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  Dedication:


For everyone who has been told their story is over, and knew otherwise. 
Ledgers do not choose what to record. They record what is put before them. So does a woman who has spent thirty years reading them.
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  Chapter 1: The Third Funeral


Thirty years at the Treasury had taught me to notice patterns, and by Walter Pemberton's memorial I had begun, reluctantly, to notice one. 
I sat in the fourth row of the Pelican Point Commons event hall with my cane propped against the empty chair beside me, the chair where Daniel should have been. It had been empty for fourteen months. I had stopped waiting for it to feel that way. The cane, on the other hand, was six months old and still felt like an insult, a loaner they had forgotten to take back.
Walter had been eighty-three. The obituary in the community newsletter said he had passed peacefully, which was what they always said, and sometimes it was even true. His daughter, Susan, stood in the front row in a navy sheath dress, accepting condolences with the tired grace of a woman doing it right. A son stood near the emergency exit with his hands shoved in his trouser pockets and his weight shifted onto one leg, looking like a man waiting for a cab. I had never met either of them. That was Pelican Point: the weddings were private and the funerals were communal, and the distance between those two facts was the whole story.
Florida spring had come in overnight, the way it did. The hall was cold, but beyond the glass doors the morning sat on the Promenade in a hot, still weight, and the grackles were already making their pre-summer noise in the crown of the live oak by the parking loop. Inside, someone had arranged white hydrangeas and blue hydrangeas in alternating urns on the small stage, which I did not care about, and the coffee service at the back already smelled like it had been on the burner too long, which I did.
The hum in my sternum was low and steady, the way it had been every morning for months: a pilot light that would not quite catch fire. Over the course of a career, I had learned what that hum meant. My brain had seen something my conscious mind had not. Sometimes the something was a shell company. Sometimes it was a misdated invoice. Today it was nothing I could yet name, which was why I was annoyed with myself, and why I had come. I had told myself I was showing up for the community. The truth was that I had come to see what my sternum was doing.
Sylvia Abernathy, the community director, moved through the rows with the slow professional ease of someone whose job is the difference between a reception and a wake. She had a hand for every shoulder and a quiet word for every elbow. Sylvia had been warm to me since the day I moved in, which I appreciated without quite trusting. Warmth is a renewable resource for people in her line of work; you learn not to confuse it with affection.
"Margot," she said when she reached my row, bending a little. "I'm so glad you came."
"Sylvia."
"If you need anything at all this morning."
"I will signal."
She patted my shoulder and moved on. The pat was gentle, which was almost worse. I had been gentled a great deal in the last fourteen months. I tried, most days, to accept it the way other people accepted it, as a kindness.
A woman slid into the chair on the other side of me and murmured an apology for being late. Delia Washington lived in Unit 3B, across the hall from mine, and I had exchanged perhaps six polite sentences with her since my arrival, because she had been a working musician in a former life and she had the habit, common to performing professionals, of respecting other people's silences. She was tall in a dignified way and dressed, today, in dove gray with a silver pin at her throat in the shape of a treble clef. I liked the pin. I liked that she had not asked me how I was holding up. She handed me a program the usher had missed, and we sat and read it together, side by side, the way people read menus when they are not yet hungry.
The service began. A minister I did not recognize spoke of Walter in the general terms ministers used for men they had not known personally. A grandson played a recorded saxophone track that had been, once, something Walter had loved. Susan rose and, with her voice only slightly breaking, read a Robert Frost poem I had heard at two other funerals in the last year, the one with the snow and the woods and the quiet promise to keep going, and I noticed, as I had noticed at those other funerals, that we were running out of poems.
In front of me, a woman in a taupe cardigan bent and lifted a stainless steel thermos from the floor beside her chair. It had a faded sticker on the side that read BUFFALO WILD WINGS FANTASY LEAGUE 2017. She uncapped it during the second verse of the hymn and took a discreet pull of water, and set it back down without a sound. I filed the object the way I filed everything, out of habit. Ledgers did not choose what to record.
Behind me, two rows back, a woman leaned toward her husband and said, in the kind of whisper older people believed was inaudible, "At our age you stop being useful and start being in the way."
Her husband laughed once, a single dry cough.
I did not turn.
