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        For Sharon,

        Some friendships become part of the story

        long before the first page is written.

        Thank you for being one of mine.
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      Welcome to Havenmere Country Club, where golf scores are closely guarded, committee politics are deadly serious, and murder occasionally interrupts lunch service. Nestled among manicured fairways, sparkling lakes, and residents with very strong opinions, Havenmere is home to retirees, snowbirds, club champions, social climbers, and at least one alligator with excellent instincts. This is the world of Havenmere.

      It is a gated community in Boca Raton, Florida, which means it runs on two kinds of rules. There are the written ones, which concern pool hours and cart speeds and the permissible height of ornamental hedges. And there are the unwritten ones, which concern everything else and are enforced far more rigorously. No one will hand you a copy of the unwritten rules. You are simply expected to know them, and to know that you are expected to know them, and never, under any circumstances, to ask.

      Here, information travels faster than weather and arrives better dressed. A heart attack is considered the most considerate way to die, because it asks nothing of anyone. The casseroles arrive before the ambulance has finished leaving. And the truth, when it surfaces at all, matters considerably less than the version everyone has agreed to repeat at lunch.

      Into this world comes Sylvia Stern: eighty-four, widowed, formerly of Short Hills, New Jersey, currently of Cypress Pointe, and in possession of a spiral notebook her late husband Arnold called her murder book. As a joke. For forty years. He thought it was funny. He was mostly right.

      She notices things. It is her one great flaw, and the community’s.

      Out on the fourteenth hole, a creature who has outlasted every committee ever assembled to remove him watches the clubhouse lights come on and declines, as he always does, to comment.

      Turn the page. Someone always does.
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      Dear New Member,

      On behalf of Havenmere Country Club, welcome. It is my responsibility to acquaint you with the community, and I have found it most efficient to begin with the people you will meet whether you intend to or not.

      Mrs. Sylvia Stern resides in Cypress Pointe. She investigates things. The club holds no official position on this.

      Roz, of Whitman Park, oversees the yoga schedule, the bridge rotation, and a volume of information the residents' association has never managed to trace to its source. She is the reason things happen on time.

      Mrs. Arlene Pearlman, of Sailfish Cove, drives a red golf cart and knows your business before you do. I do not say this critically. I say it so that you are not surprised.

      Detective Nikki Morales is not a resident. She is with the Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Office, and she arrives when something has gone wrong. I note her here only for completeness. There is rarely cause.

      Barry occupies the water hazard on the fourteenth hole. He has seniority over the majority of the membership. The club’s relationship with Barry is ongoing. I have no further comment on the matter.

      Should you require anything during your stay, my office is open, and the grouper is good on Thursdays.

      
        
        Cordially,

        Gerald Pruitt Club Manager, Havenmere Country Club Twenty-nine years of service
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      Five times in this book, the story pauses for a Case File. Each one is a short puzzle tied to what Sylvia has just learned in the chapter before it: a word search, a logic grid, and a page from the murder book.

      You do not have to do them. The story reads straight through without them. But if you do, the solutions are collected at the back, and the fifth Case File leads somewhere worth going.

      A pencil helps. So does paying attention.
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      Sylvia Stern was eleven minutes late to the Winter Gala because her Apple Watch had called her dentist, and if you want to understand Havenmere Country Club, really understand it the way you understand a person once you’ve seen them cry at a funeral that isn’t theirs, then that sentence is as good a place to start as any.

      She hadn’t meant to call anyone. She had been reversing the Jaguar out of her driveway in Cypress Pointe, arm braced against the passenger seat the way her late husband Arnold had always told her not to do, and somewhere between the garage and Havenmere Circle her wrist had apparently decided to place a call to Dr. Feldman’s after-hours emergency line. By the time she realized what was happening she was doing thirty-five in a twenty-five, listening to a very confused receptionist explain that if this was a dental emergency she should proceed immediately to an oral surgeon in Delray Beach.

      “It is not a dental emergency,” Sylvia told her wrist.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I’m not talking to you,” Sylvia said, and then, because this was unkind: “I mean I am talking to you, but not on purpose. My watch placed the call. This happens more than you would think.”

