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CHAPTER 1
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Opening

This is what I pieced together later, from Elena's account, the maintenance logs, and what the pool itself had left behind, in the weeks after I stopped being able to pretend it was a straightforward drowning.

Rachel Montgomery swam every morning without fail, but that night was different. The argument still sat in her chest, unresolved (I know this from Elena, who had worked that house long enough to feel the weather of it), and the pool was the one place where the pressure of it had ever been manageable. She kept a small notebook by the lounge chair, water-stained at the corners, where she logged her times the way she had in college, splits and lap counts in handwriting nobody else ever read. It was a habit Brandon found faintly ridiculous, something he'd teased her about more than once at dinner parties, in front of people, like it was a story about her rather than something that belonged to her.

I know what happened next from the geometry of it, from the ME report, the marks on her feet, and the specific depth of the deep end, and what a swimmer who knew that pool would have done when she found herself being held under. Her feet went for the bottom, for the drain housing and the rough grout, because that was where the leverage was, because the body remembered ten thousand mornings even when the mind was running out of time. She pushed. Whatever was above her held. She pushed again and was dragged back before she could find purchase. The warm water her killer had taken care to heat above normal wrapped around her like something patient.

Then the pool went still.

I don’t know what she thought at the end. I’ve tried not to, and I’ve tried not to stop thinking about it. What I know is that the notebook was on the lounge chair. Nobody moved it before the scene was released. She hadn’t finished logging her laps.

I didn't know any of this yet. I was across the city, in an apartment that had gone small around me, watching the rain.

◆

Something made me go still at the window, a beat before I could have said why.

A man stood across the street, hood up, shoulders against a lamppost, a cigarette burning down between two fingers. For a second, something in me went quietly alert, not quite suspicion, more like a held breath I hadn't decided to take. I watched. The feeling was faint and distant, nothing like his posture at all: loose, unhurried, bored. I let it go. Just another Uptown ghost, in a neighborhood built for them.

Behind me, a gray cat with one notched ear lifted his head off the back of the couch, glanced toward the window like he'd felt the same beat of attention I had, found nothing worth the effort, and went back to watching the muted morning news. Leo had wandered in off the fire escape eight months ago, thin and unbothered. He never left, the way some things in my life arrived without an invitation and stayed without one either. I kept the television on for him most days, low volume, whatever happened to be playing. Leo watched it the way people watched things they actually understood, head tracking pans across the screen, ears flicking at sudden sound. I'd long since stopped finding that strange.

I grabbed my jacket off the hook. The apartment had gone small around me, the way it sometimes did, and there was only one cure for that.

Rain met me on the sidewalk, fine and cold, soaking through before you noticed it. Uptown moved around me in its usual rhythm. Commuters with their hoods up. A dog straining against its leash. A bus grinding too close to the curb, throwing spray over a man who didn't bother to step back. Brick buildings stood shoulder to shoulder with cafés and storefronts nobody had repainted in years, neon signs flickering against the daylight like they'd forgotten what time it was. It was a neighborhood that had decided, collectively and without much discussion, that everyone got to be whoever they said they were and nobody owed an explanation for it. An old hippie strain still running under the newer money that had moved in around the lakes. I'd built a career on exactly that indifference. Nobody here clocked a man who kept odd hours, or asked too many quiet questions of strangers, or carried himself like he was listening for something nobody else could hear. I'd learned to like that about it.

There was something underneath all of it, too. There always was. A room full of strangers came with a temperature, the way a kitchen came with a smell. A street full of them was no different, just thinner, more spread out. That morning Uptown ran low and gray, matching the sky: a hundred small frustrations and a handful of worries, none of them mine, none of them worth chasing. I'd stopped noticing it as noticing, the same way a person stopped hearing their own refrigerator hum.

The diner wasn't far. I told myself it was the coffee.