In the back row, at the far right, three men sat in a loose line: Judge Bernie Kaplan with his enormous spotted hands folded in his lap, Frank Sobczak with his reading glasses slid down to the tip of his nose, and Roy Tavares in a seersucker jacket that would have been a sartorial crime in any city north of Jacksonville. They were what Delia had once called, with affection, the Breakfast Table. They were the men who occupied the corner of the Commons coffee bar every morning at seven and were expert in the two topics old men everywhere were expert in, which were everyone else's business and the proper way to make eggs. Bernie caught my eye and nodded once, gravely, the way federal judges nodded. I nodded back. It was as close to belonging as I had felt in a room at Pelican Point.
The son near the exit shifted, and I watched him without intending to. He was perhaps fifty, thick through the chest, with the kind of reddened neck that suggested either manual labor or high blood pressure. He was not crying. He was not not crying. He was waiting. At one point he looked at his watch, and not in the way men look at watches when they are worried about a plane. He looked at his watch the way a man looks at a meter he is not paying. That was the detail my sternum noted, and I let it note.
The minister concluded; a second hymn was sung indifferently; the family filed out first, and then the community, and then the rest of us. Sylvia held the inner door of the event hall open with her back and thanked people by name. I waited for the crush to thin, and when I rose my hip reminded me it had not yet forgiven me for the six-month-old surgery, and I took the cane.
Susan Pemberton was standing in the anteroom, near the long table with the coffee and the ginger cookies and the framed photographs of her father at various ages, and she was receiving the line of strangers who were my neighbors. She did it well. I had admired, for thirty years, women who did unpleasant things well. When I reached her I offered the formal sentence, the only sentence that ever worked. "I'm so sorry for your loss."
"Thank you." She took my hand in both of hers, and looked at me, and something in her eyes focused. "You're the new widow. In 3A."
"Margot Sterling."
"Margot." She said my name as if she were trying it on. Then she shook her head, a small weary shake. "I'm sorry. It was kind of you to come. You didn't even know him."
"I know enough of what this week is for you."
She laughed once, a tired, used laugh. "Thank you. Honestly. He was a good man. He was finally going to get it sorted out this week."
It was the phrase of a woman who had said it already, to other people, that morning. It was also the phrase of someone whose mind was somewhere specific. I did not ask what he was going to get sorted out. You learned, in my profession, when a person was about to tell you something and when they were already telling you something, and Susan Pemberton was already telling me something. I looked at her, and waited.
"His will," she said. "He was finally going to fix the will. He had an appointment on Thursday." She shook her head again. "Tuesday he was eating lasagna with us. Wednesday he went to bed. He never made Thursday."
I heard my own voice say the right words, though I was listening to something underneath them. "I'm so sorry."
"Thank you. I just." She stopped, and did not finish, and let go of my hand, and turned to the next person in line, a woman in a pink cardigan I did not recognize. I moved past the table and out the side door into the Florida morning.
The Promenade at ten-thirty was white glare and heat already building, the kind of heat that reminded you where you had moved. The path ran south from the Commons along the low salt creek that separated Heron Tower from the Villas, then curved east under the two royal palms whose fronds the hurricane of three years ago had not quite finished scouring. I walked slowly. I would have walked slowly anyway, because of the cane, but I would have walked slowly today even without it.
An egret stood one-legged in the mud of the creek bank, and ignored me with the particular indifference of a working-class egret at a country club.
Susan Pemberton had been telling me, in the way mourners tell strangers things, that her father had been about to do something and had not quite managed to. It was a sad, ordinary sentence. People died with unfinished business; that was what unfinished meant. Thirty years of federal service had not taught me to find unfinished business suspicious in itself. Thirty years had taught me a great many less useful things.
But the hum, which had been steady through the service, had taken on a second tone as Susan spoke. The way a motor takes on a second tone when a bearing starts to go.
I kept walking. I caught my right hand doing something. My ring finger, which still wore both rings, was tapping, twice in succession, against the head of the cane. Tap tap. Pause. Tap tap. I had not tapped in fourteen months. I had not tapped, if I was being honest, in closer to three years, because the last case I had worked before retirement had not given me anything worth tapping at. It was the oldest of my tells. Whenever I was about to find something, my ring finger started to keep time.
