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      On the terrace outside Sandra Benedict’s window, beside the swimming pool that threw flashes of reflected light into her eyes like harsh confetti, the sixties cover band ran its sound check. Inside, voices hummed and glasses clinked as the catering staff set up bars and buffet tables downstairs. But Sandra didn’t feel like dancing, and the gnawing in the pit of her stomach didn’t come from hunger.

      The guitarist now practiced a familiar jangly, staccato opening riff, one that prompted the bartenders and waitstaff milling on her lawn to bob their heads in time, shake their hips, bite their lips, and grin at each other. Fun, fun, fun. She rolled her eyes and turned away from the window. “Wouldn’t It Be Nice?” would be more like it.

      Sandra took a long sip from her Sancerre and sat back down at the dressing table so Cass could work her magic. Cass twisted and pinned, twisted and pinned Sandra’s dark hair into an updo that would appear perfectly casual so its skilled craftsmanship would be properly obscured. While Cass worked, Sandra poked one of the diamond studs Jack had given her for their long-ago tenth anniversary into her earlobe, pleased she looked so good. Fifty-eight, but not a day over forty-six, thanks to a militaristic regimen of tonics, serums, peels, massages, pluckings, waxings, and an attention to SPF that bordered on the obsessive. Avoiding the sun was not a simple thing to do, especially here in Spartina Beach, if one wished to have any social life at all. Back in New York, people understood her, but here, they interpreted Sandra’s majestic and tightly woven sun hats as if she’d strapped a giant red stop sign to her head.

      Not that her efforts mattered, did they? She could hear Jack singing in the shower, a hip-hop tune that sounded ludicrous falling from the lips of a sixty-three-year-old man. She knew precisely where he learned it, and Jack knew she knew it, but he pretended it was something he stumbled across on the radio and chanced to like. If the man had any sort of personal credo, plausible deniability was it.

      “Hurry up, Jack,” Sandra called. “They’re going to be here soon.”

      Cass wedged the last hairpin into Sandra’s updo and misted her with a cloud of hairspray, then began to pack up her kit. Sandra knocked back the rest of the Sancerre and slipped on her Louboutins. Her feet would throb inside of the hour, but the pain would keep her alert.

      The water stopped. Moments later, the heavy wooden bathroom door flew open and slammed into the hard brass door stopper screwed into the intricate baseboard. Cass pretended not to notice, but Sandra winced. It was Willa who’d anticipated the need for those door stoppers, ordered by the case and painstakingly installed. Not ideal for a historic home, Willa had pointed out, but neither were divots in the wall plaster, and her brother Jack was a door slammer, always had been.

      “I’m surprised you’re going to show your face down there,” Jack said, ignoring the extra person in the room as he twitched the thick Egyptian cotton towel over his withered backside. “It’s not like any of these people are your friends.”

      “I’m supporting Willa.” Sandra fingered her empty wine glass, wishing she’d brought the bottle upstairs with her. “And that’s not true. I am friends with them.”

      “Friendly, maybe. But not friends. Of course, that’s what you should expect when you can’t be bothered to mix with the hoi polloi. Just because they’d rather discuss basketball and barbecue than Barbara Hepworth—”

      “That has never been my attitude, Jack, and you know it.”

      “You could fix it all, you know, if you’d just sign the dadgum papers.” He yanked a pair of boxer shorts from the walnut highboy in the corner and leaned against the bed to put them on. In over thirty years of marriage, Sandra had never grown accustomed to the way Jack clung to his homespun substitute profanity. He’d lived in Manhattan most of his adult life, swimming with the most profane sharks his profession could produce, and he certainly drank like his fellow Wall Street Masters of the Universe, but this one aspect of his Southern Baptist upbringing died hard. Sandra suspected, though medical science would never prove it, that Jack’s constant repression of one of his profession’s major vices caused those ulcers he’d had treated over the years. She imagined a new one festering away inside him every time they argued, an irritant that might have been easily salved if he’d only indulged himself in the questionable sin of a long vulgar rant. What a shame the man couldn’t possess the innards of an oyster, Sandra thought. She’d be buried in pearls by now.

      Jack threaded his legs through the shorts and bent to pull them up. “Sign them, then you can move back to New York and be happy again, be with people you like.” He said this in the tone he’d used with Lyle, decades ago, when he bribed their son with cookies to clean his room.

      The patronizing reptile. “The amount on the table’s an insult, and you know it,” she said.

      “How much do you want, woman?”

      “At least double.”

      “Ha! You’re crazier than a possum in heat.” Jack tore his tuxedo trousers off the valet stand and clenched his jaw as he tugged them over his thinning frame.

      “How much do you need, you greedy monster?” Sandra’s voice rose despite herself. Cass practiced reasonable discretion, but the caterers trafficked the hall downstairs, and who knew where Roberta lurked? She moderated her volume. “You can split your net worth in half and still be one of the wealthiest men in America.”

      “Ha! Keep dreaming, girlie. I’ll never catch Bezos that way. Ow! Jim-i-ny!” he gasped as he tried to straighten up. Pain twisted his face, and he gripped his back with a sunspotted hand.

      “Do you need me to—?” Sandra offered, her face softening. She started across the floor to where Jack stood, clutching at one of the bed posters, kneading his lower back with his free hand.

      “I’m fine!” he hissed.

      Sandra held up her hands. “Fine. Deal with it yourself.” She walked into her dressing room and unzipped the Prada gown she’d bought especially for tonight. Returning it to its hanger, she reached for her old favorite, a Carolina Herrera she’d worn to the Met Gala two years ago, before their move. She’d never wear it in New York again, at least not until it could be classified as vintage, but it was so pretty she couldn’t bear to part with it. It made her feel regal. Plus, no one here had ever seen it.

      She slipped it on. Cass helped her zip it up, and Sandra considered herself in the full-length mirror. The dress, a one-shouldered number in bronze-colored silk satin, was ruched in all the right places before its skirt flared to the floor. Delight fluttered in her heart and she gave a twirl, the silk rustling as it brushed the carpet. She stood taller in this dress. Her shoulders fell from her ears. She lifted her chin more easily. Was this the way Princess Diana felt when she bounded from her car at the Serpentine Gallery that night? If Sandra had her own I’ll-show-you dress, this was it. She blew herself a kiss. Sandra always imagined that, under different circumstances, she and Diana might have been close friends. Had the princess lived, they’d be almost the same age. And they both knew a fair amount about loneliness.

      And they both lived in prisons of a sort: beautiful old houses that demanded constant attention from staffs who appeared everywhere you turned and rendered true privacy a theoretical concept. The three rapid knocks on their bedroom door hounded her yet again.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Benedict? Ten minutes.”

      “Thank you, Roberta,” Sandra called. Cass motioned the question, Shall I open the door? Sandra shook her off and, after a moment, the house manager’s footsteps retreated down the hall.

      Ten minutes to showtime. And indeed a show, a performance, would be demanded from both of them. Tonight’s fundraiser for Willa’s nonprofit, the Historic Spartina Beach Foundation, needed to pull in over a million dollars in order to acquire and preserve a decrepit centuries-old school building Willa had set her heart on. Sandra appreciated the architecture and historical mission, and Willa possessed a discerning and tasteful eye and a passion for preservation, but deep down, Sandra thought Willa’s campaign was destined to be a losing battle. In fifty years, the entire town would be underwater, wouldn’t it, and with it all the money that might have gone to more sustainable causes.

      But whatever. It was Jack’s money, not hers, and she certainly understood the value of a pleasant distraction from more depressing affairs.

      She would have been grateful for a distraction of her own, she thought as she left her dressing room.  Jack whistled, tucking the tails of his tuxedo shirt into his trousers and tying his bow tie with speed and ease, despite his stiffening fingers, before crossing the floor into the bathroom and slapping cologne onto his sunburnt cheeks. He grinned at himself in the mirror, then caught a glimpse of Sandra’s reflection behind him. Jack might be an accomplished poker player, but Sandra’s thirty-two years of practice reading his eyes told her she’d scored a point. Her confidence swelled. Never one to cede even a temporary victory, Jack barked in the voice he typically reserved for his petrified interns and analysts. “Sign the papers, and let’s get on with it. Don’t provoke me.”

      “Is that a threat, Jack?” She reached for the wine glass on the table. A tiny drop lingered in the bottom and she tipped it back. In the corner, Cass blew frantically on her curling irons as she scrambled to collect the last bits of her gear.

      “I don’t make threats. I don’t need to.” He brushed past Sandra and started down the hall to the stairs. “Your problem—one of your problems—is you don’t know how to cut your losses. My offer’s generous. If you were smart, you’d take it and run. But you’re not smart, you greedy sow. Well, if you want the money so bad, come to court and get it.”

      “I will.” Sandra stalked after him, gripping the bowl of the glass.

      His laughter bounced off the grand curving staircase and echoed through the foyer. Below them, the catering service employees dressed in head-to-toe starched black uniforms scurried about like ants boiled out of a nest. Roberta stood in their midst directing the traffic.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Benedict—” she began.

      “What a joke!” Jack called over his shoulder. “My guys will eat you alive. They’ll go to the mat for me any day because they love me. I’ve cultivated that relationship for years. You’ve never understood the value of that, but you’re about to. Your guys care about their billable hours, nothing more. You’re a job to them. When this is all over, you think they’re taking you to the US Open?”

      He spun around at the bottom of the stairs and spread his arms, blocking her passage. Sandra hesitated on the top stair. A smile bled across Jack’s face, the one he reserved for his high-roller poker buddies whose bluffs he was about to call. “It’s lucky for me I married someone congenitally unable to make or keep a friend, because if I had, I might be facing an actual fight. But no one’s coming to your rescue. No one’s loyal to you. And because of that, you are always going to feel alone, and there’s not a dadgum thing you can do about it.”

      Sandra’s wine glass whizzed past Jack’s ear with inches to spare and splintered on the parquet. The servers in the hallway froze in their tracks.

      “You spiteful, selfish, wizened little gremlin!” Sandra gripped the banister with her shaking manicured hand. “I hate you!”

      Jack smirked. “Join the club, honey.” Then, after a pause: “Maybe you can make a friend there.”

      Silence seeped through the hallway like toxic gas. Opposite the staircase, the grandfather clock ticked, marking the heartbeats until the guests would spill through the door. It was Roberta who broke the tension. With the skill of a professional long used to such volatile displays, she smoothed her hands over her black pantsuit and spoke into her headset. “Hannah, we have a broken glass in the foyer and guests arriving in five.” Then she turned to her employers and smiled.

      “Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. Benedict. You’re both looking splendid. Everything’s set. Catering staff are ready to circulate. The bars are set up in the great room, the dining room, the loggia, and by the pool.” At the sound of her steady voice, the staff members thawed and scattered from the foyer, whispering their gossip in the house’s corridors.

      “Thank you, Roberta.” Sandra descended the stairs and edged to the left, past Jack, her stiletto heels shooting arrows of pain up her legs as she rushed down the paneled gallery to the family room, her sanctuary.

      “Mrs. Benedict!” Roberta pursued Sandra past the gallery’s series of framed photographs depicting the family in happier times. “Please, would you come to the kitchen? Willa and I need you to sample the—”

      “Not now, Roberta.” Her hands still shook, and she desperately needed a few moments alone to collect herself before the throngs of Spartina Beach socialites descended like mosquitoes, buzzing with their fake laughter and fake warmth, their pretentious cheek kisses and arm squeezes, drawing blood with every word that came from their barbed tongues.

      The family room, which lay at the end of the gallery, was Sandra’s favorite room in the house. Its stunning windows let in expansive views of the ocean and the sea oats that bobbed in the constant breeze. It was here that she sought refuge most days, curling up on a window seat with a book and that view of the ocean, hoping for a glimpse of her beloved porpoises as they played in the late-afternoon surf. On that window seat, she could escape into a novel and forget for a while the ache of her own life. It was nice to pretend someone else was overcoming drama worse than hers, even if it was pure fiction.

      She stopped short, the wind knocked out of her. Sitting there, in her window seat, was Nina.

      Jack materialized at Sandra’s elbow. “Oh, Nina!” he said, darting past Sandra and across the floor. “So lovely to see you.” He dropped a kiss on the woman’s taut and glowing cheek, lingering a bit longer there than was socially appropriate.

      Nina, dressed in a whiff of gold silk, looked like Honeymoon Barbie. Sandra resented the way her own stomach twisted at the sight of her. She hadn’t had the confidence to pull off such an outfit in her teens, much less in her mid-thirties, as Nina was. Whatever self-assurance her couture gown and professional hairstyling had granted her now swept out the window like a gnat carried off by a nor’easter.

      Nina rose and smoothed her long hair over her shoulder. “I’m sorry. Roberta suggested I wait here.”

      “I mean, what are you doing here, tonight? At my house.” Sandra laid a hand on a chair to steady herself.

      “I’m sure Lyle invited her, didn’t he, my dear?” Jack turned to the woman with a smile that bordered on a leer. “He’s probably skulking around in the great room. Run along and see if you can find him.” He gave Nina’s hip a pat as she slithered past him.

      Sandra, fuming, kept her eyes on Jack’s as Nina slinked past her and out the door. “Lyle my eye. How dare you invite her tonight?”

      Jack shrugged.

      “You have no sense of decency.”

      “You’d think, given your age, that hide of yours would be tougher,” Jack pointed out.

      “This isn’t a competition, Jack.” She wondered if he noticed the tremor in her voice, and she clenched her jaw to steady it. There was no way she’d start tonight out on her back foot.

      “Everything’s a competition, sugar. There’s always a winner, and there’s always a loser. And you know which one you’re going to be.”
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      His conscience twinged, ever so slightly, as he left her to melt onto her window seat, and he rubbed his chest with his mottled hand. Truth be told, Jack disliked arguing with his wife, but once threatened, he had to win, and he’d take the shortest route to achieve his victory, however cruel it might be. He viewed and treated every opponent equally, so whatever else you might say about him, you couldn’t say he wasn’t fair. Sandra knew all of this, he consoled himself, so in some respects, if she was left feeling bad, it was her own fault.

      As he passed back down the gallery, he stopped to straighten a photo of him and his favorite fraternity brothers from Chapel Hill. They stood on his fishing boat, the Stearn Bear, a Gamefisherman Explorer 130, which carried a smaller forty-six-footer on its aft deck just because she could. The picture had been taken three years ago, on his last real vacation, the four of them marlin fishing in the Florida Keys. Steve and Andy were still doing well, he supposed. But only a month after their fishing trip, Paul had unexpectedly keeled over at his desk in the middle of a major medical center, his office door closed. He lay there alone in his office, alone long enough that by the time he was found, no one in that prestigious institution had been able to save him. Paul had expected another quarter century ahead of him, plenty of time to hit his bucket list, say the things that begged to be said; time to arrange his affairs, take care of his loved ones. Which reminded Jack—he should call Chip tomorrow, tie up his own loose ends properly.

      How long had Paul lain there? Had it been painful? He must have known, must have prayed for someone to walk in, to save him, to not leave him to face it all alone. Those thoughts stalked Jack in his quiet moments, snuck up on him in the shower or when he practiced his golf swing, breathed hot on the back of his neck.

      “Once this ridiculousness with Sandra is over,” he mumbled, brushing imaginary dust from the frame, “I’m going on a long trip.” He’d pack Nina up on the Stearn Bear and cruise over to Bermuda while bulldozers tore this money pit down and replaced it with something modern and sleek like her; something that didn’t demand repair every three days. He’d drink gin and tonics on the poop deck while she sunbathed and swam. If Jack was certain of anything—and he seldom suffered feelings of uncertainty—it was that he deserved joy for the rest of his life, a phase he was desperate to begin as soon as possible.

      Adjacent to the Stearn Bear photo hung another one, twenty years old, of him, Sandra, and Kenneth Goodwin at the party to launch Wellspring Partners, the hedge fund he’d founded with Kenneth. A smart man, Kenneth. Good at the long game, but lacking the killer instincts needed to truly make a mark on Wall Street. It was the Midwesterner in him, Jack supposed; too congenial. If Jack hadn’t listened to Sandra, if he’d chosen someone other than Kenneth for his partner, how far might Wellspring Partners have gone? Jack’s ambition and hunger couldn’t be slaked; his race didn’t have a finish line, and therein, too, lay a gap between him and Kenneth. It made the fallout of the past few months a little less ugly, at least from Jack’s perspective. Kenneth would get over it; he didn’t need as much.

      He turned away. He must clear his head; Willa needed him to be on form tonight. The library beckoned, cool and dark on his left, and he nipped inside and mixed an old-fashioned from the bar there. Savoring the burn of the bourbon on the back of his throat, he watched through the window as cars pulled into the driveway, as parking attendants sheathed in white jackets despite the August heat pointed and waved their arms. Showtime. He jangled his ice cubes, took another long swallow from his glass, straightened his tuxedo jacket, then walked back into the gallery, closing the library door behind him.

      Up ahead in the foyer, Willa greeted the guests as they arrived, one hand fluttering habitually at her throat. Their eyes met over the shoulder of a silver-haired couple, and Jack watched relief flood her face. Her jiggling hand dropped to her side. At least someone around here was grateful for him.

      “There you are. Thank goodness,” she said as he made his way to her side.

      “You know I’m not going to abandon you,” he said, wrapping an arm around her waist and giving her a hug. Then he brushed past her, as if ignorant of the promise he’d just made, and strode down the hall into the kitchen, where the army of starched black shirts filed in and out, picking up the trays of stuffed mushrooms, bacon-wrapped scallops, and pyramids of chicken satay skewers. The scents filling the kitchen made Jack’s mouth water.

      “Jack, wait. Come back!” Willa called, pursuing him.

      “I’ll have one of those,” he said, snatching a scallop from a passing waiter’s tray.

      “What are you two doing here?” Roberta swept up to the marble-topped island as Jack stuffed the scallop into his mouth. “You need to be out there to greet your guests. Don’t eat those.” She edged a tray away from them and picked it up.

      Jack gripped the tray and pulled it firmly from Roberta’s hands, setting it in front of him. “This is my house, Roberta, and I’ll do as I please in it.” He plucked a grilled tiger shrimp from the tray and dragged his teeth over its flesh, tearing it from its tail. He chucked the tail onto the floor and cocked an eyebrow at Roberta.

      Roberta straightened her spine and lifted her chin. “Of course, sir.” She bent and picked up the shrimp tail and held it in her hand. “Excuse me. I need to make sure the band’s got everything they need.”

      She squeezed past Willa and Jack, through the clusters of servers who were already returning to refresh their trays, and dropped the shrimp tail into a garbage can. As Roberta pushed open the door to the hallway, a wave of chatter broke over them, then receded as the door fell shut behind her.

      “You are so bad,” Willa said, slapping Jack’s wrist playfully.

      “Oh, she’ll get over it. She always does.” Jack surveyed a platter of bite-sized desserts on an adjacent counter. “Besides, I’m right. She works for me, not the other way around.”
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      “Party time,” he said, giving her a wink and jostling the ice in his glass.

      He turned and walked down the hall to the foyer, but instead of greeting guests, he turned in the opposite direction, toward the open loggia doors.

      “Jack!”

      “I’ll be right back,” he promised.

      He wouldn’t; he’d be detained, ambushed by everyone he met. He, and not the Foundation, was the reason they filled the house tonight. In the year he and Sandra had lived in Spartina Beach, Jack had established himself as the town’s premier party host. This long receiving line of hugs and handshakes notwithstanding, these guests couldn’t care less about the Historic Spartina Beach Foundation, apart from it providing an excuse to buy an expensive gown, eat exquisite food, drink Jack’s pricey liquor, and dance to the songs of their youth. Week after week, over lunches and presentations to the Rotary Club and garden clubs and the chamber of commerce, Willa tried to engage people in the Foundation’s mission, its preservation goals, the economic potential for the town, but her talk fell on deaf ears.

      But she wouldn’t stop trying. These buildings had souls, she thought; they had stories, if only you would listen to them. Everyone needs something to care about, and Willa, lacking a partner or a family of her own, threw everything she had into the Foundation. The properties were her babies, very sick babies, and nursing them back to health consumed her. She loathed seeing anyone, anything, suffer.

      An hour had flown by already; the grandfather clock behind her struck seven. Willa alighted upon one group of guests after another. “Delighted you could make it,” she assured a portly man whose pre-tied bow tie hung slightly askew. “The Yancey School is such a worthy cause. Did you know, we’ve recently uncovered evidence it was a stop on the—”

      “Where’s that brother of yours? At the bar?”

      Willa forced her smile to linger. “He’s out in the loggia, I believe. Be sure to visit the tennis court,” she called to his retreating back. “The auction items are set up there.”

      Guests clogged the foyer. Roberta and her hired assistants nudged guests into the great room, just to the right of the stairs, or to the dining room on the left, or better yet, the bar outside. A steady but gentle breeze blew off the ocean, and when the bassist plucked the signature three pulses of The Temptations’ “My Girl,” the crowd cheered and filled the dance floor set up by the terrace. The faces of the guests seemed relaxed, at ease, but Willa couldn’t share in the feeling. She leaned on the frame of the loggia door, but only for a moment. Tonight was work, and if the Foundation didn’t make its target she’d have to organize another one of these things, call on Jack yet again.

      The crowd shimmied and waved on the dance floor, grooving to the music. Just beyond them, lines of chairs waited in the auction tent. Through the tent’s windows, Willa could see the auctioneer, Bill Ogden, and his assistant setting up. She checked her watch. There was a brief window between when the guests were lubricated enough to show off to one another and too sauced to stay awake. That window was the sweet spot at which they’d start the auction. She’d give it another hour, perhaps?

      Peeling herself off the doorframe, she started across the loggia toward the auction tent. No sooner had she done so than Jack breezed through the same doorway behind her, a fresh drink in hand. “This divorce is killing me, Willa.”

      Willa rolled her eyes, then turned and tucked her silvery bob behind her ear. “Nonsense, Jack. Stop being so dramatic.” She gestured him to a pair of chairs in the corner near the bar, then pointed to a bottle of Chardonnay, and the bartender poured her a generous glass. Taking it from him, she turned back to her brother and smiled her most comforting smile. “You’re holding all the cards here, so what’s the problem?”

      “The problem,” Jack grunted as he took another long sip, “is how much she’s asking. Says she can’t live in New York on what I’ve offered.”

      “Oh, that’s garbage.” Willa waved the notion away like a foul odor. “The apartment’s paid for, and she won’t need a staff. How much mess can one woman make?”

      “My thoughts exactly.” Jack jerked his chin at a silver-haired gentleman picking his way across the clusters of guests toward them. “Speaking of mess, Kenneth wants a piece of me, it seems.”

      Willa’s head whipped around. “Is he—? Oh, there he is.” The silver-haired man smiled patiently at the short couple who detained him, but his eyes flashed to Jack and Willa.

      Apprehension stained Willa’s eyes, but Jack squeezed her shoulder. “Ten grand says he wants to take my temperature on oil futures. Kenneth’s problem is that he’s afraid to make his own decisions. He spends so much time thinking, he loses every opportunity to take action. And that’s why he’ll never catch up to me.”

      Willa didn’t share Jack’s opinion, but in the interest of keeping his mood buoyant, she said nothing and smoothed an errant lock of hair off his forehead. “Not everything has to be a competition.”

      “Baloney! Of course it does. That’s what makes this country great.” Jack polished off his old-fashioned and considered the bottom of the glass, putting a hand onto the red brick wall to steady himself as he rose from his chair.

      “Slow down,” she said, rising after him. “Have a glass of water.”

      Jack kept his hand on the brick wall, still warm from a day’s worth of absorbed summer sunshine, as he handed his glass to a waiter. He caressed his house as though saying goodbye to an old friend. “Where are you going to hold your shindigs, Willa, when this place is gone?”

      This rubbish again. “You aren’t serious, are you?” she asked as she waved to a woman across the lawn.

      “I’m serious as a heart attack.”

      “You must reconsider.” Willa turned to face him fully and catalogued the arguments she’d given the stubborn goat a dozen times before. “This place is a historical gem. It’s only one of a handful of buildings to have survived every hurricane—you can’t even build replicas like this here anymore. Codes won’t allow it. To raze this place is unthinkable.”

      “And yet, I’m thinking about it.” Jack winked and clicked his cheek.

      “Why not donate it to Historic Spartina Beach? It would make a wonderful boutique hotel or a location for film shoots. The income it would generate for the town—”

      “That’s not my problem.”

      “Or sell it to me. I’ll take care of it, anyway.”

      Now it was Jack’s turn to look skeptical. “And what would you buy it with? You don’t have any money, not enough to pay me what it’s worth. And the hurricane insurance would drown you.” He stepped around her and climbed a short flight of brick steps into the garden. Willa followed him to a landscaped knoll overlooking the dunes, her pace slowed as she pulled her heels out of the sandy soil with every step.

      The house was built almost at the crest of a hill that was the highest point in Spartina Beach. From where they stood, they had an uninterrupted view of the Atlantic Ocean, the wide sandy beach, and over the inlet, thick with the spartina grasses that gave the town its name, where the sound met the ocean. The setting sun backlit the grasses and cast a golden glow over the water. From here, they could even pick out the silhouettes of herons and egrets fishing in the tall grass.

      “Would you look at this view?” Jack spread his arms, king of all he surveyed. “I’m not giving this up, not even to you, my dear.” He stared out to the horizon, breathing in the heavy, dense air as he closed his eyes. “It’s heaven. Plus, Nina adores it.”

      “But Jack—”

      “No, no, nope.” Jack snapped back from his reverie, his mouth pressed into a tight line. He put a hand to Willa’s back and steered her toward the house. “Not tonight, my dear. Life’s too short to argue about such things, and you have an important party to host. Let’s get another drink at the bar. That young fella in the loggia has a gift.”

      “Please be careful,” Willa said as she submitted to Jack’s insistent hand on her back. “The doctor said—”

      “I know what the doctor said.” His lip curled in disgust.

      “Don’t overdo it.”

      Jack gripped Willa’s elbow to help her down the stairs in her heels. He squeezed, and it took all of Willa’s focus not to yelp. “You know as well as I do,” he said, his eyes piercing hers, “I am always, always in control.”
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      To Jack’s credit, Sandra thought, he paced himself throughout the savory hors d’oeuvres. He drifted from one cluster of guests to another, greeting everyone by name, recalling a story from their shared past, and introducing strangers to their new best friends.

      He knew how to work a room. He would have made a natural politician. Jack had toyed with the notion on more than one occasion but always discarded the prospect. It required too great of a pay cut and demanded more accountability to other people than he found palatable.

      “Have you met any politicians?” Sandra had asked him when he made these complaints, but he’d waved her off.

      He’d just managed to give Kenneth the slip, too, she noted from where she stood in the foyer by the door to the dining room. The French doors were open to the patio beyond, and guests washed in and out, bringing the bugs with them.

      I should circulate. She swatted a mosquito. For Willa’s sake, if not to prove to Jack that she could. The boost of confidence she’d felt from her change of clothing had worn off hours ago, but she pushed herself off the wall and into the crowd. Just put one foot in front of the other, then do it again. Over and over. Smile and nod.

      She collected air kisses and hand pats as she moved through the foyer into the great room. The noise level rose louder and louder, punctuated by bursts of raucous laughter from some well-told, albeit almost assuredly distasteful, joke. She turned, looking for a friendly face, and spied Nina leading Jack by the hand through a door at the far end of the room, into his office. Jack grinned like a child at Christmas and threw a wink at a man nearby as he closed the door behind them. Sandra bit the inside of her cheek: a trick she’d learned years ago that performed the dual functions of making her appear to smile and distracting her from the humiliation searing her heart. At least this crowd wouldn’t connect the dots about the color she felt rising in her cheeks. Without question, they’d assume she was suffering a hot flash, and would offer their opinions on the most effective pharmaceutical remedies. So thoughtful.

      “Lovely party as always, Sandra.” A woman alighted at her elbow, squeezing her forearm with long, bony fingers while she sloshed her cocktail over Sandra’s wrist.

      “Thank you, Birdie. I’m delighted you’re enjoying yourself.” Birdie Davis’s real age, to which she would never confess, was somewhere between sixty-five and eighty-five, but her face had been pumped full of so much collagen you would be forgiven for thinking it belonged to a fifteen-year-old who’d been attacked by bees.

      “I mentioned to Jack, he’s welcome to join us for the season opener in Chapel Hill in a couple of weeks. If he can tear himself away from his work, that is.” Birdie poked her ice cubes with an olive-impaled toothpick and took another sip, then craned her head to look around the room. “I was looking for Sammy Blackwell. Have you seen him? We thought he might like our fourth ticket. Of course, you don’t want to go. You’re not really a sports person, are you?”

      She was telling Sandra, not asking her. “Not football, anyway. I do enjoy watching tennis. When we lived in New York, I went to the US Open every year.”

      “Tennis,” Birdie said, as if it were a word Sandra had just made up. “But you don’t play. I’ve never seen you at the club.”

      “I played when I was in college.” In fact, she still played by herself, on the court in her side yard. Ninety minutes every morning before the UV index on her phone app rose above two, and she had the toned shoulders and arms to prove it. The remote-controlled ball machine wasn’t much of a conversation partner, though. She’d thought of trying to find a partner at the club, but in truth, Sandra was painfully shy, and her lingering Long Island accent sent the locals scattering. For all their reputation of being warm and welcoming, the residents of Spartina Beach treated her as a perpetual outsider, always assuming she’d return to New York at the first opportunity. And so the assumption seemed to ensure its own outcome.

      “That’s been a while,” Birdie pointed out. “Were you any good?”

      “I played varsity.”

      If Birdie was surprised, her facial muscles were too frozen to reveal it. “Is that a fact? Whoever would have guessed it?”

      Anyone who bothered to talk to me for ten minutes? But she smiled at Birdie and said, “Well, you know. I’m full of secrets and surprises.”

      “I’ll bet you are, sugar.” Birdie fondled her forearm again. “Don’t forget to tell Jack about that ticket,” she called as she tottered off.

      How long, Sandra wondered as she pushed her way back through the great room and out into the cooler air of the foyer, must I pretend to enjoy this before I can sneak upstairs and Zoom with Carol? Her dear college friend was recovering from back surgery, and her husband, Mickey, was overwhelmed, so Sandra had spent two of the last four weeks in their guest room in Boston, fixing meals, doing housework, and chatting with Carol in between her naps. It was the happiest she’d been in years.

      “You don’t have to do this, Sandra,” Carol had said.

      “I used to be a nurse, remember?” she’d answered as she helped Carol navigate her stairs. “Don’t you take away my fun.”

      Their third close friend, Genevieve, was an FBI special agent in Washington, DC. Because Gen’s hours were longer and less predictable, Sandra hadn’t talked often with her in recent years. They still exchanged Christmas cards, but the phone calls had fallen off and the Zooms had never started. Sandra paused to slip her foot out of her shoe and flex it. Today, she realized, was Gen’s birthday. In the chaos of party preparations, she’d neglected to send her a card. Did Gen ever think about her anymore? Probably not; she was likely too busy stopping international crime rings. Must be nice to have a purpose.

      “Are we having fun yet?” A baritone voice in her ear made her jump.

      She turned to find Kenneth Goodwin smiling down at her. Despite the ugly recent history that existed between Jack and his now-former business partner, Kenneth appeared awfully good-natured. It was one of many things Sandra liked about him: his apparent ability to put past betrayals behind him. Perhaps one day soon, he’d share his top tips with her.

      Right now, she smiled, relieved to have found one genuinely friendly face in the crowd. “I am so glad you’re here,” she said.

      “That makes two of us.” Kenneth propped against the doorframe of the great room and cast his gray eyes over the scene. “Have you ever seen such a convention of posers in one place?”

      Sandra snickered. “You’re saying that for my benefit, I know. You like it here, though, don’t you? You seem to have adjusted very easily, anyway.”

      In the earliest dark days of the pandemic, as Manhattan became a relative ghost town, Jack suggested they move their hedge fund partnership somewhere less crowded. Having grown up on the North Carolina coast, he yearned to return. Kenneth, an affable Midwesterner who could adapt to most any situation, agreed and packed up his life for remote working by the beach. Three months later, Jack—suddenly sober to the expense of maintaining a historic property in a region prone to hurricanes—identified a personal need for Kenneth’s half of the fund’s profits and maneuvered him out of the partnership. After a couple of weeks to process the shock and betrayal, Kenneth set his jaw and founded his own wealth management company. Every time Sandra ran into him around Spartina Beach, Kenneth seemed relaxed and at peace. No trace of resentment—not that she could detect. It was unbelievable, really.

      “My priorities have grown clear,” he’d said when Sandra apologized for Jack’s behavior for the fifth time. “All that matters is the people in your life. If you have someone you care about beside you and can take care of them—”

      He’d trailed off, embarrassed. The fact was, Kenneth was single and had been for decades. Not that he hadn’t had plenty of opportunities to partner off and settle down; he had. But Sandra understood that the warmth he’d long shown her was more than a casual Midwestern friendliness toward his now-former business partner’s wife. It had been Sandra who’d urged Jack to hire Kenneth as his partner so long ago, and if she were honest, that recommendation wasn’t entirely business-oriented. Something had sparked the moment they met, and more than twenty years later, they both tended those embers. Sandra occasionally indulged herself in the fantasy of an affair with Kenneth—Jack had them; why shouldn’t she?—but she never offered. And Kenneth, ever the respectful gentleman, never asked, but the spark remained, warming Sandra to her marrow every time they spoke.
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      A tall, handsome man in his mid-thirties squeezed through clusters of sequined dresses and came to stand at the foot of the stairs. “Mom? You look like you need a break.”

      “I’m fine, Lyle.” Sandra brightened further as she focused on her son. “Kenneth’s been keeping me company. I was wondering if you’d come out of hiding.”

      “I’ve been here all night.” Lyle shook Kenneth’s hand, then plunged his hands into his pockets and looked around the room. “Aunt Willa made me promise to help her out. Per her instructions, I’ve done my best to charm every woman here over the age of fifty. More than one asked if I was an item on the auction list.” Lyle made a face. “On the bright side, I got some leads for the trio, events coming up this fall that might want us to play.”

      “So it’s not a total waste of your time.” Sandra rubbed her son’s shoulder. “Though I know you’re ready to be back in the city.”

      “I needed a break. I wrote two new songs this week. I haven’t been able to write for months.”

      “That’s terrific, Lyle. It’s so good to see you feeling hopeful again.”

      Willa skittered past, then doubled back to where they stood. “Have you seen Jack? I need him.”

      Sandra shook her head.

      “I haven’t,” Lyle said.

      “If you see him, tell him I’m looking for him.” And she was off again.

      “She’ll have to take a number,” Kenneth said, shifting his weight and scanning the crowd.

      Lyle’s eyes drifted away from Sandra’s to gaze over her shoulder. His smile melted into something more ambiguous, even perplexed. Sandra followed his glance and saw Nina staring in his direction, a half smile on her face, lashes fluttering. Sandra turned back to Lyle.

      “Are you—”

      “Excuse me, Mom. If you’re feeling well, I’m going to mingle some more.”

      Sandra bit back her comment. “I’m fine, dear. Go have fun.”

      Lyle kissed his mother’s cheek, shook Kenneth’s hand, and slid into the great room. Sandra pivoted slowly, and out of the corner of her eye she saw Nina kiss Lyle’s cheek. He leaned down to speak into her ear, and she laughed and punched him playfully on the arm. They made a good-looking couple, Sandra had to admit.
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      Roberta stood in the corner, listening to the chatter on her headset and ignoring the guests who stumbled through the doorway, tripping on the antique rug and splashing sticky cocktails on her black pantsuit and in puddles on the floor. As unobtrusive as she was, she might have been mistaken for a sculpture.

      Once the auction got underway, she’d be able to tell for sure, but the party looked successful and likely to set Willa up with the fundraising she needed. Willa worked the crowd, flitting from one group to the next, laughing and grabbing waiters by the elbow to get her guests another canape. The noise of the party had risen steadily all night; Roberta could tell from the ringing in her ears that she’d have a crashing headache before the event was over. She wouldn’t have minded one of those sticky cocktails from the bar, but she didn’t allow herself when she was working.

      Being employed by Jack meant she was always working.

      Roberta was skilled at reading people quickly, and though Willa appeared relaxed to the casual observer, Roberta could tell she was anything but. How many times had the woman revisited basic decisions about the night? They must have changed the menu half a dozen times, the band at least twice after the contracts were signed, necessitating payments of fees that could have been avoided if Willa had just taken a breath. When Roberta broke the news to Gracie yesterday that they’d changed the menu again, after Gracie had bought all her supplies, she thought the poor woman would have a stroke. Oh, well. Gracie knew whom she was dealing with, and that was what contract change fees were for.

      The kitchen door swung open, and Roberta spied Gracie hovering at the marble-topped island, placing tiny key-lime tartlets on a silver serving platter. She glanced up just then and shot Roberta a smile and a wink. She’d be gone again before Roberta could get across the room to speak to her. Given the sensitivity of her situation, Gracie’s goal tonight had been to be on the premises as little as possible. She’d told Roberta so herself.

      Roberta crossed the room for a different vantage point. From the foyer, she spied Kenneth and Jack enter Jack’s office and shut the door. Birdie Davis spilled her drink into the piano; she’d have to call tomorrow morning to have the instrument cleaned or Lyle would be furious. Fortunately, the young man was nowhere to be seen. Willa materialized at Sandra’s elbow; Sandra strained to appear concerned. Judging by the pained look in Willa’s eyes, some crisis was brewing; someone probably said something catty to her, and she’s overreacted. Roberta peeled herself off the wall and navigated toward Willa’s side. Half her time these days was spent soothing the woman’s nerves. This task wasn’t in her job description, not by a long shot, but working for Jack meant it was one of those things she’d be forced to cope with. One more item on a long, long list.
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      Tastes to me like they scraped it off the dumpster behind the marina. The words buzzed in Willa’s ears. Was it her imagination, or had everyone noticed, was everyone laughing at her? People kept glancing her way, and she couldn’t tell for certain if the glances were innocuous, mocking, or pitying.

      “Where have you been?!” Willa paused in her pacing when Jack marched through the kitchen door, Roberta in tow.

      “Kenneth finally cornered me,” he groused. “Now Roberta says you have some matter of national security to discuss? Do you or do you not want me to prime the Mortimers for the auction?”

      Willa beckoned him to the island, where rows of trays of petite desserts lay ready to circulate.

      “I overheard Mary Margaret Callahan telling someone that one of the desserts tasted spoiled! Jack, if someone gets sick, it’s going to ruin the night. I’ve got to make my target. The night’s got to be perfect!” Her eyes glossed with tears.

      “Everything’s tasted fine,” Jack said. “Mary Margaret’s taste buds are out of whack. It’s a problem left over from her chemo treatments.”

