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Chapter 1: The Arrival

The taxi pulled up in front of the wrought-iron gate at Sunset Pines at 2:03 p.m., and Ray Kowalski immediately realized he had made a mistake.

Not a mistake in judgment—he rarely made those. A miscalculation. He’d figured that three weeks at any retirement community would be better than three weeks staring at the walls of his Phoenix apartment with a surgically repaired knee and a mandatory physical therapy prescription. He’d miscalculated.

What stood before him was not a retirement community. It was a luxury resort that had, at some point in its history, decided to cater exclusively to Arizona’s affluent seniors. Honey-colored adobe buildings, terracotta-tiled roofs, royal palms lined up along the main driveway, purple and pink bougainvilleas spilling over every wall as if they’d been instructed to be decorative twenty-four hours a day. A turquoise swimming pool visible from the gate, glistening under an October sun that had no intention of acting like autumn.

“Twenty-two dollars,” said the driver.

Ray handed him a twenty-five-dollar bill without waiting for change, grabbed his crutches from the back seat, and stepped out of the taxi with the grace of a man missing a cruciate ligament and with two weeks of crutch training under his belt. Which meant: not much grace at all.

The taxi drove off. Ray stood on the sidewalk with his suitcase, his crutches, and the very distinct feeling that he was in the wrong place.

A weathered bronze sign read: Sunset Pines Retirement Resort — Live Each Season to the Fullest. Below that, in smaller letters: Member of the Premier Senior Living network since 1998.

Ray looked at the sign. He read the phrase. Then he read it again.

“Live each season to the fullest,” he said under his breath.

He picked up his crutches and went inside. The lobby at Sunset Pines smelled of roses, high-end disinfectant, and something indefinable that resembled artificial vanilla. Ray paused on the threshold, letting his eyes take in the space—a professional reflex he couldn’t turn off—and made a mental note: beige leather armchairs, massive potted plants, a gray granite reception desk, an aquarium built into the east wall with fish too colorful to be believable, a weekly activities board pinned to a corkboard: water aerobics, painting workshops, a seminar on wealth management, a bridge night.

A woman in a burgundy suit rose from the reception desk with the smile of someone who had been practicing that smile long enough that the relevant facial muscles had forgotten any other expression.

“Mr. Kowalski? I’m Margaret Okafor, director of Sunset Pines. Welcome.”

Margaret Okafor was sixty-eight years old, with a firm handshake and the precise diction of someone who had managed resident conflicts long enough to know that a misplaced syllable could spark a turf war around a bridge table. She was tall, impeccably coiffed, and looked at Ray’s knee with the professional discretion of a woman who had learned not to stare at her new residents’ crutches.

“Inspector Kowalski,” Ray said out of habit.

“Of course. Your room is on the first floor, west wing. It overlooks the garden and the pool. We’ve equipped the bathroom with grab bars for the duration of your stay, and the physical therapy team is expecting you tomorrow morning at nine o’clock. Do you have any questions?”

“Does the elevator work?”

“Always.”

“Then no.”

Margaret Okafor nodded with the smile of someone who’s seen hundreds of reluctant new residents come and go and who knows that in a week, they’ll all be eating at the same time and exchanging cake recipes.

Ray grabbed his crutches and headed for the elevator. He ran into Eleanor Whitfield for the first time in the first-floor hallway.

She was coming the other way, walking with the precision of someone who has no intention of altering her path for anyone else, and carrying under her arm a stack of files that would have been right at home in a federal courtroom. She was petite—barely over one meter fifty-eight—with white hair styled with a rigor that suggested disheveled hair was, to her, a form of moral failing. She wore a pearl-gray suit and thin tortoiseshell-framed glasses.

Ray shifted slightly on his crutches to let her pass.

She walked past without looking at him.

“Your room is on the left,” she said without slowing down. “Not on the right. Room 114 is occupied by Mr. Ferreira, who’s been having trouble with his walker since Tuesday and keeps his door open for noise reasons. You don’t want to be next door to Room 114.”

Ray stopped.

“How do you know which room I…”

“Margaret Okafor told me you were arriving this morning. She always lets the long-term residents know about new arrivals. I’ve lived here since 2019. Eleanor Whitfield. Former federal district judge for Arizona.”

She disappeared down the hall without looking back.

Ray looked at his room key. 112. To the left. He ran into Vernon Dupree for the first time at the pool.

He had propped his crutches against the lounge chair closest to the shade, attempted to sit down without using his right knee in a way his surgeon would have disapproved of, and was staring at the turquoise water of the Sunset Pines pool with the expression of a man wondering how his life had led him there.

