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“Helen?” Naomi called as she stepped inside the house. She had let herself in through the side entrance, the one that entered directly into the kitchen. “I’m here with some groceries.”

Naomi hummed a tune that was stuck in her head, an action she didn’t even realize she was doing. In fact, she did this quite often, as it had become an absentminded reflex. The song was one that had lingered in her memory for years.

She paused as her eyes caught her passing reflection in a mirror that hung on the wall to the side. Standing in front of it for a moment, she quietly inspected herself.

Calmly, she stared into her eyes, a light honey hue. They showed the strain of little sleep, the result of her long shifts at the hospital. Even so, she was content that within them there still seemed to be some spark of life.

She pulled gently at the corner of her eye with her free hand, tightening the fine lines that had appeared over the last few years. They were small signs of age, and she thought of them as little trophies for making it this far in life.

Naomi’s complexion sat somewhere between light and dark, a gentle mix of both her parents. She rarely felt the need for makeup, as she preferred her natural look at forty-two and felt no need to hide it. In her mind, she didn’t consider herself young anymore, but she also wasn’t ready to call herself old either.

She ran her free hand through her dark curly hair that hung to her shoulders, shaking some life into it. A few strands fell across her cheek, and she brushed them back instinctively as she turned her head slightly to the side, continuing to admire her reflection.

“You still got it, Naomi,” she told herself, giving a small smirk and chuckle before continuing her tasks.

She walked across the kitchen, set the paper bag on the counter, and began unpacking.

“It’s me, Naomi, Mrs. Camden?” she called out again as she tucked the apples into the crisper, her voice a little louder this time.

There was still no response. Naomi began to question her friend’s whereabouts.

She paused, her hand hovering above the brown paper bag as her head tilted, listening for any sound. Nothing, only the quiet hum of static in the air.

She gave a slow, uneasy breath as her thoughts began to turn on her, which quickly turned her questioning into worry.

Abandoning the groceries, she turned and made her way toward the hallway. Her steps were careful and slow as she approached the sitting room, where her friend Helen often spent her afternoons. If anyone had been there to witness her movements, they would have sworn she was a potential victim, the kind you saw in horror movies.

The house was spotless, just as Naomi always kept it, each path clear, every potential hazard tucked away in its place, nothing that could trip an aging woman. She had made sure of this, especially since they had met because of a fall Helen had suffered. Safety always came first, and because of this, the place sometimes felt like a model home on display. Still, in its own way, it was comforting, with its decor of soft pastels and floral borders that lined the tops of each room.

She entered the sitting room and was greeted by its familiar and comforting stillness. Sunlight cast through the large front windows, bathing everything in light, and off to the side sat Helen, motionless in her floral fabric armchair, gazing toward the street. From where she stood, Naomi could only make out the top of Helen’s head, as well as her friend’s arm resting motionless on the armrest.

Her chest tightened as she carefully took a step closer, her breath quickening, as her mind wandered through horrible scenarios.

“Helen?” Naomi called softly. There was a slight tremble in her voice now.

There was still no answer or movement.

She moved faster, dread beginning to rise within her as her mind filled with a wave of horrible thoughts she could no longer hold back.

Reaching the chair, she took a deep breath and slowly extended her hand, gently placing it on Helen’s shoulder.

“Ahhh...” her friend shrieked, jolting upright.

Naomi gasped, stumbling backward as she gave a cry of her own, her hand snapping to her chest as her heart pounded beneath it.

“My God, you scared me.” Naomi exhaled, almost breathless, giving a shaky laugh of relief. “I called out to you twice, but you never answered.”

“I’m sorry, dear. You scared the ghost out of me, though,” Helen said with a tired chuckle. “I didn’t hear you come in. I guess I was just too lost in my own thoughts.”

Naomi shook her head, half laughing at the situation.

“I thought you had crossed the eternal divide.”

“Not yet, my friend. I’m still here,” Helen replied, turning her head and offering an aged smile.

Naomi leaned in and gave her friend a hug, as was tradition, before settling into the matching chair on the other side.

“You know it’s only Wednesday. If I’d known you were coming, I would have put on some tea.”

“I’m aware,” Naomi answered with a small grin. “No worries. I was passing through and figured I’d pick up a few things, you know, do a quick stop by.” She reached across and gave Helen’s hand a gentle pat. “Plus, it gives me an excuse to visit one of my favourite people.”

“You’re always welcome here, Naomi. But you already know that,” Helen replied, smiling as she turned back to the window. “I mean, if it weren’t for you, I’d never have any visitors.”

They settled into their usual quiet together, Naomi now staring out the front window herself.

Neither of them felt the need to fill the silence anymore, as their friendship and company were comfort enough. It was something they both liked, the simple fact that they no longer needed to fill the quiet moments with idle chatter.

