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  Dedication


For those who know that the truth often waits in quiet places. 
For the careful observers, the patient listeners, and the ones who notice what everyone else walks past.
And for every reader who has followed Margot Sterling back to Pelican Point, case after case, secret after secret.
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  Chapter 1: The Crew


The yellow pad was in the top drawer. 
It had been there since the Hale case closed in May, and I had not opened the drawer for any reason except to confirm, once a week, that the pad was where I had left it. I was sixty-seven days into a stretch of being a person without a case. That I had counted the days was probably the answer to whether I was any good at it.
Outside the kitchen window the September light came through the live oaks at a flat horizontal. The cicadas had started early. I could hear the percussion of them in the palmettos beyond the parking circle, and beneath that the low wash of the air handlers running on the north face of Heron Tower. Florida in September is not the season the brochures sell. The humidity is a held breath. The light is honest. The cicadas are too loud for any television advertisement to have ever included them.
I poured a second cup of coffee and took it to the terrace.
From the terrace of three A I could see the south end of the Promenade where it bends toward the Commons, and the half-circle of paver stone where a delivery vehicle could turn around. Today there were three. A white van marked PRODUCTION in vinyl letters along the panel. A second van, plain. A pickup with a wooden equipment box bolted into the bed. Three men and a woman were unloading. The woman was pointing.
I did not need to see her face to know I was looking at the director.
There is a kind of person who points at things in a way that makes everyone around them stop arguing about whether the thing has been pointed at. I had spent thirty years watching that person at congressional hearings and inter-agency meetings and the kind of departmental retreats Treasury used to insist on before someone in HR realized retreats made everyone worse at their jobs. The director on the Promenade was that person. She was forty, give or take. Dark hair pulled back in the kind of clip that survives a six-week shoot. Pale linen shirt over jeans. Sneakers. She moved like a woman who had been awake since five.
Above the south entrance to the Commons, a small black hemisphere caught the light. The camera Delia and I had argued about in July. The one I had told the HOA I would not oppose. The one that, three months later, I sometimes forgot was there until the light caught it.
There were now eleven of those cameras on Pelican Point property. I had memorized their positions during the policy debate, the way I had once memorized the floor plans of the buildings I worked in, because I do not like to be in a place I have not mapped. I knew which paths they covered. I knew which ones they did not. The inlet path was one of the ones they did not. So was the western half of the Promenade past the lamp standard. So was the boardwalk through the nature preserve, which the residents had voted to keep camera-free for reasons sentimental rather than practical, and which I had voted with the sentimental side on, because at seventy-two I have started to believe that a person should be allowed to walk somewhere without being watched.
I was thinking about that when Delia knocked.
"You up?"
"I'm up."
She let herself in. She was in linen, too. Cream linen, a length of dark blue in a wrap around her shoulders that I knew without asking was a Wednesday-night dinner gift from her son in Atlanta. She had a coffee of her own.
"I came to see if you were watching them," she said.
"I'm watching them."
"They've been there since seven. Sylvia was out there at six-thirty. I saw her from the parking deck."
"At six-thirty in September Sylvia was at the gate."
"She was at the parking circle. Reflective vest. Clipboard."
"That's even worse."
Delia came onto the terrace. She did not sit. She leaned on the rail and looked at the production crew with the quiet attention of a woman who had spent her professional life listening to recordings of singers and could tell from the first three notes whether the engineer knew what they were doing.
"They're efficient," she said.
"I noticed."
"They're not making this up as they go."
"I noticed that, too."
We watched. The director made a circle with her hand, and one of the men adjusted the angle of a tripod a quarter turn. She made another sign and the second man brought a soft case from the second van. Sylvia, who I had not seen until this moment, came around the end of the white van with a tray of paper cups and the smile she used when she wanted you to remember that you liked her.
"That's a lot of homework," Delia said.
"For six weeks."
I drank coffee. The Promenade pavers were already darkening with humidity. By eleven they would be hot enough to read through the soles of my walking shoes.
"A camera is a mirror," Delia said, after a while. "But it keeps records."
"That's neat. Did you make that up?"
"I think I read it. Maybe I read it. Maybe I'm passing it off."
"It's a good line either way."
"It's the line." She lifted her cup and angled it toward the production crew. "That's what they're going to be doing here for six weeks. The mirror part and the records part. We agreed to one. I'm not entirely sure the residents understood we agreed to both."
I did not say anything. I had said it at the meeting in July. I had said it again at the application review in August. I had been outvoted by people whose understanding of documentaries had been formed by the kind of streaming program in which a host with a gentle voice walks through a Tuscan kitchen and explains olive oil. I had stopped saying it.
Now they were here.