The man sitting two lounge chairs away from him was doing exactly the same thing—staring at the pool with an expression that was anything but contemplative. He was about one meter ninety tall, had the shoulders of a man who’d been lifting heavy things for most of his adult life, white hair cut close to the scalp, and hands resting on his knees that looked like two industrial tools momentarily at rest.

“You’re new here,” said the man without turning his head.

“Just got here an hour ago.”

“Ray Kowalski.”

“Vernon Dupree. Everyone calls me Vern. How’d you get hurt?”

“Chase. Cruciate ligament.”

Vern nodded with the brief approval of someone who accepts that explanation as sufficient.

“I hurt my left knee in 1987. Fallujah—that was the right one.” The left one again in 2003. These days, both go on strike at the same time when it’s below fifteen degrees.

— Marines?

— Sergeant Major. And you?

— Phoenix Police.

A silence.

— The problem with this pool, said Vern, is that it’s too blue. It doesn’t look natural. Water isn’t supposed to be that color. Water is green or brown. Blue like that means chemicals.

— It’s chlorine.

— I know what it is. That doesn’t change the fact that it’s not natural.

Ray looked at the pool. It was indeed a shade of blue that didn’t exist in nature.

— You’re right, he said.

Vern seemed slightly surprised that someone agreed with him. Then he nodded again and went back to his disapproving gaze at the pool. He ran into Gloria Fontaine for the first time at the drink dispenser, in the hallway separating the activity rooms from the dining hall.

She was standing in front of the vending machine with the focused expression of someone auditioning for a difficult role; she had auburn hair that owed nothing to nature and everything to a talented stylist, and was wearing a floral-print dress that would have been too exuberant for most occasions but which, in that beige institutional hallway, was the only truly genuine splash of color Ray had seen since his arrival.

“It’s eating my bill,” she said without turning around, as if she’d sensed his presence in the hallway.

Ray approached and examined the vending machine.

“The bill is stuck in the slot. If you press the refund button while hitting the left side panel with your palm—hard, not with your fingertips—it’ll unjam.”

“Do you know a lot about vending machines?”

“Police stations have the same ones.”

She followed the instructions. The machine returned her bill and a can of iced tea as belated compensation.

“Gloria Fontaine,” she said, picking up her can. “You look like a cop.”

— Ray Kowalski. I’m a cop.

— I knew it. I played a detective in Murder in Pacific Grove in 1987 and in The Night of the Evidence in 1991. I have an eye for people in the business.

— You’re an actress.

— I used to be an actress. Now I’m a resident at Sunset Pines, which isn’t exactly the same thing but has the advantage of including meals.

She took her can and walked down the hallway with the stride of a woman who knows full well that someone is watching her.

Ray looked at the vending machine. He tapped the side panel lightly with his palm, out of reflex. Nothing fell out. Room 112 was clean, functional, and decorated in the style of someone who’d been instructed to create a non-threatening space for the elderly—light beige, sand-colored curtains, framed photographs of unremarkable Arizona landscapes, a digital print of a saguaro cactus at sunset hanging above the bed.

Ray set his suitcase on the bed, sat down carefully on the edge, and looked at the cactus.

He was fifty-one years old. He had a knee repaired with titanium bolts, according to his surgeon’s enthusiastic explanation; two divorces behind him; a son in Tucson who sent him regular messages but whom he saw three times a year, including Christmas; an apartment in Phoenix containing exactly the bare necessities and no decorations, and a list of ongoing investigations on his desk at the police station that would pile up over the next three weeks without him.

He took out his phone. A message from his lieutenant: Have a good recovery, Kowalski. Don’t solve any crimes in your room.

Ray set the phone down on the nightstand.

He looked at the cactus once more.

The cactus offered him no helpful comments. Dinner was served at 6:30 p.m. in the large dining room at Sunset Pines—tables for four arranged in neat rows, white porcelain tableware, cloth napkins folded into triangles, and residents who, for the most part, had occupied their assigned seats long enough to consider any table their personal property.

Ray arrived at 6:35 p.m., looked for an empty table, and found none—every table had at least one person seated with the territorial posture of someone waiting for their usual dining companions.

He spotted a table with three empty chairs. He sat down.

Eleanor Whitfield arrived at 6:38 p.m., looked at the table, looked at Ray, and sat down across from him with the expression of someone who notices a minor incident and decides to let it slide.

Vernon Dupree arrived at 6:40 p.m., looked at the table, said—well, well—and sat down.

Gloria Fontaine arrived at 6:42 p.m., looked at the table with a slightly theatrical smile, and said:

“How charming. We’ve all chosen the same table.”