Their friendship had started three years prior, back when Helen had visited the hospital with a broken hip. Naomi had been her nurse during that time, and something between them had just clicked, as if they had known each other long before the moment their lives intersected.

Naomi had visited Helen often to make sure her friend was doing well, even after her shifts were over, and her visits had continued even after Helen had left the hospital and returned home. They would talk for hours back then about life and regrets, the state of the world, and anything else that popped into their heads. But eventually, the stories ran dry, and the need to constantly fill the silence faded altogether, as simply being in each other’s company was reason enough to visit.

Helen was creeping up on eighty-five, and all things considered, she was doing better than most people her age Naomi had met throughout her life. Helen still managed to get around on her own with the help of a cane, maintaining her independence with quiet pride. Compared to the patients Naomi usually saw, Helen was in good shape.

Even so, Naomi had begun to notice small changes as of late. They were little things, but still worrisome. A slower pace. A longer pause before answering. That far-off look that sometimes drifted into her friend’s eyes, as if her thoughts or memories were constantly pulling her away. Not to mention the physical changes in Helen’s face, warning Naomi that perhaps her friend’s health was beginning to decline a little.

“So,” Naomi said, gently breaking the hush between them, “how have you been doing?”

“Fine... I guess. As good as I’m going to do,” Helen answered, shifting carefully in her chair. “This hip acts up when the weather changes. That’s about the worst of it. So, I suppose I’m doing well, all things considered.”

Helen gave a sudden small jolt, as though something had just occurred to her.

“Oh, I’m being rude. Did you want tea or coffee, dear? I can make one for you.”

With effort, she reached for her cane and pushed herself halfway up from her seat. A soft grunt escaped her lips as she tried to stand.

“No, no, sit down, Helen,” Naomi replied quickly, almost scolding. “If I wanted something to drink, I would have gotten it myself. I know where everything is. You relax. Geez, you’d think this was the first time I’ve been here.”

Helen eased herself back down with a quiet huff.

“That’s no way to talk to your elder,” Helen teased, then broke into a small giggle. “That’s what I like best about you, Naomi. You’ve got spunk.”

“Can’t help it,” Naomi shrugged. “It’s just the way I am.”

“How’s your job going?”

“Same as always. Taking care of patients, some sweet, others... well, a little more work.”

“Still having problems with your living conditions?”

“Don’t even start me on that. Yes. Of course. That neighbour of mine drives me absolutely crazy. The woman’s half-deaf, or... so she claims. She keeps her television volume so loud I can hear every word, every commercial, and every jingle in my apartment. Especially during her game shows. Sometimes it’s like I’m living above a live studio audience. But I’ve told you all that before.”

Helen chuckled softly.

“And get this,” Naomi continued. “The other day she asked why I wasn’t married yet, then continued to warn me that I’d better find a man soon, before my looks went, because I probably only got a few years left of that.”

She paused, rolling her eyes and scoffing, recalling the moment and thinking of a dozen things she should have said during that incident.

“I swear, that woman can’t keep her nose out of anyone else’s business. She must sit there on her porch all day, because that’s where she is almost every time I get home, making off comments and trying to pass every misguided piece of advice or observation as wisdom.”

At this point, Naomi stopped herself. She felt she was getting a little too carried away, as the topic always hit a sore spot with her. If allowed, she could vent for hours about her neighbour, but she really didn’t want to give that woman any more of her life than she already had.

“You do know the offer still stands,” Helen said gently. “You could move in here, if you wanted to. I wouldn’t mind the company, even if it’s just until you find another place.”

“I know,” Naomi said with a soft nod. “And trust me, I’m still considering it. Honestly, I’m very close to saying yes. I just... I don’t know, I wouldn’t want to overstep anything. What we have here... I don’t want to mess that up.”

“It wouldn’t be a problem. It would be a blessing, really. You think about it some more. There’s plenty of space here.”

A quiet pause settled between them, one that was warm and comforting.

“Have you heard anything from your family? Do you know where they are?” Helen now inquired as she turned to her.

The question had come out of nowhere, and almost immediately Naomi’s anxiety rose to heightened levels of panic.

“No. But knowing Carl, they’re probably by a harbour on one of the coasts. He has this fascination with boats and ships. There was this one time he tried to do one of those ships in a bottle. Let me just say, it didn’t go too well at all. He gave up after a week. Good thing he wasn’t a surgeon,” she laughed, and hoped this would be the end of that particular conversation.

“It just seems strange and terrible that he would leave with your son like he did. I assume that’s what happened, anyway, from what you’ve told me.” Helen let out a saddened sigh. “Listen, I don’t know what happened to you in your past, and I don’t want to pry, but whatever it was, I don’t think you deserved that. The Naomi I know is a great person,” Helen said, extending her hand to tap Naomi’s in support. “Don’t worry, I’m sure one day you’ll find them, and it’ll bring you some peace.”

