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A Margot Fenn Mystery — Book One

A wife. A poisoned husband. A garden full of secrets.

For every woman who ever suspected the charming man in the room.

“The most dangerous lies are the ones wrapped in love.”

Prologue — Before

She poured two glasses of wine the way she always did — one full, one measured — and set them down on the mahogany without a tremble in her hand.

That steadiness was what people remarked on. It had followed her through twenty-two years of dinner parties and hospital galas and the small daily theater of the house, this reputation for calm, and she had learned to wear it as she wore the grey linen: because it suited what other people needed her to be. Nora Ashworth never trembled. She had trained the trembling down into some deep interior room with no exits, where, over the years, it had become something else entirely — something cooler, more patient, and, she was only beginning to understand, more dangerous. Stillness was not the absence of feeling. It was feeling with the lid screwed down. Nobody who complimented her on her composure had ever once asked what the composure was holding.

Outside, the October rain came at the windows of Marrowbourne in long grey sheets, the kind of rain that does not fall so much as lean. The old wisteria that had climbed the house since before either of them owned it rattled against the glass, its bare canes clicking and dragging like fingers that wanted in. She had stopped hearing it years ago. Live long enough in a place and its sounds become your silence — the creak of the third stair, the knock of the radiator pipes in November, the particular way the kitchen door hung on its hinge and needed lifting to close or it swung back an inch and let the whole downstairs listen to itself. She knew this house the way she knew her own breathing. Which was to say: so well she had almost forgotten it was there. It would take strangers, later, with their cameras and their tape and their careful gloved hands, to teach her that the house had been paying attention all along.

The dining room glowed amber against the weather. Six white candles, because Richard liked candles — liked the way they made a room look expensive and a woman look forgiven. Sterling she polished herself, because Paulette polished too hard and wore the hallmarks thin, and because there was a kind of peace in the work — the cloth, the paste, the slow return of the shine under her thumb — that she had long ago stopped trying to explain to anyone. Her mother’s china, carried across an ocean in a crate packed with straw, survivor of two house moves and one flood, set out tonight with a care that was itself a kind of statement, though she could no longer have said to whom. Richard liked the good china. He liked what it implied — that the evening was a performance, and that the performance was for him.

From the back of the house came the small orchestra of Paulette finishing the kitchen — the oven door on its stiff spring, the ring of a whisk set down in a steel bowl, the tap running and stopping and running again. The lamb had been in since four, and its smell had climbed the back stairs all afternoon and settled into the curtains: rosemary and fat and heat, the smell of every occasion this house had ever staged. Nora had lit the candles at six exactly. She always lit them early, so that the wax would have begun its slow honest ruin by the time anyone sat down — a lit candle was hospitality, but a burning one was proof that you had been waiting.

Nora knew how to perform. She had been performing for twenty-two years, and she had grown so good at it that there were whole evenings now when she could not have told you where the performance ended and the rest of her began. That was the arithmetic of a long marriage to a man like Richard: you gave up the border territories one by one, so quietly that no single surrender ever seemed worth a war, and then one day you looked at the map and there was no country left with your name on it.

She straightened a fork that was already straight. She smoothed the dove-grey linen he preferred, because grey *suited her coloring* — a phrase delivered years ago as a compliment and received now as an instruction, because what it meant was that grey suited his idea of what she should be, and somewhere along the way she had stopped keeping track of the distinction between his idea of her and her own. Under the rain she heard footsteps on the stairs. Heavy at the heel. Dragging, just slightly, on the left, where a skiing accident ten years gone still troubled a knee he described at dinner parties as though the mountain had wronged him personally — had singled him out, among all the men on it that day, for a private and unforgivable injury.

Something shifted in her chest at the sound. Not fear — she wanted to be accurate about this, later, in the privacy of her own accounting. Something cooler than fear. A thing that had been hardening behind her ribs for years, laid down slow and patient the way limestone builds around a stone in water, one thin indifferent layer at a time, until the stone is gone and only its shape remains. It was the feeling of a decision already made without the mind’s permission — of a body that has moved on ahead of a self too cautious to catch up.

Four months. She had four more months of this, and then it would be over, and for three weeks she had been holding the number in her mouth like a smooth stone she could not stop turning.