I made myself stop. Then I made myself notice I had made myself stop, which was its own piece of information.
Walter Pemberton had been eighty-three. Before Walter, at the end of February, Helen Marchetti had died in her sleep at eighty-one. Before Helen, in January, Arthur Liang had died at seventy-nine of what the newsletter had called a cardiac event. Three funerals in eight months, in a community of nine hundred residents with a median age somewhere north of seventy, was not a pattern. It was an actuarial table. I knew that. I had told myself that, at the previous two.
Today I had learned one thing I had not known before. Walter Pemberton had been about to fix his will.
It was possible that meant nothing. It was also possible (and the hum had now escalated to a third tone, and my ring finger was tapping again) that it meant, at minimum, a question worth asking. Just one. The sort of question a woman might ask on a Wednesday morning in April, while her cane tapped a counterpoint to her ring finger and her new home performed its seasonal trick of being too bright and too warm and entirely unaware of her.
I reached the bench at the foot of the Promenade, where the path opened onto the view of the Intracoastal, and I sat for a moment because my hip asked me to. A pair of white pelicans were circling the channel far out, lazy and huge, improbably graceful, and I watched them without seeing them.
What I was doing was calculating. I had not calculated in fourteen months. I did not yet know what I was calculating, exactly. But my hands knew, and my sternum knew, and the pilot light that had been refusing to catch for months was, for the first time in longer than I could say, beginning to turn over.
I sat on the bench and watched the pelicans and did not stop.






  
  Chapter 2: The Morning Routines


The hum had not quieted overnight, and neither had I. 
I was awake at five, which meant I had been drifting since four and had not properly slept since two, which was not unusual. I made coffee the way we had always made it, a cup at a time, in the small French press that lived on the back counter. Fourteen months in, I still made two cups out of instinct and poured one down the drain without ceremony. Grief, I had learned, was a set of small ceremonies you performed in private until you had convinced yourself you were not performing them.
The apartment was quiet in the particular way it was quiet at five in the morning. The refrigerator cycled. The ice machine released a tray somewhere I could hear but not see. Below all of it, the faint low hush of the Gulf, which was two miles off and inaudible but which was there anyway. The windows faced east, over the salt creek and the Promenade and the Commons in the distance, and the sky had begun to lift at its lower edge, a thin strip of rose behind the silhouette of the two royal palms I had passed on my walk home the day before. I watched the strip widen and did not, for the moment, think about Walter Pemberton.
The cane was propped against the leg of the kitchen table. It had been at the memorial, then on the Promenade, then here, and it had not moved since I had sat down with the coffee. I looked at it. It looked back, the way small inanimate objects look back at you when you have given them too much attention. I was going to have to take it on the morning walk. I was going to have to take the morning walk. Neither fact was negotiable, and both of them annoyed me.
On the counter, beneath the mail I had picked up yesterday and not sorted, a pale cream envelope showed one edge. I knew without seeing the return address what it was. Fourteen months on, condolence cards still arrived sometimes. People at the firm. A cousin somebody had only recently reached. An old colleague's wife who had been thinking, she said, of me. I made a second cup of coffee, which was my own, and went over to the counter and freed the envelope from the stack.
It was from Ann Whitfield, whose husband Howard had been Treasury general counsel when I started out, and who had mailed me a condolence card when the first news broke, and now, apparently, another. Three careful paragraphs on a piece of cream stationery folded inside a card with a bird on the front. She had been thinking of me. She had gone to the Kennedy Center last weekend for the first time since Howard had gone. And in a small firm hand at the bottom: some days it is easier than others but not one of them is easy.
I stood and read the card twice. I did not cry. In fourteen months, I had developed a relationship with tears that was less like weather and more like tide. They came when they came. I could not summon them, which I had initially resented, and I could not stop them, which I had more or less accepted. This morning they did not arrive. I set the card upright on the counter, between a bowl of oranges I was not going to eat and the closed recipe book I had not opened, and I drank the rest of my coffee, and I went to dress for the walk.
