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Chapter One: The Casserole Dish

Valerie Ahern had three casserole dishes in permanent circulation, and by the third Tuesday of April she had lost track of which of them was actually hers.

It was, she had come to understand, one of the quieter cruelties of widowhood that nobody warned you about. The flowers stopped after a month. The condolence cards stopped after two. But the casseroles simply migrated, dish by dish, from kitchen to kitchen across Beacon Point, in a slow, silent circuit of foil-covered kindness that never quite completed itself — so that a woman could find herself, eleven months after burying her husband, still discovering unfamiliar Pyrex in her own cupboard, with no memory of whose it was or how long she’d had it.

She had decided, that Tuesday, that the dish on her bench — a good one, Le Creuset, too handsome to have been meant as a one-way gift — belonged to Gerald Finch, the new man in Unit 46, because Margaret had mentioned, in the offhand way Margaret mentioned things that were never actually offhand, that somebody ought to make sure he had a hot meal in him before winter properly set in, and Valerie had thought, well, I have casseroles. I have nothing but casseroles and time.

She put on her cardigan — the green one, not the good navy one, because a green cardigan said neighbourly errand and a navy one said something more formal is happening here, and Valerie had learned, in eleven months of widowhood, that the village read these signals with an attentiveness that would have alarmed her, once, and now simply amused her, in the small, worn way most things amused her these days. (She had made the mistake exactly once, wearing the navy cardigan to put the rubbish out on an ordinary Tuesday, and had spent an anxious ten minutes at the letterboxes reassuring three separate neighbours that nobody, in fact, had died.) She set off down the Crescent with the dish balanced against her hip.

The morning had a gold quality that autumn brought to the harbour, pōhutūkawa still stubbornly holding their last red flush against a sky gone the soft blue of a robin’s egg, and Valerie walked slowly — not because her knees demanded it yet but because she had discovered, since Robert, that walking slowly gave her permission to notice things, and noticing things was, these days, most of what she had.

She noticed Colin Ferris watering roses that plainly did not need watering, three doors down from her own villa, with the devoted, unhurried attention of a man who had found, in retirement, the one small thing his life had room for. She noticed Fenella Cho’s little runabout parked at an angle outside the clubhouse that suggested Fenella had arrived later than she’d intended and hadn’t cared enough to fix it, which was, for Fenella, practically a confession of exhaustion. She noticed the noticeboard outside the community hall, still advertising a ukulele group that met, according to the same faded flyer that had been there since February, “every second Thursday, all welcome, no experience necessary!” — a meeting Valerie was fairly sure had never once actually convened, though she had never worked up the nerve to ask anyone directly, in case the answer disappointed her. Beside it, a considerably more successful poster advertised the RSA’s Anzac Day sausage sizzle, already sold out according to a handwritten correction sellotaped over the original date — a level of demand the ukulele group could apparently only dream of.

And she noticed, as she came around the last curve of the Crescent toward Unit 46, that its curtains were drawn at the same half-open angle they always were — not quite closed, hardly open, the angle of a man who wanted to see out without being seen — and that a length of garden hose, coiled with peculiar precision beside the front step, was the only sign that anyone lived there at all.

She had never actually met Gerald Finch. Nobody had, not properly. He had arrived in February, moved himself in with a removal firm that took less than three hours to empty a single van, and had, in the two months since, attended exactly one clubhouse function — the Easter morning tea, where he had stood near the door for eleven minutes with a cup of tea he did not drink, said nothing to anyone, and left before the raffle was drawn. Margaret had tried, once, to invite him to bowls, and had come away, by her own account, looking as though she’d offered him something considerably worse than a game of lawn bowls.

Valerie knocked. Nothing.

She knocked again, more firmly this time, the way you knock when you suspect the person on the other side of the door can hear you perfectly well and is deciding whether answering is worth the effort of pretending to be pleased about it. Still nothing.

She was on the point of leaving the dish on the step — a solution that occurred to a great many people at Beacon Point, when faced with Gerald Finch’s unavailability, and which explained, she suspected, at least three of the mystery Pyrex containers currently circulating the village — when she noticed that the door was not, in fact, latched.

It stood open perhaps two inches. Which it had never done before, not once, not in two months of Valerie walking past it on her way to the water and noting, without quite meaning to, that Unit 46’s door was always closed, always locked — twice locked, since the second bolt Warwick had spotted the locksmith installing — in a village where most residents left their doors on the latch out of simple, trusting habit.

