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Book One: THE SECOND SHOOTER
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For the whispers the sea keeps, and the ones it finally gives back.


CHAPTER ONE: THE GINGER MAE

The ferry from Cedar Point made the crossing in forty minutes on a calm day, and this was a calm day, the kind Patchogu Island arranged for itself in late May before the summer tourists arrived to complicate everything. The water was flat and pearl-grey, the horizon a soft smudge where the Atlantic absorbed the sky, and the island materialized the way it always did for Victoria Laine: not as a destination, but as a correction. Like the world had been slightly wrong since she left, and now, rounding into the channel, it was adjusting itself back.

She stood at the bow railing while Olivia sat cross-legged on a bench behind her eating a gas station bag of peanut butter crackers and Solei read something on her phone with the focused silence of a person who was actually thinking rather than scrolling. The three of them had driven down from Raleigh that morning, crammed into Olivia's Jeep, and barely spoken for the last hour of it, the comfortable kind of quiet that only existed between people who had known each other long enough that silence wasn't awkward, it was just weather.

"You're doing the thing," Olivia said.

Victoria didn't turn around. "What thing."

"The standing-at-the-bow thing. Like you're on the Titanic."

"I'm looking at the island."

"You're being cinematic." Olivia crunched a cracker. "There's a difference."

Solei looked up from her phone. "She's been doing it since the Outer Banks bridge. I clocked it."

Victoria turned around, and because they were both watching her with the particular expression they reserved for moments they planned to remember and weaponize later, she smiled. It was a good smile; she knew that, had known it since ninth grade, which was both a gift and a problem she was still working out. "I'm glad to be back," she said. "Is that allowed?"

"Completely allowed," Olivia said. "Just do it with less hair."

The wind off the water was cold enough to keep the gulls honest, and they hung above the ferry in loose, wheeling clusters, crying out with the specific urgency of birds who had important opinions about nothing. Patchogu Island was six miles long and barely two miles wide at its broadest point, a low, sandy crescent of a place that had decided sometime around 1890 to stop caring what the mainland thought of it. There were dunes and sea oats and weathered cedar houses set back from the water. There was a lighthouse at the north end that had guided ships since before the Civil War and now mostly guided tourists with cameras. There was one school, one post office, two churches that hadn't spoken to each other in forty years over a dispute no one under sixty could fully remember, a hardware store that also sold bait, and, at the corner of Tidal Bay Road and North Main Street, the Ginger Mae Coffee Shop.

This was where they were going. This was, to varying degrees and in varying ways, what they were going back for.

—-
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Grandma Knapp was not, technically, anyone's grandmother.

The title was honorific, given years ago by the island's collective instinct for the right word. Her actual name was Ginger Mae Knapp (the shop was named after her, not the other way around) and she had run it alone since her husband Harold passed in 2001, and somewhat less alone since Victoria, Olivia, and Solei had started spending their summers on the island as teenagers and gradually, naturally, indispensably taken up positions in the daily operations. By now, in their late twenties, "helping Grandma at the shop" had become "running the shop while Grandma supervised from her stool behind the counter and told them they were doing it wrong."

The arrangement suited everyone.

Victoria had a key to the shop's back door. She also had a key to Grandma's cottage on the dune, and to the storage shed, and to the lockbox where the quarterly tax documents lived, and to the small fireproof safe inside the supply closet where Grandma kept the recipe notebooks. The safe key was the only one that ever made Grandma pause before handing it over. For emergencies, she'd said, pressing it into Victoria's palm three summers ago, her grip dry and precise as paper. Don't go rummaging in there out of boredom.

Victoria had not gone rummaging. But she thought about it sometimes. She had thought she knew Grandma Knapp. She had been thinking this for twelve years. It was possible this was the wrong thought to have been having.

The Ginger Mae was not a large place: eight tables inside, four on the porch when the weather allowed, a counter with six stools, and a kitchen that produced exactly what it intended to: scones, muffins, three kinds of soup in rotation, and coffee so consistent and quietly exceptional that people drove from the mainland on weekends just to sit with a cup of it and read the newspaper the old way, on actual paper, which Grandma stocked in a rack by the door and which she charged for on the honor system.

The tea was self-service. You sidled up to a wooden rack of small labeled tins, chamomile, peppermint, hibiscus, bergamot, ginger, each in a squat round tin with a paper label in Grandma Knapp's handwriting, the ink faded from handling, the lids polished bright from the same, and you selected what you wanted and brought it back to your table and Grandma or whoever was working would bring hot water. It was a small thing, but it was the kind of small thing that gave a place character. People liked choosing their own tea. It felt like being trusted.