      “But she’s one of my top prospects! I need her to bid tonight. And she could influence others. I don’t even know how she got hold of it, the desserts aren’t supposed to be passed yet. Roberta, this is your fault! You’re not controlling the caterers. You were supposed to wait for my signal.”

      “I’ll handle Mary Margaret,” he said, placing a firm hand on her arm. “Don’t work yourself up into a lather.”

      Roberta cleared her throat. “There was a slight miscommunication with one of the servers, but I put a stop to it. The rest of the desserts are waiting for your cue.” She checked her watch. “Shall I direct the waitstaff to circulate them now? It’s almost time to start the auction.”

      Willa glanced at her watch, and her eyes bulged in panic. “Oh my goodness. Is Bill ready? Go ask him. If not, we’ll have to stretch the dessert course, and we didn’t order enough. You’ll have to get the caterer—”

      “I’ve got it under control,” Roberta promised and left the room.

      Willa opened her eyes wide and stared at nothing in particular. Every child knows this trick, to prevent the tears from falling, and it often works so long as no one touches you.

      Jack squeezed her arm. “It’s going to be fine.”

      Willa’s eyes dropped to the island top, the outlines of its contents blurring with tears that threatened to undo her entire night. She wanted to believe him, but the only image her mind could produce—apart from all those laughing faces—was that of her own hands clinging to chain-link construction fencing as a wrecking ball knocked the poor school’s guts out. Mary Margaret, Roberta, and the caterers: control over the night was slipping completely from her grasp. It was wildly unfair that something so important could be decided by the questionable judgments of a person as pointless as Mary Margaret Callahan, and not by her own thoughtful, meticulous, intentional hard work.

      She wouldn’t let it happen. It wasn’t over yet; she would go out there and dazzle. She would will the night’s success, person by person, choice by choice.

      A tray of tiny cups of chocolate mousse dusted in a granular topping lay on the island, along with a dish of tiny dessert spoons. She picked up one and handed it to Jack, along with a spoon. “Taste this?” She picked up a matching one and slid a bite into her mouth. “I’ve been second-guessing this for days. What do you think? Too bitter? It’s too bitter, right?”

      “What is it?” Jack asked, scooping the mousse up in a thick spoonful and popping it down the hatch.

      “It’s a chocolate mousse made with toasted pecan bitters and a roasted espresso bean topping. I think it’s lovely, but people here have such a sweet tooth. What if we pair them with little shots of something? Bailey’s, maybe? Though that might be overdoing it.” Willa lingered over her own spoonful, her eyebrows puckered in deep concentration. “We need something else. If Mary Margaret tries one, she’ll declare the event a disaster and leave, and she’ll take the Conroys, the Jacksons—it’ll be a catastrophe! How much port do you have in the cellar? We have time, I think, to make that happen if I can get Roberta back. Or we could—”

      Jack swiped a finger around the cup and licked it clean. He sucked his teeth and rocked his head back and forth, considering. “I like it,” he said, tossing the dirty spoon onto the marble countertop. “You can really taste the pecan bitters. Beautiful touch.”

      “Says the man with tonic water running in his veins.”

      “You fret too much,” he said, grabbing Willa’s spoon and finishing hers off. “Everyone’s drunk anyway. They won’t notice the flavor, or they’ll forget about it by the time the auction starts. And don’t worry about Mary Margaret,” he said, anticipating her protest. “She can’t resist me. If I try one next to her and go on about how fabulous it is, she’ll follow my lead. She won’t dare say another bad word.”

      Willa glanced at the crowd that was gathering out by the pool. “Jack, if we don’t raise at least a million tonight, developers are going to tear the school down—”

      “Don’t worry about it, honeybun.” He leaned over and kissed Willa’s cheek. “You know I’m going to take care of you.”

      She smiled bravely at him. “I don’t want to depend on you. It’s not fair.”

      “I enjoy saving the day,” he said, brushing the tip of her nose with his finger.

      Willa flung her arms around his neck and hugged him tight. “You’re my rock,” she whispered.
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      Roberta returned and assured Willa all was well with the auctioneer. The waiters circulated the desserts. Jack glued himself to Mary Margaret Callahan, escorting her through the house, towing Nina in his wake, Lyle drifting close behind.

      For the next half hour, the party buzzed along smoothly. Sandra, with Kenneth by her side, made polite small talk with anyone who walked past, focusing on the pain that crept up her calves to her knees. You can do this. Don’t give up now. You’re almost done.

      Willa appeared, grasping at Sandra’s arm as though she were drowning. “It’s time to start the auction,” she said. “Jack promised to make a speech first. Not that I even know where he is. He’s always scampering off somewhere.” She checked her watch. “Do you think it’s too early to start?”

      Sandra glanced at the clock, which read ten minutes to nine. “It’s not too early,” she said. “But I haven’t seen Jack. Not in the last half hour, anyway.”

      Willa climbed on the first step of the staircase and peered into the great room and the dining room across the hall. “Where could he be? Do you see Mary Margaret? He was talking to her the last time I saw.”

      “Check the bedrooms and closets,” Sandra said. “He’s probably feeling up that nymph of his.”

      “Last I saw him, Willa, he was going into the library.” Kenneth twitched a finger in the direction of the library door.

      “Oh, thank you, Kenneth. If you see him, tell him I’m looking for him?”

      “Will do.” Kenneth waved Willa off as she spurted through the crowd. Sandra closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “Maybe when all this is over, you and I can get away somewhere,” Kenneth murmured. “Far away. Mexico. The Maldives?”

      Sandra’s hand dropped from the bridge of her nose to rest at the base of her throat. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to picture it. In her daydreams, she occasionally tried to imagine what it would be like to relocate permanently to some tiny island nation. Could she really do it? Give up the museums and parties and people she missed in New York, the luxurious life to which she’d grown accustomed? After fights with Jack, her mind fled there, working out the details. She’d nearly decided she could, as long as Kenneth accompanied her. All this, though, meant more than tonight’s gala; it meant a protracted and nasty fight with Jack. Getting past all this would be painful. At the moment, it felt like little more than a fantasy. Don’t get excited yet. She pressed her lips together and steeled herself to get through the next hour.

      “One thing at a time,” she whispered.
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      Roberta resumed her station in the corner of the dining room, listening to the chatter on her headset, her eyes scanning the room without ceasing.

      Jack leaned on a heavyset man next to him who wheezed with laughter, tears running down his cheeks.

      “Oh, Jack! You’re such a rascal!” Mary Margaret Callahan’s head of white curls bobbed as she swatted playfully at him.

      “What can I say? I wasn’t going to let that dirtbag weasel into our foursome. I don’t care how many condo developments he’s building.” Jack straightened up, wobbling slightly as he did so. “Excuse me, Rog. My son seems to want a word.” He gestured to where Lyle and Nina stood a few feet away, beckoning to him.

      Jack staggered across the floor. Good grief, Roberta thought. How much has he had to drink? She edged her way around the room to the bar and asked for ice water and a lime wedge in an old-fashioned glass. If it looked like a vodka rocks, he’d be more willing to drink it.

      Covering the glass with her free hand, she twisted through the crowd until she found herself at Jack’s elbow. She hovered just out of their circle, waiting discreetly for the right moment.

      “Lyle’s lined up four gigs for the trio tonight.” Nina’s gaze switched back and forth between Lyle’s fixed smile and Jack’s florid grimace. “I think that’s fantastic. Don’t you agree, Jack?”

      “Is that a fact?” He cocked an eyebrow at his son.

      “It is.”

      “Well, then. That’s wonderful news.” Jack rocked back on his heels, stumbling a little. Lyle and Nina each reached for an elbow to steady him. “It’s about time you supported yourself.”

      A tense silence fell on their group. Roberta seized her opportunity.

      “Excuse me, sir?” She laid a hand gently on his arm and he turned, not having seen her approach. “I thought you might like a little refreshment.”

      “What’s in it?” he asked as he grabbed the glass from her hand.

      “It’s ice water.”

      “And what?”

      “Nothing. Just ice water.”

      “No secret ingredients?” He peered into it.

      “No, sir,” Roberta said.

      “What a shame.”

      “You really should—” Lyle began, but Nina shook her head.

      Jack’s mouth ticked up on one side in annoyance at the lack of alcohol, but he shook his head and knocked back the contents of the glass in one long gulp. He wiped his mouth on the cocktail napkin, crumpled it, stuffed it into the glass, and handed the lot back to Roberta.

      “I really should what?” he asked Lyle, poking his son in the chest.

      “Nothing at all.” Nina grabbed Jack’s hand and squeezed it. Turning to Roberta, she smiled. “Thank you, Roberta. You’re so thoughtful.” With that, Roberta was excused from the conversation.

      “She is a professional,” Lyle said.

      Jack blinked a few times and frowned, wincing as he gazed at the floor.

      “Had a few too many tonight, buddy?” A man with a sunburnt face and watery yellow hair clapped Jack on the shoulder. “Or is tonight’s bar bill giving you a heart attack?”

      “You look like you need to lie down,” Lyle said.

      “I’m fine!” Jack roared, snapping his head up. His squinting blue eyes shot daggers at each of them in turn, and the others in the circle took half a step back. “Sorry. I’m sorry. Just a flash headache from that ice,” he said, waving his hand as if brushing away an annoying insect. “It’s nothing.”

      Roberta backed slowly away, colliding with Willa, who turned and slumped in relief. She didn’t notice the house manager at all.

      “Oh, Jack! You slippery man. It’s time for you to announce the auction.” Willa, half turned toward an approaching guest, reached for her brother to tug him along, but when he didn’t budge, she gave him her full attention. “Good grief,” she said, leaning closer to Jack’s face. “Are you all right?”

      “I said, I’m fine!”

      “Too much,” Lyle mouthed at her, tipping an invisible glass to his lips.

      Willa hesitated. “I’ll make the speech if you’re not up to it.”

      “I promised I would, and I’m going to do it.” Jack slurred his words, but he straightened his jacket and grabbed Willa’s hand. “Let’s go.”

      The four of them—Jack, Willa, Lyle, and Nina—maneuvered through the crowd into the foyer. Roberta trailed a few steps behind them. She caught Sandra’s eye; Sandra set her jaw and edged away from the stairs, Kenneth following loyally on her heels.

      Willa tapped on her wine glass with a spoon. “Attention!”

      The crowd quieted and turned toward them.

      “Hello, everyone. It’s a real treat to see y’all here.” Jack turned from one side of the room to the other, waving an arm to all the guests. “I’m thrilled you’ve shown up to eat my food and drink all my liquor.”

      The crowd laughed.

      “Where’s the wine cellar, Jack? The bar’s about empty!”

      “Who was that?” Jack put a hand to his eyes to block imaginary glare and scanned the crowd. “Was that Rusty? Oh, Rusty, you’re never finding my wine cellar. You couldn’t find your own backside with two hands and Google Maps!”

      The crowd roared at this. “Now, to get serious for a minute. Just a minute,” he insisted as the crowd pretended to protest. “The real reason we’re here tonight is to support Historic Spartina Beach’s latest project, the preservation of the Yancey School on Shore Road.”

      Polite applause rippled through the house.

      “It’s a project quite dear to my darling sister Willa’s heart.” He squeezed her hand and winked at her. “And because you’re generous people, I know you’re going to do right by us both, and by this important historic landmark. We’ve got some incredible items up for auction tonight, from fine artwork to Broadway tickets to a week-long trip to London. So, please, refresh your glasses and make your way out to the tent by the pool, where our auctioneer, the talented Bill Ogden, will help you part ways—”

      He gripped the banister of the stairs and doubled over. Willa and Nina rushed to support him.

      “Time to lay off the sauce, Jack!” someone shouted.

      “Go take a nap!”

      “Leave your checkbook with me! I’ll take good care of it!” another voice said.

      “Excuse me! Just a second.” Jack winced and shook his head.

      “Jack?” Willa took his face in her hands. Nina peered anxiously over her shoulder at him.

      “—part ways with your spare change.” Jack braced himself, dragging his eyes open. “For a good cause! Don’t mind me,” he insisted, waving away the guests who’d edged closer to him. “My friend Pete at the bar made that last one a bit stiff. I just need a few more of those delicious scallops! Waiter!” Jack stretched his face into a smile as he squinted over the guests.

      The tipsy crowd, apparently satisfied with Jack’s explanation, staggered out the door and across the patio toward the auction tent. Sandra hung back, shepherding wayward guests in the proper direction.

      Lyle tugged Nina’s hand. She stepped closer, and he whispered in her ear. She took something from her purse, and her arm snaked around Lyle’s waist, her fingers fidgeting with the flap on the pocket of his tuxedo jacket. His hand grazed Nina’s hip and tangled with the fingers of her free hand. He glanced up as he did so, making eye contact with Roberta for an instant. He dropped Nina’s hand and straightened up. Nina looked at him, puzzled, then followed his line of sight and stepped away from him, holding her hands behind her back.

      Roberta smiled at an elderly lady and walked her to the door to the patio. A third of her job involved pretending she hadn’t seen things she actually had. Willa, uncertain where she belonged, flitted between the door and Jack’s side like an insect trapped under glass.

      Sandra crossed the floor and grabbed Jack’s wrist. “Look me in the eye and tell me how much you’ve had to drink.” He ignored her and wrenched his wrist away.

      Nina leaned over and whispered in Jack’s ear. He looked at her and shook his head, but allowed her to take his hand.

      “I’m putting you to bed,” she said.

      “But the auction. The guests—”

      “They’ll be fine,” Lyle said.

      Roberta shooed the last lingering partygoers outside and shut the doors. “Willa’s got everything under control. Right, Willa?”

      “Of course.” Willa’s mouth trembled, but she forced a smile for her brother. “Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll take it from here.”

      “I should be the one—” Sandra said, reaching for Jack’s arm. He jerked it away.

      “No,” he snarled. “I don’t want you.”

      Sandra stumbled back as if she’d received an electric shock. Nina pulled Jack’s hand, and he followed her up the stairs, resting briefly on each one, gripping the banister with his other hand.

      “He’s going upstairs with that cute girl,” someone murmured as the pair rounded the curve on the stairs. A scarlet flush bled over Sandra’s cheeks.

      Roberta took control. “This way, please,” she said loudly, hustling the stragglers out the door.

      “Come on,” said Kenneth, his hand encircling Sandra’s wrist. “Let’s go watch the circus.”

      “No. I’m not going out there.”

      “But you must,” Willa said. “As the other host—”

      “I am not going to stand there and smile while they gossip about me. I’m leaving.” She lingered, though, at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Someone will check on him,” Lyle promised.

      “Do you want company?” Kenneth asked as Sandra started down the gallery to the family room.

      “No,” she said over her shoulder. “I have to be alone. I have to think.”

      She swept through the family room and out the French doors into the warm night air, pausing on the terrace. Across the lawn, the tent glowed from within, and the rapid-fire twang of the auctioneer and the crowd’s laughter carried on the sea breeze to her ears. Sandra kicked off her heels by the door and ran across the lawn to a wooden walkway that traversed the dunes and led down to the beach. She didn’t stop running until she’d rounded the curve and put all sight and sound of her house and the party behind her.
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      Kenneth excused himself to the restroom, and Lyle ducked into the kitchen to pick through the leftovers. Willa crossed the lawn to the auction tent.

      Inside the tent, excitement swelled like a gas, intoxicating everyone who breathed it in. The warm-up items—the paintings and gourmet restaurant dinners—had sold quickly, and now the guests showed off for one another, trying to impress their friends with how generous and casual they could be with their cash. Willa watched the proceedings from the doorway, her heart racing. Bill Ogden had a gift for coaxing the bidders higher and higher, knowing just when to pause in his peculiar singsong to nudge the next sucker onward. She tiptoed down the side aisle to Bill’s assistant, who showed her the current tally. Willa’s heart sang. They’d make their goal for the evening, she was sure of it, and the school would be saved. Jack had come through for her, as promised.

      “The next item up for bid is a set of four courtside seats for the Duke-Carolina game in Cameron Indoor Stadium.” An excited buzz ran through the crowd. In this part of the country, nothing short of a dinner with Jesus Christ himself would fetch more excitement from the bidders. “I know a lot of you have your season tickets in the Dean Dome, but you’d give your eyeteeth to watch the Tar Heels cut down the nets in Cameron. Or to tell Coach K what you really think of him.” A hiss came from the Duke fans in the crowd. “And for those of you who favor dark blue, I know you’ll pay top dollar just to stop your friends from enjoying that opportunity.” Laughter roared through the tent.

      “We’re going to start the bidding for this package at ten thousand dollars. I’ve got ten in the back who’ll give me twenty…” Bill’s twang, lyrical as a bluegrass banjo, hounded the bidders, and their paddles waved in the air in mesmerized reply.

      Willa glanced up. Kenneth slipped into the back of the tent, Nina close by his side. The woman murmured something to him and wrinkled her nose, and he threw his head back and laughed. Willa turned away and applauded as the bids cleared a hundred thousand dollars for the tickets. In the morning, when he was sober, the winner would argue to himself that the game was a once-in-a-lifetime experience and worth every penny; whatever the argument, Willa didn’t care. In a week’s time, the Foundation would close on the property and another lonely landmark would be rescued. That was what mattered.

      Lyle sidled into the tent and came to stand next to his aunt.

      “How’s everything going? Maybe I don’t need to ask,” he corrected himself as Bill sang out, “One fifty now, one fifty, one fifty, one fifty from the fan on the left. Do I hear one sixty? Who’ll give me one sixty, one sixty, one sixty for the night of your life.”

      “It’s perfect,” she whispered, squeezing her nephew’s arm.

      “One ninety, one ninety, don’t be shy, one ninety from the man in the back. Thank you, sir. Who’ll make it two now, gimme two, gimme two, two hundred…”

      “Insane,” said Lyle.

      “And we’re only halfway through the lot,” Willa said. Relief flooded her face as the gavel banged down. “Sold to the couple in the very front row, two-thirty for the greatest game of your life!”
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      Around the time the pair of jet skis were on the block, Lyle slipped off his jacket and hung it on the back of his chair. Although a breeze passed through the tent, the warm late summer air was humid. He peeked at his watch. “Should I go check on Dad?”

      Willa nodded.

      “Come with me? He’s not going to listen to anything I tell him.”

      “Or anyone else, for that matter.” Willa shrugged. “But yes, let’s. Bill’s taking a break.”

      The crowd was stretching, moving around to congratulate the bidders on their incredible luck or foolishness, depending on how well they were liked.

      Willa stepped out of the tent and paused to speak to a friend. Lyle squeezed past Nina in the doorway. “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “To check on Dad.”

      “Wait,” she said, putting a hand on his chest. “I don’t think you should do that.”

      Lyle’s chest rose and fell rapidly as Nina’s hand lingered there. She could feel his heart racing, he felt sure. “Why not?” he said, a half smile quirking one corner of his mouth.

      “He needs to rest.”

      “I’ll make sure he doesn’t hear a thing.”

      “But Lyle—”

      Birdie Davis put a hand on Lyle’s arm and shifted him out of the way. “Excuse me, Lyle dear, you’re blocking the way. Your daddy’s going to have one heck of a hangover tomorrow.”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Davis.” Lyle edged closer to Nina to let the old woman pass and grabbed Nina’s elbow. “Did you put a trash can by the bed?”

      She winced. “No.”

      “What if he—?”

      “Okay, fine,” Nina said. “But I’m coming with you.”

      The three of them crossed the lawn, the night brilliant with stars. Light spilled from the house like melting ice dumped from the bartenders’ chiller buckets. Roberta met them as they entered the foyer.

      “Have you checked on Jack, by chance?” Willa asked.

      “No,” Roberta said. “May I be of any help?”
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      She followed the three up the stairs and down the hall. The heavy door to the bedroom was closed. Willa raised her hand to knock, but Nina swatted it away.

      “Don’t knock,” she said. “Just quietly open the door.”

      Willa gave Nina a look of irritation, but she obeyed. The door opened silently. Roberta kept the hinges well oiled.

      A wedge of light from the hall sliced into the room. In the dim room, Jack lay on his side in the middle of the bed, atop the bedspread, in an undershirt and his tux trousers.

      “Oh, you did put him on his side,” Lyle said.

      Nina scowled. “Of course.”

      Willa slipped over to the bed, pulled a blanket from its foot, and unfolded it. Lyle leaned against the doorway. Nina stood beside him, arms crossed, fidgeting.

      “We should go. I don’t want to wake him,” Nina said.

      “Then quit talking,” Lyle whispered.

      Willa draped the blanket over Jack’s body, pulling it up to his chest and smoothing it down. She hesitated a moment.

      “Willa?” Roberta asked.

      Something felt off. Willa slipped a hand under the blanket.

      “Turn the light on!”

      Roberta flipped the switch, and the room filled with a bright incandescent glow. Willa pulled Jack’s shoulder, and he rolled onto his back. His eyes lay open, his body motionless, with a slight blue tinge tainting his lips. The left side of his face was ruddy where blood had begun to pool.

      Willa’s mouth worked, but no sound came out. Her hand flittered upward to her throat.

      Lyle rushed into the bathroom and tore open a drawer, rummaging frantically through it. Roberta shoved Willa aside and began chest compressions. “Call 911!” she shouted.

      Nina fumbled in her purse for her cell phone, but it clattered to the floor. With shaking hands, she picked it up and prodded the screen. Willa collapsed into a chair. Her voice found her, and she began to scream.

      “Stop screaming, Willa!” Nina yelled, stumbling into the hall, plugging her ear with her finger.

      Lyle returned from the bathroom, gray-faced and empty-handed. He looked at Roberta. “I can’t—”

      Roberta’s eyes screwed shut at Willa’s screaming, and she shook her head. “It’s too late anyway, Lyle. He’s gone.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t have to get up today, Genevieve thought.

      Every day, at precisely 6:12 a.m., three minutes before the alarm rang, her eyes snapped open and her synapses began firing, analyzing everything from her choice of blouse to the facts of the case that awaited her on her desk, but today, there was no point.

      She had nowhere to be. No place expected or needed her. She didn’t have to do anything at all.
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      She poured the coffee, prepared the night before and brewed by timer in anticipation of the moment she’d stumble into the kitchen, and retrieved the Post from her dead front lawn. The August heat had given her lawn a beating, and she’d been too preoccupied with closing her cases or transferring them to colleagues to give half a thought to her thirsty Bermuda grass. She scuffed across the cracked earth to her front steps and closed the door behind her. Well, she had plenty of time to think about her lawn now.

      The Federal Bureau of Investigation had a mandatory retirement age of fifty-seven for its special agents. To Genevieve, this felt like the crappiest birthday present ever conceived. “Happy birthday! Here’s your forced retirement.” The policy had been in place for decades, predating concepts like wellness programs and cancer screenings, so now here she sat, in her absolute prime, put out to pasture like a racehorse whose best days were behind her and biding the time until she was turned into glue.

      Over coffee she read the Post, every item, down to box scores for sports she didn’t follow and ads for mattress-store sales. An hour-long brisk walk followed, noting which neighbors were clearly out of town on vacation and who was home in the middle of the day when they should be at work. Summer cold? Or having an affair? Every closet in her house got a thorough excavation; every baseboard, a proper dusting.

      People look forward to this their entire lives?

      “I can’t do it, Chuck,” she said.

      “You’ve been retired eighteen hours,” he pointed out. “You might need to give it a longer try.” Chuck Renfrew had been her buddy since their days at the Academy. He was two years younger than Gen and still got to report to work in the mornings, the lucky chump.

      “I’m not cut out for this.”

      “That is fear talking, my friend. Genevieve Brandt-Weber is not afraid of organized crime bosses, gunfire, fire-fire, rabid animals, snakes, spiders, needles, knives, assault, food poisoning, street punks, or delusional religious nuts armed with semiautomatic weapons. You cannot convince me you are afraid of being bored.”

      The familiar creak of his office chair sent an ache through her heart. She should be sitting in the chair opposite his desk right now, drinking terrible coffee from the break room and talking through a sticky case file.

      “I don’t care for spiders,” she confessed.

      “This is just a temporary feeling. What you need, my friend, is a hobby.”

      “A hobby.” Genevieve sounded the word out slowly, as if she were learning a foreign language. She pulled out a chair, sat down at her kitchen table, and scuffed her toe against the linoleum. “Like what, though?”

      “What do you like to do?”

      Genevieve stared at the receiver. Like to do? She liked to work. Beyond that, she did chores: laundry, grocery shopping, cutting the grass. “I like to solve crimes.”

      “Maggie likes to read,” Chuck said thoughtfully. Maggie was his wife. “Maybe you could amuse yourself with some mystery novels.”

      “Okay.” Genevieve supposed she could get a library card. Did they still have those?

      “Golf? Softball league? Marathon running? Triathlons?”

      She and Chuck had played together for years on their office softball team; she was a solid first baseman and an excellent hitter; he was an enthusiastic but lousy pitcher. The idea of finding a new team stung like a fresh burn, but sports might present a suitable solution to the current crisis. She was still quite fit, as field agents were required to be, and could easily run a 5K in under half an hour. “That might work,” she admitted.

      “Find yourself a trainer and sign up for a race,” Chuck advised. “You’re going to need to do something physical or you’ll take up smoking again.”

      “I haven’t smoked since Melissa was born,” she said, though she suspected he might be on to something.

      “Now’s not the time to start. Joe Fitzpatrick hadn’t smoked in thirty-five years and three days into retirement, he was up to a pack a day. I had lunch with him last week. He’s held together with nicotine patches where the duct tape ought to be. He took up knitting to have something to do with his hands.”

      “Knitting? Joe?” She couldn’t picture it. Joe had retired a year ago, a guy so fit and tough he looked like he ought to have a line of action figures designed after him. Knitting was a hobby for old ladies, wasn’t it?

      She was retired. And female. Did that make her an old lady?

      No, it did not.

      Genevieve thought she’d rather do anything else than knitting, but she could hear the concern in Chuck’s voice. “I promise I’ll find something.”
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      Women had worked as special agents for well over a decade at the Agency by the time she joined, but in some respects, she still felt like a groundbreaker. Not that Genevieve had ever been one to back down from a challenge; telling her she couldn’t do something was the best way to ensure the thing got done. But that meant long nights and weekends, diligent training in all her free time. However much she’d felt under the microscope, she’d also felt the Agency wanted her to succeed, and for that, she’d given her loyalty.

      More than her loyalty, she’d given her life to the Agency, and she didn’t regret it. Heaven knew, it had made a better life partner than Frank had. She’d known when she married him he carried much more baggage than the moving boxes he’d unloaded into this little ranch house. Whether he resented the power that came with her job or the Agency’s mystique, or whether it was simply her long and unpredictable hours or the way she could never turn her mind off the case at hand, Frank had always felt he played second fiddle to her job. He wasn’t wrong. Another man, one who might have been as dedicated to—even obsessed with—his career to the degree Genevieve was, might have ultimately made her a better partner. But she’d chosen Frank, for better or for worse. The coin had flipped for worse. When he walked out she hadn’t been surprised, and if she were completely honest, she’d felt relieved. It didn’t matter, in the end, that she hadn’t balanced her professional and personal lives with skill or grace. The outcome would have been the same.

      All of Genevieve’s friends—her family, really—came from the Agency, and like most modern families, they were now spread to the winds. Janice moved to New Mexico to be with her daughter’s family. Albert lived in St. Louis and babysat his five grandchildren twice a week, buying a minivan especially for the purpose. Sheila now operated a fishing charter business in Key West, and Neil had gone straight from the Agency to his own consulting business. He now lived in Los Angeles and advised movie studios on how to make cop shows less preposterous.

      They’d all found a life after the Agency. So it was, at least in theory, possible.
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      Once she hung up with Chuck, Genevieve unpacked the boxes of personal effects she’d brought home from the office. The pain reliever went under the bathroom sink, the lipstick in the drawer. Photographs of her and Melissa: the two of them at Disney World when Melissa was in elementary school; one of Melissa’s graduation from high school and another from college. No candid photos revealing playful moments of surprise; no images of tearful hugs. Just carefully staged images of them standing side by side, giving the camera those 1-2-3-cheese smiles, documentary evidence of milestones marked. If Genevieve had learned anything in her long tenure at the Bureau, it was that there was real art in the careful concealment and revelation of information. Clues were everywhere, if one only cared to look.

      She set the photos on the mantel, where family photos belonged. Everything in its place, everything in order. Except for her mind, which was in absolute turmoil.

      What was she going to do for the next thirty years?
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      A stack of bills lay on the hall table, and she sifted through the fliers for new gym memberships and dental clinics. The address on the gas bill stared her in the face:

      Genevieve J. Brandt-Weber.

      When she’d married Frank Brandt-Weber, everyone had asked if she planned to double-hyphenate. “Genevieve Jensen-Brandt-Weber,” they’d mused.

      As if Frank’s ego was resilient enough to handle the feminist hyphen. “It sounds polygamous, like there are three of us in the relationship.” Within months there were, not that she found out about it for a while, but the point remained. She’d taken Frank’s name, though it never felt like her.

      Frank Brandt-Weber had been out of their so-called partnership for twenty years. And so, as she stood in the hall sifting through the envelopes in her hands, the first piece of the puzzle of what her new life would look like clicked like a connection in a case. It required a visit to the DC Superior Court.
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      Application for Change of Name for an Adult. A simple court process, nothing romantic or mysterious about it. It merely required filling out a form and submitting half a dozen supporting documents. Two hours later, Genevieve Jensen bounded down the stairs of the courthouse, a balloon filling her chest and threatening to levitate her off the sidewalk. Carol would have told her to celebrate the feeling, to embrace the joy as something she was due. Having recently undergone back surgery after years of chronic pain, Carol was big on joy.

      Was this joy? Gen thought it might be. It felt, she imagined, similar to the rush people felt on cocaine; it felt like anything was possible.

      An even better birthday present? Spending the evening with the person she loved most. An image flashed through her mind: her daughter and her, leaving a dinner, sharing a hug. Luck might even be on her side, so she placed the call. Naturally, it went to voicemail.

      “Hi, kiddo, it’s your mom.” She hesitated, as she always did, when faced with the silent judgment of the voicemail recorder. Conditioned by years of analog message-leaving, she forgot that Melissa’s phone would tell her who the call was from. Gen felt her fifty-seven years. “Listen, I know you’re busy, but are you free for dinner tonight? My treat? We can go to Gino’s, or you can pick. I’ll just be happy to see you.”

      She hung up and stared at the phone for a minute, then shoved it into her pocket. The balloon blew a raspberry inside her as it deflated and zoomed around in her chest. Oh, of course, Melissa was at work right now; she couldn’t take a call in the middle of waiting tables. Gen checked her watch. Three-thirty. A bit late for lunch, true, but it was possible Melissa was busy.
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      Gen was cleaning out the garage when the phone rang.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” she said, wiping her hands on her shorts.

      “I got your message,” Melissa said. “What’s the occasion?”

      Gen bit her lip. “Well, today’s my birthday.”

      “Oh. Right. Happy birthday. I guess it snuck up on me. I’ve been busy, you know.”

      “Everyone’s busy.” Gen meant it to sound forgiving, but naturally, that’s not how Melissa took it.

      “I can’t help it,” she snapped. “I had to cover someone else’s lunch shift today, and yesterday I worked a double. You should be pleased, at least I’m going to cover my rent myself this month.”

      “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. So what do you say? Want to grab dinner with your old mom on her birthday?”

      “I didn’t get you a present, obviously.”

      “I don’t care about a present.”

      “You always say that, but there’s nobody in the world who wouldn’t prefer a birthday present.”

      “I have everything I want.” It wasn’t true, but neither was it possible for Melissa to resolve Gen’s problem. “What do you say to Gino’s at seven?”

      “I can’t make it in an hour.”

      “Eight?”

      Melissa sighed. “Fine. Eight.”
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      Gen waved off the server twice before Melissa pushed through the door to Gino’s at ten minutes past eight. Not only had she fought off the server, she’d fought off a persistent daydream of leaving Gino’s tonight, sharing a hug with Melissa on the twilit pavement. If that came, it would be the cherry on her cake. For tonight, the only present she wanted was an hour’s conversation that didn’t end in a fight.

      “Here,” Melissa said, dropping a yellow envelope onto Gen’s plate as she slid into her seat opposite. “Happy Birthday. I didn’t get you a gift. I didn’t know what you’d want.”

      “It’s enough that you could join me,” Gen said, picking up the envelope and slipping a finger under the moistened seal.

      She pulled the card out. It featured a picture of an elderly woman, covered in wrinkles, wearing a flowered housedress and her hair in foam rollers. The message balloon over her head said, “Youth is a nonstop adventure.” Gen opened it. In large type on a plain white inside, it read:

      
        
        hope you enjoyed it.

      

      

      “Ha ha,” Melissa said.

      “Funny.” Gen put the card back in the envelope, set it on the table, and sipped her water. “So, how’s Nero?”

      “He’s good,” Melissa said, softening. Nero was a pit bull mix she’d adopted from the local animal shelter. “I got him a new stuffed dinosaur lovey, and he sleeps with it every night. He brings it to my room and jumps up on the bed, and he sort of scratches around and tucks it in, then lies down with his head on top of it. It’s the sweetest thing.”

      “That sounds adorable. Do you have a picture?”

      “There are tons on my Insta,” Melissa said.

      “You know I don’t do that stuff.”

      Melissa rolled her eyes but pulled her phone from her pocket and obligingly opened the app, handing it over to Gen. More than half the photos were of Nero: playing with his toys, alongside his friends at the dog park, snuggling with Melissa.

      She’d learned this about her daughter: steer clear of hot-button issues like her career, her love life, her friends, and heaven forbid, her father, but you could never go wrong with the dog.

      “So precious,” Gen said, scrolling through the feed. She glanced up at her daughter, and Melissa smiled, and the balloon in Gen’s chest swelled.

      The remaining photos were a hodgepodge of creepy-looking buildings Melissa liked. A fan of horror movies, she faithfully documented every derelict building she passed by, speculating about the stories that would take place in them. She was so enthusiastic about this project, a few film scouts had actually reached out to her to follow up on the leads she’d inadvertently given them.

      The waiter interrupted to take their orders. Gen picked the first thing on the menu and went back to the feed.

      “How much does he eat? He looks like he’s grown a lot.”

      “He’s probably twenty pounds heavier than the last time you saw him. He’s growing really fast now.”

      That, and Gen seldom saw them in person.

      “Wow, you must go through a ton of dog food each week.”

      Melissa frowned and pulled her phone back. “I can afford it.”

      “I’m sure you can,” Gen said. “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. I just never had a dog, so I don’t know what it’s like.”

      “Yeah, I always wanted a dog growing up,” Melissa said. “But—”

      “—now you have one all your own,” Gen said, cutting her off. “And you picked exactly what you wanted.”

      Melissa stirred her drink with her straw. “I’m going to quit my waitressing job.”

      Gen’s balloon deflated. “What? Why?”

      “I don’t like it.” Melissa tossed her hair out of her face. “I don’t know. There’s a bad vibe there.”

      “What will you do next?”

      “I don’t know, okay?” Melissa stabbed the straw in the glass. “I don’t have a plan. Sorry. I know that disappoints you.”

      “I’m not disappointed,” Gen said. “How are you for money?”

      “Fine.”

      “You’re still working at the yoga studio?”

      “For now. I’ll figure something out. I always do.”

      “Would it help—” Gen began. She had to do this carefully. “Would it be useful to you if I paid for some career counseling sessions?”

      “I don’t want to work for the government.”

      “I’m not asking you to. It just seems like you’re always trying to find the right fit, and you try things and they don’t work out. Professionals can help you figure out options that would be meaningful to you and also stable.” She rotated her empty wine glass on the table, her fingers lingering on its stem. “I want you to be happy, and it seems like you’re not. And I know you’re sometimes short on money, and those sessions can be expensive. If that’s something you’d like, I’d be happy to help with that.”

      “Work is always the answer, isn’t it?” Melissa said, pushing her chair back from the table.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Just because work is the only thing that makes you happy doesn’t mean that’s the salvation for everyone else.”

      Gen scratched her head. Her hopes for a happy birthday dinner were slipping rapidly down the tubes. “I didn’t say it was. Only that you spend a lot of your life at work, so it’s important to do something that’s meaningful to you, and I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say waitressing or working at the yoga studio was meaningful to you.”

      “Some people get meaning from relationships.”

      The sentence stung Gen. More than anything, she’d like to be a friend to her daughter. She’d always imagined that once Melissa was grown, they’d relate to each other differently, have a friendship. But most friends don’t end every conversation in an argument, so, clearly, Gen’s hopes for this relationship had yet to materialize.

      Gen picked up the card to put it into her purse. But her hands shook, and as she picked up the purse, she fumbled it, spilling its contents onto the floor. Melissa reached down and picked up a handful of papers.

      “Name change?” Melissa’s head snapped up to stare at her mother, then back down to the documents. She scanned the contents, shaking her head. “You changed your name?”

      “I went back to Jensen.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not married anymore. That’s your father’s name, not mine.”

      “It’s my name.” She didn’t quite throw the papers at her mother, but she tossed them onto the table a little aggressively for Gen’s comfort.

      “Changing my last name doesn’t change anything about my relationship with you.”

      “I guess not,” Melissa said, picking up her purse and rising to her feet. “It feels exactly as lonely as it did an hour ago.”
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      What a disaster.

      Genevieve threw her purse on the chair, kicked off her shoes, and tossed her keys on the coffee table. Though by this point it came as no surprise that Melissa could make Gen’s birthday dinner all about herself, still she felt knocked sideways.

      The remote control sat on the table. Gen seized it, clicked on the television, and fiercely surfed the channels, pausing on a home and garden show. A lively middle-aged woman in a hard hat was whacking away at drywall, punching holes in it like it was made of construction paper, and she was having a heck of a good time doing it.

      Gen felt a kindred desire to smash something, so she sat back and propped her feet on the table. The woman on television stood between exposed studs in her own wall. Her house looked familiar somehow. Maybe Gen had seen this episode before, at the gym as she ran on the treadmill?

      They cut to the history montage. In the “before” stage, the house looked trapped in a time warp: fake dark wood paneling on the basement and family room walls, dingy cream-colored paint elsewhere. The bathroom featured avocado-green tile and a sliding shower door that looked like something out of a horror movie, but to their credit, they’d replaced their Harvest Gold appliances in the kitchen. If the standard white appliances and pale maple country-style cabinets didn’t peg it as an early eighties facelift, the floral wallpaper border around the rest of the kitchen dropped a hint. Honestly, what were the homeowners think—

      Gen sat forward, frowning as her head pivoted to the left, taking in the dark wood paneling upon which lay framed photos of Melissa’s school pictures through the years. Down the hall, through the open doorway to the kitchen, she spied the pale maple country cabinets that held her wedding-registry china. Dread flooded her gut; the aqua tile in her bathroom wouldn’t earn her any style points over avocado green. The show’s producers hadn’t literally broken into her house to find a desperate case, but they might as well have.

