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			Dedication

			For my grandmother, Alice May MacDonald. Whenever she came to visit us, she left Erle Stanley Gardner’s Perry Mason books where I could find them. Without a doubt, those books had a strong impact on what I currently read and write.

		

	


	
		
			Major Players in Order of Appearance

			Paul Manziuk: A frustrated cop who misses his former partner and can’t quite figure out how to work with his prickly new partner

			Jacqueline Ryan: A fledgling homicide detective who’s beginning to wonder what she really wants in life

			Mary Simmons: A former children’s singer who longs for excitement

			Lyle Oakley: A character actor who takes life as it comes, even when it includes dead bodies

			Ingrid Davidson: An elderly wife and grandmother who is passionate about crocheting

			Hilary Brooks: A former ballerina and a recent widow

			Naomi Arlington: The ambitious young administrator of Serenity Suites

			Audra Limson: The rather unhappy manager of the twentieth floor of Serenity Suites

			Catarina Rossi: A retired stage actress who fully enjoys her amplified life

			Olive Yeung: The excited new assistant for both staff and residents

			Nikola Vincent: Catarina’s long-haired new husband who’s young enough to be her son

			Frank Klassen: A bestselling author who is hard at work on his next book

			Violet Klassen: Frank’s wife, who has always taken good care of him

			Patricia (Trish) Klassen-Wallace: The only daughter of Frank and Violet

			Ben Davidson: Ingrid’s husband, and a much-loved former talk show host

			Kenneth Harper: A second-career tenor looking at the end of the road

			Elizabeth Carlysle: A jazz singer and teacher who feels the walls closing in

			Norm Carlysle: Elizabeth’s husband, a portrait artist who, despite his age, is in high demand

			Derrick James: A nurse and physiotherapist who loves elderly people

			Scarlett Walker: The cook for the twentieth floor of Serenity Suites, and a budding author

			Dr. Granger: The medical doctor who looks after a number of the residents
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			Prologue

			In each action we must look beyond the action at our past, present, and future state, and at others whom it affects, and see the relations of all those things. And then we shall be very cautious.

			—BLAISE PASCAL, French mathematician, philosopher and physicist, 1623–1662

			Detective Inspector Paul Manziuk raised his eyebrows at his boss, Superintendent Cliff Seldon, seated behind the desk in his office. “You want me to what?”

			Seldon repeated, “I want you to let Ryan take lead on your next investigation. Find out what she’s got.”

			“She’s not ready.”

			“Why not?”

			Manziuk stepped back from his position in front of the desk, leaned against the closed door, and took a deep breath. “Because she hasn’t had enough experience.”

			Seldon smiled. “I’m asking you to give her experience.”

			“I know, but—”

			“When, in your opinion, will she be ready? Next week?”

			Manziuk stared at his boss. “Are you serious?”

			“Dead serious.”

			“I don’t understand. She’s been in homicide for a little over a month. She’s just beginning to learn the ropes.”

			“She’s smart. She learns fast.”

			“Is there an agenda or something I’m missing?”

			“Of course not.”

			“You want to have her on display,” Manziuk said in a flat voice. “Just because she’s a black woman.”

			“Not on display. We have high hopes for her, and we want to make sure nothing impedes her progress.”

			“And I want to make sure she learns how to do a good job.”

			“That’s why we put her with you.”

			The men locked eyes. Both were in their mid-forties. Seldon had taken the fast track to leadership while Manziuk thrived on hands-on involvement in cases. Of course, this meant Seldon got to call the shots. Finally, Seldon said, “I’ll give you another month to get her ready to take the lead role on an investigation.”

			Manziuk moved closer to the desk, placed both hands on its pristine surface, and leaned toward Seldon. “Are you blaming me that Woody never went beyond detective sergeant? Do you think it was my fault he was content to be my partner all those years?”

			Seldon neither flinched nor moved back. “No one is blaming you for anything. We simply believe that Detective Constable Ryan has a great deal of potential, and we want to make sure she goes as far as she’s capable of going. That’s it.”
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			Twenty-eight-year-old Detective Constable Jacqueline Ryan sat alone in a busy sports bar, drumming her fingers on the top of the cherrywood table.

			A little while ago, she’d been in the middle of an intense discussion with Armando Santana, the Toronto baseball player, originally from the Dominican Republic, whom she’d met on a case and been dating for several weeks. Now he was at a large, round table in the back corner, surrounded by a pack of adoring fans.

			Armando finally slipped onto the stool across from hers. “Jacqueline, I am so sorry. I would never have stayed to talk, but the guy whose birthday they were celebrating, he just got out of hospital after an operation for brain cancer. It was hard to sign and run.” He picked up his menu. “So, what are you going to have?”

			“Most of their stuff is deep-fried, but I think there’s a grilled chicken salad I can eat.”

			Armando winced. “I am so sorry. I should have picked a healthier place.”

			“True. And not only because I don’t eat junk food.”

			“I know. I need to eat healthier. I am trying. Really!” His brow furrowed. “The bad thing is I did not even think about it for one second. When you asked me where I wanted to go, I remembered coming here a few times and liking it, and I never even thought past that. Just habit—that is all. I am truly sorry. I will try to do better.”

			Jacquie laughed. “Next time I won’t ask where you want to go.”

			They gave the waiter their order.

			Jacquie sat back. “You had something you wanted to ask me about?”

			Armando leaned forward, resting both elbows on the table, and cleared his throat. “So, this is it. Some of my friends on the team and I have rented a place in Hawaii for a month at the end of the baseball season. Basically all of November. We have done this a few times. There is a villa right on the ocean beach on the island of Kauai, and it is very beautiful there. The villa is pretty new and very nice. It has five huge bedrooms, a pool, a hot tub, a gym, and several acres of land with trees and flowers. Nearby are golf courses, tennis courts, walking trails, a wildlife refuge, and shopping malls. And of course you can go surfing and sailing in the ocean. Or just relax on the beach. Jacquie, will you take some time off from your job and come to Hawaii with me?”

			Jacquie started to speak, but Armando extended his left arm to put three fingers on her lips. “I know exactly what you are going to say. You can’t do it. But, please, think seriously about it. I will pay for everything. And if it is about loving your job, surely you can take one month off.”

			He took his hand away and looked at her with pleading eyes. “So tell me, would you like to come?”

			Jacquie smiled. “I’m not sure I’m the type to lie around on the beach.”

			“Oh, yes. I am not the lying-around-relaxing type either. We can keep busy.”

			“You’ll be off golfing or something with the other guys.”

			“If I am gone, you can go shopping.”

			“I don’t do shopping.”

			“There will be wives and girlfriends there. You might like them.”

			“I don’t do girly chitchat either.”

			“Play tennis. Golf. Swim.”

			“Maybe I could manage that for a week. But not a month.”