What the Ginger Mae was not, this May, was doing well.

—-
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Olivia had the numbers. She always had the numbers; she was the one who'd gone to business school and come back smelling of spreadsheets and a briefly held conviction that they could triple revenue with a mobile ordering app. Victoria had talked her down off that ledge, but the numbers remained, and Olivia had sent them to the other two in a shared document two weeks before the drive down, with a note that said only: Read before you get here. We need to talk.

Victoria had read them on her couch in Raleigh with a glass of wine she kept refilling without fully registering it. The short version: the Ginger Mae was losing money. Not catastrophically, not dramatically, but steadily and in the particular way that was actually worse, the slow kind, where you could tell yourself each month that next month would be different.

The longer version involved the Septuagenarian Club.

For more than twenty years, a group of the island's elder residents had convened at the Ginger Mae at precisely eight-thirty in the morning, six days a week. They called themselves the Septuagenarian Club, though several of them had long since aged past that designation and no one had updated the name. At their peak there had been ten of them; now there were six, which was the arithmetic of old age, unavoidable and unkind. They occupied the four-top by the window and, on Saturdays, pushed it together with the adjacent table to accommodate whatever family members were visiting. They had strong opinions about the county fair judging, several of them owned galleries that sold well to tourists, and their collective presence in the Ginger Mae every morning had functioned for decades as a kind of endorsement, the social equivalent of a Michelin star, island-specific and entirely unspoken.

They had, without warning or explanation, stopped coming.

This had happened eighteen months ago. One Tuesday they were there; the following Tuesday they were not. By Wednesday of that week they had apparently transferred their allegiance to Pandora's Box, a newer coffee shop three blocks over run by a woman named Tara Finch who had moved to the island from Charlotte seven years ago and who, according to island consensus, made a mediocre cortado and an excellent show of listening to whoever was talking. The Septuagenarian Club had been going to Pandora's Box every morning since.

Nobody had explained it. Grandma Knapp had not asked.

This was, to Victoria's mind, the strangest part.

—-
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The ferry docked with the particular thud that meant home, and they hauled their bags down the gangway and into the brightness of the late-May morning. The island smelled like salt and cut grass and something else underneath, old wood warming in the sun, or the cedar shingles releasing the winter's cold, or simply the smell of Patchogu Island that had no name and needed none.

Olivia's Jeep was waiting in the lot where she'd pre-arranged to have it trailered over the week before. They loaded their bags and drove the four blocks to the Ginger Mae, four blocks being the distance you drove on Patchogu Island when you had luggage and a reason, and because Victoria wanted to see it before she saw the cottage.

It looked the same. It always looked the same: the cedar shingles gone silver-grey, the hand-lettered sign above the door with its little painted ginger blossom, the chalkboard on the sidewalk where the daily soup was written in Grandma's handwriting that had not meaningfully changed in forty years. Tuesday: Clam chowder. Bread today: rosemary. The porch furniture had been brought out for the season, the cushions a faded nautical stripe that had been fading for so long they had arrived at a kind of permanent, intentional-looking paleness. A basket of sea lavender hung by the door.

"Same," Olivia said, pulling up.

"Same," Victoria agreed, which was not a criticism.

Solei got out without a word and stood looking at the shop with an expression that might have been affection or might have been calculation, and was probably both. Then she said, "The gutter on the left is loose," and went inside.

—-
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Grandma Knapp was at her stool behind the counter, which was where she always was when they arrived, as if she had not moved since they'd left the previous September but had simply sat in patient suspension, waiting. She was eighty-one, small and wire-thin, her white hair pinned up in its usual knot, wearing an apron that said Ginger Mae across the front (the name of the shop, and for all practical purposes her own name, since no one on Patchogu Island had called her Marjorie in forty years; Corey had been her name before Knapp, and before that it had belonged to her father, and before that to the sea captain grandfather she'd never met but whose portrait hung in the back hallway) and a cardigan the color of old mustard that Victoria was fairly certain had been a fixture of this kitchen since the Clinton administration.

She looked up when they came through the door and her face did the thing it did: the small, involuntary brightening, quickly composed, as if being too visibly glad was a form of vulnerability she preferred not to display. "Well," she said. "You're here."

