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​CHAPTER ONE

Six Months Out
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The phone rang at 4:47 p.m., and Anya Bell was almost certain it was a wrong number.

No one called the Cliffside Inn in February. The season didn't start until May. 

Off-season, the Inn was slow, with maybe a handful of guests on weekends. The only real movement or sound was Agnes Holt, the innkeeper, drifting through the hotel like a cat making its rounds. And when the phone did ring, it was usually a wrong number, a delivery driver lost on the coastal road, or a grown daughter trying to remember which inn her mother had checked into

Outside the inn, rain had been coming down sideways since lunch. Anya watched the parking lot turn from a black mirror, to a shallow lake, then back again. She refilled the coffee carafe on the sideboard four times for the inn’s two guests, neither of whom touched it. She read three chapters of a paperback novel she didn't like, then set it facedown so the cover wouldn't stare at her.

And when the phone rang, she was daydreaming about quitting her job.

"Cliffside Inn," she said, picking up. "This is Anya. How can I help you?"

There was a pause on the other end. No hesitation, just a pause, as if the person calling wanted to make sure he had her full attention before he spoke.

"Hello, Anya," the man said. "I'd like to make a reservation."

His voice was calm, middle-aged, maybe older, with no accent she could place. The line was unusually clear. Calls into the Inn usually carried a faint hiss of wind from the highway. This one sounded like it was coming from a small, enclosed room.

"Of course," she said, sliding the booking ledger toward her. The Inn still kept a paper one. Agnes insisted. "What dates did you have in mind?"

"August seventeenth," he said. "To the twentieth. Three nights."

She wrote the dates in a side note before entering them. Then she looked at the calendar.

"Sir, that's six months out."

"Yes."

She waited. The caller didn't elaborate. Most callers, when she pointed out something unusual, filled the gap with an explanation. They had a wedding, a reunion, a sentimental anniversary. They wanted to be sure of the room. They'd heard the inn was booked up. He just said yes and waited for her to continue.

"Okay," she said. "We can do that. Did you have a room preference?"

"Room fourteen."

She wrote that down, and then her pen stopped. Room 14 was a corner room on the second floor, on the side of the inn that faced the cliffs. It had a small window seat and a view that, in the right weather, could make a person believe in things. It was also the kind of room people usually asked about by description. They wanted the one with the view, the one with the good light, the one their parents had stayed in. They rarely asked for it by number.

"May I ask how you heard about Room fourteen specifically?"

"It's the room I want," he said. "Can you confirm it's available?"

She checked. It was. Nothing was booked for August yet. It was his for the taking.

"It's available, sir. We require a credit card to hold the reservation."

"I'll be paying in cash."

Anya's pen stopped again.

"Sir, our policy is to take a card on file. It's just to hold the room. We don't actually charge until..."

"I'd like to mail you the full amount in cash rather than the deposit," he said. I'll have it to you within the week. Will that work for you?"

She looked at the desk in front of her as if it might answer. The lobby behind her was empty. The coffee carafe was full. Through the doorway to the office, she could see the light from Agnes's lamp.

"Can I put you on a brief hold, sir?"

"No," he said. "I'd rather not."

There was a slight tone in his voice when he said it, not impatience exactly, just a kind of quiet certainty, the way someone says no when they've already decided and don't intend to negotiate. Anya, who had been talked over, around, and through by guests for two and a half years, found she didn't want to put him on hold.

"All right," she said. "I'll need a name for the reservation."

"Edward Marsh."

She wrote it down. Edward Marsh. Distinguished and possibly important, the kind of name that didn't make you ask twice.

"And a phone number, Mr. Marsh, in case we need to reach you?"

"I'd prefer not to leave one," he said. "You won't need to reach me. I just need you to make sure the booking holds, Anya. Can you do that for me?"

And there it was, the thing that would later wake her up at night. Not the cash. Not the room number. Not the six months.

He said her name.

She gave her name when she answered, of course she did; she always did, but the way he said it back wasn't the way you repeat something you've just heard. He said it as if he'd already known it, like he'd been waiting for the chance to use her name.

"Yes," she said, even though unease prickled at her and she knew this wasn't proper procedure. "I'll make sure it holds."

"Thank you," the man said. "You've been very helpful."

The line went dead.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Anya stood at the desk for a moment with her hand on the receiver, as if she might lift it again and find him still there.

Her mind raced, yet her hands followed procedure. She wrote the booking into the paper ledger: ROOM 14, AUG 17–20, MARSH, EDWARD, CASH (mailed). She entered it into the computer. She walked the booking slip into Agnes's office, holding it carefully, unsure yet what it meant.

Agnes Holt had owned the Cliffside Inn for forty-one years. She was seventy-eight, small-framed, but she had a presence that filled the room.

