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  Dedication


For those who notice what others overlook. 
For the quiet truth-seekers, the record keepers, the question askers, and the ones who know that age does not dull curiosity, courage, or the instinct to look twice.
And for everyone who has ever understood that some secrets do not disappear.
They wait.
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  Chapter 1: The Return


Ihad been back at Pelican Point for twenty minutes when I understood that I had missed it, which surprised me in the way that things only surprise you when you have been wrong about yourself. I had told myself, on the plane home, that a place you had lived for less than two years was not yet a place you missed. The apartment disagreed. 
The Treasury mug was where I had left it, washed and inverted on the dish rack. The recipe book held its position on the shelf above the kitchen window, spine out, unopened. The yellow pad was in the top drawer with nothing written on any of its pages, which was the correct state for a yellow pad belonging to a woman with no active case. The creek outside caught the late afternoon light the way it always did in September: low, copper-colored, moving toward the Gulf with the mild purpose of something that has made this trip before and expects to make it again. The grackles in the live oak were debating something. They had been debating it when I left three weeks ago and had apparently not reached a conclusion.
I set my bag inside the door and made coffee.
I had been in Seattle for six days. I had gone to knock on Ellie's door without being invited, which had seemed logical in July when I planned it and had remained logical all the way to the moment I was standing on her porch in Capitol Hill with the Washington State morning behind me and my knuckles one inch from the wood, at which point it stopped seeming logical and started feeling like what it actually was. She opened the door. We did not have the fight again: the one from July, the phone call that had ended with both of us holding a silent receiver and a question left open between us. Instead she let me in, and we ate dinner together, the five of us, Miles asking me about financial crime with the focused interest of a nine-year-old who has recently learned that some people's careers involve finding the things other people hide, and Audrey climbing into my lap after dinner to show me three drawings she had been working on, which were detailed and enthusiastic and featured horses in varying stages of elaboration. David had been kind, the way David was always kind, competently, without announcement, providing exactly what the room required and drawing no attention to the fact that he was doing it. Ellie had been careful. Careful was not warm. But careful was not July's silence, either. We did not resolve; we resumed. I had boarded the return flight understanding that those were different things and that resumed was sufficient.
I had come back with Audrey's photographs still on my phone, she had taken nine of them at dinner without my noticing, mostly of her cereal bowl and what appeared to be the edge of the tablecloth, but also two of me. In the first one I am reading something, Daniel's reading glasses on their lanyard. In the second one I am laughing at something Miles said. I would not have taken that photograph myself. I had looked at it twice on the plane home and was not yet certain what to do about that, and was prepared to give the question as much time as it needed.
I unpacked. I made dinner. I stood at the kitchen window until the creek went dark.
September at Pelican Point has a quality I had not expected when I moved here: it is both an ending and a beginning. The community exhales. The worst of the heat burns itself out across July and August, taking the afternoon thunderheads with it, and then September arrives with a subtle shift in the light and the temperature and the parking lots begin to fill. The snowbirds returned by increments: a face I recognized from spring reappearing at the Commons coffee bar, a golf cart I had not seen since May parked outside the Sandpiper cluster, someone's fresh arrangement of potted herbs outside a villa door that had stood bare since June. The pickleball courts went loud on Tuesday mornings. The Activities board filled. Sylvia's community newsletter ran two pages instead of one.
I walked to the Commons on Monday at eight, the cane in my left hand, the Promenade still damp from the night's brief rain. The air carried the last of the gardenias from somewhere in the Villas, they finished their September run by mid-month, and under that the salt underlayer that came off the inlet when the wind was right. The osprey was back on its branch at the nature preserve's edge, reviewing the Promenade with the authority of a bird that considered oversight a professional obligation.
The Commons dining room at eight on a Monday in September is a particular variety of comfortable: coffee and eggs and enough familiar faces to feel located without requiring effort. I took my coffee at the bar rather than a table. The bar allows a person to be visibly present without being immediately available, which is a distinction that costs nothing to maintain and occasionally matters.