"We're here," Victoria said, and went around the counter and hugged her, which Grandma tolerated with the brief, sincere squeeze that was her version of an embrace. She smelled like cinnamon and coffee and the faintest trace of lavender water.

Olivia came in behind her, already scanning the kitchen with a proprietorial eye. "Did you restock the chamomile? I sent you the order."

"The chamomile is fine," Grandma said.

"It was down to two tins."

"Two tins is sufficient for a Tuesday in May." Grandma Knapp picked up her coffee mug and held it in both hands the way she did when she wanted to end a line of conversation. "The clam chowder is on the stove. The bread needs another twenty minutes. Adley will be here at eight-thirty and he'll want his scone warmed, not toasted, which is a distinction I suspect has been lost on whoever has been filling in since March."

"We've been briefing Carla," Victoria said.

"Carla," Grandma repeated, in the tone she used for things she found unnecessary.

"She's been very good."

"She warms the scones too long. Adley hasn't complained because Adley doesn't complain about things, but I can tell."

Victoria exchanged a glance with Olivia over Grandma's head. This was the thing about Grandma Knapp: she noticed everything about her regulars with a precision that would have been remarkable in anyone, and was frankly bewildering in an eighty-one-year-old woman who had, for the past two winters, shown signs of a memory that was beginning to do what memories do at a certain age, which was drift.

The drifting had started small: a word misplaced, a name temporarily unavailable, the occasional sentence that lost its thread halfway through and then recovered it somewhere unexpected. Victoria's mother had said not to make too much of it, that everyone's grandmother did this, that it was normal. Victoria's mother had also, in the same conversation, admitted she hadn't visited Patchogu in two years, so her reassurances carried limited weight.

What concerned Victoria more than the forgetting was the remembering: the vivid, disorganized way Grandma Knapp had begun talking about a past that seemed to bear only an approximate relationship to her actual life. She spoke of Paris, which so far as any of them knew she had never visited. She spoke of a speakeasy her father had taken her to, which was possible but felt embellished. She described, in cinematic detail, a man being chased through an alley by two other men while she watched from a fire escape, which was not the sort of thing that happened to a woman from a barrier island off the coast of North Carolina unless her life had been considerably more eventful than advertised.

Solei had a theory about this. She had arrived at it, as she arrived at most things, obliquely and without announcing herself. But that conversation was for later.

In the meantime, she had restocked the chamomile (three tins, because Olivia's order had been correct and Grandma's confidence in two tins had not) and was standing at the tea rack in the way she stood at most things she found worth examining: with a stillness that was not passivity but attention, the way a person listens when they have decided the thing they're listening to has something to say. The rack was old cedar, the joints dark with decades of steam and handling. She had noticed on her first morning back that the bottom-right corner had begun to separate, not urgently, not yet, but the wood was communicating its intentions if you were inclined to notice. She would need to fix it before the separation became a split, and a split became a loose tin, and a loose tin became a customer with a lapful of bergamot.

She added it to the list she kept in her notebook. The list was mostly small things. She had learned, early, that small things were the ones worth keeping track of.

—-
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By eight-fifteen the shop had three tables occupied: a young couple from the mainland who had driven over for the weekend and who consulted their phones throughout their meal with the commitment of people who required documentation of all experiences; an older woman named Harriet Bale who had lived on the island her whole life and came in every Tuesday for the chowder; and a man at the window table reading a folded copy of the Patchogu Prattler who Victoria didn't immediately recognize, then did: Dale Symons, retired harbormaster, who'd been coming in on and off for years and whom she had known since she was seventeen without ever having had a conversation with him that lasted more than four minutes.

The Septuagenarian Club's table sat empty. It would stay empty. The four-top by the window had developed, in their absence, the mute, slightly accusatory quality of a table that knows it has been stood up and has not gotten over it.

Olivia stood behind the counter slicing rosemary bread and not looking at the table. Victoria noticed that she was not looking at it.

At eight twenty-seven, the bell above the door sounded and Adley Brindendale came in.

—-
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He was seventy-eight and built like a man who had once been considerably larger and had weathered down to something essential, the way coastline weathers, less material, but more defined. He had white hair he didn't bother much about, a face that had been sun-damaged for so long it had settled into a kind of permanent weathered dignity, and he walked with a slight list to the left that he'd had since a horse had taken exception to him about a decade ago. He wore his usual: dark trousers, a linen shirt the color of oatmeal, and boots that had probably been expensive once and were now simply good.

"Ladies," he said.