      She watched the rest of the show, mesmerized. By the end, the couple had transformed their ranch of shame into a trendy, modern new nest. The thrilled homeowners jumped around and hugged each other, dragged their neighbors in to gawk, and clinked champagne glasses with them on their newly installed backyard patio, surrounded by new landscaping and fresh mulch. These folks had done the work with little more than a building code book, a circular saw, and a box of Band-Aids. If these fools could effect such a transformation, Genevieve had no doubt she could do the same. And she could use some of that joy and purpose they were feeling.

      She switched to her computer and streamed old episodes of This Old House, where they discussed serious things like load-bearing walls and asbestos remediation. Did she have asbestos? Gen found herself saving photos to her desktop. Analyzing paint schemes. Considering flooring options.

      She ignored the clock, which read 12:45 a.m.—what the heck, she didn’t have to get up in the morning—and shooed the garage’s resident spiders from their posts guarding rusted tool chests that hadn’t been opened since the second Bush administration. As she pulled out a hammer and assorted wrenches, she laughed, overcome by a sense of delirium mixed with possibility. A tarp! She pulled a heavy blue plastic sheet from a box and shook it out, raining bits of dead leaves onto the floor.

      Rubber mallet? She could imagine a use for that. A chisel? Sure, why not? All these items had once belonged to Frank, remnants of a passing interest in carpentry that began with a shopping spree at the hardware store and ended a month later in a half-finished picnic bench that slouched behind the garage until, years and one carpenter-ant infestation later, it turned itself into sawdust. Now his fleeting hobby gave her a gift to rebuild her own life, her own purpose.

      She spread her tarp over the floor in her bathroom and, laying the chisel in a grout line in the center of the wall, gave it a good hard whack with her hammer.

      Metal-on-metal contact sent a shimmer of shock up her forearm. The grout cracked. Gen chased the fault line, whacking over and over, wedging the chisel in and prying it until the first aqua tile popped off and fell onto the tarp, cracking into three pieces on impact. She sat back on her heels, turning the hammer in her hand. A grin spread across her face.

      By sunrise, a pile of aqua ceramic tiles lay shattered on her tarp, leaving behind a ragged-looking wall tattooed with remnants of mastic. Gen lounged on her bed, still dressed, stupid from lack of sleep. She felt curiously unbothered by her impulsiveness. Perhaps after a long nap, she’d visit the library, get a card, and locate the DIY home repair books.
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      The trill of her cell phone woke her up.

      Genevieve groaned and rolled over, dragging her arm from her eyes. A glance at the clock made her do a double take: two p.m. Ugh. Well, she had a lifetime to get adjusted to retirement.

      The phone went to voicemail before she could answer. A New York number, nothing her phone contacts recognized. Over a bowl of cereal, she played the message. She almost dropped her phone into the milk.

      “Hi, Genevieve. It’s Sandra Benedict, believe it or not.” Gen detected a tremor beneath Sandra’s cheerful voice.

      “Listen, I know it’s been a really long time. First, I wanted to say happy birthday, and I’m sorry I didn’t send you a card. I hope you had a good one. I do think about you, even if I don’t write.

      “The other reason I’m calling is to ask…if you can help me. I’m in North Carolina now, on the Outer Banks. Little town called Spartina Beach. I wish I could say I’m inviting you for a vacation, but the fact is, Jack’s dead, and the police think I did it, and I could really, really use your help.”

      Genevieve played the message again, then one more time, listening to Sandra fumble her words. It seemed impossible that  her friend of nearly forty years could be accused of murder, but as her years at the Agency had taught her, under the right circumstances, anyone was capable of anything.
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      The bridge to Spartina Beach was low and old, and the marsh grasses in the sound grew nearly up to the bridge’s sides. Long-legged birds picked their way through the damp muck of the exposed mud flats at low tide, plunging sharp beaks into the mess as they hunted their meals. Gen adjusted her rearview mirror so the setting sun didn’t blind her, then rolled down the window and breathed in the warm, humid, almost-chewable air, tangy with salt and fish. She imagined she could feel her hair grow in volume as the humidity bled through the car’s cabin.

      What is it about being by the water that makes a body slow down and open up? she wondered as her shoulders dropped and her muscles relaxed. She felt as though the ropes that had bound her were loosened. She stretched a little in the seat and decelerated.

      An imposing, two-story brick building loomed on the edge of a marsh. Not a house; it looked more like a public building, a school of some sort. Its state of decay bordered on the grotesque, and Gen imagined that if any building in the world was actually haunted, that must be the place. The whole thing should be surrounded by police tape, marking it as a safety hazard. Beautiful but dangerous.

      She left the bridge and turned right onto the main road that wound through the town, paralleling the sound, curving gently with the terrain. Quaint cottage-type storefronts, built low with deep porches, lined both sides of the street. A restaurant. An ice cream shop. Another ice cream shop. Fudge. A general store. A rental agency. A place selling fishing gear and coordinating boat rentals and charter expeditions. No signs of police, fire, a hospital; no evidence of the conflicts that typically accompanied people living in community. It appeared as if those problems simply didn’t exist in Spartina Beach. Which was ludicrous, of course. Conflict happened everywhere. It happened here, or she wouldn’t have been called in the first place.

      A few blocks onward, she passed out of the commercial district and into a residential area. Small houses lay set back from the road in deep lots shaded by classic southern live oaks. Tidy mailboxes lined the road, and between them junipers elbowed each other for space beneath the sagging telephone lines. Lushness everywhere she looked.

      The island tapered now to one road, one block deep. On her right lay the sound, fishing piers sprouting from the shore like graying whiskers. On her left, large oceanfront houses squatted beside immaculate, if stoically planted, gardens: thick grass clipped close, the product of constant watering; clusters of palmettos and bougainvilleas; yuccas, miscanthus, and pampas grass. Daylilies for color. Nothing, however, that couldn’t take a constant battering from wind that never ceased.

      Light spilled from these houses over their neat lawns, tainting the growing night. Just after a bend in the road, the navigation on Gen’s phone nudged her to turn left. When she did, she passed between a pair of brick pillars and into a curving driveway before an imposing, sprawling brick house. Not just a house. A compound. A faded Buick sedan sat at the other end of the driveway like a pimple on a model’s cheek.

      “You must be Genevieve?” asked the fortyish woman wearing a black pantsuit who stood at the top of the brick stairs. “Welcome. My name is Roberta McIntyre. I’ll get you settled and let Sandra know you’ve arrived.” She walked down the stairs to Gen and extended her hand in welcome. “May I help with your luggage?”

      Gen waved her away. “No, no. I’ve got it.”

      Roberta showed her through a stunning foyer and up an elegant wooden staircase that curved to the second floor. A uniformed police officer sat on a formal dining chair, guarding a hallway festooned in crime-scene tape. He looked up from his crossword puzzle to nod briefly at Gen. Roberta guided Gen down the opposite hall, past a series of doors, to a cheerful and spacious bedroom at the end.

      “I hope you’ll be comfortable.” Roberta took Gen’s suitcase from her hand and placed it on a padded bench. “Please make yourself at home. Can I offer you anything to eat or drink? You’ve had quite a long drive.”

      She’d grabbed a fast-food burger somewhere around the state line, but that had offered little sustenance. Although she was famished, she hated to be any trouble, especially given what Sandra was going through. She’d been running largely on adrenaline since Sandra’s phone call the day before, and a few more hours wouldn’t kill her. Surely this woman should get back to…peeling Sandra’s grapes, or whatever she did? “I hate to be any trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble at all.”

      Something about the way this woman stood there so expectantly left Gen uneasy, almost like she was waiting for a tip. But that couldn’t be it. Her only recent experience with butlers came from streaming episodes of Downton Abbey. Wouldn’t Carson skedaddle out of here, sensing her discomfort? Wishing, not for the first time, she could channel Maggie Smith’s dowager countess, she shook her head. “I’m fine, thanks.”

      “Call me through the house speakers if you need anything at all.” She left silently, like a ninja.

      Nervous, Gen kicked off her shoes. The last time she’d seen Sandra in person was at a Wellesley reunion eight years ago. Now that she thought about it, since they’d graduated, she’d never actually seen Sandra in her natural habitat; only in neutral settings like reunions or friends’ weddings. Although Gen had experience over the years in dealing with people across the income spectrum, she’d never been a personal guest to such wealth. The plush carpet bathed her cramped feet like a velvet sponge, and her empty stomach turned uneasily. She put her shoes back on.

      Gen’s room had a balcony, which looked over the beach. After shooting Melissa a quick text to explain her new whereabouts, she checked the door, found it open, slipped outside, and whistled. Long, stunning views over the dunes and the ocean in 180 degrees. Immediately below her lay a manicured lawn, edged by clumps of palm trees and palmettos and the same tasteful grasses and flowering shrubs she’d seen in the neighbors’ gardens. Apparently, they all employed the same landscaping service.

      “Genevieve?”

      Gen turned. There in the doorway stood Sandra, looking like she’d hardly aged a day since their graduation from Wellesley. The same tilt of her head, the same warm smile and glow to her eyes. Any anxiety Gen felt melted away.

      “Sandra! My gosh. How are you holding up?” Genevieve crossed the floor and hugged her old friend.

      Sandra’s arms embraced Gen’s back like a drowning person clings to a life buoy. She hooked her chin over Gen’s shoulder, just for a moment, and tipped her head to touch Genevieve’s cheek. It had been a long time since anyone had hugged Genevieve like this.

      “You’ve had a rough few days, kiddo,” Gen said. “Not that it shows. How did you stop time somewhere around Y2K? Did some bridge-dwelling troll cut you a deal?”

      Sandra allowed herself a chuckle as she wiped her eyes. “Big sun hats and a metric ton of hope in a jar. Come on, let me give you the fifty-cent tour.”

      “I’m retired now. Maybe just the nickel tour.”

      Sandra ushered her down the stairs, turning right into a hallway with a formal dining room on the left capable of hosting a state dinner for a small island nation; a “morning room” on the right, which seemed designed expressly for the purpose of eating a muffin and reading the newspaper; and a large kitchen on the end, beyond which lay a farther hallway opening to a warren of rooms for laundry, food storage, and Roberta’s office. A door at the end of this hall opened outdoors to a porte cochere, and beyond that a circular driveway led to a detached garage and other outbuildings. A patrol car belonging to the officer guarding the scene had been banished to the far edge of the driveway. Tucked between the kitchen and morning room sat a butler’s pantry, a room designed to hold the implements for entertaining. From this “pantry,” which was the size of Gen’s living room in Arlington, a narrow set of stairs led up to the second floor. Another uniformed officer sat next to the base of these stairs.

      “This is Officer Albright,” Sandra said with a glance at his name badge. “One of our other…houseguests.” Gen introduced herself, and Officer Albright murmured a clipped greeting before they carried on.

      As Sandra showed her through the house, Gen marveled at the ease with which Sandra operated, her law enforcement houseguests notwithstanding. The home’s formality and scale didn’t faze her friend in the slightest. All of this looked like it belonged to some elegant resort hotel or museum, not the private home of someone she called a friend. Over the years, some of her colleagues had been called to work cases involving high-net-worth individuals, and they returned with stories that might have premised an HBO drama, but Gen had never had the opportunity to see how the one percent lived. Judging by Sandra’s expression, the old saw was true. Money couldn’t buy happiness. If it could, the woman ought to be delirious.

      They crossed the foyer. Opposite the kitchen hallway sat a symmetrical layout: a long hallway—a gallery, really—of framed photographs and art; off its left side lay what Sandra called the great room, with a grand piano, then a locked smaller room off to its side. On the right side of the hall stood a distinguished, paneled library that might have been lifted straight out of any English manor house.

      “This is my favorite room,” Sandra said, opening the door at the far end of the hallway and revealing a cozy—by the standards of this place, anyhow—room with a bay window that overlooked the dunes; the one room in the place where you could curl up and safely take a nap without fear of a museum guard tapping you on the shoulder and escorting you to the nearest exit.

      “I can see why,” Gen said, warming to the space.

      “Please, sit down.” Sandra tucked herself into the sofa and pulled a cashmere blanket onto her lap. A deep, cozy armchair in the corner tempted Gen, particularly after her long drive, but the cop in her resisted. Instead, she perched on the edge of a stiff wingback chair that offered a view of every window and exit. It was habitual, choosing a defensive position, so that she wouldn’t be taken by surprise when someone silently entered the room, as Roberta did now.

      “Good evening,” Roberta said. “I wanted to see if I could bring you or Ms. Brandt-Weber anything.”

      “Oh, I’ve gone back to Jensen,” Gen said with a grin.

      “Good for you.” Sandra smiled. “I think it suits you better.”

      They waved her off, and Sandra murmured to Gen. “She’s very attentive, but I never have privacy. And I have even less with the two officers here. I’m sorry about that.” Her face reddened.

      “I get it,” Gen said. “So, talk to me.”

      Sandra picked at the edge of the blanket. “I hardly know where to begin.” She spoke in a low voice, glancing at the door. “The police have been here constantly since the party, taking things as evidence, asking all manner of harsh questions. I’m trying to trust it will all work out in the end, but…” She pressed her palms to her forehead, her fingers scrunching her hair. “I feel like they think I’m guilty. Every time I pass by one of them, I imagine they’re itching to clap handcuffs on me. And on top of that, I’ve got to talk to the pastor about the memorial service, notify friends and relatives. Jack’s assistant in New York calls half a dozen times a day with questions I can’t answer. It never ends.” She shook her head. “I say that like it’s a way of life. It’s only been two days. What should I expect but chaos?”

      “You’re entitled to feel overwhelmed.”

      “They haven’t officially said the M-word, but with those guys guarding my own bathroom, it’s hard to think anything else. I’m sure it doesn’t help that Jack and I were getting divorced.”

      “You were?” Gen’s throat felt dry, and she wished she’d asked Roberta for a glass of water. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

      “It was a long time coming. Things have been tense for ages, but only in the past year have things grown openly hostile.” She shook her head. “I think about how much fun we used to have together, back when we first got married. It’s hard to appreciate that we are the same people.”

      “You’re not the same people,” Gen pointed out.

      “We are, I think,” she mused. “It’s more that we’re too tired to talk to each other. We’re both stubborn old goats. Neither one of us wants to give up anything. Particularly Jack. The first thing he’d have to give up is his mistress, and that’s a nonstarter.” She shifted a hand through her hair. “Listen to me, still talking about him in the present tense. I half expect to hear the door slam any minute, to hear him shouting Roberta’s name.”

      “Oh, jeez, Sandra. I’m so sorry. If it makes you feel any better, Frank cheated on me, too.”

      “Both of us, unlucky.” She crossed her legs in front of her on the sofa, like an innocent preschooler, criss-cross applesauce. Remembering her role as hostess, she smiled. “How’s Melissa?”

      “Wrapped up in her own world. I don’t see much of her, honestly. We don’t exactly connect.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Is she close to Frank?”

      “She’d like to be, heaven knows why. She’s lucky to get a birthday card once a decade from her dad. But for some reason, that makes her want him all the more.”

      “People want what they don’t have,” Sandra said. “And they don’t appreciate what they do have. Jack was interested in parenting Lyle as long as he thought he might have a sports star on his hands, but Lyle loathed sports. He only tried them to please his dad. Then, when he came in last in a swim meet or lost a tennis match, Jack was too embarrassed to support him. Their relationship hasn’t changed much.” She paused. “I mean—” She glanced again at the door.

      “Tell me more about Lyle. What’s he do these days?”

      “He’s a musician, plays in multiple groups. I suppose it pays to cast a wide net. He plays guitar in a rock band that has a modest regional following around New York, but he also plays piano in a jazz trio and performs solo classical repertoire. I sense that playing background music at corporate events pays the bills more reliably than rock, but he’s still dreaming of…oh, I don’t know. You can ask him. He’s here. He’s staying in the guest house for a few weeks.”

      “I haven’t seen him since he was ten.” Gen racked her brain but couldn’t recall anything beyond a skinny little boy in basketball shorts fiddling around on the piano.

      “He’s grown a bit. So, what are you going to do in your retirement?”

      “Couldn’t tell you. Honestly, I’m lucky you called me. I was having a minor existential crisis when the phone rang. I’d just torn a hole in my bathroom wall.”

      “A hole in your bathroom wall?” Sandra’s mouth puckered in amusement. “What for?”

      “I got inspired—or deluded, take your pick—by a home-renovation show. Things got out of control.”

      Sandra threw her head back and laughed. “Willa will be thrilled to meet a kindred spirit. She’s Jack’s sister, and she’s obsessed with architectural restoration. Pretty good with power tools herself, to be fair.”

      “Do I hear my name being taken in vain?” Willa’s voice echoed down the hall and footsteps followed.

      Sandra turned to look toward the door. “Not in vain.”

      Willa’s tidy bob poked through the door. “Oh, hello,” she said, approaching Gen with a mug of tea in her hands. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      “This is Genevieve Jensen,” Sandra said. “Willa Benedict, Jack’s sister. She’s living here for a few weeks while her own house is being renovated.”

      “You have a house full,” Gen said, realizing immediately that it would take a dozen more guests to actually fill this house, and wincing at her inadvertent reference to the police presence. She extended her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Oh! What a good grip you have,” Willa exclaimed, flexing her hand as she pulled it back to her abdomen.

      “Gen’s a retired FBI agent,” Sandra said.

      “FBI!” Willa’s hand fluttered to her chest, where her fingers spread out in a fan. “My goodness. That sounds exciting.”

      “It was a great gig,” Gen said. “I’m not sure what I’m going to do with myself anymore.”

      “You’re going to stay and help us through all this chaos, that’s what,” Sandra said.

      A cloud of anxiety crossed Willa’s face. “My goodness, it’s been dreadful. I just finished an interview with that detective, what’s his name? Butler?”

      “Darren Butler.” Sandra said his name like it smelled bad.

      “The man possesses all the personal charm of a piece of drywall.” Willa sat on the arm of the sofa and sipped her tea. “Yet somehow, after twenty minutes in conversation with him, I feel as though I’ve fought off a starved rottweiler.”

      “Really?” Gen’s polite smile masked a ravenous curiosity. What had the cops uncovered?

      “Well, it’s clear he did not have the privilege of the quality training I’m sure you received. He made me feel like I was the one responsible!” Willa stared into her mug. “Which is ludicrous. Jack was my very best friend in the world. And now… It’s only been two days and I can’t even count how many times I’ve thought, ‘Oh, I must tell Jack that,’ and then realized he’s not here to tell…” Her voice caught, and she set her mug on the table with a trembling hand, then reached for a tissue.

      “She’s right. Butler has no bedside manner at all. We’re going to get through it, Willa,” Sandra said, grasping her sister-in-law’s hand and giving it a squeeze. Willa slid down onto the sofa’s seat and clung to its arm, resting her forehead where she’d sat, and showered sobs into the upholstery. In response to Gen’s raised eyebrows, Sandra twitched her own—clearly, she was accustomed to such demonstrations from her sister-in-law—and gave a tight-lipped grimace.

      Like most summer thunderstorms, Willa’s blew through quickly. “Forgive me, forgive me,” Willa said, releasing Sandra and wiping her eyes. “I get overwhelmed.”

      “Perfectly understandable,” Gen said.

      Willa sat up straight and took a deep breath. “More tea,” she said, reaching for her mug. “Can I get either of you anything?”

      The other women shook their heads.

      “I suspect Butler will want to have a word with you before he leaves,” Willa told Sandra. “He’s with Roberta now.”

      “Before you go,” Sandra called, “I was telling Gen that you restore old houses. Gen’s recently tackled her own home-renovation project.”

      “Really?” Willa’s voice brightened as she turned in the doorway.

      “Believe me, I don’t live in any place like this,” Gen said, wafting her hand at her surroundings. “Mine’s a 1970s ranch that looks like the ‘before’ images on any home-improvement show.”

      “And what are you doing?”

      “No clue.”

      At this, Willa burst into laughter.

      “Seriously!” Gen said. “I had a minor crisis at two in the morning and tore down my ugly bathroom tile.”

      “You’ve been bitten by the bug,” Willa said with a wink. “Oh, we’ll have a good chat about that later on. I’m delighted to meet another woman interested in building. There aren’t that many of us, unfortunately. We must stick together.”

      “You might show her some of your projects around town,” Sandra said. She briefly explained to Gen about Willa’s foundation.

      “I hope you’re going to tackle that creepy-beautiful old building you see as you cross the bridge?” Gen asked.

      Willa nodded. “The Yancey School on Shore Road. We just raised the funds to restore it.” Her voice broke as she answered, and she excused herself and fled the room.

      “And that’s a bad thing?” Gen asked.

      “We hosted a fundraiser for that project the night Jack died,” Sandra said. “He was one of her primary supporters. You couldn’t have known.”
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      Roberta appeared in the doorway. “Excuse me, Mrs. Benedict. Detective Butler would like to speak with you again, if it’s convenient.” Behind her stood a man in his mid-forties, an obvious victor of countless sorties over all-you-can-eat buffets.

      “It won’t take long,” Butler said.

      “Very well.” Sandra waved him into the room. As he stepped inside, he started. “Oh,” he said, nodding to Gen. “I didn’t see—”

      “This is Genevieve Jensen,” Sandra told the detective. “She’s an FBI special agent.”

      “Former,” Gen said. “As of Friday.”

      Butler blinked. “Then why are you here?”

      “She’s a friend,” Sandra snapped.

      “Fine, that’s fine.” Butler smoothed his hands over his sport coat and reached into his pocket for a notebook, flipping to a clean page. “So, Mrs. Benedict, I want to reconfirm some details about the night of the party. Your husband was found upstairs, in your shared bedroom, unresponsive, by your sister-in-law, Willa Benedict. She was accompanied by your son, Lyle, Ms. McIntyre, and a Dr. Nina Chandler.”

      “That is my understanding, yes.”

      “But you weren’t there.”

      “No.” Sandra bit the inside of her cheek to keep herself focused and steady. She’d answered these questions twice now—once after the party, when all was in chaos, and once again the day after. What was the matter with him? After their first conversation, it occurred to her that she might be wise to call an attorney, but she’d resisted, fearing it would make her appear guilty. Now she kicked herself for that decision.

      “Where were you?”

      “I had gone for a walk along the beach,” Sandra said.

      The detective scratched his nose with the end of his pen. “You always ditch parties you’re hosting in your own home?”

      Sandra checked the length of her fingernails, folded her hands, and waited patiently for the next question.

      Butler sat down. “Anyone go with you on this walk?”

      “No.”

      “And how long were you gone?”

      “I remember the clock chiming the half hour shortly after I returned, so that would have been twelve-thirty a.m. I came in, the party was over, the guests were gone, police were crawling all over my house, and Willa was hysterical. Lyle had waited up for me. He took me aside and explained that Jack had died. They’d called 911, and the ambulance took him away. You asked me these same questions, then you left. The whole wing by my bedroom was taped off as a crime scene—I couldn’t even get my toothbrush—so I went to sleep in a guest bedroom.”

      Gen watched the exchange like a tennis match. Butler clearly seemed nervous; perhaps he was new to the murder squad. Sandra’s frustration was understandable, but it wasn’t unusual for investigators to ask the same questions over different visits, varying their phrasing slightly, sensitive to any variations that might signal the individual was hiding something. Gen was surprised, however, by two things. First, that despite their pending divorce, Sandra still slept in the same bed with Jack, and second, that Sandra was waiving—even temporarily—her right to have an attorney present. Sandra was talking freely, Gen suspected, because she felt she had nothing to hide; furthermore, she could tell Butler to leave at any time. And yet, something about the situation nagged at Gen. Should she remind Sandra about her rights? Or would Sandra feel besieged by the person she’d called for support? Gen shifted in her chair, unsure of what to do. She didn’t want to attack Sandra or imply her guilt, and neither did she wish to be the arrogant fed telling the local cop how to do his job. That perception wouldn’t help matters, either. Sandra answered his questions politely but coldly, her chin lifted in contempt.

      Butler continued, softening a little to keep the information flowing. “From what I’ve gathered, the party was quite a hit, so this turn of events is pretty shocking. Do you recall seeing anything suspicious that night? Anything at all?”

      “No, but of course, I wasn’t looking for signs of authentic treachery.”

      “You don’t know of anyone in attendance who might have had a beef with your husband, anyone who’d want to see harm come to him?”

      “You mean, besides everyone he knows?” Lyle wandered into the room, hands stuffed into pockets, his walk an easy slouch. “Roberta tells me you’re looking for me. Hi, Mom.” He leaned over and kissed Sandra on the cheek.

      Lyle lay down on one branch of the sectional, kicking off a pair of leather sandals as he did so. When he saw Genevieve in the corner, he started and promptly sat up.

      “Oh, hi. You must be Mrs. Brandt-Weber? Mom told me you were coming.” The smile that washed over his face was a masculine echo of his mother’s: the same twinkling eyes, the same warmth. “I’m Lyle. I know we’ve met before, but please forgive me, it’s been a very long time. You look just like the Christmas cards.” In a move as quick and lithe as a jaguar’s, he curled to his feet and sprang across the floor to where Genevieve sat, extending his hand.

      “Hello, Lyle. Call me Gen.”

      “Gen. Welcome.” He retreated to his spot on the sofa but sat up, crossing his long legs.

      “Can we get back to the interview?” Butler’s mouth pinched in a tight line. “You said everyone your father knows would want to do him harm?” Butler sat forward as he flipped to another page in his notebook, scribbling furiously.

      “A wild exaggeration, obviously,” Sandra said. “Not helpful, Lyle.”

      “It’s not a wild exaggeration. Mild, perhaps, not wild.”

      A slight smile passed across Sandra’s face. “Many people of Jack’s acquaintance wished pianos would drop from tall buildings onto his head, but I don’t know of anyone who’d take matters into their own hands.”

      “I can think of a few,” Lyle mused.

      “I’ll talk to you next,” Butler said, irritation inflaming his face. “I want to speak to each of the household residents again, to make sure I’m not missing anything. The slightest detail might make a critical difference. Now, please go elsewhere while I complete the interview with your mother.”

      Lyle stood up, yawned, and unfurled his long arms toward the high ceiling, interlacing his fingers, cracking his knuckles.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Butler said.

      “Lyle, please.” Sandra pinched the bridge of her nose. “I just want to get this over with.”

      Lyle dropped his arms and ruffled his mother’s hair. “I’ll be in the guest house then.” At the door, he paused. “Open or closed?”

      “Open’s fine,” Butler said.

      “You sure?” Lyle pulled on the door, partly closing then opening it. Yes or no? Like this, or like this?

      “I’m sure.”

      Lyle winked at him and clicked his cheek. He left the door halfway open.

      Butler blinked and tried to refocus on his notes. There was something about wealthy people. When he’d been a patrol officer, he’d been called to homes like this a few times to address some minor disturbance or infraction, and every time they treated him as a nuisance or an amusement, as if he were not a professional with experience and obligations outside of their own orbit, but a tedious and slow-witted member of their household staff. Every conversation evolved into a test; even when he was the one conducting the interview, they somehow made him feel like the job candidate seeking approval. He couldn’t work out how they gained the upper hand time after time. It happened swiftly, invisibly. He’d hoped things would be different now that he was the department’s new detective. Sole detective. Alas, not. He glanced at Genevieve, who sat quietly to the side, her face a perfect blank.

      “Right. Right.” He flipped backward, page after page, trying to find where he’d written questions for himself in advance. When he was nervous, he struggled to process information on the fly; the natural give-and-take of conversation, the natural responsive curiosity that followed from interesting people saying and doing interesting things, slipped away from him like smoke in a breeze. If it wasn’t on his list, it wouldn’t get asked. At last he found the page. The dog-ear he’d folded to make the page easy to find had gotten unfolded and smoothed down in his pocket. He skimmed the list, and the roaring in his ears subsided.

      “Now, you and Mr. Benedict were in the middle of divorce proceedings, correct?”

      “‘Proceedings’ sounds like we’d reached the final act of the production. We weren’t that far along.”

      “So, you weren’t getting divorced?”

      “We hadn’t agreed on terms.”

      “What were you stuck on?”

      “Money, of course.” When Butler didn’t respond, Sandra continued. “My husband is an extremely wealthy man, Mr. Butler, and monstrously greedy. He had delusional ambitions to make the Forbes 100, and constantly raved about there being a target on his back.”

      “Target?”

      “Professionally. To surpass him in the wealth-accumulation game. At that level, it’s one giant competition, and the only thing that gains you respect in that world is how much you can accumulate and hold on to, or how many ridiculous toys you can amass. Jack was single-minded in that respect and always on the defensive. I tried to tell him, you can’t take it with you, so you might as well share it. The charities that could have benefited, the good he could have done! But he didn’t trust me, not when it came to that. So yes, we fought about money. I wanted half his net worth, and he wanted to give me an allowance that basically amounts to pocket change.”

      “You sound resentful.”

      “Well, Mr. Butler, I suppose most people who find themselves approaching divorce possess a certain number of resentments. Otherwise, those people tend to get categorized as ‘happily married,’ don’t they?”

      Butler’s face flushed, and he rubbed the back of his neck. He tried to think of a way to walk up to his next question, but the noise in his ears was deafening, and to his horror he found himself blurting out, “Ms. McIntyre said she overheard you say you wanted to kill your husband.”

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake! Roberta knows very well what I meant. What she’s referring to is my annoyance with Jack for leaving his shoes in the middle of the bedroom floor again, instead of putting them in the closet.” Sandra rolled her eyes. “A cultural expression of frustration. Did you know, by the way, that when the Iranians say ‘Death to’ something, it’s the same thing? They say ‘Death to America’ and everyone gets hot and bothered and wants to go to war, but when they get in a traffic jam in Tehran, they say ‘Death to traffic!’ Or a mouse gets into the pantry: ‘Death to mice!’”

      The look on Sandra’s face told Gen she was thinking, Death to this conversation.

      “I rather like it, you know. ‘Death to spam emails!’ Maybe I can start a trend,” Sandra said.

      Butler stared at her for a long minute, tapping his pen on his chin. “We started at the end. Take me through all the events of that night, as you recall them.”

      “Around four p.m. I went upstairs to prepare for the party. I showered, my hairstylist arrived to help me with my hair, I got dressed. Jack came in from wherever he’d been and took a shower. When I coaxed him to hurry, he became peevish and belligerent, trying to start arguments with me.”

      “Did he succeed?”

      “Oh, Jack is usually successful at whatever he attempts.”

      “What did you argue about? Do you recall?”

      “He suggested I didn’t have any friends, so why was I bothering to attend the party? I said I was supporting Willa. He badgered me to sign the divorce papers, and we argued about the settlement. I changed my clothes, I recall, after he said something particularly hateful. Roberta knocked to give us a ten-minute warning. We went downstairs, and the guests arrived.”

      Butler flipped back a page or two in his notes. “And at what point did you throw a glass at Mr. Benedict and tell him you hated him?”

      Sandra flashed a shamefaced glance at Gen and stared down at her hands. “As we came downstairs.”

      “Didn’t feel it necessary to mention that detail?”

      Sandra squeezed her elegant fingers together and stared at them. Her voice softened. “Mr. Butler, do you typically volunteer your moments of deepest humiliation?” When she turned to look up at him, her entire demeanor had changed. Gone was the confidence of moments before.

      “No,” he admitted. “But please, ma’am, don’t leave anything out.”

      “Very well. Yes, I threw a glass at him. I’m not proud of my loss of control. Everyone stared at us, and it felt like the entire world stopped. Roberta called someone to clean up the glass, and she did. Guests arrived, and from then on I had to be on my game. ‘Hello, how are you, lovely to see you, have you tried the shrimp puffs?’ Jack went one way, I went the other. He’s much better than I am at parties. I’m an introvert by nature.

      “I talked to many people, though I saw Jack across the room from time to time. I saw him go into his office with Nina Chandler. The office was off limits during the party, the door locked.”

      “Why was the office off limits?”

      “He’s quite secretive, paranoid about people snooping. I suppose it’s a hazard of the profession: knowledge is power, so guard your business intelligence like it’s a nuclear secret. He also has a gun cabinet in there, not that we expected anything dangerous, but why take chances?”

      “Can I see the room?”

      The office, a narrow room tucked between the family room and the great room, matched the English style of decor found elsewhere in the house, all dark wood and dusty books on floor-to-ceiling shelves. An imposing partner’s desk and leather wing chair dominated the floor. Tucked into a corner sat a glass-fronted gun cabinet.

      Butler crossed the room to the gun cabinet and tried the door.

      “We keep it locked, of course.”

      Butler could see the cabinet contained hunting rifles, four of them, and judging by the dust inside, no one had used them in ages.

      “Jack fancied himself a hunter,” Sandra continued, “but honestly, he’d far prefer to stalk an undervalued company than a defenseless deer in the woods. Those are his father’s.”

      Gen peered over Butler’s shoulder to examine the cabinet’s contents. A handgun lay at the back of the cabinet, almost entirely obscured. A Kimber 1911, if she wasn’t mistaken; the preferred sidearm of the LAPD-SWAT and similar to that used by Marines special operations units. One serious piece of hardware.

      Butler almost missed it, but caught sight of it as he turned away. “That yours?” he asked, pointing.

      “The pocket cannon? Heavens, no,” Sandra said, her lip curling. “That also was Jack’s. He bought it after a friend was mugged, not that he ever learned how to handle the thing. I’m skeptical he even knew how to load it. Honestly, I’ve got to sell the entire lot of it. I don’t want those things in my house.”

      He scribbled in his notebook. “So, you say Ms. Chandler and Mr. Benedict entered this room together, which was otherwise locked during the party. Do you know what business they would have had in here?”

      “Monkey business, I presume,” she said. She nodded at a discreet security camera mounted in a corner of the ceiling. “If you call my security company and ask for the footage, I’m sure you can get all the titillation you want.”

      Sandra’s voice, chilly and professional, nearly masked the tiny waver that warbled its acknowledgment of Jack’s indiscretions. Gen barely knew the man, but she wasn’t sorry he was dead. Sandra deserved better. Gen tried to catch her eye, but Sandra crossed the floor to look out the window, her arms folded against her chest.

      Butler cleared his throat. “Thank you for that offer. I’ll request a copy right away.” He peered over his shoulder at the camera, then looked thoughtfully at Sandra. “Just one more thing, Mrs. Benedict?”

      “Hmm?” She turned from the window to look at him.

      “The preliminary report from the medical examiner suggests Mr. Benedict died of poisoning. Would you have any ideas about how that might have happened?”

      “Poisoning?” The color drained from Sandra’s face. She glanced from Butler to Genevieve and back.

      Gen stepped instinctively between Sandra and Butler. “Do you know the nature of the poisoning? Has the toxin been identified?”

      “I’m not prepared to say right now.”

      “Is she a suspect?” Gen asked, her voice rising.

      Resentment wrinkled Butler’s mouth. Gen whipped around to face Sandra. “You need to get an attorney, now. Don’t say another word.”

      Butler’s cell phone rang. He turned his back and took the call, listening intently, then responding, “I’ll be there in ten.” He disconnected and shot a dirty glance at the door. “I have to go. But I’ll be in touch tomorrow to speak to your son. Thank you, Mrs. Benedict. Ms. Jensen,” he said with a quick nod. Moments later the front door closed, and Roberta turned the heavy lock with a snap.
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      As the grandfather clock struck six, the first car rolled into the driveway. Sandra glanced out the window and groaned.

      “Birdie Davis,” she said, rolling her eyes as she turned to Gen. “She’s a peach. Get ready to meet the cream of Spartina Beach society.”

      “By cream, she means that sketchy, semi-synthetic product packed full of preservatives.” Lyle finished off this definition with a trill on the piano.

      “Lyle!” Sandra only pretended to be outraged.

      “Wait till you see her,” he said.

      Lyle rocked back and forth on his heels as he plinked out a melody. It was an upbeat tune, three catchy bars, and Lyle grinned as he worked it over and over, noodling over variations in tempo and key.

      Sandra walked to the foyer door, smoothing her dress. “Lyle, the guests are here. Stop playing. And where is Willa?”

      Lyle shrugged. “She won’t miss it.” He dropped the cover over the piano keys. “She can’t bear missing an opportunity to publicly display her grief.”

      Gen turned to him with a quizzical look. “I thought you liked her.”

      “I do. But she enjoys her drama. If it’s not already present, she’ll manufacture some.”

      Roberta opened the front door and welcomed the mourners. Birdie approached Sandra, first patting Sandra’s cheeks, then clasping both Sandra’s hands in hers and shaking them as if to pump information from her.

      “My dear,” she drawled. “What a terrible, terrible shock. How are you bearing up?”

      “I can’t quite believe it’s real, but everyone’s being so kind. My dear friend Genevieve has come down from Washington to be with me.” Sandra tugged her hands from Birdie’s grasp and tweaked Genevieve’s sleeve in introduction. “Genevieve Jensen, Birdie Davis,” she told Gen. “One of the pillars of Spartina Beach society. ”

      “Mercy! Are you a champion arm wrestler? Sandra, your friend’s liable to take my arm out of the socket!”

      “Genevieve is retired FBI. She used to wrestle bad guys for a living.”

      Birdie’s eyes widened, although her forehead remained frozen: clearly, her most recent Botox procedure was still in effect. “FBI? Aren’t you in the right place. I wanted to ask you, Sandra, what you make of all this investigation business. Mary Margaret Callahan told me today at the club that the police think it’s murder and they’re guarding parts of your house.” She craned to look around the room. “Could they not leave you alone even for a day? Bless your heart, what a terrible strain.”

      Birdie’s eyes landed on Sandra again, then darted to Genevieve and back. “Just between you, me, and Chris Cagney here? If I’d been in your shoes, I’d have killed him, too.”

      Sandra gaped at the older woman. “Birdie, I didn’t do it.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t, sugar. All I’m saying was if you had, well, nobody could say you didn’t have a good reason. There were times I pondered the option myself, and I considered the man a close friend.” She shook her head. “The things some men think they’re entitled to, I swear.”

      Roberta appeared at Birdie’s elbow to coax the older woman along. Just at that moment, Willa entered the room, hurrying to Sandra’s side and dabbing at the corners of her eyes with her handkerchief.

      “There you are, you poor dear,” Birdie said, landing on Willa. She cut her eyes back at Genevieve and wagged a finger. “A pleasure to meet you, Genevieve, but I know better than to shake your hand. I can’t afford to have my arm broken. I’ve got the doubles tournament at the racquet club next week.”

