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A Margot Fenn Mystery — Book Two

For the night nurses — and for everyone else who was in the room the whole time, and was never asked.

**It's never the obvious one. The truth was in plain sight, seen by someone nobody bothered to ask.**

— — —
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Prologue — Before

The lake had stopped pretending to be water sometime in January, and by February it was simply a field — white, seamless, lit blue at the edges where the birches came down to meet it — and Vivienne Latimer stood on the porch of Cabin Nine in a robe that was not hers and thought: *I used to be so afraid of quiet, and now look at me.*

The cold up here had a thoroughness the city never managed. It came through the robe and then the skin and kept going, patient, hunting for something deeper to hold, and she let it, because that was another thing the two years had taught her: you could stand still inside a hard feeling and it would finish with you and move on. Frost ticked in the porch boards. Down the shore a pine let go of its snow all at once, a sound like a breath released after long keeping, and the quiet closed back over even that.

Two years. Two years and some change, if you wanted to be exact about it, and Viv had learned to be exact about it, because exactness was the whole trick. Not willpower. Not serenity, whatever the brochures said. Just arithmetic — the honest kind — one day set down after another like plates on a long table, until you had enough of them that dropping one would mean something. She had seven hundred and ninety-one. She knew the number the way she knew her knife weights, without reaching for it, and she knew what tomorrow's audience would do with it, too — they would round it. *Two years,* they'd say, warmly, and the ninety-one days would vanish into the applause, and only she would go on carrying them, one plate at a time, down the long table in the dark.

She had gotten sober here. That was the story, anyway, the one she'd told on three networks and in the back half of a cookbook that had no business containing it, and it was even mostly true. Stillwater House, the frozen lake, the white robes, the little bells they rang instead of raising their voices. She had arrived a famous drunk with a knife roll and left something quieter and more durable, and she had spent two years saying thank you for it in every language television owns. Gratitude was a dish she could plate in her sleep by now — a little humility, a little lake, the pause before *and I owe this place my life* — and the terrible thing, the thing she could admit only out here in the cold, was that it had all been true when she started saying it. It was still mostly true. *Mostly* was the whole problem. *Mostly* was why the laptop in the cabin behind her weighed more than the lake.

Tomorrow she was supposed to say it again. The returning graduate. The proof the method worked. They'd put her in Cabin Nine — the best one, the one with the long view up the lake — and at dinner Dr. Iris had stood and touched her wineless glass with a spoon and said, *We don't have alumni here. We have family who learned to come home,* and everyone had glowed at Viv, and Viv had glowed back, because she was a professional and glowing was the job.

And the whole time, under the glow, she had been thinking about a woman she'd never met.

Don't, she told herself now, on the porch, in the cold. Not tonight. She had written it all down — that was the point of writing it down, so it could sit safely in a chapter on her laptop and stop circling her head at night like a gull. She had made her one phone call, left her one careful message with the man in the city who wrote long, patient pieces that ended careers gently, the way a good butcher works. *I have something about Stillwater,* she'd told his voicemail, yesterday, standing in a gas station parking lot in Cold Spring with her breath fogging the phone, because she hadn't wanted to say it on the retreat's Wi-Fi — and hadn't that been an education in itself, hearing her own voice drop low and careful, a sober woman casing exits in broad daylight. *It's bigger than me.* Then she'd bought a coffee she didn't want, to have a reason to have stopped, and driven back up the mountain with her hands very steady on the wheel.

Tomorrow she would smile and give the talk they were expecting. Next month she would give the one they weren't.

The bell chimed — the small one, the porch bell, two soft notes that meant the tonic had come.

She hadn't heard footsteps. You never did, here; the paths were swept and the staff moved the way the whole place moved, like something practiced underwater. By the time she turned, there was only the tray on the porch rail: the white cloth, the sprig of frozen cedar, the stoneware cup with its lid on to keep the warmth in. The evening tonic.