“Yeah, one day,” Naomi replied, caught in a daze as she stared out the large front window.

After a moment of reflection, she quickly rose from her chair in an attempt to avoid any more questions about her family, as well as to relieve herself of the memories of her past.

“Do you want a cup of tea or coffee?” she asked, pushing her intrusive personal memories far from her mind. “I’ve still got the rest of the groceries to put away anyway.”

“Perhaps an Earl Grey tea would be nice,” Helen replied, her voice distant as her eyes drifted back to the large front window, appearing to lose herself in thought once more.

“I’ll be right back,” Naomi said, then walked back to the kitchen where her visit had begun.

She grabbed the kettle from its usual home in the top cupboard, filled it at the tap, and set it on the burner. The click of the stove sparked a gentle flame beneath it.

She then spun gracefully back to the counter and unpacked what was left of the few groceries she had brought. As she placed items into the fridge, she tossed out anything that had gone bad, while also making mental notes of what was running low and what she would need to restock on her next visit.

This was all part of Naomi’s routine, something she did almost every Friday without fail, even though it was early and today was only Wednesday. She would clean out the fridge, then take out the trash, followed by straightening whatever items or furniture had shifted since her last visit. She kept a mental list of what was running low, paper towels, dish soap, canned goods. It had all become second nature to her, and she didn’t mind any of it. In fact, she found a strange comfort in the routine. It gave her purpose. And Helen was no longer just a former patient. She was a friend, someone Naomi had come to admire. She had never had the chance to comfort her own mother in her later years, as she had passed away early, so this almost felt like redemption for that.

As she shut the fridge door, something caught her eye. It was a photograph, held in place by a faded butterfly magnet whose once-bright colours were now dulled with time. Naomi leaned in, scanning the image of a younger Helen who smiled proudly between her two children. All three wore wide grins, their arms wrapped around one another, a moment that felt out of place in the world Helen now inhabited.

Something about the display of happiness frozen in the photo stirred a small sense of heartache in Naomi. It displayed a joy that seemed natural, effortless, one Naomi knew had long since disappeared from her friend’s life. She wished there were a way to give that feeling back, to bring back the happiness Helen must have once felt.

The kettle shrieked, its whistle invading her thoughts. Naomi flinched, her breath catching. Then a voice, gentle but certain, spoke behind her, giving her another startle.

“That was our trip to the cottage. We used to visit it every year in Forden, up north. I think I was thirty-two when that was taken,” Helen said as she seated herself at the kitchen table.

She held out her hand and gave a beckoning motion, requesting the photo.

Naomi carefully freed the photo from beneath the magnet, and placed it in Helen’s hand. Her friend’s eyes eased as they scanned the image, her thumb brushing slowly across its glossy finish.

Naomi turned away, grabbed the kettle, and began preparing the tea.

“This was taken on our last visit there,” Helen began, seeming lost in memory. “Thomas was sixteen, and Iris was just about to turn eighteen. It was such a good trip. I never would have guessed, back then, that it would be the last time I really felt that close to my children.”

She paused, her eyes still fixed on the photograph.

“After that, it all changed. You know how it is with young adults. Friends, social lives, it all became the centre of their world. And with Dennis, my husband, getting sick... well, we never did make it back to the cottage. Not that the kids minded all that much. By then, they didn’t really want to go anymore. They wanted to spend their summers with their friends instead.”

Her voice faded into a heavy silence. Naomi didn’t speak. She just listened.

“I remember the nights,” Helen continued, quieter now. “Sitting up. Waiting. Wondering where they were. A mother’s worries never rest, but I’m sure you know about that. And when they were home, it felt like they weren’t really there. At times, it felt like I didn’t even know them anymore. I kept trying to reconnect with them, though, lots of little things. But nothing ever seemed to bring us back to what we had as a family when they were young.”

She sighed deeply, her lips twitching slightly as she attempted to hold back what was building within her.

Her eyes dropped back to the photo in her hand.

“It got worse once they moved out. Got married. Had kids. Sure, I’d get invited to birthdays and holidays, but by then, I’d simply sit in the corner of the room... watching. Everything moved so fast. It was too loud, too chaotic. I couldn’t keep up. To tell you the truth, I mostly felt like a nuisance to them at that point. A statue in the corner. But I still always went. I kept going, just so I could be a part of their lives.”

She shook her head slowly, as if trying to push her thoughts away.

“Looking back now, even though I felt invisible... I’d take those moments back in a heartbeat. Because now, I don’t even get that much.”

Her eyes finally lifted to Naomi’s, and she offered a gentle, tired smile.