Delia stayed twenty minutes. We talked, in the easy back-and-forth that had become Wednesday rhythm and bled into other days, about her son's promotion and a piece of music she had been listening to and Hank's monthly Tampa trip, which had taken him north on Saturday and would bring him back tonight.
"He's a good grandfather," Delia said.
"He is."
"You've said that before."
"It bears repeating."
"It does."
She left her cup on the kitchen counter and let herself out.
I went down at nine-thirty.
By then the equipment had moved from the parking circle to the path, and a small island of black cases had grown beside the bench where I usually sat in the mornings if I was not on the terrace. The bench was claimed. I made a note of that.
The walk from Heron to the south end of the Promenade is one I have taken often enough that I no longer think about it. Cane in the left hand, weight forward, eyes on the pavers two strides ahead because the pavers at Pelican Point are old enough that one or two have lifted in the heat. I do not look at my feet. I look at where my feet will be. There is a difference, and at seventy-two I had reluctantly admitted it.
Halfway down I passed Caroline Sobczak coming the other way with her bread basket. She stopped me with a hand on my forearm.
"Are you watching them?"
"I'm watching them."
"Frank is already at the Commons."
"I assumed."
"Tell him to come home before noon. I am cooking."
"I'll tell him."
She moved on. The basket smelled of yeast and butter, which is a particular smell at nine-thirty on a Florida September morning, when the humidity holds smells longer than the brain expects.
The crew watched me walk past. Two of them did. The director did not. Neither did the man bent over the soft case, which I now saw held a boom microphone and its rigging.
"Good morning," I said, because I am a federal employee at heart and one says good morning to people one passes.
"Morning," said the man with the boom. He looked up. He was forty, give or take. Brown hair, the start of a beard he had been keeping at the start-of-a-beard stage for some time. A small silver hoop in his left ear that I would not have predicted from the rest of him.
"I'm Margot."
"Marcus." He did not give a last name. I noted that. He did give me a smile that was neither warm nor cold, which is a particular skill, and not one a person picks up by accident. "Sound. You live here?"
"I live in Heron."
"They told us we'd meet a lot of you."
"They told us we'd meet a lot of you."
He laughed once, a quiet laugh that did not commit to anything. He turned back to the soft case.
I went on.
The director was on the Commons terrace by the time I got there. She had a clipboard in one hand and a paper cup in the other. Sylvia was beside her, and Frank Sobczak, who was always at the Commons before nine if there was anything happening worth being early for, had the second-coffee posture that meant he had already finished one. Frank looked at me. He pulled a face that meant, in the dialect of the Breakfast Table, can you believe. I pulled a face that meant yes I can.
"Margot." Sylvia turned with her arms wide. "Have you met Jade? Jade Calloway, this is Margot Sterling. She is one of our most distinguished residents. Forensic accountant for the Treasury Department. Thirty years."
"That's all right, Sylvia."
"It is not all right. Jade, you should know who you're working alongside."
The director took my measure with the speed of a person who took measures for a living. She put her cup down on the terrace railing and offered her hand. Her grip was firm without insisting on the firmness.
"Pleasure," she said. "I've heard."
"You've heard."
"Sylvia briefed us."
"I'm sure she did."
The smile moved her face an inch. She read me reading her. We left it there.
"We'll be unobtrusive," she said. "Common areas only. We have the rules."
"You have the rules."
"And we'd like to interview you. At some point, if you're willing. The community has had an unusual run."
"It has."
"That's not a question yet. I'm just letting you know it'll be one."
"All right."
She picked up her cup. Sylvia, who had been listening with the tilt of her head she used when she was filing things for later reference, brightened back into hostess gear.
"Frank," she said, "have you tried the bread? Caroline brought down a loaf for the crew."
Frank, who had been waiting for an exit, took the exit. Sylvia floated him toward the bread. Jade Calloway watched them go.
"Does that work on her?" she said, to me, quietly.
"What?"
"Bread."
"Bread works on most of us."
"Hm."
She turned to look out over the Promenade, the south end of which was now visible in its full length from where we stood. Her eye traveled. It traveled the way an eye travels when it is doing inventory.
I watched her watch.
She looked first at the camera above the south entrance to the Commons. Her eye paused on it for the briefest beat, the way a chess player's eye pauses on a piece she has already counted. She looked next along the Promenade and stopped at the second camera, the one mounted on the lamp standard at the Promenade central junction. Another beat. And then her eye traveled past that, to the place where the inlet path branched southwest off the main Promenade and disappeared into the live oaks toward the boardwalk and the dock.
She looked at that gap for three seconds.
I counted.
She did not look at me when she finished counting. She picked up her cup, said something to Sylvia about the bread, and walked off toward her crew without turning around.
I stayed on the terrace.
