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Chapter One

The Smell of Old Paper
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The thing about old books is that they never really stop talking. They mutter from the shelves in the particular language of aging paper — a sweet, faintly vanilla scent when the lignin breaks down, sharper and more acidic when the binding glue starts to go. I’ve been told this is just chemistry. I’ve been told a lot of things are just chemistry. I don’t find that comforting or reductive. I find it beautiful that molecules have opinions.

I unlocked Perrigo Books at seven forty-five on a Tuesday morning in October, which was fifteen minutes later than my grandmother would have approved of and forty-five minutes before any sane customer would appear. The rain had started sometime before dawn — not the dramatic Pacific Northwest downpour that makes the news, but the other kind, the one that defines us: a persistent, indifferent drizzle that turns the whole world into a watercolor of itself. Leary Way was slicked grey and green. The maples along the sidewalk were in the middle of their annual identity crisis, half gold and half clinging to summer green, dropping leaves onto the pavement like discarded drafts.

I flipped the sign from CLOSED to the handwritten card my grandmother had made thirty years ago — OPEN (MOSTLY) — and wedged the door with the brick that had served this purpose since before I was born. The shop breathed in the wet October air and sighed it back out as the smell of rain and cedar and old paper.

Austen — the shop cat, a grey tabby of uncertain age and absolute authority — lifted her head from the front counter, assessed the weather, and went back to sleep. I respected her judgment.

Perrigo Books occupied a narrow, deep building on Leary Way that had been, at various points in its life, a general store, a telegraph office, and briefly, during Prohibition, something that my grandmother described only as “a place where people were resourceful.” The floors were the original hardwood, scarred and softened by a century of foot traffic. The shelves went floor to ceiling and were arranged in the way my grandmother had established and I had never had the heart or the organizational theory to change — fiction by color of spine, nonfiction by what she called “the feeling of the thing,” and a special section near the back labeled, in her spidery handwriting, BOOKS THAT CHANGED MY MIND.

I started the electric kettle in the back room, spooned loose-leaf oolong into the pot — a recent upgrade from the Folgers crystals my grandmother had inexplicably preferred — and stood at the bay window watching Leary Way wake up. A cyclist in full rain gear pedaled past, headed for the Central Connector. A woman I recognized from the Korean bakery two blocks over hurried by under an umbrella printed with cats. The new tea shop next door, Leaf & Stone, was still dark, though I could see the careful shapes of ceramic vessels on the counter through the window, waiting for their owner to arrive and bring them to life.

Redmond in October. I’d been back three years and I still caught myself noticing it the way you notice a song you haven’t heard since childhood — every note familiar, every pause in exactly the right place, but somehow more layered than you remembered. The grey-green light. The way the rain sat on everything without urgency. The mountains invisible behind clouds, their absence a kind of presence, a promise that they’d reappear on the next clear day and everyone would act stunned, as if Mount Rainier were a new development.

I poured my tea, burned my tongue because I always pour it too soon, and began the morning inventory that was less about counting books and more about visiting them. I ran my fingers along spines in the fiction section, straightening where needed, pausing at the ones that had been here since my grandmother’s time — a first edition of Watership Down that she’d refused to sell for any price, a water-stained copy of Their Eyes Were Watching God that she said had been left by “a woman who needed it more than she needed to keep it.” The BOOKS THAT CHANGED MY MIND section had a gap where someone had recently bought a copy of Braiding Sweetgrass, and I made a mental note to restock. The section was popular. Apparently a lot of people in Redmond were open to having their minds changed, or at least to performing the gesture.

My phone buzzed. A text from my mother: Have you eaten breakfast? Real breakfast. Not the coffee-is-a-food-group breakfast.

I typed back: Define real.

Her response was immediate, as if she’d been hovering: Rice. Egg. Vegetable. In that order of importance.

I put the phone face-down on the counter and drank my tea, which was, I conceded silently, not breakfast.

* * *
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By eight-thirty I needed a real coffee — tea was fine for the contemplative opening of the shop, but the actual work of running a small bookstore required the kind of neurochemical intervention that only espresso could provide. I locked the door behind me (Austen would guard the premises; she had a withering stare that deterred shoplifters and Jehovah’s Witnesses equally) and walked the block and a half to Soulfood Coffeehouse.

Soulfood was everything a corporate coffee chain wasn’t, which is to say it was small, cluttered, aggressively itself, and served coffee that tasted like someone cared whether you enjoyed it. The furniture was mismatched — a church pew, two armchairs that looked like they’d been rescued from a therapist’s office, and a collection of tables that agreed on nothing except being flat. Local art covered the walls, rotating monthly: this month it was watercolors of the Sammamish River in various seasons, competent and earnest in the way that local art tends to be.

Phil was behind the counter, as he was every weekday morning. He had been behind the counter of one Redmond coffee establishment or another for as long as I could remember, which was saying something, because I remembered a lot.