Her hair was silver-gray. She wore a wool cardigan over a denim shirt and, when Anya came in, was doing what she always seemed to be doing: reading something with one hand and writing something with the other.

"Agnes," Anya said. "I just took a strange one."

Agnes looked up over her glasses. She didn't say anything, which was her way of inviting people to keep talking.

"Room fourteen, August. Three nights. He wants to mail us cash for the entire stay up front. He didn't want to leave a phone number. He didn't want to be placed on hold."

"Name?"

"Edward Marsh."

Agnes held out her hand. Anya gave her the slip. Agnes studied it longer than expected, her expression distant, as if she were trying to recall something just out of reach. Then she handed it back.

"File it," Agnes said. "People do this sometimes."

"Do they?"

"Occasionally."

Anya stood there with the slip in her hand, waiting for more. Nothing came. Agnes's pen was moving again, her eyes drifting back down to whatever she'd been writing. As far as the office was concerned, the conversation was over.

It was the not-looking-surprised that did it. If Agnes had said, "How strange," or "Did you get a callback number anyway," or "Tell me again exactly how he sounded," anything, Anya would have walked back to the desk and forgotten it by Tuesday. But Agnes hadn't been surprised. She'd looked at the slip as if it were something she recognized, as if she'd been waiting for it.

"Okay," Anya said slowly. "I'll file it."

She walked back through the doorway into the lobby. The rain was still going. The coffee was still full. Her paperback was still face down on the desk, looking forgotten. She stood at the desk and read what she'd written, in her own neat handwriting, in the booking ledger.

ROOM 14. AUG 17–20. MARSH, EDWARD. CASH (mailed).

Then she did one more thing that wasn't part of her training. She drew a small red circle around the date, August 17, with the red pen Agnes used for the deposit log. She didn't know why she did it. She told herself, later, that it was so she'd remember to watch for the cash.

That wasn't the real reason.

♦ ♦ ♦
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The envelope arrived three days later.

Anya was the one who got the mail; she always did on Tuesdays, and she knew which envelope it was before she'd finished pulling the stack out of the slot. It was a plain white business envelope, sealed on the back, addressed in block letters in black ink:


THE CLIFFSIDE INN

412 BLUFF ROAD

LONGFELLOW POINT, CA 95166





There was no return address. The postmark was smudged, a coastal town somewhere up the line, but the ink had run on the right edge, and she couldn't make out which one.

She carried it to the desk and sat down. She slit the top with the silver letter opener Agnes kept in the cup with the pens. The blade made a small sound that would later echo louder in her memory than it had in the moment.

Inside was cash. Tens and twenties, used bills, were banded with a thin paper ring, as a teller would. Anya counted it twice. The amount was exact: full payment for three nights in Room 14, taxes included. Whoever had counted it had been careful.

No note. No letter. No return slip. No signature. Just the money and the envelope.

Anya took the cash into Agnes's office and placed it on her desk.

"From Mr. Marsh," she said.

Agnes looked at the money. She didn't pick it up or count it.

"Put it in the safe," Agnes said. "Mark it received."

"Do you want to count it?"

"It will be the right amount."

Anya looked at her boss a beat too long. Agnes met her eyes evenly. There was, Anya thought, a softness in her face that hadn't been there a minute ago, not pity, exactly, but compassion. The look of someone who had just remembered that the world contained other people, and that those other people sometimes needed to be told things gently.

"Go on," Agnes said. "It's fine, Anya."

Anya took the money and went.

♦ ♦ ♦
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The safe at the Cliffside Inn was an old Mosler, bolted to the back office floor since before Anya was born.

It had a brass dial, a small brass handle, and a sticker inside the door from a San Francisco locksmith's shop that had gone out of business in 1994. Anya knelt in front of it and spun the dial, left to thirty-two, right past zero to seventeen, left to four, and the handle gave the click that always satisfied her.

Inside were the things she expected: two cash envelopes from yesterday's checkouts, a box of replacement room keys, a manila folder labeled INSURANCE in Agnes's handwriting, and a smaller folder labeled, just as neatly, NOT INSURANCE.

Anya didn't open the NOT INSURANCE folder. She had a working theory about it that she preferred to keep that way.

She slid the Marsh envelope into the cash compartment and closed the safe. Then she returned to the front desk and pulled the booking confirmation slip from the drawer where she'd filed it three days earlier.

She found it exactly where she'd left it, in the drawer of the antique wooden desk that had been part of the inn since 1923. Things didn't go missing here. And yet, for a moment, she'd been certain she would open the drawer and find it gone.

She set the slip on the desk in front of her and stared at it for a long time.

ROOM 14. AUG 17–20. MARSH, EDWARD. CASH (mailed).

Around the date was the small red circle she'd drawn. She didn't remember drawing it as carefully as it had been done.