The cicadas were still going. The light had moved another finger across the Promenade pavers. Somewhere behind me the kitchen at the Commons was starting the lunch prep, and the smell of garlic and oil was beginning to come through the open door.
I went home.
I let myself into three A. I stood for a moment at the kitchen counter with my hand on the rim of the sink, the way a person stands when they are deciding whether to sit down or do something.
Then I went to the desk in the living room.
I did not open the drawer.
I put my hand on the drawer pull, and I took my hand off the drawer pull, and I went to the terrace and finished the morning the way I had planned to finish it, which was with a book and a second cup and the cicadas.
But I had noted the three seconds.
And I knew that I had noted them.






  
  Chapter 2: The Access


Rick Saunders had good handwriting and a kind face. He was not Tomás. Nobody had said he was. 
He stood inside the gatehouse at twenty past nine, the morning of Day 2, in a uniform that had been pressed since Tuesday and a name tag he had not yet figured out how to angle so it sat flat against the chest pocket. He saw me coming up the path from forty yards out and lifted a hand. He did not, the way Tomás would have, lift only the index and middle fingers in the small private salute we had worked out without ever discussing.
I lifted three fingers in return. Rick smiled the way a man smiles when he understands he is being welcomed into a custom and does not yet know what the custom is.
"Mrs. Sterling."
"Margot."
"Margot." He wrote it in a small green spiral notebook he kept beside the log. The handwriting on the page was slanted and clean, the kind they used to teach in Catholic schools back when school taught handwriting at all. "I should have introduced myself last week, but I keep getting the second shift and missing morning walkers."
"You've been on the gate since July."
"Yes ma'am. Tomás trained me through the first two weeks of August."
"He told me."
"He spoke very highly of you."
"He tells me he speaks very highly of everyone."
Rick's smile widened a careful degree. He was thirty-five at most. Crew cut going slightly silver above the ears. The kind of veteran who had taken a security job because the discipline made sense to him.
"Anything I can help you with this morning?"
"I'm walking out to the bench by the entrance and walking back."
"For exercise."
"For circulation."
"Yes ma'am."
A panel van came up the entrance lane behind me. He held up the small one moment and stepped to the bay window. The driver buzzed down the glass.
"Morning, sir. Where are you headed?"
"Salgado Landscape. Egret Tower irrigation."
"Name?"
"Rivera. Hector."
"License, please."
The driver passed it through. Rick took it, glanced at it, and consulted a printed sheet on a clipboard inside the gatehouse. He found Salgado Landscape, found Rivera, H., and made a tick. Beside Time IN he wrote 9:24 in the slanted clean hand. He returned the license.
"Have a good day, Mr. Rivera."
"Gracias."
"De nada."
The van went through. The arm came down behind it.
"That was clean," I said.
"Salgado has been a vendor here since before I started. The list is pretty stable."
"Tomás taught you the log."
"Yes ma'am. He went through it three different ways. The vehicle, the time, the entry. Outbound on the second page. We do not do passengers unless the resident has called ahead. Procedure is procedure."
"Procedure is procedure."
"He said that, too."
I started back down the path toward the Promenade. Behind me I heard him say Have a good walk, Margot in the same careful tone he had used to tell Hector Rivera to have a good day, and I smiled at the path because there was no one to smile at. Tomás would have called me señora. Hank had not corrected him for four books and had not been planning to. Rick was finding his own register. He would arrive somewhere.
The walk back down the entrance path takes nine minutes at my pace and eleven on a bad knee day. Today was an eleven-minute day. The cicadas had quieted as the sun came up over the live oaks; the heat was making them stupid. By the time I reached the junction where the path opens onto the south end of the Promenade I had unbuttoned a cuff and rolled it.
The crew was at work.
They had moved twenty yards down from the parking circle and set up beside the bench I usually sat on. The bench was now in the frame of a wide shot, and Marcus Webb was crouched beside the boom rig with one ear of his headphones pressed forward and the other resting on his shoulder. Jade Calloway stood ten feet behind the camera with her arms crossed, watching a small monitor at her hip. Two residents I knew vaguely from the Plover Cluster, a couple in their early seventies named Halpern, were sitting on the bench being interviewed by a fourth crew member I had not seen yesterday. He was holding what looked like a clip-on microphone, but he was holding it with a sense of theater, which was what I noticed.
I walked past on the far side of the path.
Webb looked up as I went. He did the same not-quite-smile from the morning before. Then he went back to whatever he was hearing in the headphone. Jade Calloway, without turning her head, said something quiet to the second man at the camera, and the second man, without acknowledging that she had spoken, pivoted the lens five degrees to the left.
Past me.
I do not know whether they filmed me walking past. I will say I did not feel filmed in any way I could have testified to. I had the sense, instead, of being exactly the kind of detail a wide shot included in order to make the bench scene read as the bench scene. Old woman with a cane. Background.