The diner was a relic of a different time, its chrome edges dulled by years of wear. A laminated menu had been taped to the door for as long as I'd been coming here, the corners curling, the prices at least three years out of date. Nobody had gotten around to fixing it. The bell above the door jingled as I stepped inside, the warmth and smell of grease washing over me, bacon mostly, with the underlayer of burnt coffee that never quite left a place like this no matter how many times they cleaned the pot. Jessica stood behind the counter, her red uniform apron tied tight at the waist, a pen tucked behind one ear that she never seemed to use. She glanced up, her smile lighting the space for an instant before something darker clouded her expression. She nodded toward me, a silent acknowledgment, and went back to pouring coffee for a customer two stools down, an older man in a Twins cap who came in most mornings and never said much to anyone.

I slid into my usual booth near the windows, where the glass had fogged from the warmth inside. The vinyl seat was cracked along one seam, had been for a year now, patched with a strip of silver tape starting to peel at one corner. Jessica approached with a mug and the pot in hand, her steps quick but careful, like she was carrying something close to the brim.

"Morning, Benton," she said, her voice soft but steady. Only she used my first name.

"Morning," I said, watching her pour.

Her smile arrived too fast and left faster, a performed thing rather than a felt one. That alone would have told me something, even without the rest of it: the careful way she held the pot, the half-second too long she lingered before speaking. But there was a rest of it. Fear, sitting just under the surface, the particular fear I'd learned to recognize the way you'd recognize a draft from a window you couldn't see. Not sharp, not immediate. Chronic. The kind a person carried so long it stopped feeling like fear and started feeling like weather.

I couldn't have said what it was about. I never could, not from a feeling alone. With most people, the flicker ended there, gone by the time they'd finished a sentence.

With Jessica, it never quite ended. It hung around me after she'd walked away, the way a smell stayed in a jacket. I'd told myself for months it was just attention: I watched her more carefully because I liked her, because I worried about her, so I noticed more. But I'd learned, slowly and without much choice in the matter, that it ran the other way too. The things I already worried about came through louder than they should, sharper, more urgent, whether or not they deserved to be. I couldn't always tell which version I was getting. Whether what I felt from Jessica was the size of her fear, or the size of my own.

"Busy today?" she asked, glancing toward the door, then back to me.

"Not yet," I said. "You?"

She hesitated, her hand tightening around the pot's handle. "Same as always," she said, lightly, but it didn't land light. She turned and went back to the counter before I could ask anything else.

I sipped my coffee, the bitterness grounding me. I knew the shape of this, even without feeling the shape of it directly. Mark Pratt's shadow, longer some mornings than others. Mark worked nights as security at one of the downtown clubs and spent his days chasing a win at Mystic Lake. I knew his type: always one loss away from losing control. The sleeves Jessica wore a little too long, even in summer, told me the rest. I'd offered to help once. She'd shaken her head, voice clipped. I can handle it.

That was the part the morning's fear couldn't tell me, and the part I hated most about all of it. I could feel, with total certainty, that something was wrong. I couldn't feel what, or how bad, or how close. For that, I had only what anyone would have: a sleeve pulled down too quickly, a laugh that ended a beat before it should have, and months of mornings just like this one.

I sat with the second cup longer than I needed to, the diner running its ordinary Tuesday around me. Jessica came by once more with the pot, topping me off without asking. I watched her moving back down the counter, her steps still careful, still carrying that slightly-too-full quality. I thought about saying something else, then thought about all the times I'd thought about it and hadn't, and decided this morning wasn't the morning to break the pattern. You couldn't push a door open that someone had already decided was staying shut. You had to be standing nearby when they changed their mind.

I left enough on the table for the coffee and a decent tip, pulled my jacket back on, and stepped out into the rain.

◆

The rain followed me home, drumming against the roof and echoing in the narrow stairwell. I shrugged off my jacket, hung it on the hook by the door, and dropped into the worn armchair in the corner, springs groaning under my weight.

