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Chapter One — Ground

The office held the particular grey of a room that had been smoked in for thirty years and then abandoned to the light. Quinn stood in the doorway and did not turn on the lamp. You never trusted a color, she had learned in the studio, until you had seen what the morning did to it — and the morning was doing something to the dust on Eli Vane’s desk, lifting it, turning it the soft ochre of a thing no one had touched since a man decided he was finished. She set the brass key on the blotter. Her hands smelled of turpentine. They always smelled of turpentine; it was the one thing about herself she had stopped apologizing for.

The lease, the cabinets, the name on the frosted glass — Eli Vane Investigations, Confidential — all of it had come to her in a single sentence of his lawyer’s careful prose, the way you might be handed a coat at the end of a party that turned out to have someone else’s weight sewn into the lining. She was twenty-five. She had never run anything but a tab. The most official document she owned was an Independent Civilian Inquiry license that had arrived three weeks ago in an envelope the Office of Civic Memory had franked with the words Citizen, your participation sustains continuity, which she had thought, at the time, was the single most frightening thing she had ever read on government stationery, and which she now understood had merely been an opening bid.

Below the floorboards the pharmacy was waking up. She could hear the cage door of the dispensary fold back, the small bright argument of a bell, Mr. Tran saying good morning to the first customer in the voice he used for everyone, the voice that gave nothing and withheld nothing, the voice of a man who had decided a long time ago that dignity meant treating the people who would one day come to ruin you exactly as well as you treated everyone else, right up until the morning they came, and not one degree better. Eli had loved that voice. Eli had said, more than once, in the months when he was teaching her without either of them admitting that was what it was, that if you wanted to know whether a city had given up, you did not watch the powerful. You watched whether the small kindnesses still got performed on schedule. Mr. Tran’s bell rang again. Somewhere out past the harbor, the marine layer was burning off into a sky the radio would describe, at the top of the hour, as clear, with intermittent particulate, well within tolerances.

It was not clear. Quinn went to the window and looked at it the way her aunt had taught her to look at things, which was to say without permission. The light over the bay had a grain in it. You had to want to see the grain. Most of the city had trained itself not to, the way you train yourself not to hear a refrigerator, and the Office of Civic Memory had spent a remarkable amount of money over the years confirming the city in the habit — air monitors calibrated to the wavelengths that flattered the official answer, schoolchildren taught that the haze was mineral and historical and nothing to do with the eight-mile fence two hundred miles inland. But Quinn had a painter’s eye, which is a curse disguised as a gift, and the haze that morning was not grey. It was the faint warm red of a thing burning slowly somewhere a long way off — the red her aunt Naomi had once measured with an instrument and named with a number and been carried into the dark for naming. Six fifty-six. Quinn had been nine. She had not understood the number then and she understood it now, and the understanding had cost her, in the intervening sixteen years, roughly everything that a person spends on a debt they were too young to have signed.

Eli had left her one case open. The rest of the cabinet was closed — thirty years of found daughters and proven affairs and quiet blackmail, filed and finished — but the bottom drawer of the desk held a single folder he had instructed his lawyer to leave exactly where it lay, and on its tab, in his blunt hand, a name: MAILER-WHITFIELD, R. She had opened it her first night and found it nearly empty, which she had not understood until she understood it completely. A boy named Rashad, who had stood on corners and at the edges of fields and said aloud the things the city had voted unsayable, and who had been taken at a transit stop on the B Street corridor in the autumn of 2032 — four blocks from where she stood — and who had then, within the week, stopped appearing in any record the Republic kept, until the only place he still existed was a folder too thin to be a life, held open for sixteen years by a detective who could neither close it nor put it down. The last thing Eli had written in it was not a lead. It was a sentence: They built the place so you can’t get in without already knowing the thing the place exists to keep you from knowing. He had underlined the thing twice, the way a man underlines the wall he has spent his life walking into.

She had not come here to finish her aunt’s argument, or the old man’s. She told herself that, and it was true in the way the things you tell yourself in an empty office at seven in the morning are true, which is to say it would last until someone walked through the door.

Someone walked through the door.



The woman who came up the stairs was perhaps sixty, in a coat that had been expensive when coats were still made to be repaired rather than replaced, and she carried a flat parcel wrapped in brown paper and string, holding it against her chest with both forearms in the particular way a person holds an object they have already decided to die before surrendering to the wrong hands. Quinn knew the posture. She had seen it in her grandmother. She had, lately, begun to see it in the mirror.