Hank was at Table 4 by the east windows, his eggs finished, a book open in front of him, Robert Caro's The Power Broker, thirteen hundred pages on Robert Moses and the institutional machinery by which a man makes himself untouchable. The thick white hair above the book cover, the mustache he'd worn since before I knew him, the weight-back stance of a man who had spent twenty-two years arriving at scenes and whose body had not entirely forgotten it. He looked up, found me at the bar, and lifted his coffee in a salutation that contained no unnecessary information. I lifted mine. We would talk later. There was no urgency.
The audit was still in progress. I knew this because Sylvia's name appeared in the HOA newsletter under "Community Operations" with the particular careful language of an institution managing an ongoing situation: the Association continues to work transparently with auditors to ensure full compliance. She had not been charged. She had not been fired. She was in her corner office on the Commons' second floor, sending the newsletter, doing her job with the warmth that had always been hers, and whatever she was carrying she was carrying without performing it for an audience, which I considered a form of dignity. The audit ran under Camilla Hurst-Vega's board oversight: the HOA chair's professional grammar for delivering bad institutional news had proven exactly the right instrument for the past several months. The yellow pad in my drawer stayed blank through Monday and all of Tuesday. This was, in the language of a woman still learning what retirement meant on a daily basis, the correct state of affairs.
Tuesday evening I walked the Promenade at the hour when it catches the Gulf light at a low angle, not quite golden but close to it, the crushed-shell path warm underfoot, the inlet at the property's far end taking on the last of the reflected pink. Frank Sobczak and his wife passed me heading the other direction; Frank had lost weight over the summer, which he attributed to pickleball. Roy Tavares was not on the Promenade. His preferred ambulatory space was the preserve boardwalk at dawn. The Breakfast Table was Thursday.
I walked to the inlet overlook and back, one point four miles with the cane. The Gulf was deep green in the channel and lighter in the shoals, the kind of blue-green that commits to neither color. Two roseate spoonbills stood in the shallows at the end of the preserve, pink and improbable, engaged in some private deliberation of their own.
I thought, walking back, about the requirement. Not with resistance, I had agreed to it in July and I meant the agreement. But the weight of a commitment and the meaning of it are not the same thing, and I had been carrying both separately for five weeks. Telling Ellie there was no active case felt straightforward when there was no active case. The question I had not yet been able to answer was what it would feel like when there was one. I did not yet have a case to answer the question with. I noted this, filed it, and turned off the Promenade at the Heron Tower path as the last of the light went out of the inlet.
Delia and I had established the Wednesday dinner in April without formal discussion, the way Delia established most things: she had appeared at my door at six-thirty with a covered dish and the expectation of being let in, and it had been a standing commitment ever since. This Wednesday it was 3B, her table and her dishes and the Earl Grey she moved to at four o'clock and the presence of Ferdinand, the rubber plant in the living room corner, who held his position with the gravity of something that understood its own permanence.
She had made roast chicken. We ate it at her table with the windows open to the September evening, the live oak outside catching the last of the day's breeze, the Promenade quiet below.
"How was she," Delia said, when the dishes were on the counter and the tea was poured.
"Careful," I said.
She nodded. She has a nod for when the single word is the accurate word.
"And the children?"
"Miles asked me about financial crime. Audrey showed me three drawings and then fell asleep against my shoulder."
"Those are both correct responses for those two children," Delia said.
"They are."
"And David?"
"Kind." I turned the mug in my hands. "He is always kind. I have spent two years trying to decide whether that is a quality or a strategy, and I think the answer is that it is both, and that this is not a criticism."
"Can something be a quality and a strategy at the same time?"
"I believe David has managed it, yes."
Outside, the evening had reached the provisional temperature that September evenings at Pelican Point achieved around eight o'clock, not cold, not summer, something in negotiation between the two. A low murmur from a television in a nearby unit, news or sports, indistinct. Somewhere in the Villas, a screen door. Delia's apartment held the trace of her morning's practice the way it always did after she had been at the piano, some residue of music that settled into the room's air and did not leave until she played again.
"She let me in," I said. "I knocked without calling ahead. She let me in."
Delia set down her tea. She did not perform a reaction. This is one of the things I value most about her: the understanding that a fact of that particular weight does not require commentary to be complete. She removed her wire-frame glasses and set them on the table, which is the thing she does when she is listening with full attention.