The Promenade at six was already alive. Florida did not give you summer in stages; it gave you summer overnight, and the residents who had not left for the season were walking early to beat the heat. I passed two women power-walking in matching visors, a man with a pair of silky terriers that were not the community dog, the community dog Biscuit himself being led by one of the morning staff at the Commons, and, standing at the low wall over the creek, the shape I recognized as Hank Ortiz from the back of his head. Delia had pointed him out to me once, in passing, in a tone I had not been able to classify. He was watching an egret do what egrets do. I did not interrupt him, and he did not turn, and we did not acknowledge each other, which I suspected was also a form of acknowledgment.
The cane was not as bad as I had made it, which I also resented.
I took the long loop and turned back. By the time I reached my floor my shirt was damp at the back, which Florida did to a person before seven in April, and my hip was asking me a question I did not want to answer. Outside 3A, a small piece of lavender paper had been slid under my door. I picked it up and took it inside.
Dropping by Sunday at five for a small thing. Just a few of us. Come if you can. — D.
I stood with the paper in the kitchen and I did not quite know what to do with it. I had been in Florida for eight months, and in widowhood for fourteen, and no one other than Sylvia (who was paid to be warm) and the wellness office (which was policy) had yet slid a piece of lavender paper under my door with a note in a handwriting I did not know.
I set it on the counter beside the condolence card. One bird on one card, nothing on the other, and for the moment I was unable to separate the weights of them.
Gwen Farrow arrived at quarter past nine, on time by the wellness office's standards, which meant on the exact minute of the appointment. She wore the Wellness Center's light blue scrubs with a navy cardigan over them that she did not, at any point during the visit, take off, and she carried a canvas bag I suspected of containing books. Her hair was the sort of warm brown that had once been browner and had recently been assisted, and she wore small rectangular wire glasses and a wedding ring. She was about my height. She had a face on which kindness had settled as a habit.
"Mrs. Sterling. How are you."
"Margot. And I am fine."
"Margot." She said my name the way people said names they were filing. "How is the hip."
"Improving at the rate orthopedists predict. Which is slower than I expected and faster than anyone else thinks."
She smiled at that. She had the kind of smile that did not require the eyes to work for it; the eyes were already working. "Rocky Creek Ortho?"
"Dr. Patel."
"He is good." She unpacked the cuff from the canvas bag. "Amlodipine, five milligrams, still?"
"Still."
"And the atorvastatin, twenty."
"Yes."
"No adjustments."
"No adjustments."
She wrapped the cuff around my upper arm with the quick competence of a person who had done it twelve thousand times. Her hand rested briefly, without affectation, on the back of my wrist as she waited for the reading. The gesture was neither familiar nor distant; it was how she took blood pressure, and it was kind.
The reading was one-thirty-two over seventy-eight, which I knew would satisfy her. She noted it. She asked about sleep; I lied slightly. She asked about the hip; I told her the truth, which annoyed me as I was telling it, because I was going to have to be honest with this woman eventually about the cane, and I did not yet wish to be. She asked about appetite and loneliness in the same breath and with the same inflection, which I understood to be a small professional skill I admired. I answered both.
"The memorial yesterday," she said, packing the cuff. "Were you all right there."
"I was not not all right."
She looked up at that. Her eyes moved over me once, slowly, not in assessment but in recognition. "That is a good answer," she said. "You should use it more often. People will respect it."
I liked her. I had liked her at the first visit in a general way, the way you liked someone competent who was being competent at you. Today I liked her in a specific way, because she had said a thing to me I had not heard from anyone in fourteen months. The suggestion was that I might own my own discomfort without owing anyone an account of it.
"Margot," she said. "There is a thing called the art studio on Thursday afternoons. I am not going to tell you to go to it. I am going to tell you that the woman who runs it does not require you to make art. You can sit at a table and have tea, and no one will hold a conversation at you unless you invite it. I send new residents there because it is the only thing at Pelican Point that does not want something from you."
"Who runs it?"
"A woman named Delia Washington." She said it without a flicker. "Do you know her?"
"I believe she lives across the hall from me."
"Then you are already more oriented than most." She zipped the canvas bag and stood. "I will be back in three weeks. If anything changes before then, you call. You have the number on the fridge."
"Gwen."
She paused at the door.
"Thank you."
She gave me the eye-first smile again. "You are very welcome, Margot." And she let herself out.