"Mr. Brindendale," Victoria said, which was what she always said, though he'd told her a hundred times to call him Adley.

"You're back." He settled onto his stool at the counter (the third one from the left, always) and folded his hands on the wood in front of him. He had large, well-kept hands, the hands of a man who had used them for things other than paperwork, though paperwork had apparently also featured. The story of Adley Brindendale, assembled over years from the island's collective account of itself, was this: he had been born on Patchogu, left young, made money somewhere in Florida as a lawyer and then as something else not entirely specified, and returned to the island in his late sixties to spend his remaining years in peace. He had bought a six-bedroom house on the north end, more house than a man alone needed, and filled its barn with the classic cars he'd apparently spent decades acquiring and now maintained with devoted, meticulous care. He was known to be generous to local nonprofits, occasionally cantankerous to contractors, unfailingly polite to women, and dismissive of any suggestion that his health was anything other than excellent.

"Healthy as a horse," was his standard response to the subject, delivered with the cheerful stubbornness of a man who has decided his health is a matter of personal conviction rather than physiology.

Victoria set water on for his tea. He selected his tin from the rack (ginger, always ginger; he was the only customer who reliably chose it) and brought it back without comment. This was the other thing about Adley Brindendale: he had been drinking ginger tea at the Ginger Mae for years, and it had never once occurred to anyone to consider this notable, because he chose it himself, without fanfare, from the same rack everyone else used.

"Scone?" Victoria said.

"Warmed," he said, and smiled. It was a good smile: not charming, which was a performance, but warm, which was a quality. "Your predecessor," he said, with a delicate precision that communicated volumes about Carla without naming her, "had a tendency toward the crispier end of the spectrum."

"So I've been told."

"I adapted." He settled the Prattler on the counter in front of him and smoothed it with one hand. "Is Ginger in?"

"She's in the kitchen."

He nodded, as if this confirmed something. "Good. Good." He glanced toward the kitchen door and then back at the paper, and something passed across his face too briefly for Victoria to read, not quite wistfulness, not quite relief. Whatever it was, he smoothed it away the way he'd smoothed the newspaper, and by the time he looked up again it was gone. "I see the club is at their usual," he said, with the faintest irony, nodding toward the empty four-top.

"As always," Victoria said.

He made a small sound that wasn't quite a laugh. "Pandora's cortado isn't better than your coffee. I want you to know that."

"We know that."

"I'm just saying it should be on the record." He picked up the paper. "For morale."

Victoria went to the kitchen for his scone. Behind her, she heard Grandma Knapp's voice, low and conversational, and then Adley's response, lower still, and then nothing, just the ordinary sounds of the Ginger Mae going about its morning, the hiss of the kettle and the bread's warm smell and the distant, steady argument of the gulls outside.

She stood at the kitchen pass for a moment before she picked up the scone.

Through the small window over the sink she could see the street, empty in the early morning light, and beyond it the rooftops of the north end, and above those the pale sky over the water that later in the day would deepen to the particular blue that was Patchogu in late May and nowhere else.

She thought: Everything is fine. Everything is exactly as it should be.

She carried the scone out to Adley Brindendale, and the bell above the door rang as Harriet Bale left with a wave, and the young couple from the mainland ordered more coffee, and Grandma Knapp came out of the kitchen and took her stool and the Ginger Mae Coffee Shop turned another of its quiet, ordinary mornings into the past.

Three weeks later, Adley Brindendale was found face-down in his driveway. He was wearing his good boots. The coroner said he had fallen.

The coroner was wrong.


CHAPTER TWO: THE ROCK UNDER THE STEP

It rained on the Tuesday Adley Brindendale died.

Not dramatically. Patchogu Island saved its dramatic weather for late summer, when the Atlantic sent up proper storms with names and intentions. This was a May rain, grey and steady and purposeless, the kind that soaked everything without apology and made the sea oats on the dunes go flat. Olivia had been awake since six, which she resented, lying in the narrow bed in the cottage's back room listening to the gutters fill and doing the mental arithmetic she'd been doing since she read her own spreadsheet: how many months at current burn rate before a decision had to be made that none of them wanted to make.

She was on her second coffee (made at the cottage, not the shop; she was not above favoritism) when Victoria's phone rang.

Victoria picked up, listened for approximately four seconds, and said, "When?" Then she put the phone down and looked at Olivia with an expression that Olivia, who had known Victoria Laine for fifteen years, did not recognize. Which meant it was new. Which meant it was bad.

"Adley Brindendale," Victoria said.