"We did not resolve anything," I said. "We resumed. I think that is the accurate word for what we did."
"It is a good word."
"The requirement stands." I meant Ellie's condition from July: that I would tell her when I had a case. Not a conversation, not permission, notice. It had cost something to agree to it and something to keep it. I had told Ellie before I left for Seattle that I was coming with no active investigation, no yellow pad with writing on it, no reason to be somewhere else. All of that had been true. "I told her I have no active case."
"And you do not," Delia said.
"I do not."
She poured more tea. We sat with the evening between us the way people at Pelican Point sat with things (without resolution, with company) and the osprey was probably on its branch in the dark somewhere and the grackles had finally settled their question, or given it up for the night, and when I stood to leave Delia did not ask me to stay and I did not offer to, and this too was its own form of understanding.
"Thursday," I said, at the door.
"Rooibos," she said.
Back across the hall, the cane in my left hand, I set the mug in the rack beside the Treasury one and checked the yellow pad in the top drawer and confirmed it was blank and returned it to its position. The creek outside the window was running its course at ten o'clock. The apartment was exactly the shape I had left it, which was both a comfort and the mildest of griefs, and I had learned over the past eleven months to let it be both things at the same time without resolving the contradiction.
I had kept the requirement. I had told Ellie there was no active case.
There wasn't, yet.
Fifty yards west, in Egret Tower's Unit 3D, a woman I had not met was spending her first night in a new apartment, unpacking one suitcase into a closet built for twice that, moving without noise, already familiar with every exit on every floor. I did not know any of this. I did not know her at all.
In six days she would be dead, and I would know her better than anyone still living.






  
  Chapter 2: The New Resident


The thing I noticed first about Celeste Moreau was not her face or her voice or the precise way she carried herself through the Heron Tower mailroom on a Monday morning in September. It was her hands. She opened her mailbox, 3D on the Egret side of the shared directory, which meant she had come over from the adjacent tower on an errand, not a necessity, and she did it without looking at the lock. Her fingers found the combination and turned it in one continuous motion, the way you opened a lock you had memorized years ago and did not need to think about anymore. She had been in residence for approximately sixteen hours. 
I had come down for my own mail at eight-thirty, later than my usual habit. The mailroom occupies a corner of Heron Tower's ground floor, fluorescent-lit and faintly antiseptic, the wall of brass-faced boxes arranged in alphabetical order within each tower's section.
She was tall, five-eight or -nine, which meant she did not have to angle for the upper row the way I did. Silver hair cut close to the jaw, precise and unadorned. The posture of a woman who had spent decades reminding herself to maintain it, until the reminder was no longer necessary and the posture was simply hers. She wore a cream-colored linen blouse and dark trousers at eight-thirty on a Monday morning, which told me either that she dressed this way as a default or that she had wanted, in her first full day of residence, to appear exactly as she intended to appear. Both things could be true simultaneously. I had met people for whom both things were always simultaneously true, and they were never people to underestimate.
She retrieved a single piece of mail: the community welcome packet, standard for new residents, which Sylvia's office produced in a cream envelope with the Pelican Point crest embossed on the flap. She closed the mailbox. She did not open the envelope. She tucked it under her arm and turned, and that was when she saw me.
"Good morning," she said. The accent was French-Canadian in the specific register of someone who had spoken English exclusively for a very long time: the vowels mostly smooth, a residual quality in the consonants that surfaced on certain words and then retreated. "I am sorry, am I in your way?"
"Not at all." I moved to my own box, S section, third row from the bottom. "Margot Sterling. Third floor, Heron Tower."
"Celeste Moreau." A slight inclination of the head, not quite a nod, not quite a bow. Something in between that suggested a formality absorbed in childhood and never entirely shed. "I am in Egret Tower. I only came over because the mailroom is shared, and I wanted to know where it was."
"It is the only shared facility between the towers," I said. "Everything else separates at the lobby."
"Yes," she said. "I know."