It had a shape now, the leaving. Three weeks ago she had driven into White Plains on a Tuesday — Richard at the office, Paulette at the market, the house empty behind her for once in a way that felt like taking off a coat — and sat in a low beige room across from a solicitor named Frances Beale and said the words out loud for the first time in her life. *I want to leave my husband.* She had watched the woman write them down without flinching, without so much as a change in the set of her mouth, the way you would write down a grocery list, and she had felt something in her own chest come loose by a single, dangerous degree. As if a bolt she had not known was there had been drawn back. Frances Beale had asked her practical questions in a practical voice — accounts, property, the prenuptial agreement Nora had signed at twenty-nine without reading past the second page because Richard’s hand had been warm on her shoulder — and Nora had answered them, and each answer had felt like a plank laid down over open water. January, she had decided, on the drive home, the winter fields going by grey and stubbled on either side, the wipers keeping their own steady counsel. By January it would be done. She had only to get through the autumn the way she had gotten through every season for twenty-two years: quietly, completely, giving nothing away.

The footsteps stopped in the doorway.

“Nora.”

His voice. That voice she had once loved enough to follow across two states and a decade of her life, to give up a career in textile restoration she’d been quietly good at — the fine slow work of mending what other centuries had made — to learn instead to be still and useful and decorative and patient. That voice had, over twenty-two years, said her name in every register a name can be said in: tenderness when he needed something from her, a fine flat irritation when she offered an opinion he had not solicited, and mostly absence — the kind of absence that was worse than silence because it wore silence’s clothes, and sat across the table from you, and asked you to pass the salt.

She turned. Smiled. The smile people called serene, that her sister called the Nora Face, that she herself no longer felt on her own face when she wore it, because it arrived now as automatically as breathing — the body performing what the mind had long since retired from. “Dinner’s ready.”

He didn’t answer at once. He stood in the doorway in the good jacket he’d worn down for a family supper because Gerald was coming, and he looked at the room — not at her, at the room, the candles and the silver and the careful arrangement of it — and she watched him appraise it the way he appraised everything, swiftly, expertly, for what it was worth and what it implied about the man who possessed it.

“You used the Sussex china.”

“You said Gerald was coming.”

“I said Gerald *might* be coming.” A small correction. He was fond of small corrections; they kept the floor very slightly tilted, so that you were always faintly off balance, reaching for a wall, and learned over the years not to trust your own feet. “He’s coming. Confirmed an hour ago. Bringing news, apparently.” A pause that did something to the air of the room, that changed its pressure the way a door opened somewhere upstairs changes it. “We’ll see what kind.”

“And Diane’s here,” Nora said. “She came up yesterday.”

“I know your sister’s here. I can hear her in a house the way you can hear weather.” He said it lightly, almost fondly, and it was almost a joke, and it was not a joke at all. Diane had never quite been forgiven for a thing she’d said at the lake house years ago — a single sentence neither of them had ever repeated aloud and both of them remembered exactly, down to the ice clicking in his glass when she said it. “Is she staying long?”

“Through the weekend.”

“Mm.” He looked past her to the window, where the rain moved on the glass, and squared his cuff with two fingers — a small habitual adjustment, the gesture of a man setting his own margins. For a moment she thought he might say something more, something about Gerald, about the news that was coming; she watched the sentence assemble itself somewhere behind his face and then get put away, filed, saved for a room she wasn’t in. He had always done his real living in rooms she wasn’t in.

And then he crossed the room, and here was the thing she would remember afterward, the small thing at the edge of the large one. He crossed the room without looking at the table. Without looking at the candles she’d lit or the flowers she’d cut that afternoon in the last dry hour, or the china set out with the inherited care of a woman who had made a ritual of the unremarkable because ritual was one of the few things left that were hers. He walked past all of it to the drinks tray and poured himself a scotch — the Macallan, the eighteen, the bottle she’d had to order specially, that had cost more than she had spent on her own clothes in six months — and the clink of the crystal stopper going back into the decanter was, in its way, a complete sentence. A paragraph. An entire chapter of the marriage rendered in one small sound: *what is mine, I take; what is yours, I pass.*

He drank. He looked at her over the rim of the glass with the particular pleasure of a man who finds the world arranged to his satisfaction and believes the arrangement to be a law of nature rather than someone’s labor.