She remembered the first time it had come to her, two years ago, in her last week — how she'd stood on a porch three cabins up from this one, shaking less than she used to but still shaking, and lifted the lid, and thought, absurdly, of her grandmother's kitchen. That was the thing nobody warned you about, getting sober in a beautiful place: the beauty got into the memories and set there, like fat cooling in a pan, and afterward you couldn't melt it back out. She had ended her cookbook with a version of that sentence. Her editor had cried. Julian had asked what the foreign rights looked like. That was Julian entire, if you wanted him in two sentences, and after thirty-one years she found she mostly did.

The tonic. Final-phase guests only — and graduates, apparently, as an honor. Dr. Iris had announced it at dinner the way you announce a decoration: *both nights, as is right.* Valerian and skullcap and about four hundred dollars of ceremony, Viv thought, and was surprised to find the thought carried no meanness. She had drunk it every night of her last week here, two years ago. It tasted like a field after rain and it put you down like a child after a long day at the ocean, and she had missed it, actually. It was one of the true things in this place. There were true things in this place. That was what made the rest of it so hard.

She carried the tray inside. She locked the door — you locked it from the inside here, that was the house liturgy, *privacy and sovereignty*, your own hand on your own bolt — and she felt the small ceremonial pleasure of it, the way you feel it in good hotels: nobody comes in. Nobody comes in unless I say.

The cabin was warm and smelled of cedar. Her laptop sat closed on the desk with her talk on it, and the other thing on it too, the chapter, the one with the title she was still deciding whether she had the nerve to keep. She looked at the laptop for a moment the way you look at a sleeping animal.

Then she sat on the edge of the bed with the cup in both hands, because that was how you were taught to drink it — both hands, like an offering you were making to yourself — and it was warm, and it tasted like a field after rain, exactly like memory, nothing wrong with it at all, nothing in the world wrong with it, and she drank it slowly and thought about her table at home, and about Julian, briefly, without much color, and about the woman she'd never met, whose sister she had promised to call when it was done. She had rehearsed that call more carefully than the talk.

*One more day of glowing,* she thought. *Then the truth. Then whatever comes.*

She rinsed the cup at the little sink because thirty years in kitchens will do that to you, set it upside down to drain, and lay down without meaning to lie down, suddenly heavy, pleasantly heavy, snow-heavy, the lamp still on.

The last thing she thought was not about any of it — not the chapter, not Julian, not tomorrow's glowing. It was her grandmother's kitchen again, the window over the sink going dark, somebody calling her in from the yard.

Outside, the lake held still, the way it would hold still all night, the way it held everything that winter — quietly, completely, and without one visible seam.

— — —
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Chapter 1 — The Graduate
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Della Wynn had been at Stillwater House eleven days, which was long enough to know that the welcome dinner for Vivienne Latimer was not really a dinner. It was a service. You could tell by the candles, and by the way the staff stood — not waiting, exactly; attending — and by the fact that Dr. Iris wore white instead of grey, which she did the way other institutions raise a flag. The dining hall had been turned for the occasion: beeswax candles in stoneware, cedar laid along the runners, and the food itself — Della had eleven days of the retreat's virtuous kitchen behind her, so she noticed — had quietly risen to meet its guest, a brodo you could read a menu through, bread with a real crust, butter stamped with a birch leaf. Beauty ran this place the way money ran other places, and tonight beauty was showing off for one of its own.

Della sat where she always sat, end of the second table, back to the wall. Forty-three years old and she still did the thing her first counselor had called *casing the exits* and her second had called *hypervigilance* and her mother had called *rude*. From the end of the second table you could see the whole dining hall: the wall of glass with the black lake beyond it, the birch pillars, the long head table where the famous woman sat beside the founder like a visiting saint.

Viv Latimer was smaller than television made her, and better. That was Della's first honest thought. On TV the warmth read as performance because everything on TV reads as performance, but in the room it came off her steadily, unhurried, like heat off a woodstove. She learned the servers' names. She asked the woman refilling the water glasses a question and then — this was the part Della watched twice — actually waited through the answer, all of it, without loading her own next sentence. People who had been paid two decades to talk had usually forgotten how to do that. Viv hadn't. Or she'd relearned it, which was maybe the same thing this place liked to claim credit for.

Her hands gave her away, though — not as false; as a chef. They never stopped taking inventory. They squared her napkin, aligned her water glass to some invisible station line, broke her bread into thirds and ate none of it. Working hands at a table with nothing to do. Della knew the condition. She'd had a bakery once; her own hands still woke at four sometimes, ready to shape loaves that no longer existed.