      Clouds of neighbors and friends drifted through the receiving line, issuing the standard condolences in low voices. Gen felt her energy flag, but Sandra seemed to get a second wind as a handsome silver-haired man stepped up and hugged Sandra, kissing her cheek.

      “Heckuva shock,” he said, squeezing her shoulders. “Jack was so stubborn, I felt sure he’d live another century.” He turned to Gen and introduced himself. “Sandra told me you were coming.”

      “Kenneth was Jack’s business partner for twenty years,” Sandra said.

      “It was kind of you to travel such a long way.” Gen smiled.

      “Oh, I’m a local now, too.”

      “Kenneth moved here when we did,” Sandra explained. “But right after that, Jack, I’m sorry to say, treated Kenneth abominably.”

      “Water under the Spartina Beach Bridge,” he said, waving his hand.

      “And you didn’t want to go back to New York?” Gen asked.

      “I like it here. Beautiful scenery.” Kenneth smiled at Sandra and gave her the tiniest of winks. Sandra blushed like a teenager.

      Well, well. Gen suppressed a smile as she and Sandra exchanged glances.

      “Kenneth! So kind of you to come.” Willa flung her arms around the man. “In such dreadful times, it means everything to have your dearest friends support you.”

      “My condolences, Willa.” Kenneth politely returned her hug and removed her arms, squeezing her hands. “He sure was devoted to you.”

      “Thank you.” She wiped her eyes.

      As Kenneth’s arm drifted discreetly to Sandra’s waist, Willa swallowed hard and forced a smile.

      “Oh, there’s Chip,” Willa said, glancing over Kenneth’s shoulder toward the door. “He’s been such an angel with the Yancey School project. I must speak to him.” And she fled to the side of a man in a seersucker suit and bow tie who had just walked in.

      Gen watched as Willa embraced the man, collecting a comforting hug and speaking earnestly with him. Just then, Roberta bumped into Willa, knocking her so she stumbled. Chip caught Willa by the elbow, steadying her, but Roberta carried on through the foyer as though the contact hadn’t occurred. Willa freed herself from Chip’s steady hand and made an excuse, then turned to follow Roberta, shoulders squared and determined.

      What’s that about? Gen turned to Sandra. “Can I get you a glass of water?”

      “I can do that—” Kenneth began.

      “Please! I insist,” Gen said, keeping one eye on Willa. “You stay and chat. I’ll be right back.” And she followed the women as they turned from the foyer down the hall toward the kitchen.

      Roberta kept a businesslike pace as she pushed open the door to the kitchen, letting it fall behind her. Willa pushed it open again. Gen slipped in just behind her, tucking herself into an alcove hidden from the others’ line of sight.

      Roberta now stood next to the marble-topped island, talking to a woman with a Rubenesque figure and thick curly hair pulled back into a ponytail as she, along with two helpers in white Oxford shirts, placed finger sandwiches on silver trays. Willa gaped.

      “Gracie!” Willa said. “What are you doing here?”

      Gracie started, her glance volleying between Roberta and Willa. She stood up straight and smoothed her uniform. “Roberta asked—”

      Roberta took a step toward Willa and rested a hand on her arm. “Please, Willa, don’t be alarmed. You and Mrs. Benedict are my first priorities. Gracie could use the work, and she’s taken good care of you in the past. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Gracie offered a tentative smile as Willa bit her lip. “I suppose you’re right,” Willa said. “Though Jack wouldn’t be happy about it.”

      “I’m very sorry for your loss, nonetheless,” Gracie said kindly. “I know how dear he was to you.”

      Tears streaked down Willa’s cheeks and left trails through her face powder. “He was! No one understood him like I did.”

      She broke down again, and Roberta patted her on the back. Willa leaned into Roberta’s shoulder, and Gen caught a glimpse of Gracie’s smothered smirk. Roberta pulled Willa away, pressing a tissue into her hands.

      “You’ve got to be starving,” she said. “Talking to all those people—you need to keep your energy up.” From the silver trays before them, she selected several tea sandwiches, laid them on a napkin, and placed it into Willa’s palm. “Go hide yourself in the morning room,” Roberta said, firmly guiding Willa toward a side door. “Everyone understands. You just lost your brother. You deserve some quiet time.”

      Willa obediently trotted to the door of the morning room. As the door closed behind her, Roberta turned to Gracie, her eyebrows shooting toward her hairline.

      “Hold my hand, Mommy!” Gracie said.

      “Ugh, I swear, they still don’t pay me enough,” Roberta said, keeping her voice low. “Willa may not be as hostile as Jack, but she’s just as selfish.”

      “Will she hassle you about me?”

      Roberta shrugged. “Ten bucks says she’ll get distracted counting the money from the fundraiser and forget you were even here.” She pushed herself off the counter, and her voice changed tone. “Time to take care of my other princess. Where’d you put her plate?”

      “In the fridge,” Gracie said. “Oh, nerds! I left the tiramisu bites in the shop fridge. It won’t take me ten minutes—back in a flash.”

      She exited down the hall to the service entrance. As soon as the exterior door closed, Roberta turned to the fridge. She pulled out a china plate with an array of sandwiches and vegetables covered in cling wrap.

      “You don’t deserve Gracie,” Roberta muttered in the direction of the morning room. She pulled the cling wrap off the plate, set it on the counter, then extracted a small jar from the refrigerator and spooned a few dollops of a vegetable dip onto the plate. A bead of oil dribbled down the side of the jar. Roberta replaced the cap, took the jar to the sink, and cleaned it off before returning it to the shelf inside the refrigerator.

      Roberta then rinsed the spoon, put it in the dishwasher, and started it. As the machine began its low churning sound, she smiled and carried the snack across the foyer toward the great room. Gen dashed from her hiding spot, filled a glass with water and ice, and was back on Roberta’s heels in seconds.

      She’d nearly closed the distance between them when Roberta stopped short. A woman in her mid-thirties, tall and sleek in a dark suit, stepped into the house manager’s path. “There you are.”

      Gen hung back, pretending to consider a painting.

      “Hello, Nina. You’ve been looking for me?”

      Nina brushed a stray hair out of her eyes. “I wanted to thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For all you’ve done for me. Over the past few months.”

      Roberta’s face looked cast in stone. “I’m just doing my job.”

      Nina laid a hand on her arm. “I know. And I know Jack didn’t make that job easy on you.”

      Roberta’s eyes scanned the woman skeptically. “Thank you for saying that.”

      Nina nodded. “I want you to know that I see the work you do.”

      Roberta glanced toward the door of the great room. “Excuse me, I need to check on Sandra.”

      “Is that for her? I’ll take it to her,” Nina said, grasping the plate in Roberta’s hand. “I need to express my condolences.”

      “I don’t think that’s wise.”

      “She’s Lyle’s mother.” Nina looked her squarely in the face. “I have every intention of being gracious.”

      “I’m sure you do.” Roberta’s face was unreadable as she handed the plate over. “Good luck.”

      Nina’s eyes flicked over Roberta’s face, but her expression gave away nothing. “Thank you.”
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      The packed great room looked and sounded more like a cocktail party than a wake, and more than one visitor speculated about the police cruiser parked at the end of the driveway. Gen spied Sandra seated on one of the large sofas, and she cut through the crowd to her side, arriving before the tall young woman named Nina could reach her.

      “Here’s your water. Sorry I took so long. I had trouble finding the glasses in that massive kitchen of yours.”

      “My deepest condolences, Sandra.” Nina stood before them, holding out the plate. “Roberta thought you might need refreshments.”

      Gen heard Sandra suck in her breath through her nostrils. Color rose in Sandra’s cheeks. Her jaw set. She made no move to accept the plate, so Gen took it from the woman and set it on the coffee table before them.

      “That was kind of Roberta,” she said. “And kind of you to bring it here. I’m Genevieve Jensen, a very old friend of Sandra’s. And you are?”

      “Dr. Nina Chandler.”

      “Lyle is around here somewhere,” Sandra hissed through clenched teeth.

      “Sandra, despite the sensitive situation, I do feel for you. You and Jack shared many happy years together, and I have great respect for that. I was fond of Jack and, even though you won’t believe me, I am fond of you, too.”

      “If you had genuine respect for me, you’d have the grace not to show yourself.”

      Nina pressed her lips into a thin line. Her eyes flickered over Gen, then over the crowd. “Ah. There’s Lyle.” She faced the two of them again. “I am sorry for your loss, Sandra,” she said, then turned and glided through the crowd toward where Lyle leaned against the piano, tracing the curve of its side with a long, lazy finger.

      “Sorry for her own loss is more like it. The witch,” Sandra muttered so only Gen could hear.

      “Who was that?”

      “Nina is Jack’s—was Jack’s—mistress.”

      “That’s her?” Gen’s jaw dropped. “Boy, that is crass. Don’t worry. I hate her guts. And she’s showing VPL through her suit.”

      Sandra allowed a corner of her mouth to tick up. “Huh. I’m surprised she owns underwear.”

      Lyle’s eyes brightened as Nina approached. He held out his arms, and Nina stepped into them.

      “For being Jack’s mistress, she sure is friendly with Lyle,” Gen observed.

      Sandra huffed through her nose. “They dated for years. Isn’t that tacky? Father and son?”

      Gen shook her head. Forget Downton Abbey; she’d been dropped into a lost episode of Dallas. “I have to say, I’ve seen a lot of crazy stuff in my years with the Agency, but I have never heard of a woman dating a father and son.”

      “Messed up, right?”

      As a rule, Gen tried not to make judgments about people, especially those she didn’t know. People were invariably complicated, and the more cases she investigated, the more she believed people tried to act in what they perceived to be their best interest. However misguided, awkward, or confused they might be, Gen could almost always see the logic they followed to arrive at their decisions. For every person driven by greed or revenge, she could count ten working from either fear or love. Both emotions made people behave like idiots.

      Sandra turned the glass in her hands and sighed. Her hair fell across one cheek, blocking her face. Gen recognized the move from their college days: Sandra’s classic gesture to hide in a crowd.

      “I think that qualifies as messed up,” she said, nudging the plate toward Sandra. “You need to eat something. Those look good.”

      Sandra wearily picked up the plate and set it in her lap. “Roberta hired someone.” She plucked a sandwich off the tray and took a bite. “Oh, my. That is delicious.” In short order, the sandwiches disappeared. She swiped at the dip with a carrot stick. “Bless Roberta.”

      Gen’s eyes drifted around the room. Lyle leaned against the piano, a tired and patient smile on his face as he made small talk with the people who grasped at his arms. Nina quietly stood by his side. When at last the mourners left them, she murmured something to him. The pair embraced, lingering a bit longer than might have been appropriate under the circumstances. Apparently, Gen thought, things weren’t over between them.

      Nina released Lyle, their arms, their fingers slowly sliding away from each other like a wave retreating from the shore. Then she blew him a kiss, turned, and walked through the door, into the foyer, and out of sight.

      Gen glanced toward Sandra, who had gone gray-faced.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I need to lie down.” Beads of sweat stood out on her forehead. “I’m not feeling so well.”

      Gen helped Sandra to her feet and took the plate from her hands, setting it on the coffee table. Sandra steadied herself on the back of a chair. “I’m just feeling overwhelmed, I’m sure.” She walked with slow, determined steps through the mourners, who grabbed at her elbow, keen to register their feelings with her, make their social deposits in her bank.

      Roberta appeared at Gen’s side. “Is Sandra all right? Didn’t she eat what I prepared?” Roberta glanced down at the smudge of vegetable dip and scattered bread crumbs on the otherwise-empty plate. “I was worried her blood sugar was low. I’ve been after her all day to eat. She’s got too much stress to manage without keeping up her strength.”

      “I agree,” Gen said, one eye on the plate that Roberta had picked up. “What did you fix for her? Any more of that? It looked tasty.”

      “There are more sandwiches in the kitchen, and some salad and dessert the caterer brought. Let me whisk this out of here.”

      Gen watched as Roberta carried the plate toward the kitchen, every nerve in her brain screaming to collect it, preserve it. Surely, though, she was being paranoid. If she took the plate, how would she even get it to a lab? The detective would accuse her of interfering or distracting the investigation—or losing her mind.

      She paused. Her imagination was running away with her. Sandra was overwhelmed and exhausted, not violently ill.

      But just in case…

      Roberta moved briskly across the foyer, darting through the visitors as discreetly as a docent moves through a museum, and slipped through the kitchen door. Gen quickened her pace. When she pushed open the door she spied Roberta at the sink, steam rising from water set to full blast. She wore pink rubber gloves as she scrubbed the plate with a soapy dish brush. She turned and glanced at Genevieve. “I can prepare a plate for you momentarily. The caterer’s gone, but she left plenty for the four of you.”

      “I’m fine,” Gen said.

      Roberta turned off the water and dried the plate with a towel. She cocked her head. “Is there something else I can do for you?”

      “No.” Gen shook her head. “I’m just feeling a bit lost.”
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      Roberta politely shooed the last of the guests out the door and closed it firmly behind them. “Now you’ve got your house back to yourselves.”

      Lyle saluted her, then pushed open the doors to the loggia and disappeared outside. Gen and Willa returned to the great room and sat down on the sofas, kicking off their shoes.

      “Willa, can I ask you something that’s totally none of my business?”

      Willa’s mouth quirked. “Oh, that’s intriguing. Certainly, you can ask anything, though I might not tell you.”

      “That’s fair.” She glanced over her shoulder. “What’s the deal with Nina?”

      “Nina Chandler? She’s a chemistry professor at the local community college. Or was. She quit recently.”

      Gen lowered her voice. “But she was also Jack’s mistress? I don’t wish to gossip, but I’m afraid of putting my foot in it.”

      Willa sighed. “Yes, I suppose you had better know where the bodies are buried. They’d been seeing each other for about, oh, six or seven months, I’d guess.”

      “But she was also Lyle’s girlfriend?”

      “They dated in college. That’s how she first met Jack and Sandra. Then they drifted apart—Lyle pursued his music while she went to grad school. I sense that she’s rather adrift. First she worked in the pharmaceutical industry, then she taught. Now she’s switching careers entirely, giving up chemistry for physical therapy. I suppose she’s trying to find her true calling, as they say. You’d think she’d have figured it out before she amassed a ton of college loans. Lyle might not be financially independent, but at least he’s chosen his path and stuck to it.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “So yes, anyway, Nina’s working part-time at the local health club—they have a rehab center—until her teaching contract runs out. Jack and Sandra joined the health club, and Jack ran into Nina there, and one thing led to another.” She shifted a hand through her hair. “He used to make the most horribly suggestive remarks about her so-called workouts. I don’t know why Sandra put up with it, to be honest. I loved my brother dearly, but he could be a monster sometimes.”

      Gen was quickly becoming one of those people Sandra had mentioned to Detective Butler, the ones wishing for pianos to drop from the sky. Too bad Jack couldn’t die twice. “As long as I’m being nosy,” she asked, “are Nina and Lyle still an item?”

      Willa cast her eyes to the ceiling. “That,” she said, “is a question on everyone’s minds. The farther away Lyle stays from her, the better, if you ask me.”

      It wasn’t the only question on Gen’s mind. “You’re very fond of Lyle, aren’t you?” Gen asked.

      “I adore him,” Willa confessed. “He’s as close to a child of my own as I’m ever going to have. We were always close. I often kept him overnight when he was young so Jack and Sandra could have time together.” When Gen looked surprised, she continued, “Oh, it was so much fun. Making pancakes, singing, playing games. I took him on outings, too, to museums and concerts. Seeing the world through a child’s eyes is remarkable, isn’t it?”

      “It is, you’re right.” She and Melissa had done lots of fun things together when Melissa was small, too. That felt like a century ago. Gen shifted, laying her arm on the back of the sofa. “Was it hard for you, seeing Jack and Lyle at odds? Since you’re so close to them both?”

      The light faded from Willa’s face. “It was hard, yes.”

      Gen waited patiently. If you waited, people always said more to fill the silence.

      “I tried to be the peacemaker,” she recalled. “Lyle tried hard to please his father, but it was never enough for Jack. For a long time he couldn’t accept that his son simply wasn’t interested in following in his footsteps, and once he did, once that switch flipped, he took it personally. From then on, he tried to take Lyle down a peg any chance he got. To show who was on top, as if Lyle didn’t know. Then when Lyle became a teenager, he provoked his dad, as teenagers do.”

      “Did Jack ever get violent with him?”

      She hesitated. “I…not that I know of. I don’t think that’s the sort of thing Lyle would hide. But there was lots of yelling, lots of hateful talk. I stepped in whenever I could, tried to shield Lyle from the worst of it. Eventually, they stopped talking.”

      She walked to the window and leaned her forehead on the glass. “Jack had a gift for zeroing in on a person’s weak spot, exploiting it, picking at the scab. With Lyle, that was money, which really meant questioning his talent. Of course, Lyle’s enormously talented, but all artists question their ability to some degree, don’t they? Impostor syndrome, they call it. And Jack could make him feel worthless, dependent. It was so heartbreaking. Both of them suffered from all the hatefulness, and I can’t bear to see anyone suffer. I tried to repair the relationship, honestly I did, but I could never bridge the gap. The two most important people in my life, and I failed them both.”

      She opened her eyes wide and stared out the window, her fingers playing with the fringe of the curtain. Silence settled like damp blankets on their shoulders until Willa, observing how the emotion of the day had drained her, excused herself and padded down the hall and up the stairs, the floor creaking softly in her wake.
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      Despite years of single living, Gen was no good at being alone. Up to now she’d filled the vacancies in her life with work—perhaps Melissa had a point after all—and so, with everyone in the house retired to their rooms to rest, Gen sought company in the television. When Gen walked in to the family room, Roberta was crouched in a corner, fiddling with a Wi-Fi router. The house manager was so silent, she could have served as a special-forces assassin.

      “Systems maintenance is your domain as well?”

      “I do everything.” Roberta pressed a button on the router and lights flashed, then grew solid. “That ought to fix it,” she said, brushing her hands on her pants and straightening up.

      Gen perched on the arm of a chair, curious to make sense of the scene she’d witnessed in the kitchen that day. “I overheard Willa talking about Gracie,” she offered. “Is she a relative I missed? I’m trying to keep track of all the names I’ve learned today, but I don’t think I actually met a Gracie.”

      “No, she’s the caterer.” She hesitated. “If you don’t mind, please don’t mention her to Mrs. Benedict.”

      “Is it a sensitive subject?”

      Roberta frowned at the router. “Not sensitive, exactly, but complicated. Gracie was our cook. She quit a few months ago, and I don’t wish to call Sandra’s attention to molehills, lest they morph into mountains.”

      “I see. Well, Sandra’s got enough stress, so I certainly won’t add to it. But would you mind telling me why she quit? I don’t mean to pry, but I’ve already put my foot in it once today, and I’m afraid of stepping on more buried land mines.” Gen gave her best sheepish shrug. Playing the awkward outsider had worked once today, and there was only so long she could work that angle.

      “She and Mr. Benedict did not get along.”

      “Add her to the list, huh?”

      Roberta’s face was a perfect blank, the picture of cool professionalism.

      “I barely knew him,” Gen said. “What was it Sandra said the other day? Something like people wished pianos would fall on Jack’s head?”

      Roberta’s smooth reserve broke like a stone falling through the surface of a pond, laughter rippling through her entire body. “I’m sorry,” she said, trying to collect herself. “I shouldn’t laugh, but I can’t help it in this case. It would have been karmic, considering how…” She checked herself again, weighing what she was about to say. “Well, he’s gone now, and I don’t think anyone would say my characterization is unfair. Mr. Benedict was mentally abusive to Gracie, if you want my frank assessment. I tried to shield her as my direct employee, but sometimes it simply wasn’t possible. It became too much. To quote from her exit interview, she quit because Mr. Benedict ‘toyed with her one time too many.’”

      Roberta noted Gen’s raised eyebrows. “You should understand that Mr. Benedict expected perfection from everyone, and he had creative ways of communicating his expectations. One night, about four months ago, he decided it was Gracie’s turn in the hot seat. She’d prepared a magnificent dinner, as she always did, but he sent it back, complaining it was too salty. Now, I watched her cook it, and she barely salted it at all because she knew Mr. Benedict preferred to control that himself. The second time, he accused her of serving spoiled avocado in the salsa, which was nonsense. With the third meal that night, he blamed her for failing to cook the potatoes to perfectly identical crispness. As if such a thing was even possible! Finally, he didn’t think the grill marks on his steak were perfectly parallel.” Roberta’s face hardened at the memory. “She quit that night. Said she’d slit his throat with her best Wüsthof if he sent it back again. She was kidding, of course, but no one on staff blamed her for quitting. That was just Mr. Benedict being himself, flexing because he could.” She clapped a hand over her mouth as her face bloomed a deep red. “I beg your pardon, that was inappropriate. How deeply unprofessional of me.”

      “Where was Sandra during all this?”

      “Right there, watching the show. Never said a word in Gracie’s defense, never called Jack on his behavior.”

      I’d quit, too. Gen chewed her lip. The Sandra she knew would never do something like that. Was Roberta lying, she wondered, or had Sandra changed? “Where’s Gracie now?”

      “She just opened her own restaurant and catering business in town, the Sandpiper Cafe. It’s going to be phenomenal. I even hired her for Willa’s fundraiser. I was still steamed about the way he treated her, and the party gig paid a lot, enough to help her in these early months until her customers find her. Gracie’s the consummate professional and did a magnificent job.”

      “And Jack didn’t care that you’d hired her for the event?”

      Roberta’s calm reserve returned. “An efficient household manager knows which details are important to disclose to their employer and which ones aren’t worth their trouble. This fell into the latter category. I was careful to ensure that they didn’t cross paths the day of the party.”
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      Roberta excused herself to carry on with her work, and a while later Gen realized she must have fallen asleep in front of the television, because when the sounds of scales being practiced over and over wafted through the open doorway of the great room, the sky outside was a soft violet. Gen peeled off the sofa, turned off the television, and slipped down the hall.

      “I guess no matter how experienced you get, you never get away from scales.”

      Lyle glanced up and grinned. “Not if you want to stay good,” he said, but he shifted from scales and began playing a classical piece.

      “What’s that?”

      “Chopin,” he murmured, his brows knitting in concentration.

      She wanted to ask another question, as she knew virtually nothing about classical music, but his expression told her to save it for another time. Something in the way his face wrinkled at the corners of his eyes, an almost pinched look, told her he desperately needed some solitary release from the tension of the past few days. She leaned against the doorframe for a moment, listening to him alternately pound and caress the keys, the pauses in between notes like held breath, waiting, hoping.

      She climbed the stairs and peeked into the vacant guest rooms. Finding a darkened one whose door stood slightly ajar, she knocked softly. “You awake?” she murmured. Hearing no response, she opened the door wider.

      The bed was empty, the covers thrown back. Gen took two steps into the room and heard retching coming from the bathroom.

      “Sandra? Are you all right?”

      The light was on in the bathroom. Peering around the corner, she spied an open louvered door, Sandra’s bare feet lying on the tile. She heard the sound of sickness again, and in two seconds, she was at her friend’s side.

      Sandra’s green face peered up into Gen’s. “Bad clams,” she croaked.

      “Have you been like this since you came upstairs?” Gen crouched down to look into her friend’s eyes, but Sandra whipped around and retched again. “We need to get you to the emergency room. Roberta!” Gen called. “We need help!”

      Moments later, the house manager materialized. “Oh my goodness,” she said, staring at Sandra with owl eyes.

      “I’ll be fine,” Sandra whispered.

      “You’re outvoted.” Gen picked Sandra up. The woman hardly weighed anything.

      Sandra’s head lolled against Gen’s shoulder. She cast her eyes up toward Gen’s face as the two women made their way down the stairs.

      “My hero,” Sandra said in a fake starlet voice.

      Gen rolled her eyes. “I’m glad to see you didn’t lose your sense of humor along with your dinner. Okay, damsel, let’s get you to the ER and see what’s causing your distress.”

      Roberta helped them down the front steps and into Gen’s car, tucking their purses on the floorboard of the car.

      “Good grief, what’s in your bag?” Roberta asked, nudging Gen’s heavy purse.

      “My gun,” she replied. Like many retired law enforcement officers, she kept her weapon on her.

      Roberta’s face drained of color, but her demeanor stayed sober and calm. “Please keep me posted,” she said anxiously.
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      The hospital waiting room was banal and generic, with the inescapable television tuned to cable news, the chairs upholstered in inoffensive neutrals that matched the bland walls. Nothing to stimulate people who were already on edge.

      I didn’t think I’d be here a week ago, Gen mused. One week ago she was at her desk, even this late in the evening, writing reports so detailed a rookie could pick up her work smoothly—her last effort to ensure justice in these cases would be served. Her old cases were in excellent hands, but she couldn’t extend the same confidence to the case that currently occupied her thoughts. What exactly had happened to Jack? She hoped the detective, Butler, was as attentive to detail as she was.

      It wasn’t technically her problem to solve, but she was fascinated nonetheless. Butler couldn’t possibly believe Sandra was guilty, could he? The woman literally couldn’t kill a spider. When they’d been roommates at Wellesley, one autumn day they’d come back to their room to find a spider the size of Gen’s thumb climbing up their wall. Genevieve had shrieked, she was embarrassed to admit, but Sandra had calmly knocked it into a coffee cup, covered it with a piece of notebook paper, and marched outside Claflin Hall to a clump of bushes near the lakeshore, where she set the spider free.

      “Did you kill it?” Gen had asked, her face white. “It looked radioactive.”

      “Of course not,” Sandra scoffed. “I set it free in the bushes, where it belongs.”

      “It might come back,” Gen pointed out.

      “Getting lost does not deserve capital punishment,” she said, sitting down at her desk and opening her biology textbook.

      “Genevieve Jensen?” A nurse in scrubs stood in the doorway, a folder in her hand.

      Gen started, then turned toward the nurse. “That’s me,” she said to the otherwise-empty room.

      “You’re here with Sandra Benedict? We’re going to keep her overnight for observation.” The nurse made a few quick notes in the chart and closed the folder. She scribbled a number on a card and handed it to her. “You can go home. In the morning, call and give this code and get an update on her condition.”
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      The navigation app locked in on Sandra’s house, but the connection seemed spotty. Gen checked her phone: one bar. Crossing her fingers that she’d recognize the turns when she came to them, she pulled out onto the street.

      She drove slowly back through the maritime forest, her high beams turned on. Twice she spotted deer just off the road at the edge of the woods, their eyes glittering back at her before they turned and darted into the trees. “Stay away, friends,” Gen murmured as she rolled down the window and let the night breeze flow over her face.

      “Turn right,” the navigation commanded when she was three minutes away.

      Gen frowned. Was this the way they’d come? It was hard to tell in the dim moonlight. She obeyed the computer’s commands, which routed her through a residential neighborhood of tidy older homes with spacious gardens overhung by thick tree canopies. Hedges lined the perimeters, the heavy scent of gardenias lingering in the air. This isn’t right, Gen thought, as she pulled to the curb and frowned at the map. She was close as the crow flies, but this wasn’t the way she’d come. The map showed a cul-de-sac up ahead. She’d turn around and go back the way she came; exploring was only fun in the daylight.

      As she pulled into the cul-de-sac, the car’s headlights swept over a For Sale sign. The brick bungalow behind it was partially obscured by an overgrown camellia, and the grass hadn’t been cut in weeks. It was the type of home that one of those renovation shows would say had “good bones”: a handsome eyebrow in the deep front porch, a beautiful fanlight over the door.

      Something made her pause. She put the car in park and turned it off, leaving the headlights on. Phone in hand, she walked around the side of the house, the headlights casting strange shadows in the overgrown grass. Prickly canes of wayward blackberry seedlings clutched at her clothing with their long thorns. A large deck at the back of the house overlooked the sound. In the cloudy night, the water and the marsh grasses looked like something out of a Flannery O’Connor short story.

      If she lived here, she could ride her bicycle to Sandra’s house. Melissa wanted little to do with her in DC, but if she moved here, her daughter might come for a free beach vacation. Perhaps Gen’s fresh start should include a change of venue. She’d sleep on it and reconsider in the logical light of day.
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      Two weeks ago, the former detective on the Spartina Beach police force retired after half a century of doing virtually nothing. The sleepy town of fewer than a thousand permanent residents never required more than one detective, and the grimmest crime his replacement, Butler, could recall the old man investigating had been a burglary. It had been a simple case: thieves broke into a home while the owners were away and made off with some jewelry and a few hundred dollars in cash. The thieves had been sloppy, and the home had a security camera; the case had been solved in a matter of days. Beyond that, he’d dealt with yearly cases of vandalism—rude words spray-painted on the bridge by carfuls of drunken high school students as they anticipated their graduations. To most observers, the former detective had appeared employed by the taxpayers to play tens of thousands of rounds of solitaire, first the old-fashioned way, then, later, on his computer.

      Upon the old man’s retirement, Butler had been promoted to replace him, and right away this town, as if delivering a bizarre congratulatory gift, produced its first suspicious death in over a century. It was a classic case of bad luck, really. Accustomed to handling drunk-and-disorderlies over holiday weekends and halting the occasional shoplifting-in-progress, Butler had at first anticipated sitting behind an air-conditioned desk with pleasure. What he hadn’t anticipated was the impact local gossip would have on his career—the calls. All the phone calls.

      Now he sat at his desk, drinking burnt coffee and staring at the blinking red light on his desk phone, which indicated a pending voicemail. Without even listening, he knew who it was from: the same person who’d left messages for the last four days in a row, ever since the medical examiner had told the local funeral home director that someone poured half a pharmacy down Jack Benedict’s throat, and the funeral home director told his poker group, which happened to include the mayor’s wife.

      “Detective Butler?” The mayor’s voice sounded as if he perpetually pinched his nose. “Detective, call me as soon as you get this message.” He left his number, not that Butler needed it; after four days of constant messaging, he could recite it better than that of his own landline, which he seldom used anymore.

      A knock on his doorframe made him jump. His boss, Chief Dale Rodney, leaned against the door, wheezing, dabbing at his forehead with a folded handkerchief. He must have run up the flight of steps to his office. “You solved that murder case yet?” he asked.

      “It’s been four days,” Butler said.

      “The mayor’s all over me about making an arrest. Lots of pearl-clutching going on at the racquet club, old ladies afraid to leave their houses.”

      Butler’s own wife had taken to locking their door when she went on her morning walk, something she never did before. “That’s ridiculous,” he said.

      “Nevertheless. Have you seen the front page of today’s Beacon? Dana Kennedy’s article compares you directly, and not favorably, to Barney Fife.”

      He had seen it. His wife had seen it too, had shaken it in his face when he came down for breakfast. “I can’t concentrate at work! Nobody can concentrate. We’re getting calls, people saw the story online, they’re canceling rentals. Labor Day’s coming up! We can’t lose those tourists!”

      The town depended on squeezing every drop of tourist money out of the summer rental season to help it through until the next spring. And with four weeks to go until Labor Day, the holiday that marked the end of the tourist season, every day that the case went unsolved meant another day for Dana Kennedy to write a sensational article, one that would get picked up in Wilmington, then Raleigh, then propagated by social media to holiday renters up and down the East Coast. The result would be another day of cancellations, another day of his friends—their businesses and livelihoods—being pushed closer to the brink of collapse. Butler rubbed a hand over his face and stared at Chief Rodney. “I’m working as hard as I can, sir. In fact, I’m heading over to the Benedicts’ now to conduct more interviews.”

      “I want that case solved. I want an arrest made.” Chief Rodney slammed his hand on the doorframe, and the hinges rattled. “Now!”
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      “Take it easy, Mrs. Benedict,” Roberta said as she helped Sandra up the front stairs and through the door. “Please don’t try to get back out on the tennis court today.”

      “Honestly, Roberta, I’m fine.”

      Gen folded her arms and stared Sandra down. “Would you please listen to your friends, who are trying to take care of you? You had a rough ride yesterday. Worst case of food poisoning I’ve seen in years.”

      Sandra paused on the top step, closed her eyes, and yielded a patient smile. “True,” she admitted. “All right, I promise. Nothing but ginger ale and thriller novels for me today.”

      Once she installed Sandra in a guest room, Gen squared her shoulders. “You need anything, text me downstairs,” she said. “I’m not kidding. Don’t be a hero, all right?”

      Sandra held up her hands. “I surrender, Agent Jensen.”

      Gen closed the door behind her and jogged down the stairs, passing the great room, where Lyle had just completed his scales and launched into a Chopin etude, the same piece he’d been practicing the day before, notes smashing like rain against window glass. In the family room, she clicked on the home and garden channel. The house being renovated this time looked like the one she’d seen last night: older neighborhood, stunning trees, beautiful architectural features. On her phone, she pulled up the real-estate listing and scrolled through the photos. All exterior. The inside must be in a state, she thought. Meth den? Raccoon palace? Hoarder haven? The enthusiastic homeowners on television, guided by the theoretically steady hand of their unnaturally handsome and telegenic contractor, tore out drywall and framed a new room. If those goobers can do it, she thought, surely with Willa’s help she could turn that place into something.

      The Chopin stopped, followed some minutes later by a soft knocking on the door behind her. She turned. Lyle leaned against the doorway, hands in pockets. “Mind if I join you?”

      He eased himself down onto the sectional, lying on his back and tugging stray pillows under his knees. “I just checked on Mom. She looks better than I thought. Pale but okay.”

      Gen cocked her head. “And how are you?”

      “Me?” He shrugged. “My back’s sore.”

      “I don’t mean physically.”

      “I know.” He stared at the homeowners on TV. “Mixed feelings, I guess. To say my relationship with Dad was complicated is a masterpiece of understatement.”

      “I gather complicated was the default relationship status for Jack and almost anyone.”

      He snorted. “Except for the people he terrorized or dominated. Those relationships were straightforward.”

      The doorbell chimed, and Roberta’s voice echoed down the hall. “Yes, of course, Detective. Please come in.”

      Lyle rolled his gaze to the ceiling and sighed. “Ah. Fabulous.”

      “I’m very sorry, Detective, but Mrs. Benedict is indisposed…No, you may not wait for her…Yes, he’s here…”

      Roberta and Detective Butler appeared in the doorway. “Lyle, can I have a word? I was called away the other day before we had a chance to chat.”

      Lyle hoisted a hand over the sofa like a flag up a pole and waved the detective inside. Detective Butler eyed Gen. “Ms. Jensen, do you mind giving us privacy?”

      Gen prodded the inside of her cheek with her tongue. On the way home from the hospital, Sandra had mentioned her intention to promptly find a criminal attorney to represent her. Surely, she would want Lyle to do the same. “You know, Lyle, you’re not obligated to answer questions without counsel.”

      Lyle scrunched his nose and shrugged, dismissing her concerns. “I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

      He was an adult; he could do as he pleased. Gen padded out the door in her bare feet, closing the door partway behind her. No sooner had she passed through the door, heading for the great room, than Butler began his inquiry.

      “Forgive me if I don’t sit up,” Lyle said. “I’m nursing an old back injury.”

      “That’s fine. I’m reviewing some basic details with all the household residents, this shouldn’t take too long. Tell me in detail about how you spent the day of the party.”

      “I got up, practiced on the piano for a few hours. I took a lunch break, then practiced some more. Around three, I went to the gym. I returned around five, went straight to the guest house to shower and get dressed. I hung out in the guest house until I saw people milling around outside. I didn’t want to be there any longer than I had to.”

      “Charity events not your idea of fun?”

      “I like them when I’m getting paid to play them. Otherwise, no, I find them dull. Not many attendees in my age demographic.”

      Gen hovered outside the doorway, holding her breath. She should carry on to the great room, find something to read, but who was she kidding? She flattened herself against the wall and crept back toward the door, straining to hear more of Butler’s questions.

      “Yes, Roberta mentioned you’re a professional musician. You didn’t want to follow your dad into business?”

      Lyle coughed. “Mentorship was not exactly in his wheelhouse.”

      “I see. So, how would you describe your relationship with your father?”

      The sofa creaked. “Familial?”

      Butler paused, and Gen could practically hear the wheels turning in his head. Whenever she’d been on the receiving end of responses like that, she’d scrutinized those witnesses more closely. To her, smart alecks usually had something to hide. Butler pressed on, polite and reserved. “Were you close? Did you get along?”

      “Dad was a volatile person. You never knew how he was going to react to anything. Sometimes he was generous and cheerful, other times he was spiteful and vindictive.” Lyle paused. “I take that back a bit. You could absolutely predict how he’d behave toward someone, based on how much time that person spent catering to Dad’s massive ego. A directly proportional relationship.”

      “It sounds like an investment you were not willing to make.”

      Lyle let that remark go unanswered. Gen shifted her weight and inched closer to peer through the gap between the door and the frame. Confident that the hall’s dim light prevented Butler from spying her spying on them, she crossed her fingers that she wouldn’t sneeze.

      “Well, music, that’s an interesting profession,” Butler said, shifting gears. “You get a lot of work, then? It pays the bills?”

      “I’m not in debt to anyone, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “But you depended on your father for income.”

      “He gave me an allowance, yes.”

      Butler checked his notebook. “You’re thirty-three and still dependent on your parents?” He tapped his pencil against his chin. “Does that bother you at all?”

      Lyle sighed, but his voice remained patient, steady, devoid of emotion. “It’s not ideal, but I’m already working two jobs. If I took a third, I’d never have time to play music. We all make peace with our decisions.”

      Butler stood up, and Gen ducked back to make sure she remained unseen. He walked to the window and nudged the curtain aside to gaze out upon the lawn. “You see a lot of drugs on the music scene, there in New York?”

      “I suppose,” Lyle said. “It’s not that different from any other environment, Detective. If you want to find them, they’re not hard to find.”

      “You said the other day that everyone had a grudge against your father. I take it that includes you?”

      A noise in the gallery behind her briefly turned Gen’s head. Roberta stood in the foyer, watching her with her head cocked, an amused smile on her face. Gen returned a toothy grimace and turned back to her spying.

      Butler paced slowly between the window and the sofas. “You ever threaten him?”

      “Not that I can recall.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Are you accusing me of lying?”

      Butler shrugged. “I’ve heard some conflicting information, and I was hoping you could clarify it for me. People say things. I’m just looking for context.”

      Lyle rose stiffly from the sofa, his face placid, an absolute blank. “I don’t know what you’re referring to, Detective, but I don’t care for your implications. Next time we chat, it’ll be in the presence of a lawyer.”

      Gen sprinted to the door of the great room. From a bookshelf near the door, she grabbed a hardcover volume at random and opened it to a page about three-quarters of the way through. The two men’s voices grew louder as they started down the hall toward where she stood.

      Butler’s footsteps beat a tattoo as he hastened to keep up with Lyle’s long legs. “I’d like to speak to Roberta again. Where can I find her?”

