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The dead seldom tell tales.

Fortunately, the living rarely know when to stop talking.
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Chapter One

[image: ]


The Murder That Makes No Sense

The portraits were the first thing Alan P. Smith noticed about the Stuart estate, which told him something about the portraits and something about himself and nothing particularly useful about the situation he had been summoned to address.

They lined the upstairs corridor in the manner of portraits that have been hanging in the same positions for a very long time and have developed strong opinions about it — oil on canvas, heavy frames, the accumulated Stuart lineage arranged in chronological sequence from the far end toward the staircase as though the family were making a slow march toward the present day and had not yet arrived. Each face wore a variation of the same expression: the particular satisfaction of a person who knows something about you that you haven't told anyone. Alan walked past seven of them on his way from his guest room to the staircase and felt, by the seventh, that he had been assessed and found adequately interesting.

He had been at the estate since Friday evening. It was now Saturday morning, and the message that had arrived under his door at approximately half past eight — delivered, he assumed, by Hawkins, whose approach to written communication appeared to mirror his approach to spoken communication in that both were technically functional and practically bewildering — had said, in three lines of uneven script, that he was wanted in the sitting room, that the matter was urgent, and that there was tea.

The tea had been the most legible part.

He descended the staircase into the entrance hall, which smelled of old wood, beeswax, and the particular quality of air that belongs to houses that have been absorbing events for a hundred and fifty years and have developed a certain composure about it. The furnishings were Victorian throughout — heavy, watchful, committed to the proposition that a room should communicate its seriousness through its specific gravity. Side tables bore things that had no obvious function except to confirm the existence of the side tables. A long-case clock in the hall marked the time with the measured authority of a clock that has been correct for decades and finds the achievement unremarkable.

Alan arrived at the sitting room door. He paused for a moment — the pause of a man who has developed the habit, over many years, of taking the last available second of not-knowing before the knowing begins. Then he opened the door.



There were six of them, arranged in the sitting room's high-backed Victorian chairs with the stiff, distributed spacing of people who have arrived at a shared location through entirely separate routes and have not yet negotiated the question of how close to sit to one another. The room was heavy with a silence that had the particular quality of silences that have been maintained for some time on a specific subject — the enforced quiet of people who have all been not-speaking about the same thing, which is different from ordinary quiet in the way that held breath is different from breathing.

Alan stood in the doorway and looked at them. He did this for a moment longer than was strictly necessary, because the first look at a room full of people is the one that tells you the most. After that, everyone has had time to adjust.

Stephanie Stuart sat in the chair nearest the fireplace — the chair that was neither the most prominent in the room nor the most peripheral, which Alan noted as the choice of a woman who had decided precisely how much she wanted to be seen and had positioned herself accordingly. Her posture was correct to a degree that suggested effort. Her hands were folded in her lap. She was wearing the particular composure of a woman who has decided that composure is the last weapon available to her and intends to keep it cleaned and loaded.

Alan had known those hands for eleven years. He looked at them for a fraction of a second longer than he looked at anything else in the room, which he was reasonably confident nobody noticed, and moved his attention on.

Richard occupied the chair closest to the fireplace on the other side — not the chair nearest the fire, which he would have preferred, but near enough to it that he could stand with his back to it if standing became necessary, and it was already clear from the quality of Richard's stillness that standing was going to become necessary at some point. He was a large man whose theatrical instincts were so thoroughly integrated into his physical person that his neutral expression was already the expression of a man awaiting a cue. He had the quality of an actor between scenes who has not quite stepped out of the character — watchful, slightly too aware of the architecture of the room and his position within it.

Sidney was in the chair facing the door. She had the kind of face that people described as beautiful with the specific emphasis that meant they had run out of other language — a face whose primary quality was its capacity for stillness. She was not doing anything with her expression in the way that most people in a difficult situation do things with their expressions. She was simply present, her hands around a cup of tea she had apparently made for herself at some point, her eyes moving through the room with a slow, unhurried inventory that was nothing like the anxious scanning of the others and everything like something else that Alan could not yet name precisely.

He filed her separately from the others and moved on.

Max was in the corner chair, which was the chair farthest from the door and closest to the wall, which was either coincidence or the physical expression of a preference for walls that Alan suspected was not coincidental. He was a small man of the kind that is not immediately memorable except for the fact that he was sweating, which was memorable because the room was not warm. He had the quality of a man who had been waiting for something to go wrong for so long that the arrival of the specific wrong thing had produced, beneath the anxiety, the faintest ghost of vindication. Alan had seen this quality before in people who had been right about bad things happening for a long time. It was never comfortable to witness.