I went on to the Commons.
The Breakfast Table at Pelican Point is not a table. It is a configuration. Four men, the same four men, claim by long custom the round six-top by the east windows of the dining room. By eight-thirty there are usually three of them. By nine-thirty there are four, unless one of them has a doctor or a daughter or a flight, and on this Wednesday morning all four were in place. Frank Sobczak, who had brought Caroline's bread down himself rather than letting her drop it. Roy Tavares, with a Florida Marlins cap on the back of his head and a copy of the Herald-Tribune folded to a quarter page. Charlie Newhall, in a blue oxford shirt and the small wire glasses he had been wearing since I had met him. And Bernie Kaplan, in the chair by the window, with coffee and a half a grapefruit and the patience of a man who had done this every morning for nine years.
I do not always join them. They wave me in often enough that they have given up taking offense when I wave back and go to my own table. Today I joined them. Charlie pulled out the chair beside him without asking, and Bernie set the Herald-Tribune to the side.
"They start early," Frank said. "These film people."
"They were here at six-thirty," Charlie said.
"Sylvia was here at six-fifteen," Roy said. "I know because I was here at six-twenty and she was already explaining to one of them where the breakers are."
"Why does the sound man need to know where the breakers are?" Charlie said.
"He doesn't," Bernie said. "Sylvia needs him to know."
A small laugh moved around the table. Bernie was the slowest to laugh and the surest. He held his coffee cup in both hands, the way a man does who has learned, late, to enjoy the warmth of a cup against the joints of his fingers.
"They asked me to be on camera," Frank said.
"They asked all of us," Roy said.
"They have not asked me," Bernie said.
"They will."
"I will say no."
"You will not," Roy said. "Sylvia will explain that it would mean a great deal to her, and you will say yes."
Bernie smiled without lifting his eyes from his cup.
"What is the schedule?" Frank said. "Does anyone know? They are going to be filming where, and when?"
This was a Frank question. Frank lived for schedules.
"Three days on the Intracoastal boardwalk next week," Charlie said. "I heard Sylvia tell Caroline. They want sunset and morning light."
"Sunset and morning light on the Intracoastal," Frank said. "That sounds nice. That sounds like a calendar."
I was watching Bernie.
It was a small thing. It was the sort of thing that, if I had not spent thirty years sitting across desks from people who did not want to give me the answer to the question I was asking, I would not have caught. He had been about to take a sip from his coffee. He stopped, the cup an inch above the saucer, and held it there for the duration of one breath. Then he completed the motion and drank.
That was the discomfort. The breath.
The recovery was what I noted.
"I will tell you what they should film," Bernie said, setting the cup down with the same hand he had lifted it with. "They should film Caroline making bread. That is a documentary. The boardwalk is a postcard."
The laugh that followed was warmer than the first one. Frank slapped the table once and said Caroline making bread, and Charlie said they would have to film at four in the morning, which is when the bread starts, and Bernie sipped the coffee a second time, with no breath in front of it, and turned the Herald-Tribune over to the back page so he could read the bridge column.
I sat with that for a long second.
He had recovered fast. The joke was good. The joke was specifically Bernie. That is a documentary. The boardwalk is a postcard. It was the kind of line he had been making for as long as I had known him, a sentence that was warm at the front and sharp at the back, and that put a person at ease about whatever they had just said.
I drank my coffee. I ate a piece of the toast Bernie had left on the side of his plate when he handed it across without comment, the way he always did, because he knew I would only eat half a piece if I made it myself and that I would eat it if it came across the table on his plate.
I noted the breath.
I noted the recovery.
I did not yet know I was noting them.
Sylvia came through at ten of ten with the floor manager's clipboard, a half-eaten Danish on a paper plate, and a wedge of news she had been saving up. Caroline had come down by then with a second basket and was at a side table refilling the dining-room rolls. Sylvia made for her.
"Caroline. Caroline. Caroline."
"Sylvia."
"You are going to want to know this. Because I told them about the bread, and they are going to want to film it. They want to put you in. The director said and I quote, we are looking for exactly that texture. I quote her exactly."
"That is very nice, Sylvia."
"They have specific dietary preferences I should tell you about. Jade is gluten-free, and I do not mean fashionable gluten-free, I mean medical. The producer is vegan, but cheerfully. The second camera, his name is Lewis, he is allergic to pine nuts. The sound engineer, Marcus, he is not picky but he does not eat shellfish."
"All right."
"Lewis came up from Atlanta. He was on that nature series about the Okefenokee. The producer, Adam, his last project was the Berkshire Symphony piece for PBS. Jade did the Wisconsin water rights documentary three years ago, the one that went to Sundance. And Marcus, he has been doing sound for documentary crews for fifteen years. He grew up in Portland."