      She managed to hang up somewhere around the roundabout, the one with the fountain and the seasonal plantings that the landscaping committee changed four times a year at a cost Sylvia had once calculated and then decided she was happier not knowing. She straightened her jacket, checked the mirror, and proceeded toward the clubhouse at a speed that was technically within the limit and spiritually elsewhere.

      The Jaguar was a 2024 XJ in Portofino Blue, her third in nine years, and it remained the most purely satisfying decision she had made since Arnold died. For thirty-one years, Arnold had managed her relationship with automobiles the way a reasonable person manages a situation they cannot fully control: with patience, documentation, and selective forgetting. The Porsche had lasted four years before the speeding tickets made it untenable. Arnold had said nothing, simply transferred her, with the quiet authority of a man who had learned when not to argue, to a Lexus, where she remained for more than a decade, feeling nothing about it in the dead way you feel nothing about a haircut that is perfectly adequate and completely wrong.

      Six months after the funeral, she had walked into the dealership and leased the first XJ. She had not discussed it with anyone. She had not needed to. Arnold’s voice in her head said, very clearly, that this was excessive, and Sylvia had thanked him for his input and signed the paperwork.

      She leased a new one every three years. She would not be switching to electric. Jaguar was relaunching as an ultra-luxury all-electric brand, which she respected as a business decision and rejected as a personal one, because she required an engine she could hear. The sound was not incidental. It was the point. She had explained this position to the dealership, to her son Michael, and to her Apple Watch, none of whom had taken it seriously. She remained unmoved. Some principles were aesthetic, and aesthetic principles were the ones worth keeping.

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      The valet line at Havenmere’s Winter Gala moved with the efficiency of a system designed by people for whom waiting was a personal affront. Three attendants, a numbered ticket system, and the unspoken understanding that while tipping was not expected, everyone did it, and the amount communicated something, and everyone knew what it communicated. Sylvia tipped correctly, without ceremony, folding the bill in the way that made it a private transaction rather than a performance. The alternative was to stand in a parking lot watching neighbors calculate each other’s gratitude, which was undignified for everyone and also took forever.

      The attendant who took her keys was perhaps twenty-one, with the careful expression of someone who has been trusted with expensive things and understands the weight of that. He looked at the Portofino Blue XJ the way certain young men look at certain cars.

      “Beautiful car,” he said.

      “Yes,” said Sylvia. “It is.”

      She meant this without qualification. The valet, she had long since concluded, knew more about the people who attended these events than anyone inside the building. She filed this thought where she filed useful things and went inside.

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      The clubhouse entrance had a check-in table staffed by two women from the events committee with iPads and the bright, pressurized smiles of people who have volunteered for something and are now seeing it through regardless. There was no name tag table. Name tags at Havenmere appeared exactly once a year, at the Season Opener in early December, when the community reconstituted itself after the summer dispersal and the residents who had been counting the days since April, the Canadians in particular, arrived back across the border with the barely contained relief of people who have successfully avoided something very expensive. One hundred and eighty-two days. They knew the number. Some had it in their phones as a countdown. By the Winter Gala in January, you were expected to know everyone. If you didn’t, that was a conversation for another time, preferably not in front of anyone.

      Sylvia gave her name, was found on the list, and proceeded into the ballroom.

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      The Winter Gala was the crown jewel of the Havenmere social calendar, which was saying something, because the Havenmere social calendar had no shortage of jewels. There was the Season Opener in December, the New Year’s Eve dinner, the Valentine’s couples tournament, the Easter brunch, the Passover seder for five hundred that required reservations in October. But the Winter Gala, held on the third Saturday of January when the season was in full confident swing and everyone had been back long enough to have formed opinions, was the event people dressed for. The one where old scores were settled and new ones opened. The one where Celeste Davenport had given the same welcome remarks for eleven consecutive years and shown no signs of relinquishing the podium.

      Havenmere had twelve hundred and forty-seven homes and nearly four thousand residents, and on a January Saturday night it felt like most of them had shown up. The Winter Gala was adults only, which at Havenmere meant nothing except that the chaos was better dressed. Sylvia smelled it before she saw it, the warm layered collision of Chanel No. 5 and catered salmon and the charged energy that descended whenever this many people gathered in one room and everyone was performing simultaneously. The ballroom had been transformed into what the decorating committee called “An Evening of Elegance.” Crystal chandeliers threw light across white phalaenopsis orchids at twenty-two inches, which she noted without expression, and the room moved with the choreography of a community that had been doing this together long enough that everyone knew their marks.