Hawkins was in the doorway to the kitchen corridor rather than in a chair, which was either a statement about the appropriate boundaries between staff and guests or a practical acknowledgment that the seating had been taken before he arrived. He was the butler — this much was apparent from his coat, his posture, and the glass he was holding in his left hand, which had the amber clarity of something that was not tea. He was leaning against the door frame at an angle that suggested the door frame was doing approximately forty percent of the work required to keep him vertical. He had the eyes of a man who has been having a quietly exceptional morning and has decided that the morning has earned its reward.

Alan came fully into the room. Nobody spoke. The silence absorbed his entrance and resumed its previous configuration, undisturbed.



It was Hawkins who eventually moved. He straightened himself from the door frame to something approaching vertical — a process that involved three distinct stages and a brief moment of negotiation with physics — and said, with the measured solemnity of a man delivering news he has had some time to prepare for: "Mr. Stuart is dead, sir."

He said this clearly and without slurring, which Alan noted as evidence of either professional dedication or the specific quality of sobriety that certain people produce under pressure before the pressure lifts.

"We found him this morning," Hawkins continued. "Upstairs. In the east bedroom." He paused. "Last night," he corrected. "I found him last night. It may have been this morning. The clock in the hallway has been unreliable since March and I've stopped consulting it." Another pause. "He's quite dead."

Alan looked at him. "How long ago was this?"

"Not long," Hawkins said. Then: "Some time ago." Then, with the air of a man resolving a conflict: "A while."

"And the cause?" Alan asked.

This produced a silence of a different quality from the previous one — not the maintained silence of shared not-speaking, but the particular silence of a group of people in a room who are each making an individual calculation about whether they would like to be the person who says the next thing.

It was Richard who stood. He had been waiting for this. He moved to the center of the room with the natural trajectory of a man drawn toward the space where something is going to be said, and he said it: "You'd better come upstairs."

Alan looked around the room one final time — at Stephanie's hands, at Max's corner, at Sidney's inventory, at Richard's theater — and said: "Yes. I suppose I had."



The east bedroom was at the far end of the upstairs corridor, beyond the portrait of the third Stuart with his knowing expression, past a small window that looked out onto the formal garden below and the overgrown copse at the far end of the grounds. The door was ajar. Someone had opened it recently and not closed it fully, in the manner of people who have looked at something and retreated from it without quite completing the retreat.

Alan pushed it open and went in.

He had seen staged things before. He had seen them in professional contexts and in private ones, and he had developed, through long practice, a reliable sense of the difference between a thing that had happened and a thing that had been arranged to look like a thing that had happened. The difference was rarely in any single element. It was in the relationship between elements — the specific grammar of a scene, which in genuine situations follows the logic of how events actually unfold, and in constructed situations follows the logic of how a person imagines events unfold, which is a different logic and legible if you know what to read.

The man on the bed had been killed five ways.

This was, on reflection, the primary problem with the scene.

There was a bullet wound to the shoulder — not a killing wound at that angle, but present. There was a stab wound to the side, which might have been serious and might not, and which had bled with the committed thoroughness of wounds that occur in the vicinity of fabric. Around the throat there was a silk scarf, knotted, applied with the decorative precision of a prop. On the nightstand a glass held approximately two fingers of something clear, and from somewhere in the ambient air of the room — faint, pointed, unmistakable — came the sharp bitter smell of almonds.

Cyanide. Or something designed to smell like it.

Alan stood in the center of the room and looked at the tableau. He looked at it the way you look at a word that has been spelled correctly but has started to look wrong — with the specific attentiveness that the wrongness produces, trying to locate where the wrongness lives. The bullet wound was wrong in its angle. The stab wound was wrong in the quantity of blood relative to its position. The scarf was wrong in its precision — a man who has been strangled does not present as neatly as this. The cyanide smell was coming from the nightstand and not from the body, which was wrong in the most elementary possible sense.

And the face.

Alan looked at the face for a long time. It was the face of a man who looked like Stefan Stuart in the specific way that a very good reproduction looks like the original — accurate in every individual particular, slightly wrong in the aggregate. The jaw was nearly right. The architecture of the features was nearly right. The set of the mouth was wrong in a way that Alan could not yet name — a softness that did not belong to the Stefan Stuart he had encountered at several dozen functions over a decade of navigating the same social territory.

He filed this observation with the care he gave to things he was not yet ready to produce. He said nothing about it. He looked at the room one final time, noting the door — which had been pushed to but not locked, which was wrong in a different way — and turned back to the others assembled in the doorway with the expressions appropriate to their characters.



Richard had gone first through the door and had produced a sound that was either a gasp or an opening line, and which had served the function of both. He stood now with one hand on the door frame — the traditional support position of a man at a scene — and looked at the bed with the expression of an actor encountering material that is both familiar in type and specifically new in this instance.