			The waiter brought their food.

			Jacquie continued. “There’s a bigger issue. We’ve had some cups of coffee and a few meals, taken some walks and had some interesting conversations, but I’m not ready to make any commitments.”

			“A couple of the rooms have two beds.”

			She looked at him.

			“You could think about it.”

			She nodded, not sure what else to say. As she began eating her grilled chicken salad, she caught herself almost—but not quite—wishing her phone would ring, calling her to a murder victim.

		

	


	
		
			Part I

			The human understanding is like a false mirror, which, receiving rays irregularly, distorts and discolours the nature of things by mingling its own nature with it.

			—SIR FRANCIS BACON, The New Organon (1620) in James Spedding, Robert Ellis, and Douglas Heath (eds.), The Works of Francis Bacon (1887–1901), Vol. 4, 53–55.

		

	


	
		
			One

			“Lyle, I think Ingrid’s dead.”

			Glancing up, Lyle Oakley sighed.

			Mary Simmons nodded her head, with its halo of snow-white hair, stuffed a tissue up the sleeve of her blue cashmere cardigan, and leaned closer to peer into the still face of the stout, grey-haired woman who was slumped over in an easy chair.

			“She’s asleep.” Lyle went back to his newspaper. He was seated on a leather recliner two chairs over from Ingrid’s. He’d enjoyed a short post-lunch nap and was finishing up his perusal of the four daily papers. He’d just arrived at his favourite journalist’s column in the sports section of the Toronto Daily News.

			Lyle, Mary, and Ingrid Davidson were the only people in the common room of the twentieth floor of Serenity Suites, an exclusive condominium for seniors in downtown Toronto.

			“I’m pretty sure she’s dead.”

			Lyle glanced over again. Ingrid’s eyes were shut, and her head was tilted back in an awkward position. The blanket she was crocheting for a newborn great-grandchild, along with skeins of pink and white wool, had spilled from her lap onto the hardwood floor.

			“She isn’t breathing.”

			After shaking his head, Lyle removed his reading glasses, folded his newspaper, and stuffed it down one side of his recliner before pulled himself to his feet. He shuffled over to stand behind Mary, his head above hers. “She’s sleeping. Look, you can see her chest rising just slightly.”

			“You’re too old to be looking at women’s chests.”

			“Well, you look!” He shook his head as he moved back to his chair. “Always thinking the worst and then acting as if I’m in the wrong.”

			“I just thought the way her head’s tilted over like that, she looks unnatural.”

			“Yesterday you thought she was dead because her hands were blue.”

			“Well, they were. They still are. And you know people get cold when they’re dead. Besides, most of her is well-layered, so I’d have thought her hands would be, too, and not have such thin skin and big veins.”

			“You just want something exciting to happen.”

			“That’s not true at all.” Mary moved away, her soft pink bedroom slippers making a whooshing sound as she struggled to keep up with the walker she tended to push ahead, then catch up to and push again. Just one of the reasons why Lyle thought of Mary as the Red Queen in Through the Looking Glass.

			“I need a mirror,” she said. “That way I’d know for sure. Because she could be dead. Any minute now. Could be.” Mary threw the last words over her shoulder as she left the room.

			Lyle carefully lifted his wonky knee into place as he sat down in his chair. He put his glasses back on, picked up his newspaper, and spent a couple of minutes finding his place. But before he started to read, he glanced over the top of his glasses at the sleeping woman. Mary was probably right. One of these days Ingrid would be sitting there dead, and it might be hours before anyone noticed.

			He shook his head and returned to the sports section of the paper. Maybe getting old was better than the alternative, but there were aspects of it he hated. Like not being surprised when people you knew died.
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			Hilary Brooks, a recent widow, sat rigidly on a gold brocade wing chair in the sitting room of her condo on the twentieth floor of Serenity Suites. On the matching chesterfield across from her sat Naomi Arlington, the administrator of the building, who was young enough to be Hilary’s granddaughter. Not that anyone would assume such a relationship between the two women. In addition to the glacial nature of both their body language and their speech, their appearance bore no similarities beyond the fact that each was dressed in the manner she felt most likely to intimidate the other.

			Naomi looked every inch the young professional in her two-piece navy business suit with a frilled white blouse and red heels that had to be four inches high. Her beautifully made-up face reminded Hilary of a porcelain doll, and her long blonde hair, which Hilary was positive was dyed, was pulled back in an attractive chignon.

			Hands clasped as if in supplication, Naomi spoke in a voice that was anything but supplicating. “I’m very sorry, Hilary, but according to the agreement your husband signed, ownership of the condo cannot be passed on to his heirs. We’re very sorry for your loss, and we really hate to ask you to move, but we’ve already given you over two months to find alternative accommodation. I explained in my letter that we’ll be putting the condo up for sale on Monday, August 25th, and you’ll have to leave by September 30th at the very latest. As you know, we have a waiting list of people who want to move in, so the sale will be completed quickly.” She came to the end of her undoubtedly well-rehearsed speech.

			“Grant meant for me to live here, and I see no reason why I should leave. I qualify to live here.”

			Naomi's words were smooth and clear and, to Hilary’s ears very final, implying that only a fool would to try to argue with her. “The agreement of sale clearly states that on the death of the owner, the Serenity Suites Corporation has the right to sell the condominium. Any profit will be split 75/25 between the owner’s estate and the corporation.”

			“And that would make perfect sense if Grant hadn’t left a widow who wants to stay here and who qualifies in every way.” Hilary’s voice was low and well-modulated, with just a touch of a British accent. “So you’re going to have to explain to me exactly why it is you think I should leave.”

			Naomi shifted in her seat. “It’s my job to see that the sales agreements are upheld. I have no authority to make any changes or amendments. The board says that—”

			“Tell the board,” Hilary interrupted in the same well-modulated tone, “that I have no intention of moving out, and that if you try to sell my condo, I’ll have my lawyer file a lawsuit accusing the corporation of racial discrimination. I don’t really think they want that kind of press, do you?”

			Naomi pressed her rosy lips together.

			Hilary rose from her chair, her long purple caftan billowing out around her. She grasped the silver knob of the black cane that had been leaning in wait against the right arm of her chair. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, it’s time for my nap.” She walked to the archway between the living room and the front hallway, and stood there waiting.

			Naomi made a few notes, closed the black leather portfolio on her lap and carefully set it into her matching briefcase, and stood up. She walked past Hilary into the hallway and opened the door. She turned to the older woman. “I’ll be talking with you again.” And shut the door behind her.

			Hilary muttered, “Whatever.” A moment later she brought her left hand up to cover her mouth and chin. After the feeling of queasiness passed, she shouted at the closed door, “I shall not be moved!”