      The older men stood in clusters near the food stations, plates loaded, talking about things that had already happened. Their wives stood nearby with drinks in hand and nothing on their plates, talking about things that were about to. The younger couples occupied the middle ground, the men grazing the passed appetizers with the focused pleasure of people who had been told to watch what they eat and had decided tonight didn’t count, the women accepting trays and then passing them along with the practiced gesture of someone who has made a decision and is committed to it. The recently divorced circled the bar. The recently renovated circled the room. The recently returned from surgery held court wherever the seating was best. Everyone was performing. The only honest people in the ballroom were the bartenders, and they weren’t talking.

      A string quartet in the northeast corner was playing a Vivaldi that had been interrupted three times already by sound system adjustments. The cellist had the look of a woman who had made her peace with something and was waiting for the evening to end so she could go home and make peace with something else.

      Sylvia went directly to the bar.

      “Mrs. Stern.” Carlos, who had worked Havenmere events for three years and had the instincts of someone twice his age, was already reaching for the Macallan 18. “Neat?”

      “You’re my favorite person at this party,” Sylvia said, “and the party just started.”

      She took her drink. For just a moment, standing at the bar while the room arranged itself around her, she was aware that this was slightly true. Then she filed it where she filed most things that were true and inconvenient, and turned to read the room.

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      In any gathering, Sylvia had a system. She divided the space into quadrants and worked through each one with the methodical patience she had once applied to school board budgets, neighborhood watch rosters, and the unexplained disappearance of fifty-two dollars from the Short Hills Elementary bake sale fund in 1994. That case had never been officially resolved. Sylvia had known within forty-eight hours exactly who had taken the money. She had stayed quiet because the woman who took it was also the only person on the carpool committee who would drive in the rain, and it was November, and some crimes were worth the going rate. She had never entirely forgiven herself for this calculation. She had also never given up the Tuesday slot.

      The room arranged itself in her mind like a seating chart she hadn’t been given but didn’t need.

      Table four: the Goldbergs, celebrating their anniversary with the fixed determination of people who have run out of things to say to each other but haven’t yet agreed to stop trying. Herb kept checking his phone beneath the table in the way that fooled no one. Miriam had turned her chair fourteen degrees toward the next table and was conducting a parallel conversation with such commitment that the anniversary dinner had become largely theoretical. The twenty-two-inch orchids between them meant neither had to look directly at the other, which Sylvia suspected was doing more work for this marriage than the flowers knew.

      Near the windows, three women she placed as recent transplants from the north. She could identify them by the way they kept glancing toward the center of the room, calculating distances, reading currents, trying to figure out how things worked here. It would take them another season at least. Havenmere’s logic wasn’t written down anywhere. It was transmitted by proximity, by who got called by first name and who got called by last, by which invitations arrived before the general announcement and which arrived after, by a thousand calibrations so fine and so constant that most people who lived here had stopped noticing they were making them. The newcomers would learn. Everyone did. The question was always the tuition.

      A tray arrived at her elbow. Caviar on a blini, a dot of crème fraîche. Sylvia took one and ate it immediately. Around her, a dozen women accepted the same thing and held their plates with the careful ambivalence of people who intended to eat eventually, just not while standing, not while talking, not while someone might be watching, which at a Havenmere event meant never. Meanwhile, at the carving station across the room, four men in their thirties were conducting what appeared to be a serious and sustained engagement with the prime rib, undistracted by social obligation or self-consciousness. The kitchen would clear hundreds of untouched blinis at the end of the evening, and everyone would stop at the cookie cabinet on the way out, and nobody would discuss either of these facts, because this was Havenmere, and the truth mattered less than the version everyone agreed on.

      The caviar was excellent. This was, as always, the tragedy.

      Near the east windows, a woman stood alone, facing away from the room. Not the bar, not the crowd, not the careful social geometry everyone else was navigating with such practiced ease. She was looking out at the golf course, a glass of Barolo in her hand, watching something in the darkness beyond the glass. She was perhaps fifty-five, in a dress that was understated in a room full of dresses that were not, and she didn’t belong to any of the clusters Sylvia had already mapped. Sylvia filed her under things to return to and moved on.

