll walk you to the elevators,” Lorne says, leaning in toward his wife. “I’ll be right back, honey.”

			Carol smiles and continues staring at the space we just left, her expression unchanging.

			“Thanks so much for coming,” he tells me as we approach the elevators.

			“Is that your boyfriend?” someone suddenly shouts.

			I know without having to look that the voice belongs to Jenny Cooper.

			“Linda has a boyfriend! Linda has a boyfriend!” she hollers.

			“Oh, my God!”

			“Do you know her?” Lorne asks.

			“I met her last week. I can’t believe she remembered my name.”

			“Linda has a boyfriend! Linda has a boyfriend!”

			“Okay, Jenny,” Selena says, rising from her seat at the nurses’ station and walking quickly toward her. “That’s enough.”

			“Is he your lover?” Jenny persists, all but smacking her lips. “Are you going to fuck him later?”

			“Oh, dear God,” I say, wishing that the earth would just rise up and swallow me whole.

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” Jenny repeats, each “fuck” more emphatic than the one before.

			“Sorry about that,” Selena says, taking hold of Jenny’s arm, the obscenity bouncing off the walls as she guides the reluctant woman down the opposite hall toward her room.

			One final “Fuck!” and she’s gone.

			“Well, that was…different,” Lorne says, smiling.

			“That it was.”

			“She certainly likes that word.”

			It’s a good word, I think.

			The elevator doors open, as if on cue, and I step inside. “Fuck,” I whisper as the doors close. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			I haven’t had sex in three years.

			This is what I’m thinking as I pull my car into the parking lot at Legacy Place a week later. In truth, I’ve been thinking of little else since my last visit, the word fuck continuing to bounce around my brain like one of those silver balls in a pinball machine.

			Do they still make pinball machines? I wonder. Or have they gone the way of stereos and CDs, replaced by videogames and games you play on your phone? I maneuver my large cream-colored Mercedes into the first available spot, a series of shrill beeps warning me I’m getting too close to the cement parking block in front of the car’s fancy front tires. Bob purchased the car, which came with an alarming number of such bells and whistles, immediately following his cancer diagnosis. “Might as well enjoy the drive to the hospital for my treatments,” he reasoned.

			As it turned out, there wasn’t much time left to enjoy much of anything.

			I shut off the car’s engine and lean back against the headrest. I can still smell traces of Bob in the creases of the car’s leather interior. Or maybe I just think I can. Which is likely why I’ve been reluctant to trade the damn thing in, even though it’s too much car for me. I was the same way when it came to Bob’s clothes. It wasn’t until Kleo and Mick moved in that I finally agreed to take his old suits and golf shorts over to Goodwill. I still keep a few shirts hidden in the back of my closet, occasionally donning one when I have trouble falling asleep.

			You’re not the only one with secrets, I think, picturing Jenny Cooper.

			The word fuck once again fills my brain. “Thanks a lot, Jenny.” I open my car door, the unseasonably oppressive April heat almost knocking me back into my seat. Somehow, I’d managed to relegate thoughts of sex to the back of my mind, where they’d remained comfortably hidden for the past two years, like Bob’s shirts at the back of my closet. Jenny’s shocking outburst had brought them vaulting back.

			Sex with Bob had always been so good. We’d discovered that what one loses in stamina over time, one can make up for in technique. And while neither of us maintained the desire, or the patience, for lovemaking sessions that lasted half the night, over the years we’d learned what worked and how to get there with surprising—and surprisingly satisfying—speed.

			And for the first few months after he was diagnosed, nothing changed. We continued to enjoy an active sex life, and I was able to convince myself that, despite Bob’s terminal diagnosis, he wouldn’t actually die.

			Not until we stopped having sex.

			Then I knew.

			I told myself I didn’t miss it. I resigned myself to the knowledge that I wouldn’t be one of those happy seniors you occasionally read about who enjoy sex well into their nineties.

			Do such people really exist? I wonder now, walking toward the front entrance of Legacy Place.

			Maybe, I think, entering the comfortably air-conditioned lobby and walking into a waiting elevator. As with almost everything in life, you have to be lucky.

			I’m luckier than a lot of people, I remind myself. Luckier than Carol, I think, exiting the elevator and proceeding down the corridor. I take several long, deep breaths in front of her door, bracing myself for the blank stare about to greet me.

			But when I push open the door, it’s not Carol I see.

			It’s Jenny Cooper.

			She’s standing beside the bed, staring down at Carol, who is lying motionless on top of the covers.

			Is she breathing? “Oh, my God,” I gasp, all but vaulting across the room to her side.