Anya put the slip back in the drawer and shut it. She picked up her paperback, turned it over, and tried to start the next chapter, but the words only half-settled in her mind. She was too preoccupied with Edward Marsh. The novel had become completely uninteresting.

Outside, the rain stopped without warning, the way coastal rain sometimes does. The lobby went quiet. The radiator clanked once more, gently this time.

Anya glanced up at the clock above the front door; it was 5:11 p.m.  The light filtering through the lobby windows had softened to that grey-blue particular to the hour before dusk on the coast. Through the glass, she could see down through the parking lot and across the bluff road to the cliffs. Beyond them, the long dark line of the Pacific Ocean was finally settling after the rain.

She thought about the man's voice on the phone.

Calm. Polite. Already certain.

She thought about the way he'd said her name.

And then, because she was young and inexperienced, because nothing in her life had taught her what to do with this feeling, she let it go. She capped the red pen, refilled the coffee carafe, and told herself people did this sometimes. Agnes had said so.

It was nothing, she told herself.

Six months out, the date in the drawer waited.
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​CHAPTER TWO

​Coffee, No Cream
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Twelve months later, on a Wednesday, Detective Margaret Voss woke at 6:04 a.m. She lived in a coastal rental that was slowly losing its war with the weather. The old pine boards were wet and smelled of old saltwater.

The radiator under her bedroom window hadn't worked for nine days. On the first day, she told herself she'd call the landlord. By the third, she'd email. By the fifth, just text. By the ninth, she gave up and threw on two extra blankets instead, saying nothing, exactly what she suspected the landlord had been counting on.

She lay in her bed for a minute and listened to the cottage. It was a one-bedroom cedar-shingled home. Located on Pelican Row, about three-quarters of a mile inland from the cliffs. It made a different sound for all types of weather. This morning the wooden rafters and floorboards were creaking and having their own conversation. Somewhere in the kitchen, the faucet she hadn't been able to turn off completely dripped slightly, creating a rhythm against the basin. 

Margaret was forty-one. She'd spent twelve years as a detective and four years as a uniformed officer before that. Until eight weeks ago, people thought she had a strong future. Then something went wrong on a case. She disagreed with a deputy chief about how he'd handled it, and he didn't take disagreement well. Soon after, she was transferred, with plenty of formal wording, and just a little real regret.

Transferred was the word her old captain used. Reassigned was what the paperwork said. Demoted was the word Margaret used, but only to herself, and only at 6:04 a.m.

She got out of bed.

There was a box on her dresser she'd brought from the city. A banker's box with a lid, sealed with packing tape, yellowed at the edges. On top, in her handwriting, it said FILES, and underneath, in smaller letters, OPEN LATER. She'd written that two months ago and still hadn't opened it. She wasn't going to today either, but every morning she glanced at it on her way to the bathroom, the way you look at a card from a relative you don't want to read.

In the kitchen, she made coffee with the coffee maker, the only thing in the cottage that was working right. She'd bought it at the hardware store on her second day in town, which also sold fish bait. The man at the counter had asked, "Are you the new detective?" She said yes. He didn't say anything else. She paid forty-two dollars for the coffee maker. So far, that had been her longest conversation with anyone in town who wasn't literally paid to talk to her.

Her phone sat on the counter, face down. She turned it over. Three notifications: a weather alert about coastal fog, a reminder for a dental appointment she had no intention of keeping, and a voicemail from her sister, left at 11:47 p.m. the previous night. The timestamp alone drained whatever energy Margaret had left.

Her sister called once a week and had been doing so since the transfer. She was a person of enormous good intentions who had never, in forty-three years, missed an opportunity to express them. Margaret loved her. But Margaret did not, at 6:04 a.m. in a damp cottage on a coastal road, want to be loved quite that much.

She put the phone back on the counter, face down, and poured the coffee.

♦ ♦ ♦
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The Driftwood Diner sat on a bend in Highway 1, where the road turned inland for a short stretch to go around a bluff, then curved back toward the water.

It was the kind of place that wrapped you in cozy comfort, open since 1958, unchanged and beloved for it. Red vinyl booths, a counter with eight stools, and a pie case at the register that always displayed exactly four pies, no matter how many had sold that day. The coffee was strong, the pancakes were enormous, and the waitresses called everyone "honey," including Margaret.

She slid into the back booth at 7:12 a.m. Deputy Carl Birch was already there, working on eggs and a three-day-old section of the local paper. He glanced up when she came in and tipped two fingers off the rim of his coffee cup, a wave that was, by Longfellow Point standards, over the top.

"Good morning, Detective," he said.

"Morning, Deputy."

