
  
    [image: Perfect Nurse 2: Scapegoat]
  


  
    
      Perfect Nurse 2: Scapegoat

      
        The Perfect Series

      

    

    
      
        Ion Esimai

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Ciparum Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Copyright © 2026 by Ion Esimai

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Published by Ciparum Press, Sparta

      www.ionesimai.com

      

      eISBN: 978-1-63589-877-4

      Paperback ISBN: 978-1-63589-878-1

      Audio ISBN: 978-1-63589-879-8

      

      Series: The Perfect Series

      Cover design by Ion Esimai

    

  


  
    
      For the nurses who keep showing up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

        

      

      
        
          Part III

        

        
          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          
            Chapter 61

          

          
            Chapter 62

          

          
            Chapter 63

          

          
            Chapter 64

          

          
            Chapter 65

          

          
            Chapter 66

          

          
            Chapter 67

          

          
            Chapter 68

          

          
            Chapter 69

          

          
            Chapter 70

          

          
            Chapter 71

          

          
            Chapter 72

          

        

      

      
        
          Part IV

        

        
          
            Chapter 73

          

          
            Chapter 74

          

          
            Chapter 75

          

          
            Chapter 76

          

          
            Chapter 77

          

          
            Chapter 78

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part One

          

        

      

    

    
      Cora

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          Cora

        

      

    

    
      At five thirty-two, I was still cleaning a counter that was already clean.

      Dr. Sharma's last patient had left at four forty-five, and the waiting room chairs sat in their regulation rows, magazines fanned, the artificial plant dusted because Dr. Sharma required it. I pulled another disinfectant wipe from the canister and dragged it across the reception counter in three overlapping passes, the chemical tang sharp enough to taste. My closing routine took eleven minutes. I could do it in eight, but Dr. Sharma docked for shortcuts.

      The fluorescent tube above the supply closet flickered. It had flickered since August. I'd stopped mentioning it.

      Behind the exam rooms, Dr. Sharma's office door stayed shut. Light underneath. She worked late three, sometimes four nights a week now, always with the door closed, always after hours. The handyman, Rick or Rich, I'd never pinned it down, had his toolbox propped open by the back hallway again. Third time this week. He'd already fixed the same cabinet hinge twice.

      I didn't care. People did what they did. My job was the counter, the phone, the filing, and the deadbolt. Not whatever Dr. Sharma needed after five o'clock.

      The front door opened.

      A man in a khaki jacket stood at the entrance. He held a brown paper bag with a map of New Jersey oil stain on the side. Indian food. Cumin and ghee hit the back of my sinuses before I placed the face.

      Dr. Sharma's husband.

      I'd met him once at the holiday party, a soft-spoken guy who'd spent most of the evening refilling other people's drinks.

      "Hey." He lifted the bag. "She's been working so late. I figured I'd bring dinner. Surprise her."

      "That's sweet." I buzzed the inner door. "She's in her office, end of the hall."

      He smiled. The door clicked shut behind him.

      I tossed the CaviWipes canister under the counter and started on the sign-out log. His footsteps faded down the hallway carpet.

      Then my hand stopped over the keyboard.

      Late nights. Door closed. The handyman who fixed things that didn't need fixing. A husband who wanted to surprise his wife because she'd been working too much.

      My fingers went cold.

      I was out of the chair and moving before the math equation finished running. The hallway stretched ahead of me. Four exam rooms on the left, supply closet on the right, Dr. Sharma's office at the far end. The handyman's toolbox sat open and abandoned outside exam room three, halfway down.

      He'd stopped there. Not at the office. He stood in front of exam room three with one hand raised, head tilted, listening. Light bled under the door. A man's low voice carried through it.

      I didn't make it.

      His hand closed on the knob. He pushed the door open with the brown paper bag in his other hand. The light from inside spilled across his face.

      I stopped six feet behind him.

      Dr. Sharma was bent over the exam table. Rick-or-Rich stood behind her, his pants bunched around his ankles. The paper liner crinkled under Dr. Sharma's hands. She glanced over her shoulder, and for one second, time stood still.

      Then the husband dropped the food.

      The bag hit the floor and split. Yellow dal pooled across the linoleum. Dr. Sharma grabbed for her shirt. Rick-or-Rich pulled up his pants, turned his back, and fumbled with his belt. The husband made a sound. A small, wounded noise, as if the sight had struck somewhere beneath the ribs.

