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“Grief is the price we pay for love.”

— Queen Elizabeth II
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Before He Called for Her
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The faucet dripped. That was the first thing Andy noticed—not the stillness, not the cold seeping under the bathroom door, but the drip. Methodical. Patient. Like something that had been waiting a long time to be heard.

He was seventeen, and he’d been standing in the hallway for almost four minutes without knowing it. His phone was still in his hand from checking the time—six forty-two in the morning—and his thumb had gone numb from gripping it.

The door was ajar. Just an inch or two. He could see a strip of pale tile, the corner of the sink, and one of his father’s feet, bare and motionless, the heel angled slightly upward as though he’d simply lain down for a rest and couldn’t be bothered to finish the job.

Andy didn’t push the door open. Not yet. He stood there listening to the drip, counting beats. The house held its breath around him—no radio from downstairs, no toast burning, no creak of the old armchair where his father liked to read the paper. Only the faucet, and the distant sound of Piper still asleep in her room, one hand probably pressed flat under her cheek the way it always was.

He thought: I have to check. Of course I have to check.

He pushed the door open.

His father lay on the tile floor on his back, one arm stretched toward the toilet as though reaching for something he’d dropped. His face was slack and pale, and the expression on it wasn’t peaceful so much as simply finished—the look of a man whose body had completed its final task without consulting him first. Andy recognized it in the same way you recognize a word you’ve read a thousand times but never had to say aloud. You know what it means. You just don’t want to use it.

He stepped inside. The tile was cold through his socks.

He crouched and put two fingers against his father’s wrist and held them there until he was sure. Then he sat back on his heels and stared at the ceiling. A water stain in the corner had spread since summer. He’d meant to mention it.

Down the hall, Piper’s door opened. Her cane tapped twice against the baseboard as she found her bearings.

“And?” Her voice was rough with sleep. She called him And when she was too tired for full syllables. “Dad making breakfast?”

He stood up. He pulled the bathroom door mostly closed behind him—not all the way, the latch was loud—and walked back into the hallway, keeping his voice even.

“He’s not feeling well,” he said. “Sick. You know, that thing that’s going around.”

She appeared at the end of the hall in her oversized sleep shirt, cane held loose at her side, head slightly tilted. Twelve years old, with their mother’s wide forehead and their father’s stubborn chin, and eyes the color of faded denim that never quite focused on anything because focusing, for Piper, meant something different. She’d been blind since birth. She read the world through texture and temperature and sound, and right now she was reading him.

“You don’t sound right,” she said.

“I haven’t had coffee yet.”

She didn’t look convinced. But she went downstairs ahead of him, and he stood in the hallway one more second before following, thinking about all the things you have to decide in a single breath—what to say, what to hide, how to hold the shape of ordinary life around someone you love while the floor drops out from under you.

He was going to have to call someone. He knew that. He just needed ten more minutes of Piper not knowing.

The drip continued behind the closed door, keeping count.

* * *
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The woman from social services who came that afternoon was named Ms. Rourke. She had the manner of someone accustomed to delivering news inside other people’s worst days. She sat with Andy and Piper in the living room and explained the situation in careful, measured sentences.

Piper listened with her hands folded on her knees. She’d cried earlier, briefly and hard, her face pressed into Andy’s shoulder while he held her in the kitchen and said nothing useful. Now she was composed in the way she got sometimes—that still-water surface he could never entirely read.

“There are no immediate family members that we’ve been able to reach,” Ms. Rourke said. “Your father’s sister is in the Philippines, but she has four children of her own and—” She stopped. Reorganized. “The fastest path right now is temporary placement while we explore longer-term options. We have a wonderful foster carer who’s expressed specific interest in sibling groups.”

“We’re not a group,” Andy said. “We’re a brother and sister.”

“Of course. Yes.”

Piper turned her face slightly toward Ms. Rourke. “What’s her name?”

“Laura.” Ms. Rourke’s voice brightened slightly, the way voices do when they’re presenting something they hope will be accepted. “Laura Marlowe. Former child counselor. Very experienced. She has a house outside the city—quiet, lots of space.”

“Does she have other kids?”

A small pause. “She does have one other child staying with her currently, yes.”

Andy looked at his sister. She had turned her head toward the window where rain had started against the glass. She did that sometimes—oriented herself toward weather, as if she found it easier to trust than people.

He thought about the empty fridge. The mortgage paperwork with three months of missed payments circled in red. Piper’s medication and who was going to fill the prescription.

“Fine,” he said.

That night he packed two bags and sat on the edge of his bed until midnight, listening to the house settle around them one last time. In the morning, someone else’s car would come. He wouldn’t be coming back to this version of the world.

The drip had stopped. Someone must have tightened the faucet handle without realizing.

He didn’t notice until he was already in bed, and by then it felt like a small mercy.
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The Smell of Lavender
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Laura Marlowe arrived at the social services office at exactly two o’clock in a car that was too clean for November. She was somewhere in her mid-forties, small-boned and neatly dressed, with the kind of face that photographs well in natural light. She wore a pale blue cardigan and smelled, faintly and unmistakably, of lavender.

She shook hands with Ms. Rourke and then crouched slightly to be level with Piper.

“Piper,” she said. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.” Her voice was warm in the specific way of people who have trained themselves to sound that way—not false, exactly, but very practiced. Smooth as river stone.

“Hi,” Piper said.

“You can ask me anything you want.”

Piper considered this seriously. “Do you have a dog?”

“I don’t, I’m sorry. I had one once. His name was Bernard.”

“What happened to him?”

Something moved behind Laura’s eyes—not quite a flinch. “He got old,” she said. “The way dogs do.”

Andy watched the way Laura’s smile didn’t shift when Piper asked about the dog, only the very edges of it, the corners pulling almost imperceptibly inward. He watched the way she touched Piper’s forearm when she stood—brief, proprietary, as though establishing something.

He told himself he was being paranoid. He was seventeen and his father had died thirty-six hours ago. Paranoia felt almost appropriate.

* * *
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The drive took forty minutes. The sky had gone the color of old newspaper by the time they merged onto the state highway. Piper sat in the back beside Andy with her hands loose in her lap—alert to anything the sound of the engine might tell her about where she was going.

They passed a sign and Piper turned her head slightly.

“Cathy’s Creek,” she said. She couldn’t read signs, of course. But she had a habit of naming things by their feel. “Mrs. Marlowe, what’s Cathy’s Creek?”

In the front seat, Laura’s hands shifted almost imperceptibly on the steering wheel.

“It’s just a road,” she said. “Local name. Nothing special.”

Andy looked at the sign as they passed. Cathy’s Creek Rd – 0.3 mi. Below it, someone had affixed a smaller sign, handmade and weathered: NO TRESPASSING. NO EXCEPTIONS.

He filed it away.

Ten minutes later, Laura turned onto a long gravel driveway, and the house came into view between the trees. It was larger than Andy had expected—Victorian in style, three stories, with a wide porch that wrapped around the front and deep-set windows that reflected the gray sky back at you in a way that made it difficult to tell whether there was anything behind them. The yard was extensive and well-kept, except for the far corner, where a large in-ground swimming pool had been drained and fenced with a plastic construction barrier gone orange with age. Even from the driveway, Andy could see the pool was full of dead leaves.

As they pulled in, Piper
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