She had been in residence for sixteen hours and she already knew the layout of both lobby systems. I noted this. I retrieved my mail: a bank statement, the HOA newsletter, a catalog I had not subscribed to and did not intend to read, and when I looked up she had already gone, the door to the Promenade swinging gently in her wake.
The Commons coffee bar at nine on a Tuesday morning in September operates at a specific register: the breakfast crowd has thinned, the bridge tables are not yet occupied, and the atrium catches the eastern light through its tall windows at an angle that makes the whole space feel briefly generous. I had taken my usual position at the bar, coffee in the Treasury mug I had carried over from 3A, and I was reading the newsletter.
Celeste Moreau came through the main entrance at nine-fourteen.
I know the time because I had checked my watch a moment before, the analog one, wound that morning, for no particular reason, the way you sometimes checked a watch from habit rather than need. I was not watching the door. I became aware of her the way you became aware of a change in a room's air pressure, without being able to say precisely what had shifted.
She walked to the coffee bar and ordered in a voice low enough that I caught only the word café and the barista's reply. She took her cup and turned to find a table, and in the four seconds of that turn, she had identified every exit in the ground floor of the Commons.
I was certain of this the way I was certain of most things I observed professionally, not because I had seen her look at each exit individually, but because I recognized the quality of attention. It was not the casual survey of a person choosing a seat. It was a systematic accounting, performed with the practiced efficiency of someone for whom the location of exits was not a preference but a requirement. She clocked the main entrance she had come through, the side door to the Promenade colonnade, the kitchen access door behind the bar, the emergency exit at the far end of the event hall visible through the open double doors, and the stairwell access near the library. Five exits. Four seconds. She had not appeared to be doing any of this.
She chose a table in the center of the room, facing the main entrance, with a partial sightline to the colonnade door. The specific table a person chose when they wanted to see who came in before being seen themselves.
I turned back to my newsletter. I did not write anything down. Not yet.
"She is the new resident in Egret Three-D."
I turned. Vivian Hartwell had settled onto the stool beside mine with a cup of green tea and the composed, unhurried manner of a woman who had been a fixture at this bar for long enough that it required no adjustment on her part. She had been at Pelican Point for seven years, which made her something close to institutional: the kind of resident who knew every face and every address and could produce either one on request without appearing to have been keeping track.
"Celeste Moreau," I said.
"You've met her?"
"Briefly. Yesterday morning, in the mailroom."
Vivian nodded, her eyes moving in the pleasant, unpointed way of someone who was simply looking at the room they were in. She was seventy-six and wore it with the ease of a woman who had invested, decades ago, in structure rather than surface. Silver hair, impeccably kept. A posture that made the bar stool appear to have better design than it did. "She introduced herself to me yesterday afternoon," Vivian said. "Delightful manners. She was a museum administrator, I understand. In Montreal." She lifted her tea. "It will be nice to have someone with a cultural background on the Arts Committee, if she decides to join."
"Do you know which museum?"
"She mentioned the arts administration broadly, I did not press for specifics." Vivian smiled, the slight precise smile of a woman who considered pressing for specifics a minor vulgarity in a first conversation. "She seems very self-contained. Some people settle in here immediately. Others take longer. I think she may be a slower settler."
"She identified every exit in this room inside of four seconds," I said.
Vivian looked at me. Then she looked at Celeste's table, where Celeste was sitting with her coffee, reading what appeared to be a small notebook, not looking at anything in particular. "Did she," Vivian said. Her tone was neither surprised nor unsurprised. It was the tone of someone cataloging a detail she intended to think about later.
"People do it for different reasons," I said.
"I imagine they do," Vivian said. She finished her tea, set the cup in its saucer with the small deliberate click of someone who did everything with that degree of intentionality. "I should see to my morning. Lovely to catch up, Margot." She gathered herself from the stool, said something pleasant to the barista by name, and left through the main entrance.
I glanced at my newsletter. Celeste Moreau had not looked up from her notebook. I drank my coffee.
I did not write anything on my yellow pad that morning. But I did not throw anything away either.