Carl Birch was thirty-five and broad-shouldered, one of four deputies on the Longfellow Point Sheriff's Department. He was born in town, left to join the Marines, and then came back. He spoke slowly and listened even more slowly. At first, Margaret thought that meant he wasn't very bright, but she'd reconsidered twice and now thought the opposite. He was the only one on the force who didn't resent her for being brought in above them.

"You eat?" he said.

"Coffee."

"That's not eating."

"It is where I come from."

He smiled at his eggs. The waitress, Donna, had decided that, on Margaret's second visit, she needed to be taken care of. She came over immediately with the carafe.

"Coffee, no cream, no sugar, honey?"

"Please."

"You want a pancake with that?"

"No, thank you."

"I'll bring you a pancake."

Donna refilled the cup, patted Margaret on the shoulder in a way that left no room for argument, and went back behind the counter. Margaret, who had not once in eight weeks managed to leave the Driftwood without an unordered pancake, accepted her fate.

"So," Carl said, folding the paper. "You got yourself a doozy of a case this morning."

"Did I?"

"Cliffside Inn. Witness statement on the Penney case."

"Who's Penney?"

"Roofer. North end of town. Insurance fraud. He filed a claim for a roof that was already half-torn off when he bought the place. The Inn's housekeeper saw him hauling old shingles to a dumpster behind the property the night before the storm."

He pushed a thin manila folder across the table. Margaret opened it. Two pages, double-sided: a printout of the housekeeper's preliminary statement, a photo of a dumpster behind a garage, and a contact form with a name circled in pen. ROSALIND VEGA. CLIFFSIDE INN, HOUSEKEEPING. Someone had scrawled a note next to her name that Margaret didn't recognize: Mornings only. Doesn't like the phone.

"Whose handwriting is this?" Margaret asked.

"Sheriff's."

"He knows the housekeeper at the Inn."

"He knows everyone's housekeeper. That's the job."

Margaret closed the folder and looked at Carl over the rim of her coffee cup. He was a man who'd clearly been instructed to deliver this assignment with a straight face, but wasn't managing it.

"Carl."

"Yes."

"Is this a real case?"

"It's a real case."

"Is it a real case that requires me to drive out to the Inn at 7:30 a.m.?"

Carl studied his eggs.

"Sheriff thought it would be good for you to meet some folks at the Inn," he said. "Season's coming. He likes his detectives to know who works there before things get busy."

"His detectives."

"You're the only one."

"So he likes his detective to know everyone who works at the Inn."

"He does."

Margaret took a long drink of her coffee and looked out at the parking lot. A pickup had pulled in while they were talking, and an older man in a Carhartt jacket was climbing out slowly, the way people in their seventies do. He spotted Carl through the window and waved. Carl waved back.

"You like it here yet?" Carl asked.

"I like the coffee."

"That's a no."

"I didn't say no."

"You said you like the coffee, Detective. That's the answer of someone being polite about a place. People who like a place don't lead with the coffee."

Margaret almost smiled, but she set her cup down before she did. She'd decided in her second week that she liked Carl Birch, but she wouldn't let him see it until she'd been there a few months. She'd set that rule for herself, and she was sticking to it.

"Tell the Sheriff I'll go talk to the Inn's housekeeper."

"The Sheriff will be touched."

Donna brought the pancake. It was the size of a hubcap. Margaret stared at it for a long beat, then at Carl, then back at Donna, who was already moving away. She picked up her fork.

♦ ♦ ♦
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The road from the Driftwood to the Cliffside Inn ran nine miles along the coast, and for seven of those miles it was just the road and the water and a low gray sky that, at this hour in February, hadn't quite committed to morning.

Margaret drove with the window cracked. The car, a department-issued sedan with "UNIT 4" on the dashboard, smelled like every other department-issued vehicle she'd ever driven: air freshener layered over the faint odor of someone else's lunch. She kept the radio off, the heat on low. The manila folder sat on the passenger seat with her phone on top of it, face down, still showing a notification from her sister.

The fog rolled in around mile three. It came the way coastal fog always comes in California, all at once, a quiet white breath that erases the ocean first, then the cliff edge, then the painted yellow line down the middle of the road. Margaret slowed to thirty. Then to twenty-five. The fog had a smell she was starting to recognize: not quite salt, not quite rain, but something in between.

She'd grown up in a city. She'd spent her entire adult life in a city. Cities didn't have weather like this. Cities had weather that happened to them, and they ignored it. Out here, the weather was the place. The fog was the town. The road was just something the fog allowed to exist.

Around mile five, she realized she was almost enjoying the drive. She pushed the thought away quickly, like it was too hot to hold.

At mile seven, the fog thinned enough to reveal the bluff. The road climbed, and she came around the long left curve where the cliffs began. There, ahead and slightly above, sat the Cliffside Inn.