			Back in her living room, she opened the French doors leading onto her balcony. For some time, she stood at the railing and gazed out at the lush, green trees in the Don Valley. Within a couple of months, they would be glorious shades of yellow, orange, brown, and red. She loved this view, loved this condo—even loved herself these days. And no one was going to make her move. She called out to the valley, “They’re not getting rid of me so easily.”

			Hilary had moved into Serenity Suites with her fourth husband, Grant Brooks, who knew Ben Davidson, one of the original residents. The day they’d moved in, both Hilary and Grant had quickly realized that no one, with the possible exception of Ben, had been aware that Grant had a wife whose ancestors had been born in darkest Africa. Nothing had been said; it was more what hadn’t been said. That night in their pillow talk, Hilary and Grant agreed that if the powers-that-be had been aware of Hilary, they wouldn’t have approved Grant’s application. The next morning Grant asked Hilary if she wanted to leave.

			“No, honey, there’s always something. Or somebody. We’ll just have to change their way of thinking. Been doing that all my life.”

			"Fine. But if you ever decide you want to move out, all you have to do is let me know."

			They’d moved into Serenity Suites almost a year ago. For the nine months Grant was alive, they’d had each other, and nothing else mattered. But one horrible afternoon in May, Grant dropped dead from a massive coronary while they were in the elevator descending to the ground floor.

			Since then, Hilary had found her life very difficult. Most of the other residents had known each other for many years. Even newer ones knew at least one or two of the group. But she not only hadn’t known any of them when she'd moved in, but as the only non-Caucasian resident, she stuck out like a sore thumb. And if for no other reason, that made her want to stay. 

			Why shouldn’t she have just as much right to live here as anyone else? She fit the criteria. At seventy-five, she was certainly old enough. She was in good health and didn’t require much care. Grant had left her with enough money, so that wasn’t an issue. The final qualification residents of the twentieth floor of Serenity Suites had to meet was a connection with the arts. Well, she had that. So stay she would, come hell or high water.

			Her intercom beeped, and a woman’s voice said, “Hilary? Are you okay?”

			“Come in, Audra.”

			Audra Limson, the petite Filipina manager of the twentieth floor and one of two registered nurses living on the premises, joined her on the balcony. Audra’s smile was as much a part of her style as her floral scrubs and her sleek ponytail. But right now, she looked grim. “I saw Ms. Arlington leave. Are you all right?”

			Hilary gritted her teeth. “I’m very angry that I have to go through this, but I’m fine. And I have no intention whatsoever of letting those people win.”

			“She still won’t listen?”

			“No, but I can’t really blame her. She’s just doing what the board members tell her to do. They're the ones I have to convince.”

			“I’m so sorry about all this.”

			“Nothing I’m not used to.”

			“Would you like anything? A cup of tea? Some brandy? A shoulder to cry on?”

			Hilary smiled. “You are for sure the best nurse I’ve ever known. But I’m okay, honey. Don’t worry about me.”

			“I sure hope I have half your strength when I’m seventy-five.”

			“Don’t wish for that, honey. Way you get strength is by going through all the storms and struggles. Either you give up and stop trying and just get swept away, or you get strong. Mostly I’m just too stubborn to let anyone get the best of me.”

			“Well, you keep being stubborn. I’ll see you at tea.” She gave Hilary a quick hug and left.

			Hilary smiled. Maybe the residents didn’t accept her, but the staff sure did. Curious how all the live-in staff were minorities: Audra; Derrick James, the other nurse, who was a mix of black and East Indian; Scarlett Walker, the cook, originally from Nigeria; and Olive Yeung, the young assistant, of Chinese and First Nations ancestry. The staff not only accepted her, but did what they could to make her feel this was her home.

			Hilary once again mouthed the words, “I shall not be moved.” Crazy, but in spite of everything, she felt safe in this odd community.
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			“Olive, pull those hangers over. Maybe it’s fallen behind.” Catarina Rossi, who owned the corner condo next door to Hilary’s, stood in the middle of her bedroom watching Olive Yeung, the young woman recently hired to do odd jobs for both the staff and residents, look for Catarina’s missing blouse.

			At twenty, Olive was just over five feet tall. Her straight black hair was cut in a short pageboy and parted in the centre. Her skin was olive, and her cheekbones were high in her rounded face. As usual, her brown eyes glowed with interest as she turned to Catarina. “Nothing on the floor. And I don’t see anything that looks like it on the hangers. There’s a gold brocade jacket and a gold sweater—but no gold blouse.”

			“Oh, this is maddening! I particularly wanted to wear it tonight.”

			“I can look through the hangers again. Maybe it’s got something else hung over it.”

			“Oh, you darling, please, would you? I so want to wear it!” Catarina moved over to her mahogany dressing table and perched on the black velvet seat of the matching chair. She checked her short burgundy hair in the mirror and began applying make-up. “I look like a ghost.” Picking up a crimson blush, she applied it liberally to her cheeks. She added lip liner and poppy-red lipstick to her lips, making them slightly fuller. “Sorry to make you work so hard, but my poor old heart was set on wearing that blouse and nothing else.”

			Olive quickly worked her way through more than half of the large walk-in closet’s jumble of hangers for the second time, checking under each item. “Got it!” she shouted, exiting the closet with a gold blouse.

			Catarina rose and hurried forward, plump hands outstretched. “Oh, my dear, that’s it! I’m so relieved! You’re an absolute darling to go to all that trouble just for my silly little whim.” She held the blouse up before her and checked herself in the floor length mirror next to her closet. “Yes, it’s exactly as I remembered.” She smiled at Olive. “My second husband gave it to me a week before he died. And his death was a year ago today. So I wanted to wear it tonight when Nikola takes me out to dinner.”

			Olive frowned. “You think that’s okay? I—I mean, you and Nikola only got married less than two weeks ago. Won’t he mind you remembering your former husband?"

			With no prior notice to anyone, at eighty-one, Catarina had married Nikola Vincent, her third husband, in a civil ceremony on July 30th. No one knew his exact age, but guesses ranged from thirty-five to fifty.

			A former stage actress, whose resumé included long stays on Broadway, Catarina had freely told the residents and staff on the twentieth floor that she was perfectly aware Nikola had married her because of her money. “But,” she shrugged, “if money didn’t buy some enjoyment in life, what good was it?”

			Catarina smiled in response to Olive’s question. “He won’t mind. I’ll look good in it. That’s the most important thing.”

			“Is there anything else I can do for you?”

			Catarina swept her arm in the direction of the doorway. “No, darling. Run along. You have been an absolute angel! Thank you so much.”

			“No problem.” Olive left the bedroom and walked toward the front door.

			Nikola, a bearded man with long black hair, was sitting on a chair in the living room and strumming a golden guitar with darker, reddish wood on the sides, neck, and bridge, and what looked like a braid of yellow and red around the hole in the middle. Olive stepped inside the room. “Oh, what a beautiful guitar!”