I stood at the closed door for a moment and noticed, with mild surprise, that the apartment felt less empty than it had an hour before. It was a small and perishable thing, the feeling. I did not try to hold it. I simply noted it. Ledgers did not choose what to record.
I did not open the laptop Thursday. I did not open it Friday morning. I spent Friday morning walking the cane around the Promenade again, because the hip had argued with me less on Thursday and I wanted to see whether that was a trend, and I spent the afternoon reading a book about the Teapot Dome scandal I had been reading for six weeks in three-page increments, because the book was good and I did not want it to end. By dinner I was alone at the kitchen table with reheated chicken and the condolence card and the lavender note still on the counter, and I was no longer able to pretend I was not going to do it.
I opened the laptop.
The Sarasota County Clerk's public records portal was not bookmarked. When I had moved to Florida, I had promised myself I would not keep the tools of my professional reflexes within one click, because the reflexes would come out anyway and they did not require assistance. I navigated to the portal from memory, which took about six seconds. The decedent search accepted Walter Pemberton's name and returned a single docket.
I opened it.
The filing had been made two days after Walter's death, which I noted without interpretation and did not yet permit myself to be interested in. The will of record was dated April of 2018, which was the year before Walter's wife had died, according to the obituary I had pulled in a second tab. No amended will was on file. No challenge was pending. The personal representative (the Florida term for executrix) was Susan Pemberton of Tampa, which I had expected, and the attorney of record was a small Sarasota firm whose name I did not recognize.
I sat with the page open and looked at it.
What I had was a will from 2018 that had not been updated, which matched Susan's statement at the memorial: her father had been about to fix it, and had not. That was the whole of the information. People said they were going to fix their wills and did not. People died with unfinished business. The phrase unfinished business meant, to a person who had spent thirty years in its vicinity, approximately what "dirty dishes" meant to the person who had to wash them. A standing condition of human life, not a mystery.
My ring finger tapped once against the edge of the laptop. I watched it and made it stop. A decade ago, when I had still been fully in the work, I would have let it tap as long as it wanted; a pattern-finder's body knew what it was doing. Retirees who had been pattern-finders had to remember to override the body. I was still deciding whether I wanted to.
I read the obituary. Walter had been born in 1942 in Cincinnati, the son of an insurance adjuster. He had been an insurance executive himself, at Cincinnati Life, for forty-one years. He had retired in 2011. He and his wife, Margaret, had moved to Pelican Point in 2019. Margaret had died of pancreatic cancer in 2020. He was survived by a daughter, Susan, of Tampa, and a son, Brad, of Columbus. No grandchildren listed. Services had been arranged by the family and held, at the community's kind offer, in the Pelican Point Commons.
I thought about the shape of Brad Pemberton's posture at the back of the memorial, and about the look he had given his watch, which had been the look of a man studying a meter he was not paying. I thought about Susan saying I'm sorry. He was a good man, and how she had said it like a thing she was holding up for me to see, rather than simply saying it. I thought about the phrase finally going to get it sorted out this week, which was a phrase that could mean a great many ordinary things and was also the phrase that had put the hum in my sternum and kept it there.
I was a person whose husband had died fourteen months ago and who was living alone in a state she had not chosen on the strength of a dream that was not hers. The probability that I was inventing a pattern in order to avoid the available emptiness was not small. I knew this. I was, by training, a person who corrected for confirmation bias as a matter of reflex. I ran the correction. The hum stayed.
I closed the tab. I did not close the laptop. I left it sitting open on the table, the way a person leaves a drink unfinished on a counter when she has not quite decided whether she is done.
Sunday was coming. Ellie's face would be in the Zoom window at six o'clock my time. She would ask, as she did every Sunday, how I was doing, and she would mean it, and I would have to decide, before she asked, what I was going to tell her. Telling her I had pulled a dead neighbor's probate docket on a Friday night was not, I felt, going to improve our Sunday.
And before Sunday's call was Sunday's small thing at five, across the hall, in a handwriting I did not know.
I turned the laptop off, which was not the same as being done. I was learning, in my fifteenth month of widowhood, that those two things were almost never the same.