"What about him?"

"He's dead."

—-
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It was the harbormaster's brother who had found him, a man named Carl Symons who walked his dog past the Brindendale property every morning at seven and had for years, and who had today found Adley lying face-down on the wet gravel of his driveway, one arm beneath him, one extended, his white hair dark with rain. His boots were still on. The front door stood open behind him, the way it does when someone has left in a hurry they did not intend. The dog had gone quiet. Carl had stood there for a moment, understanding and not understanding simultaneously the way the brain protects itself, and then had called 911.

Sheriff James Cardiff arrived within ten minutes and in another ten had established the rough outline of what had happened: Adley had come out of the front door at some point in the early morning, he was dressed, not in pajamas, which meant he'd been awake and moving, and had caught his foot on the top step of the porch, where a board had been slightly raised at its far edge for the better part of a year, and had gone down the three steps face-first. At the bottom of the steps, in the perennial bed, was a rock that Adley had apparently used for years as a hider for the spare house key. It was a flat-topped stone, not large, not especially hard-looking, but it had caught him at the temple with the particular indifference of inanimate objects and that had been that.

By ten o'clock, the coroner had come and gone.

Cal Devins was sixty-two and had been Patchogu Island's coroner for twenty-seven years without encountering anything that required him to do very much. He was methodical and thorough in the way of professionals in quiet places, careful because the absence of urgency allowed for care, and he was not a man given to second-guessing. He took his samples, noted the bruising, noted the absence of any other trauma, and noted that Adley's blood panel would need to go to the mainland lab but that he expected the results to be uncomplicated. Elderly man, compromised balance, wet steps, unlucky rock. The Prattler would call it a tragedy. The county would file it as an accident. In a month, it would be the kind of death that people mentioned with a sigh and a shake of the head before returning to their coffee.

"A shame," Cal Devins told Sheriff Cardiff, standing in the drizzle at the end of the driveway. "He was a tough old bird. I'd have given him another ten years."

Cardiff looked at the steps. The raised board had already been pulled and set aside; he'd done that himself, not wanting anyone else to trip. It was a pine board, old, its nail seats widened by years of expansion and contraction. Nothing suspicious about it except the fact of its existence, which was not suspicious at all. Houses on Patchogu Island had loose boards the way people had opinions, naturally, inevitably, and usually harmlessly.

He looked at the rock. It was back in the garden bed now, resting among the bleeding hearts and the lily stems coming up. It was a plain rock. It had done a terrible thing by being exactly where it had always been.

"You'll notify the family?" Cardiff said.

"No family on the island," Devins said. "He had a niece in Atlanta, I think. Someone'll have the number." He closed his kit and looked at the steps one more time with the unhurried certainty of a man who had made up his mind. "Clean fall. Clean panel. Doesn't get much more straightforward."

Cardiff nodded and wrote something in his notebook. The rain came down. A gull landed on the porch railing, looked at both of them with professional disinterest, and left.

—-
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The women heard the news by noon and spent the afternoon in the suspension that follows the sudden death of someone you saw three weeks ago looking perfectly healthy. Solei made tea (actual tea, from the cottage tin, not the shop's stock) and they sat around the kitchen table with it and said the things people say, which were true but insufficient.

He had been kind. He had been funny in that dry, understated way. He had never once been anything other than exactly what he appeared to be, which was rarer than it should have been.

"We should tell Grandma," Victoria said.

"I'll go," Solei said.

"We should all go," Olivia said.

They went together in the rain, up the dune path to the cottage, where Grandma Knapp was in her garden despite the weather, crouching over a tomato plant in a yellow slicker that made her look half her size.

Victoria was the one who told her. She did it simply, which was the right way.

Grandma Knapp straightened up slowly. She was quiet for a moment, her hands still in their gardening gloves. The rain made a sound on her hood like static. Then she said: "The damned man was a nuisance."

She said it without venom, without grief, without anything legible at all, as flatly as you might note that a recurring problem had resolved itself. Then she turned back to her tomato plant. Her gloved hands found the soil around its base and pressed it down, once, twice, with a firmness that was slightly more than the task required. She did not say anything else.

Later that evening, comparing notes over wine, each of the three women discovered that Grandma Knapp had said exactly the same thing to each of them separately. Same words, same flat affect, same return to whatever she'd been doing.

The damned man was a nuisance.

They did not know what to do with this, so they filed it in the category of things Grandma said that were harder to interpret now than they used to be, poured more wine, and agreed to attend the wake when it was announced.