Max had gone as far into the room as the threshold and no further. He had looked at the bed for approximately three seconds and had then transferred his full attention to a small watercolor on the wall beside the door — a landscape, adequate and inoffensive — and was examining it with the focused attention of a man who has found that this specific painting needs a great deal of looking at and intends to give it everything it requires.

Sidney stood at the back of the doorway group and looked at the bed with the same quality she brought to everything — the slow, unhurried inventory. She looked at the wounds. She looked at the glass on the nightstand. She looked at the scarf. Her eyes moved from element to element with the specific sequence of a person reviewing something against a private checklist, and when they had completed their review they came to rest on the face of the man on the bed and stayed there for a moment before she looked away.

Stephanie had not spoken. She stood to Alan's left, slightly apart from the others, and looked at the face of the man who was or was not her husband with an expression that Alan looked at very carefully and could not entirely read. There was something in it that was not surprise. He was not sure what it was instead of surprise, and he filed this also.

Hawkins stood in the corridor and did not come in. He looked at the figure on the bed through the open door with the professional expression of a man who has confirmed the status of a thing and does not need to confirm it again.

"Well," Hawkins said, from the corridor. He appeared to consider expanding on this and decided against it. He descended the stairs with the measured tread of a man returning to duties that persisted regardless.



Back downstairs, in the sitting room, with tea. The tea had been produced by Hawkins with an efficiency that suggested he had prepared it in advance of everyone's return, which was either professional prescience or evidence of a man who had known for longer than he'd indicated that the morning was going to require it.

Alan stood at the window. The grounds spread out below him in the grey morning light — the formal beds, the gravel paths, the three ornamental hedges, and at the far end the copse, dense and overgrown, the kind of stand of trees that belongs to a garden that has had money spent on it and then been left to its own devices for long enough that it has developed opinions about the arrangement. He looked at it briefly and then at the lawn and then at his tea.

He turned the face over in his mind. The nearly right jaw. The nearly right features. The wrong set of the mouth.

He thought about the wounds — the grammar of them, the five-way redundancy of a scene that wanted very badly to be certain its message was received. He thought about the door that was not locked. He thought about the scarf's precision and the cyanide smell coming from the nightstand and the specific distribution of blood relative to the specific position of the stab wound.

He thought: in his experience, when something about a crime feels theatrical, it is usually because someone is performing.

He had not yet worked out whether the performance had ended or whether he was still in the audience.

He finished his tea. He set the cup on the windowsill. He looked at the room — at Stephanie's hands, at Max returned to his corner, at Richard back at the fireplace with his weight distributed for standing, at Sidney with her inventory complete and her attention now resting on a middle distance that Alan suspected had been carefully selected to give nothing away.

From downstairs, through the kitchen corridor, came the sound of Hawkins locating something that clinked against glass.

The house held its silence. Outside, somewhere on the county road beyond the estate's boundary, a car passed and was gone and the silence resumed as though the car had not existed.

Alan put his hands in his pockets. He thought about the face on the bed. He thought: before anything else can be established, that is the thing that needs establishing.

He was going to need to find a way to look at that face again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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A Room Full of Motives

Someone had made fresh tea.

This was, Alan thought, returning to the sitting room from the upstairs corridor and finding the service replenished and the cups redistributed and the room reconstituted around the simple domestic fact of it, either the most English response to the discovery of a body that he had ever witnessed, or evidence that Hawkins had prepared the second pot before the first had been finished, which was the kind of professional forethought that deserved acknowledgment regardless of the circumstances producing it.

He accepted a cup and returned to the window.

The guests had resumed their chairs with the slight dazedness of people who have agreed, without discussing it, to proceed as though what they had just seen upstairs was a normal thing to have seen and who are finding the agreement more demanding than anticipated. They were distributed across the room in the same configuration as before — Stephanie by the fireplace, Richard beside it, Sidney with her cup, Max in his corner — but the quality of their occupancy had changed in the way that rooms change after people have been through something together. They were sitting in the same chairs with different weight.

Alan stood at his window and looked at each of them in turn and thought about what he was actually looking at.



Stephanie's hands were folded in her lap again. They were folded with the same deliberate neatness as before, the same posture of controlled composure, and Alan, who had spent enough time in the same rooms as those hands to have learned their language, looked at them and saw what they were actually saying. The knuckles were white. Not dramatically — not the white of distress performed for an audience, but the specific white of pressure applied from inside, of hands pressing against each other with the quiet sustained force of a person who has decided that their hands are not going to do anything that their mind has not authorized and is enforcing this decision with some effort.

She had looked at the face on the bed and known something. He was not yet certain what.