      Out on the fourteenth hole, something moved in the water hazard. The long dark shape that half of Havenmere had trained itself to read as a floating log, on the theory that a log asked nothing of anyone and could be comfortably ignored, caught the light from the ballroom windows, held it a moment, and slipped under without ceremony. Barry, who was not large by alligator standards but had survived seven removal attempts by the Gator Guys and showed no signs of taking any of it personally, had taken up residence in the fourteenth’s water feature nearly two years ago and had since acquired a name, a following, a dedicated Instagram account run by Phyllis Crawford, and his own paragraph in the community newsletter. He had been spotted earlier that afternoon near the green, watching a foursome finish the hole with the patient attention of someone who understood the game. He apparently had opinions about the Winter Gala as well. He kept them to himself. Sylvia appreciated this about him more than she could reasonably explain.

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      And then there was Celeste.

      Celeste Davenport held court near the champagne station, winter white Akris from neck to floor, her diamonds expensive in the way that didn’t need to announce itself because it never had to. She had the kind of beauty that had organized itself, over sixty-some years, into something more durable than beauty: authority. The people around her were laughing. They were always laughing. This was what Celeste did. She created an atmosphere in which being included in her attention felt like a small renewable gift, and the possibility of losing it felt like something you would notice for weeks afterward, quietly, the way you notice a tooth that’s been pulled. Thirteen years in Havenmere and Sylvia had watched dozens of women manage that orbit with enormous care, working to stay inside it, terrified of the drift. She had never once felt the pull herself.

      This was, she understood, why Celeste had never quite forgiven her for it.

      At the far end of the room, Martin Davenport worked the crowd with the frictionless efficiency of someone who had shaken so many hands over so many years that the gesture had become involuntary, like breathing. He had a technique: right hand gripping, left hand coming up to cover, a fraction of a second of held eye contact that said you specifically, only you, before the release and the pivot. It worked every time on people who hadn’t seen it before. Sylvia had catalogued it years ago and filed it where she filed techniques: interesting, effective, worth remembering.

      She was still watching Martin when Celeste moved. Not toward Sylvia. Past her, toward one of the northern transplants, the woman in midnight blue who had been working her way toward Celeste’s orbit all season and had finally, tonight, gotten close enough. Celeste touched her arm. She smiled the smile.

      “That color,” Celeste said warmly, with what appeared to be genuine appreciation, “is so brave on you.”

      The woman’s face opened like a door. “Oh, thank you, I wasn’t sure…”

      But Celeste was already turning, already somewhere else, leaving the warmth behind her like a wake. The woman in midnight blue stood holding her champagne flute, still smiling, processing. The smile lasted four seconds. Then something shifted behind her eyes and she looked down at her dress.

      She did not look like someone who had been complimented.

      Sylvia took a sip of her Macallan. She had watched Celeste do this a hundred times. The genius of it was that the wound was invisible. You couldn’t point to it. You couldn’t explain it without sounding paranoid. You just stood there in your midnight blue dress and slowly understood that brave had not been the word you wanted.

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      It was Celeste returning to the champagne station that made Sylvia go still.

      Not the return itself. The flute she picked up. The way she lifted it, easy, natural, the unhurried gesture of someone for whom champagne was unremarkable. She took a proper drink. Not a sip. The drink of someone who had done this a thousand times and saw no reason to think about it.

      Sylvia set down her scotch.

      In twenty-six years of knowing Celeste Davenport, thirteen in Havenmere and thirteen before that through the overlapping circuit of charity boards and club memberships that connected northern New Jersey to South Florida like a very expensive nervous system, she had never once seen the woman consume a carbonated beverage at a social function. The bubbles, Celeste had explained on no fewer than four public occasions in the tone of someone sharing information they expected to be retained, did not agree with her heart medication. It was the kind of fact that entered the Havenmere collective memory and stayed there, filed neatly alongside Herb Goldberg’s February back and the eternal question of Linda Kessler’s housekeeper, who had been visiting family for going on three years now and about whom the less said the better.

      Everyone in Havenmere knew Celeste Davenport did not drink champagne.

      Sylvia looked at the flute. She looked at the label on the private bottle behind the station, chilled separately, set apart from the general supply. Laurent-Perrier Rosé. Not the Veuve on the trays. Someone had brought this bottle specifically. Someone had arranged for it to be waiting.