—-
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That evening, Olivia made dinner.

She did this the way she did most things she cared about, with complete focus and without ceremony, the kitchen counter covered in exactly the ingredients the recipe required and nothing extra, the cutting board aligned to the counter's edge. She had made the same roasted chicken and leek situation every October and several Mays for as long as any of them had been doing this, and the recipe had never been written down and probably never would be, because Olivia considered recipes a form of distrust between a cook and her own instincts.

They ate at the cottage table with the rain still going outside and the kitchen lamp on, and they talked about nothing important. Victoria had received an email from her landlord in Raleigh about a minor leak she had been putting off dealing with, and they spent fifteen minutes constructing increasingly elaborate theories about how to resolve this without engaging with her landlord directly. Solei had a paper due for her thesis committee that she had been revising for three months and had now revised past usefulness and needed to put down and step away from, and they spent another ten minutes on this, arriving at the consensus that she should submit it exactly as it stood and that the committee was going to find the hydraulics section interesting whether they expected to or not. Olivia had a thought about the counter rotation at the shop that she outlined with such procedural specificity that Victoria accused her of having practiced the presentation, which Olivia denied with the tone of someone who had practiced the denial.

The candle in the middle of the table burned low. The rain eased off toward ten o'clock. Solei poured the last of the wine and Olivia said something dry and accurate about a shared acquaintance from their Raleigh years, and they laughed the kind of laugh that only works between people who have been in the same room for a long time and know exactly what the joke is about without it needing to be said.

They did not talk about Adley Brindendale. They did not talk about Grandma Knapp. They talked about the small irreducible facts of their own lives, which were not mysteries and did not need to be solved. There was a comfort in that. They would carry it into the days that came next.


CHAPTER THREE: THE WAKE AT BRINDENDALE'S

The wake was held Thursday afternoon at Adley Brindendale's house.

It was a six-bedroom on the north end of the island, more house than one man needed, everyone had always said, though nobody had said it to Adley, who would have had a cheerful and entirely unreasonable response to it. The house was cedar-sided like everything else on Patchogu but larger, set back from the road behind a white fence that needed painting and a long gravel drive lined with beach roses just coming into bloom. The barn sat to the left, its doors closed, the classic cars inside silent. A small white house at the rear of the property (the caretaker's cottage) had its windows lit despite the afternoon sun.

Grandma Knapp had announced that morning, with a certainty that admitted no discussion, that she wished to attend the wake.

This was unexpected. Grandma had been either neutral or mildly cold about Adley Brindendale for as long as any of them could remember, polite at the coffee shop, never warm, never the lingering kind of conversation she gave to other regulars. She had, as far as they knew, never visited his house. Yet here she was in the passenger seat of Solei's car wearing a dark skirt and her good cardigan and her expression of someone with their own reasons.

The house was warm. Too warm; someone had the heat on despite the reasonable temperature outside, and the rooms were crowded enough with the island's old guard, a scattering of suited men who had not come by ferry that morning and whom nobody entirely recognized, and the general solemn traffic of a wake. The food on the dining room table was more elaborate than anyone had expected, shrimp cocktail, a smoked salmon spread, little pastry things with a filling that Olivia ate two of before identifying as duck.

"Duck," she said quietly to Victoria. "At a wake. On Patchogu Island."

"People bring things," Victoria said.

"Nobody on Patchogu has duck to bring."

They moved through the rooms in the loose formation they'd maintained since adolescence, not in a cluster, but within orbit of each other, the way planets kept track of the sun without appearing to try.

—-
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Grandma Knapp was seated in the front room between a woman from her garden club and the island's retired schoolteacher, holding a small plate of food she wasn't eating, and appearing, to anyone who didn't know her, perfectly composed. Victoria checked on her twice in the first half hour and received a nod both times that said: I'm fine, stop hovering.

The room was warm and getting warmer. Olivia, who ran hot in all senses, looked toward the windows on the far wall and moved in their direction.

They were old windows, double-hung, with the original hardware, the kind that on a house this age required a certain technique, a lift and a push at a specific angle. She tried the first and found it painted shut, which was not unusual; painting season on the island was spring, and someone had been over-enthusiastic. She tried the second. Also stuck. She was raising her hand to the latch when she noticed the bees, two of them, moving in slow, deliberate arcs against the glass on the inside, their sound absorbed by the room's ambient noise so she hadn't heard them until she was close. She backed away without startling them, the way you did.