“But you know all this already, dear.”

“I do know, Helen,” Naomi said gently, her voice heavy with sympathy.

How Naomi wished she could go back and change something for her friend, anything. Undo time, reverse the expanse between Helen and her kids. But all she could really do was sit here and listen.

Naomi filled a cup and set it gently in front of her friend, who remained still, her gaze anchored to the memories held in the photo, journeying somewhere far from the kitchen table where she sat. Naomi then poured a cup for herself as well and sat across from her friend in silence, letting the quiet linger.

“I don’t know when it all left,” Helen said after a while, barely above a whisper. “I didn’t even realize it was happening. One day, it was just... the last day. And I had no idea.”

Her voice hinted at a deep ache that resided somewhere within her.

“The last day I played with my kids. The last day we sat around the table and laughed like we were still a family. The last day I hugged them and told them I loved them... and actually felt it returned.”

She swallowed hard, her head shaking slightly, involuntarily.

“One day I was just someone they visited out of obligation, if they visited at all. I became a fixture on the outside. With nothing to do but wait.”

Naomi stared down into her tea, the scent of Earl Grey winding its way through her senses. Helen’s words had sparked memories within her, things she didn’t want to surface.

Naomi knew that feeling, those last moments you didn’t know were goodbyes, things ending before you realized that’s what they really were. The moments before things changed, before they were gone forever.

“I don’t think my kids even love me anymore,” Helen said, her voice shaking. “And I love them so much.”

Naomi’s head lifted. She fought her way out of the fog of her thoughts and peered across the table. Helen’s hands were trembling, her body slumped in her seat. Tears slipped quietly down her cheeks, edging along the soft lines of wrinkles on her skin.

“Helen, that’s not true.”

Naomi reached forward, gently took the photo from Helen’s grip, and set it aside. Then she leaned in and wrapped her arms around her friend’s frail frame, holding her close, steadying her as she cried.

“We’ll fix this,” Naomi said, keeping her voice quiet and sure. “I’ll help you get in touch with them again. And, come on... of course they love you. Who wouldn’t love someone as wonderful as you, Helen?”

Helen’s lips curled into a smile, even as her tears continued.

“You’re such an amazing person, Naomi. You’ve always been so kind to me. You’ve taken care of me with no obligation. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

Naomi gave a small, tender smile. Then reached up and carefully wiped the tears from her friend’s cheek with her thumb.

“Nonsense,” Naomi said softly. “You would have done just fine on your own. You’re a very resourceful woman, Helen. It’s just a shame your children haven’t been around to see that. But we’ll get some sense back into them. I promise.”

Helen reached out and placed her hand over hers.

“Naomi... My strength. My angel.”

Naomi looked her friend in the eyes, and for a moment, the world seemed still. In her friend’s eyes, she saw a whole life, decades of living reflected somewhere within their depths. Joys, heartaches, love, loss... all of it quietly marked in the gentle creases that lined her face.

Then suddenly, a jolt of thought broke through.

Naomi glanced down at her watch.

“Oh shoot, I’ve got to get back to the hospital. I’m pulling a double shift today.”

She rose, grabbed her tea, downed the last of it, and placed the cup gently on the counter. Then she turned back and gave Helen a firm hug, her departure routine, one that she hoped conveyed the care she felt for her friend.

“You think about what I said,” Helen reminded her. “About moving in.”

“I know. I will, seriously. I’ll see you in two days, Helen. For my usual visit.”

And with that, Naomi slipped out the door, her footsteps quickening as the screen door clattered shut behind her.
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It had been a long day, and Naomi’s feet throbbed with every step she took. Her shoes felt two sizes too small, cramping her swollen toes that begged to be free from their prison.

She rounded the side of the house to the front. Her apartment was located on the upper floor, while her nosy neighbour, Esther Crowley, occupied the main floor. It had been seven long, difficult months since she had been renting this apartment, ever since being forced out of her last place by renovations and a rent hike.

The building loomed beside her, old, weathered, and wide. Its wooden siding, once probably a lively green, had faded to a dull, tired shade, with the remaining paint scattered across its surface in uneven patches.

She climbed the stairs to the front porch. Her legs felt tired, and each movement was slowed by a heaviness that pressed down on her with every step. All she wanted now was the solitude of her own place, away from the eyes of the world. Yet, she knew peace and quiet were hard to come by with Esther living below. Still, she hoped that perhaps tonight would be one of those rare occasions without incident.

She reached the top landing and, thankfully, found the porch vacant of her nosy neighbour. Surprisingly, Esther wasn’t in her usual chair. For a moment, Naomi held onto the hope that she would be able to slip inside unnoticed.

She fumbled as she tried to place her key in the lock, wincing as the metal clinked louder than expected, making her heart race. Quickly, she slid the key in, turning it carefully so as not to make any more noise and draw attention to her presence.