“There weren’t any other tables available,” said Ray.

“True. But I prefer my version.”

A waiter brought the menus. Eleanor grabbed hers immediately and examined it with the concentration of a prosecutor reading an indictment. Vern took his, looked at it for a second, and set it down.

“Is there any beef?” Vern asked.

“The beef tenderloin in a herb crust,” Eleanor said without looking up.

“Is it real beef or ‘house beef’?”

“I’m not sure I understand the distinction.”

“Residence beef is beef they cooked three hours ago and are keeping warm in something damp. Real beef is beef they just cooked.”

“I suggest we order and judge for ourselves,” said Eleanor.

“I’ll order the beef and let you know.”

“I didn’t ask for a report.”

“I’ll give you one anyway.”

Ray looked at his two tablemates. Then he looked at the menu. Then he made a practical decision: he would order the soup of the day, eat in silence, go back to his room, and call Danny to tell him where he’d ended up.

That was when Harold Sinclair stopped at their table.

He was tall for his eighty-three years—stooped, but tall—with neatly combed white hair, tortoiseshell glasses, and the dark suit of a man who had spent enough time in boardrooms for the suit to have become a second skin. He was holding a cup of coffee and smiling with the quiet warmth of someone who had long since made peace with most things.

“Eleanor,” he said with the smile of a regular. “Good evening.”

“Harold,” said Eleanor with a tone that contained exactly the right amount of cordiality and not a gram more.

Harold Sinclair turned his gaze toward Ray.

“New resident?”

“Just passing through. Rehab.”

“Harold Sinclair,” he said, holding out his hand.

Ray shook it. Harold Sinclair’s hand was dry, his grip firm, his gaze direct behind his tortoiseshell glasses—the gaze of a man accustomed to looking people in the eye during negotiations.

“Ray Kowalski.”

“Welcome to Sunset Pines, Inspector Kowalski,” said Harold Sinclair with a smile. “I hope you’ll be happy here.”

He picked up his coffee cup and went to sit at a nearby table where a woman with short gray hair and round glasses was waiting for him with a patient smile.

Ray looked at his right hand for a second, for no particular reason, and opened his menu again.

“Do you know him?” he asked Eleanor.

“Everyone knows everyone in Sunset Pines,” said Eleanor. “That’s both the main advantage and the main drawback of a community like this.”

“What did he do for a living?”

“Chief Financial Officer. Investment funds. He’s been retired for about twenty years.”

“The woman sitting with him?”

“Judith Park. Former journalist. They’ve been playing bridge together three times a week for the past six years. She’s a very good player.”

Ray looked over at Harold Sinclair’s table. The man was quietly sipping his coffee. The woman with the round glasses was saying something to him in a low voice, smiling.

Everything looked perfectly ordinary.

— I’ll have the soup, Ray said to the waiter who was approaching.

— The beef, Vern said.

— The sole meunière, Eleanor said.

— The scallops, Gloria said, and she gave the waiter the smile of a woman who’d spent thirty years charming entire film crews and for whom a twenty-five-year-old waiter posed no challenge whatsoever.

The waiter walked away with a slight blush.

“You’re doing that on purpose,” Vern said to Gloria.

“Doing what?”

“That thing with the smile.”

“I smile normally.”

“Nobody smiles normally like that.”

“Is that a compliment or an observation?”

“It’s an observation.”

“I’m going to take it as a compliment.”

Ray ate his soup in silence. It was good—which surprised him slightly, though he had no valid reason to be surprised.

Outside, through the dining room’s large windows, the Arizona sky was turning deep orange and bright pink, with that particular quality of light found in deserts in the late afternoon, when the heat softens and the light becomes almost palpable, golden and dense. The bougainvilleas in the garden absorbed this light and reflected it back in shades of copper and fuchsia.

Ray Kowalski watched the sunset from his chair, eating his soup, seated between a former federal judge who was quietly debating the botanical identity of a herb on her plate, a seventy-nine-year-old former Marine who chewed his beef with the air of a man delivering a verdict, and a television actress who surveyed the dining room with the eyes of someone mentally noting the characters for future use.

This was not at all what he had expected.

Harold Sinclair, at the next table, finished his coffee, said something to Judith Park, who laughed softly, and folded his napkin with the care of a man who had always done things neatly.

He had thirty-six hours left to live.

No one at that table knew it yet. Night fell over Sunset Pines with the abruptness typical of deserts—no gradual twilight, just a sharp shift from orange light to starlit darkness, as if the sun had checked its watch and decided it had had enough for the day.

