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Chapter One: The Man Who Started Smiling Again

Margaret Doyle had spent thirty years learning to read a room, and the thing she noticed first about Frank Hollis, in the six weeks before he died, was that he had started smiling at nothing.

Not the ordinary contentment of a man settling into Beacon Point — she knew that look, had watched a dozen new arrivals grow into it slowly, like a coat that needed breaking in. This was different. Frank smiled at his phone in the mail queue. He excused himself from bowls to take calls he never explained. He bought a new jumper, then a second, then had his hair cut in the city rather than at Denise’s in the village — a defection Denise apparently took harder than the harbour bridge toll debate, and mentioned to at least four residents before Margaret heard of it herself — and when Margaret asked, gently, whether there was someone, he had gone the pink of a seventy-four-year-old man caught out being happy, and said only, “Early days. I’ll tell you when there’s something to tell.”

There never was anything to tell, in the end. Six weeks after that smile began, Frank Hollis was found dead in his armchair with an empty sleeping-tablet packet on the side table and no note, and the file that landed on Detective Senior Sergeant Rangi Walker’s desk said, in the flat language such files use, apparent self-harm, no suspicious circumstances.

Margaret did not believe it for one single minute, and she was not, this time, alone in that.

She had come to Beacon Point eleven years ago as a resident rather than a professional, and had spent most of that decade faintly appalled by how little the transition changed her. People still came to her kitchen table with the things they couldn’t say to a doctor or a daughter. She still noticed, in a crowded clubhouse, which chair a person had chosen because it let them watch the door. Retirement, it turned out, did not switch off thirty years of training; it only removed the desk, the caseload, the official permission to ask the questions that training had taught her to ask. She asked them anyway, now, as a neighbour rather than a social worker, which she had come to think was very often the better version of the job.

Frank Hollis’s death sat wrong in the one place that training lived. She had sat with genuine despair often enough to know its shape, and what she remembered of Frank — right up to the final week, when he had gone tight and frightened in a way she’d put down, wrongly, to the ordinary anxieties of a new romance — did not fit it. A man does not plan a tomato garden for a stranger and then, within days, decide the whole of his life is not worth continuing. Something else had happened to Frank Hollis in that last week, and Margaret intended to find out what.




Chapter Two: What Doesn’t Add Up

“He’d started a vegetable garden,” Valerie Ahern said, standing at the edge of the small plot Frank had marked out behind Unit 31 with string and four wooden stakes, none of which had ever seen a seedling. “Six weeks ago. He told me he was growing tomatoes for a woman who loved them and had never had a proper garden of her own. He was so pleased with himself, Margaret. Men don’t plan tomato gardens for a woman and then decide, out of nowhere, to stop existing.”

“He’d been so careful, too,” Valerie added, half-turning back toward the empty stakes. “Just a few weeks before, he went to one of those online-safety talks in the clubhouse — the free one, the nice young man who does the rounds of the villages. Frank came back saying it was the most reassuring hour he’d spent all year, that nothing could catch him out now he knew what to look for.” She shook her head slowly. “I keep turning that over. The very thing that was meant to protect him.”

Valerie had become, since Gerald Finch’s death the year before, someone Margaret sought out rather than merely looked in on — a friendship finding its own shape, a year in. It was Valerie, this time, who had noticed the garden. It was Valerie who noticed most things now that involved loneliness; she had, after all, become something of an expert in her own.

“The police say he’d been unwell,” Margaret said. “Isolated. That the happiness was mania, or a symptom of something building.”

“Do you believe that?”

“No,” Margaret said. “I’ve counselled people in real crisis, Valerie. I know what it looks like from the inside, and it does not look like a man buying garden stakes for a future he was building with someone. Does that look like a man planning to leave? It looks to me like a man planning to stay — for somebody.”

They stood together a moment in the small, useless garden, and Margaret found herself thinking — not for the first time, and with a discomfort she didn’t examine too closely — that Valerie Ahern had a gift for this work that the committee had not yet properly used.