      I pressed myself against the wall and tried to become part of it.

      The next four minutes were the longest of my professional life. Yelling. A crash. The paper towel dispenser ripped off the wall. Dr. Sharma screamed at her husband to stop, then screamed at Rick-or-Rich to leave, then screamed at no one. Rick-or-Rich squeezed past me in the hallway without making eye contact, toolbox banging his leg. The husband sat on the hallway floor, dal soaking into his khakis.

      I stayed against the wall. This was not my emergency.

      Then Dr. Sharma came out.

      Her shirt was buttoned wrong. One button off, all the way down, the collar sat crooked against her throat. She looked at me the way patients look at the person who just walked in on their worst moment.

      "Why did you let him back here?"

      "He's your husband."

      "You should have called me first. You should have — you don't just let someone walk into —"

      I watched my receptionist salary circling the drain. "He brought you dinner."

      Her jaw worked. Her eyes were wet and furious. She needed someone standing in front of her who wasn't her husband and wasn't her handyman, and I was the one left.

      "I think you should go home, Cora."

      I pulled my bag from under the counter, locked the deadbolt from the inside, and left through the side entrance. Nobody said the word "fired." Nobody had to. Dr. Sharma needed someone to blame, and the receptionist who'd buzzed her husband through the door was the cleanest target in the building.

      The Honda sat under the one working parking lot light. I got in and pulled the door shut.

      Here is what losing this job meant: fourteen hundred in rent coming due. The electric bill I'd been floating since March. Car insurance lapsing in two weeks. And underneath all of that, the thing that made every calculation worse: I held a nursing license and answered phones because a website I'd never posed for had convinced every HR department in the tristate area that I sold my body on camera.

      Three hospitals. Two clinics. A pediatric practice that started my orientation before someone in compliance ran a search and found IntiMate. All gone. Dr. Sharma's office had been the only place that hired without a deep internet scrub, and now it was gone too.

      My phone buzzed in the cupholder.

      Ed: you eat yet?

      I typed back: define eat

      Ed: come over. I made pasta. Well. I boiled pasta.

      I put the phone down. Ed and I had started as a one-night stand four months ago. Met at a bar in Yonkers, went back to his place, never quite stopped going back. He was separated. Getting divorced from a woman he called CeCe. I didn't ask for details, and he didn't offer them. We weren't dating. We were two people who slept together and sometimes ate pasta.

      I picked the phone back up.

      Give me forty minutes.

      I sat behind the wheel without turning the key.

      Nobody had fired me yet.

      They would.
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      I drove to work the next morning because not driving to work meant admitting what I already knew.

      The coffee from the bodega on Jerome burned the roof of my mouth. I drank it anyway, two long swallows in the parking lot, trying to scald away the logic that kept running underneath every other thought: she will fire you today. She has to. You are the witness to the worst night of her marriage, and every time she looks at you she will see dal on the floor and her handyman's belt undone.

      Dr. Sharma's car sat in its reserved spot. No other cars. No patients until nine.

      Inside, the waiting room looked the same. Same chairs, same ficus, same magazines. The only difference was the envelope centered on my keyboard. White. Sealed. My name printed on the front in Dr. Sharma's careful handwriting.

      I didn't open it.

      The office phone rang twice before nine. I answered both calls, booked one follow-up, transferred one insurance question. Professional. Normal. The muscle memory of a job I would not have by lunch.

      At nine fifteen, Dr. Sharma's office door opened.

      "Cora. Can I see you?"

      Her voice was flat. Not angry. Worse. Rehearsed.

      I left the envelope on my keyboard and walked back.

      Dr. Sharma sat behind her desk, hands folded over a manila folder. She wore a different blouse than yesterday, pale blue, every button correct. Her eyes were dry. She'd had all night to prepare, and the preparation showed.

      "Please sit."

      I sat.

      "I've been reviewing the office structure, and I've decided to move in a different direction for the front desk position. This isn't a reflection of your clinical skills. I think you're very capable. But the fit hasn't been what I'd hoped, and I think it's best for both of us if we part ways."

      Every word landed with the smooth precision of language pulled from a termination template. I knew this speech. Not directed at me, but in hospital break rooms, through thin walls, from administrators who'd practiced the phrasing until it lost all its teeth.