The hum, which had been quiet through most of Thursday and had quieted further on Friday's walk, was not quiet anymore. The pilot light had not fully caught. But something in the line had opened. I listened to the ice machine and the refrigerator and the faint low hush of the Gulf I could not hear, and I knew, in the way a person knows weather before the weatherman does, that whatever I did tomorrow was going to be the smaller problem.






  
  Chapter 3: The Quiet Talk


The hum had quieted through Saturday, the way small fires do when you pretend not to look at them, and by Sunday afternoon I was almost prepared to believe I had imagined it. This was the mood in which I crossed the hall to Delia Washington's door. 
I had changed clothes twice before I did. I had also, at the last minute, taken a bottle of a passable Argentine Malbec from the wine rack I had not touched since February, and I held it by the neck as I knocked, because a woman carrying a bottle of wine did not, as a rule, arrive empty-handed. That was the accusation I had spent the morning trying to avoid.
Delia opened the door in a burgundy linen blouse and a long cardigan in the same family, and a silver necklace with a pendant shaped like nothing I could identify but liked anyway.
"Oh, Margot. Good. Come in. You brought wine. You did not have to."
"I know I did not have to."
"That is the correct answer." She took the bottle. "Thank you."
Her apartment was the mirror image of mine in layout and the opposite in every other respect. Mine was a unit. Hers was a home. There were plants on every surface that could hold one, tall and short, trailing and upright, and a standing rubber plant in the corner with a label tied to a lower branch that read Ferdinand in careful script. There were books in the good disorder of a house where books were read, not displayed. There was an upright piano along the inner wall, the honey-colored wood of something old and cared for, with sheet music open on the rack. There was music already playing, at a level designed to underlie conversation rather than interrupt it: a contralto voice unaccompanied, old, heavy, the kind of voice that made the apartment seem a larger room than it was.
"Marian Anderson," Delia said without my asking. "The Crucifixion. The 1947 Victor recording. I play it sometimes on Sunday because she is the only person who ever sang it the way it should be sung."
"It is beautiful."
"She was a friend of my grandmother's. Briefly. One letter survives." She did not dwell. "You have met Camilla. You have not met Roland. Roland is an architect who does not retire because architects never do. Sit anywhere. Tea or wine? I have just opened the one you brought."
Camilla Hurst-Vega was on the sofa in a white linen dress, her legs tucked under her and a small plate balanced on one knee. She was perhaps my age, blonde in the well-maintained way, and had given me a two-handed handshake at the Pemberton memorial that I remembered. Roland was a tall, bird-boned man in his mid-seventies with eyebrows that moved ahead of his face, in a wing chair near the piano with a tumbler in one hand and the posture of a man who had been told the evening was informal and dressed for it in a linen jacket anyway. They both turned when I came in, and they both said hello with the careful warmth of people who knew I was the third funeral's widow, and they both, to their credit, did not say anything about it.
I sat in the chair Delia pointed me to, which was beside the piano and within reach of a side table holding a dish of Marcona almonds. I set the cane against the arm of the chair on the left side and accepted tea, which Delia poured from a brown pot. The tea was Earl Grey and hot, and it was the first cup of tea I had enjoyed since February.
They were talking, when I came in, about a novel. They did not require me to weigh in. Roland had opinions about it, most of them wrong. Camilla disagreed with all of them, patiently. Delia refereed by occasionally saying but in a tone that made both of them reconsider. I drank the tea and watched them, and was not, for several minutes, required to be anyone in particular. This was the gift Gwen had promised me the art studio could give, and I was grateful to Delia for giving it to me early.
"And how are you getting on, Margot," Camilla said at last, at the exact moment a polite woman says that and not a moment earlier.
"I am getting on."
"Good. We have all been getting on for some time now. It does not get easier, but it does get more specific, which I find useful."
I wrote that down, in my head. It was the kind of sentence Ann Whitfield's card had been trying to write and had not quite managed.
The conversation moved to the community. Roland had opinions about the pickleball courts. Delia had opinions about the library budget. Camilla had the politic neutrality of a woman married to a man still on the HOA board. They talked for a while about the Pemberton memorial.
"Susan held up," Camilla said. "I thought she might not. She did."
"Walter was a decent man," Roland said. "He did not know me well, and he was decent to me anyway, which is harder than people think."