For half a second, she thought she had made it.

Unfortunately, the telltale sproing of the screen door, followed by the voice that came after it, destroyed any hope she had been holding onto.

“Naoooomi,” Esther called, stretching her name out in a tone that made it sound as though she had been waiting for her arrival. “How are you, my dear?”

Naomi paused, giving a sigh as her body sagged with defeat, her hand still holding onto her key. Slowly, taking in a breath to steady her patience, she turned her head and smiled as best she could.

Esther stood in the doorway, wearing a smile that seemed more contrived than genuinely friendly, more like a performance. The woman’s words always sounded cheerful, but Naomi knew better. Beneath Esther’s polite exterior was an ignorance that was always phrased in such a way that, if you tried to push back, somehow you became the bad guy while she remained the innocent victim.

Esther was a pale woman, short and round, with cropped, curly, red-dyed hair and red-rimmed glasses that pressed against her face.

“I’m tired, Esther,” Naomi responded, her voice coming out flat. “It’s been a long day, and honestly, I just want to get inside and relax.” She hoped that would be enough socializing, and that her neighbour would take the hint, but it never was.

Naomi turned back to her door, her hand now on the knob, silently praying that this action would signal the end of the conversation.

“You seem a little uptight tonight. You didn’t have any trouble today, did you?” Esther continued, taking a seat in her chair on the porch. The wood whined beneath her as she sat.

Naomi gave a long, slow sigh, feeling too drained for this conversation. But she knew the trap had been sprung, and she was caught in it now. She was just too polite to ignore the woman and leave, especially because it would only create more discussion and speculation the next time Esther saw her.

“No. Why would I have any trouble, Esther?”

“Well, because there are so many nasty people out there,” Esther replied with wide eyes, attempting to act startled, her expression screaming, You don’t know. “Trust me, I know. I’ve met quite a few. Some of them even attend my church,” she added, her expression changing into something meant to look wise, her eyebrows rising as if Naomi herself should be shocked by the news.“Oh, I hear what they say. They think I’m not listening, or won’t understand, but I catch on. I’m pretty smart, you know. Some people might not think so, but I understand more than they realize. And besides, I know people haven’t always treated people like you very nicely... because of your darker complexion and all, my dear.”

Esther gave a slow, knowing nod, as if she were offering Naomi some hidden truth and was thoughtfully passing it along like a warning.

Naomi let out a long breath, holding in her agitation as best she could.

“Not me, though,” Esther continued. “Nope. I’ve always stood up for people like you. The Lord says we should be kind to everyone, no matter how different they are... or look. We’re all the same inside. We all bleed the same.”

Naomi’s head tilted slightly as she pressed her lips together, drawing them inward to stop her words before they could spill out. The pressure behind her eyes was beginning to rise. With a deep inhale through her nose, she calmed herself a little, letting the air out slowly.

“Well, thank you, for looking out for... me,” Naomi said, her voice was calm and measured, though she knew her tone still carried a slight edge. “I would hate to think it’s been a burden on you.”

“Oh, don’t mention it. It’s no problem at all, my dear,” Esther replied, her words coming out so matter-of-factly it was clear the woman hadn’t understood a thing beneath the layers of Naomi’s reply.

“Mind you,” Esther continued, shaking her head with a practised display of disapproval, as if she were over-performing in a play on stage, “there are some people who are a little harder to accept than others. Have you seen the young people walking around these days? It’s shameful. None of them understand a thing. Not like us when we were kids. They should all be embarrassed of themselves. Am I right?”

Naomi’s jaw tightened, wishing she could end this conversation.

Esther went on without waiting for a reply.

“I tell you, the state this world is in, we must be in the end times. It wasn’t like this when I was younger. The world was better back then. Simpler. People knew where they belonged. People knew their place and their roles.”

Then, with a clueless laugh that made Naomi’s skin crawl, Esther added, “Well... perhaps it wasn’t better for everybody, right?”

Naomi’s stomach turned, her patience was running real thin. She turned her head and gave Esther a tight, strained look, unsure how much more of this conversation she could take.

“What? People have said I’m just too blunt. Am I being too honest?” Esther asked, her expression displayed concern, though she wore a smile, as if pretending she didn’t understand that everything she had said was laced with ignorance.

Thinking she would be the better person, Naomi ignored the comments and turned away, ready to go in and exit this interaction.

“Oh, and before you leave,” Esther blurted suddenly, “I wanted to ask you something important.”

Naomi stopped in her tracks and once again slowly turned toward her neighbour, working very hard to hold her patience, something she had trained for, perfected even, over years of dealing with difficult patients. Even so, that kind of grace had its limits, and Esther had nearly worn hers out.