It was a three-story Victorian of weathered cedar with white trim, set into the bluff above the cove, with a wraparound porch on the lower floor and dormer windows on the third floor. A small lighthouse, not a working one, just decorative, four feet tall, painted red and white, stood at the end of the front walk like unconvincing punctuation. The Inn had been there since 1923. Margaret knew this because everything anyone had told her about Longfellow Point in the past eight weeks included the year 1923 and the Cliffside Inn.

She turned into the lot.

Pelican Row, her own road, was three-quarters of a mile from the cliffs. The Inn sat on the cliffs, on a private drive that wasn't technically public. Still, for legal reasons tied to mail delivery and historical preservation, officials had treated it as a public road since 1957. The lot was gravel, and the sedan's tires were the loudest sound for a hundred yards.

She parked and killed the engine. For a moment, she sat with her hands on the wheel, running through her usual mental check: badge, phone, notebook, and arrival time. It was 9:14 am. She wrote it on the inside cover of her notebook, the kind of detail that would matter later in court.

She looked up.

The sheriff's cruiser sat parked at the front door. Lights off. Engine cold. She could tell from the lack of steam rising off the hood in the damp air that no one was inside.

Margaret stayed in the driver's seat of the sedan for a few seconds, though it felt longer.

There was no reason for a cruiser to be at the Cliffside Inn at 9:14 a.m. on a Wednesday in February. The witness she was here to interview was a housekeeper. The case was low-priority insurance fraud. None of that involved a sheriff arriving before her, not in this town, not at this hour, and not at this Inn.

She grabbed the manila folder and her phone, then got out of the car.

The gravel crunched under her boots, just as it had under the tires. The morning was eerily quiet, the kind of quiet that, back in her old precinct, usually meant a power outage. Out here, she was learning; it just meant the fog had settled in.

She crossed the lot and climbed the three wooden steps to the porch. Standing there with her hand on the brass doorknob, she listened to the Inn in the same way she'd listened to her own house earlier, trying to get a sense of what kind of place it was.

A quiet one.

Margaret opened the door.
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​CHAPTER THREE

​Room 14
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The young woman at the front desk had a name tag: ANYA, and her smile said, “Welcome.”

She was twenty-three or twenty-four, with dark hair pulled back and a sweater two sizes too big. She had the still posture of someone who'd been told to stay put and was resisting an enormous, ongoing impulse to bolt. When Margaret stepped into the lobby with the manila folder under her arm, the young woman's shoulders dropped half an inch, as if in either relief or surrender, possibly both.

"Detective?" she said.

"Margaret Voss. You're Anya?"

"Anya Bell. Yes. Agnes is upstairs with Deputy Hollis. I tried calling dispatch, but he said he'd already called it in. Housekeeping found a man lying motionless on the bed. I tried calling again, and the deputy stopped me and said they were sending you."

Anya put both hands flat on the front desk, as if to make sure it was still there.

"Anya," Margaret said. "Relax and breathe."

She relaxed and took a breath.

"Which room, Anya?"

"Room Fourteen."

Something shifted at the edge of Margaret's vision, not in the room but in her focus, as if her mind were flagging a word it had seen before. Fourteen. She didn't yet know why fourteen mattered. She filed it for later, because she always filed things for later. That was the part of the job that worked when nothing else did.

"Who found him?"

"Rosie. Rosalind. Housekeeping. It was her first room of the morning. She came down the stairs about an hour ago. She wasn't even crying; she was just standing in the lobby, and she said, There's a man in fourteen, and I said, Yes, Rosie, there's supposed to be, and she said, No, you don’t understand. I think he may be dead."

Anya's hands were still flat on the desk.

"And Deputy Hollis?"

"He was here in eight minutes. He took the stairs. He told me to stay at the desk." She lowered her voice. "He came back down around 6:45 am for water from the bar. His hands! Detective! No gloves! I don't know what he's been touching, but he wasn't wearing gloves."

Margaret, who had spent twelve years watching uniformed officers with eight minutes of training contaminate murder scenes by stepping on rugs and picking up phones to call their wives, kept her face neutral.

"Where's the housekeeper now?"

"In the kitchen. Agnes gave her some tea."

"Good. Don't let her leave. Don't let anyone leave. If a guest comes down for breakfast, tell them the dining room is closed due to plumbing issues, offer them coffee in the lobby, and ask them to enjoy the porch. Can you do that?"

"Yes."

"And Anya, you did well trying to call dispatch twice. If anyone tells you to stop, ignore them. If anything else strange happens this morning, call me directly." Margaret took a card from her pocket. "Anything at all. I don't care if it sounds dumb. The dumb things are usually what I want to hear."

Anya took the card with both hands.

"Okay," she said.

Margaret started for the staircase. Halfway across the lobby, she stopped and turned back.

"Anya. The man in fourteen. When did he check in?"

"Monday afternoon. Two days ago."