She went to the side window instead, the one that looked toward the back of the property. This one opened without trouble. The outside air came in, and with it a smell that was unmistakably garbage (warm, organic, recent) and she understood why: just outside the window, tucked against the side of the house and partially screened by lattice, was a small lean-to shelter for the garbage cans, and one of them had its lid slightly ajar.

She was pulling the window closed when a figure moved into her field of vision: a man, solidly built, somewhere in his fifties, carrying a black garbage bag. He walked to the lean-to with the confidence of someone who knew where everything was, lifted the ajar lid, pressed the bag in, replaced the lid. He did this without hurrying. When he looked up, he met Olivia's eyes through the closing window.

He had a flat, appraising face and he gave her a smile that was technically a smile (the corners of his mouth moved) before he walked back the way he'd come.

Olivia stood with her hand on the window latch for a moment after he'd gone. Caretaker, she thought. That's the caretaker. She filed his face the way she filed things she couldn't yet categorize and went to find a glass of water.

—-
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In the kitchen, Solei had found the reason the house was so warm: someone had put the oven on and then apparently forgotten it, and the kitchen was ten degrees hotter than the rest of the house. She switched it off (the casserole inside had been finished for some time) and opened the cabinet above the refrigerator looking for a glass, found the glasses, and then looked across the kitchen at the window over the sink.

Three bees. Moving unhurriedly against the glass the way the other two had, as if they had somewhere to be but were not in a rush about it.

She thought: Bees get in. It happens. She found a glass, filled it, and noticed the unlocked liquor cabinet beside the pantry, a substantial piece of furniture, its lower doors standing an inch open, a bottle of port visible inside along with several crystal glasses and what appeared to be a modest but well-curated collection of whiskey. Unlocked, slightly open, at a wake. Nothing unusual. People poured themselves things. She found some ice, found the port, and poured a small glass for Grandma Knapp and carried it to the front room.

—-
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Victoria had not planned to go upstairs.

She had been doing well, in fact, moving through the rooms, speaking to the people she knew and nodding to the ones she didn't, staying close enough to Grandma Knapp to be useful and far enough away to honor the nod that said stop hovering, until she walked around a corner in the hallway and nearly collided with a man who had clearly just come in from outside.

She knew him. Or rather: she had met him once, briefly, at a company function in Raleigh eighteen months ago, a one-sided introduction where he'd shaken her hand and said his name, which she had misplaced, and looked at her in a way that she had filed at the time under probably nothing and then quietly retrieved from that file approximately twelve times over the subsequent year and a half. He was tall, dark-haired, perhaps thirty-five, with the quality of someone who had learned to take up exactly as much room as he needed and no more. He was wearing a dark suit that was slightly too good for a Thursday wake on a barrier island.

"Victoria," he said, which meant he remembered her name.

"I'm sorry," she said, "remind me..."

"Gareth," he said. "Gareth Solan. We met at the Whitmore thing. You were with the architecture firm."

"Right," she said, which was true. "What are you doing on Patchogu?"

"I knew Adley. Professionally." He said it smoothly, with the slight reserve of professionally doing a lot of work. "I'm sorry for the island's loss. He was..." A small pause. "...very much himself."

This was an interesting way to describe a dead man. Victoria was turning it over when Grandma Knapp appeared at the end of the hallway, escorted by the retired schoolteacher, and Gareth Solan looked up.

His face didn't change. But something in the geography of him shifted, a micro-adjustment, a rerouting. He looked at Grandma Knapp the way you look at something you've been told about but hoped not to encounter. Then he excused himself with practiced ease and was gone, not fleeing, not hurrying, just not there in the way that people who are practiced at exits are not there.

Victoria looked after him.

Grandma Knapp had not appeared to notice.

—-
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It was the wet bathmat that sent Victoria upstairs.

She found the downstairs bathroom occupied, waited, decided against it, and remembered from the house's layout (visible from the upstairs hallway, door ajar) that there was a second bathroom off the master bedroom. She went up, which was not entirely proper at someone's wake, but the house was crowded enough that nobody was paying attention to the stairs.

The upstairs hallway was quieter, the noise from below muffled to a social murmur. She went into the bathroom and closed the door.

It was a large bathroom: large enough that it felt slightly absurd, the kind of bathroom that came with houses designed for people who had decided at some point that the bathroom was important. Everything was orderly. The counter was clean. She was washing her hands when she found herself, not entirely intentionally, examining the medicine cabinet.