At Della's table, the talk was of the tonic. It usually was, by the second week; the retreat had built its little aristocracy well. Two of the four final-phase guests sat at the far end with the particular glow of the nearly-finished, and Marguerite was interrogating one of them, a hedge-fund man named Porter who had cried at three consecutive morning sittings and was the better for it.

"But what does it *taste* like," Marguerite said.

"Like a field after rain," Porter said, in the voice of a man quoting scripture, because he was; it was Dr. Iris's phrase, from the TED talk, the famous one. "You drink it with both hands. They teach you the whole — there's a way to do it. And then you sleep like you're eight years old." He looked down the room toward the head table, shy as a boy. "They're giving it to *her*, you know. Both nights. Graduates don't usually — it's an honor. Dr. Iris arranged it specially."

"Well," said Marguerite, "I've been sleeping on chamomile and resentment for forty years, so I suppose I'll wait my turn."

"You laugh," Porter said, wounded.

"I never laugh, dear. I'm seventy. Everything I say only sounds like it." But something had gone soft at the back of the old woman's voice, and Della heard it, because it was in her own throat too: the wanting. Both hands. A lid to keep the warmth in. Somebody, at last, at the end of the day, coming down a dark path to tuck you in.

Della said nothing. Nine days from her own final phase, if she held; she had done the arithmetic in the dark like everyone else on this shore. That was the genius of the place, she thought, watching the lidded future being discussed like a debutante — it took the oldest machinery of want in people who had nearly died of wanting, and pointed it at a warm cup on a white cloth. She couldn't decide if that was healing or just better marksmanship.

*We have family who learned to come home,* Dr. Iris said, standing, her spoon against the glass, and the room made the sound rooms make for her — a soft collective settling, everyone leaning a half-inch in. Dr. Iris Kellerman was fifty-eight and looked the way expensive serenity looks: silver hair cut close, hands quiet, a voice you could have poured over ice. Eleven days had taught Della that the voice worked on her too, and that she resented this without being able to stop it. When Dr. Iris said your name, some ancient part of you sat up straight and hoped for a gold star.

"Two years ago," Dr. Iris said, "Vivienne came to us the way most of us come to anything true — furious, and late, and certain it wouldn't work." Laughter, warm, obedient. "And tomorrow she is going to stand in the morning hall and tell you what happened instead. I won't spoil it." A pause, timed like music. "Except to say — Viv. Look at you. The method holds."

Applause. Viv stood into it, easy, professional, and said something funny about the robes, and something true about the lake, and thanked the kitchen by name, and the room adored her.

But.

Della had spent a lot of her life watching rooms from the second table, and she caught the small wrong notes the way you catch a thread on a dark coat. Viv had a canvas tote at her feet, and inside the tote was the hard corner of a laptop, and she had brought it to dinner. To a dinner. In a place where they took your phone at the gate and gave it back an hour a day like methadone. Twice, while the founder spoke, Viv's foot found the tote, just touching it, the way you check a wallet in a crowd.

And there was the husband. Julian Latimer sat two seats down from his wife — two, not one, which meant a seating chart had done that, or a marriage had — silver-haired, good suit for a place with no suits, drinking the cider like it had wronged him. When Viv spoke he watched the room instead of her, checking her reflection in other people's faces, and once, when she said the word *memoir* — lightly, a joke about deadlines — his jaw did something brief and hard, there and gone, like a fish under ice. When the applause came for his wife, he joined it a half-beat late and held it a shade too long, at the volume of a man who knew he was visible — which he was, though Della doubted he'd counted her among the watchers. Nobody ever did. That was the one thing the second table gave you for free.

The famous woman felt it too. Della watched her feel it. Viv's hand went flat on the table for a second, and then she turned the sentence somewhere else, smooth as a driver skirting a pothole the passengers never saw.

"You're doing it again," said Marguerite, beside her. Marguerite was seventy and at Stillwater for what she called *my nerves and my daughter's peace of mind*, and she missed nothing either. "Watching."

"I'm not allowed to watch?"