“Morning, Margot.” His voice was warm, a little gravelly. He was already pulling my shot — a double oat milk latte, no sugar. He’d been making it the same way since I was a teenager sneaking caffeine before school, which was a neat trick considering I’d been gone for a decade and he was, according to every official record, a different person now.

“Morning, Phil.”

I watched him work. His hands were steady and precise on the espresso machine, tamping the grounds with the particular care of someone who has had forty years to perfect a motion. He steamed the milk, and I noticed — as I always noticed, as I could never quite stop noticing — that he didn’t breathe while he did it. His chest was still. His focus was entirely on the milk’s temperature and texture, and his body had simply not bothered with the autonomic function that would have fogged up the steam wand.

Phil Dominguez had been dead since 1983. He was in his late twenties, perpetually — dark hair with a slight curl, brown skin a shade paler than it had been in life, kind eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled. He’d died of a heart attack while closing up a restaurant on Cleveland Street, which was a crummy way to go at twenty-eight, and then he’d gotten up and kept going, which was — as far as I understood it — just how things worked in Redmond for a very small number of very fortunate, or very unfortunate, people.

He set the latte on the counter. Perfect leaf pattern in the foam. Forty years of practice will do that.

“Heard they found a guy in Anderson Park this morning,” he said, casual but with an undertone I recognized. Phil was not a man — not a person, I corrected myself, because he was absolutely a person, just not a living one — who made idle small talk. “Some kind of fall.”

“I heard something about that.” My neighbor Mrs. Huang, who monitored the neighborhood with the vigilance of a CIA station chief, had mentioned it that morning as I left my apartment.

Phil wiped down the steam wand. His movements were a touch too deliberate, the way they got when he was thinking hard. “Be careful out there,” he said. “Steps are slippery this time of year.”

I took my latte and thanked him. He wasn’t talking about the steps.

* * *
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She was already sitting in the back room when I returned to the shop, which meant she’d let herself in with the key I’d given her, or the key my grandmother had given her, or possibly a key that predated both of us. Helen Vasquez had a way of being where she needed to be.

“I used the back door,” she said, as if reading my thoughts. She was in the velvet armchair, legs crossed, silver-streaked hair falling in a precise wave over one shoulder. She wore a burgundy cardigan over a cream blouse, and her hands were folded in her lap in the way of someone who has long since mastered the art of appearing relaxed while being anything but. She looked, as she always looked, like someone’s elegant, sharp-tongued grandmother who happened to be impervious to time.

Helen had been dead for forty-one years. She’d been best friends with my grandmother Lillian for twenty years before that, and for all the years after. She was, in the taxonomy of Redmond’s invisible community, what people called a Quiet One — one of the thirty-some individuals who had died within the city limits and, for reasons that no one could explain and everyone had stopped trying to, simply continued.

I say “simply.” There was nothing simple about it. But from the outside, that’s what it looked like: a continuation. Helen Vasquez had died of a stroke in 1985, in the craftsman bungalow on Education Hill where she still lived. Her husband had found her, grieved for three days, and then found her sitting in the kitchen reading the newspaper. He’d made her coffee. They’d worked out the details from there.

She didn’t look dead. She looked like a well-preserved sixty-two-year-old woman who took excellent care of her skin and had unusually cool hands. She didn’t breathe unless she remembered to, didn’t eat unless it was social, and had a heartbeat that consisted of exactly nothing. She was my closest friend in the world, which said something complicated about both of us.

“Helen.” I set down my latte and leaned against the doorframe. “Is this a social visit or a Wednesday?”

A Wednesday was our code for trouble. My grandmother had established it years ago — Wednesdays were the day she and Helen had met to handle logistics for the Quiet Ones. New identification papers. Cover story adjustments. The ongoing, exhausting work of keeping thirty-some dead people hidden in plain sight in a city with Ring doorbells and tech workers who noticed everything.

“It’s a Wednesday,” Helen said. Her voice was even, but her eyes — dark brown, still sharp after a century of use — held something I rarely saw there. Fear.

“The man in Anderson Park,” I said.

“Dale Whitfield. Forty-two. Data analyst at some tech company in Overlake. Amateur genealogist.” She said the last two words the way someone else might say “amateur bomb-maker.” “He’s been coming to the Pioneer Cemetery for months, Margot. Taking photographs. Pulling records at the Historical Society. Comparing old photos to current residents.”

I sat down on the arm of the couch. “How close did he get?”

“Close enough that Tomás called me last week. Dale had been photographing him. Comparing shots to a neighborhood association photo from 2003. Tomás looked, and I quote, ‘exactly the same.’ Because he is exactly the same. Because he’s been dead for twenty-two years and that’s how it works.”