Richard had achieved grief. This was impressive in its way — the speed of it, the completeness of it, the way it had arrived as a fully formed condition rather than something that developed in the way grief normally develops. He was not performing grief in the conscious sense of the word. He was producing it with the unconscious fluency of a man whose emotional life had been so thoroughly processed through the medium of performance that the performance had become the thing itself. He was describing Stefan Stuart in sweeping terms to no one in particular — a complicated man, a generous man, a man who had his flaws as all men do but whose fundamental energy was toward — Richard paused here, reaching for the word — toward vitality. Yes. Toward vitality.

Nobody was listening. This did not appear to affect the quality of the production.

Sidney had moved her tea from both hands to one and was sitting with the other hand resting on the arm of her chair with the perfect stillness of a woman who had decided some time ago where to put her hand and had not reconsidered since. She was looking at the room — not at any specific person, but at the room as a unit, the slow inventory Alan had noted upstairs now applied to the sitting room and its contents and presumably producing some kind of internal accounting. Twice, while Alan watched her, her eyes came to rest on him briefly. She did not signal anything with this. She simply looked and then looked elsewhere, which was more communicative than not looking would have been.

He noted this and filed it in the category labeled people who are paying the same quality of attention I am, which was a small category and an important one.

Max had transferred his anxiety from the teacup — which had been rattling on its saucer with the seismic consistency of a man whose hands have betrayed his internal state — to his own folded arms, which he was gripping at the elbow in the manner of a person providing themselves with structural support. He had said nothing since the upstairs corridor. He appeared to be the kind of man whose silence was less a communicative choice than a cognitive one — he was processing, at some depth, and the processing was consuming resources that might otherwise have been available for speech.

Hawkins, returned to the doorway to the kitchen corridor, had exchanged the glass for a cup. The cup contained something that was not tea. Alan could determine this from the color of the liquid, the speed with which Hawkins was not drinking it — he was holding it with the contemplative ease of a man savoring rather than consuming — and the small, satisfied quality of his expression, which was the expression of a man whose internal climate has achieved equilibrium and intends to maintain it.

He caught Alan's eye once, briefly, and raised the cup a fraction of an inch in a gesture that might have been a toast or might have been an acknowledgment or might have been both simultaneously. Alan gave him the small nod of a man receiving information he has already processed.



The silence had been going on for approximately ten minutes when Alan decided to do something about it.

He did this carefully, in the manner he preferred — not by interrupting the silence directly, which would have required everyone to acknowledge that there had been a silence and that he had ended it, but by beginning a conversation adjacent to it, a conversation close enough to the actual subject that the actual subject would be accessible from it while remaining technically unpronounced.

He said, from the window, in the conversational tone of a man making morning small talk: "How long have you all known Stefan?"

The question landed in the room and was absorbed, and the answers that followed were instructive not for what they contained but for the specific shapes of what they carefully went around.

Richard said that he and Stefan had been acquainted for, oh, six or seven years — he would have to think about precisely when they had first met, it had been at some function or other, the sort of occasion that blurs in memory — and that they had been, in the years since, personal friends. He said "personal friends" with the particular care of a man selecting a phrase that is technically accurate and practically evasive, and his voice caught on it in the way of a man carrying something heavy who has tried to set it down casually and found it heavier than he remembered. The catch was brief. He continued speaking.

Alan noted the catch and where it landed and moved on.

Max said — and he said it with the preemptive disclaimer of a man who wants it understood in advance that what he is about to say is less significant than it might seem — that he had a business arrangement with Stefan. A small thing. A financial matter, essentially, that had been — that had involved some — it was really nothing of any great significance. He said "nothing of any great significance" twice, in slightly different formulations, which was precisely twice more than a man with nothing of significance would need to say it.

Sidney said that she had been invited. She offered this information in the tone of a complete sentence and then did not add to it. Alan waited. The room waited. Sidney did not fill the space she had created. She looked at her tea with the expression of a woman who has given the question its answer and considers the matter resolved.

He made a note about Sidney — a different kind of note from the one he had made upstairs. The note upstairs had been about attention. This note was about the specific discipline of silence, which was different from the ordinary silence of people who have nothing to say and was something considerably more structured.

Stephanie said, without looking up from her hands: "It's my house." She said this in a tone that was neither defensive nor explanatory. It was simply the statement of a fact that preceded and superseded all other questions — the fact from which everything else derived, including the ones nobody was asking. She delivered it with the composure she applied to everything, and Alan looked at her hands again and found that they had not released their pressure.

She had said nothing about how long she had known Stefan, which was the question Alan had asked. The question she had answered was a different and more precise one.

Hawkins, who had not been included in the question's apparent address, said nothing. He raised his cup in the fractional gesture again. It was possible this was a comment on the conversation and possible it wasn't.



The front door opened.

Footsteps in the entrance hall — quick, uneven, the specific footsteps of a man moving faster than his confidence fully supported, a man who had been moving at this pace for some time and had committed to it as a strategy regardless of its efficacy. They crossed the hall, bypassed the long-case clock, negotiated the corner toward the sitting room, and their owner arrived.