“How was your electric bill this month?” Esther asked, narrowing her eyes and scrunching her forehead as though she were trying to solve a mystery. “Because I swear mine’s been a lot higher than usual. I started wondering if maybe they messed up and were charging me for your electricity as well. I know that might sound a little strange, but I thought, you know, since we’re such good neighbours, maybe I could take a look at your bill. Just to compare usage, and make sure there aren’t any mistakes.”

“I haven’t looked at mine yet, Esther,” Naomi said, her voice tight and controlled. “And... I don’t think I would feel comfortable showing you my bill.”

“Sorry, what was that, dear?” Esther asked, tilting her head closer as if she were suddenly hard of hearing.

“I said I haven’t opened mine yet and...”

“Well, when you do, I’d really like to see it.” Esther gave a nod, as if the decision had already been made. “Thank you, you really are a good person.”

Naomi bit down gently on her top lip, pressing it inward, trying to hold her expression as calm as she could. But then decided she couldn’t hold back anymore, she needed at least one quip.

“Well, perhaps your bill is so high because you leave your television on all night,” Naomi started, getting some satisfaction in saying it. “Also, while we’re on the subject, I wanted to ask if you could turn the volume down. I can hear it all...”

But she didn’t get to finish.

Esther suddenly shot up from her chair, letting out loud hushing noises, her arms flailing in front of her.

“Shoo,” she barked, waving her hands at a squirrel that had dashed across the small strip of grass in front of the house. The creature bolted up the nearest tree, stopped on a branch, and watched them with its black, beady eyes.

“You really don’t want those darn things getting into your house... or your walls,” she warned, lowering herself back down into her chair with a dramatic huff, eyeing the squirrel with scorn. “They’ll destroy everything. They’re nothing but pests. And trust me, you might think they can’t get in, but they find ways. Oh, yes they do.”

Esther wriggled a little as she settled back into her chair, her expression angry, before looking back up at Naomi and giving a casual blink, seeming somewhat lost and distant.

“Sorry, what was that you were saying?”

“Nothing. Whatever. I need to get in and relax. Have a good evening, Esther,” Naomi muttered, reaching for the doorknob. She twisted it fast, hoping to slip away before she got caught in another round, but she wasn’t quick enough, she never was, and, once again, she was too polite and stubborn to just ignore the woman.

“Oh, by the way. I swear I heard something walking upstairs today, while you were gone. You don’t have an animal up there, do you? You know we’re not allowed animals in this place. I wouldn’t want to have to call the owners on you.”

Naomi squeezed her eyes shut, inhaling slowly before letting the breath out in a steady release. She forced her cheeks upward, trying to give a smile, but it certainly didn’t feel like one. Her fists clenched tightly at her sides.

“No, Esther,” she replied calmly, leaning back out of her doorway with slow ease. “Perhaps squirrels got into the walls. Now, I really need to get upstairs.”

“I was sure I heard something, though. I really hope it’s not those pesky things,” Esther added, still pressing on. “Anyway, I’ll let you go. I know you’re tired. Oh, and don’t worry, I’ll wait to pay my bill until I see yours.”

Naomi didn’t answer. She stepped inside, shut the door firmly behind her, and locked it with a sharp turn. She took the stairs two at a time, quickly feeling the need to distance herself from whatever that interaction had been.

“I heard something walking upstairs,” she muttered under her breath, mocking Esther’s words. “Nosy old bat. I know she only pretends not to hear anything.”

As she stepped into her apartment, the familiar sound of a meow met her ears. Her orange cat trotted in from the kitchen, its tail high as it weaved around her legs while purring.

She bent and scooped him up, holding him against her chest.

“How’s my little Frank doing?” she asked playfully, her voice relaxing as she carried him into the kitchen.

She set him down on the floor, and he immediately scooted over to his bowl, circling it while crying out. Naomi opened a small can of food, scooped a good portion into his dish, and watched him dive in, devouring it like he hadn’t eaten in days.

He paused a moment, trotted back over to rub against her leg, then quickly returned to his feast, his purring rumbling like a small motor that had suddenly turned on inside him. That was one of the things that had made her choose Frank when she was adopting, his louder-than-usual purring.

Naomi made herself a quick cup of tea, then headed for the living room. She collapsed onto the couch with a heavy exhale, her body sinking into the cushions as her long day finally began to fade from her thoughts.

She took a slow sip, stretched out her legs onto the coffee table in front of her, slipped off her shoes, then closed her eyes.

The apartment was quiet and still, which helped ease her mind and body.

Frank bounded into the room a moment later, leaping onto her with ease, as he had done countless times before. He began rubbing his face against hers. His breath reeked of his food, but Naomi didn’t mind. He curled up on her chest, and she ran her fingers gently through his fur, the soft rhythm of his purrs calming something deep within her.