Ray was in his room by 8:00 p.m. He had unpacked his suitcase—which had taken him twelve minutes and a disproportionate amount of energy because of his knee—set his medications on the bathroom shelf, plugged in his phone, and stared at the ceiling of Room 112 for five minutes with the feeling of a man taking stock of his options and finding that the list is short.

He called Danny.

It rang three times. Then his son’s voice—twenty years old in December, still at the University of Tucson, with that slightly different accent he’d developed since living outside Phoenix, as if the geographical distance had slightly altered his vowels.

— Dad. What’s it like?

— It’s a retirement community in Scottsdale. There’s an aquarium in the lobby and a pool that’s too blue.

“Too blue how?”

“Chemically blue. Not natural.”

“That’s chlorine.”

“That’s what I told someone else three hours ago. It hasn’t changed my opinion on the color.”

Danny laughed—a brief laugh, just like his own; he’d always had it. Ray leaned back against the headboard and looked at the digitally printed cactus.

— Does rehab start tomorrow?

— Nine o’clock. Physical therapy.

— Have you met any people?

Ray thought about the question.

“A former federal judge, an ex-Marine, and an actress from ’80s TV shows. Apparently, they all eat at the same table as me.”

“That’s… quite a mix.”

“That’s one way of putting it.”

“You seem to be doing well.”

“I’m doing fine.”

“You seem less tense than usual.”

Ray considered that observation. He wasn’t sure exactly what it meant, but Danny had a way of saying the right things with too few words to argue with.

“It’s the knee,” Ray said. “It’s hard to be tense when you’ve got a crutch in each hand.”

“Maybe that’s good therapy, then.”

They talked for another ten minutes. After hanging up, he lay there in the darkness of Room 112, his knee resting on a pillow as the surgeon had recommended, and let the silence of Sunset Pines settle around him.

It was a different kind of silence from the silence in his apartment in Phoenix. Thicker. More alive—if you listened closely, you could hear the distant sound of a television somewhere down the hall, and the rustling of the palm trees in the garden in the evening breeze.

People living right next to him.

Ray wasn’t used to that anymore.

He fell asleep at 10:00 p.m. At 7:00 a.m. the next day—Tuesday—he was awakened by the sounds of the residence coming back to life: footsteps in the hallway, the breakfast cart being pushed by someone with a morning enthusiasm that Ray found out of place, and a voice—Vern’s, unmistakable even through two doors—saying with conviction to someone in the hallway:

“If you put decaf in that machine, I’d say you’re misleading people about the product.”

Ray lay there for another ten minutes, staring at the ceiling.

This wasn’t at all what he’d planned.

But he hadn’t planned much else either.

He grabbed his crutches, got up, and went to the window. The Sunset Pines garden in the October morning light was quite different from the garden he’d seen the day before at sunset. The light was white and low on the horizon, the shadows long, and the pool reflected a sky that was still pale. On the terrace, a figure in a gray suit was already seated at a table with a cup of coffee and three newspapers folded into rectangles.

Eleanor Whitfield had certainly been up for several hours.

Ray glanced at his watch. Seven minutes past seven.

He had one hour and fifty-three minutes before physical therapy.

Sunset Pines, he thought. Three weeks.

He went to get ready.

 


Chapter 2: House Rules

The rules at Sunset Pines weren't written down anywhere.

That was their strength. A written rule could be challenged, amended, or submitted to management with margin notes and a request for revision. An unwritten rule was unassailable—it existed in the collective memory of the long-time residents, passed down by osmosis to every newcomer, enforced with the silent rigor of things that have always been that way and have no intention of changing.

Ray Kowalski learned this the very moment he placed the bread basket in the center of the table.

He’d done it mechanically—the basket had been at the edge of the table since the meal began; no one had touched it; he’d moved it thirty centimeters toward the center so that everyone could reach it. An ordinary, logical gesture, without any ulterior motive.

Eleanor Whitfield looked up from her plate.

“That basket was in its place,” she said.

“It was at the edge. No one could reach it easily.”

“I could reach it easily.”

“You’re fifty centimeters from the edge.”

“That’s exactly how far I like to be from the bread. Not any farther. I have no problem reaching out.”

Ray looked at the basket. Looked at Eleanor. Put the basket back where it had been.

“Thanks,” said Eleanor, and she went back to her slice of bread.

Across the table, Vern watched the scene with the attention of a man who’d just witnessed an instructive tactical demonstration.

“She does that to everyone,” he said to Ray in a low voice.

“I can hear you, Vernon,” said Eleanor without looking up.

“I know you can hear me. I was telling the truth.”

“That’s the only quality of yours that’s consistently on display.”