Leo lifted his head from the couch cushion, regarded me briefly, and went back to the television. I sat back and let the apartment settle around me, rain working at the windows.

I'd barely gotten my boots off when the phone on the counter buzzed, screen lighting with a familiar name.

I let it ring twice before I got up for it. Old habit: never answer too fast, even for Ty.

"Yeah."

"Hey, it's me." As if I wouldn't have known. Ty always said it anyway, every single call, eleven years running. "You up?"

"I'm always up. Doesn't mean I'm working."

"Yeah, well." A pause, rain on Ty's end too, faint, like he was standing somewhere outdoors with his collar up. "You're gonna want to hear this one."

"I'm not taking cases right now."

"You always say that."

"And I usually mean it."

"Sure." I could hear him shifting, a car door maybe, the particular thunk of someone leaning against a vehicle they weren't planning to get into yet. "Rachel Montgomery. You know the name?"

"Should I?"

"Kenwood money. Husband's in real estate, the big developments, the ones with the billboards. She's dead. Found this morning, in their pool."

Something in the phrase landed somewhere old, a familiar weight I didn't look at directly, the way you didn't look directly at a bright window. I knew what it was. I didn't follow it. It passed before I'd finished hearing the rest of the sentence, and I let it.

"Accident?" I said.

"That's the ruling. Already. This morning."

"That was fast."

"That's what I'm saying." Ty's voice had an edge I'd learned, over a decade of mornings exactly like this one, not to dismiss. "Husband says he was at some fundraiser thing all night, country club, alibi a mile long. Housekeeper found her around six. By nine it's already accidental, case closed, everybody go home." A beat. "Which means the scene gets released today. Tomorrow it's a cleaning crew and a grieving husband, and whatever's in that house stops being evidence and starts being somebody's pool again. If you're going to look, you look now."

"Maybe it was an accident."

"Maybe." Ty didn't sound like he believed it, and didn't sound like he expected me to either. "She swam, Stone. Competitively, in college, kept it up every single morning since. Housekeeper says she never missed a day. You ever hear of somebody like that just drowning in their own backyard?"

"People drown. Even good swimmers. Heart thing, a hit to the head, who knows."

"Sure. Could be." A beat. "Housekeeper also mentioned the towels were off. Wrong spot, wrong fold, whatever, didn't look right to her, and she's been doing that house's laundry for six years. Nobody asked her about it. I said her about it, because I happened to be standing there when the call came in, and I happened to wander over before anyone told me not to. One more thing, since I was already being nosy. She wore one of those fitness watches, the kind that tracks everything, heart rate, sleep, all of it. Housekeeper says she never took it off, swam in it, slept in it. It wasn't on the body. Wasn't in the house, far as anyone looked, which wasn't far, because nobody was looking. A woman who wore a thing every minute of every day, and the one morning it matters, it's gone."

I closed my eyes a second, weighing it. A drowning ruled accidental in under three hours, a husband with an alibi that sounded rehearsed even secondhand, and a detail no official had bothered to chase. None of it was much. All of it together was what kept Ty up at night, and over the years I'd learned that those instincts were worth more than most people's certainty.

"Where do I come in?" I said. Not really a question anymore.

"Family's got money, which means lawyers, which means everybody on my side starts moving real careful real fast. I push too hard on a closed case with no evidence, I'm the guy harassing a grieving widower. You poke around, you're just a guy poking around."

"Comforting."

"Hey, you wanted the job description up front." I could hear the almost-smile in it. "Her parents are gonna want somebody looking into this too, once it sinks in. Might as well be you before it's somebody worse."

"Kenwood," I said. "Where."

Ty gave me the address. A street name that told you what kind of neighborhood it was before you ever saw it. "Hour from now work?"

"Make it forty-five. I want to get there before the lawyers do."

"Atta boy." The line went dead before I could say anything else, which was also exactly like Ty.