      My jaw locked. I kept my face still.

      "I've prepared your final pay through the end of this week, plus two weeks' additional. The paperwork is in the envelope at your desk."

      "Will you provide a reference?"

      "I'll confirm dates of employment."

      Dates of employment. Not performance. Not responsibilities. The bare minimum that said nothing and protected everything.

      "Okay." I put my hands on my knees and started to stand.

      "One more thing." Dr. Sharma opened the manila folder. "During the review process, something came to my attention regarding your online presence."

      I sat back down.

      "A colleague forwarded me a link to a website called IntiMate. A profile uses your name and photograph. Given the nature of the content, I felt it was important to mention in the context of⁠—"

      "That profile is fake."

      "I understand that may be your position, but⁠—"

      "It's not my position. It's a fact. Someone made it. I didn't consent to it. I've filed reports, I've contacted the platform, I've spoken to lawyers I can't afford. It's a deepfake."

      "I'm not making a judgment, Cora. I'm simply noting that in a medical office environment, a patient could⁠—"

      "A patient could what?"

      Dr. Sharma's mouth pressed into a line.

      Heat climbed my neck and settled behind my ears. This woman. This woman who, fourteen hours ago, had her scrub top around her shoulders in exam room three. This woman who had spent four months conducting an affair on a surface where patients received pap smears. She sat across from me with a manila folder and HR language and had the professional composure to question my reputation because of pictures someone else had manufactured.

      I could have said it. The sentence was right there, formed and loaded: You want to talk about sexual content in a medical office?

      My teeth stayed together.

      Because here is what experience had taught me about defending myself— every word I used would become the story. Not the fake profile. Not the affair. Cora Franklin's temper. Cora Franklin's hostility. The angry receptionist who made threats on her way out the door. Dr. Sharma would tell the story at dinner parties for years, and I would be the difficult one.

      "Is there anything else?" I said.

      "That's all."

      I walked back to the front desk, picked up the envelope, and pulled my bag from the bottom drawer. Spare phone charger. Granola bar. A pen I liked. Everything I owned in this building fit inside a canvas tote.

      The front door buzzed.

      The morning medical tech walked in. "Hi Cora."

      Badge swinging, he held the door for me as he walked through. He glanced at the tote bag, then at my face, and his expression shifted. Not sympathy. Recognition. His eyes dropped to my chest and back up in the same half-second, as if I wouldn't catch it.

      I had.

      Outside, the air bit through my jacket. I sat in the Honda and pulled out my phone. Banking app. The numbers hadn't changed since last night, but I checked them the way people check a wound, knowing it's still there, needing to measure it.

      Checking: $437.22.

      Rent: $1,400. Coming due.

      Electric: $212, past due.

      Car insurance: $189, lapsing October 19.

      The math was simple. Even with the severance in that envelope, I had six weeks before the overdrafts started. Six weeks to find a job that wouldn't Google me, wouldn't find IntiMate, wouldn't rescind the offer after orientation.

      Six weeks to find a job that, based on the last fourteen months of trying, did not exist.

      I pulled out of the parking lot.

      I was a registered nurse who had just been fired from a receptionist position.

      The coffee had gone cold. I drank it anyway.
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      Ed stood in my kitchen at six in the morning wearing boxer briefs and nothing else, eating peanut butter from the jar with a spoon.

      The refrigerator door hung open behind him. The light cut across the linoleum and made his legs look bronze. He'd left his shirt on my bathroom doorknob, his jeans on the hallway floor, one shoe by the bed, one by the front door, like he'd undressed on a timer and lost interest in where things landed.

      "You don't have milk," he said.

      "I have coffee."

      "You have instant coffee."

      "That's what I said."

      He closed the refrigerator and leaned against the counter. My apartment was four hundred square feet. The kitchen was part of the living room, the living room was part of the bedroom, and the bedroom was part of the fire escape. Ed filled it up. Not in a bad way. In the way a second body changes the temperature of a small room.

      Four months of this. A stranger at a bar in Yonkers who'd bought me a gin and tonic without asking what I drank, guessed wrong, then bought me what I wanted when I told him. I went home with him that night. Came back the following Thursday. Then Sunday. Then, whenever one of us texted, the other one said yes.

      We hadn't named it. I preferred it that way. Naming things made them something you could lose.