			Nikola looked up and laughed. “She was designed by Greg Smallman. And she thanks you for the compliment.”

			“She?”

			“I name all my guitars after beautiful women. This one is Sandy. After the actress Sandra Bullock.”

			Olive giggled. “So you talk to your guitars? ‘Sandy, I don’t know if I feel like playing with you today.’”

			“Something like that. Do you play?”

			“No, but my brother does. I love listening to him.”

			Nikola set the guitar on a stand. “So were you able to find the errant blouse?”

			“Yes, it was under a jacket.”

			“Good. Catarina hates it when things don’t go the way she plans.”

			“Well, everything is fine, and I’m leaving now. Goodbye.”

			“Till next time.”

			Olive had an uncomfortable feeling that Nikola’s eyes followed her until she shut the door.
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			Frank Klassen’s private investigator, the intrepid Dusty Metcalf, was stuck at the bottom of an old well in the middle of New Mexico, and Frank had no idea how to get him out. A thirty-two-year-old former rodeo cowboy turned PI, Dusty had starred in each one of Frank’s twenty-eight published books.

			The author did a few hand stretches. His arthritis was getting worse. Some days it was a chore to type. His daughter, Trish, had suggested he hire someone to type for him, but he honestly couldn’t see himself speaking the ideas instead of writing them down. Just didn’t think it would work. He’d had to dictate some letters and a bit of one book to Violet once when he’d broken his arm, and he’d hated every minute of it. No, when he couldn’t type any more, he’d stop writing. Maybe this would be his last book. Or maybe he’d squeeze out one more. Make it an even thirty.

			His cellphone rang, and he glared at it before picking it up to check the display. Everyone knew not to bother him when he was writing. His daughter most definitely knew.

			“Trish, what is it? I’m working.”

			“I’m sorry to bother you, Dad, but I wanted to talk to you when I knew Mom wouldn’t be around.”

			“Well, she isn’t around. What is it? I’ve got a book to write.”

			“I wanted to ask you about Mom’s book launch in September. Since it’s her tenth book, I thought it would be good to have a party after the launch. Just family and close friends. I wondered about having it at Serenity Suites. What do you think?”

			“What do I think?” Frank began breathing hard. “I think it’s ridiculous. It’s a stupid cookbook, for crying out loud. She’s not a writer. She’ll tell you herself she just takes recipes from members of her family and types them up. I don’t even see why the publisher thinks they need a launch for it.”

			“But, Dad, this book is special. She and Scarlett have worked really hard on redoing all the recipes to make them healthier as well as easy for seniors to make. And they’ve added new ones.”

			“Well, you do whatever you want, but I’ll have nothing to do with it!” Frank ended the call. “Cookbooks! Plain Food for Plain Folk. The stupidest title ever! She doesn’t know the first thing about writing a book.” Frank scowled at his phone. His office across from the residents’ dining room was his private sanctum. No one was supposed to bother him here. He was tempted to throw the cellphone at the wall, but it was too expensive. Maybe he ought to break it anyway, and then no one could bother him out of the blue that way.

			He had a perfectly good office in his own condo, but he’d discovered that he worked better here, where he didn’t have to converse with his wife. For some reason he didn’t even remotely understand, when he was in his office in the condo, Violet seemed to feel obligated to stop in and talk to him.

			The other advantage of this office was that it was soundproof, which meant he could play his music as loudly as he wanted. Violet wasn’t at all partial to his music, which consisted largely of older rock bands like Aerosmith, Metallica, Bon Jovi, and Nirvana.

			Well, at least the cookbooks keep Violet busy and out of my hair so I can focus on my work. But people need to remember that I'm the writer, not her! Frank laughed. If you’d told him when he was young that he’d write a book, he’d have suggested you see a psychiatrist. He’d hardly even read a book until he was in his thirties. Scraped through English in school every single year, doing just enough to get through. Got top marks in math and physics. Breezed through university and got a job teaching math at the University of Toronto.

			He'd begun writing while in his forties, had his first book published to enormous success in his early fifties, and was now, at the age of eighty, the author of twenty-eight bestselling thrillers, one each year since his first.

			The seeds of his writing had been planted one winter afternoon when he was flying to speak at a math conference and his flight was delayed. Bored, he’d picked up a Desmond Bagley paperback someone had left behind on a chair in the airport. Less than three pages in, he was hooked. Later, he wondered why on earth no one had told him there were books like that.

			Some years later, after he’d read hundreds of thrillers, he started to write one, just to see what it was like. Of course, being able to write on a computer instead of a typewriter or, horrors, having to do it by hand with his illegible writing, had made the writing possible.

			The photo on the back cover of his books had been taken many years ago, but it still adequately portrayed the man. True, grey was sprinkled through his thick brown hair, and numerous small wrinkles surrounded his eyes and mouth, but the intelligent brown eyes and the cleft in his jaw were unchanged.

			The real change wouldn’t show up in a photo. Frank had always carried himself ramrod straight, but osteoarthritis had gradually made walking both difficult and painful. A man who valued his independence, Frank had finally been persuaded to try a scooter, and he now used that to get around.

			Frank looked back at his computer screen. Back to what matters. And that isn’t cookbooks. He had no idea how Dusty was going to get out of the well, but it would likely involve either an ingenious solution or a seductive woman, or both. Frank grinned. As long as he enjoyed coming up with plots, he’d do his best to keep writing. It was the most fun he’d ever had. Maybe he could even adapt to dictating his thoughts if he absolutely had to. Not to Violet, though. It would have to be one of those mechanical dictation things.
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			Still very much alive in spite of Mary’s concerns, Ingrid Davidson leaned heavily on the wheeled walker she was pushing across the common room and through the doorway, then to the right and along the hallway toward the corner condo she and Ben shared.

			At eighty-one, Ingrid was a shrunken five-foot-six, with more than 200 pounds dispersed unevenly over her body. A recent stroke had forced her body to list to the left and caused one leg to drag slightly, which gave her a limp. The walker provided some stability.

			Her long braided ivory hair and the sweaters and scarves she wore added to the impression of a short squat woman. Ingrid had been tall and blonde once, attractive in a wholesome way, but too muscular to be considered either thin or curvy. Of course, the muscles were long gone now, too. And her eyes, once a piercing blue and usually sparkling, were now pale and rheumy, hidden behind thick glasses that only helped a little. She had to hold her romance novels and her crochet instructions, not to mention the crocheting itself, a few inches from her nose.

			Ingrid doggedly kept going until she reached the door to her condo. She mumbled, the software recognized her voice, and the door opened. She went inside.

			Ben came out of the kitchen. “Hi, sweetheart.”