"I thought of asking Helen today," Delia said to no one in particular, "and then I thought: Helen is tired. I will take her a plate tomorrow instead."
"How is Helen," Roland said.
"Tired. She said as much on Thursday, in the lobby. She said she would be better by next week."
"Helen is always about to be better by next week," Camilla said, fondly. "I should call her."
"Do call her. She would like that."
I sipped my tea and noted the name Helen without yet knowing I was noting it. The Marian Anderson recording ended and Delia put on something else, a piano piece I did not recognize but which I understood, by the way she spoke a single word to Roland across the room, was something she loved.
We stayed another forty minutes. I learned two things I had not known about pickleball. I learned one thing about the history of the building I lived in, which was that the original developer had wanted to name it Pelican Reach, and had been talked out of it by a wife whose name nobody at the gathering knew. I learned that Camilla had a brother who taught at Georgetown Law, and that Roland had once drawn a schematic for a building that had later appeared in a film. I laughed, not loudly, twice.
When I rose, the cane was in my left hand before I had reminded myself to put it there, which was an improvement on yesterday. Delia walked me to the door.
"You will come again."
"I will come again."
"Good." She said it, and meant it, in the same way she had meant the other things she had said to me in the last hour, which was fully.
I crossed the hall and let myself into 3A and stood for a moment with my back against the closed door. The apartment was quiet in the way it had always been quiet. It was, for the first time in some months, a quiet I could imagine living inside rather than being kept by.
The Zoom notification chimed at six o'clock.
Ellie appeared in the square, in her kitchen, in the olive green sweater she had bought at a conference in Madrid in 2019 and worn seven Sundays out of ten since. Her dark hair was pulled back the way she had worn it in medical school. She had her mother's unwillingness to take an obvious compliment, and the long hands that were not her mother's at all, and the particular quiet tiredness of a pediatrician on a Sunday afternoon. She was holding a mug in one hand and a paring knife in the other, and she was balancing something off-screen on the counter with her elbow.
"Hi, Mom."
"Hi, sweetheart."
"Hold on a second. Audrey, come say hi to Grandma before I send you outside."
A blonde head appeared at the bottom of the frame: Audrey, in a purple tulle skirt that had survived at least three Sundays in a row. She said Hi Grandma at top volume with her hand still on the counter, presented a paper airplane briefly to the camera with a proprietary nod, and vanished again. Behind her, Miles wandered into frame already talking, narrating something that involved the word molar and a gesture I understood to represent either a tooth falling out or a grenade detonating. He waggled the tooth for me. It was, by his account, two days from surrender.
"Keep the floss nearby," I said.
"Grandma says keep the floss nearby."
"She always says that," Ellie said from off-camera. "Go. Outside. Don't lose the tooth. Don't lose the dog. I'll be twenty minutes."
The children decamped. Ellie reappeared full in the frame with the mug again, and a small sigh.
"Sorry. How are you."
"I am fine."
"That is not an answer."
"It is the answer I have ready."
"Mom."
"I went to a small thing at Delia's across the hall this afternoon. Three of us over for tea, and I stayed for forty minutes, and I enjoyed myself. I am telling you because I know you are going to ask, and I would like you to know without asking that I am not, for the moment, worrying you."
She watched me for a second. "I like Delia."
"You have never met Delia."
"I like her on principle. She has been kind to you twice now."
"She has."
"Good. Keep crossing the hall. How is the hip."
"Better. Slightly."
"When did you last see Dr. Patel."
I looked at her. "I have an appointment on the twenty-second."
"Do you."
"Yes."
She tapped one long finger against the mug. I watched her do it. She did not, as far as I knew, have a tell of her own; if she did, she had not shown it to me. She was deciding whether to press me, and I was counting on her not pressing, because I was lying by almost no margin. The appointment existed. It had been rescheduled once by me and once by the office, and I had not yet called back to rebook. The twenty-second was the date as it currently stood on paper.
"All right," she said.
"All right."
"Audrey wants me to take her to the beach if the rain holds off. I have to go soon."
"Go."
"What else is happening."