"Alone?"

"Yes, alone."

"Have you seen him since?"

Anya thought about it. Margaret watched her think. There was a quality to the way the young woman considered questions that Margaret liked, a slow, careful retrieval, as if she were checking the inventory on a shelf rather than rummaging through a bag. Margaret's morning was already shaping up to be long, and she found this oddly steadying.

"Once," Anya said. "Tuesday night. He came down for ice. He had a small bucket. He didn't say anything. I said, Good evening, sir, and he nodded and went back up."

"What did he look like?"

"Older. Sixties, maybe. Gray hair. Tall. Thin. He looked tired."

"Accent?"

"None that I noticed."

"Did he have luggage when he checked in?"

Anya's eyes drifted left of Margaret's face, the way they do when you're walking back through a memory you hadn't known you'd need.

"A duffel bag," she said. "Small one. Black. He carried it himself."

"Okay. Stay at the desk. I'll be back down."

Margaret started up the stairs.

♦ ♦ ♦
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The Cliffside Inn was built in 1923 with the kind of staircase that let you know you were going somewhere. It was wide, made of dark wood, and rose, with its turned banister worn smooth by more than a century of hands.  A long Persian runner stretched up the middle, almost too fine to step on. The second floor opened onto a hallway with eight rooms, four on the cliff side, four on the road side. At the far end, on the cliff side, was Room 14. The door stood open.

A young deputy in a green uniform stood in the hallway, six feet from the door, his arms crossed, deep in thought. He looked up when Margaret came up the stairs and visibly recalculated his morning.

"Detective Voss," he said. "Ryan Hollis. We met at the Christmas party."

" I remember," Margaret stated.

She really had not until that moment. She recalled now vaguely: a ham at a folding table, a man standing too close to the punch bowl, a thirty-second conversation about the Marines in which she'd said the wrong thing and he'd said the polite thing back. He was twenty-six, twenty-seven. He had the haircut of a man who hadn't yet been allowed to pick his own.

"Deputy. Walk me through it."

"Call came in at 8:31 a.m. The housekeeper found him. I was on Bluff Road, got here in eight minutes. I cleared the room, confirmed deceased, called it in, secured the scene."

"Cleared the room how?"

"Went in. Made sure no one else was present. Bathroom, closet."

"Did you touch the body?"

Hollis hesitated. It was a small hesitation, a quarter-second, and a younger Margaret would have missed it. She didn't miss it.

"I checked for a pulse."

"Where?"

"His Wrist."

"Which one?"

"Right."

"Anything else?"

Another quarter-second.

"I moved the lamp on the nightstand. It was leaning, and I thought it might fall. I straightened it."

"Did you photograph the lamp first?"

"No, ma'am."

"Anything else you touched?"

"The doorknob. To open the door. And to close it."

"Anything inside?"

"No, ma'am."

Margaret studied him. Hollis was, she could tell, a decent man about to learn something he wouldn't like: none of this was his fault. She chose, in the split second she had, to be gentle. There would be other mornings.

"Deputy Hollis."

"Yes, ma'am."

"You're going to write down the lamp, top of the page: the lamp, the doorknob, the wrist. If you remember anything else you touched in the next ten minutes, add it to the list. Then photograph the list. Then give it to me. Are we clear?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Go stand at the top of the stairs. Don't let anyone come up. Not the sheriff, not housekeeping, not God himself. If God shows up, you ask him to wait."

Hollis almost smiled, caught himself, and went to stand at the top of the stairs.

Margaret pulled a pair of nitrile gloves from her pocket, snapped them on, and walked the length of the runner to Room 14.

♦ ♦ ♦
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The room was small and well-kept, a corner room with two windows.

One faced north along the cliff line; the other faced east, out across the cove toward the long flat gray of the Pacific. Both were closed. The curtains, heavy, cream-colored, lined, were tied back with brass hooks. The morning light filtering through was soft and even, slightly tinged green, the way it was on overcast days out here. The kind of light that didn't flatter anyone.

A four-poster bed with white sheets stood against the wall. A writing desk sat under the east window, topped with a green lamp shade. A Persian rug covered the floor, matching the runner in the hall. A small armchair by the window held a folded throw draped over its back. Across from the bed stood a dresser with a narrow mirror mounted above it. In the corner of the mirror, a small white card read in neat writing, "Welcome. The Cliffside Inn."

There was a man on the bed.

He lay on his back atop the made bed, arms straight at his sides. He still wore his brown leather shoes, polished, a little worn at the heels. Margaret guessed he was somewhere between sixty-two and sixty-eight. Thin, short-cropped gray hair. His face had once been handsome, now settling into something older.

His eyes and mouth were closed. No blood, no sign of a struggle. The bedspread around him lay smooth, the pillow untouched.