      "You're quiet," Ed said. He pulled two mugs from the cabinet, the chipped one and the one with the faded Knicks logo, and spooned instant coffee into both without asking. He knew where the mugs were. He knew the hot water took forty seconds. He'd started knowing things about my apartment that I hadn't told him, and I kept not minding.

      "I got fired yesterday."

      Ed stopped, kettle in hand. "From Sharma's office?"

      "From Sharma's office."

      "What happened?"

      I told him. Not the version I'd tell a future employer, not the version where I'd been restructured. The real version. Dr. Sharma and the handyman. The dal. The husband sitting on the hallway floor with curry soaking into his pants. I told it the way it deserved to be told: as a comedy, because the alternative was admitting I'd lost the one job I'd managed to keep.

      Ed laughed. A real one. He set the kettle down and laughed, head tipped back, hand on the counter. For ten seconds the whole thing was just a story, just something absurd that had happened to someone else.

      Then he stopped.

      "Wait. She fired you for that?"

      "She restructured me. Very professional. Very calm. Very much the voice of a woman whose handyman was not inside her fourteen hours earlier."

      "That's insane."

      "That's employment."

      Ed poured the hot water. He stirred both cups and slid one across the counter to me. The coffee tasted like what it was: brown powder, tap water, and seventy-nine cents from the corner bodega.

      "I can help," he said. "If you need a bridge. A month, two months, whatever."

      "No."

      "Cora."

      "I said no."

      He lifted both hands. Surrender. He'd offered before, once, after I'd mentioned the electric bill. I'd said no then too. Ed made decent money at whatever he did, something with contracts, commercial leasing, and I'd grown up watching what happened to women who let men pay their rent. My grandmother had a phrase for it—the person who feeds you picks the menu.

      "CeCe's lawyer sent the settlement draft," Ed said. He changed the subject the way he always did when I shut a door — clean pivot, no pressure. "She wants the apartment. I want the apartment. Nobody's getting the apartment."

      "What does CeCe want?"

      "CeCe wants me to suffer, and she wants the apartment, in that order."

      I drank my coffee. Ed talked about his divorce with the detached humor of someone who'd processed the grief already and arrived at logistics. His marriage was a thing that had run its course, and I did not need to know the architecture of the building to watch it come down.

      What I knew: they'd been separated for over a year. No kids. He'd moved out. The divorce was real, not the kind men invent to keep someone in bed without guilt. I'd checked — not through him, but through the things that don't lie. His lease was solo. His mail came to one address. His phone never buzzed with the wrong kind of text at the wrong hour.

      I trusted the evidence more than the explanation. Nurses do.

      Ed rinsed both mugs and left them in the sink. He pulled his jeans off the hallway floor, found his shirt on the bathroom doorknob, and sat on my bed to tie his shoes.

      "I have a showing at nine," he said. "Call me later?"

      "Maybe."

      "Maybe means yes."

      "Maybe means maybe."

      He kissed me on the way out. Quick, on the mouth, his hand on the side of my neck. The door closed. His footsteps faded down the stairwell, and the apartment shrank back to its real size.

      I sat on the bed with the sheets still warm, his cologne still in the pillowcase, and the quiet pressing in from every wall.

      Ed was supposed to be simple. That was the arrangement. No definitions, no obligations, no counting on each other for things that mattered. But he knew where my mugs were, and he'd stopped asking before making my coffee, and when I'd told him I got fired, his first instinct was to help.

      Simple things don't do that.

      I opened my laptop on the kitchen counter and pulled up the job boards. Three nursing positions in the tristate area. Two home health agencies. A clinic in Stamford I'd applied to in March. No response.

      I started filling in applications.

      Name. License number. Employment history. References.

      Somewhere between the second and third submission, a hiring manager would type my name into a search engine. They'd scroll past the LinkedIn, past the nursing license verification, and find the IntiMate profile. They'd see what every other hiring manager had seen.

      I kept filling in boxes anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      I sent fourteen applications in six days.

      Three hospitals. Four home health agencies. Two rehab centers. A pain management clinic, a dermatology practice, a pediatric urgent care, and a nursing home in Yonkers I'd driven past a hundred times without noticing. I tailored each cover letter. I triple-checked every license number, every reference, every date. I made the formatting clean and the language professional and the work history unimpeachable.