			For most of his life, Ben had been compared to an owl. He had a round face, large ears, horn-rimmed glasses, and hazel eyes that always seemed to have a quizzical, slightly-amused expression. His other notable physical characteristic was skin that tanned easily and held the tan long after its expiry date. But his physical attributes paled in comparison to his deep voice, which had proven to be his ticket to hosting a radio talk show for many years.

			In the monotone that had replaced her former voice some months before, Ingrid replied, “Came back because I’m hungry.”

			“It’s almost tea time. Will a couple of cookies do to tide you over?”

			She kept moving along the hallway toward the main bathroom and shut the door behind her. She knew Ben would get cookies for her, the special ones for diabetics. Sure enough, when she exited the bathroom and pushed her walker into the kitchen, there was a plate with two small cookies. “That’s all?” She scowled.

			Ben smiled. “Don’t want to spoil your appetite for whatever Scarlett has dreamed up for tea. How are you feeling?”

			“You ask me that twenty times a day.”

			“If I do, it’s because I care.”

			“I’m the same as I was this morning and yesterday.”

			“Hip hurting?”

			She stared at him.

			“I assume that means yes.”

			“Assume what you want. I want more cookies. And why didn’t you make some tea?”

			Ben gave her an odd look. “It’s only half an hour until tea time in the dining room.”

			“Oh. Oh, yeah. I forgot.”

			She set the plate in the front basket of her walker and moved toward the living room. “Get me some water then.”

			With a good deal of effort, she sat down in a green leather recliner. “I can’t reach the cookies.”

			Ben brought a glass of water and set it on the end table next to her chair. He put the plate of cookies on her lap. Ingrid was breathing heavily, and her chest was visibly moving.

			Ben watched her take one of the cookies and stuff it into her mouth.

			“Why are you staring at me?”

			“I might like to look at the woman I love.”

			“Well, it’s annoying. Go away.”

			Ingrid finished her cookies and drank her water, unaware of the crumbs that littered her bosom, the water that missed her mouth and landed on her jowls.

			Tears running down his cheeks, Ben watched her from just outside the doorway that led to the front hall. 
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			Lyle Oakley was still in the common room. After Mary had finally left him in peace, he’d finished the newspapers, had a short nap, helped Ingrid gather up her wool, and then sat thinking about his next job. His agent had called just after lunch to tell him he’d been picked to be in a commercial for a coffee chain. They’d be shooting it next week. All Lyle had to do was greet two other actors, sit at a table with them, drink coffee, and look happy. He quietly rehearsed what he’d say about the job at tea. Real hard work! I have exactly two lines. But it gives me something to do.

			He heard a noise and looked up. Kenneth Harper, the only other single man on the twentieth floor, had come into the room through the far door. Lyle studied the man walking toward him, the newest resident, if you didn’t count Catarina’s husband.

			Both men were of medium height and slim build. But while Lyle had a full head of steel-grey hair with matching eyebrows and a clean-shaven chin, Kenneth’s forehead had expanded to push his hairline back and his remaining white hair was cut very short. In contrast, he had dark grey eyebrows and a thin grey moustache and beard, neatly trimmed.

			Both men wore loafers and tweed pants with dress shirts, Lyle’s coral with white stripes and Kenneth’s a staid eggshell blue. Lyle had a pair of gold reading glasses perched on his nose; silver-rimmed glasses poked out of Kenneth’s shirt pocket.

			Kenneth paused by a chair kitty-corner to Lyle’s. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

			“I could probably get you a job.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Oh, yes, sit down. Free country. We sit where we like.”

			Kenneth sat and looked expectantly at Lyle. “You said something about a job?”

			“Oh, just thinking out loud. I do some acting, you know. You’ve got the sort of look they like. Might hear of a role you’d fit. For a commercial or a small role in a play. That sort of thing.”

			“Well, thank you, but acting’s not something I’ve ever thought of doing.”

			“Oh, yes, you sing, right?”

			“Yes, but I’m pretty much retired now. I just have a few bookings this fall.”

			“I could sing passably well in my time. For light musical comedies, you know. Nothing serious.”

			“Oh, I see.”

			There was a moment of silence, which Kenneth broke. “Nice out there.”

			“You were outside?”

			“Yes, I went for a bit of a walk. Hot, but not too hot. A nice cool breeze off the lake.”

			“Better enjoy it while you can. Won’t be long before winter.”

			Kenneth picked up a section of newspaper from the table between their chairs. “Anything new?”

			“Not much. More murders. Sports news, of course. Some new movies. And so forth. Only thing I saw of interest to me was a new play opening in November. It’s one I starred in some years ago. Shaw’s Arms and the Man. I played the part of Sergius Saranoff once. One of my favourite characters ever. I might give it a look-see.”

			“Oh, yes. I think I’ve seen that play. Amusing.” Kenneth turned a page. “I understand The Tenors will be here for a few shows in October. That interests me.”

			“It would,” Lyle chuckled.

			Kenneth’s thin lips curved slightly. “To each his own.”

			Mary wandered in from the kitchen, where she’d probably been watching Scarlett Walker prepare tea and offering suggestions, all of which Scarlett would have accepted politely and completely ignored.

			“Oh, hello, Ken.”

			Without looking up, Kenneth said, “Mary,” and rustled his paper.

			Lyle smiled. Although he’d been part of Serenity Suites for only a few weeks, Kenneth had made it quite clear to everyone that he hated being called Ken. Lyle couldn’t tell for sure if Mary did it on purpose or simply didn’t remember, though he assumed the latter. “Did you find what you were looking for, Mary?”

			“No, I don’t think so.” Birdlike, she tilted her head and stared at Lyle, her forehead furrowed. “What was I looking for?”

			“A mirror. My guess is that you thought if you had a small mirror in your purse, you could hold it in front of Ingrid’s face to see if her breath fogged it.”

			“Oh, of course. The moment I left here, it went right out of my head.”

			Kenneth cleared his throat. “I read an article recently on how the action of moving from one room to another actually affects our ability to remember. I’ve had it happen myself. Many times, I knew exactly why I was going to another room, but when I got to that room, whatever I was going to do had flown completely out of my mind, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t remember.”

			Mary laughed. “At least you knew you’d forgotten. I didn’t even remember I was looking for something.”

			“What was it again?” Kenneth leaned forward, his face puzzled. “A mirror for Ingrid?”

			Lyle cleared his throat. “Ingrid often sits here to crochet and then falls asleep. Mary has several times thought Ingrid had stopped breathing. If a mirror held in front of her nose or mouth became foggy, Mary would know Ingrid was alive. And if not—” Lyle shrugged.

			Kenneth looked from Lyle to Mary and back again. “I see.” He returned to his newspaper.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			Violet Klassen sat at her desk, writing in a spiral-bound notebook with red and yellow roses on the cover. She wrote a last paragraph, signed it, and set down her pen. There, I’ve put the words on paper at last. One day Trish will know the truth. It will be up to her to decide what to do with it.