She would tell Margaret, later, in a voice gone very flat and careful, that she had known before she pushed it open. Some smell. Some particular quality of silence that a house takes on when the person inside it has stopped being a person and become, instead, simply a weight the air has to accommodate.

She pushed it open anyway, because not knowing was worse than knowing, whatever the knowing turned out to be, and because eleven months of grief had taught her that some doors do not get gentler for being approached slowly.

Gerald Finch lay on his sitting-room floor, beside an armchair that had tipped but not quite fallen, one hand curled as though it had been reaching for something on the low table beside it. A glass, half full. A blister pack of tablets, several missing, the foil punched through in a pattern that struck Valerie, even in that first frozen moment, as somehow too careful — too evenly spaced — for a man in the middle of a genuine emergency.

She had found her own husband, eleven months before, in a similarly ordinary posture: slumped in his reading chair, the crossword still balanced on his knee, as though he had simply decided, mid-clue, to stop being alive. She remembered thinking, then, standing in her own sitting-room doorway with the kettle just beginning to whistle behind her, that grief teaches you nothing useful except how a room feels different once a person has left it for good — a specific, awful stillness that has nothing to do with quiet, because quiet is only the absence of sound, and this was the absence of something else entirely, something the room itself seemed to know before you did.

She knew that stillness the moment Gerald Finch’s door gave.

She did not scream. She had not screamed for Robert either. She stood very still instead, the casserole dish still absurdly balanced against her hip, in the presence of something enormous, and let herself have four full seconds of simply being a person standing in a doorway before the part of her that had spent forty-one years being useful to somebody took over and told her, quite calmly, what to do next.

She set the dish down on the step, carefully, the way you set something down when your hands have started, very slightly, to shake, and she did not run — some old, stubborn instinct insisted on dignity even now, even here — but she walked, quickly, back along the Crescent toward Unit 12, because Arthur Bennett had spent thirty-one years being the person other people fetched when something enormous had happened, and some part of Valerie, without quite deciding to, had already decided he was the one to fetch now.




Chapter Two: A Man Who Used to Matter

Arthur Bennett had solved eleven murders in thirty-one years on the force, and not one of them had prepared him for the deadness of a Tuesday morning with nothing in it.

He stood at the window of Unit 12, coffee going cold on the sill, watching Colin Ferris water a garden that did not need watering, and thought, not for the first time, that retirement had cost him a great many things he’d expected to lose — the warrant card, the desk, the satisfaction of a confession finally, wearily given — and one thing he had not expected at all, which was the sheer size of an ordinary day when nothing in it required his attention.

Eighteen months in, and he still hadn’t found the trick of it. Other men managed. Warwick Sinclair had filled his days with bowls and boards and the performance of being tremendously busy doing not very much. Colin, three doors down, had found roses. Arthur had found the window, and the coffee, and a mind that had spent thirty-one years being sharpened daily against something and now simply sat, unused, like a good knife left too long in a drawer.

He was thinking, with the mild self-disgust of a man aware he was thinking it, that he ought to take up something — bowls, or the garden, or the ukulele group nobody ever actually saw convene — when Helen Petrov let herself into his kitchen with the ease of a woman who had let herself into other people’s kitchens for fifty years, first as a doctor and now, in her own words, “as somebody who simply refuses to knock.”

Joan had died six years before he ever handed in his warrant card; a working life, Arthur had found, could paper over almost anything. Helen had known her too, in the way Beacon Point’s older residents had known each other’s spouses before some of those spouses simply weren’t there anymore, and she had simply gone on calling in — the two of them settling, without either deciding it, into something steadier than romance and considerably harder to replace.

“You’ve got that look again,” she said, setting a container of something onto his bench without asking permission, because permission had stopped being relevant to Helen Petrov’s shortbread sometime around the second year of their acquaintance. “The look like a case has gone cold.”

“There’s no case, Helen. That’s the point.”

“There’s a new man in Forty-Six,” she said, ignoring this outright, in the manner of a woman who had decided, decades ago, that Arthur’s protests were background noise to be worked around rather than obstacles to be respected. “Moved in Thursday — no, February, I’m getting my months muddled, it feels longer. Michael says he watched him take three different routes to the letterbox in one week. Like he was checking who was watching him go.”

Arthur turned from the window. Retirement had cost him a great many things, but it
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