Hank's Villa 22 on a Monday evening in September smelled of cumin and oregano and the smell of fat rendering slowly in a Dutch oven for most of the afternoon. Ropa vieja was a project rather than a meal, he had started it at noon, he told me when I arrived at six-thirty, because anything less than six hours was an approximation and he did not cook approximations. The kitchen was small and precisely organized, the way a man's kitchen was when he had been cooking the same handful of things for twenty years and had arrived at the correct position for every tool.
"Seattle," he said, when I had my wine and was sitting at his kitchen counter watching him shred the beef with two forks in the confident, unhurried manner of a man who had done this many hundreds of times.
"Seattle," I said.
"And?"
"She let me in."
He nodded. This is one of the things I appreciated about Hank Ortiz: he understood the weight of a short sentence and did not require it to be a longer one. He turned the beef in the tomato sauce, adjusted the heat, replaced the lid. Outside the kitchen window, the last of the September gardenias were at their final stage: the petals going papery at the edges, the scent still present but thinning, a week at most before the bushes finished their run.
"The kids?" he asked.
"Miles asked me about financial crime. Audrey fell asleep on my shoulder after dinner and I didn't move for forty minutes."
The side of his mouth moved. Not quite a smile: the thing before a smile. "Good forty minutes."
"Reasonably good forty minutes, yes."
He plated the ropa vieja over rice with a practiced efficiency and set both plates on the small table off the kitchen, the one with room for two and a clear line to the back window, where the inlet was visible as a dark gleam through the palmettos. We ate. Outside, something called from the preserve: a night heron, probably.
"There is a new resident," I said, when the plates were half-empty.
"There are always new residents in September."
"This one interests me."
He put down his fork. He did not say anything, which was its own kind of attention.
"Celeste Moreau, Egret Three-D. Arrived yesterday. French-Canadian, retired museum administrator from Montreal, based on what a neighbor told me. Late sixties. She has the quality of someone who has been performing a composed version of herself for a very long time." I turned my wine glass. "She identified every exit in the Commons ground floor this morning in four seconds."
Hank considered this. He had the policeman's habit of letting a stated fact sit before responding to it, not silence as discomfort but silence as processing. "Investigators do that," he said. "Or people with reasons."
"Or people with reasons," I agreed. "She also knew the mailroom layout before she had any practical reason to."
"You spoke to her?"
"Once. Briefly. She was precise and polite and gave away nothing she had not decided to give away." I looked at the window, where the palmettos had gone to silhouette. "There is a difference between a person who is private and a person who is managing something. I have spent thirty years learning the difference. She is managing something."
He was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "She sounds like someone who knows exactly where she is."
I looked at him. He had gone back to his food, fork moving with the calm of a man who had said the accurate thing and did not need to add to it. Outside, the night heron called again, and the gardenias were fading, and somewhere in Egret Tower, a woman who had been careful for thirty-eight years was spending her second night in a community she had chosen because she believed she was finally safe.
"Yes," I said. "That is exactly what she sounds like."
I walked home along the Promenade in the dark, the cane on the crushed-shell path, the inlet a faint presence to the west. The gardenias reached me at the turn by the Willet cluster path, the last of them, the thin September sweetness of a scent at the end of its season. I slowed without deciding to.
A woman who knew where every exit was. A posture that had been decided. A combination lock opened without looking, on the first try, in a building she had entered for the first time the previous day. Vivian Hartwell's mild interest, filed and set aside. The notebook Celeste had not put down while I watched her.
I had not opened the yellow pad. There was nothing in it yet: one conversation at a mailbox, one observation at a coffee bar, one dinner conversation about a woman I did not know. Impressions, and impressions were not cases.
I had also spent thirty years watching investigators who did not listen to the hum in their sternum, and I knew what that cost, too.
I walked the rest of the way to Heron Tower with the smell of the gardenias on the night air.






  
  Chapter 3: The Crossword


Roy Tavares did the Thursday crossword in ink, which he had always maintained was a matter of confidence and which Frank Sobczak had always maintained was a matter of stubbornness. It was, I had concluded after two years of Breakfast Tables, both of those things: the act of a man who did not allow himself the comfort of erasure. An MIT professor had told him in 1971 that an engineer who penciled his calculations was an engineer who had already decided he might be wrong. Roy had applied this principle to crosswords ever since, on the theory that the habits of mind did not divide neatly at the boundary between work and leisure. 