There it was, the quiet, specific question: the kind that used to unlock the large answer. She had it from the other side of her, entirely. I thought, briefly, about telling her. I thought about what I would say and how she would hear it, and what she would do with it on a Sunday afternoon in Seattle when she was about to take a five-year-old to the beach.
"Nothing else," I said. "The weather is turning. There are more grackles than yesterday. I am reading a book about Teapot Dome."
"Of course you are."
"How is David."
"Tired. He is on a deal. He will be on a deal until June."
"Tell him I said hello."
"I will. I love you, Mom."
"I love you, sweetheart."
The call ended. The kitchen was quiet again. I closed the laptop and sat at the table with my hand resting flat on its lid, and I noticed, with a small specific shock, that I had just lied to my daughter. Not by much. But by some.
I had not lied to Ellie in fourteen months. It had not previously been something I had to practice. I filed the feeling the way I filed the thermos and Susan Pemberton's phrase and the attorney whose firm I had not recognized, and I stood up from the table and made my dinner.
I woke at twenty past one in the morning to the thin far sound of a siren.
It was coming from east of the tower. I did not, for a moment, place it as real. Then I was awake. It was real; it was on the property; it had entered through the main gate and was moving toward one of the eastern buildings, and it was slowing. The siren cut off. After a quiet, it did not come back on. Ambulances at Pelican Point did not always need their lights coming out; they only needed them going in, and by the time they were leaving, they were leaving without urgency for reasons that did not require a flashing bar over the roof.
I listened to the nothing that followed and lay with one eye toward the window for a while. The neighbor across the hall was, I knew, asleep by ten on any night that was not a Sunday one. The building was quiet. The salt creek beyond was quiet. The Gulf was inaudible as always.
I drifted back into something that was not exactly sleep at some point after two, and surfaced again at six with the feeling of a person who had been on a train all night. I made coffee. I drank it standing at the counter, watching the sky decide what kind of day it was going to be. Gray. It was going to be gray, which Florida did sometimes in April, and always undersold when it happened.
I walked to the Commons at half past seven with the cane in my left hand and my hip in an argumentative frame of mind. The bulletin board outside the dining room was an oak-framed thing with cork backing and glass over it, locked. Sylvia was there, in a black cardigan she had not yet buttoned, pinning a notice to the inside of the cork. She saw me coming and waited for me to reach her before she spoke.
"Margot. I am so sorry. I know you had not yet met her, but—"
"Met whom."
"Helen Marchetti. She passed overnight. In her apartment. Ibis Tower, Seven-C. A stroke, they think. The family is being contacted. Oh, Margot."
"I am sorry to hear it."
"She was one of our treasures." Sylvia said the sentence as she had, I imagined, said it several times already this morning, and would say it several more times before the day was out. The pin she was holding had been in her hand long enough that her fingers had warmed it. She slipped it into the cork and stepped back. The notice was bordered in a gentle gray. It said Helen Marchetti, 1944–2025, a service will be held at the Commons at two o'clock on Thursday afternoon, family present. It said the family. It did not list them. Sylvia had, I suspected, not yet fully confirmed who was coming from where.
"She had a granddaughter in New York," she said, because she needed to be telling someone. "Lucia. The son's daughter. Vincent is in Pensacola and will be here by this evening. Lucia is coming in from the city tomorrow. It is hard on a young girl."
"It is hard on everyone."
"It is. It is." She pressed the cork as if the pin might already be working its way out. "I should get on. There are calls. I am sorry, Margot. I am glad you came by. It is better to know from a person, I always think, than from an email blast."
"Thank you."
She patted my shoulder with the same professional gentleness she had pressed on me at Walter's memorial four days ago, and moved through the lobby toward her office. I watched her go. I did not, for a minute, do anything else.
The Commons smelled like coffee and the floor cleaner they used on Sunday nights. The Breakfast Table had not yet assembled; it was too early by half an hour. A single woman in tennis whites sat by the window with a paper. Outside, someone was walking a dog that was not Biscuit. The morning was gray and would remain gray.
I sat down on one of the benches under the awning and did not open the book in my bag. I held the cane between my knees with both hands and I counted.
Walter Pemberton had been eighty-three when he died. Helen Marchetti had been eighty-one. Two residents of Pelican Point Estates, dead inside eight days of each other, which was