      Lyle paused outside the door to the great room, where Gen sat with the thick book on her lap. He rolled his eyes as he spoke loudly. “Computer, broadcast ‘Roberta, Chief Wiggum wants a word with you. Please retrieve him from the foyer.’”

      Lyle’s voice echoed throughout the house over the rooms’ digital speakers as he directed Butler toward the foyer. The detective gave him a disgusted look and trudged down the hall to wait for the house manager.

      Lyle stuffed his hands in his pockets and walked into the great room, jerking his chin at the book in Gen’s lap. “What’ve you got there?”

      She closed the book and looked at the cover.

      “Hmm. Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors and Architects, Volume Ten, Bronzino to Vasari.” He arched an eyebrow. “Can’t say as I’ve read that one. Are you enjoying it?”

      “Sufficiently.” Gen bit her lip. In a lowered voice, she said, “Not that it’s any of my business, Lyle, but aggravating the police won’t make your life easier.”

      “Perhaps not, but it will make it more fun.” He walked toward the piano, lifted the cover off the keys, and fingered a melody in a minor key. “Actually, I should have listened to you. Butler seems determined to dig up something that doesn’t exist. Did you run many murder investigations at the FBI?”

      “I solved economic crimes. Murders are typically matters for local police.”

      He pressed his lips together. “Well, regardless, I’m glad you’re here to get us out of this. Mom was smart to call you when she did.”
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      When Gen was bored or depressed, she ran. When rage blinded her, she ran. And whenever needed to think deeply, she laced up her sneakers and pounded the pavement until the rhythm of her footsteps dictated a parallel sorting of questions and answers, facts and conjectures, into tidy piles in her mind.

      The heat assaulted Gen the next afternoon the minute she stepped out the door, almost pushing her back inside to the cool safety of the house. She pulled the bill of her hat down further over her eyes and began a brisk walk. Down the stairs, down the gravel driveway, through the brick pillars, and onto the soft sandy shoulder of the road. Then she began to run. The heat from the asphalt radiated up through and around her sneakers and she quickened her pace, as if the heat might bind her to the road if she dallied.

      Faster. Faster. Her strides grew longer, her arms pumped harder, and she matched her breath to the pounding of her feet. The glare burned her eyes, and she wished she’d slapped on some sunscreen. The road stretched out before her, twisting away at a clump of palms, and she ran as hard as she could for it, her chest burning. It had been a week since Jack had died. Butler must have gotten the medical examiner’s final report by now, she thought. She was deeply curious whether it confirmed or corrected the initial assessment. Jack undoubtedly rubbed many people—including his family—the wrong way, but that Butler could suspect Sandra, or anyone in her family, of foul play seemed patently ridiculous to Gen. That Sandra had fallen ill with food poisoning following a similarly large community gathering should, she thought, cast doubt in Butler’s mind of Sandra’s culpability.

      She’d once caught a trainee under her supervision harassing a witness. He’d seen one too many television dramas and fancied himself a voice of authority. She’d sat the man down immediately and told him in no uncertain terms that being a good agent meant keeping your ego in your back pocket. People who needed to throw their authority around had no business being in law enforcement, as far as she was concerned. As she’d escorted him to the door, she’d recommended he find another line of work.

      If she were in charge of this investigation, she’d put the shocked family at ease the minute she had evidence to do so. It was recklessly cruel to toy with their frayed nerves. Of course, if she were in charge, the whole tenor of the investigation would be different. But she wasn’t. She didn’t have a role to play here. She’d interpreted Sandra’s cry for help as a request for emotional support, but after Lyle’s comment, Gen found herself ruminating over her conversations the past week. Had she misread Sandra’s intentions? Lyle’s implication that Gen had been called to run some kind of legal interference stung her and added to her confusion. Her place wasn’t in the middle of the investigation. She didn’t, however, know where she belonged.

      Following her nose, she made a left and ran along the sidewalk, ducking overgrown branches of gardenias that grew well over her head in the permanently balmy weather. The road was shady here, and tall oaks interlaced their branches overhead. She ran another block past a two-story white clapboard house, past a split-level, along a row of brick and wooden bungalows with deep porches. She turned right, then left once again, her body begging her to slow down, turn around, stop. When she did, she found herself in the same cul-de-sac as the night before, facing the same For Sale sign.

      Her legs quivering with fatigue, her fingers tracing the pulse in her neck, she grinned as she walked up the bungalow’s weather-beaten driveway.

      In the light of day she could fully appreciate the house’s forlorn state: paint peeling on the porch’s balusters, grime on the windows, the roof around the porch’s eyebrows streaked black with algae like smeared eyeliner. Long, spindly branches of a camellia sagged against the brick, weighted down with their leaves like patent leather. Ivy crawled up the sides of the house, sending fingers of green over the windows and prying into the fascia. A before image if ever there was one. And though it made absolutely no sense, Gen couldn’t deny that something about the house called to her, had pulled her here as if by a magnet. She needed a project, and this project, inexplicably, needed her.

      She completed another circuit around the house, searching for what it was that drew her here, and it was in the side yard, the overgrown grass brushing her calves and making them itch, that it clicked. The screened porch, with its ceiling fan tilted at an awkward angle, sheltered a large mildewed rattan rocking chair. Her grandmother had had a chair like that, on a porch like that, in a house that, though much tidier and painted a different color, looked very nearly like this one. Nana’s house had been where she’d gone every day after school. It had been her home as much as the one she’d shared with her parents. It had been the home where she’d truly felt she belonged.

      No wonder she felt drawn here. The balloon inflated in Gen’s chest again, and she felt the mental clouds clear as a sense of purpose began to take shape. She pulled out her phone and took a picture.
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      A banner on Gen’s phone told her she’d missed a call, the third one in as many days from a Maryland number she didn’t recognize. This time, the mysterious caller left a voicemail.

      Gen listened to the message as she dried off and dressed. Larry Silver, a real-estate agent in DC, had tracked her through property records. He represented a buyer who was eager to act. When Gen returned the call, Silver made an offer on her little ranch house in Arlington. When he named the price, Gen’s eyebrows nearly flew through her hairline.

      “You’re joking.”

      “I’m not joking.”

      She scratched her head. “The house isn’t worth that.”

      “It is to my buyer.”

      “It needs lots of repairs.” Starting with that pile of shattered bathroom tile.

      “That doesn’t matter. He’ll buy it as is.”

      “Unseen?”

      “He’s seen what he needs to see.”

      Sure, the house was in a great location—a quiet street, a short walk from the Metro, and a fast commute to the heart of the city. It sat on a generous lot for the modest house, one of the last of its kind in a neighborhood whose simple bungalows, Cape Cods, and ranches were rapidly being bought up and torn down. The buyer would probably replace it with a colonial McMansion and snag a quick resale at a hefty profit. The same phenomenon was happening everywhere, driving up prices, making the market volatile, even impossible for the average buyer. Part of her hated to give in to such pirates, but another part of her, the practical part, whispered in her head: That part of your life is over, and you don’t want it back. Move away. Start again. Take the golden ticket, goof.

      “My buyer will give you a month to think about it,” Larry Silver said. “I’ll be in touch.”

      The seven-figure offer was absurd, more than enough to buy the little bungalow, renovate it, and have a cushion besides. It would give her everything.

      Everything, of course, except Melissa’s approval.

      Melissa left the District to visit Gen at home once a month, ostensibly for dinner and conversation, but Gen suspected the real reason she came back was for her dad, Frank. The last time Melissa had visited, Gen caught her standing at the back door, staring out at the old metal swing set where she used to play, as if by wishing she could make her father step out of the garage, set his briefcase down on the back step, and say, as he once did, “Let’s see if you can touch the sky.” And he’d push her on the swing, her head tipping back and her skinny legs reaching for the clouds, reaching and reaching, the pair of them laughing as he pushed her as high as she could go.

      Frank had been gone almost twenty years. That house and a few washed-out photographs were all Melissa had of him. If Gen sold the house without warning Melissa, her daughter would never forgive her, maybe never speak to her again. She needed Melissa’s blessing: a promise that wherever Gen went, Melissa would come to visit. That the dinner visits weren’t about the little house on the corner in Arlington, about the ghost of her father, after all.

      Perhaps she didn’t give her daughter enough credit. Melissa was a grown woman, surely able to see the situation clearly. Even if her father were to come back—which, to be clear, he wouldn’t—he didn’t need the house to find them. The man had a Facebook account, and Google was free.

      But if she didn’t ask, she’d never get that blessing. Melissa would never speak to her again.

      If she let the sale slip, she wouldn’t be able to move to Spartina Beach. Her rekindled friendship with Sandra—at least, it felt like a rekindled friendship—her new sense of purpose, would wither on the vine, and she’d be stuck in Arlington in the house that reminded her of her worst failure, eating her dinner alone in front of the television. In Spartina Beach, someone needed her. Nobody needed her in DC.
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      She scrolled through her camera roll to the photo she’d taken earlier in the day and texted the photo to Melissa.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m thinking of buying this house. Wanted to make sure that was cool with you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gen checked her watch. Melissa would be at work, but maybe she’d call back after her shift ended. She pictured turning the key in the lock, throwing open the door in her home’s big reveal: Her nana’s home, but updated, with shining floors, fresh paint, pristine furnishings. Melissa sitting on a porch swing, sipping a glass of wine, her legs crossed under her, a smile on her face as she patted the cushion next to her. Sit down, Mom. Let’s catch up. The balloon rose a little higher in her chest, then hovered in place as the gray response bubbles appeared on her screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you still in Spartina Beach?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why wouldn’t it be?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll have to sell the house in Arlington to pay for it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No! That’s my home!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You don’t live there. You don’t even visit that often.

      

      

      

      

      

      She paused, considering an idea.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you want to buy it from me?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I don’t want to live in the suburbs.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gen felt an invisible band tightening around her brain. For once, she was glad not to be having an actual conversation, because the voice in her head was shouting uncontrollably.

      
        
          
            
              
        Then what difference does it make?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You only ever think of yourself.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I thought to ask your opinion, didn’t I? I’m struggling to see the problem here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        The problem is you’re selfish. Does that clarify things?

      

      

      

      

      

      Her heart sank. She’d expected Melissa to take it hard, but secretly, she’d hoped that Melissa would surprise her. Give her time, she thought. End the conversation; don’t make it worse. Let her get on with her day, let the benefits of a beach home whisper in her ear as she slept.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s not selfish of me to want to move. People do that every day. I have an offer on the house, a very generous one. I intend to take it. I don’t suppose you have to like it, but I don’t need you to proceed.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gen pocketed her phone and stretched her quads, but the phone buzzed again. Don’t look at it, don’t look at it, don’t take the bait.

      
        
          
            
              
        Actually, you do.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gen blinked at the screen. And then she felt her guts caving in, the foundation crumbling like weak mortar beneath her.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m part owner, remember? You can’t sell without me.

      

      

      

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Incoherent shrieking, in a voice that sounded like Willa’s, snapped Gen back to her environment. The sounds grew louder as Gen approached, then descended, the stairs. Willa flitted around the foyer from Butler to Roberta, to the stairs and back like a trapped moth. When Gen joined the group, Willa landed on her, clinging to her arm, screeching something about where had she been and why didn’t she stop it.

      “Stop what?” Gen asked, shaking Willa off. “Detective Butler? What’s going on?”

      Butler cast a sidelong glance at her, then trained his eyes on the gallery. “Your friend’s under arrest for murder,” he said as the two officers who’d been guarding the bedroom wing appeared outside the family room, escorting Sandra between them. Sandra’s eyes met Gen’s.

      “Gen, thank goodness!” she cried. “Please, tell them they’ve got it all wrong!”

      Roberta stood in the doorway to the dining room, frozen, saucer-eyed. Then the door to the loggia opened and Lyle, bewildered, stormed in.

      “What is all the screaming?” he asked. “I can hear it out in the guest house.” At the sight of Detective Butler and the two additional officers surrounding his mother, his confusion shifted to incredulity, even panic. “Wait, what is happening? Mom?”

      “I didn’t do anything! I’m innocent.”

      Butler said nothing as one of the officers produced a pair of handcuffs.

      “I don’t need to be handcuffed. I’m not a criminal.”

      Lyle wheeled on Gen. “Do something!”

      Sandra gaped as the officer snapped the cuffs on her wrists. “Gen?” her voice quaked.

      “I’m on it. Don’t say anything without your lawyer.”

      She shook her head, but as the officer took her by the elbow, she commanded her courage again. “Call Chip Talbot. Tell him what’s happened.” She craned her head to look over her shoulder as the officer coaxed her firmly toward the door.

      Lyle bolted down the hall. Butler turned to Gen, nodded, and tugged on his sport coat as he jogged down the outside steps.

      Gen, Willa, and Roberta stood in the doorway as the squad car pulled out of the drive, followed by Butler’s faded Buick sedan. As soon as the squad car was out of sight, Roberta closed the door. Willa wheeled on Gen. “Why didn’t you stop them? What is the matter with you?”

      “I couldn’t do anything, Willa,” she said.

      “Did you see a warrant?”

      “They’re digital now. It’s a public record. We can look it up if you want to, but I don’t doubt it’s legitimate.”

      Willa scowled. “Do you think the neighbors saw everything?” She peered out the front door’s sidelight, as if she could see the neighbors behind their doors picking up their cell phones to share this latest juicy gossip. “What a fiasco.”

      Lyle appeared from the gallery, his phone clapped to his ear and his mother’s leather address book dangling from his hand. “Yes, Chip, I know you’re not a criminal lawyer. But you are a lawyer, which means you know other lawyers. Are you capable of making an intelligent referral? Or must I resort to calling some guy who advertises on a highway billboard?”

      “She made some preliminary calls, but she must not have settled on anyone yet. Chip does wills and trusts.” Willa looked at Gen, perplexed. “Honestly, if he had to get up in a criminal court, I think he’d faint.”

      “Everyone calm down. We’ll get this sorted out.” Gen guided them to the great room, parked Willa in a chair, and flagged Lyle’s attention. “Tell Chip we’re going to need bail.”

      “Bail?” Lyle blinked. “Right, how much?” Then, turning his attention back to Chip: “Oh my God, now is not the time to talk about Dad’s will. Mom’s arrest needs to take precedence, don’t you think? Would you please just refer me to any criminal lawyer you know? Ambulance chasers, billboard advertisers, I don’t care anymore.”

      From a side table, Lyle took out a piece of paper and a pen and, frowning, he inscribed the information Chip gave him with the same violence as if carving it into the trunk of a tree. He dropped the phone on the desk and waved the paper. “I have a name and number, which Chip probably got from an ad on a restaurant takeout menu.” He collapsed on the sofa. “Gen, we’re in your hands. What do we do?”

      “First, everyone’s going to take a deep breath. Then we’re going to make a few more phone calls. Kenneth? Or some people you know from your historical society?” She tapped Willa on the knee. “Let’s get some names of quality defense attorneys. Perhaps Sandra had a list? One thing’s clear. It sounds like your friend Chip is not up to the job.”

      “But if I call people from the Foundation, word will get out Sandra’s been arrested.”

      “I’m calling Kenneth,” Lyle said, snatching his phone and walking into the hall to pace. Roberta nodded and spun on her heel, walking swiftly toward her office.

      “Word is going to get out anyway,” Gen said. “What’s important is that we get someone who can clear Sandra’s name. Because it’s impossible that she did it.” Gen looked at Willa, who looked dubious. “Willa?”

      Willa’s mouth bobbed like a fish’s. She sniffed a tiny laugh. “Oh…of course. No, of course she couldn’t.”

      Gen’s jaw dropped. “I’m sorry, are you suggesting she might have?”

      “Well,” she said, tugging nervously at her bob, “the police wouldn’t arrest her for no good reason. They must know something we don’t.” She gripped her head with trembling hands. “And all this time, I was positive it was Nina.”

      “You can’t think that,” Lyle said, sticking his head in the door.

      “Can’t I?” She arched a brow at her nephew.

      “Why?”

      “Jack intended to make Nina the beneficiary of his will, since he and your mother were splitting up. But Nina’s young, she’s got her whole life ahead of her, and you two have a certain chemistry—”

      “Hold up! Are you suggesting she and I plotted together to kill my dad? Are you out of your mind?” Lyle rushed toward her, then abruptly stopped himself, gripping and kneading the tall back of a leather wing chair. The leather groaned in protest. A vein stood out on his forehead. “Seriously? Seriously?!”

      “Calm down, dear. I’m not accusing you of anything. But Nina—well, let’s face facts.” Willa smiled at her nephew as she ticked the reasons off on her fingers. “Jack was almost twice her age. People who marry for money usually earn every penny. The two of you are still attracted to each other. Anyone with eyeballs can see that, and she stood to gain enormously from Jack’s demise. If she could nudge him out of the way, the two of you could live together happily ever after, no? I mean, if she could get all that money without having to sleep with him, why wouldn’t she?”

      Lyle’s jaw dropped. “I dunno, basic human ethics?”

      “Let’s everyone take it down a notch,” Gen said, pressing her flattened hands toward the floor.

      “She’s not a monster,” Lyle insisted.

      “You’ve only recently reconnected,” Willa said. “You haven’t been around her lately.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Willa shrugged. “She’s got her pressures.”

      “I’m not going to listen to this,” Lyle said. “You’re insane. Gen, I’m going to call Kenneth and find a proper defense attorney for Mom. When Aunt Willa wakes up from her fever dream, come get me in the guest house.”

      Gen nodded as Lyle stalked out. Moments later, the loggia door slammed.

      “Well,” said Willa, smoothing the blanket that lay across the back of the sofa. “I guess we know where his allegiances lie.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A cacophony of voices filled Gen’s brain, each one trying to outshout the other, noisier than a Commanders’ game in overtime. Her maternal urge to rescue and protect fought with her professional instinct to build a case.

      Willa, meanwhile, tapped away at her phone, which buzzed and trilled in her hand.

      “That didn’t take long, did it?” She chewed her lip as she typed. “Curse those stupid group chats. It seems Birdie Davis was on her afternoon walk and spotted Sandra in the squad car, so naturally, all of Spartina Beach knows. It’s so mortifying. And I had grand plans for the afternoon. Tim Maddox and Roberta and I were going to develop a plan to tackle all the restoration work around here that Jack postponed. I was so looking forward to it.”

      “Who’s Tim Maddox?”

      “My contractor. He’s a bit of a character, but you will not find a more savvy and thoughtful builder on the East Coast. I won’t even think of working with anyone else. I’d better call and cancel.” She placed a quick phone call.

      “Tim? Yes, I’m afraid I’ve got to cancel our meeting… No, I’m still waiting. I told you, it’s temporary. Jack promised…I understand that, but until the grant comes through, I’m not getting paid, either…Roberta’s the problem, not me.” Willa glanced nervously at Gen and walked toward the hall, lowering her voice.

      But Gen couldn’t focus on Willa right then. She was too wrapped up in Sandra’s problem. On what evidence would Butler have gotten the warrant, she wondered. Then she flashed through the information she’d gleaned from Sandra’s interview with Butler. They were getting divorced, stalled over money. The night of the party, Jack started an argument; she threw a glass at him in the presence of other people. Gen had the impression that after that, Sandra and Jack hadn’t been alone. If the medical examiner’s report indicated poisoning, Sandra would have had to be alone with Jack, or at least close to him, to administer it, but she’d gone for a long walk at some point—she hadn’t said when—and she’d returned after Jack’s body was found and taken away. Gen recalled Sandra saying she’d seen Jack and Nina enter Jack’s office together. Had Butler talked to Nina? More importantly, had he recovered the security camera video? Did he have something that exonerated Nina and implicated Sandra directly? If not, Gen thought, the opportunity seemed to be on Nina’s side, if anyone’s.

      Or Gracie’s, perhaps. Roberta had said Gracie had made threats against Jack. She’d made Gracie’s words sound like Sandra’s so-called threat—a careless remark, made in frustration. Well, no statement could be treated so casually now. Roberta seemed protective of Gracie; she’d taken pains to ensure she and Jack didn’t cross paths the night of the party. But could Gracie have slipped something into Jack’s food or drink?

      Willa returned to the room, a stiff smile pasted across her face. “Sorry. Little headache there.”

      Gen pretended not to have heard a word. “Why would Jack have put off important restoration work on the house? He was a businessman. He surely understood that minor problems, left alone, grow into major problems. Plus, it’s not like he couldn’t have afforded it.”

      “He viewed it as a waste. It was his intention to plow the whole thing under and build a giant glass Philip Johnson-style box.” Willa’s face contorted as though an invisible figure were twisting her arm. “Don’t get me wrong, I love modern architecture. But not at the expense of historic preservation.”

      Her phone buzzed again, and she shook her head, refusing to accept the chaos. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to leave the Sandra fiasco to you and Lyle. It’s jangled my nerves terribly, and the last thing I want is to get in the way. Lyle’s good at thinking on his feet. It’s the jazz musician in him. He knows how to improvise.” She smoothed her bob, her fingers fluttering down its surface to land at her collarbones as she looked toward the hall, toward the kitchen. “What I need is to have a word with Roberta,” she said, starting for the door. “I’m rather put out that she hired Gracie the other day. Spiteful of her, really, but typical. That’s how she blows off her little resentments and perceived slights. Honestly, it’s no wonder Jack fired her three times.”

      “Wait, what?” Gen lunged for Willa’s sleeve. “Sorry. Did you say she’d been fired three times?”

      Willa raised her eyebrows to the heavens. “That’s right. Crazy, if you ask me. I mean, they have schools for butlering, for heaven’s sake. There must be someone else equally up to the task! But it’s none of my business. Now, please excuse me. I really must speak to her, then I need to lie down. My head is absolutely spinning.” And she turned and left Gen to the questions spinning in her own mind.
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      The sun sagged over the marsh, begging to retire for the day, when Gen pushed through the door to the Sands County Jail. After a brief dialogue with a desk clerk, she was led to a tiny booth facing a wall of bulletproof glass. Moments later, Sandra appeared. Even in an orange jumpsuit, she somehow managed to look spectacular.

      Relief broke over her face as she sat in the booth facing Gen.

      “I tell you, hon,” Gen said, “it’s totally unfair how fabulous you look in that jumpsuit. I hope you don’t have to wear it long, but orange really is your color.”

      “You give me confidence. The photo shoot for the Women of Sands County Jail calendar is tomorrow, so I imagine I’ll look really hot as they photograph me breaking rocks.”

      Gen wished she could give Sandra a hug. “They’re treating you okay?”

      “I’m sharing a cell with a woman charged with setting her ex-husband’s trailer on fire.”

      “You should co-write a country song with her.”

      “If Lyle comes to visit, I’ll introduce them.”  She sighed and traced a finger along the booth’s edge. “Yes, they’re treating me fine, for jail.”

      “When I left the house, Lyle and Kenneth were lining up a top criminal defense attorney. She and Chip will get your bail arranged. You’ll be out of here in two, three days at the latest. In the meantime, you’re good at reading a room. Keep your head down. One day, this’ll be an amazing story to tell around the Thanksgiving dinner table. Your grandkids will think you’re a renegade.”

      Sandra shifted on the molded plastic chair. “It’s not looking good, I think. I overheard Butler talking with a colleague. They think I intentionally overdosed Jack on morphine. I’d been talking to the doctor about increasing his dosage, how much was safe, and Roberta told them she’d overheard the conversation. She also told them about the affair.” Sandra’s gaze fell to her lap, and she plucked at the orange canvas jumpsuit.

      “Jack had a prescription for morphine?”

      “Yes,” she said. “For chronic pain. He took a regular extended-release tablet twice a day, but he’d grown tolerant of the dose. It wasn’t effective anymore. I caught him trying to double up on the pills, and it was then that I had a lock installed on the medicine cabinet. I warned both Willa and Roberta not to let him self-administer or he’d overdose himself, especially since he wouldn’t give up his cocktails. I begged Jack to give up on the drinking, I explained to him how much more likely it made an accidental overdose, but in the end he always granted himself a cocktail if he wanted one. He said if he only had a year left, he was going to enjoy it however the hell he pleased. It was after that episode that we talked to the doctor and got the script for the oxycodone, for his breakthrough pain.”

      The questions flooding Gen’s brain threatened to overwhelm her. “Wait, what? Back up. Only a year left?”

      “Yes,” Sandra said. “Jack had cancer. Inoperable. I’m sorry, I can’t remember what I’ve told to whom.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Gen said. “And, oxycodone? Breakthrough pain?”

      “Breakthrough pain is pain that ‘breaks through’ even though you’re taking chronic pain medication. It’s not unusual with late-stage cancer patients. But he couldn’t double up on the pills he was taking—they don’t deliver immediate relief—so we got a script for another opiate, oxycodone. It acts quickly, within a half hour, and it’s especially good for pain like this. I was always super-careful with pills. I swear it.”

      “Is it possible Jack could have accidentally overdosed himself?”

      Sandra shook her head. “Everything was locked up, and Jack didn’t have a key to the cabinet. I did. Since I was a nurse, I administered the pills. It made perfect sense—to Jack and me—but it also means I was the one with the means, motive, and opportunity.” She leveled a glance at Gen through eyes red-rimmed and hopeless. “Those are the criteria, right? If my memories of Murder, She Wrote serve me?”

      Gen nodded. “Surely, though, you’re not the only one. They still have to prove the case.”

      “The police took away the bottles. They’re in evidence. My prints are the only ones on them, of course.”

      “You have a legitimate reason for them being there, and your attorney will make a jury see that. I’m not worried about that, and neither should you be.”

      On the other side of the thick glass, Sandra looked like a child, fearful of the dark, who was being sent back to bed by her mother. “All right,” she said. “I’m trusting you on that one.”

      “Good. Now, who else had access to the keys?”

      “Roberta has a key to literally everything in the house. She keeps them on her at all times. Honestly, I think she sleeps with them on a chain around her neck. Willa had one temporarily, while I was in Boston visiting Carol, but she gave me that key back.”

      “Anyone else?”

      She shook her head.

      “Would they have let Jack access his own medication while you were on your trip? I gather he could be quite the bully when he wanted to. Maybe he squirreled some away?”

      “No. I explained the reactions to them very carefully. Willa, in particular, was alarmed about the prospect of him mixing the pills and the alcohol. She’s dependent on him.”

      “I noticed,” Gen said. “Did Butler mention how come they think Jack’s death isn’t accidental?” If the man took medication and liked to drink a lot, accidental overdose seemed the likeliest cause of death.

      “The volume of meds in his bloodstream looked suspicious. The report indicated the amount was much greater than is typically seen in accidental deaths.”

      “I see.” Gen rapped her knuckles against her lips as she ran through questions in her mind. “Did Jack complain of breakthrough pain on the night of the party?”

      “I remember as we were getting dressed that he had a flare. I offered to help him, but he brushed me off. So, I didn’t give him anything. Apart from that, he was his ordinary self. Usually when the severe pain overcame him, he got very quiet and subdued. Anyone who saw him that night will tell you he was not at all subdued.”

      “And he didn’t come to you at any point in the night, asking for help?”

      “No. The last time I was alone with him was when we were getting dressed before the party, and he was alive for hours after that.” She glanced toward the wall where an officer stood observing their conversation, waiting to escort her back to her cell. “I overheard Butler complaining about getting pressure from the mayor to solve the case. Being in here is going to my head. And I’ve only been here a few hours.”

      “Listen to me,” Gen said, tapping her index finger on the glass. “You’re as tough as they come. It’s okay to be scared right now, but the logic behind the evidence is on your side. You’re going to be all right.”

      Sandra mustered a rueful smile. “If Martha Stewart can do it for five months, I can do it for five days.”

      “I believe you are innocent. The Sandra I know would never have killed anyone. And I’m going to fight for you with everything I’ve got.”

      A tear spilled from Sandra’s eye, which she quickly brushed away. She pressed a hand to the glass. “Thank you, Gen,” she whispered. “That means everything.”

      Gen matched her hand to Sandra’s on the glass. “I’ve got your back.”

      The police officer came over to their booth and rapped on the wall. “Time’s up,” she said.

      “Gen?” Sandra said as she rose to return to the cell. “Can you—can you investigate? Not just prod the police.”

      Gen’s conscience twinged, and Lyle’s comments from the day before reverberated in her head. She truly believed Sandra was innocent, and that Butler was rushing to judgment, but she also believed a good attorney would clear Sandra’s name, and that her involvement might jeopardize Sandra’s situation more than help it. “I never worked a murder case, Sandra. I worked economic crimes.”

      “Please?” she begged.

      The cop tugged Sandra away from the booth.

      The anxiety and bewilderment in Sandra’s eyes called deeply to Gen: to their long history, to the way they’d so quickly reconnected. To what was she more loyal? Gen faltered. “I won’t let you down.”
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      As she crossed the nearly empty parking lot to her Subaru, Gen spotted a figure unlocking a familiar faded Buick. “Detective Butler!” she called.

      Butler glanced up and pocketed his keys. “Hello, Agent Jensen.”

      “Call me Gen,” she said as she caught up to him.

      “I guess I know who you’ve been visiting.”

      “Detective, you can’t possibly think—”

      “Agent Jensen, you know I can’t discuss the case with you.”

      “Have you followed up on Gracie? The caterer?”

      “Gracie Darrow?” Butler shook his head. “I don’t see her as a person of interest.”

      “Do you know her history with the victim? When she was his employee—”

      “I know the history. From all accounts, though, nobody at the party got sick, other than the expected hangovers. One of Ms. Darrow’s assistants tells me he was by Ms. Darrow’s side all day, and then after they delivered the food, Ms. Darrow left him in charge on-site that night, not wanting to risk an awkward interaction. She might have resented Jack Benedict, but she didn’t have an opportunity to do anything to him. According to Roberta, he never knew Gracie was even there.” He opened the car door and sat down in the driver’s seat.

      “Could Roberta be—”

      “Look,” he said, cutting her off. “I know it’s hard to stomach, but I’m pretty sure I know who’s responsible.” He peeled Gen’s fingers off his car door and closed it.

      “You’re missing something,” she said, pulling the door back open. “Have you reviewed—”

      “You’re retired, remember?”

      Butler cranked the engine and yanked the door closed. Gen pulled her hand back quickly so her fingers wouldn’t get smashed. He threw the car into gear and backed out of the space, but as he did, he rolled down the window.

      “You’re not the only one who knows how to run an investigation,” he said. “This is my jurisdiction. I’m running this operation, and I know what I’m doing.” And with that, he pulled away, leaving Gen standing in the empty parking spot.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not wrong, am I?” Detective Butler called out as he selected a mug from the break room cabinet, considered its stains, and returned it to the shelf. Across the hall, in Butler’s office, Detective Carlotta Samuels tipped her chair onto its back legs and examined her fingernails. Turquoise acrylic tips today.

      Just the day before, not an hour after Sandra Benedict’s arrest, Chief Rodney had knocked on Butler’s office door. “I’ve hired a consulting partner for you, for the Benedict case,” he’d said, producing the young woman with the longest, pointiest fingernails Butler had ever seen. Pink with gold stripes. Detective Samuels had smiled, shaken Butler’s hand firmly, and given him a quick glance up and down. Butler couldn’t help feeling that between that single glance and handshake, she’d taken the entire measure of him, read the depth of his anxiety over the case, tagged the shameful fragility of his ego in the moment. “She’s up from Wilmington, very experienced. She’ll help you get your feet under you.”

      Samuels had indeed read him as plainly as a blotter, yet she’d done nothing to convey it. As he’d briefed her on the case facts, she’d acted the perfect blend of cool professionalism and warm collegiality. The entire experience left Butler lukewarm. That night, flipping channels absentmindedly from the security of his worn recliner, and trying to shake off the doubts his parking lot encounter with Gen Jensen had awoken, he reconciled himself to the fact that, whether he liked it or not, he would get mentored, and by someone ten years younger than him. Resistance was futile.

      A decent night’s sleep rightsizes most problems, and this morning as he’d dressed for work, he resolved to show his best self to Samuels. He was new at this, after all, and he couldn’t hide it from her, so there was no point wasting their time in trying. Better her than Gen Jensen, anyway. Now he examined the hodgepodge of crockery in the office break room, looking for the mug that would shape the perfect impression. He peered at her, then reviewed the available cups. “World’s Best Grandma,” emblazoned with flowery script and little pink butterflies, might make her laugh, would tell her he had a sense of humor about himself and would be a good colleague, but it, too, was stained beyond comfort. Inspection of half a dozen mugs in the cabinet revealed a collection of depressing pottery in various stages of permanent sanitary decline. He chose a plain white one—who was he kidding; she’d formed her first impressions of him already—smeared the inside with a bleach wipe, gave it a rinse, and filled it with black coffee.

      He took a sip. Burnt, as always.

      Detective Samuels looked up from her fingernails as Butler entered and sat down at his desk.

      “After all, they’re going through an ugly divorce.” Butler set the coffee aside and ticked the observations off on his fingers. “The girl he’s got on the side is a New York ten, so the wife’s gotta be jealous. She offs him before the divorce, cashes in.”

      Samuels cocked a perfectly groomed eyebrow at him, then threw a pencil up at the ceiling, where it stuck in the acoustical tile.

      “According to Ms. McIntyre, Mrs. Benedict is a former nurse and is the only one allowed to administer the morphine. All the drugs were kept in a locked cabinet, which only Mrs. Benedict and Ms. McIntyre had a key to.”

      “Not even the deceased?” Samuels asked.

      “Nope.”

      “There’s no way he did it to himself?”

      “No. No access. And the ME’s report is clear it’s not alcohol poisoning.”

      “Any bruising, signs of struggle?”

      “No.”

      Samuels sifted through the notes on the desk, tapped a page with her pen, and looked up. “I wish you’d waited a day on that arrest,” she said.

      Butler choked down the last of his coffee and set the mug on the desk. “Yeah, I see that now.” He wanted to explain that the mayor had called, had clearly implied if he didn’t make an arrest imminently, he need not bother reporting to work again. He’d taken a risk, a big one, one that he now sensed was crumbling beneath his feet.

      Samuels rose from her chair and walked to a whiteboard on Butler’s wall. She uncapped a marker from the board’s tray and sketched out a timeline. “The party’s going for about three hours, then shortly after nine p.m., Mr. Benedict shows signs of illness,” she recounted. “Apparent drunkenness, since the guests all confirm the man was pounding back the hooch. The Benedicts were not alone together at any point during the evening, after the party began. Mr. Benedict was taken upstairs by Nina Chandler about nine thirty p.m., Mrs. Benedict departed the house at around the same time. The auction began at approximately nine forty-five, and Chandler returned to the full-to-capacity auction tent within a half hour of it starting.

      “Mrs. Benedict, according to multiple accounts, did not return to the house until after midnight, after the party had broken up. The time of death is between ten and eleven fifteen p.m.” Samuels circled the event on the timeline, capped the marker, and chucked it onto Butler’s desk. “There’s the hole in your theory, Detective.”

      Butler spun the whiteboard marker around on his desk.

      “A roomy hole,” she continued, sitting back down and tipping her chair on its back legs. “Vast. Capacious. So big, I want to plant a tree in it.”

      “I know,” Butler growled, because he felt the same way.

      Samuels grabbed the marker back and spun around to the board. “Who else we got? Dr. Chandler, obviously. Would she have drugs in her office, written herself a script?”

      “She’s not a medical doctor. She’s a professor, or was.”

      “Ms. McIntyre, you said, had a key.” Samuels added her name to the board.

      Butler chewed his lip. “The son, Lyle. Ms. McIntyre reports there was a lot of tension between them, also over money.”

      Samuels consulted her notes and completed the list on the board: Sandra Benedict, Lyle Benedict, Willa Benedict, Nina Chandler, Gracie Darrow, Kenneth Goodwin, Roberta McIntyre. She drew a tentative line through Sandra’s name.

      “Not yet,” Butler insisted. “And Darrow’s out.”

      “This is our witness list,” Samuels said, erasing Sandra’s name and writing it back in. “So, with whom do we wish to chat next?”

      Butler felt as though he were back in middle school, the teacher asking him a question for which there was only one correct answer. He knew the answer but didn’t want to give it. He consulted his interview notes again, fixating on one question that didn’t add up. “Lyle Benedict,” he said.

      Samuels’s mouth twitched. “That’s not who I’m talking to this afternoon. Here’s a hint: Never say the phrase ‘New York ten’ in my presence ever again. It’s sexist, and it’s not acceptable.”

      She said it calmly, but firmly, and Butler was left with the same feeling as when he’d disappointed his parents long ago; they’d expected better of him, and he’d let them down. “I know Chandler’s high on the list,” Butler said. “I’ll get to her soon, I promise, but I’m sure he’s lying to me, and I want to know why.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Gen hung up the phone with Lisa Randall, Sandra’s defense attorney, reassured that the world was spinning properly on its axis once again. First things first, Gen needed papers that would show Sandra would be able to cover bail: one or more bank statements from her and Jack’s joint account. Roberta would know where to find them.

      She’d last seen Roberta carrying some dry-cleaning to the guest house where Lyle was staying, so she tracked the house manager across the lawn and knocked. Getting no response, Gen let herself in. No one appeared to be there, but just as she turned to go, a noise from the hall turned her head.

      “Roberta? Is that you?” She crossed to a door, knocked, and cracked it open. “I just talked to the defense attorney, and she—”

      Gen stopped short. There, sitting on the side of the bathtub, was a glassy-eyed and slack-jawed Lyle. When he saw her, he scrambled to his feet, stumbling a little. He grabbed the countertop to steady himself.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, coming closer.

      He nodded and reached for a glass, filling it with water. He drank the entire contents in a few large gulps.

      “Look at me,” she commanded. Lyle made eye contact through the mirror. She spun him around to face her.

      “Good grief, look at your pupils! Are you…using your dad’s prescription?”

      “Yes.” He twisted out of her grip and leaned back against the sink, his gaze falling to the floor. “I told you I hurt my back months ago, fell on some ice this past winter as I was loading gear for a gig. I saw a doctor, did all the PT, but occasionally I get a flare that I can’t manage. You should have seen me—it was so bad this morning I had to crawl to get in here.” He brushed past Gen and crossed the hall to lie down on his bed. “Don’t worry. I’ve got it under control.”

      “Said every addict ever.” Gen hovered over him, hands on hips. “If Butler took your dad’s meds, where’d you get those?”

      “I might have squirreled away a couple, just in case.”

      “A couple? How many, honestly? Where are they? Where do you keep them?” She turned to search the bathroom.

      He rolled over, his back to her, and stared out the window. “They’re not in there. Look, I only use them when I get a bad flare. This is the second one I’ve had in a month.”

      “Does your mom know?”

      Lyle shook his head. “I don’t want to give her more to worry about.”

      Gen walked around the bed and squatted down to face him. “So don’t give her a dead son on top of it all.”

      Lyle’s eyes squeezed closed. “You’re absolutely right. That’s the last of it. I’m done, I promise.” He crossed a finger over his heart. “Can we keep this between us? For Mom’s sake?”