I thought about this on Thursday morning, walking to the Commons at seven-fifteen, the cane on the shell path, the September air carrying the low salt undertone of the inlet and a faint smell of cut grass from whatever the grounds crew had been doing since six. I thought about it because I had been thinking about Roy since Tuesday evening, which had been, on examination, since the moment I had told Hank about Celeste Moreau and Hank had said she sounded like someone who knew exactly where she was. I had walked home from Villa 22 with the gardenias going thin in the dark and something that was not yet an idea but was moving in that direction, and by Wednesday morning it had a name: Roy.
Roy Tavares, retired MIT aerospace engineer, thirty-eight years in Newport's defense contracting world before he came south. Roy Tavares, who had been invited into the Pelican Point investment club in its first year, two springs before I arrived, and had declined, and had told Hank and Bernie and Frank that he did not remember who had invited him, which was a statement that did not survive contact with the man who did his crosswords in ink.
Roy remembered. Roy always remembered. He had simply decided not to say.
The Breakfast Table on a Thursday morning in September was Table 6 in the Commons dining room, four chairs, east window, second table in from the entrance, which put it diagonally across the room from Hank's Table 4. The distinction mattered because Hank was at Table 4 with his book and his eggs and his coffee by seven-thirty most mornings, and the Breakfast Table regulars were at Table 6 by seven-forty-five, and the geometry of the two tables meant that Margot Sterling, who occupied the bar stool at the coffee counter nearest the door, was in a position to observe both without appearing to observe either.
Bernie was already there when I arrived, the Times folded to the opinion section, his gray cardigan exhibiting a new coffee stain on the left lapel that had been applied recently enough to still look damp. He did not rise. He had retired from rising for people some years ago and was at peace with this decision. He raised one finger, which in Bernie's vocabulary covered a range of meanings from good morning to I know something you should hear and occasionally both.
Frank came in two minutes behind me, sunburned and moving with the particular purposeful energy of a man who had already played an hour of pickleball and was experiencing the benevolent exhaustion of it. He ordered eggs with the ease of a man who had given the same order six hundred times and pulled out the chair across from Bernie.
"Roy's late," Frank said.
"Roy is never late," Bernie said, without looking up from the Times.
"Roy is not here."
"Roy will be here."
Roy Tavares arrived at the Breakfast Table at seven-fifty-two on Thursday mornings. I knew this because I had been having coffee at this bar for nearly two years, and because I had the occupational habit of noting when patterns held and when they did not. It was seven-forty-nine. I said nothing.
He came through the main entrance at seven-fifty-one, which was a minute early rather than three minutes late, and something about the way he walked to the table told me what I needed to know before he sat down. It was not a dramatic tell. Roy Tavares was not a dramatic man. It was the specific economy of movement of a person who has made a decision and is now living inside it, and the decision is costing him something, and the cost is calibrated against what the alternative would cost, and he has concluded that the alternative would cost more. I had seen it across thirty years of interviews. The body knew what the mind had decided and moved accordingly.
He sat. He ordered eggs and coffee from the server, who knew his order and was already writing it. He put the crossword on the table, folded open, pen beside it. He did not pick up the pen.
"September," Frank said, with the satisfaction of a man for whom September meant a full pickleball ladder and unlimited opponents.
"September," Bernie said.
Roy said nothing. He looked at the crossword.
The eggs came. Frank ate with the total concentration he brought to all physical tasks. Bernie folded his Times to another section. Roy moved his fork twice and then stopped, and looked at the crossword again, and picked up the pen.
"Twelve across," he said. "Nine letters. 'Long-running deception.'"
"Imposture," Bernie said, without hesitation.
Roy wrote it in. He looked at it. He put the pen down.
I was not looking at Roy. I was looking at my coffee, and in my peripheral vision I could see the table clearly enough to observe that Frank had glanced at Roy and then at his eggs and had not said anything, because Frank Sobczak, who appeared on first acquaintance to be a man of appetite and volume, knew with great precision when not to speak. And Bernie had looked over the Times at me. Not at Roy, not at the table. At me, across the room at the coffee bar, with the expression of a retired jurist who has observed the proceedings and formed a view.