Vern seemed to take that as a compliment. He picked up his fork again. There were rules for the bread basket. There were rules for the water carafe—you weren’t supposed to move it either, and you weren’t supposed to refill it yourself because that was the waiter’s job, and doing the waiter’s job was condescending according to Eleanor and perfectly logical according to Vern, and the two positions had coexisted at the table without resolution for long enough that this disagreement had itself become a rule.

There were rules regarding the order in which people spoke. No explicit rules—just the unspoken rule that Eleanor spoke first if she had something to say, because she was eighty-one years old and the natural authority of forty years on the bench was difficult to challenge without a valid reason, and no one at that table had so far provided a valid reason.

There were rules regarding silence. The silence at this table wasn’t uncomfortable. It was a working silence—each of the four was eating, observing, or reflecting on something that didn’t yet need to be put into words, and that silence had a different texture from the awkward silence Ray was familiar with at police dinners, where no one knows what to say once professional topics have been exhausted.

Ray realized this as he ate his soup—which was a creamy, perfectly balanced lobster bisque, infinitely better than the word soup suggested, and which made him feel slightly guilty for having underestimated the restaurant’s cuisine.

“It’s good,” he said.

“The bisque is always good,” said Gloria from her seat. “The chef is from a restaurant in Sedona. He had three offers from Phoenix and turned them all down because he loves old people.”

“Nobody loves old people that much,” said Vern.

“Some people love them a lot. My last housekeeper adored old people.”

“You had a housekeeper?”

“Back in the good old days. I’ve had several.” The last one was named Consuela; she was from New Mexico, and she was the only person I’ve ever known who made beds without a single wrinkle. She said that wrinkles in the sheets brought bad luck, according to her family’s beliefs.

“That’s superstition,” said Eleanor.

“That’s culture,” said Gloria.

“The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

Gloria looked at Eleanor with the expression of a woman who has acted out hundreds of confrontational scenes and who instinctively recognizes when her opponent has just scored a point.

“No,” she said. “It’s not incompatible.”

Ray ate his bisque. Around them, the Sunset Pines dining room hummed softly—whispered conversations, the discreet clinking of silverware on porcelain, the background noise of some fifty people dining with the ease of those who’ve dined here hundreds of times and know the exact rhythm of this room, its acoustics, its drafts, the quality of its lighting at that hour.

A world with its own laws.

Ray, who had spent twenty-five years understanding worlds with their own laws, was beginning to take stock. The bread war had been the first skirmish. The water issue had been the second. The third took place over the subject of the windows.

“It’s hot,” Vern said at one point.

“It’s twenty-two degrees,” said Eleanor.

“I know how I feel.”

“I’m giving you the objective temperature.”

“I’ve spent forty years operating under climatic conditions far more challenging than twenty-two degrees in a dining room in Scottsdale, Arizona. When I say it’s hot, that’s an assessment based on experience.”

“Or on the fact that you ordered the beef fillet en croûte and that animal protein raises body temperature during digestion.”

Vern set down his fork.

“You have an answer for everything.”

“I have one for most things. It’s a matter of method.”

“Has there ever been a time when you didn’t have an answer?”

A silence.

“Rarely,” said Eleanor. “And when it has happened, I’ve preferred to remain silent rather than say something inaccurate.”

“That’s what we call wisdom,” said Gloria.

“No,” said Eleanor. “That’s what we call discipline.”

Ray took a piece of bread—making sure to take the one on his side of the basket, without moving the basket itself—and observed his three tablemates with the professional gaze he applied to groups of people interacting.

What he saw was interesting.

Eleanor was the table’s center of gravity—not because she sought to be, but because the other three naturally oriented themselves in relation to her, whether to contradict her or to align with her. She set the parameters. She defined the tone.

Vern was the counterweight. He challenged her out of reflex, not out of genuine disagreement—most of the time, Ray noticed that Vern ended up conceding the main points to Eleanor while maintaining a superficial resistance whose sole purpose was not to give in without a fight. A man who had spent his life in strict military hierarchies and who, in retirement, had developed the freedom to challenge the hierarchies he hadn’t chosen.

Gloria was the observer. She spoke less than the other two—her comments were precise, often humorous, and always timed just right to defuse or reignite the conversation, depending on what the moment called for. She read the table the way she had read dozens of scripts—looking for dynamics, subtext, and those moments when someone says one thing but means another.

And Ray was the newcomer.

Being the newcomer had its advantages. The unwritten rules didn’t apply to him yet because he wasn’t supposed to know them. He could observe without being expected to contribute. He could ask questions without coming across as presumptuous.