      Her conscience screamed at her: Report this to Butler. Every bit of information, no matter how apparently innocuous or unrelated, was vital to an investigation, and this detail was hardly either. But Sandra would be devastated.

      “Please?” Lyle pleaded.

      She wanted to believe him. It was possible that, given a little more time, more thought, more information, more context, she could put the pieces together without causing Sandra unnecessary pain. Gen bit her lip. “Fine, it’s between us. For now,” she stressed. “I’m not promising I’ll keep this a secret forever.”

      “I understand. I appreciate your confidence,” Lyle said. “And you’re right. I’ll call today and get an appointment with the doctor.”

      Guilt saddled her, mounted her back, gripped her around her neck. She’d never withhold information like this on any other case. Get moving, the guilt told her, but she ignored its insistent kicks to her sides. She’d think about it later…Gen shifted her weight, pushed a hand through her hair. “Have you seen Roberta? I need some papers for your mom.”

      His eyes flicked past her to gaze out the window at the lawn. “She’s outside,” he said with a jerk of his chin. “Doing her household review.”
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      Gen shielded her eyes against the morning glare as she crossed the lawn. Roberta stood on the deck, inspecting the wear and tear and taking photos with a tablet computer she held in her hand.

      “This bench needs replacing, as do those steps,” she said by way of greeting. “Every event the Benedicts host requires some major repair after the fact. What can I do for you?”

      “The defense attorney asked me to bring her a copy of Sandra and Jack’s latest joint bank statements. For the bail,” she said.

      “I can help you find those. Just give me a minute.”

      Roberta dashed off an email to the contractor, attaching the photos she’d just taken. “Am I interrupting your…review?” Gen asked. “That’s what Lyle called it. A household review.”

      “I’ll finish it later. Let’s go. The papers will be in Mr. Benedict’s office.” She jumped down the short distance from the deck to the lawn, avoiding the steps, and started across to the house.

      “What does that mean, household review? What is it that you do, exactly?”

      “Think of me as a cross between a personal assistant, a butler, and a business manager,” she said, opening the loggia doors and stepping back to let Gen enter first. “It’s my job to know everything that goes on around here, and to anticipate the needs and fix the problems of my employers before they even become aware of them.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Gen asked.

      Roberta chuckled as she led her through the foyer. “I’ve almost achieved a master’s degree in mind reading. Just finishing up the thesis. Yes, I oversee all the household staff, like the cook, who I need to interview—” she said, making an additional note on her tablet, “and any contractors who come in. Of course, given the house’s age, there are always contractors.”

      She turned left again, into the great room. “And I manage events the Benedicts host, make sure everything runs smoothly. I pay accounts—” she nodded a greeting to the window cleaners who’d just set up outside—“schedule repairs, and I pinch-hit whenever someone on staff is ill. So I know how to do a bit of everything. Clean carpets, deal with the pool, fix cars, repair computers.”

      “And how long have you worked for Jack and Sandra?”

      “Five years.”

      “So you moved here with them from New York?”

      “That’s the gig,” Roberta said. “I’m like a piece of the furniture, but more functional.”

      “Your job sounds enormous. Your resume must be ten pages long.”

      “I do like to think it keeps me versatile, should I need to change jobs unexpectedly.”

      When they reached the end of the great room, Roberta removed a giant key ring from her pocket, unlocked the door to the study, and flipped on a light switch. “We should find the papers you need in here.”

      She twitched open the curtains, and dust motes hung in the shaft of sunlight pouring into the room. “Ugh, Hannah neglected to dust in here yesterday.” She made a note on the tablet, then found another key on her ring and unlocked a drawer of the massive oak partner’s desk in the center of the room. Switching on a lamp on the desk, she squatted down and pulled out a file drawer, and began flicking through the manila tabs.

      A signal flared in Gen’s brain. “Speaking of changing jobs…do you mind if I ask you a personal question?”

      Roberta flinched, ever so slightly, but didn’t look up. “Not at all.”

      “Willa said Jack hired and fired you multiple times. Is that correct?”

      She paused, her hands hovering over the folders. “Yes, that’s true.”

      “How many times?”

      “Three.” She pulled out a thick file folder, whose contents had been haphazardly shoved together, and began paging through it.

      “Once—this was when they primarily lived in Greenwich, Connecticut—he accused me of stealing his favorite pair of cuff links from their Manhattan apartment. Mind you, I never stole anything in my life, not so much as a ballpoint pen. About two hours after I’m out, their house, their life, starts falling apart. Minor problems become major crises…Anyway, two days later, Mrs. Benedict went to the Manhattan apartment and found the cuff links in a dish on a table in his dressing room. She made him call me back, apologize, and hire me again. I got a big raise out of that one.” She chuckled, but her eyes didn’t smile. “One time I was fired for telling Mrs. Benedict the truth about an affair he was having with an intern, and once was for insubordination. That one I probably deserved. I was having a terrible day.”

      “I’m surprised you kept coming back to work for them. You have lots of skills. Why put up with such treatment? Why not change jobs completely?”

      “I suppose,” she said slowly, withdrawing and opening another folder, “I like being needed. I don’t have family, you know. I’m single, don’t have siblings. My parents are long gone. It’s a nice feeling, knowing someone utterly depends on you.”

      “Surely other people could need you, people who wouldn’t mistreat you so.”

      She shrugged. A flush crept over her face as she worked in silence, sorting, stacking, replacing the papers. Gen peered over the edge of the desk at the overstuffed drawer. It was amazing Roberta could even move the files in and out. “For a guy who was apparently so obsessed with work, he sure was a slob with his documents. Why didn’t he use digital statements? ”

      “Oh, he used both, but the digital files are far more chaotic.  He just saved things any random place the computer suggested, never tried to organize anything or name files logically. He always assumed I would find what he needed. I’m sorting through a backlog that will take me ages to figure out.”

      “How do you find time to do it all?”

      “I seldom sleep.” She wrenched another file out of the drawer. “You may want to have a seat,” she said, nodding at the chair in a corner by the window.

      Gen sat down, angling the chair so the sun stayed out of her eyes. As she settled in, she glanced around the room: bookshelves filled with books about economics, investing, business strategy. Sports memorabilia. A single photo of Jack and Willa, at some sort of gala. They both looked happy.

      “How’d Willa’s fundraiser go?”

      “You mean, apart from the death of her brother?” Roberta asked wryly. “It was a success, I suppose. She met her fundraising goal.”

      “Did you attend? You said it was part of your job to make sure the event went smoothly.”

      “Oh yes, of course. Just another day at the office.”

      “Did you see anything unusual? Suspicious?”

      Roberta sat back on her heels, searching Gen’s face. “Everything I observed, I reported to Detective Butler.”

      “I’m sure you did,” Gen said, crossing her legs. “I’m just curious on your take.”

      “Running your own investigation?”

      Gen shrugged and grinned. “Professional curiosity dies hard. I haven’t been retired long.”

      “And your best friend’s at the center of it.” Roberta went back to the files. She scanned one paper, frowned, and set it aside on the desk. “It’s not my place to speculate.”

      Gen bristled at Roberta’s implication, but she swallowed it and kept her voice friendly. “I’m not asking you to speculate. I’m asking what you saw. What was the dynamic between Jack and Sandra that night?”

      “There was none. After they came downstairs to greet the guests, they were never together. Well, they exchanged some words as Mr. Benedict became ill. She offered to help him upstairs to lie down, but he refused. He wanted Nina—you met Nina, I think, at the wake?—so she took him up.”

      “I’m sure that embarrassed and distressed Sandra.”

      “That’s a logical conclusion.”

      “And that was when Sandra went for her walk?”

      “Yes.” Another folder returned to the drawer.

      Gen sniffed. “I can’t make sense of it. From everything I’ve heard, Jack sounds like a terrible jerk. What did he and Sandra have in common? Why was she even with him?”

      Roberta moved from squatting to sitting, settling in for a long and tedious task. “I haven’t painted a generous portrait of Mr. Benedict. He was unpredictable and impulsive, but he wasn’t a monster. He liked to keep people guessing. That trait created a business advantage for him, and given how driven he was by his work, it’s natural that it bled into his personal life.

      “She once mentioned in passing that in the beginning of their relationship, he was spontaneous, which Mrs. Benedict found charming. Even five years ago, shortly after I began working for them, he’d surprise her with gifts, take her on trips. ‘Pack your bags, we’re leaving in an hour for Paris.’ That sort of thing. But in the years I worked for them, those moments stopped happening.

      “I can see how she found herself in a difficult position.” Roberta’s eyes focused on the soft space between the file cabinet and Gen’s feet. “You notice you’re in a string of bad days, and you tell yourself it’s just a trough. Everyone goes through them. But then you wake up one day and realize the trough has lasted for years, and you have to sort out what to do about that.”

      Lots of things in life were like that, Roberta mused; somehow, in the midst of a busy life, a minor problem or pattern evolved into a major one without your really noticing. Once you did, though, you couldn’t unsee it; you couldn’t pretend the elephant in the room wasn’t there, but it was so vast you couldn’t get your arms around it. And so you were left to eat the elephant, one tough, gristly bite at a time.

      Roberta snapped out of her melancholic reverie and returned to the document search. For a moment, Gen considered dropping her inquiries. Roberta’s point needled her; this was Butler’s job to do, and she had conflicts of interest up to her eyeballs. Gen watched Roberta work, focused and efficient despite the task’s tedium. It made little sense to her that someone so smart and efficient would chain herself to a career like this. She could be an executive in a major corporation or be running her own business.

      There must be some higher purpose for Roberta, Gen decided. Something she couldn’t see. The purpose of serving justice got Gen through the tedium of endless paperwork and running down dead ends. That same purpose kept her from sitting on the sidelines when a question demanded an answer.

      “So Nina took Jack upstairs, alone, when he became ill. Was that the only time they were alone? Or was Jack alone with anyone else that you saw?”

      “I really don’t wish to gossip.”

      “I’m not asking for gossip, just whether you observed him alone with anyone.”

      She stayed focused on the papers in her hands.

      “Look,” Gen said. “If your job means anticipating needs, connect these dots: If Sandra gets convicted of Jack’s murder, and she goes to prison, you’re going to be out of a job. Neither Lyle nor Willa needs your services. This is Butler’s first murder investigation. Sandra’s convinced she’s being made a scapegoat.”

      Roberta studied Gen carefully for a long moment.

      “This is nothing I haven’t already told Detective Butler, you understand. The night of the party, Nina was almost always by Mr. Benedict’s side. I didn’t have eyes on the two of them the entire time, mind you, but I did see her lead him in here and close the door. The room was locked the night of the party, but I suppose Mr. Benedict had his key on him. He usually did.”

      Gen uncrossed her legs and leaned forward, elbows on knees. “How long were they in here together, do you think?”

      “Five, maybe ten minutes?”

      “Do you know if she ever had access to his medications?”

      “I wouldn’t think so. Sandra and I possess the only sets of keys.”

      “And Willa,” Gen said. “Sandra told me yesterday that Willa got a key when she was in Boston with Carol.”

      “Oh, right,” Roberta said. “I forgot about that. But Willa gave hers back, not that she would have given it to Nina in any case. My keys are on my body all the time, and I don’t know where Mrs. Benedict keeps hers, so I can’t imagine Nina would know. Mr. Benedict certainly didn’t.”

      “Do you have Willa’s spare?”

      “Yes, I keep it in my office, locked in my desk.”

      “Is there any chance Jack knew that?”

      Roberta frowned. “It’s a logical thing for him to guess. What are you imagining?”

      “So,” Gen said, staring up at the ceiling, “it’s a long shot, but suppose Jack and Nina are having a tryst here, when both Sandra and you are out. His pain flares up, and he wants relief. He tells Nina to go into your office, she breaks into your desk and gets the cabinet key, gives Jack a pill for his pain, but she slips a handful into her pocket for future use.”

      The confusion on Roberta’s face cleared. “My desk hasn’t been broken into. If anyone did, they hid their tracks completely.”

      “I assume Jack and Nina had liaisons here?”

      Roberta winced.

      “I appreciate your discretion, but he’s dead now. If you have information that could support a theory, it could help Sandra’s case.”

      She nodded. “Unfortunately, part of my job involves helping my employer facilitate all meetings, however personal in nature they may be.”

      “So you snuck Nina in?”

      “Once or twice. After that, I asked Mr. Benedict to not put me in that position again or I would resign. By then he’d been without me long enough to know how badly things fell apart when I wasn’t there, so he agreed.”

      “Good for you.”

      Roberta sat up straighter. “Another thing. At the party, not long after Mr. Benedict and Nina were alone in the office, she caught up with Lyle. He trailed after her the rest of the night. Once or twice I saw them talking, just the two of them. Around the time Mr. Benedict became ill, she was standing on the staircase next to Lyle, and she slipped her arm around his back and seemed to put something in his jacket pocket.”

      “Could you tell what it was?”

      Roberta shook her head.

      “Bigger than a breadbox? What did it look like?”

      “I don’t know. Whatever it was, was concealed in her hand.”

      “Did Lyle react to her putting the mystery item in his pocket?”

      Roberta scratched her head. “I don’t remember. I don’t think so?”

      “Anything else you remember?”

      “Mr. Benedict and Kenneth were in the office together as well. I don’t know for how long, but when they came out, they both seemed angry. This was later in the evening, after he was with Nina, but I remember it distinctly because Willa was in an absolute panic and wanted Mr. Benedict to help her make some last-minute decision about the desserts. She begged me to find him, so I waited for them to come out. When they did, I could tell from Mr. Benedict’s expression that that moment clearly wasn’t ideal, but Willa was single-minded about the night’s success, so I brought him to her. He must have soothed her anxiety, because the menu didn’t change.”

      “Isn’t the menu the sort of issue she’d decide ahead of time or delegate to you? It seems to me she’d be more interested in chatting up big donors.”

      Roberta cast her eyes up to the bookshelves, as though she might find there the right words to articulate the state of the moment. “She needed everything to go perfectly. She’s devoted to her work, but the Foundation is financially insecure. Pair that anxiety with her extraordinary attention to detail, and she can often find things to fixate on. In this case, she’d overheard a guest making a snide remark about the food, so she worked herself up into a state, convinced herself that people would become dissatisfied and leave early, the auction would collapse, and the whole night would be a catastrophe. When she gets into mindsets like that, Mr. Benedict is—was—the only one who can soothe her.”

      That tracks, Gen thought. She’d seen flashes already of Willa’s need for control. She was glad it was Roberta’s job to manage Willa’s events and the emotional states that accompanied them, and not hers. Gen would last fifteen minutes before blowing her top.

      She tapped her fingers on her chin and stared up at the ceiling. Mounted in the corner, just over the door, was the tiny camera Sandra had shown to Butler. “How many security cameras are there in the house?”

      Roberta’s head twisted around to follow Gen’s gaze. “A few downstairs and outside. Mr. Benedict was always concerned about security—a colleague of his in Manhattan was robbed in his home, and he obsessed about it, not that Spartina Beach is a hotbed of crime—but Willa didn’t want any more cameras installed than absolutely necessary.”

      “Not exactly consistent with historic preservation,” Gen said.

      “Precisely. They compromised, and Mr. Benedict got cameras downstairs but not up.”

      By now, both Butler and Sandra’s attorney must have obtained the camera’s footage from the night of the party. It would surely clear Sandra, confirm the time she returned, and with any luck, exonerate Kenneth as well. She hoped so; she’d hate to see Sandra’s blooming romance cut off in the bud. Maybe it would clearly implicate Nina. Not that she was getting involved; this was Butler’s case to solve. She was simply curious.

      “And Nina and Lyle were together the rest of the night, you said?”

      “When she wasn’t with Mr. Benedict, she was with Lyle, from what I saw. Again, I didn’t have eyes on them the entire time.”

      “Of course.” Gen gazed out the window at the grasses waving in the sea breeze. “That relationship is unusual, don’t you think?”

      Roberta slapped another document on the desk, jammed the folder back in the drawer, and brushed off her trousers. “It’s not my place to speculate. There are two documents that satisfy what you’re looking for.” She pushed them across the desk toward Gen. “Now, please excuse me, but I need to get back to work.”

      “Certainly.” Gen stood up and took the pages off the desk. “I appreciate your help.”

      Roberta smiled. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      A guest pass to the gym sat on the corner of the desk. Gen picked it up. “Is anyone going to use this? I need some exercise.”

      “Take it,” Roberta said, picking up her tablet. She gestured Gen toward the door, her key to the room dangling in her hand.

      Gen tucked the pass into her pocket and walked back out into the great room. Roberta locked the door behind them, then quickly passed into the gallery and down the hall.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The next afternoon, on the way to the gym, Gen pondered the information she’d gathered.

      Why would Roberta continue to work for an employer who’d fired her three times? It must give her some sense of power, knowing that if she walked out, they’d be helpless, and Gen could see how that feeling of power would help get you through the day if you had to deal with the kind of insults that Jack dealt Gracie, for example. However, Sandra wasn’t helpless. If Roberta left, she’d be temporarily inconvenienced, but she’d find someone else to help her and life would go on. Being fired unfairly would make anyone angry. Being fired unfairly more than once by the same employer was extraordinary. Devoted as she was to Sandra, Gen found it hard to believe that no better employers existed anywhere. Maybe there weren’t any in the world of the temperamental and wealthy, but Roberta had a wide breadth of skills, and managing any office would be a piece of cake after managing multiple expensive, staffed households. Was there something else that bound her to the Benedicts and them to her? If so, what was it?

      Was Lyle telling the truth about his back, about the drugs? How much had he taken from his dad? Was his relationship with Jack contentious enough to kill over?

      Was it possible that Nina knew about Lyle’s drug stash, and if so, could she have taken some from him, either with or without his knowledge?

      And how bad were Willa’s money troubles? While she’d told Tim Maddox on the phone that she wasn’t being paid, and thus it seemed he wasn’t being paid, it was hard to believe that her problems were bad enough to kill over. Even if she were in great debt to Tim, what was the worst he could do? Sue her? Put a lien on her house?

      Did Sandra know about Jack’s intention to change the will? If she did, could that have made her angry enough to kill Jack? It was difficult to imagine. Then again, the picture she was getting of Sandra was more complex than the person she thought she knew. But, she reminded herself, the important point was Sandra hadn’t been anywhere near Jack at the time he must have ingested the pills, so she couldn’t have done it. Right?

      And lastly, did she have any right to be pursuing these questions at all?

      Roberta’s implication of bias had hit its mark, and it stung badly. If she were still at the Bureau, she’d recuse herself from such a case. Did she want to serve justice, or did she want to protect her friend? She wished she could say that doing one meant doing the other, but that wasn’t necessarily true. She trusted her partners and colleagues at the Bureau to get it right, but could she trust Butler? Could she trust her heart not to get in the way and jeopardize the investigation?
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      The shadiest parking spot at the Spartina Beach Center for Wellness lay close to the building, next to a white BMW sedan, and Gen pulled into the spot and turned off the car. As she reached for her door handle, she realized that the man leaning over the hood of the BMW, writing a check, was Kenneth. Gen studied the young woman in a white athletic jacket who waited patiently at his side. Kenneth handed the woman the check; she smiled as she pocketed it, laying a hand on his arm. When Kenneth returned the smile with a wink, Gen, her heart sinking a little, climbed out of her car. The woman’s ponytail swung back and forth as she returned to the building.

      “Kenneth?” Gen asked.

      He jumped at the sound of his name. “Oh! Hi, Gen,” he said, his face turning pink. “How’s everything?”

      “Stressful, as you might imagine. We’re hoping to have Sandra bailed out in a day or two.”

      “What a relief that will be.” He tucked the checkbook and pen in his back pocket, then fished in his front pocket for his keys.

      “Wasn’t that Nina you were writing the…note to?” Gen jerked her thumb toward the building. “I didn’t know you knew her.”

      “That check? It’s nothing.” His face turned a darker shade of red as he glanced after Nina. “It’s a small town. She sent some clients to me, so I gave her a referral fee. That’s all.”

      “It’s none of my business,” Gen said. She hoped, for Sandra’s sake, he was telling the truth.

      “Well, enjoy your workout. It’s a wonderful facility,” he said. “Let me know when you get Sandy out,” he added shyly as he unlocked his car and climbed inside.
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      The cold air punched Gen in the face as soon as the glass doors slid open. She entered the handsome, modern lobby, and the doors closed behind her. Approaching the sleek check-in desk, Gen smiled at Nina, who stood behind the desk at a computer.

      “Hi,” Gen said, laying the guest pass on the desk. Nina took the pass and invited Gen to sign in, then gave her a tour of the facility. Her demeanor remained cool and professional; Gen thought Nina recognized her, but she couldn’t be sure.

      “This is a rehab center as well as a gym,” Nina said as they waited for an older man pulling an oxygen tank to walk past them. “So you may see people here working with physical therapists as part of their recovery programs. I’m one of the therapists, but if you’re interested in personal training, we have staff here who can help you with that.”

      “You’re a physical therapist? I thought you were a chemistry professor.”

      Nina squinted at her. “Have we met bef—oh.” She waggled a finger in Gen’s direction as she recalled their connection. “You’re Sandra’s friend. We met at the wake.”

      She put Gen’s tour on fast-forward, darting through the rows of weight machines, pointed out the QR codes that, when scanned, played videos instructing on the proper form to employ when using them. “I think that’s it,” she said, folding her arms. “Do you have any questions?”

      “Just one,” Gen said. “How are you holding up?”

      Nina took a half-step backward. Her jaw dropped, and when her breath returned to her, her voice quavered. “Isn’t that question disloyal to Sandra?” she asked, staring at a spot above Gen’s eyebrows.

      Gen shook her head. “I’ve worked with people my entire career, and I’ve yet to meet one whose life wasn’t complicated. Losing someone you care about is hard, period. Doesn’t matter whether your relationship was sanctioned by the state or not.”

      Nina’s face softened, and her hands trembled slightly as they tugged her zipper pull up and down.

      “I appreciate you saying that,” she said. “Nobody’s asked me how I feel, at all, and it’s been horrible. Finding him like that, Willa screaming. I can still hear her screaming. I’ll never forget that sound. And ever since then, the stress.” She shook her head. “The police have been to see me twice now, asking so many questions.” She brushed the corner of her eye as she pretended to tuck some hair behind her ear.

      “The truth will come out eventually,” Gen said. “Just hang in there. Listen, I didn’t mean to dredge up a lot of upsetting memories.”

      Nina relaxed and stepped Gen back through some of the tour she’d clipped short, asking about her exercise interests. Gen explained about her running habit and mentioned she’d noted some stiffness in her knees, despite diligent stretching and icing. She ran for a moment on a treadmill; Nina watched, then theorized a couple of injuries.

      “You should get it checked by a doctor. They may want a scan. Once we have a diagnosis, we can work on a treatment strategy. I’m a runner, too. I have to watch out for the same things. Had a severe case of PFPS last year—that’s runner’s knee—but with proper therapy, I’m much better now.”

      Nina explained she’d gotten her license eight months prior and was completing her residency in Spartina Beach.

      “Nice,” Gen said. “But why the major career switch? If you don’t mind my asking.”

      She bristled. “I didn’t enjoy teaching the way I thought I would.”

      “You could make serious bank developing pharmaceuticals.”

      Nina shook her head. “I did that before I taught, but lab work was too isolating. At least, my lab was. I need to interact with people, not play with test tubes.”

      “So you started over, with physical therapy.” Gen shook her head. “Man, that’s a lot of school.”

      Nina leaned back against the wall and folded her arms across her chest. “Just say it to my face.”

      “Say what?”

      “I know what you’re thinking. I’m sure Sandra painted a charming picture of me. She all but accused me of prostitution. Which was both vile and silly, because I was paying off my debt just fine without Jack’s help. That’s the whole reason I’m even in Spartina Beach. My loan came with an agreement: if I serve a rural community, they forgive a large percentage of my debt.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Gen pointed out.

      “I never asked him for help. He paid off those installments without even telling me. There was never any understanding, no agreement. I have taken care of myself since I was fifteen, and it was not through anything so cheap as Sandra suggests, I assure you.”

      “Sandra didn’t tell me anything about that. I swear.”

      Nina searched Gen’s face. “I don’t believe you. She was positively obsessed with it. And I know Willa calls me a gold digger.”

      Gen winced. “I’m sorry about Willa. I promise I’m telling you the truth.”

      “Which is rich. She’s the leech.”

      Gen loved when this happened, when people got so invested in their own anger and frustration that they forgot to curb themselves. “I gathered she had some money troubles. Do you know how bad they are? Did Jack ever complain about it?”

      “Not specifically. The Foundation always needs money. She’s paid out of grants, and when the grants don’t come through, she turns to Jack. That’s how she got into her current problem. She bought her own house—it’s another old, historic-ish property—expecting a grant to come through, and it didn’t, and now she’s stuck. Jack always said Willa’s problem was she can’t say no to any sad building she sees. She wants to rescue everything.” She chuckled. “I guess that’s a noble impulse. Jack said he was glad she loved buildings more than animals, or he’d have a houseful of stray dogs and cats underfoot.”

      Nina turned and walked back toward the front desk. Gen hustled after her, eager to keep Nina’s information flowing.

      “What does Lyle think?”

      “About what? Jack paying my loans?”

      “Yes. Did he know?”

      “I assume that if Willa and Sandra know, Lyle knows. It wouldn’t be like them to not complain about me.”

      “Do you think he was jealous? I’m trying to get a handle on their relationship, his and Jack’s. He doesn’t seem terribly upset about his dad’s passing, not that we’ve talked a great deal. Sandra said the relationship was strained.”

      “That’s more than fair to say.” She retrieved a metal water bottle from under the front desk, filled it at a wall-mounted station, and drank from it slowly. “He’s not upset. Their relationship was never healthy, not even when Lyle and I were dating in college. Jack always made him feel like a loser for pursuing music instead of business, for needing his support. But he needed the allowance. The music scene’s hard and New York’s expensive, so he had to make nice.”

      “How much was it? Do you know?”

      “Several thousand a month.” She refilled her bottle. “Jack was always threatening to cut him off, though I’m sure he was just toying with him. He wanted to motivate Lyle and keep him respectful.”

      Nina brought the bottle to her lips but paused before she drank. “At the party, though, they seemed to have turned a corner, seemed to be getting along. Their relationship was never tension free, but relatively speaking, they were having their halcyon days. Lyle had been in town for several weeks at that point, and Jack told me how happy he was that Lyle seemed to be friendly again. He was almost shocked about the change, but he wasn’t going to question it.”

      This was interesting. Gen ventured a confidence. “I get that,” she said. “My daughter, Melissa, and I don’t get along well, but those times when you do, you don’t want to question it. You enjoy it while it lasts.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what Jack said. And he was apprehensive about how Lyle might react when he found out we were getting married. This is going to sound vain, but Lyle never got over my dumping him, even though that happened years ago. You’d think all that time, water under the bridge, but no. So you can imagine how annoyed Lyle was when he discovered Jack and I were seeing each other. I’d been trying to reconcile with Lyle, to soften the blow when it came. I felt like it was working. We were becoming close again.”

      This was news. “You and Jack were engaged?”

      She nodded. “That’s one of the last things he said to me. He told me to be patient. We’d be together soon.” She flashed her left hand. On her fourth finger sat a diamond the size of a Ping-Pong ball. “Sandra was dragging her feet on the divorce papers, and of course we couldn’t announce anything official until he was divorced.” She held out her hand, palm toward Gen, and stared at the stone. “I know Sandra’s your friend, but it was really frustrating. Things hadn’t been good between them for a long time. At some point, you have to acknowledge the truth, right? Time’s precious. Why waste it being bitter? Sever the ties and move on. Build something new and better.”

      There was a bitter edge to Nina’s voice. Now that Gen thought back on it, the photos she’d gotten in Sandra’s recent Christmas cards didn’t show the exuberant woman she remembered; the woman in the photos had looked tired, her brave smile failing to mask a certain sadness. Even though Gen didn’t miss Frank, she often wondered what it would have been like to share a life with someone, to grow closer as you grew older. Being lonely was hard, and she could see why Sandra might have wanted to cling to the known, even if it was broken, rather than face the unknown by herself. But would she have had to? Kenneth was obviously glad to fill any vacancy in her relationship. Why wouldn’t she have split with Jack and gotten together with Kenneth? Was the holdup on the divorce really over money, or had Sandra been hoping she and Jack could work things out?

      “Like I said, people are complicated.” She leaned on the counter, propped her head on her hand. “The age difference didn’t bother you? I didn’t know Jack at all. What was he like?”

      “He was fun,” she said, her face softening at the memory. “We always got along, even when I was with Lyle. He told hilarious stories, mixed a great cocktail. He was generous with me. And he was lonely. We both were. It’s not easy, you know, being down here with all the senior citizens. There’s almost no one here my age. Jack wasn’t my age, but he was young at heart. At least he was around me. And he trusted me. He knew from when I was dating Lyle exactly how hard I worked for everything, and our commonalities appealed to him. He often felt people around him valued him only for his money, but because of our similar backgrounds, he didn’t think that about me.”

      “What commonalities?”

      “I grew up in foster care. Jack’s father wasn’t around, and his mom died when he was in college, so we both grew up fast and had to depend on ourselves. We both were scholarship kids, worked our way through school. Job security, financial security, was important to both of us, and we didn’t take anything for granted. When you grow up with scarcity, it governs your life.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “He was supportive of my decisions, too. When he found out I’d switched careers, he didn’t judge me for it. My friends said I was being irresponsible. They accused me of hiding from the real world. As if I’d ever had such a luxury! But Jack got me. Maybe that was why he was generous with me when he wasn’t with Lyle. I’d proven my work ethic to his satisfaction.”

      “But Lyle works hard, doesn’t he? He’s got multiple groups going and juggles other jobs as well?”

      “He does, you’re right. And Jack’s spent more supporting him than he has me. But somehow, I don’t know, the math feels different to Lyle, maybe because Jack didn’t view music as a sustainable career path. He thought he’d support Lyle forever. I don’t know. It got awkward, though, and I did want them to get along.”

      “So, Lyle didn’t know about your wedding plans? He hasn’t seen your rock?”

      She shook her head. “I’m very careful. I never wear it any time I’m likely to see him. If he comes to the gym, I keep it in my pocket. I don’t think Sandra knows I’ve got this, either, not that she would be surprised. As far as I know, the only people who know about this are me, you, and Detective Samuels. She spotted it before I could take it off, when she came to interview me at my apartment.”

      So Butler now has a partner on the case, Gen thought. This development interested her, but she was eager to keep Nina talking, so she pressed on. “You kept it from Lyle because…he’d get upset?”

      “I think so. I don’t know. I haven’t gotten a good read on that yet.”

      “Is he the type to get violent?”

      “He never has before.” She hesitated.

      “Has something changed?”

      “He’s been different, somehow, since he came down here. I can’t put my finger on it.”

      Could the difference, Gen wondered, be a drug problem?

      “Did Lyle mention to you that he’d hurt his back?”

      “Earlier this year? Yes. He asked me to recommend some stretching techniques to help with pain.”

      “Is he doing anything else for it?”

      She frowned. “Like what?”

      Gen shrugged. “I don’t know, drugs of any kind?”

      “I told him to use ibuprofen if it got bad, and if that didn’t help, to see a doctor.”

      “Did he ever do drugs when you were dating?”

      “No, never.” Her forehead furrowed. As she searched Gen’s face, the connection clicked, and the color drained from her face. “I’ve never seen him use anything hard. Did you…catch him?”

      “If he has a genuine problem, and I don’t know if he does, he needs to get help. For his sake, obviously, but for Sandra’s as well.” Gen stood up straight, leaned forward, her voice lower. “Has he acted anxious about money lately? I’m guessing if he does have a problem, it might make him especially worried about keeping his allowance.”

      Nina fidgeted, turning the ring around and around on her finger. “I hadn’t thought about that. I know he was on some prescription medication early in the year, but I don’t know more than that.”

      She didn’t know about Lyle’s secret cache of meds, Gen felt confident of that. If she’d drugged Jack when she was alone with him, she hadn’t procured the drugs from Lyle. “May I see it?” Gen nodded toward the ring. Nina extended her slender hand and Gen took it in hers, tilting it gently one way, then the other, watching the stone catch the light. “Stunning,” she said, releasing Nina’s hand. “Again, I’m very sorry for your loss.” Nina withdrew her hand, caressing it with her other one, then slipping it into her pocket.

      One key question lingered in Gen’s mind. “Look, I’m going to ask you a very frank question, and it’s important you’re honest with me. Do you know whether Jack put you in his will?”

      Nina shifted her weight from one foot to the other, scuffing her toe on the floor. Gen could see Nina twist the ring around her finger through her jacket’s nylon pocket.

      “I know the question sounds insensitive, and I’m sorry about that. The thing is, if that was his intention, it might be relevant. Depending on who knew about that intention, it might make people jealous. If Lyle, for example, knew about his intention to do so, and he was jealous—could he have killed Jack, either out of anger or to prevent his dad from adding you?”

      A look crossed Nina’s face. Was it fear? Gen wondered.

      “I didn’t think about how Lyle would think about it,” Nina murmured. She studied Gen’s face for a long moment before she spoke again.

      “I don’t know. Jack…said he was going to, but that doesn’t mean he did,” she said. “He said a lot of things he didn’t mean. I assumed once we got married he’d change it, but not before. Who told you that? Willa?”

      Gen cocked her head. “Yes, how’d you know?”

      Nina’s eyes bore into Gen’s. She stepped forward, leaned on the counter, closer to Gen than she had been all day. “Jack told Willa everything. I know he told her things he didn’t tell Sandra. But don’t trust everything Willa says.”

      “Why?”

      “She hates me,” Nina said, pressing herself backward off the counter. “Although, in my opinion, she hates everybody.”

      “What?”

      “She hates me because she knew Jack was going to bulldoze the house and we were going to build a modern one on the same site together. She was really upset about that.”

      “But why blame you for that and not Jack?”

      Nina rolled her eyes. “Oh, she decided it was all my idea, because she thought Jack hung the moon. He was her best friend. That’s why she hates Sandra, too.”

      Gen felt like she’d struck gold. “Why does she hate Sandra? I’ve picked up on some tension but don’t know why.”

      “Willa never got married. She never found anyone. Jack told me when he and Sandra got married, Willa carried on for weeks. Said she was losing her best friend. Her life would never be the same. Very melodramatic, and slightly creepy, in my opinion. But she wasn’t wrong. The relationship changed, no surprise, and she wasn’t his first priority anymore. She felt edged out. She’s carried a grudge against Sandra ever since. The only one Willa actually likes is Lyle. Well, and Roberta. She gives her hell, but they like each other a lot. They’re quite the little team, especially when the house is involved.”

      A voice called across the PA system in the gym. “Nina Chandler, your three-thirty appointment is here.”

      Nina looked at Gen, tilted her head at the door. “I’ve got to go.”

      “Thanks for the chat,” Gen said. “Maybe we can go for a run sometime?”

      “I’d like that,” she said. “It’s nice to have someone in this town who isn’t judging me.”

      Gen watched as Nina’s ponytail swung back and forth as she walked to meet her client, a middle-aged woman with her leg in a heavy black brace. Nina bent to check the woman’s knee, a long vertical scar marring her flesh. An ACL tear, Gen guessed. Nina put a hand on the woman’s back and guided her to the near side of the gym, where they began a gentle warm-up.

      Gen found an empty treadmill facing a window that overlooked a section of the marsh. She began a brisk walk, felt the blood flowing, her mind sparking. Good, she thought. She had a lot of new facts to put together.
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      Butler’s arms stretched across the table, his hands alternately flexing and clenching.

      “You need one of those little stress ball toys,” Samuels observed, then took a pull from her soda.

      In fact, he had one, but he’d left it on the kitchen table that morning. He crumpled his sandwich wrapper and threw it on the tray. It did not suffice.

      “Don’t have a tantrum over this.”

      “I am ruined. Ruined. If that lawyer of Sandra Benedict’s doesn’t eat me for lunch, Dana Kennedy will.”

      That morning, the medical examiner had delivered a “Happy Monday” present—she had returned some notes clarifying her report. In it, she stated clearly: Poisoning via the victim’s time-release tablet prescription would have necessitated a minimum of three hours, up to as long as twelve. From the interviews, Butler knew Jack had been out of the house from nine that morning until five p.m., by which time Sandra was attended by her hairdresser, precluding her force-feeding him a handful of pills.

      Butler had read the report, seething at himself for an hour for not being more patient and thorough before making his arrest. Then Officer Ted Constantine had dropped in to show him the security cam footage of Sandra Benedict. In short, Sandra had told him the truth: she and Jack had never been alone, and she’d been gone from the time he went upstairs until the time Butler himself had arrived on the scene. The one-two punch had completely ruined the day. And, Butler mused, it was only lunchtime. He didn’t want to think about what fresh horrors the afternoon might bestow upon him.

      “Her prints were all over the bottles,” he moaned now.

      “Of course they were, Darren. She was his primary caregiver.”

      It would only be a matter of time before Mrs. Benedict’s defense attorney would receive the same footage, if she hadn’t already, and pilloried him in front of the local press as well as anyone else who happened to walk by. If there was anything he liked less than being wrong, it was making a giant, embarrassing, public show of personal incompetence. And he felt confident that Sandra would want to clear herself in the most public way possible. No two ways about it, whenever that happened, he was going to have another bad day ahead.

      Samuels pulled a pencil from behind her ear, tapped it on her chin, then threw it up into the acoustical ceiling tile. “Here’s how you get the mayor off your back. Get out in front of this, control the narrative. Call a press conference, make sure Dana Kennedy’s there. Inform the public that you have uncovered new evidence that proves Sandra Benedict’s innocence. State that she’ll be released today and her record cleared. Then Lisa Randall and Sandra Benedict have nothing to call a press conference about, and it shows that finding the actual killer is your top priority.”

      He nodded mutely.

      “Go on to say that you’ve uncovered additional information that points to promising new leads that you are aggressively pursuing. Let it casually slip that you don’t want to tip your hand. Then, to the very next question, say you can’t comment on an active investigation. Shut down any further comments.”

      His whole face furrowed as if cinched by a drawstring. In the short time she’d been working with him, Samuels had learned to short-circuit his tantrums and redirect him to the relevant task; he couldn’t decide if he appreciated the focus or if it infantilized him. Preferring not to imagine himself as a fussy three-year-old late to his nap, he took the high road and reached for his notebook. She was right: handling the conference himself was far preferable to being strung up in one. And he did want to find the perpetrator. Any evidence that closed off wrong doors got him closer to searching in the right place. “You’re right,” he said. One quick call to the press officer, and the conference was scheduled for late that afternoon. If it had to be a bad day, at least he wouldn’t make it any worse. “Let’s go over everything again.”