“You look well,” he said. “Grey suits you.” He set the glass down on the tray with a soft exact click. “I’m usually right about these things.”

She watched him and thought: *four months.*

She thought: *I have set a beautiful table for a man who will not look at it, and I have done it well, because doing it well is the last territory I still hold, and in four months I will set a table for no one, or for myself, and I will sit down at it, and I will look at it for a long time.*

What she said was, “I’ll tell Paulette we’re nearly ready.”

And she went out through the kitchen door that needed lifting to close, and behind her she heard him pour a second finger of the Macallan, and outside the rain came harder, and the wisteria rattled against the glass like something that had waited a very long time to be let in.

She would remember, afterward, that she had noticed nothing wrong with the scotch. That was the part that kept her awake in the months that came — not grief, exactly; grief was too clean a word for what she carried. The sheer ordinariness of it. She had walked past that tray a dozen times over the course of the evening, close enough to touch it, close enough that her sleeve must have stirred the candle flames beside it. She had glanced at the bottle her husband was too fond of and thought nothing, felt nothing, registered only the familiar small resignation of watching the level drop. And all that while it had already been done. It was already in the room with them — patient as the wisteria, colorless as water, dissolved into the one thing in the house that belonged to Richard alone — and she had not felt the temperature change at all. The candles had burned down to their last inch; the good china had been carried out and washed and put away; she had gone in and out of that room all evening the way a woman goes in and out of her own life, attending to everything, suspecting nothing. The dose had sat there the whole time, being patient. Being scotch.
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Chapter 1 — The Last Dinner
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The dinner at Marrowbourne on the evening of October the thirteenth was, by every conventional measure, a success. It would take the people who sat through it the better part of a year to agree on what it had actually been. A success, and — though no one used the phrase for months, and then everyone did — a last supper: the words the local paper would eventually reach for, the words Margot Fenn would resist precisely because they were too good, too composed, the kind of phrase that arrives with its own verdict already attached. Nobody at the table knew all of it while the candles were burning. Somebody knew most of it. That is what afterward is for: finding out which chair.

Nora had made the lamb. It was what she made when guests came, which was what Richard expected, which was what she had learned over the years to provide without being asked and without expecting acknowledgment — the way a house provides warmth in winter and is not thanked for it. She had slow-roasted it with rosemary cut that afternoon from the kitchen border, in the last hour of gold light before the rain came in off the river, and the cutting of it had been, as it always was, one of the few pleasures she still held entirely whole: the walk down the wet brick path with the scissors in her cardigan pocket, the choosing among the woody stems, the small clean work of the hands, the sharp green smell riding her fingers all the way back to the house like a secret. The garden asked nothing of her but attention, and gave back exactly what was put in. It was, she sometimes thought, the only honest relationship on the property.

They sat down at a quarter past seven.

Paulette brought the courses through and withdrew, each time, with the timing of a woman who had spent four decades learning exactly how long a family could be left alone with itself — long enough for conversation, never quite long enough for consequence. Richard carved. He carved the way he did everything at that table, with an audience in mind, laying the slices out in a fan and holding the first plate a beat longer than necessary before passing it down, so that the food itself seemed to arrive as a gift from him personally, though he had not shopped for it, seasoned it, or watched it through the long afternoon.

The dining room looked the way it always looked when Richard entertained: beautiful, arranged, faintly too formal for four people eating lamb on a rainy Tuesday. The candlelight was the kind photographers pay to recreate and women over fifty register as a form of generosity. The silver was polished to the hallmark’s edge. Her mother’s china gleamed on the dark wood like small white assertions of a life that had existed before this one. Rain stroked the windows; the candle flames leaned and recovered, leaned and recovered, all evening, like listeners.

Richard sat at the head, because he sat at the head of every table. Gerald Fitch sat at his right, because Gerald had sat at Richard’s right for fifteen years of dinners and board meetings and client events — a geographical loyalty that had long since calcified into a kind of physical entitlement, so that to see Gerald anywhere else at the table would have felt like watching a man sit in the wrong pew at his own church. Diane sat across from Gerald, where she could see both men without turning her head, which Nora suspected was not an accident. Nora sat at the far end, nearest the kitchen door — the seat of a woman who is half hostess and half stagehand, closest to the exits and the errands. She had understood the meaning of that seat for a long time. Tonight, for reasons she could not have named, she found she minded it less than usual. A stagehand sees the whole stage.