"You watch like it's a job."

"It used to be," Della said, and left it there, and Marguerite, who knew about Della what everyone eventually knew — the history, the two documented crashes, the year she didn't talk about — was kind enough to leave it there too.

The dinner ended the way everything here ended: with a bell. The silence bell, at nine, one clean note that meant voices down and lamps low and every guest back to their own cabin to lock their own door — *your hand on your own bolt*, Dr. Iris liked to say, *the first door most of you have ever truly closed.* Della had thought that was theater her first night. By the eleventh she had begun, annoyingly, to feel it. That was the trouble with Stillwater generally, she was finding. You arrived fluent in the ways places like this lied, and then the bell rang once, clean, and something in your chest rang back, and you had to stand there holding both — the knowing and the ringing — like a woman with her arms full.

She walked back the long way, because she always walked back the long way — down the sauna path, where the lanterns stood far apart and the cold got into her sleeves and the lake lay to her right like a held breath. From the bend in the sauna path you could see the guest cabins strung along the shore, each porch with its one soft light. Cabin Nine, the far one, the good one, had its lamp on. The famous woman was in there being famous at her laptop, probably. Or being something else. Della thought about the foot touching the tote, and the husband's jaw, and decided it was none of her business, which was a sentence she'd said to herself before, at other bends in other paths, and been wrong about.

She stood a minute in the cold anyway, at the bend where the lantern light gave out and the ice carried on with its slow, tectonic talking, out in the dark where nobody was asking it to mean anything. Watching. Like it was a job.

Then the lanterns dimmed on their timers, and Della Wynn went to her own cabin, Cabin Four, and slid her own bolt, and the lake held all of it — the lit porch, the swept paths, the small figures moving between them — the way it held everything that winter.

Word for word. Light for light.

— — —
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Chapter 2 — The Morning Bell
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The morning bell rang at seven, and by 7:40 Sloane Petrie knew something was wrong, because Vivienne Latimer was not at first sitting, and famous people are never late to rooms that love them.

Sloane was Director of Guest Care, which at Stillwater meant she was director of everything that could go wrong: medication schedules, dietary protocols, the moods of donors, the weeping of new arrivals, the annual inspection, the smile you wore doing all of it. She was forty-nine and had worked for Dr. Iris for eleven years, and she had a way of standing — weight forward, hands folded — that new staff mistook for calm until they'd seen it precede a firing. This morning she had already, before eight, rerouted the breakfast service away from the windows that faced the shore, moved the nine o'clock talk to *pending*, and drafted, in her head, two versions of an email she hoped never to send. That was the job. You held the day in one hand and the worst case in the other, and you never let either see the other's face.

"She's probably writing," said the breakfast lead. "Writers."

"She's speaking at nine," Sloane said. "Get me Rosa before she goes off shift."

Rosa Vela came from the med room still in her night-shift cardigan, a small woman in her fifties with reading glasses on a chain and the upright, economical walk of someone who has spent thirty years covering distance in hallways. She had the night log under her arm — the paper one, the handwritten one she kept before anything went into the tablets, a habit Sloane had twice been told to train out of her and twice quietly declined to. Rosa had come down the corridor at her night pace, which was not slow — Sloane had timed her once against a new hire half her age and stopped feeling sorry for the new hires — and she stood now in the doorway taking the room's temperature before she entered it, the way she took every room's.

"Cabin Nine," Sloane said. "Did she call for anything overnight?"

"No." Rosa's face did something Sloane couldn't read — it was very fast, like a page turning. "No calls. Her lamp was on at two. I noted it."

"You noted her lamp."

"I note things," Rosa said.

They went down the shore path together, the aide trailing with the master key, the lake blinding on their right, and Sloane knocked on the door of Cabin Nine the way you knock at a nice hotel, then the way you knock at a hospital, then with the flat of her hand. The bolt was thrown from inside. Of course it was; that was the liturgy. Sloane said, "Open it," and heard her own voice do the thing it did in emergencies, go flat and administrative, a voice for reading numbers. Behind her the lake glared. Somewhere up the shore a door opened and closed, an ordinary sound, someone's ordinary morning still going on, and Sloane had time to think how thin the membrane always was between a schedule and a catastrophe — one door's width; less.