"Portland Maine?"
"Portland Oregon."
"That's farther."
"It is much farther. He told me about the rain."
"All right, Sylvia."
"And Heron 4D for Jade, Heron 4F for Adam, Egret 2A for Lewis, and Marcus is in the Sandpiper guest unit, the small one beside Villa 18. Jade was very particular."
"All right, Sylvia."
I watched her tell Caroline this.
Caroline received it the way Caroline received most things from Sylvia, which was politely and with the small private look that said she was already turning the information over to see whether any of it was useful. The look did not reach Sylvia. Sylvia's gift was not for reading the second look.
"Have I forgotten anything?" Sylvia said.
"You have not forgotten anything," Caroline said.
Sylvia floated off.
Caroline set down the basket. She wiped her hands on the towel at her waist. She looked, for a brief second, at the empty chair Sylvia had not sat in.
I was watching from twelve feet away. I had not moved.
That was a great deal of homework, I thought. For six weeks.
That was the hometown. That was the streaming service. That was the prior credit. That was the dietary file. That was the unit assignment. That was the rain.
That was the kind of homework a person does when they want to be sure they will not be the one who does not know.
I finished the toast.
I went home.






  
  Chapter 3: The Call


Ellie's number came up on the screen on Sunday afternoon. 
I had been on the terrace with a book, which was a Caro biography Hank had pressed into my hand at the Villa on Friday with the small under-spoken warning that it was the working one, the one about how Caro worked, not the political ones. Easier than the Johnsons, he had said. And it'll change how you read everything. I had been reading it for an hour and had taken very few pages of it in. The cicadas had come back as the heat slid off the afternoon. Across the parking circle I could see the two production vans parked at angles to the pavers, which was a small ongoing offense to my sense of how vehicles ought to sit, and beyond them the south end of the Promenade where a single boom mic stood unattended on its stand.
The phone, on the small glass table beside my chair, lit and rang.
Ellie.
I had been waiting for the call for four months and twelve days.
Not waiting in the way one waits for a delivery, where the waiting has a shape and a date attached. Waiting in the way a person who is no longer in the country of her child waits for the next phone call from that country, where she does not know what time it will come and does not know what news it will carry and has stopped pretending she is doing anything else with the hour she happens to be in. The pause that ended Book Four, I had taken to calling it in my head, by which I meant the conversation in May where Ellie had said the thing about the cedar box and I had said the thing about not knowing whether I was ready, and after I had said the thing about not knowing, there had been a beat of silence that was longer than a beat, and Ellie had said all right Mom in the tone she used when she had received an answer that was not the answer she had wanted but was the answer she could work with. Then we had hung up.
That had been May. This was September.
I had called her twice in between. She had called me three times. We had talked, in those calls, about Audrey's gymnastics and Miles's osprey project and the kitchen renovation she had finally done and the fact that the renovation had cost twice what she had told David it would cost, which she said cheerfully and which I noted, because Ellie did not say things about David cheerfully unless she was managing the saying.
I picked up.
"Mom."
"Hi, sweetheart."
"You're outside. I can hear the cicadas."
"I'm on the terrace."
"Is it terrible there?"
"It's September. It's not terrible. It's sticky."
"Mm."
There was a pause on her end. Not a long one. Long enough that I heard, through the connection, a closing door. Ellie was a person who closed doors before she said the thing she was calling to say. I had noticed this about her at fourteen.
"Are the kids okay?" I said.
"They're fine. They're with David. They're at his mother's for the afternoon."
"All right."
Another pause. The closed door, a settling onto a chair or a couch, the small adjustment of the body of a woman preparing to say something difficult into a phone. I could see her doing it. The kitchen of the renovated kitchen. The window that looked onto the cedars at the back of the yard. The mug she had her tea in, which would be the green one she had had since college, because she only used the green one for hard calls.
"David and I are in trouble," Ellie said.
I did not say anything.
I had thought, in advance of this call, that I had thought about every possible version of it. I had not thought about that one. I had thought about the version in which Ellie said I think I'm going to leave him. I had thought about the version in which she said I think he's going to leave me. I had thought about the version in which she said we want to come down to see you in October. I had not thought about the version in which she said we are in trouble, which was a specific verb, to be, and a specific preposition, in, and which described not an action but a place.
"Tell me," I said.
She told me.
She told me for fourteen minutes. She told me without crying, which was Ellie. She told me with the tone of a person who had been managing alone for longer than she had been willing to say. They had been drifting for close to a year. They had stopped fighting, which she had at first thought was good and had now come to understand was not. David had been working long hours, which Ellie had at first attributed to the project and had now come to understand was not the project. They had not been to bed angry in months because they had not been to bed at the same time in months. He took the early shift. She took the late one. They had become the parents of their children in a kind of relay that had started as logistics and had ended as a marriage.