			“Careful,” Jenny cautions, taking a step back. “You’ll wake her up.”

			I sigh with relief that Carol is, in fact, asleep. Did I really think—even for a split second—that Jenny might have harmed her? I spin toward Jenny. “What are you doing here?”

			“I came to visit.”

			“Well, I think you should go now,” I tell her.

			Jenny heads for the door. “What’s your problem?”

			I watch her leave, willing my breath to return to normal. Jenny’s surprise visit has unsettled me. What was she doing here?

			“I kill people,” I hear her say.

			“You do not,” I say out loud, collapsing into one of the salmon-colored chairs.

			After ten minutes, it becomes obvious that Carol isn’t going to wake up anytime soon. And even if she does, it won’t make much of a difference, despite what I keep hoping for.

			I wait another five minutes, then approach the bed. “Goodbye, Carol,” I whisper. I bend down to kiss her cheek, then think better of it. What if she were to wake up and find me standing over her, much like Jenny Cooper earlier? Would she scream in terror or attack me with her fists? Lorne had confided in me that she occasionally got violent, although I find this hard to believe. Carol was always such a gentle soul. “I’ll come back in a few days,” I say, straightening up. “Watch out for yourself,” I add, again picturing Jenny looming over her.

			I walk toward the nurses’ station, wondering if I’ll find Jenny perched on the end of a sofa in the visitors’ lounge waiting for me.

			But the lounge is empty, and I’m surprised to realize I’m disappointed.

			“Did you know that Jenny was in my friend Carol’s room earlier?” I ask Selena.

			“Yes,” she says easily. “She often visits with the other residents. Calls it ‘making her rounds.’ It’s kind of cute, really. She didn’t take anything, did she?”

			“I don’t think so, no.”

			Selena smiles and returns her attention to her computer.

			“Do you think it would be all right if I go see her?”

			“Jenny? I’m sure she’d be thrilled.”

			I nod and turn toward the far corridor, then stop, turn back. “I’m sorry. What room is she in?”

			“Four fifteen. You’re sure you want to do this?”

			“No,” I admit.

			“Well, have fun,” she calls as I proceed down the hall.

			Why am I doing this? I wonder. Why spend more time than I have to with someone who is obviously not of sound mind, a woman who hurls obscenities at me and claims she kills people? Why am I so intrigued by her? Is the world not a dangerous enough place without actively looking for trouble?

			And then it hits me: I don’t have anything else to do.

			And truthfully, I don’t want to go home.

			Three adults living together under one roof isn’t easy at the best of times, and this is definitely not the best of times. Kleo and Mick have been arguing again, and while they try to keep their voices low, it’s hard not to feel the tension. It seeps through the walls, slithers across the floor, climbs up on the furniture, surrounds me like a poisonous mist, stirring up painful memories.

			Maybe Carol is the lucky one after all, I think, stopping in front of Jenny’s door, taking several deep breaths before I knock.

			“Who’s there?” comes the familiar voice.

			“It’s me. Linda Davidson.”

			The door opens only slightly, a sliver of ancient face peeks out. “Linda Davidson,” Jenny repeats. “You were very rude to me before.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“What do you want?”

			“I thought we could visit for a while.”

			“Why?”

			“I honestly don’t know.”

			Jenny Cooper opens the door wider, staring at me as if I’m the one suffering from dementia, not her. And perhaps she’s right, I can’t help thinking.

			I turn to leave. “Sorry I bothered you.”

			“Well, you’re here now. You might as well come in.”

			Don’t do it, a little voice shouts in my ear. Run while you have the chance.

			But as is so often the case when your curiosity overwhelms your common sense, I ignore the little voice and step inside.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Jenny Cooper shuts the door after me, motions me toward the pair of corduroy chairs. “Who’d you say you are again?” she asks.

			“Linda Davidson. We met a few weeks ago.”

			She nods, although her vacant blue eyes tell me she has no memory of any such meeting. She pushes some long gray strands of hair away from her forehead and lowers herself gingerly into one of the chairs, motioning me to do the same.

			“You told me you had a secret,” I venture as I sit down.

			A slight spark enters her pale blue eyes. “Did I tell you what it was?”

			“You said that you…that you…kill people.”

			“I did?” She laughs, a disarmingly girlish giggle. She pulls at the buttons of her white blouse, wipes the palms of her hands across the lap of her gray slacks, giggles again.

			Is she playing with me? I wonder.

			“Are you with the CIA?” she asks.

			“What?”

			“The CIA. Did they send you to spy on me?”

			“What?”