The master key turned. The bolt override gave with a sound like a knuckle cracking.

Afterward — for months afterward — what Sloane would remember was the wrongness of the lamp. Still burning at eight in the morning, that small dishonest circle of nighttime light, and Vivienne Latimer on the bed inside it, on her back, composed, one arm trailing, exactly like sleep and nothing like it. The room was warm. The room was tidy. And on the floor by the bed, on its side against the nightstand where anyone's eye would find it, lay an empty wine bottle, dark glass, its label facing up like it had been introduced.

The aide made a sound, high and small, and put her own hand over it. Rosa didn't. Sloane heard herself say *don't touch anything* and *call Dr. Kellerman* in the flat number-reading voice, and then she was doing the thing eleven years had trained into her before any thought could get there first: she was standing in the doorway of the room, arranging it into a story.

Because that was the terrible fluency of the place — Sloane knew it even as it happened in her — Stillwater had a story ready the way houses near rivers have sandbags ready: stacked, dry, kept where every senior hand could find them in the dark. A beloved graduate. A private struggle. *The disease is patient.* By the time Dr. Iris came down the path — unhurried even now, coat over her shoulders, her face already arranged into the grief of a woman who has presided over many griefs — the story had assembled itself in the doorway of Cabin Nine like staff at a dinner. Relapse. Tragedy. Privacy. The family will ask for privacy.

Dr. Iris stood a long moment looking in at the bed. Then she said, quietly, to nobody, "Oh, Viv," and the words were perfect, the words were exactly the size of the doorway, and Sloane — who was frightened of many things that winter, more things than anyone knew — felt the cold come up off the lake and go through her coat and stay.

"We'll need to call the police," Sloane said. "Unattended death. It's required."

"Of course it's required." Dr. Iris's voice held nothing but sorrow, smooth all the way down, a lake with no seam in it. "Call them. And call Sabine." She turned, and her eyes went — Sloane watched them go — to the wine bottle, and rested there the length of one breath, the way a director's eyes rest on the one prop that must not be moved. "Poor Viv," she said. "She was carrying more than she let anyone see."

It was Rosa that Sloane found herself looking at, in the white silence after that — Rosa Vela at the edge of the porch with her paper log held against her chest with both arms now, the way you hold a thing, or a child, or an answer. Rosa was looking into the room at the bottle on the floor, and her face — Sloane would remember this too, and would eventually have to say so under oath — her face was not shocked.

It was doing arithmetic.

Then the moment closed over, the way water closes, and the morning bell — the second one, the one that called the guests to the hall where they would be told carefully, beautifully, almost nothing — rang out across the frozen lake, one clean note, and hung there.

In the morning hall, twenty minutes later, Sloane stood at the side door and watched Dr. Iris do the thing that eleven years had never stopped being remarkable. The guests came in unknowing — you could tell the ones who'd heard something from the ones who hadn't by the speed of their walking, the unknowing at their easy retreat drift, the knowing too quick and then, catching themselves, too slow — and Dr. Iris stood where the lectern wasn't, in the white she'd never had time to change out of, and told them. She used the words *lost her* and *our Viv* and *hold one another*; she did not use the word that was already moving through the staff corridors like water through a wall. She rang the bell herself when it was over, one note, and let it die all the way to nothing before anyone moved, and two rows back a woman Sloane recognized as the guest from Cabin Four sat perfectly still through all of it, white-faced, watching Dr. Iris the way Sloane had seen witnesses watch traffic accidents — as though her eyes had been asked to carry something and were not being told what.

Then the guests were shepherded to grief counseling and warm drinks, and the machine turned over, smooth, practiced, and Sloane went to her office and stood behind her desk with her hands flat on it for a full minute.

Eleven years. She ran the medications, the protocols, the audits; she knew that mountain's chemical life down to the milligram, and she was already — this was the thing she could not say to anyone, would not say to anyone for a long and costly time — she was already thinking of the thing she'd been made to sign off on in October, and the way certain numbers had been walking through her system for months with someone else's gait.