“You’re not Mr. Vane,” the woman said.

“No. He retired.” It was the word they had agreed on. Retired was a kinder country than the one Eli actually lived in now, up the coast, in a house where the light was good and the questions had stopped, and Quinn had promised him she would use the kind word. “I’m Quinn Okafor. I have his files and his license and his terrible chair. Sit down. There’s coffee, or there’s the idea of coffee.”

The woman did not sit. She looked at Quinn for a long moment — at the paint under her nails, at the coat two sizes too large that had been Eli’s and that Quinn wore because it still smelled faintly of his particular brand of giving up — and Quinn watched the calculation move across her face, the same calculation she had been watching cross faces for three weeks: this child cannot possibly help me, and I have no one else, and the second fact is going to win.

It won.

“My husband painted,” the woman said, and set the parcel on the desk, and began, with hands that were not quite steady, to work the string. “Portraits. Commissions, mostly — the kind of people in Point Loma who still want to be hung in oil over a fireplace, because a photograph can be unmade by the Office in an afternoon and they have come to understand that a painting is a more stubborn kind of record. He was good. Not famous. Good.” The paper came away. “He died in March. The Bureau called it a stroke and I have decided, for the sake of my own continuing sanity, to believe them. But before he died he finished this, and would not let me see it, and hung a sheet over it in the studio, and three days after the funeral the man from the Office came to the house and offered me a great deal of money for it, sight unseen, and was very polite, and I told him it was not for sale, and he was still polite, and that is when I understood that I needed to find someone whose business is the things people are too polite to take by force.”

She turned the painting around.

It was a portrait of a man — middle-aged, unremarkable, rendered with the plain competence the woman had promised, a banker’s face or a deputy minister’s, the kind of face that had spent its life being trusted. Good brushwork. Honest light. Quinn looked at it and felt the small disappointment of the ordinary, and then she looked at it the way Naomi had taught her, without permission, and the disappointment went cold and specific.

Because there was someone underneath.

Not a stain. Not the ghosting of a canvas reused for thrift. A pentimento — the word surfaced in her the way the thing itself was surfacing in the paint, the painter’s term for the earlier image that bleeds up through the later one as the top layers thin with age, the repented thing, the buried decision the picture had been built to cover. Except this one had not waited for age. Someone had thinned the upper paint deliberately, in places, with a chemistry Quinn’s hands knew — a feathering at the jaw, a translucence at the left eye — so that beneath the trusted, forgettable banker’s face another face was rising, fainter, younger, a woman’s, looking out of the canvas with an expression Quinn had spent sixteen years not being able to paint and would have known anywhere.

It was the expression of a person who has just been told she is being taken somewhere for her own good, and does not believe it, and has decided not to give them the satisfaction of her fear.

“He never painted women like this,” the widow said quietly, watching Quinn’s face instead of the canvas, the way the desperate learn to read the only instrument left to them. “Strangers. He didn’t paint strangers for free, and there’s no commission for her in any of his books, I’ve looked, I’ve looked at everything.” Her voice did the thing voices do at the edge of a long-rehearsed restraint. “Miss Okafor. Who is the woman my husband hid inside a banker, and why would the government pay to own the only place she still exists?”

Down in the pharmacy, on schedule, the bell rang. Outside the window the haze went on being a color the city had agreed not to see. And Quinn Okafor, twenty-five, painter, proprietor of a terrible chair, stood in the inherited grey of a room a better detective had abandoned to the light, and understood that the coat she had been handed at the end of the party did, after all, have someone else’s weight sewn into the lining — and that she had just put her arms through the sleeves.

“Leave it with me,” she said, and was distantly impressed by how steady it came out. “Don’t tell anyone you were here. And Mrs. —”

“Aldous. Margaret Aldous.”

“Mrs. Aldous.” Quinn looked at the rising face in the paint, at the woman who had decided not to give them her fear, and felt the old debt turn over in its sleep. “Whoever she is. She’s still in there. That’s the whole reason your husband did it this way — paint is the one record they can’t revise from a distance. They have to come to the house. They have to carry it out in their own hands, where someone might see.” She found, to her mild horror, that she was smiling, and that it was her karaoke smile, the reckless one she only ever wore on the one stage small enough to be safe. “Let’s make them come to the house.”
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