Robert Anderson was a slight man of the kind that a coat slightly too large makes look slightly smaller. He was wearing his official coat — a county coroner's coat of navy wool with specific buttons that indicated its officialness — and it had been purchased for a man of approximately his dimensions who stood slightly differently than Anderson stood, which produced the effect of a coat that was doing its best. He was carrying a leather bag in one hand, a clipboard in the other, and in his left hand, held at an angle that suggested he had picked it up at some point and not yet completed the decision about what to do with it, a hat.

He came through the sitting room door and stopped and looked at the room with the expression of a man who has been moving at pace toward a destination and upon arriving at it requires a moment to establish that the destination is the destination.

"Right," he said. "Yes." He looked around the room. "I'm County Coroner Anderson. Robert. I came as—" He looked at the hat, appeared to reach a decision about it, and put it on a side table near the door. "I came as quickly as the roads allowed, which I hope is—" He looked at the clipboard. He looked at the room. "I've handled many situations of this nature. Several. A number of them." He extended his hand to Richard, who shook it. He extended it to the general direction of Max, who shook it uncertainly. He extended it toward the window and said to Alan: "You must be—" He looked at his clipboard. "Are you the household?"

Alan said: "I'm a guest."

"Right," Anderson said. "Right, yes. And the—" He looked at the clipboard again. He looked at the room. "Everyone should remain—" He checked the clipboard. "Calm," he said, with the air of a man who has located the word he needed and is relieved to have found it before the moment passed. "I'll need to take statements. From each of you. In sequence. This is standard—" He appeared to be consulting the clipboard for this as well. "Procedure."

Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. Anderson looked at them all looking at him, and his pen — which he had produced from somewhere in the coat during the preceding sentences — was now hovering above his clipboard with the readiness of a man who has arrived at a scene and intends to document it as thoroughly as the scene permits, which was the correct instinct applied to a man whose capacity for documentation Alan was already beginning to assess as considerable and whose capacity for analysis he was reserving judgment on.



Anderson had decided, with the brisk efficiency of a man who has identified what investigators do at scenes and intends to do it, that the first order of business was to establish who had found the body and when.

He directed this question at the room in general. The room directed it back at Hawkins by looking at him, which Hawkins accepted with the composure of a man who has been looked at in rooms all his professional life and finds it unremarkable.

"Your name?" Anderson said, pen ready.

"Hawkins," said Hawkins.

Anderson wrote this. He examined what he had written. "And how do you spell—"

"H," said Hawkins, "A, W." He paused. "K, I, N." He paused again. "S."

Anderson wrote. He examined the result. "So that's—"

"Yes," said Hawkins.

Anderson appeared satisfied. He was not satisfied. He looked at the word he had written, which had the quality of a word that had set out confidently and arrived somewhere unexpected. He said: "And could you—" He said: "Just for—" He crossed something out. He said: "When did you find the body?"

Hawkins said: "Last night."

Anderson wrote: last night.

"What time last night?" Anderson said.

"Before midnight," Hawkins said.

Richard said, from the fireplace: "You told me it was nearly two."

Hawkins considered this. "Before midnight approaches two," he said, "in the sense that midnight precedes it."

"Two is after midnight," Richard said.

"In the calendar sense," Hawkins agreed, "yes."

Max said, from his corner: "I thought you said eleven."

Anderson had been writing during this exchange. He had written three different times, bracketed them together, and drawn a line between two of them that appeared to indicate a relationship whose nature was unclear. He looked at what he had produced. He looked at the room. He said: "So the time of—"

Alan, from the window, said: "Hawkins found the body approximately forty minutes after midnight. He made his notification of the household at eight thirty this morning, which is the time that appears in the guest report." He said it in the conversational tone of a man clarifying a minor factual point. He said it looking out the window at the formal garden.

Everyone looked at him. Anderson wrote it down. He looked at Alan with the expression of a man who has, in the fog of a demanding morning, identified a landmark.

"Thank you," Anderson said. "And you're—"

"A guest," Alan said again.

"Right," said Anderson, and wrote something that was possibly guest and possibly something adjacent to it.



Alan refilled his tea.

He carried the cup back to the window and stood at it with the practiced ease of a man for whom window-standing is a primary mode of thinking, and he looked at the room and did what he had been doing since he came downstairs.

He looked for grief.

He looked for it carefully, with the full attention he brought to things that mattered, scanning each face and each posture and each quality of silence for the specific signature of a person who has just been told that someone they know is dead and is experiencing the loss of that specific person. He had seen this before. He knew what it looked like — the particular weight it produced in faces, the specific way it altered the quality of a person's presence in a room, the thing that grief does to the body that is different from everything else the body does.