Roy did not look at me once during the forty minutes I was at the bar. He looked at the crossword. He spoke about the parking lot repaving, the new residents in the Sandpiper cluster, the question of whether the second pickleball court needed resurfacing. He used twenty-three across to spark a conversation about the Newport Jazz Festival that Frank had attended in 1987 and that Roy had attended in the same year, and he spoke about it with the considered warmth of a man deploying a memory he trusted because it was adjacent to the memory he was not going to deploy, and if you did not know Roy Tavares, you would hear a pleasant Thursday morning conversation about the jazz festival and think nothing of it.
I finished my coffee. I crossed the three steps to the table and said, quietly enough that only Roy would hear: "I know it was more than the festival, Roy."
His pencil did not stop. He filled in twenty-three across. He said, without looking up: "The coffee's better this week. New roast."
I left at eight-thirty. Roy Tavares, who looked at everything directly and committed in ink, had looked at my face and not stopped.
He was not going to say it today.
I walked the Promenade at nine-fifteen with the yellow pad under my arm, I had taken it from its drawer in 3A before leaving for the Commons, because I had woken that morning with the note already formed in my mind. The habit of writing things down was thirty years deep and I was not going to argue with it this early in the morning.
I walked to the first shade structure and sat on the bench there and put the yellow pad on my knee and uncapped the ballpoint.
He had something. It was connected to Celeste Moreau. I had no evidence for this claim except the following: he had sat with that crossword for forty minutes and in forty minutes had not done more than fill in the three answers that came up in conversation, and Roy Tavares did not leave a crossword less than three-quarters finished by the time the breakfast crowd had thinned. And: he had brought up the Newport Jazz Festival of 1987 unprompted, and he had done it the specific way you brought up a thing you were thinking about by bringing up the adjacent thing instead.
Newport. 1987. A woman who had arrived at Pelican Point four days ago from Montreal, who identified exits and opened locks without looking and had the posture of someone who had been a different person for a very long time.
I did not know yet what Roy knew. I did not know what Celeste Moreau was. I had impressions, and impressions were not cases, and I had told myself this twice since Tuesday and it had not slowed the hum in my sternum, which had started quietly on Monday morning at the mailbox and had been present, low and persistent, since.
I wrote on the first page of the yellow pad, in ballpoint, in the block capitals I used for investigative notes because they were legible under fluorescent light and because the habit was thirty years old and I did not intend to change it:
CELESTE. ROY. NOT YET.
Four words. I looked at them. I capped the pen.
The osprey launched from its branch at the preserve's edge, some calculation completed, some patience expended, and crossed the Promenade in a long flat arc twenty feet above me, heading for the inlet without hurry. I watched it go. The September morning was doing what September mornings did: burning off the overnight cool, settling into its honest temperature, providing no cover for things that wanted to stay uncertain.
I put the yellow pad under my arm and walked back toward Heron Tower. I had not yet decided whether I had a case. I had decided that I was going to pay attention, which was where every case I had ever worked had started, not with a decision but with attention. With the refusal to look away before your eyes had finished traveling.
Whatever Roy Tavares had seen in Celeste Moreau's face, he had looked away before he was done. I intended to look longer.
I was almost to the tower path when Biscuit came around the corner at a trot from the direction of the Wellness Center, golden and authoritative, conducting his morning rounds with the systematic thoroughness of a community employee who took his responsibilities seriously. He slowed when he reached me, assessed the situation, accepted the obligatory ear scratch with professional grace, and continued south toward the Villas. He had a route. He kept to it.
I went upstairs and put the yellow pad back in the top drawer, the four words facing up, and left the drawer open by one inch, the way you left a door open when you expected someone to use it, and went to do the rest of my Thursday.






  
  Chapter 4: Saturday


The call to Montreal took six minutes and yielded nothing I could use, which was itself information, and I wrote it down. 