“Do you guys eat together often?” he asked.

The three exchanged brief glances—the quick look three people share when checking their shared version of a story.

“How long, exactly?” Gloria asked Eleanor.

“Eighteen months,” Eleanor said. “Ever since Mr. Harrington moved to the nursing wing and there was a spot at this table.”

“Mr. Harrington liked beef, too,” said Vern.

“Mr. Harrington liked everything. That was his main problem.”

“That’s not a problem.”

“It’s a lack of discernment.”

“Or generosity.”

“Vernon.”

“What?”

“Mr. Harrington’s cholesterol was two hundred eighty.” His culinary generosity earned him three coronary bypasses at seventy-two.

Vern thought for a moment.

— Well. All right.

Ray ate his bread. He wondered what had brought those three together at the same table before him—what combination of coincidences, empty tables, and chance encounters in the hallways had produced this trio, so improbable and yet so functional at the same time.

“How did you all meet?” he asked.

“The pool,” said Vern. “I was there. She was there.”

“I wasn’t at the pool,” said Eleanor. “I was on the terrace next to it, overlooking the pool.”

“It’s the same thing.”

“It’s not the same thing at all. The pool is for swimming. The terrace is for reading.”

— Were you reading at seven in the morning?

— I’d started at six-thirty. By seven, I was on my third chapter.

— And I was on my second lap.

— Do you swim?” asked Ray.

— Every morning. Forty laps. No matter the weather. No matter the season. I’ve been doing it for thirty-seven years.

— Even with your knee?

— The knee doesn’t swim. The arms do.

Gloria set down her fork gently.

— As for me,” she said, “I ran into Eleanor at the laundromat. A disagreement over how long to use washing machine number three.

— There was no disagreement,” said Eleanor. “There were posted rules. You hadn’t read it.

“I had read it. I interpreted it differently.”

“The laundromat rules leave no room for interpretation.”

“Every text is open to interpretation. That’s the nature of language.”

“That’s the position of someone who hasn’t read the rules.”

“And I refereed the dispute,” said Vern with satisfaction. I was there to rinse my flannel shirt.

“You ruled in Gloria’s favor,” said Eleanor.

“I ruled fairly.”

“You said, ‘Let her finish her laundry, ma’am; it’s just a machine.’ That’s not ruling. That’s taking a side.”

“It’s a fair stance.”

— In Gloria’s favor.

— In favor of common sense.

Ray looked at the table. Eighteen months of this exact dynamic, every night around the same four-person table, at the same time, with the same positions and the same circular disagreements that never got resolved because no one at that table really wanted to resolve them.

He understood that. The best partnership he’d ever had was with a detective named Terrence Webb, who held views radically different from his own on just about everything except the essentials—and that was precisely why, together, they’d solved cases that neither of them could have solved alone.

— Do you play cards? Vern asked Ray out of the blue.

— No.

“Chess?”

“Not since college.”

“Bridge?”

“No.”

Vern looked at Eleanor.

“He doesn’t play anything.”

“That’s his right,” said Eleanor.

“In this residence, not playing something is a social anomaly.”

“He’s here for three weeks of rehabilitation. He’s not obligated to acquire recreational skills.”

— Everyone should play something.

— Why? Ray asked.

Vern considered the question with the seriousness of a man who believed it deserved to be taken seriously.

— Because playing something teaches you how a person behaves under pressure, he said finally. People play cards the same way they do everything else. A bluffer at cards is a bluffer in life. A cautious player at cards is a cautious player in life. Watch someone play bridge for an hour, and you’ll know who they are.

Ray thought of Harold Sinclair—who, according to Eleanor, played bridge three times a week with Judith Park.

“And Harold Sinclair?” he said. “What kind of player is he?”

The three looked at each other again—briefly, almost imperceptibly, but Ray was trained to spot these micro-exchanges.

“Cautious,” Eleanor said after a moment. “Very cautious. He never takes a risk he hasn’t calculated in advance.”

“And Judith Park?”

“Judith is more intuitive. She reads people better than she reads cards. That’s why they make a good pair.”

Ray noted that without actually noting it—in his professional memory, the place where he stored the little details that didn’t mean anything yet but might mean something later.

The waiters were beginning to clear the first plates. The Sunset Pines dining room was entering its dessert phase—pastry carts could be seen rolling between the tables, and the conversations were slowing down slightly.

“I’ll have some coffee,” said Vern.

“At this hour?” said Gloria.

“I’ve always had coffee in the evening. For forty years.”

“It’s bad for your sleep.”

“I sleep just fine.”

“That’s what everyone who doesn’t sleep well says.”