      Nobody else had noticed. She scanned the room to be certain. Six hundred people, all watching Celeste for the usual reasons. Not one of them watching for anything in particular.

      Roz materialized at her elbow, fresh champagne in hand, with the expression of a woman who had spent the last hour gathering intelligence and was ready to deliver it.

      “Carol’s fur is a ranch mink. Rental, from that place in Aventura. Denise told Roberta who told me in the parking lot, so it’s already everywhere. Also, Babs is on her third and she came with Linda, who had her hip done in October and is using it like she’s trying to get her money’s worth. And Martin,” she said, nodding across the room, “has circled the space twice and hasn’t stopped moving once, which means he’s either very happy or very something else.”

      “With Martin,” Sylvia said, “those look identical.”

      Roz tilted her glass. “You look like you’ve seen something.”

      “I’m not sure yet,” Sylvia said. “Ask me tomorrow.”

      She reached into her evening bag. Past her phone, her lipstick, the folded seating chart she had memorized and kept anyway. She found the small spiral notebook she had carried for forty years; the one Arnold had called her murder book as a joke for most of that time because he thought it was funny, which it was, mostly.

      She uncapped the pen.

      She wrote one word.

      Champagne.

      Then she put the notebook away, picked up her Macallan 18, and turned to watch Celeste Davenport move toward the podium, because in sixty-four years of paying close attention to things other people overlooked, she had never once written something down that turned out to mean nothing.

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      Celeste’s remarks lasted fourteen minutes and were, as always, a masterwork of saying a great deal while communicating very little. She thanked the decorating committee for their vision, which had produced enough orchids to suggest a hostile takeover of a botanical garden and a Vivaldi that was still recovering from the sound system. She thanked the chef for his extraordinary menu, which six hundred people had admired and perhaps a third had eaten, the rest being either on something or committed to something, and in Havenmere these were often the same thing. She praised Havenmere’s unparalleled community spirit, by which she meant the collective ability to agree on a date, a dress code, and the structural necessity of the open bar, which remained the most genuine consensus the community produced all year and deserved more credit than it ever received.

      She thanked her husband Martin, who raised his glass from across the room with the ease of a man who had been publicly thanked so many times that the gesture had become reflexive, like flinching.

      She wished Havenmere a season as beautiful as the one they’d already had and a second half even better.

      She stepped away from the podium.

      Six hundred people applauded with the warmth of an audience relieved that nothing had been asked of them and now free to return to their drinks.

      The quartet resumed. The bar got busy. Havenmere rearranged itself into the configuration it maintained for the rest of any evening, small warm clusters of people performing their best versions of themselves for an audience doing the same thing, and the chandeliers were very beautiful, and the caviar had been excellent, and out on the fourteenth Barry had submerged and taken his opinions with him.

      Near the east windows, the woman in the understated dress was still facing the wrong direction, still watching something in the dark that no one else was watching.

      Sylvia noticed. Filed it. Moved on.

      She stood with her Macallan 18 and her closed notebook and watched Martin Davenport watch his wife work the room, and thought about a private bottle of Laurent-Perrier Rosé chilled separately and set apart, and about a woman who had not consumed a carbonated beverage at a social function in twenty-six years, and about how the most important things at a party like this were never the things anyone was watching.

      Arnold had called it her murder book as a joke.

      She had never corrected him.
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      By seven-fifteen the following morning, Havenmere knew.

      This was not surprising. Havenmere always knew. The mechanism by which information traveled through the community defied conventional explanation and had defeated every attempt to trace it back to a source. It outran the Facebook group, outran the text chains, outran even the residents’ association phone tree, a relic established in 2019 for emergencies and used since then for nothing but lost dogs, complaints about the pickleball courts, and one memorable thread about Barry that had generated forty-seven responses, zero resolution, and a formal request from the newsletter editor to keep alligator updates to the designated wildlife section. It moved, as near as anyone could determine, at the speed of Denise.

      Denise Schwartzman lived in Lakeside, had lived there for fourteen years, and knew things she had no reasonable means of knowing. Not gossip exactly, though she trafficked in that too. Knowledge. The specific, verified, timestamped kind. She knew which residents were behind on their HOA fees and which had quietly caught up. She knew which marriages were in trouble before the couples did. She knew, on this Sunday morning in January, that Celeste Davenport had been taken to Boca Regional at two-thirteen in the morning by an ambulance that had been delayed eleven minutes at the main gate because the night guard on duty had not been informed that medical vehicles were exempt from the standard check-in procedure, a failure of communication that Denise intended to raise at the next residents’ association meeting and would absolutely not let go of.