He looked for it in Richard, who was producing something that occupied the same space as grief and had its general dimensions. He looked at it more carefully. What Richard was producing was the memory of grief — grief as a learned posture, grief as a condition he had inhabited before and could reinhabit with the fluency of long practice. It was accurate. It was not the thing itself.

He looked for it in Max, who was afraid. Not grieving. Afraid. These were not the same thing, and the fear in Max's posture had a quality that was specific to the living and their prospects, not to the dead and their departure.

He looked at Sidney, who was watching the room. Sidney was not grieving. Sidney was attending, with the patient precision of a woman who had decided something and was waiting for events to confirm the decision.

He looked at Hawkins, who had his cup, and whose expression was the expression of a man managing something internal with a long practice of management, and who was no more grieving than the clock in the hall.

He looked, last, at Stephanie.

He looked at her hands, white at the knuckles. He looked at the set of her jaw, which was the careful set of a person managing something with effort. He looked at the quality of her composure, which he had been reading for eleven years and which he could read now the way you read something in your own language — not translating but simply receiving, the meaning arriving directly.

What Stephanie was holding together with her hands and her jaw and her posture was not grief.

He had known this, he thought, since the corridor upstairs. He had known it when she stood apart from the others and looked at the face on the bed with an expression he could not read. He could read it now. What she was holding, with the white knuckles and the careful jaw, what was underneath the composure — was something that looked, when he examined it with his full attention and without the interference of what he might prefer to find — like relief.

Not simple relief. Not uncomplicated relief. The kind of relief that has nine years of weight behind it and arrives not as a feeling but as the sudden awareness of a weight's absence, which is its own disorienting condition. The relief of a person who has been holding something for a very long time and has been told, this morning, that they can stop.

He looked away from her.

He thought: not one person in this room is sad.

He thought about what that meant. He thought about what it implied about the man on the bed upstairs, about the nature of the invitation that had brought these specific people to this specific house, about the weapons in the rooms that he had not yet seen but had already, in some prior part of his mind, anticipated.

He thought: it is going to be a long morning.



Anderson had organized his forms into a preliminary system that he was explaining to the room with the focused energy of a man who finds in organization a form of comfort, which Alan recognized as a personality type with which he had a complicated relationship.

"I'll be taking individual statements," Anderson said, holding up the relevant form, "in sequence, beginning with—" He looked at his clipboard. He looked at the room. "Beginning with whoever is ready to begin." He looked at Hawkins. Hawkins was not ready to begin. He looked at Richard. Richard made a gesture indicating procedural openness. He looked at his forms. "I'll also need to see the—" He looked at the form for the relevant term. "The scene," he said. "Upstairs. At some point."

"The body is upstairs," Alan said, from the window.

"Yes," said Anderson. "I'll see the body." He wrote this down as though it were a decision that needed documenting. He looked at the forms. He looked at the room. He said: "Everyone should remain—" He consulted the clipboard briefly. "Available," he said. He appeared pleased with this word. He wrote it on the top of the primary form, which Alan suspected was not its intended purpose.

The long-case clock in the entrance hall marked the half hour.

Anderson's pen scratched against his form. Hawkins lifted his cup. Somewhere in the house, a floorboard settled in the way of old floorboards that have been settling in the same groove for decades and find the process unremarkable.

Alan stood at the window and looked at the garden and thought about the face on the bed — the nearly right jaw, the wrong set of the mouth — and thought about the door that was not locked, and thought about five wounds on a man who might not be the man everyone was saying he was, and thought about a room full of people who were holding, in their various individual ways, the specific quality of a morning they had been waiting for.

He would need to speak to Stephanie. Not now — not here, not in this room. Later. When there was a space for it.

He thought: whatever this weekend is, it did not begin this morning.

It had been running for some time. He was simply the last person to be told what it was.
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Chapter Three
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Why Were We Invited?

Anderson retreated upstairs with his bag and his clipboard and a look of determined purpose that Alan estimated would sustain him for approximately as long as it took to open the bedroom door, at which point the purpose would be required to negotiate with the reality of what was in the bedroom and the negotiation might take some time. He had announced his intention to conduct a thorough preliminary examination of the scene and had used the words "systematic" and "procedural" in a single sentence, which Alan noted as the linguistic equivalent of a man straightening his coat before walking into weather.

The guests dispersed in the way of people who have been in the same room under sustained pressure and have identified, without discussion, that the pressure might be marginally more survivable at a slight distance from one another. Richard moved toward the library with the purposeful drift of a man who has a destination but would prefer it not to be called a retreat. Max, after a moment of visible internal arbitration, went upstairs to his room by a route that conspicuously avoided the east corridor. Hawkins went to the kitchen, which was where Hawkins went when the situation no longer required his physical presence in a specific room, and the sound of him going — unhurried, the particular footfall of a man at home in his own floors — diminished around the corner of the kitchen corridor and disappeared.