She took her hands off the desk, straightened the one file that had drifted a half-inch out of true, and went back out into the corridor wearing the smile, because the machine needed her, and because the alternative to being needed by it was, this morning, unthinkable in the precise clinical sense — a thing her mind approached and then declined, twice, the way you decline a door you already know is unlocked.

Nobody came to hear the famous woman speak. The famous woman had given her last talk to a stoneware cup, alone, behind a door she had locked herself.

That, at least, was the story.

— — —
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Chapter 3 — First on Scene
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Officer Kwame Osei had been first on scene at eleven deaths in his four years on patrol, and he had developed, without ever deciding to, a private system for them. There were loud scenes and quiet scenes; there were scenes that didn't know what they were yet; and there were — rarest — scenes that had already been explained to you before you got out of the car.

Stillwater House was the fourth kind before he'd cleared the gate.

The gate itself set the tone: birch posts, no sign you could read from the road, a young man in a grey fleece who checked Osei's ID with the courtesy of a maître d' and said, "They're expecting you at the main house — if you could park behind the woodshed, we try to keep vehicles out of the guests' sightline." *Sightline* — 8:52 in the morning, a woman dead, and the first word anyone said to him was about what the guests would see.

He parked where he liked, which was near the shore path, and sat for a moment with the engine ticking, writing down the word *sightline* and the time he'd heard it. His notebook had a section in the back for things people said before they knew what they were saying. It was the best section.

By the door of Cabin Nine a small committee had assembled to receive him: a brittle, immaculate woman who introduced herself as Sloane Petrie, Director of Guest Care; a man hanging back with a phone in each hand; and the founder herself, whom Osei recognized the way you recognize people from airport bookstores. Dr. Iris Kellerman shook his hand in both of hers — warm, dry, unhurried — and said, "Officer. Thank you for coming so quickly. This is a heartbreak for us," and then, before he had asked a single question, she gave him the answers: a beloved graduate of the program, a long battle, a history everyone knew, a locked door, a bottle. "She fought this disease so bravely and so publicly," Dr. Iris said. "Whatever we can do to spare her family a circus — that's my only concern now."

"Appreciate it," Osei said. "I'll need everyone off this porch."

To their credit, they went. To his private file, he noted how smoothly they went — no bristling, no *do you know who* — just an ebbing, graceful and total, like a tide that intended to come back.

The cabin door showed no damage except the staff override, which the maintenance log said had been turned at 8:07 a.m. The bolt was the kind you threw from inside; the windows were the kind that crank open a hand's width for air and no more, and both were cranked shut against February. He photographed the door, the bolt, the windows, the porch rail, the swept path. Then he stood just inside the room and did the thing his first sergeant, who was Margot Fenn, had taught him at his second-ever body: *Don't read it yet. Feel it first. A room will hand you its story fast if the story's been left out for you.* He gave it a slow sixty seconds. The room felt warm, and clean, and finished — that was the word that came, and he kept it: *finished*, like a plate wiped before it leaves the kitchen.

This story had been left out for him. It was all right there, arranged at the natural height of a first glance. The composed woman on the bed under the lamp. The bottle on its side by the nightstand, label up. Two years sober, back at the retreat where she got that way, alone on a celebration weekend — anyone could write the rest, and that was what began, low and specific, to bother him.

He crouched by the bottle without touching it. Empty. Dark glass, red wine, a label with a fox on it — mid-shelf Bordeaux, the kind of bottle that exists to look like a decision. Dust-free. He noted that too: a cellar bottle carries its cellar on it, a store bottle its handling, and this one was as clean as the room. He leaned close and breathed in over the mouth of it and got — glass, cold, a ghost of vinegar, barely anything. He looked around the small room for what should have come with it. No cork. No corkscrew — the bottle was a cork bottle, not a screwtop; he checked the neck twice. No glass, no cup smelling of wine; the only cup in the cabin sat rinsed and upside down on the sink drainer, clean as communion. The wastebasket held a tissue and the paper band off a bar of soap. He opened his notebook and wrote, in the careful print four years had not loosened: *bottle empty — no cork found — no corkscrew — no glass w/ residue — sink dry, cup rinsed/inverted — room smells: cedar, nothing else.* Then he stood a while over the rinsed cup on the drainer, which bothered him more than the bottle did, though it took him a minute to say why: the bottle was loud, and the cup was quiet, and in his experience of eleven scenes the truth was usually the quiet one.