"He's not having an affair," Ellie said. "I asked. He's not."
"You asked."
"I asked. And I believe him. And whether or not I should believe him is not the point, because even if he were, it would be a symptom, and I don't think we're at the symptom yet, I think we're at the cause."
"What is the cause?"
"I don't know."
"Sweetheart."
"I don't know what the cause is. I know what it isn't. We are not in trouble about money. We are not in trouble about the children. We are not in trouble about his mother or my work. We are in trouble in some other way."
I let her sit in that.
I knew, without thinking through what I knew, what some of the other ways were. Daniel and I had been in some of the other ways, in the years when one or both of us had been working too hard, in the years after Ellie had gone to college and we had looked at each other across the dining room of the brownstone and discovered that we did not, that month, have anything obvious to say. We had come back from those. We had come back from them more than once. Two long marriages survive on the willingness of one of the people in the marriage to come back from a stretch that did not feel like a marriage, and it is a question, every time, whether the willingness is in the room.
I did not say any of that.
I said, "What does counseling look like?"
"He has agreed to it. We have a person. We have one session done. We have another scheduled for Thursday."
"That's something."
"It is something."
"What can I do."
There was the longest pause yet.
"I want you to stay there," she said.
"Stay here."
"In Sarasota."
"All right."
"I don't want you to come."
"Ellie."
"I don't want you to come. If I had wanted you to come I would have said so. I'm telling you what I want, and what I want is for you to be the thing that is not in crisis. I want to call you on Sundays and have you be there. I want to know that you're at the Commons and arguing with Frank and walking the Promenade with Delia and on the porch with Hank. I do not want, this fall, to also be worried about how you are doing in my house."
"I would not be a thing you had to worry about in your house."
"Mom."
"All right."
"I love you."
"I know."
"I am going to handle this."
"All right."
"I will tell you what I need when I need it. Right now what I need is for you to stay there."
"All right, sweetheart."
I said all right, sweetheart in the tone in which I had said all right twice already in the conversation, and Ellie heard the tone, because she was my daughter and had been listening to my tones for fifty-three years.
"Mom."
"What."
"Mean it."
"All right."
"Mean it."
"I mean it."
I did not, fully, mean it.
I meant it in the part of me that had been a federal employee for thirty years and that knew, when an adult told you the thing they needed, that the right response was to do that thing and not to do the version of that thing that you privately preferred. I meant it in the part of me that knew, also, that Ellie's reconciliation with me was nine months old and was the size of a small plant in the soil of a long winter and that an unrequested visit to Seattle would be the kind of footstep that crushed it. I did not mean it in the part of me that was Ellie's mother and that had never, in fifty-three years, been asked to stand in Florida while my daughter was in a difficult kitchen in Seattle and that had not reflexively booked a flight.
I did not say the not-meaning-it. I had learned, from the cedar box conversation in May, that Ellie did not need me to say everything I felt. She needed me to be a person who could decide which of the things I felt to say.
I said, "I love you. Tell David I'm thinking of him."
"He will appreciate that."
"He should."
A small breath came down the line from Seattle, a breath that was not quite a laugh. The first sound of relief I had heard from her since she had picked up.
"I'll call you Wednesday."
"Call me Wednesday."
"I love you, Mom."
"I love you too, sweetheart."
She hung up.
I held the phone in my hand for a long second after the screen went dark. The afternoon had moved. The light was now coming at the terrace at the angle that meant five o'clock in September. The cicadas had started a second wave, the slower one, the one I associated with the part of the day when Daniel used to come home from the office in DC and ask me what I was reading. The boom mic was still on its stand at the south end of the Promenade. I watched it for a long second. No one came for it.
I went inside.
I poured a glass of water and drank half of it standing at the counter with my hand on the rim of the sink. The hand on the rim of the sink had become, over a year, a tell of mine.
The yellow pad was in the top drawer of the desk in the living room.
I put my hand on the drawer pull.
I took my hand off the drawer pull.
I did not open the drawer. There was nothing in the desk that would help me with what Ellie had told me. The pad was a tool for a particular kind of problem and the problem on the phone was not that kind of problem. To open the drawer would be to insult the call.
I went back to the terrace.
I sat in the chair I had sat in for the call. The Caro book was still there, face down. I picked it up. I read four sentences. I read them twice. I put the book down.
I sat for a long time without doing anything.
The Promenade had begun to fill, in the slow Sunday-afternoon way, with the residents who came out at five for the walk before dinner. The Halperns, in their matching salmon-pink shirts. Caroline Sobczak with a small striped tote bag, going home. Roy Tavares in a Marlins cap on backward, on the way to where Roy went on Sunday evenings, which I had never asked.