      She also knew, though she was telling almost no one this part yet, what the woman across the Davenports’ cul-de-sac, who did not sleep and never had, had seen from her kitchen window at one-fifty in the morning.

      By seven-fifteen she had told six people. By eight o’clock the information had completed its journey through every sub-community, every building, and every home in Havenmere, and the response had begun.

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      Sylvia heard it from Roz, who called at seven twenty while Sylvia was still in the oversized Minnie Mouse t-shirt she had slept in, rollers in her hair, standing at the kitchen counter with her first coffee, watching an iguana on the back lawn conduct what appeared to be a territorial dispute with a smaller iguana over a piece of bread nobody remembered leaving there. The larger iguana was winning. Sylvia respected this about him.

      “Celeste,” Roz said, without preamble, which was how Roz delivered news she considered important. The preamble was for social calls. “Collapsed at home sometime after two. Ambulance. Boca Regional. That’s all I know.”

      “Who told you?”

      “Roberta, who heard from Denise.”

      “What did Denise say exactly?”

      A pause. “She said Celeste collapsed. She said the ambulance took a while. She said” another pause, the kind that meant Roz was deciding how much to repeat “she said Martin seemed very calm.”

      Sylvia set down her coffee.

      “How calm?” she said.

      “Denise’s word was ‘composed.’”

      “That’s not the same as calm.”

      “No,” Roz agreed. “It isn’t.”

      They were quiet for a moment, the particular quiet of two women who have known each other long enough to have entire conversations in the gaps between sentences.

      “I’ll make rugelach,” Sylvia said.

      “I’ll call Linda.”

      “Don’t tell Babs yet.”

      “Babs already knows.”

      Of course she did. “I’ll be there by ten.”

      She hung up and stood for a moment at the counter, looking at nothing. The larger iguana had claimed the bread and retreated to the hedge, unhurried and unapologetic. Outside, Havenmere was already in motion.

      She got out the flour.

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      The Davenport house was in Prestige Estates, the gated section within the gated section, which required passing through the main gate, proceeding along Havenmere Circle, taking the right fork toward Prestige, stopping at the Prestige gate, and navigating a street of homes so large and so identically appointed that she had once, in her first year in Havenmere, driven past her destination four times before accepting that the house she wanted was behind her.

      She had not made that mistake again. She had made other mistakes, but not that one.

      Martin and Celeste’s house was at the end of a cul-de-sac. Mediterranean revival, pale stucco, a front door the color of old copper that Sylvia happened to know had been the subject of an anonymous HOA complaint in 2021 regarding its deviation from the approved palette. The complaint had been dismissed. Everyone knew Celeste had filed the counter-complaint. Nobody could prove it. Eight bedrooms, twelve bathrooms, a pool house that was larger than Sylvia’s first apartment in Montclair. The kind of house that had staff, plural, full-time, and a schedule that ran without interruption regardless of what was happening inside it.

      Sylvia pulled the Jaguar to the curb and sat for a moment, rugelach on the passenger seat in the good tin, the one she brought when she meant it. The curtains in the front room were open. The staff had arrived and proceeded as normal. Someone had decided this morning looked the same as any other morning, at least from the outside.

      She got out of the car.

      There were already four vehicles parked ahead of her: Babs Whitfield’s Maserati Levante, cream with tan interior, the car she drove herself over from Banyan Reach when the occasion didn’t require Geoffrey and the Bentley; Linda Kessler’s Volvo with the dent in the rear panel that had been there for two years and that Linda was going to get fixed any day now; an unfamiliar silver Audi convertible, top down, that belonged to no one she could place; and a golf cart with saddle leather seats, hunter-green stitching, and a gold RH monogram on the side panel in a font that suggested the decision had been made carefully and at some expense. The cart belonged to Rochelle Harding, who lived four houses down in Prestige Estates and had therefore not needed to drive anywhere to get here, which was somehow more presumptuous than if she had.

      Sylvia looked at the golf cart for a moment.

      She picked up her rugelach and went to the front door.