      The laptop burned my thighs through my sweatpants. I moved it to the counter. The apartment air tasted stale, recycled, like I'd been breathing the same cubic feet for a week.

      By day four, three places had responded with interview requests. By day six, two of those had gone quiet and the third had called to cancel. The recruiter used the word "direction." We've decided to go in a different direction. The same direction they all went after someone in HR typed my name into Google and scrolled past the LinkedIn.

      I didn't explain. I'd stopped explaining after the fifth or sixth time, when I'd recognized the exact moment the conversation changed. The tone. The pause before the polite redirect. The way the interviewer's posture shifted from across the table and didn't shift back.

      On day five, sitting on my bed with the laptop open to IntiMate's terms of service, I considered something I hadn't considered before.

      The profile used my face. My name. Content I'd never created, poses I'd never held, a body that was mine and wasn't mine at the same time. Every employer who found it made the same assumption. Every hiring manager drew the same conclusion.

      What if I stopped fighting the conclusion?

      I could build a real profile. Use the name they'd already ruined. Post content I controlled, price it, own the thing that kept destroying me. If every hospital in New York had already decided I sold explicit content online, I could at least be the one collecting the money.

      The thought lasted about ninety seconds. Long enough to find the sign-up page. Not long enough to click it.

      I closed the tab.

      My phone rang. Allison's name on the screen, and the sound alone loosened something in my chest that had tightened without my permission.

      "Tell me you're alive," she said.

      "Define alive."

      "Out of bed, eating food, not watching true crime in the dark."

      "Two out of three."

      "Which two?"

      "I'm eating food and it's not dark yet."

      Allison came over that evening with Thai food and a bottle of wine she'd stolen from a pharmaceutical rep's gift basket at the hospital. She worked pediatric oncology at Montefiore and had the specific kind of humor that develops in people who spend their days keeping very sick children calm.

      She sat on my kitchen counter because the only chair was occupied by a laundry pile I'd been ignoring.

      "She slept with the handyman," I said.

      "The actual handyman."

      "Toolbox and everything."

      "In the exam room."

      "On the table."

      Allison put her wine down. "The table with the stirrups?"

      "Different room. No stirrups. Paper liner."

      "That's almost worse."

      "The husband brought dal. It split on the floor. He sat in it."

      "Stop."

      "She fired me the next morning. Called it restructuring. Then brought up IntiMate."

      Allison's face changed. Not surprise. The slow burn of someone who had watched me go through this cycle enough times to be past shock and deep into anger.

      "You should sue her."

      "With what money?"

      "You should burn the building down."

      "Also expensive."

      She poured more wine. Allison was the one person who knew the full weight of IntiMate without me having to carry it into the conversation each time. She'd been there through every rejection, every rescinded offer, every interview that ended with a phone call that didn't come. She'd helped me draft the cease-and-desist I couldn't afford to send. She'd sat on this same counter and listened to me say "I'll figure it out" enough times that we both knew what the phrase meant.

      "How's Ed?" she said.

      "Ed's fine."

      "How often is Ed fine?"

      "Occasionally."

      "Cora."

      "He's fine. We're fine. It's casual."

      "You've been casual for four months."

      "Some things stay casual."

      Allison let it go the way she let most things go with me — not because she bought it but because she'd circle back later.

      The next morning I walked to the bodega on Jerome for coffee and eggs. October had sharpened into something that required a jacket, and the block had its usual noise — delivery trucks, a woman arguing into her phone outside the laundromat, two kids on bikes cutting through the crosswalk.

      At the corner of Jerome and 198th, I waited for the light. A gray Nissan SUV sat at the curb across the street, engine running, windows up. Tinted but not illegally tinted. New Jersey plates.

      I crossed the street. Bought my coffee. Came back out.

      The Nissan had moved half a block south. Same plates. Same tint.

      My neck prickled.

      I kept walking. Bronx survival math: don't stare, don't stop, don't make yourself interesting. The Nissan didn't follow. By the time I turned onto my block, it was gone. I told myself I'd imagined the recognition, the way I imagined a lot of things now. After last year, after everything that happened at the Whitmores, my calibration for danger had shifted. Ordinary things set off alarms that used to stay quiet. Parked cars with running engines. Men in baseball caps near the bodega. Shadows that moved in apartment hallways after dark.

      I was not going to become the person who lived like that.