A woman drinks an entire bottle of wine and enough of something to stop her heart, rinses her cup, inverts it neatly on the drainer, disposes of the cork and the corkscrew somewhere outside a room she then locks from the inside, and lies down.

He went back outside and walked the cabin's perimeter in the packed snow, slowly, twice. It had last snowed Thursday; the paths were swept but the ground off them held its record, and the record was clean — no prints under the windows, no prints around the back, nothing down the bank to the lake ice. Whoever had been to Cabin Nine had come the way everyone came: up the porch steps, on the swept path, in the open, like a person with every right to be there. He noted that too. Snow was honest — his sergeant's line again; she had a lot of them, and the annoying thing was how they kept being true. Snow doesn't care who you are. It writes down everyone the same. Then he walked back up to the gatehouse and asked the young man in the grey fleece for the weekend's visitor log, and received it with a promptness that told him it had been reviewed before he asked, and stood there reading it while the young man watched him with the pleasant patience of the well-briefed. The log itself was beautiful, of course — heavy paper, a linen cover, the retreat's birch leaf pressed blind into the corner — and Osei had a brief, useful thought about places where even the security theater got art-directed, and what that told you about which audience the security was for. Nobody in or out after 6 p.m. Friday except a wine-and-produce delivery Saturday dawn — he flagged it, then saw it was the kitchen's standing order, checked in by two staff. The mountain had been sealed all night, as sealed as the cabin.

Whatever had happened to Vivienne Latimer, the gate log said quietly, it had happened from inside.

Osei stood in the doorway a while, not moving, giving the room every chance to explain itself. Out the window the frozen lake threw the morning back at him, flat and white and seamless. A crow went over, once, unimpressed — the only thing on the mountain so far that hadn't been briefed.

Eleven death scenes. He'd been to ones that lied to him, and he'd caught a couple of them at it, late, in the paperwork. This one was different. This one was word-perfect — fluent, tidy, complete, the story standing at the door with its hand out like the man at the gate.

That was the problem.

He went back down the steps, ran the tape wide around the whole porch while the committee watched from a tactful distance, and called it in — and when the duty desk asked if it looked like anything, Osei surprised himself with how quickly the answer came.

"It looks like it wants to be signed," he said. "Send me Fenn."

— — —
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Chapter 4 — The Detective
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The morning the call came, Detective Sergeant Margot Fenn was standing in her own backyard in fourteen-degree cold, looking at snow. She was doing this on purpose. It was, according to the department's wellness pamphlet, *grounding*, and according to her sister, *lurking in your own yard*, and according to Margot a way to drink coffee where the phone wasn't — which, that morning, turned out to be optimism.

Under the snow — this was the part that required faith — was a garden. She had put it in sixteen months ago, the autumn after the Ashworth case closed, on the advice of a woman who was now growing an English hedge a thousand feet above the Channel. Margot had planted it badly and tended it obsessively, and it had grown all the same, out of what appeared to be spite, and then October had come and shut it down, and all winter she had been walking out here with her coffee to stare at the white lumps where it used to be. Yesterday, at the south corner, where the snow had pulled back from the fence, she had found hellebores. Blooming. In February, in ice, unsupervised — small greenish-white flowers with their faces down, like they were embarrassed to be caught at it. She had crouched over them a long time with her coffee going cold in her hand, feeling the specific, unreasonable pride of a person whose stubbornness has been endorsed by a plant.

It had survived the winter. She was still deciding what to do with how much that mattered to her.

Inside, her phone was ringing, and the screen said her sister had already called once. Rosalyn called Sunday nights, not Saturday mornings; Saturday morning meant she wanted something, and what Rosalyn wanted lately, with the patience of dripping water, was to come stay. *Actually stay, Margot. A week. In your house. I've seen your house twice and one of those times was through the door.* Margot had been saying *soon* for four months. The word was starting to embarrass them both.