I put the phone down and sat a moment, listening to the rain. Leo had relocated to the kitchen counter at some point, sitting near the edge with the focused patience of a cat who understood that things eventually happened near counters. I stood, pulled my jacket back off the hook, and checked my pockets out of habit: keys, phone, notebook, the small recorder I'd started carrying for interviews after one too many conversations that mattered and no clean notes afterward. Everything was where it was supposed to be.

I looked at Leo. "Don't let anyone in," I said.

Leo flicked one ear, which I took as agreement, and watched me go.
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CHAPTER 2
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Three Interviews

◆

The kitchen looked built for a magazine spread: steel, marble, recessed lighting, nothing out of place except the woman sitting at the far end of the table. Elena Martinez had her hands knotted together in her lap, knuckles pale, a grip that looked like the only thing holding the rest of her together. Somewhere behind her, a coffee maker hissed through its cycle, and nobody moved to claim the cup it was filling. A uniformed officer had been through here that morning. I could tell from the careful way a chair had been pushed back in from the table, not quite matching the others, a small disturbance nobody but a housekeeper would ever notice.

I sat across from her, leaving space between us.

“I’m not here to accuse you,” I said. “I’m here to understand.”

Her gaze flicked toward the door, then settled somewhere near my collar. “I told the police everything.”

“You told them what you saw.” I kept my voice even. “Not what you felt. That’s different.”

Her head came up fast, like the question had jarred something loose. She didn’t answer right away, just studied me, like she was trying to work out whether that was a trick question or an honest one.

“You found her,” I said, when she still hadn’t spoken.

“Yes.”

“Walk me through it. When did you come in?”

Her fingers found the hem of her apron and started working it. “Early. Earlier than usual, actually. The heating system’s tied to the pool controls, and there was an alert on the panel by the back door. A fault code, little on its own. I thought I’d fix it before anyone noticed, before Mr. Montgomery got up and started asking why the display was blinking.”

“And when you got to the pool?”

Her breath caught somewhere in the middle of a word. “She was floating. Face down, near the deep end, by the wall. I called for help, but...” The sentence didn’t finish. It didn’t need to.

Whatever Elena had been carrying since that morning hadn’t gone anywhere. It arrived a beat late, the way a smell sometimes did, after she’d already stopped talking: something heavy and grief-shaped, settling into the space between us like it had been waiting for an opening.

“You did everything you could,” I said.

Her eyes searched my face. For what, I couldn’t have said. Permission, maybe.

“I should’ve checked earlier,” she said.

That one came through clean, no delay this time, a cold weight low in my stomach that had nothing to do with anything I’d eaten. I let it sit a moment before I spoke again.

“Elena. This wasn’t your fault.”

Her shoulders dropped, but the weight in me didn’t lift. It rarely did, not right away.

“Was there anything out of place?” I said.

“No.” Too fast. Too flat. Already packaged.

“You noticed something.”

“I clean this house every day, Mr. Stone. I know where everything goes.” She said it almost defensively, like noticing was the same thing as being responsible for what she’d noticed. Her hands stopped moving. She looked down at the table like the answer might be written there.

“That’s not a no,” I said, gently.

A long pause. The coffee maker finished its cycle and clicked off, and the silence afterward seemed louder for it.

“They argued sometimes,” she said, quietly.

“Who?”

“Mr. Brandon and Mrs. Rachel.”

“About what?”

“I don’t know. It wasn’t loud. Just... tense. You could feel it in the air, the way you can tell when somebody’s been crying even after they’ve stopped.”

I let the silence stretch. People filled silences with things they hadn’t meant to say, if you gave them enough room.

“There was a woman here,” Elena said, so quiet I almost missed it. “After the fundraiser. Late.” She hesitated. “Close to midnight, I think. Maybe later, I don’t really know, I was tired by then, I’d already put the kitchen back together, and I was about ready to head out myself.” Her fingers found the apron again, faster now. “She seemed angry. Slammed the car door hard enough I heard it from the kitchen window.”