A door opened behind me and I jumped. It was Delia.
"I knocked," she said.
"I didn't hear you."
"I know. I came in."
She had a covered plate. She set it on the kitchen counter without ceremony.
"You answered Ellie's call."
"How do you know."
"I saw your face from the corridor when I came past. The door was ajar. I was not eavesdropping. The door was ajar."
"The door was ajar."
"It's chicken."
"I'm not hungry."
"It's not for now. It's for later. I'm leaving it."
She did not ask. She did not press. She went to the refrigerator, found a space, slid the plate in, came back to the kitchen counter, refolded the dish towel I had left there at noon, and turned it over so the embroidered side was up. Then she came to the terrace door and stood with her hand on the frame.
"I'll be at home," she said.
"All right."
"Wednesday is at mine this week."
"All right."
She nodded once, the small nod that was a Delia nod, and let herself out.
I sat with the cicadas.
The light went amber over the parking circle. The Promenade thinned. Across at the south end of the path two people in production windbreakers came out of the live oaks from the direction of the inlet and walked along the Promenade back toward the parking circle, in conversation, the taller of them with a clipboard. They did not, that I could see, stop to retrieve the boom mic.
I watched them all the way to the vans.
I stayed on the terrace until the cicadas slowed and the first frogs started in the retention pond beyond the fence.
Then I went in.
I took the chicken out of the refrigerator and put it in the oven on a low warm.
I did not open the drawer.
I sat at the kitchen table and ate the chicken when it was warm, and I ate it slowly, because that is what a person does on a Sunday in September when she has been told, by the person she most wants to be useful to, that what she should do is exactly nothing.
I did the dishes.
I went to bed.
I did not yet know that on Tuesday morning, at eight o'clock, Eleanor Vance Ostroff would knock on my door with the posture of a woman who had made a decision at three in the morning.






  
  Chapter 4: Eleanor


Eleanor Vance Ostroff knocked at eight on Tuesday morning, and I knew before I opened the door that whoever was on the other side of it had decided something at three a.m. and was executing the decision before she could undecide it. 
That was not because I had been expecting Eleanor specifically. It was because no one knocks at three A at eight on a Tuesday morning. Delia did not knock at eight on Tuesdays because Tuesdays were her swim. Hank had a key. Sylvia did not knock anywhere before nine, on the principle that her visit was a gift and one did not deliver a gift before nine. The only kind of person who knocked at eight on a Tuesday was a person who was using the early hour as a guarantee against her own afternoon hesitation, and the only kind of subject that recommended such a guarantee was a subject the person had been carrying for a long time.
I pulled the door open with my hand on the cane.
"Mrs. Ostroff."
"Margot. May I come in."
It was not phrased as a question.
I stepped back. She came past me into the entryway with the controlled small steps of a woman who had been an attorney for forty-five years and who walked into rooms the way an attorney walks into rooms, which is with her weight in the front of the foot. She was seventy-eight. White hair cut very short, the kind of short that requires a good cut every five weeks and was getting one. Pale gray slacks, a navy blue cotton overshirt, and the silver chain with the small gold cross at her throat that I had seen her wear at every event of any consequence in the two years she had been a resident of Pelican Point. She lived in 4F of Egret Tower. We had nodded at each other across the Commons dining room perhaps four hundred times and exchanged a sentence at Sylvia's holiday wine and cheese the previous December and another sentence at the financial policy education session in July. We were not friends. We were the two retired federal women in our cluster of buildings, and we knew it about each other, and we had been waiting, the way two women like that always wait, for the conversation either of us was prepared to start.
She had started it now.
"Coffee?"
"Yes."
"Strong or weak?"
"Strong."
I made it strong.
She did not look around the apartment while I was making it. She sat at my kitchen table in the chair that faced the window and put her hands flat on the wood and looked at her hands. They were the hands of a woman who had typed for a living for forty-five years and who had also gardened. The nails were short and plain. There was a thin platinum band on the left hand.
I poured two cups. I set the milk and the small glass jar of Demerara out without asking. She took her coffee black. I had known this without confirming it because I had watched her at the Commons buffet on twelve occasions and had filed the answer.
I sat down across from her.
She drank a quarter of the coffee in two swallows. She set the cup down. She put her hands flat on the wood again.
"I am here," she said, "because I need to tell someone what I am about to tell you, and you are the person at Pelican Point who I believe will know what to do with it."
"All right."
"I have not told it to anyone in twenty-nine years. I have not told it to my husband. He died five years ago. I have not told it to my son, who is fifty-one and a corporate lawyer in Chicago. I have not told it to the women I worked with in the Department of Justice. I have not told it to my priest. I will tell you in a moment why I have not told it to my priest."