			That moment of enlightenment was in the distant future, of course, but still, once you’d decided to do something—especially something unpleasant—it was good to get it done.

			Another memory came into her mind. Violet leaned back in her ergonomic chair and sighed. Should she write about that, too?

			After a few moments of thought, she added a few short paragraphs. Maybe she’d add more details some time, maybe not. She closed the small journal and stood up.

			Violet’s office was in the southeast corner of the condo she shared with Frank. Besides the two walls of light oak floor-to-ceiling shelves filled to overflowing with books, she had a matching desk for writing, a computer table with two screens, a narrow filing cabinet, and a tall oak storage cupboard.

			Right after lunch, she’d asked Derrick James, one of the staff, to bring her the plastic step stool from the kitchen. She opened the storage cupboard and pushed the step stool in front of it.

			The cupboard had been custom made to hold mid-sized rectangular plastic bins with white lids. Each of the ten shelves held two bins, side by side. Ten bins were for her cookbooks, one per book, containing original recipes, first drafts, samples of promotional materials, cards and printed emails from fans, and related memorabilia. The remaining bins held business correspondence, personal cards and letters, and other mementos.

			When she’d determined to write down everything for Trish, she decided to place her current journal at the very bottom of the bin marked "First cookbook." No one but her daughter would ever look there. However, that bin was kept on the top shelf, which meant the step stool.

			It took only a couple of minutes for her to get the bin down, open it, place the journal on the bottom, then replace the other papers and the lid. It required more effort to put the bin back on the top shelf. Gravity, maybe, or, let’s face it, her arms weren’t as strong as they used to be.

			She got off the step stool, shut the cupboard door, folded the stool, and carried it to the front door. She set it in the hallway where Derrick had left it for her and used the intercom. “Derrick, I don’t need the stool any more. Please pick it up when you have time.”

			That done, Violet went into her kitchen and poured herself a glass of orange juice. Then she took a wine glass from the cupboard and carried both glasses to the bedroom she shared with Frank.

			After setting the glasses on her night table, she took a pillow from beneath the king-sized duvet and covered one side of the bed with a blue fleece blanket.

			She’d bought the duvet when she and Frank moved into Serenity Suites. Snowy white with pale blue flowers and green leaves delicately embroidered on it. Yes, white was impractical, and she prided herself on being practical. But she’d always wanted one and why shouldn’t she have it? However, it was a nuisance. Any mark would show, so she always covered it when she wanted to lie down. Frank never took naps, which was a blessing.

			Violet sat on the bed and removed her black slip-on shoes. She took several tablets from a pill organizer on her night table and swallowed them with the orange juice. From the top drawer of her night table, she removed two squares of fair-trade dark chocolate from a bar and ate them, enjoying each bite and licking her fingers to catch any melted bits. Finally, she poured a glass of wine from a bottle she took from between the bed and the night table, and drank it slowly, savouring each swallow.

			She then lay down on the bed, positioned her head on the pillow, pulled the other half of the fleece blanket over her, shut her eyes, and went to sleep.
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			Disgusting! Elizabeth Carlysle stood in the double bathroom she shared with her husband, Norm, examining her face in the mirror. No matter what anyone said about growing old gracefully, having your skin sag in all the wrong places was loathsome. She didn’t mind being older—that just meant you were still alive—but she deeply resented that, instead of people respecting you for your years of added wisdom and experience, they stopped at the sagging bits and assumed you were worn out and unnecessary. There was something wrong with a culture that valued youth and beauty above wisdom and experience.

			Most days she didn’t let her aging appearance get to her, but on days like today she saw only the wrinkles on her neck, the thinning of her porcelain skin, the skin that seemed flaccid in spite of the hours she spent each week doing facial exercises, not to mention how hard she worked under Derrick’s tutelage to keep up her overall fitness. I’m getting a turkey neck.

			And really, there was nothing she could do about it unless she went to the plastic surgeon again. Was it worth it? Especially when her husband was so obviously old. And, when you got down to it, not that wise. No, being old didn’t make you any wiser.

			Having lived a long time and having had lots of experiences wasn’t necessarily a plus either. Doing the same stupid things all your life didn’t make you any better able to advise others.

			She shut her eyes. Admit it, you hate it here. She’d thought she’d like it. No responsibilities. No housework or cooking to do. Stimulating company. Time to spend on whatever she wanted. It should have been great, but it wasn’t. Was she too young to be in this place, or was she restless for some other reason?

			She looked in the mirror again. Her straight black hair, cut in a medium-length bob, contrasted starkly with her pale skin and accented her bright green eyes. She dressed well, and when the occasion demanded, she could wear a dashing, low-cut dress with the best of them. At five-foot-nine, she was still confident enough to wear heels that added another few inches. Anyone seeing her at a distance saw a tall, striking woman they didn’t easily forget. It was only when they came close that they saw beyond the prominent cheek bones and the angular but attractive face to the fine lines on the edges of her lips and eyes, the wrinkles on her elegant neck. Well, so what? Maybe she wasn’t young any more. She still looked better than ninety-nine percent of the women her age. Or even ten years younger.

			Plus, she was an adult, and she could leave Serenity Suites any time she wanted. But where would she go? And would she slip quietly away, leaving Norm safely entombed here, or would she invite him to go with her?

			Norm, who, at seventy-nine, was seven years older than his wife, wandered into the bathroom. “Not putting your make-up on again, are you, Liz? ‘Vanity, thy name is woman,’ eh?” He’d teased her about how much time she spent doing her make-up and assembling her outfit for the day since before they were married, forty-two years ago. She tuned him out most of the time, but sometimes she retaliated. Today, she swung around and looked him up and down.

			When she’d first met him, she’d been attracted to his six-foot-two height, his muscles, his unruly brown hair, and the healthy relaxed vibe he gave off. She’d felt there was nothing he couldn’t handle, including her.

			The man before her had mostly grey hair and was slowly going bald. His head bent forward, and his shoulders were hunched, giving off a slightly defeated vibe. He was wearing his favourite grey sweat pants with baggy knees, a faded blue T-shirt with pink and orange stains mostly on the protruding stomach and chest areas, and moccasins with gaping holes at the tips, where his big toes peeked out.

			She sighed. “Well, I could let myself go the way you do and run around like a sloppy mess, but for some reason that’s never appealed to me.”

			Norm laughed. “Maybe I am a sloppy mess, but it took me two minutes to put my outfit together, so I have lots of time for other things. And I’m very comfortable!”

			Elizabeth turned her back on him. “Yes, you have time for so many other things. Like what, exactly?”

			“Well, painting, I guess.”