He looked, Margaret thought, like a man who'd lain down to think and simply fallen asleep.

She didn't approach the bed yet. She stood inside the doorway for a full minute and let the room tell her what kind of room it was.

It was, she decided, a very neat room.

Maybe too neat.

She'd been in a great many rooms with bodies in them. The thing about rooms with bodies, even bodies of the very tidy, was that bodies leaked. Even when they didn't leak fluid, they leaked detail: a knocked-over glass, a crumpled tissue, a phone charger pulled half out of the wall, a sock on the floor. Death almost always happened in the middle of something else. Even peaceful death, the death of a man whose heart quietly stopped, came with the small wreckage of whatever moment it interrupted. A book left open on the nightstand. A cup on the dresser. Maybe a jacket hung over the back of a chair.

There was none of that in this room.

No jacket, no book. No cup, no glass, no water bottle, no pill bottle, no folded shirt, no spare shoes. No luggage. The duffel bag Anya had described was nowhere to be seen, not on the bed, not on the floor, not in the corner, not under the desk. The closet door, on Margaret's right, stood ajar exactly three inches. Through the gap, she could see it was empty. Even the hangers were bare.

She walked slowly around the bed, past the desk, along the east window, around the foot, scanning the floor as she went. The Persian rug was spotless, no marks on the polished boards beyond it. The bathroom door, she noticed now, was open six inches. She crossed over and looked in. Everything clean. Someone had folded the towels, the soap was still wrapped, and the toilet paper was creased into a point.

It was the toilet paper point that did it.

Margaret stood in the bathroom doorway and stared at the small triangle of paper at the front edge of the roll, the housekeeper's flourish, the universal hotel signal that the room had been turned over since the last guest. She felt the morning rearrange itself around her.

The room had been cleaned after he'd checked in. After he'd been here two nights.

Or, the room had been cleaned. After.

She backed out of the bathroom and walked to the bed.

♦ ♦ ♦
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She started, the way she always started, at the feet.

His shoes were on the wrong feet, tied tight with clean double knots. Margaret had, in twelve years, watched plenty of people lie down briefly on hotel beds with their shoes on, because they were going to get back up. Those people, in her experience, didn't retie their laces before going horizontal.

She moved closer. The trousers were dark gray wool, neatly pressed. The belt was brown leather with a simple buckle, but it had been threaded the wrong way, from right to left. The buckle sat where it should, but the strap ran through the loops backward, as if someone else had put it on him the way they would have put it on themselves.

She moved up to his shirt, a pale blue button-down, tucked in. She crouched beside the bed and studied the buttons.

Off by one.

Each buttonhole was paired with the button one position above its proper position. The collar sat slightly cockeyed. The shirttail at the bottom hung a little long on the right and a little short on the left. From a distance, the way a deputy checks a pulse wouldn't be noticeable. Up close, with morning light on the fabric and your knees on the rug, you couldn't unsee it.

She moved up to the wrist.

There was a watch on his left wrist, an older, cheap watch with a leather band and a plain face. The leather was creased on the underside in a deep, single, decades-old fold that ran in the wrong direction for the wrist it sat on. The kind of fold a leather band only makes over years of being put on and taken off the same way, on the opposite wrist. The man had been right-handed. Right-handed men, in Margaret's experience, wore their watches on the left, the way this watch was now sitting. But men who had worn a watch on their right wrist for forty years didn't, in their last week of life, suddenly switch to the left.

Someone had put the watch on him.

Someone had buttoned his shirt.

Someone had threaded his belt.

Someone had tied his shoes.

Margaret stayed crouched beside the bed for what was probably ten seconds but felt, the way it always felt in these kinds of cases, like the inside of an hour.

Then she did the rest of it. She checked his pockets.

Trouser pockets, front: empty. Trouser pockets, back: empty. Shirt pocket: empty. The man wore no jacket. There was no wallet in the room. No phone. No keys. On the nightstand, no glass of water, no pill bottle, no reading glasses. No loose change on the dresser. In the closet, no hanging shirt, no coat, no second pair of shoes.

There was, however, one important clue on this dead man.

It was in the breast pocket of the shirt, the small square pocket over the heart that men of his generation actually used, the kind that, on a younger man, would be purely decorative. Something thin, paper-edged. Margaret eased it out with two gloved fingers, slowly, the way you ease a splinter from a child's skin.

A playing card.

Standard issue, from a standard deck. Slightly worn at the corners but not dirty or creased. The back showed a red bicycle pattern, the kind found in every drugstore across the country. She turned it over in the soft green light from the windows and held it up.

The four of spades.

Four black spades arranged in the corners of a white field. No marks on the face. No writing. No fold. Just the card, the four spades, and the careful way it had been tucked into the breast pocket of a man who otherwise had nothing on him at all.