Then, like a sudden firework going off, Esther’s television erupted from the floor below. The muffled but loud voice of Pat Sajak vibrated through the floorboards. The calm Naomi had barely enjoyed was destroyed.

“Damn it,” she cried, her words coming out in frustration.

She set Frank off to her side, then bolted upright. Naomi pounded her heel into the floor with a loud, deliberate stomp. Her annoyance was too strong to stop her actions. Frank jumped off the couch and walked away, his tail twitching, with an expression that showed he was unimpressed by this interruption.

Almost instantly, a response came from below, as if Esther had been waiting. It was a harsh knocking, sharp and rhythmic, most likely the end of a broomstick tapping the ceiling in a passive-aggressive protest to her stomp.

“Oh, come on,” Naomi growled, dragging a hand down her face. “I have to move out of here or I’m going to lose my mind.”

She fell back onto the couch, but any relief she found moments ago was gone. Her body tensed once more, as her mind spun with chaos and irritation. Her eyes grew distant, in a daze, as memories long past came rushing through unexpectedly. These thoughts were unwelcomed, bringing her only more anxiety and leaving her feeling defeated.

Below her, Esther’s television continued to blare.
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Chapter 3
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“And breathe out,” Mike’s voice came softly from just behind Naomi’s closed eyelids.

Naomi exhaled slowly, emptying her lungs as her shoulders loosened and her tension melted away. Her eyes fluttered open, blinking gently as her thoughts returned to her place on the floor in her friend Michael’s home.

The room she sat in was quiet, tucked away in the back of Michael’s house. She sat cross-legged on a cushioned mat, surrounded by a vast amount of greenery. Scattered plants filled every direction, hanging from ceiling hooks, sitting in pots on floating shelves, some draped across the wood floors. Sitting in this room, Naomi always felt like she needed to speak quietly so as not to disturb the tranquility. Sometimes she liked to believe this space was separate from the reality of the outside world, protected by some invisible bubble, a place only they could occupy.

“I felt like that was a good session today,” Mike said, then drew in a long breath.

He was still seated across from her, leaning back on his hands, one leg stretched out lazily to the side. His clothes matched the feeling of the room, loose and comfortable.

Mike was taller than her at six foot one, with straight sandy blond hair that seemed to reinvent itself almost weekly. Sometimes shaggy, sometimes neatly combed, and once even styled into a short mohawk, or fauxhawk, as he had called it. He had broad shoulders and an athletic build that made him stand out. A handsome man, Naomi would say, and one who clearly knew it. But to her, he never carried himself with ego, only honesty and kindness.

These meditation sessions had started as something casual, just a suggestion, and Naomi had only first entertained the notion out of curiosity. But over time, they had transformed into something more, something she now relied on. They were like a much-needed reset for her, a space where she could finally pull herself from her stress and gather the pieces of herself that had fallen away during the frustrations of everyday life.

“Yeah,” she whispered, her voice trailing as her mind tried to catch up to her place in the conscious world. She stayed quiet for a moment, taking in controlled breaths, wanting to dwell within the peace she felt just a little longer.

She slowly uncrossed her legs, stretching them out in front of her with a mild groan. Her toes curled and wiggled, tingling, as feeling slowly returned to her feet. She watched them with delight as her mind drifted, free from her everyday burdens.

“So, what did your mind show you today?” Mike asked, leaning forward, his voice changing tones, calm but now with concerned curiosity.

“Oh,” she replied, her voice catching as she pulled herself back. “I... I saw them again.”

Mike didn’t speak. He waited for her to elaborate, only nodding his head in recognition.

“I cleared my mind like always,” she continued, her eyes lowered. “But...” Her mouth tightened shut, as if it were fighting her from saying any more.

“Go on. You saw them again, and...?”

“Yeah,” she whispered. Her words seemed to drift in from some far-off place, travelling from the memory she was currently recalling. “I pictured that white space, just like you said. It was quiet, empty... and then they were there. They were standing at a distance. Always the same. Always completely still. Always watching me.” Her throat tightened. “It was like they were waiting. Waiting for me to do something, or say something, but I don’t know what. Still, there weren’t any bad feelings there.”

Naomi gave a long, low sigh as something that had a hold of her returned, something she had been carrying for far too long. She took a moment before answering.

“When I think back to it, it kind of feels like they’re disappointed in me,” she said, barely above a whisper. “Like I’ve let them down.”

She gave her head a small shake, slow and tired, trying to loosen the thoughts before they rooted too deeply and poisoned the rest of her day.

“I just don’t know.”

“This is the second time in a month you’ve seen that,” Mike said gently.

She didn’t respond.