			“Then go and paint, and leave me alone!”
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			Derrick James pulled off his camouflage scrubs shirt and replaced it with a sports shirt. He’d already exchanged his black scrubs cargo pants for faded cut-offs. A registered nurse as well as a physiotherapist and personal trainer, thirty-three-year-old Derrick was six feet of lean muscle. His milk chocolate skin glowed with health. Since the beginning of summer, he’d sported a thin moustache and a short beard. He liked the moustache but was still toying with whether or not to keep the beard.

			He grabbed a black scrunchie and tied back his medium-length black hair. A week ago, he’d had his mass of tight curls relaxed. He wasn’t sure he liked the way it looked, or that it was worth either the time or the cost. Maybe he should just get it cut short. Oh, well, he’d decide that later.

			He glanced at his watch. Almost 2:00. Time he was on his way. He hoisted a grey backpack onto his shoulders and left his room.

			The staff office he shared with Audra Limson was just to his right. He poked his head in the open door. “I’m off.”

			Audra looked up and smiled. “Have fun.”

			He was about to open the door to the stairs when he remembered the step stool he’d taken to Violet’s condo. Best to get it out of the hallway before someone tripped over it. He hurried to the other end of the twentieth floor, retrieved the stool and took it to the kitchen where Scarlett was busy preparing afternoon tea. He deposited the stool in its usual spot. “In case you need this.”

			Scarlett looked up and smiled. “Thanks. I just might.”

			“What am I missing, and will you save me some?”

			In her white three-quarter-sleeved chef’s jacket with black piping, black pants, and chef’s hat, Scarlett was a striking figure. Tall and sturdy, with sepia skin, a golden brown Afro, and delicately tweezed eyebrows, she might have been intimidating if not for her perennial smile, which included a dimple on each cheek. She was in her mid-forties, just old enough to treat Derrick as a younger brother.

			“Of course I will, but it’s a surprise. You’ll have to wait just like everyone else.”

			“Okay, I’ll come for it the second I get back.”

			She waved a wooden spoon. “Have a good time.”

			He laughed. “Always.”

			Moments later he was on his way to the ground floor in the elevator, wondering why he never seemed to have time to take the stairs and get some added exercise. But he quickly dispensed with that thought and instead gave some consideration to the question of what Scarlett might be cooking.
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			At 2:50, Audra Limson was seated in the kitchen watching Scarlett finishing preparations for afternoon tea and Olive going back and forth between the kitchen to the residents’ dining room, setting the tables.

			“So how’s it going with you, Audra?” Scarlett asked.

			“Good. Just thinking about the weekend. I have to do some serious shopping before fall hits. I’ve lost so much weight that I’m afraid none of my fall or winter clothes will fit me.”

			“Poor you!” Scarlett patted her own rump. “I wish I had that problem. Mine is the opposite—nothing fits me because I keep expanding.”

			“You cook too well.”

			“But I’m cooking healthy food!”

			Audra grinned. “And is that all you’re eating?”

			“Well, I do like to have my snacks now and then. As you know very well.” Scarlett winked at Audra. “I guess so far I haven’t decided that being thin is worth giving up my comfort food. Maybe one of these days.”

			Olive entered the kitchen. “I’m done. Some of them are already seated. What should I do next?”

			“I think we’re ready. I just need to boil the water for tea. Take in the milk and cream now. And maybe start serving coffee to those who prefer it.”

			Audra stood. “I’ll see who’s missing and round them up.” After checking the dining room, she called a couple of people on the intercom. Violet didn’t answer, which meant she was on her way since she was always on time. Lyle didn’t answer either but she had an idea where he might be. Sure enough, she found him in the common room asleep in his recliner. She didn’t think twice about waking him, because everyone knew Lyle never missed tea.

			Actually, unless it was unavoidable, no one missed afternoon tea on the twentieth floor of Serenity Suites, a highlight of the day because Scarlett always made something special, but not too high in calories or fat.

			Audra followed Lyle to the dining room and stood just inside the doorway.

			Their numbers were down because the Kanes and the Gerbrandts—two married couples in their seventies—had gone on a cruise for the month of August.

			The room currently had four square tables, each ideal for four people. While the arrangement wasn’t static, people tended to sit at the same places for most meals.

			At the table to the left of the kitchen doorway sat Catarina Rossi. Next to her was Ben Davidson, with his wife, Ingrid, on his other side. Catarina and Ben were enjoying an animated conversation. Ingrid, however, was looking around as if not quite sure where she was. Noting this, Audra determined to talk to Derrick about her.

			The chair between Catarina and Ingrid was empty. That’s where Catarina’s brand-new husband, Nikola Vincent, would normally be sitting. Audra sighed. Nikola was getting to be a bit of an annoyance, far too frequently popping into her office to talk to her, for what she felt were usually flimsy reasons. After lunch today he’d stopped by to tell her he had an afternoon appointment and would miss tea, something he could easily have mentioned to Scarlett at lunch. And even if it was necessary for him to tell her, there was no reason it should take twenty minutes!

			She was sure Nikola was bored. And why not? He was a relatively young man living in a community of seniors with no job to keep him busy. He ought to have considered that before he married Catarina. One of these days she’d have to tell him to stop coming to her office.

			She wasn’t afraid of him—he seemed innocuous enough—she just didn’t want him wasting her time. Okay, that wasn’t true. The reason she didn’t want him coming near her was because when he was standing next to her, she had a ridiculous urge to ask him to hold her—an urge that made her wonder if she was losing her mind since she didn’t even like the man!

			Audra looked over at the table to her far left. Lyle Oakley and Mary Simmons were talking and laughing. Kenneth Harper seemed to be listening. Audra hoped that, after five weeks, he was beginning to feel at home, but she had her doubts.

			At the table to Audra’s immediate right was Hilary Brooks, alone as usual, with an open book.

			At the last table to Audra’s left sat Elizabeth Carlysle and her husband, Norm. Frank Klassen was next to Norm, but Violet’s chair was empty. Audra frowned. Violet was never late for anything.

			As if reading Audra’s mind, Catarina spoke in the voice that had let people in the back rows of theatres hear her every word. “But where is Violet? Why is she not here?”

			“Don’t ask me,” Frank said. “I’ve been in the office writing. She did say at lunch that she had a bit of a headache. Maybe she fell asleep and didn’t hear the bell.” He put his hands on the table to push his chair back. “I suppose I should make sure she knows what time it is.”

			Audra walked over to the table and gently motioned for him to stay seated. “That’s all right, Mr. Klassen. I’ll check on her. If she still has a headache, Olive can take her tea to her.”

			“I hope Violet’s all right,” Mary muttered as Audra left the room. “It’s not like her to miss tea, even for a headache.”

			“My, oh, my!” exclaimed Lyle. “Will you look at that! Scarlett, you’ve outdone yourself! It looks delightful!”