Her sister had arrived the previous afternoon, ostensibly to help with the cooking and actually — as both of them understood without ever discussing it — because Diane had developed, over the years, a habit of appearing at Marrowbourne whenever she sensed the atmospheric pressure beginning to drop. She had always been the barometer of the family, the one who registered weather before it arrived, who could walk into a room and read the temperature of every unspoken thing in it. She called it empathy. Their mother had called it a gift. Nora thought of it privately as a kind of chronic condition that Diane managed, on her better days, with something like grace.

Diane had found her in the kitchen at six, lifting the lamb to rest under its tent of foil.

“He’s brittle tonight,” she’d said, quietly, leaning against the counter with a glass of the Sancerre she’d opened without asking — one of the small freedoms of being the sister and not the wife. “Richard. I passed him on the stairs. He’s got that look. The one where the surface is very smooth because something underneath is moving very fast.”

“He always has that look when Gerald comes.”

“No.” Diane, who was never wrong about this, and whom Nora had spent a lifetime wishing were occasionally, even once, wrong about this. She turned her glass by the stem and watched the wine climb and fall. “Not like tonight. Tonight it’s under the whole house.”

She had looked at Nora then over the rim of her glass — one of those looks that asked its question without spending a single word on it — and Nora had turned back to the lamb and tented the foil more carefully than the foil required. There were things she was not ready to hand even to Diane. January was one of them. January was hers: still folded, still in its tissue paper, and she was not going to unwrap it in a kitchen with a door that carried sound.

For a while the conversation moved through the early courses in the careful choreography of people who know one another too well to be surprised and not nearly well enough to be honest. Gerald held forth about a project in Bridgeport, gesturing with his fork the way he did when he wanted a table’s attention and was used to getting it — a big man’s ease, expansive, warming his hands at the fire of his own voice.

“It’s the single best piece of mixed-use entitlement in that whole corridor,” he said. “Retail at grade, two floors of office, residential above. The city spent fifteen years trying to get something on that parcel and couldn’t, because the city couldn’t *see* it. You have to be able to see it, Diane. You have to look at a surface lot and a shuttered dry cleaner and see the thing that isn’t there yet. That’s the whole game. Vision.”

“And capital,” Diane said, pleasantly.

“And capital.” Gerald smiled, unbothered — a man who enjoyed being caught almost as much as he enjoyed getting away with it. “Vision and capital. Richard and I have always divided it cleanly. I see; the partnership funds.” He laughed, and the laugh ran a half-beat too long. “He’ll correct me if I get the pronouns wrong. He’s been very precise about pronouns lately.”

“Have you been,” Diane said pleasantly, to no one in particular, “precise about pronouns lately,” and it was a joke the way a knife on a cake stand is tableware.

Richard listened with the expression Nora had catalogued years ago as his listening face: attentive, faintly amused, alert in the eyes — the face of a man gathering information rather than receiving it. He did not correct the pronouns. He turned his wineglass a slow quarter-turn on the cloth, so that the candlelight crossed it like a searchlight crossing a yard, and said nothing, and the saying-nothing carried a weight that made Gerald, after a moment, reach for his water instead of his wine.

Diane was good at questions. She had always been good at questions — the kind that sounded friendly and were actually precise, the kind that opened a door in a wall you hadn’t noticed was there until you were through it.

“How’s the timeline holding?” she asked. “On Bridgeport. You said spring, last we spoke. Is it still spring?”

A small thing happened in Gerald’s face. It happened and was gone, like a fish rising under still water and thinking better of it. “Timelines move. They always move. It’s the nature of the work.”

“So not spring.”

“It’s a question of when the financing closes. These things —” His glance went, very briefly, to the study door across the hall, a movement so slight it was barely a movement at all, more a thought expressed in the direction of a gaze. “These things are sensitive to a lot of factors.”

“The audit, for instance,” Richard said.

It was the first full sentence he had offered since they sat down, and it landed in the middle of the table like a dropped glass that had not yet decided whether to break.

“The audit’s routine,” Gerald said.