“Did you get a look at her? Hair, build, anything.”

“It was dark, and I wasn’t exactly trying to get a good look. No, I just remember the door. The sound of it.” She shook her head, frustrated with herself. “I’m sorry. I wish I’d paid more attention.”

“Did Mrs. Montgomery see her?”

“I don’t know.” Something in Elena’s voice thinned out, grief and fear running together until I couldn’t have separated them. “But she didn’t trust Mr. Montgomery. I could see it.”

“What made you think that?”

“She didn’t say anything.” Elena’s eyes went to the door again, like she expected someone to be standing in it. “Just the way she looked at him sometimes. Like she was waiting for something to happen.”

“You’re safe here, Elena,” I said.

She didn’t answer that. She stood, smoothing her apron down with both hands, the motion too brisk to be casual. “I have to get back to work.”

I let her go. I stayed at the table a moment longer, the weight of the last twenty minutes settling into me slowly, like the cold settled into a house with the heat off. Through the windows, the pool sat flat and bright under its glass roof, too clean for what had happened in it. I'd learn later exactly what clean had cost, and who had paid for it.

A woman, angry, late at night, a slammed car door. Somewhere on this property, in a system Brandon Montgomery had paid a lot of money for, that car had probably been on camera.

I’d need to find out if it was, if not, why it wasn’t.

◆

I sat in my car outside the Montgomery estate for a moment before starting the engine. The neighborhood had the quiet that cost money to maintain, no ambient noise except rain on the roof and the distant hush of a car somewhere on the parkway. I put Elena's account in order in my head. A woman, angry, close to midnight. A car door loud enough to carry. Nobody in the official account had mentioned a visitor at that hour because nobody official had asked. I wrote three lines in my notebook and looked at them for a second, then started the car.

The Walsh house sat between two brighter ones, paint peeling at the eaves, a porch light that buzzed more than it shone in the overcast sky. A garden gnome had tipped over in the flower bed, and nobody had righted it, a small neglect that told you a household had stopped having room in it for small things. I knocked and waited, rain starting to needle the back of my neck.

The door opened on its chain first, then the rest of the way. Thomas Walsh looked like a man who’d aged five years in two days, his face gone still and wrecked at the same time, the first wave already past.

“Mr. Stone. I presume.” He stepped back, holding the door. “Detective Johnson said you’d come by.”

Inside, the house smelled like lavender and a dinner nobody had eaten, something with onions, gone cold on the stove from the smell of it. Margaret Walsh sat on the couch, a tissue twisted to shreds in her hands, long past useful. A second tissue box sat half-empty on the coffee table next to a stack of mail nobody had opened. She looked up, her eyes red-rimmed but sharp, taking me in.

“We’re sorry to bring you into this,” she said. “But we don’t know how these things work for real.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” I said, taking the chair across from her.

Thomas didn’t sit. He stood with his arms crossed, and whatever was under that stillness wasn’t grief exactly, or not only grief. It ran lower and steadier, banked rather than burning, anger that had been sitting still long enough to go cold without going out.

“The police don’t care,” Thomas said. “They’ve already decided it was an accident. They don’t care what makes sense and what doesn’t.”

“That’s part of why I’m here,” I said.

Margaret’s hands tightened on the tissue. “Rachel grew up swimming. She was careful in the water, strong. She didn’t just fall in. That’s not who she was.”

“And Brandon?”

Something shifted in Margaret, fast, the grief giving ground to something with edges. “He didn’t call us. We found out from the police.”

“He’s been keeping her from us for months,” Thomas said. “Always an excuse. Always too busy.”

Margaret’s gaze drifted to a photograph on the mantle, Rachel at maybe twenty-five, laughing at something out of frame. “She wasn’t happy. I could see it, the last time we talked. She didn’t say it, but a mother knows.”

“Did she say anything specific? About being afraid of Brandon?”