      Samuels pulled another pencil from her shirt pocket and went over the list on her legal pad, crossing through Gracie’s name. “Gracie Darrow is cleared. Ted’s analyzed the footage from both her restaurant and the Benedicts’ house. She’d have had to get close to him to ensure he became ill but no one else did, and they were never alone.” She struck through Sandra’s name as well but kindly made no further remarks.

      Butler might undercut his mistake if he could make a second, correct arrest quickly, but he’d learned his lesson. He sat up straighter in the stiff plastic seat, spun the pad around, and considered the list. “Who of those remaining people stood to benefit from Benedict’s death?”

      “We have to make some assumptions about the contents of his will. It stands to reason that he would include Lyle and Willa, as family members. Nina’s inclusion would certainly be contested by Sandra. Roberta McIntyre has no clear financial benefit, and neither does Kenneth Goodwin.”

      “Kenneth Goodwin’s an odd duck,” Butler said. “Ms. McIntyre tells me he and Benedict had a vicious split. Benedict walks off with nine figures’ worth of client money. Goodwin has to start from scratch. You’re telling me he’s going to let that go? Not to mention he’s in love with Sandra Benedict. He told me that much himself.”

      “But he had no clear means,” Samuels pointed out. “And again, Jack Benedict’s got terminal cancer. If Goodwin’s in love with the wife, he only has to wait the guy out. She gets all the money back, they get together, Goodwin’s in clover.”

      “I’m not convinced,” Butler said. “Sitting back and watching him die is not alpha enough for these guys. Does Ted have that footage from Benedict’s private office yet?”

      “He’s working on it.”

      “I want to know the minute he finds out. In the meantime, I’ll have a chat with Goodwin.”

      Butler worked his way down the list.

      “Lyle Benedict had reason to believe he was going to lose his allowance, leaving him unable to pursue his livelihood,” he said. “He was jealous of his father’s relationship with his ex-girlfriend. Both feel like weak sauce. There’s something about that guy, though.”

      “You don’t like him because he looks like a Hemsworth.”

      “Besides that.”

      “Let’s say we have some questions. We need to have another chat with him.” Samuels spun the pad back around to face her and made some additional notes.

      “Now, the sister, Willa.” She flicked the pages. “Served as her brother’s caregiver while Sandra was out of town, but she returned the keys.”

      “She could have stockpiled some pills,” Butler suggested.

      “It’s possible,” Samuels noted.

      “Was she alone with him during the window?”

      Samuels scratched her head. “Not that I can determine. From all accounts, she was preoccupied with the fundraising event, anxious about its success. If that’s the case, it hardly makes sense to off your own brother in the middle of your event, particularly if he was the primary donor. Witnesses say she was with guests all night, chatting them up.”

      “Then there’s Ms. McIntyre.” Butler shifted again; the plastic seat had no support, and he felt his backside going stiff. “She had a key to everything in the house and admitted her relationship with Mr. Benedict was not exactly cordial.”

      “But it was professional. Here’s the thing I don’t get,” Samuels said. “Willa Benedict informed me that McIntyre was hired and fired by the Benedicts three times. Why would you continue to work for people who did that? Would you do that?”

      “No,” said Butler. “Of course not.”

      “So why is she? What’s in that relationship, and is it something she’d kill over?”

      Samuels flung her second pencil up into the ceiling. Butler popped the lid off his soda and chewed a mouthful of ice. It remained unclear whether Roberta was alone with Jack between nine a.m. and six p.m., but that was another question he needed to resolve, and fast. Samuels had taken his pencil, he realized; she was tapping it on her chin. Her forehead furrowed, and the pencil went flying up into the ceiling tile.

      “Hey,” said the Subway manager. “Knock it off.”

      Samuels cast her eyes upward. “Sorry,” she said. “Habit. When I’m thinking.” She climbed atop the table and yanked the three pencils out of the acoustical tile. The manager shook his head with disgust and went back to mopping the floor.

      Butler collected the pencils and tucked them in his breast pocket. “You can have these back at the office.”
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      Once they were outside the restaurant, Samuels stuck out her hand. “I think more clearly with them.”

      Figuring she couldn’t stick the pencils into the roof of his Buick, Butler returned them to her. One went immediately behind her ear; with the second, she drummed her chin.

      “All right. Finally, we’ve got Nina Chandler. She was the last person to see Jack Benedict alive but had no clear means.” Samuels twirled the pencil through her fingers, trimmed out in a French polish today. “Why bump him off prematurely?”

      “For the son? He inherits a pile, they run off into the sunset?”

      Samuels scrunched her nose. “We need to get a copy of that will. Stop off at the clerk of court’s office on the way back. The will is going to unlock a lot of important facts for us.”
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      They left the clerk of court’s office with exactly as much information as when they’d arrived. The will hadn’t yet been filed, so it wasn’t a public record. They’d have to wait until it was or ask the family directly for a copy. The family likely would resist handing it over, and if they charged family members with obstructing an investigation, they’d have another messy battle ahead in the court of public opinion.

      “We need to handle this with finesse,” Samuels said. “I’ll call the clerk’s office again tomorrow, and again and again until we get it. But you know who could possibly give us an assist here.”

      Butler had complained about Gen when he'd first briefed Samuels on the investigation, assuming she'd share his annoyance at an ex-fed loitering on the periphery of their case, offering her theories. Another miscalculation on his part. He frowned at Samuels as he unlocked the Buick. “Don’t make me go there. She’s got conflicts of interest up to her eyeballs. She knows it, too. If she’s a cop worth a fig, she’ll stay away from it all.”

      “She was a cop. She’s not anymore.” Samuels sat down in the Buick. “The fact is, we need her, and I think she needs us.”

      Butler groaned. “What are you imagining? She’s not going to steal the will.”

      Samuels shook her head as if he’d proposed bringing a band of mischievous elves to turn over every stick of furniture in their house. “I’m gonna pretend you didn’t just insult my integrity with that ludicrous idea and point out that she could argue our case for us. Coax them in the right direction. ‘File it so they don’t have to ask…’” She stared at him to make sure he was drawing the line between the two closely spaced dots. “Call her a consultant.”

      More like an embedded asset. He got the point, but his gut warned him off, and it wasn’t the extra helping of banana peppers from his sub talking. “A consultant with a conflict of interest. I don’t think I can trust her.”

      “There’s one way to resolve that conflict,” Samuels pointed out. She slammed the door shut and rolled down the window as Butler turned the key in the ignition. “Just do it, Darren. The longer you delay, the colder the trail gets.”
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      The voicemail light was blinking on his desk phone when Butler returned to his office. He needed to prepare for the press conference, gather his thoughts, calm his nerves, but the blinking flagged his attention like a warning beacon. He frowned as he listened to the message but returned the call. “Ms. Jensen?” he asked, scratching his head with the eraser end of his pencil. “I got your message?”

      He took notes as she spoke, saying little. Samuels returned, sat down opposite him, tipped the chair back on its rear legs, and watched as surprise played across Butler’s face.

      Officer Ted Constantine beat a rhythm on the doorframe, shave-and-a-haircut, to announce his arrival. “You know those prints we ran on those bottles?” he whispered to Samuels, trying not to interrupt Butler’s call. “I got an update.”

      “And?”

      “Two sets. Wife and son.”

      “I see,” said Butler, a strange look coming across his face. “Well, thank you, Ms. Jensen. I appreciate your willingness to be so forthcoming.” He hung up.

      “That was Genevieve Jensen?” Samuels cocked an eyebrow as she rocked the chair forward onto all fours. “What did she have to say?”

      “That she found Lyle Benedict using some of his father’s prescription medication.”

      Samuels whistled. “When was this? After his dad’s death, right? Because she wasn’t here for the party.”

      “Over the weekend.”

      “After the evidence had been seized, then.” She flung a pencil into the ceiling above him.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I told you there was something I didn’t trust about him. He’s been lying about his drug habit.”

      “And Ted’s just confirmed it.” Ted, who lingered in the doorway, repeated his findings for Butler.

      “We still need her,” Samuels repeated. “You think you can trust her now?”

      Butler stared up at the ceiling. Twelve pencils now dangled above his head.

      “Butler. She just ratted out her best friend’s kid. You don’t do that unless you’re either sure he did it or you’re manically dedicated to finding out the truth. Or both. You have to call her back. If Lyle had a cache, and Nina was alone—”

      She reached for another pencil, but Butler grabbed his pencil cup and held it to his chest. Samuels threw up her hands and stomped out of the room, followed by Ted Constantine.

      He hated when Samuels was right.

      “Butler again,” he said with a heavy breath, winding the phone cord around his finger. “Listen, we’re in a bit of a bind. I was wondering if you could help us out.” He proposed the idea Samuels had outlined to him in the car.

      Genevieve snorted. “Butler, you know I can’t do that. I can’t get any more involved than I already am.”

      “Sandra Benedict will be cleared of all charges as of this evening,” he said. “Does that change your mind at all?”

      There was a long pause.

      “It can’t have been her,” he said. “The math doesn’t add up.”

      Gen sighed through the phone. “In that case, I’d love to.”
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      “Home has never looked so beautiful,” Sandra said as she walked down the narrow hall to the kitchen. Gen trailed behind her.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Benedict!” Roberta popped out of her office at the sound of her employer’s voice and met them in the kitchen. “Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

      “Thank you. Ugh, I feel like a desiccated old crust after that ordeal.”

      Willa pushed open the kitchen door. “Roberta?” she called, staring at a piece of paper in her hand. “I just got a second statement from Tim Maddox—” She glanced up, and when she saw the three women clustered around the kitchen island, she stopped short, her mouth falling open in surprise.

      “Sandra! You’re home!” She lay the paper on the island and embraced her sister-in-law.

      “I came home last night,” Sandra said.

      “I must have been asleep. Well, thank heavens. Was it absolutely horrid? Or do you have stories to tell? Martha Stewart said she met some utterly fascinating people while she was imprisoned. Please tell me you have some juicy stories to give us for all your suffering.”

      Sandra rubbed her face. “I’m going to take a long hot shower, right this minute. I’ll never take it for granted again.” And with that, she released Willa and swept past her, through the butler’s pantry door and up the back stairs which, now that she’d been cleared of charges, were no longer guarded as a crime scene.

      Willa stared after Sandra, watching the door swing back and forth as it settled into place. “If I were her, I’d feel like the filth would never wash off.”

      “I don’t know, the water pressure’s pretty good here,” Gen said, picking up the morning paper and skimming the headlines. Local Heiress Cleared of Charges. She grinned.

      “Oh, speaking of water pressure. Roberta, why have you not paid my bill from Tim Maddox? This is the second statement he’s sent.” She snatched up the paper she’d just laid down and waved it at Roberta. “You must pay this immediately. He’s not going to lift a finger to finish my house until it’s paid.”

      Roberta held out her hand and accepted the bill from Willa, scanning it skeptically. “This is the…loan? That you said Jack—”

      “Yes, yes.” Willa waved her hand. She cast an embarrassed look at Gen. “A minor cash-flow hiccup. The Foundation was awarded a grant, but the check’s in the mail, as they say. Until then, I’m an unpaid volunteer.” She laughed, but her cheeks reddened.

      “What about that fundraiser?”

      “That was to purchase the Yancey School property, not for operational expenses. It’s a tax thing. We can’t mix pots of money. The grant supports our operating expenses.

      “Uptown problems, I know, but it’s such a hassle. Until Tim gets paid, my house is on hold, which means I’m stuck here, and I’m desperate to be out of Sandra’s hair. The feeling’s mutual, I’m sure.”

      “It’s a big house,” Gen pointed out. “It’s not as if you’re sitting on top of each other.”

      “But you know the old saying: ‘Fish and guests begin to stink after three days.’ Not that that applies to you, my dear! I’m sure she’s thrilled to have you stay as long as you like. In-laws are different, aren’t they?”

      It had been so long since any relatives had stayed in Gen’s house that she couldn’t recall the feeling. She wondered what it would be like to have Melissa back in the house for weeks at a time. Given that they hadn’t made it an hour without an argument, three days would surely feel like an eternity, she had to agree. Thinking about arguing with Melissa reminded her she needed to have another conversation about the Arlington house.

      A horn’s long honk interrupted their conversation. Roberta looked out the window and spied a truck chugging at the curb, its flat back stacked with lumber.

      “Those are the deck-repair supplies.” She gave Tim’s statement one more quick scan, then marched down the hall toward her office and the service entrance. “I’ll handle this,” she called over her shoulder, waving the paper in her hand.

      “That’s what she said the last time,” Willa muttered, folding her arms and watching Roberta through the window as she directed the delivery to be stacked at the edge of the driveway closest to the deck. Willa turned to Gen. “How’s your house-hunting project going? You said you had your eye on a place not far from here.”

      “I do,” she said. “I haven’t thought about it since Sandra was arrested, but now that she’s home, maybe I can.”

      “Want to go take a look?” Willa rubbed her hands in glee. “I could use the distraction.”

      “Give me an hour,” Gen said. “I’ve got something I want to do first.”
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      Once she got to her room, Gen promised herself, she’d call Melissa and, furthermore, she’d stay calm and positive throughout the conversation. However, if the way she dragged her feet toward the stairs was any indication, she needed time to identify tactics to fulfill this promise. A sequence of eight notes echoed from the great room, punctuated by the occasional soft swear, and Gen swerved right at the base of the stairs. Any reason to procrastinate was a good one.

      Lyle sat at the piano, frowning at the music spread out before him. His easygoing nature disappeared in his practice, replaced by a methodical, intense precision, a perfectionism bordering on obsession.

      “What’s that you’re playing?” Gen asked.

      He jumped a mile.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “It’s okay. I get like that when I practice. Tunnel vision.” He glanced at the music rack. “Chopin. Étude Opus 10, number 2, in A minor.” His fingers traced a series of four notes, half the sequence he’d just played, over and over, three, four, five times, slower, then faster, then faster still.

      “It sounds really hard,” Gen said, feeling royally stupid.

      Lyle’s eyes switched away from his music. He shrugged, and his mother’s smile bloomed on his face. “Like anything, it takes practice.”

      “How long does it take you to learn a piece like that?”

      “This is just a practice piece,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “It’s the concerto that’s going to take some time. You might have heard me play that yesterday. Another Chopin.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I can pick out The Nutcracker, maybe some Sousa marches. That’s about it.”

      “Concertos are longer pieces, something written to feature a soloist. You’d be able to tell the difference.” He picked up his phone and played a sample for her.

      Gen nodded. “Yes, I do remember you playing that. Is that you on the recording, or is that a professional?”

      Lyle chuckled. “Are you calling me an amateur?”

      Gen pursed her lips. “You know what I mean.”

      “It’s me,” he said as he rewound the recording and played it again. “You can tell by the sluggish arpeggios.” He scowled at the phone, his lip curling as the notes unfolded into the room, then stopped the recording and pocketed the phone. “Don’t mind me, I’m just nerding out.”

      To her, it sounded flawless. “You always record yourself playing?”

      He nodded. “It’s a tip I learned at music camp when I was, oh, ten or eleven. You can hear things on a recording you can’t hear as you practice, like those arpeggios. Once I started listening to myself, my performance went to another level.”

      Gen shook her head. “Fascinating. I don’t know anything about music myself. My experience began and ended in glee club in elementary school.” She paused. “And is that piece, the concerto, for a performance?”

      “Yes, an outdoor concert, in the fall, in upstate New York.” He stood up and lifted the lid of the piano bench. From inside, he extracted a handful of sheet music and a pair of bright stainless-steel scissors. He sat back down on the bench and began to cut his sheet music into thin strips.

      Gen blinked. “Won’t that make it hard to practice?”

      He flashed the scissors in the air like Edward Scissorhands. “This is my number-one practice technique,” he said. “Particularly for long pieces. I cut up the page into individual measures and pull them out of a hat. I practice each measure at random until it’s perfect. Then I put together pairs of measures, and so on.”

      “That’s fascinating,” Gen said.

      “It amazed me how fast I could learn complex pieces with this technique. It’s stayed with me all these years.” He continued to slice away at the pages. “It drove Dad crazy. He’d find slips of paper on the floor where they fell out of my practice folder. He couldn’t read music, so he couldn’t tell what they said. He only knew they were mine, and they were making a mess. I can still hear him. ‘Pick up these blessed scraps before I have Lucy bake them into fortune cookies.’ Lucy was our cook when I was little. To be honest, sometimes I left them on the floor just to provoke him, to see if he would make her bake them into cookies. I thought that would be so cool. But he never followed through. It did make him rage, though.”

      “Didn’t you and your dad ever get along?”

      “When I was really small, like, in kindergarten,” he said. “He took me to ball games and to the stock exchange to watch the guys in the crazy jackets hop around in the trading pit. I’m sure he hoped it would rub off on me but no luck. Once I started music lessons, he gave up. Even back then, I think, he could tell I wasn’t going to be the man he wanted me to be. Never had much patience for artists.”

      “Was that hard for you?”

      “What can you do? You are who you are.” A hint of bitterness clung to his voice. He tossed the scissors into a chair, then put a sliver of music on the rack.

      “I hope my practice isn’t distracting to you,” he added, flexing his fingers over the keys.

      “Not at all. Very pleasant. And I can tell you’re eager to get back to it,” Gen said, drumming her fingers on the top of the piano. “Happy practice, then. Thanks for the chat.”

      “See you,” he said, pulling the phone out of his pocket and setting it on top of the instrument.
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      No sooner had Gen reached her room than her phone buzzed. A call from Larry Silver, the real-estate agent in DC, wanting an update about Gen’s intentions. She laughed to herself, imagining this guy was tracking her brainwaves. Or perhaps the universe was giving her a good hard shove between the shoulder blades.

      “I haven’t decided,” she said.

      “Is it the amount?” he inquired. “It’s a very generous offer.”

      “It’s not that.”

      Sandra appeared in the doorway. Gen waved her in and twirled a finger, indicating she was trying to wrap up the call.

      “Is Ms. Melissa Brandt-Weber holding it up? I’ve tried to speak with her, but she won’t return my calls.”

      “Don’t push her,” Gen said. “Please, let me handle her.”

      “You have three weeks,” he said. “My client won’t wait around forever. He’d prefer your property, but there are plenty of others who’ll be glad to sell at his price.”

      Gen hung up, grunted, and tossed the phone on the bed. It bounced off and clattered onto the floor. The noise summoned Willa, whose room was across the hall from Gen’s. “What was all that about?”

      Gen sighed and filled the two women in. When she and Frank divorced, Melissa had been devastated to learn they might have to sell their house and move away from her friends. Rather than inflict more pain on his daughter, Frank put his half of the house in a trust for Melissa, naming his own brother as the trustee. When Melissa came of age, Frank’s half of the house became hers. “I agreed at the time because the divorce was nasty enough. I didn’t want to make it worse. From a practical standpoint, all this time I’ve been paying for it, so I honestly forgot about the legal realities. Frank wanted to be a thorn in my side, so whenever I did want to sell, it would be one more hurdle for me, one more reminder of him. Well done, Frank. Mission accomplished.” She ran her hands through her hair and flopped back on the bed to stare at the ceiling. “I’d like to sell. Then I could buy this cottage on Cove Road.”

      “That’s practically right around the corner!” Sandra clapped her hands in delight.

      “Yeah. But Melissa won’t talk about it.”

      “What’s her objection?”

      Gen explained her theory that Melissa didn’t want to part with the last place she connected with her father. Willa clucked sympathetically. “Hard for you, but I understand her feelings, the poor thing. It reminds her of when she was happy, when her world was perfect. It’s hard to let go of someplace you’re attached to. It feels like you’re letting go of the memories.”

      Gen’s heart twinged. It was the same reason, but in reverse, why she felt so drawn to the cottage; it reminded her of her grandmother’s house, where she’d felt such belonging. Dang it, Willa, she thought. It was a lot easier to be annoyed with Melissa before she’d pointed that out.

      “You could force a sale, you know,” Willa added. “You’d have to take Melissa to court, but that would resolve the matter.”

      “I don’t want to take my kid to court.” Gen shuddered.

      “You can’t let her walk all over you like this, though,” Sandra pointed out.

      “If I take her to court, she might never speak to me again.”

      The three of them sat for a moment in silence.

      “There was a time,” Sandra said, “when Lyle was a teenager, that he became verbally abusive toward me. He was mad about some rotten kid at school, and he took it out on me.”

      “I remember this,” Willa said.

      “I didn’t want him to believe it was acceptable to take out his frustration on other people in his life. So I told him, quite simply, he couldn’t talk to me like that. I grounded him from his music. He couldn’t play, he couldn’t practice, he couldn’t listen. It was the longest week of his life, but he realized I had boundaries. I wasn’t just there to serve him. And he never took his anger out on me again. We have a good relationship because he knows I respect myself.”

      Willa nodded. “Good fences make good neighbors.”

      Leave it to Willa to bring everything back to a building metaphor. Gen fiddled with her watchband. She wasn’t sure that if she built that good fence, Melissa would lean on it for a neighborly chat. The window for that kind of relationship building felt painted shut.

      Sandra seemed to read Gen’s mind. As she rose and beckoned Willa to follow her, she wrapped her arms around Gen’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “You’re all the family she has. She’ll be mad, but she’ll come back. I’d bet my life on it.”
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      Tough people are not afraid to have tough conversations. Except when those conversations are with their contentious daughters, and then tough people take refuge in text messaging. She wasn’t chickening out, Gen told herself as she hit the green speech bubble icon on her phone. She was using the right tool for the job.

      
        
          
            
              
        Melissa, we need to talk about the house.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What about it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You know the offer to sell?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        We’ve got three weeks to approve the deal. I need you to sign off on it.

      

      

      

      

      

      A string of laughing-crying emojis followed.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’ll get half the proceeds of the sale, obviously.

      

      

      

      

      

      That would take a hefty chunk out of Gen’s cushion, but she could still make it work.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not interested.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re not interested in half a million dollars?

      

      

      

      

      

      The bubbles appeared, then vanished.

      Gen pushed the icon of Melissa’s face, then hit Call. “Honey, we have to talk about this.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Melissa said, her voice cold and sharp.

      Gen sighed. “If you won’t talk about it, you’re not leaving me any options.”

      “That’s the idea,” she said and hung up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Gen was still burning, her head threatening to burst into flames, when Willa appeared at Gen’s bedroom door a half hour later, car keys jangling in her hand.

      “I take it the convo didn’t go well,” Willa said. “Give her time to get used to the idea. Sandra’s right. It’ll work out. Let’s check out what you’ve got in mind.”

      Ten minutes later, Willa stepped out of her Mercedes coupe, shaded her eyes with her hand, and whistled. “You know how to pick them.”

      “What?” Gen shut the car door and walked around the front of the car, scanning back and forth between Willa and the house, trying to discern what prompted that response. “It’s pretty. It needs a lot of work, but—”

      “Roof looks like sawdust,” the expert declared, pulling a screwdriver out of her pocket. “Who knows what waits for us inside?”

      “I love the door,” Gen protested weakly. Norm Abram would love the door, too.

      Willa tested the steps to the broad front porch and, finding them satisfactorily sound, mounted them and approached the front door. She cupped her hands around her face and pressed it to the sidelight, trying to peer inside. “Classic floor plan. Is that what you want? No first-floor bedroom?”

      “I can climb stairs,” Gen said, annoyed.

      Willa shrugged. “It’s a fair question. You have to plan ahead.” She turned and jogged down the steps, brushing through the shrubbery to inspect the foundation. “I’m shocked Ruth didn’t beat us here. This house’s been on the market for over a year.”

      “So I ought to get a good deal?”

      “She’ll be thrilled to move it. Whether it’s a good deal depends on how much money and patience you have to sink into a renovation.” She crawled under an azalea and scratched at the brick where it met the earth. “Dry as a bone down here. You’ve got that going for you, at least.”

      They walked around to the backyard, a swath of moss freckled with blackberry seedlings. Under the heavy shade of oaks and pines, the land sloped away from the house toward the water’s edge. Gen moved to climb the stairs to the deck, but Willa grabbed her shirttail.

      “You put one foot on that deck, you’re asking for broken bones.” She stabbed her screwdriver into the wood, and it plunged in by more than half an inch. “Jiminy,” she said, laughing. “You see that? You could probably tear it down with your bare hands. Ruth’s begging for a liability case. Some teenagers drop by to smoke weed on a Saturday night, they fall through the floor and crack their spines…” She shook her head. “This place needs to be wrapped to the rafters in caution tape.”

      Gen took two steps back and surveyed the deck. Just yesterday, on her way back from visiting Sandra, she’d slipped over here for fifteen minutes and sat on the deck, imagined having Sandra and Kenneth over for a casual dinner. If she’d fallen and been knocked unconscious, who would ever have found her? No one in her life knew about this specific place until earlier that day.

      “Hello?” A woman’s voice called to them, and soon a short woman in her sixties wearing a crisp pantsuit appeared from around the side of the house, picking her high heels out from where they sank into the spongy earth. “Willa? Are you here?”

      Willa turned and beckoned. “Honey, you need to get some caution tape on here, yesterday.” She pointed to the screwdriver, still embedded in the deck rail. Willa conducted the necessary introductions, then Ruth unlocked the house and led them in.

      The house was one-and-a-half stories, with the formal rooms downstairs and wide stairs leading to the bedrooms above. As they traversed the scarred and chipped floors, Willa scanned each room cautiously, making notes and taking photos.

      “Hoo boy!” She laughed as she stood in the doorway to the kitchen, gripping its frame. “Anyone else dizzy from the time warp?”

      The tiny kitchen dated from an era when the room was strictly functional and not the hub of social life. A poor-quality update from the late 1950s left it looking like a rejected museum exhibit depicting not-so-classic American roadside diners. The decor differed, but the room’s footprint was the same as the one Gen remembered at her grandmother’s house. On the west-facing wall, she’d stood on a chair as her grandmother taught her to roll out the dough for sugar cookies. In the northeast corner, she’d finished her homework at the kitchen table. She was home; she simply didn’t have the keys yet.

      “You’ll gut this,” Willa said, pulling out a tape measure, “but it is salvageable. You won’t need a complete teardown.”

      Willa took measurements, noting the dimensions of each room, the locations of what she called “wet walls,” whatever that meant, as well as the windows and doors. Then they crept down into the basement and up into the attic with a flashlight.

      “So, what do you think?” Gen asked when at last she buckled her seat belt.

      “You’ll definitely have your work cut out for you, but it’s not hopeless. Are you prepared to roll up your sleeves?”

      “You bet,” said Gen. “I need a project to keep me out of trouble.”

      “Indeed.” Willa cast her the side-eye and winked as she backed out of the driveway. “We old gals can get up to mischief if we’re unoccupied. Would you like to take a peek at my new toy? The Yancey School? We’ll swing by Jack’s house. I left the keys there.”

      Glancing back at her prospective home, Gen asked, “Should I put in an offer?”

      Willa prodded the inside of the cheek with her tongue. “What’s your vision?”

      “My vision?”

      “For the house. If this is going to be your home, and you’re going to invest so much work into it, it ought to reflect you. Who are you? What story do you want it to tell about you?”

      Gen wrinkled her nose as though she smelled something foul. Wasn’t that what architects and interior designers were for? “Story?”

      They turned out of the neighborhood onto a main artery. “I can’t understand people who want to live in cookie-cutter houses,” Willa continued, flinging her hand at a development of new, made-to-look-classic identical bungalows painted in rainbow hues. “It feels so institutional! Nothing is creatively or thoughtfully designed. There’s no personality. Houses tell stories about the people who live in them. You don’t want your house to say, ‘Here lives a woman of no imagination. Here lives a woman who couldn’t be bothered.’ Your house should fit you—your belongings and your needs—like your favorite sweater. It should say, ‘Here lives a woman who knows herself, what she wants, where she’s going.’”

      Something in Willa’s words touched a spot like a bruise in Gen’s heart, making it sizzle briefly with pain, then throb. That was exactly what she wanted, a place she could grow into and with in the coming years but that also welcomed her now, as she was. A place that nurtured her through transitions, like her grandmother’s once did.

      “It comes through in the tiniest details,” Willa continued. “Say you like to drink your coffee in the morning, in the sunshine, as you read the newspaper. That’s a moment that brings you happiness that ripples throughout your day. So create a spot for it! Find an east-facing window to build around. If there’s not one, put one in. Make space for a table and a comfortable chair. Put the counter and outlet for the coffee pot within arm’s reach.” She turned into Sandra’s driveway and passed through the brick pillars. “Small gestures like that nurture your soul. You know what you need, so give it to yourself.”

      She shifted the car into park and turned off the ignition. Gen stared at her as though Willa had just explained the nature of the universe.

      “I never thought of it that way.”

      “Look, nobody’s going to move on that house anytime soon. Think about what I’ve said. Write down what moments in your home make you happy. Or sad or annoyed. We can be sure to work those problems out of the design.”

      She was talking faster now, with her hands, her eyes gazing over the hood of the car, her focus deep inside the vision she crafted in her mind.

      “…collect pictures, get graph paper, sketch out how you want the house to look and feel, or how you want it to make you feel. Do you know what a vision board is? We’ll work with an architect, or you can draw the plans yourself—I can help—and we’ll call Tim…” At the sound of his name, she snapped back to earth, sighed, threw off her seat belt, and flung the car door open. “He’s resourceful and collaborative, as long as he gets paid on time. Which won’t be a problem for you, I’m sure. It makes me wonder if Roberta’s…” She trailed off.

      “If she’s what?”

      Willa glanced at Gen. “Nothing.”

      Gen unbuckled her seat belt. “I know it’s none of my business, but if Jack knew you had cash-flow problems, why didn’t he just write you the check immediately? Seems like he’d have what you’d need in his sofa cushions.”

      Willa kicked her legs out the door. The gravel skidded beneath her feet. “Oh. Well, Jack could be…tricky sometimes.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He liked when people needed him. He liked the power of it.” She sighed. “Not one of his most appealing traits, I’m afraid, but if you knew how to handle him, it usually passed quickly.”

      “Ah.” Gen climbed out of the car and closed the door. “Yes, now that you say that, I think I heard someone else describe Jack that way.”

      “Who?” Willa’s head whipped around to stare at her.

      Gen’s eyebrows raised. “I don’t recall. Lyle, perhaps? Maybe Nina?”

      “It was probably her,” Willa sneered.

      “Why don’t you like her?” Gen asked. “She seemed to make Jack very happy.”

      “Tell me what a thirty-five-year-old woman wants with a man old enough to be her father?” Willa demanded. “Especially one with as much going for her as she has. Lyle, of course, I could see. That relationship makes perfect sense. But there’s something rather grasping, I think, in someone who’d drift from a son to his father. Tell me you don’t perceive something desperate in her.”

      Gen had to admit, she had sensed something rather hungry in Nina’s personality. She’d chalked it up to loneliness, but that wasn’t precise enough. It was hard to put a finger on, but she understood what Willa meant.

      “Jack was not without his faults,” Willa said. “If you want to have your fling, fine, who am I to judge? But no need to rush down the aisle. He could take care of her in other ways. I thought he was too clever to let himself be preyed upon, but I guess I was wrong.”

      She slammed her door shut and marched across the gravel toward the house. Gen followed. After a moment, just as she reached the door, Willa turned, her eyes closed gently, her face calmed.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, opening her eyes and smiling. “I don’t usually gossip like that. It’s just such a puzzle to me, some of the choices he made. I thought I understood him, but there are days when I think I didn’t know him at all.” Her voice caught, and she swallowed hard and shook her head. “My apologies. I really need to govern myself.”

      She opened the door, and they stepped into the cool of the house. “I’ll be just a minute,” she said as she sprang for the stairs. “Then it’ll be my turn to show you my dream. Or my nightmare, depending on the day.”
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      Gen was lingering by the hall table, purse on her shoulder, when Lyle came jogging down the stairs. Since the day Gen had found him slumped glassy-eyed in his bathroom, he’d appeared to keep to the straight and narrow, moving from his spot in the guest house to the great room to practice, and occasionally to the kitchen or family room to watch television with them. Always alert, focused; no sign of sluggishness that might indicate opiate intoxication. As he came down the stairs, a slightly anxious look crossed his face.

      “I saw Willa,” he said, jerking his thumb behind him. “She said you’re going to the school. Would you mind if I came along? That place is a definite mood, and I want to take some photos for the trio’s new album.”

      “Fine by me,” Gen said.

      “Me as well,” Willa called from the top of the stairs. “But I only have the two helmets, so you’ll have to share. I’d share mine, but since my head is tiny, it won’t fit you well.” She waved two yellow hard hats that she clutched awkwardly in her hand.

      Lyle nodded. “We’ll be careful.”
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      As they neared the exit for the Spartina Beach bridge, Gen’s cell phone rang. The caller ID flashed “Darren Butler.” In the back seat, Lyle stared out the window, his earbuds plugged tightly into his ears, but Willa glanced at the phone as the call went to voicemail.

      “Detective Butler?” Willa asked. “What does he want with you?”

      Gen looked a little sheepish. “I don’t know,” she bluffed. “Probably just a quick question.”

      She cast a sidelong glance at Gen.

      “Okay, fine. Since Sandra’s been cleared, he asked me to provide some consulting on the case. It’s nothing major, just something he wants to follow up on.”

      Willa drummed her thumbs on the steering wheel. “It’s probably a good thing he’s partnering with you, given how badly he handled Sandra’s arrest. Did you see Dana Kennedy’s article in the Beacon this morning?” She paused at a stoplight. “Go ahead and listen to the voicemail if you want. Maybe he has a new lead.”

      Gen played the message, pressing the phone tightly to her ear.

      “Hey, it’s Butler. Can you tell me, has there been any scuttlebutt at the house about the will? It hasn’t been filed in probate yet, and we think it’s going to point directly to the motive for the murder. If it’s not going to be filed soon, we’re going to request a copy directly from the family, but we’d prefer to get it from the clerk’s office, obviously.”

      After his initial question, Gen punched down the volume on her phone, but a sideways peep told her Willa heard every word. Willa kept her eyes on the road, and her face remained calm. Gen wondered what Lyle’s reaction was, but she could hardly turn around and check him out.

      “I’m sure it will be filed soon,” Willa said. “Poor Sandra’s had other things on her mind, hasn’t she?” She checked her rearview mirror.

      “Are you helping Butler with the investigation, Gen?” Lyle pulled his earbuds out and sat forward.

      “He’s just asked me a few questions. Since your mom was released.”

      “What questions?”

      “Just…general things,” she hedged.

      “Oh, you heard,” Willa said to her nephew.

      “Do you know what he’s thinking?” Lyle asked.

      “I don’t,” Gen said.

      Lyle sat back and plugged his ears again. Willa lowered her voice. “You don’t know how many times I’ve wished I’d taken Jack upstairs and put him to bed myself. I was so obsessed with the auction.”

      “Well, how could you possibly have known what would happen?”

      “That doesn’t stop me from playing ‘what if’ in my head.” She grimaced as she turned off the road onto a gravel lane. “I’m terrified she’s going to entrap Lyle in this somehow.”

      She, Gen thought. Nina. With Willa, it always came back to Nina.

      “It might have been someone else,” Gen ventured in a whisper. “It might have happened before she took him upstairs. After all, he did become sick during the party. Plus, the medicine cabinet was locked. She couldn’t have accessed the drugs when they were alone.”

      Willa decelerated as the lane narrowed and began to wind. Suddenly, she caught her breath. “She might have made a copy when Roberta’s keys went missing.”

      “What?” Gen shifted in her seat to look at Willa. “What do you mean, her keys went missing?”

      Willa checked the rearview again, but Lyle appeared distracted by his thoughts.

      “There was a day,” she said softly, “sometime when Sandra was up in Boston with Carol. Nina basically moved in for a few days. It was so tacky, but Jack was going to do what suited him. One of those days, Roberta’s keys went missing. She normally kept them on a hook right next to her desk. You’ve seen that ring of keys, it’s like a school janitor’s. Enormous. Anyway, one day she came to me, petrified. ‘Willa, my key ring is missing.’ Naturally, she didn’t want Jack to know. He’d fire her for unprofessionalism again. I helped her search the house. We must have turned the place inside out and back again. It’s the only time I ever saw her come completely unglued.”

      “I thought she kept that key ring on her body at all times,” Gen said.

      “She does now,” Willa retorted. “After that little scare.”

      “So what happened? They must have turned up.”

      “They did, mysteriously. We came back in from searching the guest house, I think it was. We walked into her office and there they were, hanging on the ring, just like always. When we asked Hannah if she’d seen anything unusual, she said no. The only thing she saw was Nina looking in the laundry room for some piece of clothing that got picked up by mistake. Roberta begged me not to tell Jack.”

      The laundry room was just across the hall from Roberta’s office. “And did you? Tell Jack?”

      “I kept the secret,” she said. “I didn’t want Roberta to get in trouble. She’s so darned good at her job, so clever, and Jack needed her more than he knew. Roberta had the locks changed on the house and all the outbuildings, and after a few weeks, when nothing happened, I honestly forgot all about it.”

      “Was Lyle there at the time?” Gen was speaking so softly, Willa had to lean in to hear her.

      “He’d just arrived. Barely had time to unpack his suitcase.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They pulled up in front of an aged building and parked under the shade of a live oak. A century of constant wind had sculpted the tree into a weary arch, and its lower branches nearly scraped the car’s roof. Willa climbed the steps, unlocked the school’s front door, and lifted the caution tape blocking the entrance. “Meet my new darling,” she said.

      Lyle handed Gen the spare hard hat as they paused for their eyes to adjust to the darkness. They stood in a wide hall, half occupied by a staircase on the right that led to the second floor. On the left, doors opened into a large room with shelves covering the walls and an old iron heating stove sitting in a corner. Just past the staircase, a hall ran the width of the building. A series of doors opened off this main corridor on either side.

      “This is unusual,” Willa said, gesturing to the room on the left. “Most schools of this vintage didn’t have dedicated libraries, just classrooms. See, what did I tell you about old buildings telling stories? I’m working with the local historical society, trying to find out something about the man, Mr. Yancey, who built this place. So far, we’ve learned he was self-educated, but extremely learned given the time. He left his extensive personal library to the school.”

      They ventured into the dim space, dust motes elbowing each other in the air and the corners plastered thick with cobwebs. In the corridor, Willa pushed on a pair of heavy double doors, which stuck. She gently eased them open. “Want to take a look?” Willa stepped back and gestured to let Gen precede her.

      Gen eased through, keeping one hand on her head to steady the helmet. It appeared to be a kind of ballroom, a long room the length of several classrooms. Tall doors opened onto a terrace that fronted the sound. Peering through the grimy glass, Gen could see the bridge through the branches of some trees. This was the reverse of the view she’d seen when she first arrived on the island. She turned to tell Willa this and she saw her huddled with Lyle, their heads bent in serious, whispered conversation.