“Of course it is.” Richard had a wonderful smile. It had been the second thing Nora ever noticed about him, twenty-three years ago at a museum fundraiser, after the hands. “Everything’s routine until somebody reads it carefully. Ruth’s reading it carefully — the quarterly. She’s flagged a few line items. Reconciliations that don’t quite reconcile.” He drew his knife slowly along the clean edge of his plate, through nothing at all, a thin bright sound like a struck wire. “I told her to take her time. I told her I’d rather it be slow and right than fast and embarrassing. You’d agree with that, wouldn’t you, Gerald. Slow and right.”

“I’d agree,” Gerald said, and his voice had gone just slightly too smooth, the way a road goes smooth right before it goes to ice, “that you should let the accountants be accountants, and not turn a nice dinner into a deposition.”

“You’re quite right. Forgive me.” Richard set down the knife, aligned it against the plate’s rim with one fingertip. “Nora’s made lamb. We should talk about the lamb.”

But nobody talked about the lamb.

Nora watched all of it from her end of the table the way she had watched all of it for twenty-two years: with the comprehensive, faintly clinical attention of a woman who had learned that watching is safer than participating and more informative than asking. She saw Richard’s hand tighten on the stem of his glass when Gerald mentioned, a few minutes later, an SEC filing deadline, in a voice that had gone smoother still — smooth all the way down now, black ice from shoulder to shoulder. She saw Gerald’s eyes track again to the study door across the hall — that same brief, involuntary glance, as though some part of him had left a door open up there and could not stop checking whether it was still ajar. She saw Diane register both of these things and file them with the specific, silent efficiency of a woman who had been reading her brother-in-law’s dinner table for two decades and knew exactly where all the tells were buried. And she saw the candles burning down in their slow ranks, and the level in the Sancerre dropping, and the rain not stopping, and she thought that a stranger looking in through the streaming window would have seen four handsome people at a beautiful table and envied every one of them.

She also saw, with the strange clarity that comes of having already made a decision about your own life, that none of it would matter to her much longer. Four months. The solicitor. The door. Whatever was moving under the house tonight, it was Richard’s weather, not hers. She had decided to stop standing out in his weather. She had a coat now, and a date, and a woman in White Plains with her name in a file.

While she was in the kitchen plating the dessert, the voices came through the hinge that never quite closed unless you lifted the door and set it right, and she had not lifted it. Gerald’s confident baritone had dropped low and fast; Richard’s quieter register moved underneath it like the cold current under a warm one. She had spent twenty-two years not-listening with great skill — it was a discipline, like fasting — and she did not mean to listen now. But overheard things arrive the way water arrives, finding the gaps, indifferent to intention, and the words came to her in fragments, incomplete and therefore worse than whole. She stood at the counter with the tart knife in her hand and the cream jug sweating beside her and cut eight even slices without once looking toward the door, because looking toward the door was a form of participation, and she had given participation up years ago, the way other women gave up sugar.

“— not what we agreed —” That was Gerald.

“— what you agreed with yourself —” That was Richard, and there was something in it she had not heard from him in years. Not anger. Anger she knew intimately, in all its weathers — the sudden squalls, the long fronts, the dry lightning. This was colder than any of it. This was the voice of a man laying a single card face-up on a table and watching the other man’s face while he did it.

Then Gerald, very quiet, so quiet she nearly lost it under the running tap: “You don’t want to do this, Richard.”

And then a silence with the particular texture of two men who have each just said a thing they cannot take back — a silence like the pause after a bone breaks, before anyone has decided how much it is going to hurt.

She turned off the tap. Her own reflection stood in the black window over the sink, holding a dessert plate, perfectly still. When she carried the pear tart through, the silence had resolved itself into a conversation about wine — the relative merits of the Sancerre, whether the Loire was overrated, a subject so aggressively innocuous it was practically a lit sign hung over the table. Both men were smiling. Diane was not. Her sister caught her eye across the candles, and the look between them lasted perhaps two seconds and contained the entire evening: *I noticed. I know. Not yet.*

Gerald ate two slices of the tart with the slightly aggressive appetite of a man eating to have something to do with his hands. Richard ate none. He was drinking steadily now — the Sancerre with the meal, and then, when they rose and drifted toward the fire, the scotch he poured himself from the tray without offering it around, the Macallan he guarded like a private religion. No one else in the house ever touched it; that was understood, the way everything in the house was understood, without ever having been said. Once, years ago, a guest — a cheerful oblivious man from one of the banks — had picked up the bottle, read the label aloud in an admiring voice, and reached for a glass, and the temperature of the room had dropped so smoothly, so politely, that he had set it down again without ever afterward being able to say what had told him to. That was how law worked at Marrowbourne. Nothing was forbidden. Everything was understood. Nora watched the level of the bottle drop and felt the old low familiar resignation, and thought nothing of it, because there was, as yet, nothing to think.