“No.” Margaret shook her head, then seemed to reconsider, the way people did when a question made them actually think back instead of react. “No, she was careful. Always so careful, even as a little girl, she’d think a thing through three times before she said it out loud. I think she was afraid, though. Something had changed in her. She wasn’t herself, these last few months.”

“Changed how?”

“Quieter. She used to call to talk, nothing, really, just to hear our voices. Then it got to where she only called when there was a reason.” Margaret’s voice caught. “I should have asked more questions. I told myself I was respecting her privacy. Maybe I didn’t want to know.”

Thomas crossed to the mantle and picked up the photograph, his hands not quite steady. “She called me a few weeks ago. Out of nowhere. Said she needed to update her will.” He set it back down, careful, like it might break. “She sounded resigned. Like she’d already decided something.”

“Did she say what, exactly?”

“No. Just that it was important, she wouldn’t explain.”

“She was trying to protect herself,” Margaret said, and her voice cracked on the last word.

“I’ll do what I can,” I said. “I’ll need anything she left behind. Emails, texts, anything she said about Brandon, or anyone else.”

Something in Margaret loosened, just slightly, relief threading through the grief for a moment before the grief closed back over it. She got up, crossed to a small desk by the window, and came back with a folder, holding it out with both hands like it weighed more than paper should.

Thomas’s arms came down from across his chest. “We’ll give you whatever you need.”

I took the folder. At the door, Margaret touched my arm, and for a second the fear in her came through plain and unguarded, no grief left to soften it.

“Be careful,” she said. “Brandon doesn’t like people asking questions.”

“I won’t be careless,” I said, which wasn’t quite the same promise, and we both seemed to know it.

Outside, the porch light still buzzing in the gray afternoon, the sky low enough that it had earned it. I stood on the steps a moment, the folder under my arm, the cold finding the gap between my collar and my neck.

The residue of the last two hours was settling into me the way cold settled in, not all at once. Elena’s guilt, Margaret’s fear, Thomas’s low-banked anger. None of it was mine, and all of it had somewhere to go, and the somewhere was me, temporarily, which was the part of this work nobody warned you about. I’d never found a clean way to describe it. I stood in the rain a moment longer than I needed to, not quite ready to get in the car yet, letting the cold do the work the cold was useful for.

Margaret’s face at the door. The way the fear had come through plain and unguarded when she’d touched my arm. I thought about telling her something more reassuring and decided I was glad I hadn’t. You couldn’t promise people things you didn’t know how to keep.

Somewhere in the folder was probably the start of an answer to a question nobody official was asking: why a woman who didn’t trust her husband would call her father about her will, and sound resigned about it, weeks before she drowned in her own pool.

I’d start there.

◆

The study had the look of a room built to be photographed: leather-bound books in rows too even to have been read, a desk the size of a door, chairs that looked expensive and sat like a punishment. A decanter of something amber sat on a side table, untouched, a prop meant to suggest a man who drank scotch rather than one who actually did. Brandon Montgomery rose as I came in, moving like a man who’d rehearsed the gesture until it looked unrehearsed.

“Mr. Stone.” His hand came out, his voice pitched low and warm. “I understand you’re looking into my wife’s accident.”

I took the hand. The grip was firm, unremarkable, and underneath it came something controlled and sorrowful, turned down low, like a tap left dripping on purpose.

“Appreciate you making the time,” I said, taking the chair across from the desk. It was, as advertised, uncomfortable.

Brandon gestured needlessly, since I'd already sat, and lowered himself back down, folding his hands on the desk in a pose that looked practiced for a different kind of meeting entirely, a boardroom, maybe, or a deposition. “This must be difficult for you, too, in its way. The whole situation.”

“When was the last time you saw your wife?”

“Before I left for the fundraiser. She was by the pool, reading. That was her routine, evenings.” Brandon’s eyes flicked, just slightly, somewhere past my shoulder. “She liked to unwind out there.”

“Did she seem upset about anything?”