Sidney stood. She looked at her empty teacup with the brief consideration of a woman deciding something. She set it on the tray. She said, to the room, which now contained only Alan and Stephanie: "I think I'll take some air." She went to the garden door, opened it, and stepped out with the composed unhaste of a woman for whom a decision once made requires no further performance of its making.

The sitting room was briefly, unexpectedly empty of everyone except the two of them.



Alan had been about to move toward the window. He did not move toward the window. He stood where he was, three feet from the fireplace, and was aware of Stephanie becoming aware of the room's new configuration in the specific way of two people who know each other well enough to register each other's awareness.

She did not look at him directly. She was looking at the fireplace, at the cold grate, with the studied attention people give to things they are not actually looking at when what they are actually doing is something else.

She said: "Did your invitation come by post or by messenger?"

Alan considered the question and what it was actually asking. "Post," he said. "Four days ago."

She nodded once — the nod of a person who has received information that confirms something, in the way that confirmations look different from surprises. "Mine as well," she said. She was quiet for a moment. Then: "The guest list." She said it in the tone of someone beginning a sentence and then reconsidering the sentence before it could become anything further.

"What about it?" Alan said.

She looked at the grate. She said: "I've been thinking about the guest list since Friday evening." She said it the way people say things when they mean something else entirely — when the literal content is true but is carrying another content beneath it that the words have been selected to approach without arriving at.

Before Alan could answer, footsteps came from the library — Richard, returning with the decanter he had apparently been locating with the specific efficiency of a man who knew which room it was in and had gone directly to it. He came through the sitting room door holding it with the satisfied air of a solved problem, and the moment closed around him like water closing over a stone, and was gone.

Alan moved to the window. He thought about "the guest list," which Stephanie had said in the tone of a specific observation rather than a general one. He thought about what she meant by it. He thought about what she knew.

He thought: later. Not now.



Anderson was upstairs. The guests were scattered. The house had the particular mid-morning quality of a place that has absorbed a significant event and is now redistributing itself around it — a kind of ambient recalibration, rooms adjusting their atmospheres, the estate settling into its new configuration.

Alan walked it.

He did this partly from the restlessness that thinking produced in him and partly from method — he thought most clearly in motion, when his feet were engaged with the practical business of navigation and his mind was free to do what it preferred, which was to work a problem from multiple angles simultaneously until the angles resolved into a shape he could name. He went through the entrance hall, past the long-case clock, past the portrait of the first Stuart, which was the most aggressive of the portraits and regarded him from above with the expression of a man who has owned this floor for two hundred years and finds visitors somewhat provisional.

He went through the drawing room, which was the formal room — more formal even than the sitting room, used for occasions that required the additional formality, which meant it was not often used and had the quality of a room that exists primarily to demonstrate the possibility of formality rather than its regular exercise. He went through the morning room, which was smaller and faced east and had in it a writing desk, a settee, and a low table with a newspaper on it.

He stopped at the newspaper.

It was three days old. Friday's paper, which meant it had been there since before the guests arrived and had not been touched since — the particular inertia of newspapers that have been set on a table and forgotten, which is to say read once by someone and left for a household that did not get around to reading it. This was unremarkable in itself. What was unremarkable became slightly more so when he considered that Stefan Stuart, who ran a publication and whose professional existence depended on a specific and active relationship with the news, had left Friday's paper unread on the morning room table.

He filed this alongside the other things he was filing.

In the study — which was off the morning room, a connecting door that he pushed open with the particular care of a man entering a space that was not designated for him — he found the desk. Mahogany. Large. Immaculate in the way of desks that are used seriously and maintained to match. Bookshelves on three walls, the books arranged in the specific order of a man who has organized them by a principle he has not communicated to anyone and which Alan did not yet have time to decode fully, though he looked at it for long enough to begin forming a hypothesis.

The desk surface was clear.

Except for a single envelope.

It sat in the center of the desk with the precise, deliberate placement of a thing that had not landed there but had been put there — the specific geometry of an object whose position has been considered and chosen. It was a white envelope of good quality. On the front, in a compressed, controlled handwriting that Alan recognized from the correspondence he had received over the years in the context of various functions and events: Mr. Alan P. Smith.

He looked at it for a moment.

He did not touch it. He stood at the desk and looked at the envelope in the center of it and noted its presence and its placement and the specific quality of its being there, which was the quality of a thing that had been left rather than forgotten. There was a difference, and the difference was in the intention.

He went back to the hallway and continued his circuit.

The dining room. He stopped in it.

The dining table was set for eight.

He counted this twice. The household for the weekend, as he understood it: himself, Stephanie, Richard, Sidney, Max, Hawkins. That was six. Anderson had arrived this morning as an official rather than a guest. That was seven at the very most, and Hawkins would not ordinarily be set at the table.