At ten o’clock, Diane and Nora went up.

On the landing Diane kissed her sister and said, “Come find me if you need to talk,” with the particular emphasis of a woman who meant it and knew it would not be taken up. Then, lower, her hand still on Nora’s arm, her fingers pressing once, her eyes gone serious in a way Nora would turn over many times in the months to come: “Don’t go down there tonight. Whatever you hear. Leave them to it.”

Nora almost asked her what she meant. She stood on the landing with the question ready — *what do you think you heard, what is it you think you know* — and then she put it down unasked, the way she put down most things, because it was late, and because January was close, and because asking Diane what she had noticed was the fastest way in the world to be told.

Nora said goodnight and went to the blue room, where she sat in the window seat with a novel and read for three-quarters of an hour, taking in perhaps a third of it, and did not think about what was happening downstairs — because she had learned, across twenty-two years, that not thinking about what Richard was doing downstairs was the only reliable way to remain a person she could recognize in the mirror.

She heard the study door close at a quarter past eleven, and under it, for a while, the low double murmur of the two men — Gerald’s baritone, Richard’s quieter answer — the words dissolved by two floors and a century of plaster, and she did not try to recover them. A little before midnight she heard the study door open again, and footsteps on the stairs, heavy and dragging on the left: not Gerald. Richard, going up to fetch something, or to look in on his houseguest, or simply to move through his own house the way he did on his bad nights, room by room, as if checking that it was all still his. Then the footsteps came back down. Then the study door again. And then — this was the sound she would give the detective, the sound she was most certain of, the one she could still produce in her inner ear months later, note-perfect — the bolt. The stiff grind of the old iron sliding home, audible from the hall because the keeper sat proud of the frame and the action had never run smooth. Richard bolting himself in, alone, the way he did on every night he worked late. *Do not disturb. I am somewhere you cannot reach me.*

After that she heard nothing but the rain, and the wisteria, and the house doing what it had always done: holding its occupants in their separate rooms, each of them alone with whatever they had carried up the stairs.

At midnight she went down to check on him, because that was what she did on the nights he bolted the door — because even after twenty-two years of a marriage that had slowly, quietly, comprehensively hollowed itself out, there was a part of her that still checked. Still performed the motions of a devotion she was no longer sure she felt, out of habit or duty or the particular stubbornness of a woman who had decided long ago what kind of person she was and would not be moved off it — not even by the person who had spent two decades trying to move her.

The lamp under the study door made a thin gold line on the hall floor. The door was locked. She knocked.

“Richard.”

No answer.

She knocked again, harder, and said his name again, and put her flat hand against the wood as though the wood might tell her something — and the house gave her back only the radiator pipes, and the rain, and the small dry click of the wisteria at the window at the end of the hall.

She went to find Paulette.
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Chapter 2 — The Morning After

[image: ]


The bolt held longer than she expected. That was the first of the details that would matter later — the sheer resistance of the old iron, the way the door frame splintered along the grain, white wood showing through the dark stain like bone through skin, before the keeper finally gave.

She had woken Paulette by going up the back stairs in her stocking feet and knocking on the third-floor door, and Paulette had come to it already half dressed, because Paulette was a woman who had spent forty years sleeping lightly in other people’s houses and had never once, in all that time, been found unready. She had taken one look at Nora’s face and said, “What is it” — not as a question but as a way of telling Nora to begin — and Nora had said, “He won’t answer. The door’s locked,” and Paulette had reached back into her room without another word for the long flat bar she kept for the sash windows that stuck, and the two of them had gone down together through the sleeping house, one lamp between them, their shadows walking the wall beside them like a second pair of women. On the second-floor landing Nora had paused — half a second, no more — outside the guest corridor, where the doors were shut and the dark had the held-breath quality of rooms with people awake inside them, and had thought about knocking, and had not knocked. She could not have said why. Later she would give the detective a dozen reasons, all of them true and none of them the reason. The reason was older than thought: some houses teach you, over the years, whose doors you may go to in trouble, and whose you may not.