Last Sunday's call had ended badly, or what passed for badly between them, which was Rosalyn going quiet in the particular way that meant she had seen straight to the bone and was declining, for now, to say what was there. *You planted a garden,* she'd said finally. *You, personally, with your hands, planted living things that need you, and you check on them every day, and I cannot get a guest room out of you. I'm just noticing it, Margot. I'm allowed to notice it. Noticing is my whole job in this family — you watch, I read. Somebody should do something about Mom, too, while we're doing inventory.* And Margot had said *soon* again, to both things, and heard the word land between them like a coin in a jar already heavy with them.

The truth, which Margot knew and declined to examine on Saturdays, was that the house wasn't ready for Rosalyn because Rosalyn read rooms the way Margot read scenes, and the house was still, sixteen months on, a scene — half the boxes unpacked, one chair that got sat in, a beautiful garden and no guest bed. Her sister wouldn't say anything. That was the threat. She would just look at it all, and know it, the way she'd known things since they were girls dividing the world: you watch, I read.

The ringing number, though, was the desk. Then, before she'd finished with the desk, the other call, the one that told her what kind of case it was going to be, because Captain Ida Reyes did not telephone about ordinary deaths on Saturdays.

"You know Stillwater House?" Reyes said.

"The spa on the lake."

"They'd sue you for *spa.* Wellness and recovery retreat, top of the mountain, top of the market. Governors dry out there. It's ours — Putnam, just — and as of two hours ago it has a dead celebrity in a locked cabin." A paper sound; Reyes reading. "Vivienne Latimer."

Margot stood still in her kitchen. "The chef."

"The chef. Found this morning, wine bottle on the floor, two years famously sober, back for a victory lap. The retreat is saying relapse in the tone of voice people use when they've already had the meeting." Reyes let that sit. "Here's your weather report, Fenn. Stillwater is money in every direction — there's an investor deal in the wind, there's a state licensing review pending, and by tonight there'll be more lawyers on that mountain than pine trees. Nobody up there wants an investigation. They want a signature."

"And you want—"

"I want you to be right. Carefully." The old formula; Margot could hear the half-smile in it, and the iron under the half-smile. "Close it clean and fast, or it closes without you — the ME signs relapse, the family buries her, the brand survives, everyone's Christmas cards go out on time. If that's what it is, fine. Sign it and come home." A beat. "If it isn't what it is, you'll have a very short window to say so before the machine says otherwise. So: fast, and right, in that order of difficulty."

"Understood."

"And Fenn." A beat, the sound of Reyes deciding to say it. "That mountain has friends who call people who call me. Two of them already have, and she wasn't found until eight. That's not pressure — it's information. Count the phone calls. The count will tell you things the interviews won't."

Margot drove north with the lake country sliding past, everything locked down white, and did what she always did on the way to a body that had been explained to her in advance. She thought about Mrs. Hines.

Clara Hines had lived across the hall when Margot was sixteen, in the Bronx, in the building where Margot's mother worked nights and her sister Rosalyn read everything and Margot watched everything, they divided the world that way. Mrs. Hines watered plants on the fire escape and knew everyone's schedule and was, in the manner of certain old women, the actual infrastructure of the building. Then she was dead at the bottom of the stairwell, and the police came, and Margot — sixteen, precise, terrified — tried to tell the officer about the man who'd been coming around, and the officer wrote for a while in a way that was really just moving a pen, and the file, when Margot finally got it as a cop herself, decades later, ran twenty-two minutes from arrival to closure. Twenty-two minutes for seventy-one years. Fall. Accidental. Nobody had asked the neighbors anything, and one of the neighbors had been standing right there, being sixteen, being nobody.

The man who'd been coming around was never identified, because he was never looked for, because there was nothing to look for him about: the file was closed. Margot had spent years deciding what she believed had happened in that stairwell and had ended, finally, in the one place she could defend — she didn't know. Nobody knew. That was the point. The system had converted a question into a certainty at the exact moment the certainty was cheapest, and everyone had gone home.

She had built a whole life on top of that file, which Rosalyn said was either the healthiest or least healthy thing she'd ever heard of, depending on the week.

What the file had taught her — what she made herself restate, every time, on every drive like this one, because it was a tool and tools rust







[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE SILENT CURE

AT

STILLWATER

HOUSE

BRIAN COURRIER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