“It’s okay,” he added. “I mean, the key thing to remember is that it’s not really them. It’s not a vision, or a premonition. They’re only memories. Images. Something created by your mind. It’s a message your mind is trying to tell you about yourself. No magic. Nothing spooky or supernatural.” He took in a steady breath. “Maybe it’s time you face what your mind is trying to tell you, Naomi.”

“No.” The word came out unintentionally quick and sharp. She turned to her friend, her eyes concentrating hard on him. “I’m not ready. Not yet.”

“It’s been, what? Five years? Or at least from what you’ve told me. Not that I know any of the details, though,” Mike said, his words friendly, not intended as a push, but simply as a truth or guide. “Don’t you think you’ve carried this alone for long enough. Maybe it’s time to settle it, put it to rest, so you can rest.”

Her body rose and fell with a quick breath.

“I know you mean well, Mike... but I can’t. I’m just not there yet. Almost. I promise.” She nodded with certainty, her voice trembling slightly as she spoke.

“When, though? How long do you plan to keep this going?” he asked, staring at her carefully as if trying to read her thoughts.

“I don’t know,” she murmured, wanting to push those thoughts away and stop this conversation. “I’m just not in a good spot in my life right now. I’m afraid adding those problems to the ones I already have will be too much for me. And... I don’t know if anyone would understand what I went through, or even who I was back then. I don’t want anyone to change their opinions of me because of who I used to be.”

Mike rose from his mat and extended a hand toward her. He knew when to quit his push on the subject, and he always did when he saw she was getting too upset. She respected him for this, he knew his boundaries, so she never blamed him for trying, knowing he meant well and was only looking out for her well-being.

“Well then, a cup of tea?” he asked with a small smile, letting it all go.

Naomi reached up and took his hand. He pulled her to her feet with ease.

“Yeah... that sounds good.”

The two of them walked down the hall toward Mike’s kitchen. Naomi took a seat at the kitchen table while Mike busied himself, filling the kettle, choosing two mismatched cups, and preparing the tea.

Naomi stared out the sliding glass doors that led to the patio, her gaze drifting toward the garden that took up half the backyard. Her eyes scanned over the soft green leaves and rust-coloured clay pots, but her mind was far away. The thoughts she had tried to push down were now fighting back against her, memories that were uninvited.

She didn’t know how long she had been sitting like that, silent and in a daze, until the sharp whistle of the kettle suddenly broke through her thoughts. Her eyes unblurred as she grounded herself once more in the present moment. She was in Mike’s house in Fairmount. In his kitchen. At his table. Not in the city of Castleton.

She looked over at her friend with joy. He had been such a benefit to her life, both his guidance and his friendship.

She had met Mike at Fairmount Hospital where she worked, a chance encounter in the cafeteria, where he had warned her to stay away from the bran muffins while they waited in line to pay, claiming they were “basically the texture of sand.” They had shared a table that day, and almost instantly it had clicked between them.

“So what’s got you stressed lately?” Mike asked as he set a cup of tea in front of her and took his seat across the table.

“The usual. Mrs. Camden... and, of course, my neighbour from hell,” Naomi said, wrapping her hands around the warm cup. She lifted it slowly, the rising steam easing her tension as she blew gently across its surface. The warmth of the tea grounded her, slowly quieting her intrusive thoughts.

“Mrs. Camden is the older lady you check in on, correct? Helen?” Mike asked, leaning his arms onto the table.

Naomi nodded.

“Yeah. She’s so alone in life. And she shouldn’t be. She has two kids that she misses horribly. But they treat her like she’s some relic that only matters when they need something.”

Naomi glanced over to Mike, knowing him well enough to expect a response.

“Well... there are always more sides to every story, I guess. But yeah, that does sound awful.”

Naomi sighed, setting her cup down gently as she mulled over her ordeals, which swam and darted around her head like fish in a bowl.

“I just wish I could do more. I’ve tried reaching out to her kids, but they just brush me off. Her son tells me it’s none of my business, and Iris, her daughter, is always too busy with her family.” She leaned back in her chair, her eyes drifting briefly toward the garden outside the window again. “And maybe they are too busy. I get that. Life happens. But Helen just sits there alone all day, in that chair by the window. Just... watching. Like she’s waiting for something to change.”

Mike watched her quietly before saying, “Maybe she needs a hobby? Something to occupy her time.”

“I’ve tried. Trust me. I’ve also tried to get her out. You know, go for walks, small things. But she won’t go. Says the world’s too fast now. That she doesn’t belong in it anymore.”

“So she refuses?” he asked gently, already knowing the answer.

Naomi gave a small smirk. “She’s a stubborn woman.”

“Sounds like someone else I know,” Mike said, grinning at her mischievously.

She squinted her eyes at him playfully.

He gave an open-mouthed
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