I had thought about it for two days before I made it, since Thursday morning, since the Breakfast Table and the crossword and Roy's eyes moving across my face without stopping. I had no case. I had impressions, a blank yellow pad with four words on the first page, and the occupational habit of checking what people said they were against what the record said they were, which was a habit I had maintained for thirty years and was not going to discontinue because I was retired and living in Sarasota. I had checked this way, in my Treasury years, on witnesses who seemed cooperative and assistants who seemed negligible and experts who seemed unimpeachable, and the habit had been right often enough that I had stopped questioning it.
What I had: Vivian Hartwell had told me, pleasantly, at the Commons coffee bar on Tuesday morning, that Celeste Moreau was a museum administrator from Montreal. She had said it in the tone of someone conveying community gossip, unremarkable and benign, the kind of information a warm neighbor absorbed in the ordinary course of a welcoming conversation. I had no reason to doubt it. I also had no reason not to check.
The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts has a public general line. I called it on a Friday afternoon from the landline in 3A, force of professional habit, thirty years old. I told the person who answered that I was the activities coordinator at a Sarasota retirement community and that one of our new residents, Celeste Moreau, had listed your museum as a former employer and I was verifying her background for our records. This was a lie, and I told it with the bureaucratic fluency of a woman who had spent a career in a federal agency, where the ability to frame an inquiry in institutional language was a survival skill.
The person who answered put me on hold. She came back in three minutes and told me, in the pleasant but definitive way of someone reading from a system rather than from memory, that she had no record of a Celeste Moreau in their administrative staff directory. She offered to transfer me to their HR department. I thanked her and declined.
I put down the phone and wrote on the yellow pad: MMFA, no record. Staff directory. Sept 5.
I looked at it. I drew a box around it. A person who claimed to have been a museum administrator at a specific institution and was not in that institution's staff directory was either misidentifying the employer or misrepresenting the position or had been known there by another name. Any of the three. I had nothing yet that told me which.
I was not yet ready to say I had something. I would be ready by Monday.
Saturday at the Commons at ten had a quality distinct from the Thursday and Tuesday versions: looser, people moving without the structure of a workweek's ghost still governing their pace, the dining room running a late breakfast that blurred into early lunch and did not apologize for it. I had arranged to meet Delia at the coffee bar at ten, which we had done most Saturdays since April, when we had arrived at it without formal discussion in the way we arrived at most of our arrangements.
She was already there when I came in, her Earl Grey in front of her, her wire-frame glasses on the counter beside the mug, which meant she was in listening mode before I had said anything. She looked up and read something in my face that I had not performed for her and said, "What is it?"
"Good morning," I said. I sat down. I ordered coffee.
"Good morning. What is it."
This is the other thing I value about Delia Washington: she asks questions that are not questions. The inflection of a question, the information content of a statement.
"I do not have anything yet," I said. "I have impressions and one phone call that produced a negative result."
"The new resident in Egret Tower."
I looked at her. "What do you know?"
"I know you have been in a particular kind of attentive since Tuesday." She put her glasses back on, which meant the listening phase had concluded and the thinking phase had begun. "The musicology reading list calls it an alert state. You hold your coffee differently."
"I hold my coffee the same way I always hold it."
"You hold it closer," she said, "and you stop moving it when you hear something. You have not moved your mug in ninety seconds."
I moved the mug. She smiled.
"She is from Montreal," I said, keeping my voice to the register appropriate for the Commons coffee bar on a Saturday morning, which was not low but was not carrying. "She said she was a museum administrator. She is not in the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts' staff directory."
"That is the one phone call."
"That is the one phone call."
Delia held her tea with both hands, a habit she had in the fall when the temperatures dropped below the point her Georgia-by-way-of-Rochester constitution considered appropriate for bare fingers, which was anything below seventy-eight. Outside, the Commons atrium ran its usual Saturday morning traffic, residents arriving in the unhurried pairs and trios of people with no particular deadline. The light through the tall windows was fuller than it had been in August, the angle shifting with the season, and it lay across the marble-effect floor in a way that made the room look briefly like something in a European city rather than a retirement community on the Gulf Coast.
Celeste Moreau came through the main entrance at ten-seventeen.
She was wearing the same dark trousers she had worn on Tuesday, with a soft gray cardigan this time, and she was carrying a