			Scarlett had entered the dining room carrying a large silver tray of crystal goblets filled with baked apples, granola, yogurt, and just a hint of maple syrup. She set it down on a buffet standing against the wall and picked up three goblets. “Raisins and pecans in yours, Mr. Davidson.” She set a goblet in front of Ben. “Neither in yours, Mrs. Davidson. And you have pecans, but no raisins, Mrs. Rossi.”

			“Where’s Violet?” Ingrid asked in her gruff flat voice.

			Ben looked at her. “Audra went to see if she’s coming.”

			“She thinks she’s so important we should all wait for her, but I’m not!”

			Ben looked down.

			Catarina exclaimed at how good the coffee tasted.

			Scarlett and Olive continued passing out the goblets.
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			Audra strode along the hallway toward the Klassens' condo. Violet had probably taken something for her headache and fallen into a deep sleep. But she never missed tea. And she rarely complained of a headache.

			Audra called “Violet?” into the intercom. No response. “Violet, are you all right?” Nothing.

			Audra checked the door, but it was locked. She spoke into the intercom with her special code, and heard the lock click. The door opened, and she stepped inside.

			“Violet, it’s Audra.” No response.

			Her heart pounding, Audra headed down the hallway toward the bedroom. Please let her just be asleep.

			The door was shut. Slowly and quietly she opened it and took a few steps inside. She relaxed. Violet was on the bed, still asleep. Audra had been sure she’d find the older woman in a heap on the floor, having fallen and hit her head on a corner of the dresser and bled to death.

			“Violet.” She repeated it more loudly, but Violet didn’t move.

			Audra walked around the bed and gently shook Violet's shoulder. “Violet!” No response.

			Hesitantly, Audra pulled the blanket down a little and felt the carotid artery on the left side of Violet’s neck. No pulse. She checked her mouth and throat for an obstruction. Nothing. She pinched a finger. No response.

			Running to the intercom, Audra punched in the number for the reception desk, and called out, “It’s Audra. Code Blue. Room 20-E. Stat. I’m alone.”

			A man’s voice said, “Help is on the way.”

			Audra hurried back, pressed the button to move the bed to its lowest position, positioned her hands on Violet’s breastbone, and began chest compressions, trying to be fast and hard, aiming at one hundred per minute, concentrating on releasing completely between each compression, and hoping that she was strong enough to keep doing it until help came.

			After a minute, she placed her cheek close to Violet’s mouth. Still no sign of breathing.

			A nurse who worked on the nineteenth floor rushed into the room with a portable defibrillator and manual resuscitator.

			Audra said, “She’s not breathing. I can’t find a pulse.” She continued doing CPR while the other nurse bagged Violet. Then the nurse took over CPR while Audra got the defibrillator in place and opened Violet’s dress to place the pads. “Her skin feels clammy.”

			“Give it a try anyway.”

			Nothing happened, but the women kept working on her, willing her to come back to life.

			At last, a voice called into the room, “Paramedics are here!” 

			As they took over, Audra went out to talk to the two firemen and the police officer who had also responded to the 911 call.
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			Audra hurried into the kitchen, her hand in front of her mouth. Scarlett stared at her. “What took you so long? Where’s Violet?”

			The two women looked at each other. Scarlett’s eyes grew huge. Audra glanced toward the door to the dining room and quickly shook her head.

			Olive came in from the dining room. “Oh, you’re back, Audra. Should I take Violet’s tea to her?”

			Scarlett answered. “I think Violet prefers to leave it until later. Why don’t you see if anyone wants more tea or coffee?”

			After Olive left the kitchen, Scarlett whispered, “How bad is it?”

			“She’s in her bed. I thought she was asleep, but she wasn’t. She’s dead. We tried CPR and the defibrillator, but—”

			“I thought I heard some commotion.”

			Motioning toward the dining room, Audra said, “Do you think they heard?”

			“No. I was in the kitchen with the door to the hall open and didn’t hear much. I don’t think they heard a thing.”

			“I can’t believe she’s gone.” Audra looked away, tears gathering in her eyes. “She must have just passed away in her sleep.”

			 “Well, that’s the way I’d want to go. And she lived a pretty long life.” Scarlett frowned. “You’re paler than a ghost, and you look as though you’re going to be sick.”

			“Finding dead people isn’t what I normally do. Or anything I want to do. I—” Audra put both hands to her stomach and rushed over to the sink.

			“Scarlett,” said a low voice from the doorway to the dining room. Scarlett whirled.

			Hilary was standing there. “Is something wrong?”

			Scarlett smiled. “It’s okay. Audra—she’s not feeling well. I was just going to send her to her room.”

			“Can I have a little more cream?” Hilary held out a small silver pot.

			Scarlett took the pot. “Where’s Olive?”

			“She’s helping Mary look for her ring. She thinks it fell on the floor.” Hilary looked over toward, Audra, then back at Scarlett. “Is Violet all right?”

			“Ms. Brooks, you go back to your table, and I’ll bring the cream right away.” The two women looked at each other for a long moment. 

			“Very well.” Hilary said. The door swung shut behind her.

			Scarlett quickly put some light cream into the jug. A few residents wouldn’t drink their coffee or tea without cream of some sort, and that had been the compromise.

			“I’m okay.” Audra was leaning against the sink, patting her lips with a towel. “I can’t say for sure there won’t be more where that came from though.” She tried to smile. “I guess it’s good I haven’t eaten my dessert yet.”

			“Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.” Scarlett hurried into the dining room with the cream and made sure everyone was satisfied with their afternoon tea. Their compliments confirmed that her maple apple parfait was the hit she’d hoped it would be, especially since it was a recipe she’d created for the cookbook she and Violet had been putting together.

			When Audra came through the swinging door from the kitchen. Scarlett raised her eyebrows slightly, and Audra gave her a quick nod and coughed for attention. “I wonder, is everyone finished? I don’t want to rush you.”

			“All but Mary,” Ingrid said.

			Mary giggled. “It’s just lovely. But you know me. Always last to finish. Talking too much, I guess. And I dropped my ring. Or I thought I did. But I just remembered that I left it in my jewellery case this morning because it was loose.”

			“Well, when you’re finished, I’d appreciate it if everyone would gather in the common room.” Audra’s voice was gentle. “There’s something we need to discuss. It won’t take long. Maybe Scarlett can call me when you’re ready.”

			Several people murmured, and some began to get up and move to the hallway to the common room.

			Lyle offered, “I’ll have another coffee and sit with you, Mary, until you’re finished.”

			Scarlett helped Frank move from his chair to his scooter and then walked beside him into the hallway. “Should I go and get Violet?” he asked.

			“Let’s just leave her undisturbed for now, Frank.”

			“Someone did check on her?”

			“Yes, Audra did.”

			“Frank,” Audra came up behind
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