I rubbed my forehead. The latte was cooling in my hands and the rain was tapping against the back room’s single window and Austen had appeared in the doorway, which she only did when she sensed tension, which she always did.

“Was it an accident?” I asked. “The fall.”

Helen’s composure held, but barely. The stillness that occasionally overtook the Quiet Ones — the moments when they forgot to perform the small, unconscious movements that the living make without thinking, the shifting of weight, the blinking, the micro-adjustments of posture — settled over her for a long beat. Then she blinked, deliberately, and said, “I don’t know. The official story is that he slipped on the wet steps. WPA stonework, moss in the mortar. Plausible.”

“But.”

“But he was asking questions that made a lot of people nervous. And someone in our — in the network, Margot — might have decided to handle it.” The last word sat between us like something sharp.

“Handle it,” I repeated.

“I need you to find out what really happened.” Helen looked at me with those too-old eyes in that too-young face. “Before the police do. Before they start pulling the same threads Dale was pulling and unravel everything your grandmother spent her life protecting.”

I thought about my grandmother. Lillian Perrigo, who had run this bookshop for forty-three years, who had kept the secret for even longer, who had died three years ago and left me a building full of books and a letter explaining that Redmond was home to approximately three dozen people who had forgotten how to stop living. She had also left me a set of instructions, a contact list, and the implicit expectation that I would carry on.

I had carried on. Reluctantly, imperfectly, with a great deal of the anxiety that comes from knowing you are routinely committing identity fraud on behalf of people who, legally speaking, do not exist.

“Helen,” I said. “I sell books.”

“Your grandmother sold books too. She also held this community together for four decades.” Helen’s voice softened, which was somehow worse than when it was sharp. “You’re a Perrigo, Margot. This place is in your bones. And right now, it needs you to be more than a bookseller.”

Austen jumped onto the couch, curled against my thigh, and purred. The rain continued its unhurried conversation with the window. Leary Way carried on outside, oblivious, the cyclists and dog-walkers and tech workers passing a bookshop that looked, from the outside, like nothing more than what it was — a small business in a small city on a rainy Tuesday in October.

I finished my cooling latte.

“Tell me everything you know about Dale Whitfield,” I said.

Helen settled deeper into the armchair, and I watched the careful way she arranged her face into something like neutrality. She was good at this — at performing the small emotional calibrations that made her seem present in the moment rather than drawing from a reserve of experience so deep it could drown you.

“He moved to Redmond five years ago. One of the Overlake tech transplants — data analyst, something to do with cloud computing, the kind of job that sounds important and meaningless in equal measure. He lived alone in one of those apartment complexes on 148th, the ones that all look like they were designed by the same AI.” A ghost of a smile. “He was quiet. Kept to himself. Then about eight months ago, he discovered the Pioneer Cemetery.”

“Discovered it how?”

“Walked past it on his way to the Sammamish River Trail. Started reading headstones, the way people do — you know how the cemetery draws people in. All those old names, all that weathered granite. He started researching the families. Perrigo, Adair, Olsen, Sikes. He joined the Historical Society. Ellen Foss took him under her wing at first — you know Ellen, she loves a convert.”

I did know Ellen. Retired teacher, silver bob, perpetual rain jacket with too many pockets. She’d been a fixture at the Historical Society for years. She also happened to be an ally — one of the living people who knew about the Quiet Ones and helped maintain their cover. Which meant her taking Dale under her wing was less a kindness than a monitoring strategy.

“Ellen kept tabs on him?”

“For a while. But Dale was — he was meticulous, Margot. Not brilliant in a flashy way. Just relentless. He had databases. He cross-referenced death certificates with census records and property deeds and old photographs from the Society’s archives. He found discrepancies.”

My stomach tightened. “What kind of discrepancies?”

“The kind where someone dies in 1987 but their property taxes keep getting paid by a person with the same handwriting. The kind where a man in a 1962 neighborhood association photo looks identical to a man walking his dog on the Sammamish River Trail in 2024. The kind where graves in the Pioneer Cemetery are supposed to hold bodies that aren’t there.”

Empty graves. The Quiet Ones’ most visible footprint, literally carved in stone. When you get up and walk away from your own death, someone still has to account for the funeral.

“Did he understand what he’d found?”

“No,” Helen said. “That’s the thing. He thought it was identity fraud. A multigenerational scheme — fake deaths, stolen identities, some kind of inheritance scam. He was building a case to publish on a genealogy blog. Can you imagine?” Her voice carried something between amusement and horror. “The man was about to blow up a century of secrecy because he wanted Reddit upvotes on a genealogy forum.”

I leaned my head back against the couch. Austen’s purring vibrated through my thigh. The rain kept its gentle percussion on the window.

“Who else knew what he was doing?”

“Ellen, obviously. She tried to steer him away — restricted his access to some records, suggested he was reading too much into the discrepancies. They
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