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      She heard it before the door opened. The unmistakable acoustic signature of four women in a kitchen who are all talking simultaneously under the impression that they are being very quiet and respectful. Babs’s laugh, immediately suppressed. Linda saying something about parking. A voice Sylvia didn’t recognize asking a question that contained the words “original finishes.”

      Martin opened the door.

      He was dressed, which struck her as significant. Not in last night’s clothes, not in the rumpled configuration of a man who had been up since two with a medical emergency. Pressed trousers, collared shirt, hair combed, expression arranged into something that communicated grief and composure in roughly equal measure. He looked, Sylvia thought, exactly like a man who had decided what he was going to look like and had then looked like it very deliberately.

      “Sylvia.” He said her name the way he said everyone’s name, with just enough warmth to seem personal and just enough distance to keep you from being sure. “You didn’t have to.”

      “I know,” she said. “How is she?”

      “Stable, they’re saying. They’re running tests.” He stepped back to let her in. “Everyone has been so kind.”

      Sylvia handed him the tin.

      Something moved across his face. Very briefly. Gone before she could name it.

      “You made these?” he said.

      “This morning,” she said.

      “Celeste loves your rugelach.”

      “I know,” Sylvia said. “That’s why I made them.”

      From somewhere in the kitchen, just audible, Babs’s voice floated through.

      “She brought rugelach.”

      A beat.

      “Is Celeste dead?”

      Roz’s voice, sharp: “She’s in the hospital, Babs.”

      “I know, I know. I’m just saying.”

      Martin smiled the smile of a man running on fumes and manners in equal measure. “Please, come in.”

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      The kitchen was, as she had expected, a disaster of generosity.

      A brisket, covered in foil, occupied the counter nearest the stove alongside a lasagna in a disposable pan, still warm, with a Post-it note that said From the Pattersons, thinking of you in the careful cursive of someone who had learned it in a Canadian school in 1974 and never stopped. A kugel of uncertain provenance sat beside them, next to a fruit platter of unnecessary size featuring grapes, strawberries, and a carved melon someone had shaped into a basket, which must have taken the better part of an hour and raised serious questions about how the morning had been prioritized. There was also a coffee cake, a second coffee cake that was different from the first, a container of chicken soup still warm, and in the corner, looking slightly abandoned, a store-bought cheese plate still in its Publix wrapper that Sylvia strongly suspected belonged to Rochelle.

      At the far end of the kitchen, built into the cabinetry with the seamless integration of something that had cost a great deal and been worth every cent, was the espresso machine. It was the kind that ground the beans fresh, steamed the milk to a precise temperature, and could produce seventeen different drinks from a touchscreen. Babs was at it now, navigating with the focused intensity of someone who had learned it under duress and was not going to let it defeat her. Linda Kessler had claimed the breakfast nook, the sun-filled corner banquette off the east end of the kitchen, with the efficiency of a woman who had learned after two hip replacements to secure comfortable seating immediately upon entering any room. The unfamiliar Audi belonged to Phyllis Crawford, who was in Celeste’s Mahjong group, who ran Barry’s Instagram account with a dedication that frankly exceeded what she gave to most human relationships, and who had arrived first and showed no signs of leaving.

      And Rochelle.

      Rochelle Harding was standing at the kitchen island with a small leather notebook open on the counter and her reading glasses on, studying the cabinetry above the refrigerator with the focused attention of a woman conducting an inspection she had assigned herself.

      “Same builder as ours,” she said, to no one in particular, tapping the notebook with her pen. “But they went with the upgraded hardware throughout. Brushed brass. We have satin nickel.” She made a note. “I always said satin nickel was a mistake.” She looked up at the ceiling and tilted her head. “Twenty feet in here. Same as ours. But the great room reads larger somehow.” Another note. “Might be the window placement.” She looked at Sylvia. “Did you hear they’re breaking ground on twelve new homes in the northeast corner? Great rooms with twenty-four foot ceilings.” She let that settle. “Twenty-four foot ceilings.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Sylvia said.

      Rochelle looked up. “About the ceilings?”

      “About Celeste.”

      “Oh.” Rochelle closed her notebook with the composed efficiency of someone returning from one world to another. “Yes. Terrible.” She accepted a cappuccino from Babs, who had successfully produced one, and settled at the island.