      Inside, I set the eggs on the counter and opened my laptop to clear the morning's email. Spam. A pharmacy coupon. A credit card offer with a limit that would have been insulting even before I needed it.

      And one more.

      Subject line: Nursing Opportunity — Silvermere Estates

      Sender: a name I'd never seen.

      I put my coffee down and opened it.
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      The email was three paragraphs. No exclamation points, no bold text, no stock photo of smiling nurses in the signature block. Just clean formatting and professional language from someone named Margaret Yuen, Human Resources Coordinator, Silvermere Estates.

      Dear Ms. Franklin,

      We are currently seeking qualified nursing professionals for a clinical care position at Silvermere Estates, a premier residential community for seniors in northern New Jersey. Your nursing credentials and experience came to our attention through our recruitment network, and we believe the role may align with your professional background.

      I read it twice. The traffic outside pushed through the window in waves. My coffee sat untouched, cooling beside the laptop.

      The role description was specific without being rigid. Direct patient care in a residential setting. Medication management, vitals monitoring, coordination with attending physicians. A caseload small enough to suggest a staff-to-resident ratio that only existed in places with real money.

      Then I scrolled to compensation.

      The number sat in the middle of the paragraph like someone had mistyped. I read the sentence three times to make sure the decimal was where it belonged.

      It was.

      Not extravagant. Not the salary that screams trap. But for a nursing position in assisted living, it sat at the high end of the range — high enough to mean either the facility charged its residents a fortune, or they'd burned through enough nurses to know that underpaying guaranteed turnover.

      Both explanations made sense. Neither required conspiracy.

      I opened a new tab and typed Silvermere Estates New Jersey.

      The website loaded like money. Clean white background, serif font, photographs that cost money to take. A stone building with ivy. Manicured grounds with walking paths and old trees. Private suites with large windows. A dining room with cloth napkins and actual flatware. Families paid six figures a year so their parents could age in comfort and the family could stop feeling guilty about the distance.

      The "Our Team" page listed the medical director: Dr. Brad Apaton, MD. Board certified in geriatric medicine. Headshot with a white coat and a smile practiced in the way doctors' smiles were always practiced. Fifteen years of experience. Published in two journals I'd never read but recognized.

      The nursing staff page showed four names and photos. Smiling women in scrubs, grouped on the front steps of the stone building. One had her arm around another. They liked each other, or could fake it for a camera.

      I checked the reviews. Families left the comments that justified the price tag. Mom has never been happier. The staff treats Dad like family. Worth every penny. One mentioned a resident named Dorothy who'd turned ninety-eight and celebrated with the entire nursing team. Another mentioned the chef by name.

      Nothing wrong with any of it. And that was the part that made me sit back in my chair, because I'd spent the last fourteen months learning that the absence of red flags was not the same thing as safety.

      But the number on the screen was real. My checking account had $437 in it. Every hospital, clinic, and medical office I'd applied to in the last six days had either ghosted me or Googled me or both.

      I hit reply.

      Dear Ms. Yuen,

      Thank you for reaching out. I am very interested in learning more about the clinical care position at Silvermere Estates. I would welcome the opportunity to discuss the role further at your earliest convenience.

      Regards, Cora Franklin, RN

      I stared at the sent confirmation for ten seconds. Then I closed the laptop and went to the sink.

      The reply came in forty-three minutes. Margaret Yuen. Same clean formatting. Same professional tone.

      Thank you for your prompt response, Ms. Franklin. We would love to meet with you. Would you be available for an on-site interview tomorrow at 10:00 AM?

      Please bring a current copy of your résumé and any relevant certifications for our records.

      Tomorrow. Not next week. Not we'll get back to you with available dates. Tomorrow.

      I pulled a glass from the cabinet and filled it from the tap. The water tasted like pipes and chlorine, the same way it always tasted, and I drank it standing at the sink looking out at the fire escape.

      Fast could mean eager. It could mean desperate for staff. It could mean they'd interviewed three people and all three had taken other positions and they needed a body in the chair before the state came knocking.

      All of those were normal.

      My printer had been dead since July, so I emailed my résumé to the FedEx on Fordham Road. I'd pick up the printout in the morning, along with my license verification and CPR card.

      Ms. Yuen,

      Tomorrow at 10:00 AM works perfectly. I will bring my résumé and certifications. I look forward to meeting your team.