Eight.

He looked at the eight place settings with the specific attention of a man who has found a number that does not match the numbers he has been given. He looked at each place — the china, the glass, the silver arranged with Hawkins' customary precision — and counted again. Eight. He noted the chair at the head of the table, which had been set along with all the others, which meant it had been set before the weekend began, which meant whoever had set the table had expected eight people to sit at it. He thought about who the eighth person might be, and the possible answers arranged themselves in his mind in order of probability, and the most probable answer produced in him a quality of stillness that he maintained without difficulty and without expression.

He moved on.



Back in the sitting room. The fire had not been lit — the morning was cool but not cold enough to require it, and Hawkins had presumably made this calculation with his usual accuracy. Without the fire, the room was the room without its warmth, which was to say it was furniture and light and the watchful quality of a space that has been constructed with a specific use in mind.

Alan stood in the center of it and turned slowly and looked at it.

He looked at it the way he had looked at the body — trying to see not what was there but what had been arranged to be there. The chairs. Their positions. The relationship between them and the door and the window and each other. The sitting room was, he now saw, a performance space. The chairs had been arranged — not by Hawkins, or not only by Hawkins, or not by Hawkins without instruction — so that each seat had a clear line of sight to every other seat and to the door. There was one entrance point. Anyone coming through it would be visible to everyone already present. The configuration was designed for confrontations: for the moment when something needed to be said in front of everyone, when the audience had to be assembled and the room had to hold them.

Stefan Stuart, who ran a magazine devoted to the public exposure of private information, would have understood this room as a tool immediately. He would have known what it was for.

Alan thought: if this weekend was designed — if the guest list was not assembled by accident and the seating was not arranged by custom and the invitations went out for a specific purpose rather than a social one — then the death upstairs was either part of the design or a departure from it. And if it was part of the design, it was not a beginning. It was a mechanism. A piece in a machine that had been running before any of them arrived.

He thought about the envelope on the study desk, placed with too much precision for accident.

He thought about a man who planned things in advance and who had placed, in the center of his own desk, an envelope addressed to a specific guest, and had then — according to the account of a drunk and unreliable witness — died five ways.

He thought: someone planned this weekend very carefully. The question was not who. The question was what they planned it for.



He found Max in the library. This was not where Alan had expected to find him — the library was Richard's territory, or had been, and Max was a man who tended to locate himself in corners and margins rather than rooms designated for the type of occupation that Max seemed least likely to perform, which was reading. But Richard had apparently moved on, and Max was in the chair nearest the window with the quality of a man who has come to be somewhere specific and has sat down and has now partially forgotten why he came.

He looked up when Alan entered. He produced an expression of general apologetics that appeared to be his baseline response to being found in any room by anyone. He said: "I'm not disturbing anything. I wasn't sure where—" He appeared to lose the thread of this sentence and let it go. "I hope this is all right."

"Perfectly," Alan said. He sat in the chair across from him with the easy unhurry of a man who had no particular agenda and took out no clipboard to prove it. "Difficult morning," he offered.

"Yes," Max said, with considerable feeling. "Yes, it really—" He stopped. He said: "I don't know what to make of any of it, frankly. I've never— I mean, I've not been in a situation where—" He appeared to be attempting to identify a sentence that adequately conveyed the novelty of his situation without requiring him to specify what the situation was, and was finding this combination of requirements too demanding. He said: "It's very unusual."

"It is," Alan agreed.

Max looked at the window. He looked at it in the way of a man who has identified the window as the direction that requires the least to be said about it and is grateful for its existence. After a moment he said, in the tone of an afterthought that had been waiting some time to be voiced: "I noticed a light."

Alan said: "Oh?"

"Last night," Max said. "Late. I couldn't sleep — I often can't sleep in unfamiliar houses, the sounds are different, there's a floorboard near my room that—" He stopped. He returned to the point. "I was at my window. I noticed a light in one of the windows across the way. The east wing. The upper floor." He said this with the careful precision of a man who has been rehearsing the degree of significance he intends to attribute to the observation and has settled on minimal. "I thought it was Mr. Stuart. He struck me — in the brief time I was acquainted with him — as a man who kept unusual hours." He looked at Alan. He said: "I assume it's not important."

"Probably not," Alan said.

Max nodded with the rapid relief of a man whose anxiety has been managed. "No," he said. "No, I didn't think so." He looked at the window again. "I just thought I should mention it."

"You were quite right to," Alan said pleasantly.

He remained in the library for another few minutes, during which Max produced several other observations of varying degrees of relevance — the quality of the dinner on Friday, a concern about the county roads, a passing comment about the estate's heating — and Alan listened to all of them
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