      Martin appeared in the doorway, phone in hand. Rochelle’s notebook disappeared into her bag.

      “Martin, the kitchen is just stunning,” she said. “The hardware upgrade was absolutely the right call.”

      “Thank you, Rochelle.” Martin’s smile was the smile of a man running on fumes and social obligation in equal measure. “Excuse me, I need to take this.”

      He was gone. The kitchen recalibrated. The staff moved in the background, refilling things, removing things, present without being present in the way that staff in houses like this were trained to be. Voices dropped and simultaneously got more specific.

      “He looks good,” Babs said, in the tone that meant something other than what it said.

      “He looks composed,” Linda said from the nook.

      “What’s the difference?” Phyllis asked.

      “Composed,” Sylvia said, setting down her bag and accepting the espresso Babs had pulled for her, “is what you look like when you’ve decided what to look like. Good is what you look like when you haven’t had to decide.”

      A brief silence settled over the kitchen, the kind that happens when something true has been said in a room full of people who were not entirely prepared for it.

      “She’ll be fine,” Babs said, with the conviction of someone who needed this to be true and was prepared to assert it until it was. “Celeste is the healthiest person I know. She’s never sick. She had that cardiac situation a few years ago but it’s completely managed. She’s on medication. She’s so careful about everything.”

      Sylvia drank her espresso.

      “She barely drinks anymore,” Linda added from the nook. “Not anything sparkling, anyway. The bubbles don’t agree with her heart medication. She’s very strict about it. Has been for years. You’ve seen her at events, always still water or maybe a glass of red. Never anything with bubbles.”

      “Right,” Sylvia said. “The bubbles.”

      
        
        — ✶ —

      

      

      By eleven o’clock the kitchen had turned over twice. Phyllis had gone and come back, apparently unable to fully commit to leaving. The second coffee cake had been opened and was largely gone. Rochelle had toured the pool house, confirmed it had the same tile as the main house but with inferior grout spacing, recorded this in her notebook, and departed in her monogrammed golf cart, presumably to compare grout at home.

      Linda had fully claimed the breakfast nook, which suited her new hip and her personality equally well, and was now holding court on the subject of her surgeon, who was the best in Boca, who was actually the best in South Florida, who was arguably the best on the eastern seaboard if you wanted to get into it, which she was fully prepared to do. Janet Thornton and Carol MacAllister, who had driven over together from their side of Lakeside the moment they heard, sat across from Linda with the warm, open attention of people who are genuinely interested in whatever you have to say. The Canadians were like that. They asked follow-up questions. They remembered what you’d told them last week. They brought things when they said they’d bring things and arrived when they said they’d arrive, which in Havenmere made them exotic.

      Martin had come and gone three times, phone always in hand, grief always in place. Each time he left the room the conversation tightened and then expanded again when he returned, like a room breathing around an obstruction.

      Sylvia stayed. She stood at the edge of the kitchen, close enough to hear everything, far enough to watch all of it. She watched the staff work with the quiet efficiency of people trained never to seem surprised by anything. She watched the brisket and the Pattersons’ lasagna sit side by side on the counter untouched because it was eleven in the morning and nobody ate brisket at eleven in the morning, which raised the question of why anyone brought it, which was a question Havenmere had never once asked itself and never would. She watched Martin perform his widowhood-in-waiting with the professionalism of a man who had considered the role carefully and decided he was prepared for it.

      At half past eleven, Denise arrived.

      She came with nothing. No brisket, no lasagna, no fruit platter, no covered dish of any kind. Just herself, in a good blouse, with the expression of a woman who is the most important person in any room she enters and has learned to be gracious about it.

      “Martin,” she said, embracing him with the warmth of someone who knows things and has chosen, for now, not to say them. “I’m so sorry.”

      Martin thanked her. He went to take another call. The moment the door closed behind him, Denise turned to the kitchen and every conversation stopped at once, the way conversations stop when the person everyone has actually been waiting for finally arrives.

      “Well,” said Babs.

      “Well,” said Denise. She stepped to the espresso machine, pressed two buttons without looking, and produced what appeared to be an almond milk latte with precisely the right amount of foam, which she accepted with the ease of a woman for whom the machine had no mysteries. She settled herself at the island and looked around the room with the unhurried assurance of someone who controls the pace of what
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