She was aware that this was snooping. She did it anyway.

Aspirin. Antacid. Eye wash. A blood pressure medication (the name was something she half-recognized) and a cholesterol prescription beside it. A pair of nail scissors. A small bottle of ibuprofen. And, between the ibuprofen and a roll of medical tape, an injectable epinephrine pen.

She had seen these before; her college roommate had carried one for a tree nut allergy. The small auto-injector, spring-loaded, yellow-banded at the cap end with the word EPIPEN in molded letters along the barrel, slightly warm from sitting against the cabinet light. She registered it without registering it, the way you registered things in a bathroom that weren't your business, and closed the cabinet.

She dried her hands and went to sit on the edge of the tub, realized as she did that the bathmat draped over the rim was damp, not recently wet, but the deep, soaked-through damp of something that had been wet for hours and not yet dried. She stood up too fast, checked the back of her skirt, and found a spreading dark oval at the hem.

"Perfect," she said, quietly, to the bathroom.

She needed a coat. She needed something to tie around her waist or drape over her arm that would cover the wet spot for the duration of the wake. She looked at the bathroom door, looked at the hallway, and then looked at the master bedroom, whose door was open six inches.

Adley Brindendale was not going to object.

She went into the bedroom. It was spare and masculine and slightly dusty, not neglected, but the dust of a man who lived alone and cleaned in sweeps rather than details. On the nightstand: a glass of water, a paperback thriller with a receipt for a bookmark, a small framed photograph she didn't look at. A key, plain and brass, sitting by itself.

The closet had a row of jackets and coats and she took her time (a borrowed coat should at least fit) and selected a dark linen blazer that was clearly too large for her but would serve as a draping. She slipped it on.

Something in the left pocket was heavier than fabric.

She reached in and found a small flask in a leather case, butter-soft, the leather stamped with a monogram in the old style: J.B. She took it out and turned it over. The flask itself was a plain silver, no additional engraving. She shook it experimentally. Nothing moved inside it. It was completely dry.

She put it back in the pocket. She thought, briefly, about the tea rack at the Ginger Mae, the ginger tin, selected without comment, every single morning.

Ginger, she thought. J.B.

She didn't know what this meant. She didn't know if it meant anything. She went back downstairs with the blazer draped over her arm, found Olivia and Solei, collected Grandma Knapp, and they left.

In the car, Grandma Knapp looked out the window at the road going by and said nothing. Her hands were folded in her lap. At one point, as they turned onto North Main, she murmured something that might have been a name, two syllables, soft, directed at the window or the evening or nothing at all, and then was quiet again.

None of them asked her to repeat it.


CHAPTER FOUR: THE MOVIES GRANDMA WATCHES

The theory had been forming in Solei's mind for two weeks before she said it out loud, which was typical of her. She arrived at things the way the tide arrived at the shore: gradually, inevitably, having covered considerable distance before anyone noticed.

It started with The Asphalt Jungle.

She'd been up late on a Thursday, unable to sleep, scrolling through a streaming service's black-and-white library with an insomniac's determination to find something that would either engage or sedate. She'd landed on the 1950 film almost by accident (the cast, John Huston directing, a young Marilyn Monroe in a small role she hadn't known about) and watched it through to the end with her feet tucked under her and the sound low so as not to wake the other two.

The next morning at the Ginger Mae, Grandma Knapp had been in a talking mood.

This was not unusual. What was unusual was the talking itself: a long, vivid account of a night she'd spent at a club in some unnamed city, a jewelry heist being planned by men she'd overheard in a booth, a woman in a fur coat who kept a small dog in her lap. The story had the quality of a memory: specific, sensory, slightly inconsistent in the way real memories were inconsistent.

Solei had set down the sugar caddy and listened.

Halfway through, she recognized it. Not as a memory: as the movie. She'd watched it seven hours ago. Grandma Knapp was not reliving her past; she was retelling a film she'd seen, with the seamless confidence
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE FUNERAL AND WHAT CAME AFTER
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CHAPTER SIX: THE BEEKEEPER'S MONEY
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CHAPTER SEVEN: GINGER MAE AND J.B.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: THE GARDENER'S COTTAGE
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CHAPTER NINE: WHAT WAS IN THE SHED
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CHAPTER TEN: PALERMO BEACH
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE DATE
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CHAPTER TWELVE: THE BUREAU
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN: HOW HE DIED
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: THE RETIREMENT HOME
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE MORNING TABLE
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