“I’ve been sleeping five hours a night for thirty years. It’s not the coffee.”

“Only five hours?” said Ray.

“The Marines,” said Vern, in the tone of someone who believes two words are enough to explain any character trait.

The waiter brought Vern’s coffee, a chamomile tea for Eleanor, and a glass of sparkling water for Gloria. Ray ordered a coffee too—he wasn’t going to fall asleep anytime soon in his unfamiliar room with his knee throbbing softly and the hum of a retirement home all around him.

“Tomorrow,” said Eleanor, setting down her cup of herbal tea, “there’s a conference on wealth management at ten o’clock in the Sequoia Room.”

“I have physical therapy at nine,” said Ray.

“I wasn’t inviting you. I was just letting everyone at the table know.”

“I’m not going either,” said Vern.

“You never go.”

“I’ve managed my estate. It’s all taken care of.”

“The lecture isn’t for you. It’s for those who still have decisions to make.”

“My decisions are made.”

“Fine. Then don’t go.”

“I might go,” said Gloria.

The other two looked at her in surprise.

“I’m joking,” she said. “But your faces were worth it.”

Ray finished his coffee. The dining room was slowly emptying. At ten to eight, he picked up his crutches.

He realized there was something paradoxically restful about this table. Not restful in the soothing sense—Eleanor and Vern weren’t soothing. But restful in the sense of a space that had its own rules, its own habits, its own logic, and that didn’t require him to explain who he was or why he was there. They had accepted him at the table. Not warmly—warmth wasn’t this table’s style. But pragmatically.

There was an empty chair. He’d taken it. That was enough.

“See you tomorrow,” said Eleanor as she stood up.

“See you tomorrow,” said Gloria.

Vern nodded—which, as Ray would learn, was his way of saying goodbye. What he didn’t know that night was that the same Harold Sinclair he’d seen carefully folding his napkin had, after dinner, made a detour to the residence’s library—a small room at the end of the east hallway, with oak bookshelves and two burgundy leather armchairs—and sat there alone for forty minutes with a book he hadn’t opened.

He had looked out the window. The garden. The lights by the pool.

Then he had picked up his phone, dialed a number, let it ring twice, and hung up before anyone answered.

Ray didn’t yet know that the woman with the round glasses sitting across from Sinclair that evening had waited six years to be at that table.

There were many things he didn’t know yet.

But he’d been at Sunset Pines for seven hours, and he already had three unwitting allies, a bread basket he’d learned not to move, and the feeling—vague, professional, hard to ignore—that something about this place deserved a closer look.

Not tonight.

Tonight, the Arizona night was clear and cold—fourteen degrees—a dry, biting cold. He turned off the light in Room 112. The digitally printed cactus vanished into the darkness.

And he thought—briefly, professionally, without being able to completely stop himself—about the way Eleanor had said cautious when talking about Harold Sinclair at bridge.

He never takes a risk he hasn’t calculated in advance.

That wasn’t a description of a bridge player. It was a description of his character.

He fell asleep on that thought.

Harold Sinclair would still be alive tomorrow morning.

For another nineteen hours.

 


Chapter 3 The Dead Man on Tuesday Morning

Ray hadn’t slept since five in the morning.

It wasn’t the knee—the knee was doing what an operated knee does three weeks after surgery: it throbbed at regular intervals with the stubborn regularity of something that wants you to know it’s there. No, that was there, but that wasn’t it. It was the nursing home itself—its nighttime noises, different from the nighttime noises of his Phoenix apartment, where he knew every frequency, every variation, right down to the precise sound of the kitchen faucet dripping between one and two in the morning, which he’d never had repaired.

At Sunset Pines, the nighttime sounds were different. Creaks in the hallway at irregular intervals—thermal expansion of the hardwood floors, probably, but different from that in his apartment. A very distant snore coming from an indeterminate direction. And, once, a few minutes past three, the sound of a door opening and closing softly in the hallway—someone going to the bathroom, probably, or who couldn’t sleep either.

By five o’clock, Ray had given up.

He’d grabbed his crutches, put on his pants and sweater, and decided to do what he always did when he couldn’t sleep in Phoenix: go for a walk. His knee made walking more difficult, but the crutches allowed for a slow, methodical stroll, and Sunset Pines had hallways wide enough to move about without disturbing anything.

He’d walked around the first floor. Then the ground floor. Then, at 5:40 a.m., he stepped out into the garden through the side door of the dining room—which was unlocked, a detail worth noting—and walked around the pool in the cool Arizona morning, about 11 degrees, the air dry and clean like a surface that had just been wiped down.