      Best, Cora Franklin

      I sent it before I could draft a third version.

      Silvermere Estates. Northern Jersey. Private suites, walking paths, and a medical director with publications. The sort of place I would have applied to two years ago, before IntiMate, back when my credentials opened doors instead of closing them.

      I closed the laptop. The apartment had gone dark while I'd been reading. October light disappeared fast, and I hadn't turned on a lamp.

      They wanted to see me tomorrow.

      That meant someone at Silvermere Estates had looked at my name, my credentials, my history, and decided I was worth a conversation.

      Or it meant they hadn't looked yet.
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      Fordham Road at four in the afternoon was loud, normal, and full of people who had places to be. I should have been one of them. But I stopped at the corner of my block with the FedEx bag tucked under my arm, because the gray SUV was back.

      Same color. Same tinted windows. Parked on the opposite side of the street from my building, two spots down from the hydrant, engine off.

      I stood on the sidewalk and tried to match it against the vehicle I'd clocked on Jerome earlier. Nissan. New Jersey plates. But gray Nissans with Jersey plates covered half the cars in the Bronx. The tint could have been factory. The position could have been coincidence. Someone visiting a friend, waiting for a kid, killing time before a shift.

      My fingers tightened on the FedEx bag.

      "Yo, you good?"

      The guy from 4A leaned against the railing by the front steps. Cigarette in one hand, phone in the other, jacket unzipped despite the cold. He lived two floors above me. We'd spoken maybe a dozen times in the year and a half since I'd moved in, about packages left in the vestibule or the hot water going out.

      I looked away from the SUV. "Fine."

      He followed my gaze across the street. Took a drag. "That your boyfriend?"

      "What?"

      "The dude in the car." He tilted his chin toward the SUV. "He's been out here before. Couple times this week. Just sits there."

      My hand went still on the bag. "A couple times?"

      "Yeah. Tuesday, maybe? And like, Thursday or Friday. I come out here to smoke after work, and he's just sitting. Figured he waited for somebody."

      "Did you see what he looked like?"

      He shrugged. "Couldn't really tell. Windows are dark. White guy, maybe. Older. Not a kid."

      I turned back to the SUV. From this angle, with the tint, the interior was solid black. No shape behind the wheel. No movement.

      "Why?" He stepped off the railing. "He bothering you?"

      "No. I don't know him."

      "Huh." He dropped the cigarette and stepped on it. "Well, hey. If you ever need a break from all that—" He gestured at nothing. "I make decent coffee. Just saying."

      Under different circumstances, I might have laughed. He was harmless. Thirty-something, steady job somewhere in building maintenance, kept his hallway clean. Asked once and didn't push.

      "I appreciate it. Got an interview in the morning and a lot to figure out tonight."

      He held up both hands. "Respect. Good luck with the interview."

      He went inside. The vestibule door clicked shut behind him, and I stood alone on the sidewalk with the FedEx bag and a car across the street that may or may not have been the same car I'd dismissed on Jerome Avenue.

      I could call the police. I ran through the conversation in my head. A gray SUV had been parked on a public street. A man had sat inside it. He hadn't approached me, spoken to me, followed me on foot, or done anything illegal. The dispatcher would take my information and nothing would happen, because nothing had happened.

      But he'd seen the car. Tuesday. Thursday or Friday. That wasn't my imagination sharpening ordinary life into threat. That was a pattern someone else had confirmed without being asked.

      I crossed the street. Walked toward the SUV with my keys between my fingers, which was stupid, because if someone was inside, what was my plan? Knock on the window? Demand an explanation? Get close enough to read a plate I'd already memorized the first time?

      The SUV was empty.

      Not abandoned. No dust, no ticket on the windshield, no sign it had been sitting for days. Just empty. The driver's seat pushed back for someone tall. A coffee cup in the center console, visible through the gap where the tint met the dashboard.

      I stepped back. Checked the plate. New Jersey. A different number than the one on Jerome—I was almost sure. I hadn't written the first one down. Different make, too. Rogue, not Pathfinder. Or the other way around.

      I went upstairs. I put the bag by the door for the morning. I set my alarm for six and laid out clothes that said competent and professional, not desperate. Then I turned off the lights and checked the window.

      The SUV was gone.