Margaret crouched in Room 14 with the playing card in her gloved hand and the closed gray eyes of a stranger six inches from her face. She did the thing she'd been trained to do, twenty years ago, at moments like this. She named what she knew.

Someone had dressed him.

Someone had cleaned the room.

Someone had taken the duffel bag Anya Bell saw at check-in, the wallet and phone and keys and spare shirts and second pair of shoes, and removed every trace of who he was from the place he died.

And whoever had done all of that had, for reasons she didn't yet understand, left the playing card behind.

It was Wednesday morning, February nineteenth. She didn't yet know this was the first day of her first case. She didn't yet know about Daniel Reyes, or Sara Reyes, or a porch in Cannon Pines, Oregon, with a wind chime made of forks. She didn't yet know about the locker on the highway, or the letter inside it, or the man who would, in eight days, be reading a paperback in the dining room downstairs.

She knew only what was in the room.

And what was in the room was a man with no name, a card with no message, and the certainty, settling in her chest the way it always did at the start of this type of case, that whatever this was, it wasn't what it was supposed to look like.
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​CHAPTER FOUR

​The Sheriff


[image: ]


Sheriff Hal Crouse arrived in his own car, which Margaret took as a small mercy.

It was a tan Crown Vic that had been a county vehicle for years, with the radio still bolted to the dash and the seats worn through to foam where his back and left elbow had sat for nineteen years. He parked and got out slowly, then stood for a moment looking up at the windows of the Cliffside Inn.

Margaret watched him from the porch. She'd come down from Room 14 to meet him because she wanted the first 90 seconds of this conversation to take place on neutral ground. Once Crouse was in the lobby, the lobby would be his. Once he was on the stairs, the stairs would be his. Out here on the gravel, with the fog still half-committed and the cliffs throwing their cold breath up over the porch railing, the morning still belonged to her.

She'd been Sheriff Crouse's detective for eight weeks. She'd spent maybe six hours in his presence, of which maybe forty minutes had been useful. The rest had involved coffee. She hadn't yet decided whether she liked him. She'd decided, in the second week, that liking him wasn't the point.

He came up the porch steps in that unhurried way men move when their authority carries its own weight. He stopped at the top and looked at her.

He was sixty-three, with the kind of face years of experience had formed, strong at the jaw, steady at the mouth, with eyes that took in a porch the way other men read a newspaper. He wore a tan jacket over his uniform and a hat he'd taken off out of habit when he stepped onto a porch with a woman on it.

"Detective."

"Sheriff."

"Hollis says you've got a body."

"Yes, I've got a body."

"Hollis says you sent him to stand at the top of the stairs."

"I did."

Crouse considered this. He glanced over her shoulder into the lobby, where Anya Bell stood at the front desk with her hands folded, clearly stressed.

"Why?"

"Because he touched the lamp."

"Which lamp?"

"The one on the nightstand."

"Why'd he touch it?"

"He says it was leaning."

Crouse made a small sound at the back of his throat, not quite a laugh, not quite an apology. He stepped past her onto the porch and turned to look out at the lot, first at the cruiser parked at the door, then at his own Crown Vic. He shook his head.

"You going to write him up?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because he's twenty-six and I want him to learn something today instead of getting defensive."

Crouse turned back. There was a small flicker of something in his face that Margaret couldn't read: surprise, maybe, or recalibration, or the half-second before he decided not to say what he'd been about to say.

"All right," he said. "Take me up."

♦ ♦ ♦
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Crouse stood in the doorway of Room 14 for almost as long as Margaret had.

He was doing the same thing she'd done, letting the room speak before he asked it questions. She was impressed. He kept his hands in his jacket pockets. He didn't cross the threshold. He looked at the bed for a long time, then at the closet, then at the bathroom door.

When he was ready, he came in. He didn't approach the bed. He stood at the foot of it, six feet back, and put his hands behind his back the way Margaret's old captain used to stand over a body, not out of squeamishness but out of deep and habitual respect for the dead.

"Talk me through it."

Margaret walked him through it, keeping it simple. She started at the feet and moved up: the shoes, the belt, the shirt, the watch. She told him about the empty pockets, the empty closet, the missing duffel bag Anya Bell had seen at check-in. She described the bathroom too, the wrapped soap, the folded towels, and the pointed toilet paper. She hadn't mentioned the playing card yet. She wanted him to see the room first.

When she finished, Crouse was quiet for a long beat, his eyes on the man on the bed.

"Heart could've gone."

"Could have."

"But it didn't."

"It didn't, Sheriff."

"Buttons. Belt. Watch. Shoes still tied."

"Yes."

Crouse kept his eyes on the bed. He didn't need her to tell him what he was looking at.

"I know."

"Hal," she said.

"Margaret."

"There's one more
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