The stars were still visible. Not all of them—the east was beginning to grow pale, very slightly, the way the Arizona sky heralds dawn without haste, with the confidence of something that knows it will arrive on time.

He had returned inside at 6:15.

At 7:30, he walked past the recreation room and the door was open. The Sunset Pines recreation room was located on the ground floor, in the east wing, between the library and the Sequoia Conference Room. It contained four game tables, two brown leather couches, a bookshelf filled with board games, a whiteboard displaying the week’s activity schedule, and, at that hour, Harold Sinclair.

Harold Sinclair was sitting in the armchair in the northeast corner of the room.

This was not an unusual position. The armchairs in the recreation room were comfortable, and several residents came there in the morning before breakfast—with a newspaper or a cup of coffee—to enjoy the quiet before the day at the residence really got underway. Harold Sinclair came there regularly, as far as Ray had gathered from his one evening of observation.

What was unusual was the way he was sitting.

Ray paused in the doorway.

Harold Sinclair was sitting in the corner armchair with his cup of coffee resting on the small table beside him, his newspaper folded on his lap, and his hands clasped in his lap with the unnecessary precision of a man who had done this hundreds of times. He was staring straight ahead—toward the window overlooking the garden, whose shutters were half-open, letting in diagonal streaks of morning light.

But he wasn’t moving.

Not at all. No visible breathing, not even the slightest twitch of the shoulders that accompanies a living human being, even in the most complete stillness.

Ray knew that kind of stillness.

He’d seen it dozens of times in twenty-five years on the homicide squad. It was a stillness that, once you’d seen it, could not be mistaken for sleep—a final stillness, with no possible return, lacking the slight residual tension of a sleeping body that might still wake up.

He entered the recreation room.

He leaned his crutches against the nearest wall, took three steps forward—the minimum necessary to confirm what he had already realized—and placed two fingers on the side of Harold Sinclair’s neck.

Nothing.

The skin was still warm, not cold—which meant it hadn’t happened long ago. An hour, perhaps. Maybe less.

Ray took a step back.

Harold Sinclair had died in his armchair, with his coffee and newspaper, in the recreation room at Sunset Pines in Scottsdale, Arizona, on Tuesday, October 22, 2024, at a time Ray couldn’t yet pinpoint but which, judging by the residual warmth of the skin, was somewhere between 5:30 and 7:00.

He took out his phone. He called 911 first—that was procedure, even though he had no jurisdiction here, even though it was probably a heart attack, and even though the operator was going to ask him if the patient was still breathing and he was going to have to explain that no, the patient was no longer breathing, and that he himself was a Phoenix police officer undergoing rehabilitation at a Scottsdale senior living facility and that perhaps that explained it.

Then he called the facility’s front desk.

The night staff member picked up on the third ring, sounding as though they’d dozed off.

“There’s a deceased resident in the recreation room,” Ray said. “Call the director immediately. And don’t let anyone into that room until the police arrive.”

Silence.

“Sir?”

“Ray Kowalski, Room 112. Call the director now.”

He hung up and stood in the doorway, his back to the hallway, his eyes on Harold Sinclair.

There was something.

Not something he could put his finger on yet—nothing specific enough to make it a professional observation. Just something about the layout of the scene, the way Harold Sinclair was seated in that armchair, that didn’t quite fit the image of a man who’d fallen asleep in a chair and never woken up.

The newspaper on his lap. His hands clasped on top of it. The coffee cup on the table to his left.

Harold Sinclair was right-handed. Ray had instinctively noticed it when he’d shaken his hand the night before—the way his right hand had moved first, with the slight dominance of the grip from the dominant hand.

The cup was set to the left.

It wasn’t necessarily significant. People sometimes set their cups on the other side. There were a dozen mundane explanations for a right-handed person setting a cup to the left.

But Ray noted it in his professional memory, in the place where he stored details that didn’t mean anything yet. Margaret Okafor arrived in seven minutes.

She was dressed—not in a burgundy suit like the day before, but in casual street clothes, jeans and a sports jacket, which suggested she lived nearby and had arrived quickly. Her hair wasn’t exactly styled. She had the look of someone who’d heard some news over the phone and whose professional side had kicked in before her human side had had time to catch up.

She paused in the doorway, looked at Harold Sinclair, and said nothing for four seconds.

“Did he come here regularly in the morning?” Ray asked.

“Yes. Almost every morning since he moved in. He liked to read his newspaper here before breakfast. He said it was the only quiet place before eight o’clock.”

“What was his general state of health?”

“I can’t disclose—”

“Ms. Okafor. I’m a police inspector. Not
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