"All right."
"Are you a person of faith, Margot."
"Not particularly."
"That is a relief."
I waited.
She looked at the cup. She looked at the window. She brought her gaze back to me and held it.
"I was a federal prosecutor in Portland, Oregon, for twenty-one years," she said. "I retired in 2006. Before that I was an assistant United States attorney in the District of Oregon. I was very good at my job. I am not telling you this to ornament myself. I am telling you this so you understand that what I will say next is being said by a person who knows what the words mean."
"Understood."
"In May of 1996, I was the assistant U.S. attorney assigned to a working group on insurance fraud in the Portland area. There was a paralegal, a woman named Diana Cahill, employed by a small firm called Halloran Whitfield Mears. Halloran Whitfield Mears, in 1996, was structuring insurance vehicles that were being used by a number of clients to defraud carriers in a pattern I had been working to document for fourteen months. Diana Cahill came to my office on a Tuesday afternoon and said she had documents. She said she would bring them in on a Friday, after she had photocopied them at a Kinko's that was not in her neighborhood. She had thought that part through. She was thirty-four. She had two daughters. She had divorced their father three years earlier and was raising them in a duplex off Northeast Killingsworth."
She drank a second swallow of the coffee.
"She did not come in on Friday. On Wednesday morning of that week she was found in the Willamette River about a mile and a half downstream of the Sellwood Bridge. The Multnomah County medical examiner ruled accidental drowning. There was alcohol in her system. There were no signs of struggle, no signs of foul play. The investigation was closed within seventy-two hours. The U.S. attorney's office decided not to pursue the underlying fraud case in the absence of the witness. The firm of Halloran Whitfield Mears closed eighteen months later for unrelated reasons. The principals dispersed. The case did not come back."
"All right."
"I knew it was not accidental."
"You knew."
"I knew. I did not have a witness. I did not have a body that could tell me anything. I did not have a forensic case, because the forensic case had been ruled. What I had was a woman who had come to my office on a Tuesday afternoon, who had said Friday, and who had drowned on a Wednesday morning, and I had a working knowledge of the firm she worked for and of the people who worked at it. I never made the case. I never could. I left the working group six months later and was given a different portfolio and the file went into the inactive cabinet and stayed there until I retired."
"You believe she was killed."
"I believe she was killed."
"You believe by whom."
"That is the part I am here to tell you about."
She lifted the cup again. She did not drink. She held it. She set it down.
"In May of 1996," she said, "the firm of Halloran Whitfield Mears was a five-attorney firm. The principals were an attorney named Gary Whitfield, an attorney named Harold Mears, and the attorney whose name was on the door first, a man who had founded the firm fourteen years earlier and who at the time of Diana Cahill's death was the attorney structuring the insurance vehicles I had been documenting. His name was Bernard Kaplan."
I did not move.
I do not think I made a sound. I do not believe I changed my face. I had been a federal employee for thirty years, and one of the things one learned, in the first ten of those years, was how to receive a piece of information across a desk without giving the giver of the information any data she had not asked for. Eleanor was a federal employee for forty-five years. She knew I had received it. She watched me receive it and waited, in the courtesy of her training, while I held it.
I held it for the duration of three breaths.
"Bernie," I said.
"Bernie."
"You are sure."
"I am sure of the man. I am not sure of the act. I have never been sure of the act. I am sure of the man. He is the man who founded that firm and structured those vehicles and did business with the people whose money would have been at risk if Diana Cahill had walked into my office on a Friday afternoon with photocopies. I am sure that I have, for twenty-nine years, watched the news and the Oregon bar publications and the obituary pages with my eye on his name. I am sure that when I moved to Pelican Point in October of 2024 and went to my first community dinner and was introduced by Sylvia Abernathy to Bernie Kaplan, who used to be one of the great attorneys in Portland, you must meet him, I knew the man across the table from me before the small introduction had finished. I am sure that he did not know me. I worked the Portland working group out of the federal building. He would not have known my face. I have a name that is plausibly Jewish on one side and plausibly Catholic on the other, and the name on the marriage certificate I took in 1972 is Ostroff, and the name on the briefs in 1996 was Vance, and the cross at my throat I started wearing the year my husband died, which is a piece of camouflage I had not planned but have found useful."
"You have been at Pelican Point for two years."
"Yes."
"You have been at the same dinners as Bernie Kaplan for two years."
"Yes."
"You have had no contact with him."
"None I initiated. I have responded politely when he has greeted me. I have been a neighbor across a courtyard. I made my peace, two years ago, with the idea that Diana Cahill was a closed file and that what I had retired to was a place where closed files would stay closed. I made it. I lived inside it. I would have continued to live inside it for the rest of my