			“Why do you keep saying, ‘what’?” Are you deaf?”

			This was definitely not a good idea. What in God’s name was I thinking? “I should go,” I say, half out of my chair as long, bony fingers reach for my arm.

			“Stay,” she directs.

			I sit back down.

			“Who did I kill?”

			“I don’t know. You didn’t tell me.”

			“Did I say how many people I killed?”

			“You didn’t.”

			“Huh,” she says. Then again, as if settling the matter once and for all. “Huh.”

			I watch her face as her thin lips twist from side to side. A hint of blush appears on her pale, almost translucent skin.

			“Four,” she says.

			“What?”

			“Four people.”

			“Are you saying that you killed four people?”

			“Are you with the FBI?” she asks in return.

			“The FBI? No, of course not.”

			“The police?”

			“I’m not with anybody.”

			“Never married, or a widow?”

			“What?”

			“You said you’re not with anybody. Are you a spinster or a widow?”

			A spinster? How long has it been since anyone used that word? I wonder, my focus momentarily diverted. “I’m a widow.”

			“Guess you’re lucky either way,” she says.

			“Lucky?”

			“Husbands are nothing but colossal pains in the backside. I know. I had several of them.”

			“Did you kill them?” I ask, recognizing that this conversation is becoming more surreal by the moment. I also recognize that I’m kind of enjoying myself, and I feel instantly guilty.

			“What a question!” Jenny exclaims. “Did you kill yours?”

			“What? No, of course not.”

			“Then why would you think I’d kill mine?”

			“Because you said that you kill people and that husbands are colossal pains in the ass.”

			“I believe I used the word ‘backside.’ ”

			“Yes. Sorry.”

			“I never cared for the word ‘ass.’ It’s quite rude. Don’t you think?”

			Truthfully, I’m at a loss for words. So I say nothing.

			“I may have.”

			“You may have…what?” I broach warily. “You may have killed them?”

			“I may have killed them,” she agrees.

			“You’re not sure?”

			“Sure of what?”

			“If you killed them or not.”

			“Killed who?”

			“Seriously?” For sure she’s playing with me, I decide. “Did you kill Mr. Oscar?” I broach cautiously.

			“Who’s Mr. Oscar?”

			“Mr. Oscar in room 409. He died last week.”

			“Why would I want to kill him?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You’re not very bright, are you?” Jenny says.

			Probably right, I think. “I should probably go.”

			“Oh, my God,” she shouts, jumping to her feet.

			“What is it?” I ask, on my feet now as well.

			“There’s blood.”

			“What?”

			“Blood! Blood!” She starts pulling at the front of her blouse.

			I become aware of a quarter-size brown circle in the white cotton of her blouse, below her left breast.

			“Blood!” she keeps shouting. “Blood! Blood!”

			“It’s not blood,” I say, trying to reassure her. “It looks more like a coffee stain. Did you have coffee this morning?”

			“What have you done to me?” she demands, ignoring my question, her voice dangerously close to a shriek.

			“I haven’t done anything. Jenny, you have to calm down. Please…”

			“You stabbed me!”

			“What? No! Of course I didn’t stab you…”

			“Help me! Somebody help me!”

			“Jenny, please. Nobody touched you. It’s not blood.”

			“You’re trying to kill me!”

			“It’s just a coffee stain.”

			She stops screaming. “A coffee stain?”

			“Did you have coffee this morning?” I ask again.

			She pulls open her blouse to reveal the graying camisole beneath. There is no sign of blood.

			“You see? You’re fine. There’s no blood.”

			“A coffee stain,” she says.

			The door opens. Selena pokes her head inside the room. “Is everything all right in here? I thought I heard screaming.”

			“Everything’s fine,” I tell her, as Jenny fusses with the front of her blouse, trying to close it. “She just got a little confused.”

			“Maybe you should come back another time,” Selena suggests. A suggestion I’m only too happy to take her up on.

			“Sure thing.”

			“Wait,” Jenny cries as I head for the door. “Please, Linda Davidson,” she says, my name on her lips stopping me in my tracks. “You’ll come back, won’t you?”

			I hesitate.

			“Please. I’m sorry I said you weren’t very bright.”

			“I’ll try.” What else can I say?

			“The next time you come to see your friend, Carol,” she says with a clarity that almost takes my breath away. “You’ll come see me, too?”

			Is her reference to Carol some sort of veiled threat? I wonder. “I’ll try,” I say again.

			“I’d like that.”

			I follow Selena into the hall.

			“We have so much to talk about,” I hear Jenny say as the door closes behind me.
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