“No.” A beat too quick. “Why do you ask?”

“Routine only tells you something if it’s actually routine,” I said. “Sometimes it isn’t.”

Brandon’s chair creaked as he leaned back, and something sharper moved underneath for a moment before it smoothed itself away, fast, like a hand smoothing a sheet. “She was relaxed. She kissed me goodbye.”

I let that sit. Brandon didn’t fill the silence, didn’t fidget, didn’t do any of the small things people did when a quiet room made them nervous. He just waited, comfortable, like he’d done this before.

“When did you get home?”

“After midnight. The fundraiser ran late.”

“Did you check on her?”

“I didn’t want to wake her.” Brandon’s hand moved an inch and stilled. “She usually went to bed early.”

Underneath the words, something small and guilty surfaced and sank again, quick, and I felt the shape of it land somewhere low in my gut before I could decide whether it meant anything.

“Did you notice anything unusual when you got in?”

“No.”

My eyes went to the desk. A framed photo of Rachel sat angled toward the visitor’s chair, her smile bright in a way that looked chosen rather than caught.

“You didn’t check the pool.”

“Why would I?” Brandon’s jaw set.

“Did Rachel ever mention feeling uneasy? About anything. Anyone.”

Brandon’s shoulders came up, and for a moment the careful warmth dropped away entirely. “Are you asking if my wife was afraid of me?”

“I’m asking if she was afraid of anything,” I said.

The anger that came off Brandon was fast and hot, gone almost as soon as it arrived, the mask back in place before I'd finished processing it. “I loved her,” Brandon said, and there was something wrong in it. Not the words. The words were fine. A half-beat off, like a chord that resolved to the wrong note and then corrected itself too smoothly to have been an accident.

“Did she have any conflicts? Friends, family, anyone.”

“Rachel was selective.” The warmth came back, easy. “She didn’t let people in. I admired that about her.”

“She talk about her parents?”

“She loved them. They didn’t always see eye to eye, that’s all. They never really understood our life.”

“Did they approve of you?”

Brandon’s hands flattened on the desk, and the anger surfaced again, just as briefly. “They didn’t need to. Rachel did.”

“One more thing,” I said, standing, then not quite leaving. I let myself enjoy the cliché a little. It worked because it was true: the easy questions softened people up for the one that mattered. “Any idea where her fitness tracker is? The watch.”

Brandon’s brow creased, a beat too slow, like a man recalculating something rather than remembering it. “No. Why?”

“It wasn’t on her. Wasn’t in the house, far as anyone’s found.” I said.

“I didn’t realize it was missing.” Brandon’s hands stayed flat on the desk, very still. That stillness took effort. “She wore it every day. Even to bed, sometimes, which used to drive me a little crazy, honestly. The light from it.”

“Thanks for your time,” I said.

Brandon stood with me, smooth again, every edge back in place. “If there’s anything else, you know where to find me.”

I walked out through the hall, the study door closing behind me with a sound too soft to be a slam and too deliberate to be anything else. The grief had been real. The guilt under it had been realer, and stronger, and by the time I reached the car I’d already done the thing I’d spent years teaching myself not to do. I’d let the size of a feeling stand in for the shape of a fact.

Because the guilt was big, I made it the whole story. A man who felt that much had done something, and a man who’d done something to a wife who swam had done it in the pool, and the rest was just finding the how. It held together. It was wrong, but it held together, the way a wrong thing does right up until the piece that doesn’t fit. I wouldn’t find that piece for weeks. I’d spend a good part of that time pointed at the wrong man, certain, and the certainty was the problem, because it came with the particular authority of something felt rather than something known, and I had never learned to argue with that.

There was a simpler thing I missed, too, and it had nothing to do with what I felt. He’d told me he came home after midnight and didn’t check on her because he didn’t want to wake her. He’d told me, a few minutes later, that she wore the watch to bed, that the light of it used to keep him up. Both of those things could not be
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