Paulette braced and shoved and braced again, breathing hard through her nose, her slippered feet planted wide on the hall runner, and Nora stood back and watched a sixty-two-year-old woman do the physical thing she herself could not make her own body do, and felt the strange small shame of that — the way you feel ashamed of small things at the edges of enormous ones, because the enormous thing is too large to feel yet and the shame is a size you can hold.

The frame cracked. The bolt tore free of its keeper with a sound like a tooth coming out. The door swung in.

Richard was in the reading chair. The deep leather wingback he’d bought at auction and been disproportionately proud of, the way certain men are proud of objects that stand in for a version of themselves they are still in the middle of constructing. He was seated as though he had fallen asleep over a book — except that the posture was wrong in a way she registered before she could name it: too still, too settled, too complete. The particular heavy absence of a body from which the organizing principle has departed and left only the arrangement behind. A chair with a man’s shape in it, and no man.

The book lay open in his lap to a page she did not read. The scotch glass stood on the side table at his elbow, nearly empty, a last shallow coin of amber in the bottom. The window was open — three or four inches, the way he kept it on his working evenings, because he ran warm and because the study, with its heavy curtains and its wood panelling, held heat the way a kiln holds it, slow and thorough and unwilling to let go. The room smelled of whisky and old leather and the cold wet air coming in off the garden, and the lamp burned on steadily beside him with the terrible patience of objects.

The rain had got in at the sill. That was the detail her mind chose, in the first white seconds, to attend to with all its strength: a dark inch of wet along the sill under the open window, beading on the old paint, and some ancient housekeeping part of her actually moved half a step toward it — a cloth, she would need a cloth — before the rest of her caught the movement and held it still. Twenty-two years of keeping a man’s rooms. The body wants to go on doing what it knows, even in the presence of the one thing it can do nothing about.

She knew he was dead. She knew it the way you know a thing before the knowing has any words attached to it — a knowledge that lives in the body rather than the mind, that arrives whole and terrible and certain, like a door closing somewhere far off in a house you thought was empty.

“Call,” Paulette said, quietly, from just behind her shoulder. One word. Not a command — a direction, offered with the specific gentleness of a woman who understood that in this exact moment, direction was the kindest thing available to give.

Nora nodded. She did not move. She was looking at Richard’s hands, where they lay on the arms of the chair, palms down, the fingers slightly curled. They had been the first thing she ever noticed about him, twenty-three years ago, at that fundraiser — large hands, well-kept, the hands of a man who used them to gesture when he talked and who touched things with a casual ownership she had found attractive before she understood what it meant. Those hands had held her face once, in a doorway in another city, in the rain, and she had thought: *here is a man who is sure of things.* She had not yet learned the cost of being one of the things a man is sure of.

“Nora,” Paulette said, again. “The telephone.”

She went out to the hall, to the old telephone on the half-moon table where it had sat for thirty years, and she dialed, and a young man’s voice said *nine-one-one, what is your emergency,* and she heard herself answer in a voice she did not recognize as her own — level, articulate, almost administrative. The voice of a woman confirming a delivery.

“My husband is dead. I need you to send someone. We’re at Marrowbourne, on Sycamore Lane, in Ardsley-on-Hudson.” A pause, the dispatcher asking her something. “No. I don’t — no, I don’t think you can help him. I think it’s too late for that.” Another pause. Her free hand had found the edge of the table and was holding it. “I’m not sure. We found him just now. The door was locked and we had to break it open.” And then, because he asked, and because it was true, and because she had not yet learned to be careful about which true things she said aloud to strangers with recording equipment: “He was alone. The door was locked from the inside.”

She set the receiver down in its cradle. Out in the dark, very far away, the first siren took up its thin thread, and she thought, with the part of her mind that never stopped narrating even now: *they will come, and the house will fill up with strangers, and nothing in it will be private again.*

The hall was cold. The clock on the half-moon table said seventeen minutes past midnight, and she stood and watched the minute hand for a moment because it was the one thing in the house still moving at its ordinary speed, on a
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