      I stood there for a long time anyway, my breath fogging the glass. Twenty-six months of being hunted by strangers on the internet had done something to my pattern recognition. Sharpened it, or broken it. I couldn't tell which. Maybe both.

      The car could be nothing. The neighbor could have been looking at two different vehicles on two different days and merged them into a story because I'd asked. Memory worked that way. I knew that from depositions, from chart reviews, from my own head.

      But someone had parked outside my building more than once. Someone with tinted windows, a New Jersey plate, and nothing better to do than sit.

      I set the deadbolt and went to bed.
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      The Honda turned through iron gates and onto a private road lined with oaks older than the building they protected. I checked my blouse in the rearview mirror. No stains. Buttons in the right order.

      The parking lot was small and discreet, tucked behind a row of hedges so residents and their families wouldn't have to look at it. I pulled in between a BMW and a Volvo, killed the engine, and sat with my hands on the wheel.

      This was not a nursing home. Nursing homes had linoleum and fluorescent lights and the sharp undercut of urine beneath industrial cleaner. Silvermere had flagstone walkways, window boxes, and a front entrance with beveled glass.

      I grabbed my bag and walked in.

      The lobby smelled like cedar and something botanical that had been chosen by someone whose job title included the word ambiance. The floors were hardwood, not tile. The reception desk was actual wood, not laminate. A vase of fresh flowers sat on the corner, and they were real because I could see the water line and the slight curl of a petal beginning to brown.

      A security guard at a side desk looked up from a clipboard. Thirties, clean uniform, relaxed posture. Name tag read REED.

      He smiled. "You here for the ten o'clock?"

      "Cora Franklin. I have an interview with⁠—"

      "Kathy Blanche. Yeah, she told me you'd be coming." He picked up a phone, pressed a button. "Your ten o'clock is here." He set the phone down. "She'll be right out. You can sit if you want."

      I didn't sit. I stood near the flowers and read the framed mission statement on the wall, which used the words dignity and community and whole-person care in the same paragraph, which was either sincere or expensive marketing, and at this price point the two were the same thing.

      A door opened down the hall.

      The woman who came through it was mid-thirties, maybe a year or two older. Dark hair cut short enough to stay out of her face without effort. No jewelry except small studs. Clothes that fit well without trying to impress. She carried a tablet in one hand and extended the other as she crossed the lobby.

      "Cora? I'm Kathy Blanche, head of nursing." Her grip was firm. Dry palm. Eye contact that landed and held without pushing. "Thank you for coming in on short notice."

      "Thank you for the opportunity."

      She gestured for me to follow. We walked down a corridor with crown molding and recessed lighting. The building looked like a hotel trying to smell like home. Beneath the cedar and the botanical whatever, I picked up the institutional layer. Hand sanitizer. Laundry starch. The faint antiseptic note that never fully left a building where people received medical care.

      Kathy's office was small and functional. No vanity wall. A framed nursing degree from Rutgers, a CPR recertification card pinned to a corkboard, patient schedules on a whiteboard. She'd earned her space by working in it.

      She read my résumé. Not a glance. Top to bottom, unhurried, then set it on her desk.

      "Mount Sinai ICU. Three years." She looked up. "That's a hard floor."

      "It was."

      "And before that, med-surg at Jacobi."

      "Eighteen months."

      "Why'd you leave the ICU?"

      I'd rehearsed this. "I transitioned into outpatient work for schedule flexibility. The last two positions were clinic-based."

      She nodded. Not skeptical. Processing. I braced for the next question, the one that always came, the one where the interviewer's face changed and the conversation turned into an exit interview for a job I hadn't started.

      Kathy set the résumé aside. "Your clinical experience is stronger than most of the applicants we see for residential care. That's why we reached out."

      No mention of IntiMate. No pause. No careful phrasing that meant she'd Googled me and wanted to give me a chance to explain.

      Either she hadn't looked, or she didn't care.

      A knock on the open door. I turned, and there was Dr. Brad Apaton. He looked like his website photo, only better. Website photos, like driver's license images, didn't capture how a man filled a doorway. Tall. Salt-and-pepper hair that stayed put. A white coat over a shirt that was probably expensive. His smile reached his patients. Their daughters probably liked it even more.

      I cataloged this the way I cataloged any environmental hazard, because that is what attractive employers were. Hazards. I learned that lesson in St. Ives, and I didn’t plan
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