It was not a skill Valerie had asked for. A year of widowhood had simply left her fluent in a language most of Beacon Point still spoke only haltingly — the arithmetic of an empty second chair at the table, how unbearably long a Tuesday could feel when there was no one who needed telling how it had gone. She recognised that arithmetic in other people now almost before they recognised it in themselves, and Frank Hollis, she realised with a small cold lurch, had been doing the same sums for the better part of a year before whoever “Elena” was ever sent him a first message.

“He used to eat at the communal table on Thursdays,” Valerie said, half to herself. “Every week, without fail, for the company. He stopped, about two months ago. I thought at the time it meant he was doing better. I wonder now if it meant something had already started finding him.”

“You notice these things now more than anyone on this committee, Valerie,” Margaret said. “I don’t think that’s an accident.”

“It’s not a skill I applied for,” Valerie said. “If they handed out badges for it, I’d have declined mine and asked for the raffle prize instead.”

Later that week, Margaret walked the length of the Crescent slowly — an old professional habit, building a picture of a neighbourhood instead of simply passing through it — past the noticeboard with its curling ferry timetable to the city and its far more popular timetable for the Tuesday shuttle to the Kōwhai Bay wharf, and found herself doing an accounting she had never formally done in eleven years of living there. Beacon Point housed one hundred and forty residents. She could name, without much effort, perhaps thirty who had someone visiting regularly — children, grandchildren, old friends still living. The rest managed, mostly well, on a diet of clubhouse mornings, committee business, and the fragile courage it takes to keep making conversation with people who are not, quite, family.

It was not a village of unhappy people. It was, she now saw clearly, a village of a great many unopened doors — and somewhere out there, she was increasingly certain, somebody had made a business of learning which doors those were.




Chapter Three: A Very Reasonable Man

Margaret had, in fact, sat through one of the workshops herself, back in early autumn, months before any of this had a name.

She had gone for Edna Pearce, who wanted company and a lift, and had taken the seat nearest the door out of old professional habit — the one that let her watch a room instead of simply sitting in it. Trent Castellano was already there when they arrived, crouched behind a projector that refused, on its first two attempts, to find the laptop at all.

“Give it a moment,” he said, to nobody and everybody, without looking up. “It does this. I keep meaning to buy a newer one and keep finding better uses for the money.” He got a laugh out of that before the picture had even connected, which Margaret noted the way she noted most things — filed, not yet placed.

He was perhaps forty, unhurried, dressed like a man who understood that nobody trusts a stranger in an expensive jacket. When the projector finally settled he thanked the room for its patience as though they’d done him a personal favour, called them “friends” within the first five minutes, and somehow made the word sound earned rather than presumed.

“I’m not here to frighten anyone,” he said. “I’m here because my gran very nearly lost her house to a man on the phone pretending to be a courier company, and the only reason she didn’t was that my aunty happened to be visiting that afternoon and thought to ask a second question. Most people don’t have an aunty in the room. That’s the whole job, really — being the second question, for people who don’t have one handy.”

Bill Ferris, three chairs along from Margaret, made a small sound that wasn’t quite a laugh, and Trent looked over at him with the look of a man filing something away for later rather than embarrassing him on the spot.

He was good at it — that was the part Margaret kept returning to, going back over the afternoon in her mind. Genuinely good. He walked them through three real scam emails, line by line, showing which word choice or misplaced logo gave each one away, laughing at his own jokes just enough to make the room comfortable laughing at them too. When Bill admitted, red-faced, that he’d nearly wired four hundred dollars to a grandson who’d turned out to be perfectly safe in Rotorua, Trent didn’t let the laughter run a moment past its welcome.

“That’s the only reason any of us are in this room,” he said, and the warmth in it seemed to cost him nothing at all. “Because Bill was brave enough to tell us he nearly got it wrong. Most people never do. Most people carry it alone for the rest of their lives and call it a lesson learned, instead of calling it what it actually is — a very good and very
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