      Willa noticed Gen’s curious glance. “A team of volunteers is doing further research, but we think this room might have been used for assemblies or perhaps even recreation,” Willa chirped to her, resuming her museum docent impersonation. “Wouldn’t it make a marvelous setting for a wedding reception or possibly a retreat center?” Willa’s eyes glazed over, imagining the possibilities.

      Lyle left the room, squeezing through the door where it stuck open.

      Just then, Willa’s phone rang. “Tim?” she asked, pressing the phone to her ear. “Sorry, I can barely hear you. I’m at the school. Hold on.” She pantomimed to Gen her intention to take the call outside, so Gen followed.

      Lyle stood in the hallway, holding up his phone, framing prospective views. He watched his aunt disappear out the front door. “I hope for her sake she’s not intent on preserving this vibe, not if she wants to offer the place for wedding receptions. It wouldn’t portend well for the marriage, don’t you think? For our next album, though…” He grinned, lifting an imaginary glass to his lips and pretending to swish wine in his mouth. “It’s perfect. I’m detecting hints of somber and tormented, with an undertone of dread.” He snapped a photo and considered it, then texted it to a bandmate. “Brian’s the pickiest, so he gets to give the first critique.”

      “I’m going to explore,” Gen said.

      “Be careful. Willa mentioned some spots in the floor are rotten. Say, if you’re done with the hat, can I use it? I’m going upstairs.” Gen traded off, and Lyle clapped the helmet on his head and disappeared around the corner.

      The floors creaked under Gen’s feet, and doors shifted unreliably in their frames. Her impression from the day she arrived in Spartina Beach was spot-on: this place would make a perfect haunted house. She wondered idly if Willa could make it safe by Halloween; she could hold a second fundraiser and make a killing. Dust and grime lay on the windows like a layer of dead skin. Gen looked on the wall for a light switch, but of course, there was none.

      At the end of the hall, she pushed on a closed door. It shifted open, and she slipped through; the room was dim and full of clutter. She crept forward slowly, shuffling her feet so as to detect any debris or dodgy spots in the floor. A jumble of antique desks and chairs—the kind that were daisy-chained together, the back of one chair supporting the desk behind it—lay tangled against one wall. At one time, they must have stood in straight lines, facing the long wall to her left; the children in them swinging their feet, generating their own breeze in the hot, airless room. A branch of a magnolia clawed at the window as the wind outside picked up.

      She backed out of the room as steadily as she’d crept in and tracked back toward the school’s entrance. She was curious whether the upstairs looked much like the down. The thud of a door announced someone’s entrance—or possibly their departure.

      “Lyle?” she called. “Willa?”

      She peeked out of the front door. Willa’s car still sat parked under the oak, though its driver was nowhere in sight.

      Gen turned and climbed the stairs, but the banister wobbled in her hand so she moved closer to the wall, leaning on it for safety like a child learning to climb, the treads creaking loudly as she rose.

      The second floor mirrored the first: a long central hallway spanning the width of the building, with a large room opening off the top of the stairs, and smaller rooms off the corridor. Gen watched Lyle enter a room down the hall, his back to her, and another heavy door shifted closed.

      She pushed open a door, which gave way easily, and she almost stumbled into a hole. Orange plastic traffic cones, trimmed in caution tape, surrounded a jagged hole in the floor. She peered down and spied the grimy wooden floor of the classroom below, another pile of broken desks waiting to break her fall—or her neck.

      “Yikes,” she said, her grip on the doorknob tightening. She backed into the hall, pulling the door closed.

      “Gen!” Willa’s voice echoed up the stairs. “Lyle! We need to go. Please hurry up.”

      “Coming!” Gen looked around, trying to recall which door Lyle had gone through and wondering what his photos looked like. Spooky, for sure. Melissa, a longtime fan of horror movies, would love this place. Gen figured Lyle might share his photos with her, but then again, if he was planning to use them for album art, she should take some of her own.

      She walked back down the hall toward the staircase. At the top of the stairs, the doors to the large room there stood open. Peering into the dim, Gen perceived a vacant room with torn wallpaper and a broken window beyond, the kind of image that spoke of a time lost, perhaps to violence, perhaps to loneliness or grief. Yes, Melissa would eat this stuff up.

      Gen brought her phone up to eye level, trying to frame the photo as artfully as Melissa would see it. She almost had it, but she needed the open doors in the frame in order to get a sense of perspective. She pinched at the screen, trying to zoom out, but it was as wide as the frame would go. Gen took one step back, then two, inching her way. The floor felt steady beneath her.

      There. Perfect. She aligned the grid points on the screen and lifted a finger to touch the white button. She shifted one step back again and felt something pull hard on her shirttail. Gen stumbled and heard a loud crack. The next thing she knew, she was staring at a hole in the roof as she fell through the air. She turned her head, her arms flailing, and the ground rose up quickly to meet her. A sharp pain shot through her ankle, then her hip, then a sound like celery snapping in half. A cloud of dust billowed up before her eyes, and everything went dark.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      The fluorescent lights offered Gen the first clue that she wasn’t where she expected to be. The second clue came from the beeping and whirring sounds around her. Gen cracked one eye open, focusing first on the sickly greenish light above her, then at the two lady beetles that had crawled inside its cover, and finally at the relieved face of Sandra, seated at her bedside.

      “There she is,” a nurse said, as though Gen had materialized suddenly, miraculously, out of thin air.

      “How’re you feeling?” Sandra plucked at the mess of tubing and bandages surrounding Gen.

      “Sore.” She struggled to get comfortable, and the nurse changed the IV bag tethered to Gen’s arm—which, she now noticed, lay out to her side, immobilized by a brace.

      “That tracks.” Sandra stood up, adjusting the elevation of the head of Gen’s bed and shifting the pillows around her. “I always think of you as a superhero,” she continued, “but as far as I know, you’re still incapable of unassisted flight.”

      “I left my cape in my other pants.”

      “Do I hear our hero’s voice?” Willa emerged from the tiny bathroom in the corner of the hospital room, turning the light off behind her. “My goodness, you gave us an unbelievable scare.”

      “Not just you,” Gen said. “It scared me, too.”

      “What happened?” Willa asked. “Do you remember?”

      Gen frowned, and pain seared her scalp. She gasped and tried to reach for her head, but the brace denied her.

      “You’ll feel better in a minute,” the nurse reassured her. She made a final adjustment to Gen’s drip before stepping outside.

      “I was taking a photo for Melissa,” Gen said. “She loves photos like that, the more Gothic and haunted-looking, the better. I thought she would like to post it on Instagram. I was trying to frame it just right, and I took a step back, and I felt something wrench me. The next thing I know, I’m plunging toward the first floor.”

      “You fell through the railing,” Willa said. “I think you must have stepped back into a soft spot on the floor. I’d just come inside to find you and Lyle, and you were in midair. What was I thinking, letting you go upstairs? It’s far too dangerous. I’m calling Tim right now to put caution tape around the stairs.” She pulled out her phone and started texting furiously. “Emergency services came right away and whisked you off. By the time I’d collected Lyle, exchanged him at home for Sandra, and got back here, you were in surgery.”

      “Surgery?”

      “They put some screws in your leg to hold you together while your hip heals,” Sandra said.

      “What’s the damage?” Gen stared at her bandaged and braced body.

      “Fractured left hip, sprained left ankle, dislocated left shoulder, mild concussion. Honestly, I’m astonished you didn’t break multiple bones.”

      “Knock knock.” A young man in a white lab coat poked his handsome face through the door. He sat down on a rolling stool by the computer in the corner of Gen’s room. “How’s our daredevil?”

      “She promises that the next time she goes bungee jumping, she’ll use a cable.” Sandra gestured to Willa. “We’ll wait outside.”

      The man introduced himself as Dr. Romero. He asked Gen questions, clicking his cheek to himself as he sat at the computer, making notes in the digital chart. A few moments later, he waved them back in.

      “It’s a good thing you’re in fantastic shape,” Dr. Romero said. “A more fragile person would’ve been laid up for weeks.”

      “How soon can I get out of here? Today?”

      “No way.” Dr. Romero laughed. “You’ll be here a few days, at the very least.”

      He checked his watch, then pivoted to the computer to close out her chart. When he was finished, he spun around on the stool to face her. “If you need to get up for any reason, call the nurse. I’m serious. I don’t want you taking risks with the noggin. Another head injury could cause memory problems, chronic headaches, judgment issues.”
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      Five days and three exasperated nurses later, Gen lounged by Sandra’s pool, trying and failing to read a novel. Despite its compelling plot, the story failed to capture her imagination. It could hardly compete with the narrative in which she currently found herself, and now two central questions chased each other in circles in her mind: who was behind Jack’s death, and was her accident in any way connected?

      She peeled back the Velcro straps of her bulky black walking cast and scratched her still-tender ankle gingerly. At least she’d been cleared of her shoulder sling. A bit of soreness lingered there, but ice packs helped, not that they lasted long in the summer heat bouncing off the pool deck.

      Sandra had installed her next to the pool with strict instructions to take it easy while Sandra ran errands around town, the most important of which was to meet with Chip and begin to settle Jack’s estate. An aluminum crutch lay on the flagstones next to Gen, and inside, Roberta stood by to respond to any text message requesting help. Bored, frustrated, and longing for company, Gen texted two photos to Chuck, one a selfie featuring residual bruising on her cheek from her fall, and one of the walking cast with the glimmering swimming pool in the background.

      
        
          
            
              
        Chuck

      

      
        Jeez, what happened to you? Literally tearing it up on the links?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m in North Carolina, visiting my college friend, Sandra.

      

      

      

      

      

      The ocean glittered turquoise beyond the pool and the dunes. She sent him another photo.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nice place to be. Wrestling a marlin?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bungee jumping sans bungee.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        For real, what happened?

      

      

      

      

      

      She filled him in on Willa, the Foundation, and the visit to the derelict school building.

      
        
          
            
              
        I fell through a rotten railing and dropped 12 feet. Landed on my hip. Hurray for titanium screws.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don’t go traipsing around in ruined buildings. Have you lost your mind?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Doctor says no, my concussion was minor. :-) I’m fine.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Concussion?!?! Are you serious?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It’s nothing, Chuck.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No head injury is nothing. How’s your head now? Memory okay? Headaches?

      

      

      

      

      

      She’d had a few minor headaches, but nothing a little Tylenol couldn’t fix.

      
        
          
            
              
        Memory’s fine. No headaches.

      

      

      

      

      

      The response bubbles appeared, then vanished. The question that had nagged her for the past five days begged for a second opinion, though she feared he’d take it as evidence her head injury was worse than she believed. She chewed the inside of her cheek as she considered.

      
        
          
            
              
        Chuck?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Still here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        If I ask you a question, promise not to mock me?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I promise.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I have a weird feeling. I can’t say for sure I wasn’t pushed.

      

      

      

      

      

      She wrote the message, then erased it. She wrote it a second time, staring at the words. Did she really believe it?

      Despite asking herself the question a dozen times, she couldn’t tell whether her gut was telling her the truth or her brain was addled from the fall. Chuck, however, had consistently proven himself the best sounding board out there. She pushed the button to send the text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pushed by whom? Why?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sandra’s son, Lyle. He was upstairs with me. I thought he was in another room in this historic school building. Willa was outside. I think. That’s what she told me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Why would he push you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m sort of investigating a murder. And he’s a suspect.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Come again?

      

      

      

      

      

      She dutifully filled him in on the rest of the backstory, as well as her questions about each of them.

      
        
          
            
              
        You don’t let the grass grow under your feet, do you? Retirement means not working.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You told me to find a hobby.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I shouldn’t be surprised at all. Was anyone else there?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No, just the three of us.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What’s your gut tell you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        My gut’s keeping quiet on this one.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gen, for heaven’s sake, be careful. You can’t call for backup anymore.

      

      

      

      

      

      Just then, Willa crossed the lawn toward the deck but veered toward Gen when she saw her taking in the rays.

      “Welcome back,” she said, sitting down at the foot of the chaise. “Sandra said she fetched you home this morning. How’s the hip?”

      “Not bad,” Gen said. “Excuse me for one second.”

      
        
          
            
              
        I know.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Got to go, talk soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      “I’ve been thinking about the house on Cove Road,” Willa said. “While you’re generating your ideas, I’ll ask Tim to inspect the house. He’ll prioritize repairs for you. Plus, you’ll know what’s safe and what’s not.” She bugged her eyes pointedly toward Gen’s boot. “You can use that report to inform your offer. I’ll make a digital sketch for you as well, something you can experiment with.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Gen said. “And thank you, that’s very kind of you.” She told Willa about some of her ideas: she’d adopted Willa’s suggestion of a place to drink her morning coffee, as well as a reading spot indoors with a view of the water. She’d noodled a few ideas of how to recreate her grandmother’s kitchen and the beloved screened porch where she’d spent dreary afternoons, drinking in the scent of the rain and dozing off in the hammock. Even a cubby under the stairs: as a child she’d played there, and while she didn’t intend to hide away now, simply knowing it was there, available, touched a tender spot in her soul. “I find myself recreating places from my grandmother’s house. It makes sense, I guess. Those are some of the happiest memories I have.”

      “Mmmmm.” Willa smiled. “You’re a softie at heart, aren’t you? You’re like me. We all need to retreat to a place where we feel we belong.”

      The more she explored her memories, and the more she worked toward this project under Willa’s guidance, the more she bumped up against Melissa’s memories of the house in Arlington. Larry Silver had called again while she was recovering in the hospital, and Gen, in frustration, had started the process of forcing a sale. Every day she waited for Melissa’s angry phone call, the one that would surely arrive as soon as she was served the papers. The more she worked on her plans for the Cove Road house, the more she dreaded the conversation with Melissa that loomed somewhere in her future. The more she worked to build this place where she felt she belonged, the more she eroded Melissa’s parallel. Would it always feel like this, a zero-sum game, where her gain came at her daughter’s expense?

      A sharp whistle sounded, and the two women turned to see a wiry man in jeans and a T-shirt, a ball cap on his head, standing at the edge of the driveway and the lawn.

      “That’s Tim,” Willa said, rising. “Do you want to meet him?”

      “It can wait until I’ve got something specific to discuss.” Gen gestured to her book. “I just want to recover.”

      “Very well. Toodle-oo.” And Willa rushed across the lawn toward him.

      Gen picked up her book, but now she was thinking about Melissa. She focused on the pages, whispering the words to herself to help her concentrate.

      The sound of raised voices carried on the breeze and made her look up again. Willa and Tim stood toe to toe; Tim pointed sharply at the deck, then at the house, poking his finger into Willa’s shoulder. Willa knocked his hand away, threw up her hands, and stormed across the lawn, yanking open the kitchen door and slamming it behind her. Tim turned his back and strode off in the direction of the driveway.

      As tires crunched on the gravel, signaling Tim’s departure, Gen closed her eyes. The pieces would fall into place. Sooner or later, they always did.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Melissa

      

      
        OMG. You’re suing me?

      

      

      

      

      

      Guilt landed on Gen like a pallet of bricks.

      
        
          
            
              
        I never imagined you’d be capable of this.

      

      

      

      

      

      The old fear clawed up inside Gen’s chest again: She’ll do it; she’ll cut you out of her life completely. The text arrived as she left a post-surgical checkup, and she decided to detour past the Cove Road house on her way back to Sandra’s. She’d promised Sandra she would come straight home, and the doctor’s admonition echoed in the back of her mind, but this errand would only take a second, and if she didn’t, she’d spend the rest of the day wondering if she’d made an unforgivable mistake.

      She parked in the driveway and got out, watching her step carefully as she limped along on her walking cast and crutch. The blackberry bushes sprawling along the property line, their stiff canes thick with foliage and dripping with desiccated berries, reached for her as the pathway narrowed. Birds swooped in and out of the shrubs, zipping past Gen’s head. She ducked to avoid the flight path of a female cardinal and wondered when Ruth would send someone to cut the grass.

      Rounding the back corner, she paused and surveyed the house. Her heart ached when she looked at it; you belong here, it seemed to plead. Few things in life were certain, but this, she felt sure, was one of them.

      Something flashed in the window. Was someone inside? She squinted against the light reflecting intermittently off the glass and stepped to the side for a better view. As she did, her foot wedged into a hole, sending her twisting and tumbling headfirst into a blackberry bush.

      “Ow, crap!” The prickles on the canes tore at her face, arms, and legs, and clung to her clothing. On top of that, her ankle—the one in the boot—now throbbed, and her injured shoulder ached. Well done, Gen. You want to trade up to full-body plaster, is that it?

      “You trying to kill yourself?” a male voice behind her asked as she struggled to all fours. She knelt and reached for her crutch, then twisted around to identify the source of the taunt. A loud, slow rip of a fabric seam punctuated the stillness, and Gen felt a draft across her rear that hadn’t been there before.

      Tim Maddox wore the same faded red T-shirt and jeans, now frosted with sawdust, he’d been wearing when he came by Sandra’s house two days earlier. He looked to be about Gen’s age, with skin tanned and weathered from sun exposure and deep crinkles around his brown eyes. His smile was saucy as he towered over her. “Need a hand there?” he asked, not offering her one.

      “No,” she snapped, reaching behind her to free her clothes from the prickles.

      “Willa sent me over to take a look at the place,” he said, that smile quirking one corner of his mouth. “Genevieve, right? You know you’re up to your shoulders in poison ivy?”

      Gen looked down at the tangle of greenery surrounding her and groaned. The lobed clusters of three green leaflets lay against her sandaled foot, her toes exposed by the boot, and all the way up her calves to her knees. The vines clung to the trunks of the pine trees that towered over her and reached for her arms, her head. She struggled to her feet, picked her way out to the relative safety of the tall grass, and keeping her breezy backside out of Tim’s line of sight as best she could, gathered up the fragments of her dignity the brambles hadn’t shredded.

      “You’ll want to call someone to kill those vines,” he continued, following their progression up the tree trunks. “Those things fruit, birds drop the berries, you’ve got a poison ivy forest on your hands. Don’t burn them, though. The smoke’s toxic.” He looked her up and down and shook his head in amusement. “I’m glad I’m not you. In a day or two, you’re gonna be in a world of hurt. Don’t mind if I don’t shake your hand,” he said, jerking his chin at the rash incubator from which she’d just escaped.

      “Ruth needs to send someone to cut the grass. You can’t see what you’re walking into. I tripped on a hole.”

      “You probably got critters of some kind.” Tim gazed at the house, then at Gen, then back at the house. “Are you sure you want to take this on?”

      “I’m not sure. That’s why you’re here, to assess the work so I can make an informed decision.”

      “I can inform you it’s gonna be a giant pain in the butt. Plus, you should know, in case you’re in a hurry, that I’m booked well into the fall. I can’t take the work on until February.”

      “I’m planning to do most of the work myself.”

      He arched his eyebrows. “You have any experience?”

      Gen sucked her teeth and leveled a look at him. “I’m a fast learner. I only have to be told once.”

      “Oh, lord, you’re one of those,” he said, rolling his eyes heavenward. “If I had a dollar for every client who tried to tackle some home-improvement job that was beyond their pay grade, I could retire and buy me a six-bedroom oceanfront all for myself. Those stupid TV shows convince them any idiot can do it. Then they come crying to me when their drywall seams look like they were done by a three-year-old on a bender or they put a nail through a pipe and drench the entire wall.” He shook his head, shifting and resettling his cap.

      Whatever interest Gen had in collaborating flew away like a gnat in a gale. Making quick mental notes to mark pipe locations and brush up on drywall hanging technique, she said, “I can measure twice, cut once, buddy, so just check the place out, prioritize the repairs, and give me an estimate. With your attitude, I’m shocked Willa has anything to do with you.”

      Tim passed a sunburnt hand over his chin. “You’re the boss,” he said, though his smirk suggested he thought the exact opposite. He trudged ahead of her, thick work boots pressing the long grass into a flat path. Ornery creep. If it took her five years to learn how to renovate this house herself…well, she had the time to fill, and she’d eat a handful of rusty nails before she came crying to him to save her. She’d never done such a thing in her life, and if there was ever going to be a first time, it wasn’t going to be with this guy.

      Tim bent over at the corner of the house, inspecting the mortar in the masonry, then crouched to look closer at the foundation. His jeans clung to him in a way that revealed a muscular pair of thighs, and Gen dug her fingernails into the foam pad of the crutch handle. Even jerks could be good looking, and in her experience, most jerks were. A very reliable indicator, in fact. Frank, that worthless scumbag, had been devilishly handsome.

      A bumper scraped on the driveway, and moments later, Ruth’s voice called out. “Yoo-hoo? I’m here with the keys.”

      Tim glanced back at Gen. “Brick needs repointing,” he said, tapping his finger on a crack that zigzagged up the wall. “And don’t scratch. You’ll only make it worse.”

      Gen dropped her hand to her side and clenched her fist to keep from scratching the back of her neck. Maybe it was her imagination, but all of her visible flesh had begun to smolder; any second now, the rash would flame pink on her arms, legs, and feet. She followed Tim as he walked around the side of the house and met Ruth on the steps. “Must I stick around?”

      “Mercy!” Ruth eyed her up and down. The look on Gen’s face told her to save her curious chitchat for another day. “You can go home,” she said apologetically as Tim brushed past her into the house. “He’ll have the report to you in a few days. We know where to find you.”

      Gen jerked her chin in a parting nod and turned around, taking great care to watch where she stepped. Tim’s pickup truck had blocked her Subaru in the driveway. Fantastic.

      “I’m blocked in,” she soon announced to the empty hall. She hauled her mangled body through empty rooms until she found the door to the basement propped open. “Hello?”

      “Down here,” shouted Tim.

      “You’ve blocked me in,” she yelled. “Come move your truck.”

      A grunt, the dropping of tools, and the shuffling of heavy boots preceded Tim’s appearance at the foot of the steps. He dragged himself into the light. “Electrical system’s the first thing…no, maybe the second thing that needs fixing,” he said by way of answer. “Don’t go down there as long as that thing’s on your foot.”

      “Tell me, do you only state the obvious?” Gen asked.

      Tim pulled a set of keys from his pocket and twirled them on his finger as he bounced down the front steps and strode across the lawn. Annoyed at the spring in his gait, Gen hobbled after him as quickly as she could. Then she eased herself into her Subaru and watched in the rearview as he backed out, turning to the left slightly and blocking her planned exit. She followed, cutting to the right to wait for him to pass.

      They sat there, their cars idling, watching one another.

      Gen flashed her lights at him. “Move,” she shouted through the open window. “You’re blocking my way.”

      Tim pulled back into the driveway. As he did, she noticed a bumper sticker on the truck:

      
        
        you can’t fix stupid.

        but you can numb it with a 2-×-4.

      

      

      There was plenty of lumber hanging around Sandra’s driveway at the moment, she recollected as she drove out of the cul-de-sac. That gave her the means. Heaven knows, after this encounter, she had plenty of motive. If Tim Maddox had any self-preservation instincts of his own, he’d give the report to Willa instead of directly to Gen. Otherwise she’d have the opportunity to address his brand of stupid.  Maybe he couldn’t fix it, but she was willing to bet she could.
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      Back at Sandra’s house, Gen threw the torn shorts in the garbage. Even the underwear was shredded. Jeez, how much had Tim seen? Don’t think about it, don’t think about it, she chanted to herself, pressing her hands to her forehead. That trick always works.

      When she’d first arrived, Roberta had taken one look at her, instructed her not to touch anything, and marched her right back out the door into the driveway. Supplied with a garden hose and a bottle of dishwashing liquid, she’d instructed Gen in no uncertain terms not to set foot inside again until she’d soaped herself head to toe, damaged bits included. She held out a garbage bag for Gen to deposit her boot in.

      “I’ll see it gets washed,” she said, eyes wide and nostrils flaring as if Gen had come home covered in dung.

      “Is that necessary?”

      “Clearly, you don’t have much experience with poison ivy.” She flicked her hand at Gen to shoo her along. “Soap up. I’ll bring you some towels.”

      Now upstairs in her bathroom and gifted with first-aid supplies from Roberta, Gen swabbed herself all over with some tonic that promised to prevent the rash, but flecks of pink flesh bloomed and swelled on her good leg, her bad foot, her forearms, and her neck. She now clumsily cleaned and salved her scratches with antibiotic ointment. Anyone would think she’d gotten into a fight with a clowder of feral cats. She pulled on her favorite lounge pants and a tank and lay down on her bed. Reading felt hopelessly ambitious, and Sandra was meeting Kenneth for dinner. Between the fire that smoldered beneath her skin, the itching that danced on its surface, and Tim’s mocking grin filling her brain, only one solution remained for the present moment’s misery.

      “Chuck Renfrew,” came the gruff voice.

      “Hey, I caught you,” Gen said, rolling onto her undamaged side and trying to smother the flames there. “I was afraid you’d gone home for the day.”

      “Not yet. Don’t tell me you broke your other leg.”

      “No, the only thing truly hurt this time is my pride.” She gave him the lowdown on the house, the drama with Melissa, the text that started it all today. “I just went for a second, to make absolutely sure, and while I was there, I twisted my foot in a hole and went flying into a blackberry bush.”

      “Ouch.”

      “No kidding,” she said, rubbing her pink-striped arms. “So as I’m trying to extricate myself from the bushes, the briars rip my pants halfway off. I can feel a breeze on those cheeks.”

      “Oh, no,” Chuck moaned.

      Dear Chuck. She heard his strangled voice, pictured the face squinched against the laughter that threatened to burst through, and so her own sides began to ache with laughter. It was what she’d counted on.

      “Oh, yes. And while I’m trying to free myself, the stupid contractor shows up to give his professional opinion. This man is so obnoxious, Chuck. I’d rather have lost my trousers in front of the Director than this guy. A hundred times. And he points out that I’m also knee-deep in poison ivy.”

      “Hundred bucks says you’re married within a year.”

      “Oh, I’ll take that bet!” Gen’s jaw dropped at his gall, and she bolted upright. “Write the check now, my friend. I wouldn’t touch that guy with a pole saw.”

      “That’s how it always starts out in the movies.”

      “I’m not in a movie,” she said. “Or if I am, it’s a murder mystery, not a rom-com.”

      “I stand by my word,” Chuck said. “So, you’re going to buy the house? In spite of Melissa?”

      “Who am I kidding? I’m committed.”

      “And the murder mystery? Our earlier chat got cut short. Got any theories?”

      She ticked them off on her fingers. “At least three, maybe four.”

      “And local PD?”

      “They’ve asked for my help on one thing so far. My friend’s been cleared, or I wouldn’t help them. It’s so hard, Chuck. I can’t let go of it.”

      “You never could resist a good puzzle,” he said. “You could try jigsaws, you know. The cardboard kind, not the ones with blades and plugs.”

      “Ha,” Gen said. “Don’t talk me out of this. That contractor as good as said he didn’t think I could do it.”

      “Well, in that case, your fate’s sealed. If ever I want you to do something for me, I’ll just flat out tell you that you can’t do it. It’ll be finished in a week.”

      Gen smiled. “You know me better than anyone.”

      “For now,” Chuck said. “But give that guy time. What’s his name?”

      “Tim Maddox, not that you will ever hear that name pass my lips again.”

      “Tim…Maddox.” A pen clicked. “Got it. Do you prefer your his-and-her monograms on barware, or do you want to keep it old-school on towels and pillowcases?”

      “Don’t make me hang up on you,” she said.

      “How’s the arm after the tumble?”

      “No worse than before.”

      “And the ankle? And the head?”

      “I’m fine, Dad.”

      “I ask because I care,” Chuck said. “I’d tell you to stay away from old houses, but you’re going to do what you want to do. For heaven’s sake, be careful, okay?”

      “I will.”

      “Because you can’t be replaced,” he said. “They only made one of you.”

      “You always said that was a good thing.”

      Chuck sighed a laugh, and Gen pictured him—leaning back in his chair at his hopelessly cluttered desk, gazing out the window—as clearly as if he sat in the same room with her.

      “I want to swap stories at the old folks’ home with you, okay? Not attend your funeral from some knuckleheaded accident. Something happens to you, who’m I going to test run my dad jokes on?”

      “Your kids?”

      He didn’t respond, and Gen felt the space behind her eyes grow hot. She reached for a tissue. “I’ll be careful, Chuck.”

      “Promise me?”

      “I promise.”

      “Good,” he said. “Now, once you’re all healed up, go pick some blackberries and make a pie for your prince charming.”

      “I’ll be sure to do that, whenever I meet him.”

      “I can’t get one past you, can I?”

      “Not on the softball field, not on the phone.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Butler cradled his aching head in his hands, his elbows propped on his desk. Samuels slid another cup of lousy coffee into his line of sight.

      “You’re having caffeine withdrawal,” she said.

      “That’s not it,” he complained, but lousy or not, Butler drained the cup like a child finishing his peas.

      “We’re ready to write off Kenneth Goodwin?” She and Butler had spent the morning interviewing him. Ted Constantine had the security footage waiting for them when they returned from the interview, and the three of them reviewed it together. The ten minutes Kenneth and Jack had spent in the office appeared relatively peaceful. Jack jabbed a finger into Kenneth’s chest, but nothing more. “That was the only opportunity Goodwin had, and it didn’t happen. He’s clear.” She crossed his name off the whiteboard that tracked their key points.

      Butler stared at the whiteboard. “Well, at least he and the wife can now live happily ever after,” he grumbled. After the press conference, which rated a 5.8 on his emotional Richter scale, the mayor and Chief Rodney had forced him to formally apologize for the arrest via the Spartina Beach Beacon. That was nine days ago, and since then, he couldn’t bring himself to say Sandra’s name.

      “Moving on. Willa Benedict…” He checked his notes. “Deeply devoted to her brother, by all accounts. Had access to the drugs but only briefly. Her key’s been in Roberta McIntyre’s possession for weeks. Money problems of the poor-little-rich-girl variety. She’s not exactly worrying about having to live in a van down by the river. Furthermore, Jack was her greatest benefactor for her architecture foundation. She’d probably inherit something minor from him, but he’s either going to give the load to his wife or his girlfriend.”

      “Agreed,” said Samuels. She’d checked again with the clerk of court, but the will still hadn’t been filed. Apparently, some rich people weren’t in any hurry to find out how much richer they were going to be.

      “Chandler’s lower on the list, for now. We need to uncover whether she was named in the will and knew it, and whether she had the means to do it. She had opportunity but so far, no means. Unless she and Lyle collaborated.” Butler shot a forlorn glance at the empty mug and searched in his desk drawer for some aspirin. He shook two tablets into his hand and swallowed them dry. “He, on the other hand, rises on the list. We know he lied to us about his drug use, and his prints are on the bottle.”

      An idea flashed through his mind. Hadn’t Lyle had a back injury? It wasn’t inconceivable that if he had been injured, he’d have asked his father for some of his meds, and his father might have granted him permission. While that, too, was illegal, they’d never spend time and money prosecuting the inter-family use of a handful of prescribed pills. Even in dull Spartina Beach, they had more important priorities. He reached into his pocket for his notebook. Every time he thought he’d formulated a mental picture of the crime, something came along and erased a chunk out of the middle.

      “Volatile relationship with his father.” Samuels tapped a pencil on her chin. “Money troubles. Maybe those troubles are worse than we thought, if he’s got a drug dependency.”

      “We have to get this one right,” Butler warned. “I’m not going through all that”—he waved his hand in broad circles in the direction of the press office—“again. And we’ve not established that he was alone with his father at any time during the poisoning window. The only other possible suspect at this time is Roberta McIntyre. That hiring-firing routine makes no sense at all.”

      Samuels grinned. “You’re getting better at this,” she said as she flung the pencil up into the ceiling tile. “What am I thinking?”

      Butler pinched the bridge of his nose. “Please, no. We used her once. I don’t want to get her involved any more than I have to.”

      “We didn’t ‘use’ her, Darren. You called and requested her help, and she never responded. I bet you didn’t even follow up, did you?” She rolled her eyes at him. “One of the cardinal rules of investigation is to use all the tools at your disposal. At least find out if she alerted the family that we’d request a copy of the will.”

      Butler checked his coffee cup, in case it had magically refilled itself. No such luck.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Home renovations are like murder investigations, Gen thought. You never know what you’re going to uncover. As another pair of hapless homeowners tore at their walls with crowbars and sledgehammers, Gen shifted on the sofa. If they didn’t watch out, they’d knock their pipes loose and give themselves leaks. Based on the tentative authority of almost twenty hours of renovation television under her imaginary tool belt, she now differentiated the tasks stacking up in her mind: Anything That Could Kill Her and Anything That Could Not. The likely-to-kill list she’d leave to a pro.

      But not to Tim Maddox. He could buckle his little attitude problem into his pickup and go for a long drive off the shortest pier Sands County had to offer, Gen thought. Surely less obnoxious contractors existed around here.

      Roberta breezed silently through the room, tablet in hand. Gen watched as she conducted her inspections, patiently reviewing everything from the cleanliness of the remote control to the balance of the folds on the blanket draped over the back of the couch. Long-suffering Roberta. What tethered her here? Could it be revenge? Gen didn’t think so, but she couldn’t deny that of all the people in the house, Roberta alone possessed the patience to wait in the tall grass for as long as it took.

      If she could make Jack’s death look like an accident, or even natural, her life would substantially improve. Sandra would continue to employ her to manage the house and social and financial affairs, but her primary source of daily irritation would be removed. And Sandra, partnered with Kenneth, would be happier as well. Happy boss, happy employee.

      Roberta finished with her tablet. “Gen, Willa’s gone to the Foundation headquarters, and Mrs. Benedict went to Chip’s office. I have to go downtown on some errands. It’s just you and Lyle here for the next hour or so.”

      Gen gave Roberta a thumbs-up, and the house manager left the room. Gen clicked off the television and closed her eyes. Down the hall, melodic strains of a classical piece drifted through the open doorway of the great room. She’d heard it before, but Lyle’s interpretation was quite sophisticated, lingering in the rests, letting the notes sparkle in a way she’d never heard before. As she listened to them rise and fall like the sleeping breath of a celestial giant, her throat closed up. A thousand times she must have heard that piece, in movies and commercials, but somehow, never like this.

      Clair de Lune.

      The final note faded in the quiet of the house, followed by a few seconds’ rest, the shuffle of paper. Lyle began another piece, this one darker and moodier, notes more insistent, more forte, less piano. Completely unfamiliar, slightly unsettling.

      The foreboding mood of the music drew her mind back to the case. Questions about both Roberta and Lyle displaced her suspicion of Nina; after their chat at the health club, Gen doubted she was the culprit. First of all, she seemed to genuinely grieve the man. Everything pointed toward her problems being resolved when, and only when, she and Jack tied the knot—unless she knew for certain Jack had written her into the will. Gen couldn’t place how Nina’s former amorous relationship with Lyle, which seemed to be rekindling, fit into the picture. If she still loved Lyle, killing his dad hardly seemed to represent a foundational building block of a healthy relationship. For now, she filed that under her “people are complicated” tab.

      And as for Lyle, if he had fallen back into a drug habit, he might be desperate for money. He was clearly eager to keep the news from his mother, who might otherwise float him some cash. Perhaps Jack had picked the wrong moment to toy with Lyle or belittle him, but did that make sense? Lyle knew the man was dying. The coldness, the desperation you’d have to feel to kill under those circumstances—she didn’t sense that from Lyle. Then again, throughout history, some of the darkest killers had been the most engaging people. Ted Bundy, John Paul Knowles, Richard Ramirez—charmers, every one of them.

      The one person she hadn’t strongly considered thus far was Willa. Roberta had mentioned Willa and Jack were alone, briefly, at the party, and she’d had custody of a key to the medicine cabinet while Sandra had been in Boston with Carol. But she’d returned the key, and of all people, Willa had the least reason of all to kill him: he was her beloved brother, her best friend, and the biggest benefactor the Foundation had. And what would she gain from it? In all likelihood, Jack’s assets, all of them, would go to Sandra.

      Gen had been listening, per Butler’s inquiry, for talk about the will and trying to find an opportune moment to hint that he’d request a copy of it, or even subpoena it, if it wasn’t filed soon. Sandra, however, hadn’t been able to connect with Chip to get the probate process started. What was going on with him? Gen wondered. Was he so busy? Perhaps today Sandra would finally catch up with him, and the pieces would fall into place.

      In a fit of light Googling, Gen learned that Sandra was, according to North Carolina law, entitled to at least half of Jack’s estate. Assuming that was the worst-case scenario, who’d likely inherit the other half? She suspected Nina, given the plans she and Jack made together. Based on Nina’s comments about their shared backgrounds, and the fact Willa was so dependent on Jack, Gen theorized that a person of Jack’s temperament would reward his hard-working mistress over his spongy sister. If Lyle received some nominal amount, or even none at all, he could still rest assured Sandra would have his back. Perhaps that was why Lyle and Jack had been getting along, as Nina described. If they both knew that Jack’s time was ticking down, Lyle might grow more forgiving and Jack less provocative. No point in carrying grudges to the grave.

      She drifted off—this sofa had a habit of dragging her to slumberland—and woke to the insistent chime of a doorbell. Lyle, either unaware of Roberta’s departure, absorbed in his practice, or indifferent to the presence of visitors, was still practicing, now with a return to his Chopin concerto. I guess that leaves it to me, then, Gen thought.

      When she opened the mansion’s front door, Butler and Samuels blinked in surprise.

      “Hey, guys,” Gen said. “You’re early for tea.”

      “I don’t drink tea. We wanted to speak to Roberta,” Butler said, wiping his feet on the mat as Gen invited them inside. He introduced Gen to Samuels; behind them, the piano music stopped. Butler looked Gen up and down with amazement, taking in the crutch, the boot, the mild rashes. “Jeez, what happened to you?”

      Gen filled him in. “Roberta’s not here. She’s running errands.”

      Butler glanced around the foyer, as if Roberta might be hiding behind a potted palm. “Mind if we wait?”

      Gen shrugged. “It’s okay with me,” she said, checking her watch.

      She guided them down the hall to the library, where they made themselves comfortable in leather armchairs. As Gen turned to leave, Samuels glanced at Butler, then spoke up.

      “Gen, can we pick your brain for a minute?”

      “Of course,” she said, hobbling around and easing into a seat.

      “What’s your read on Roberta? Anything you’ve picked up in the time you’ve been here?” Samuels interlaced her fingers, hammocking them before her.

      “She’s professional. Good rapport with Sandra. The one thing that leaves me with questions is the way Jack treated her.”

      “That’s our question, too.”

      “He mistreated Gracie Darrow as well, but she walked out and started her own business,” Gen said. “She didn’t come back for seconds.”

      “Let alone thirds,” Samuels said. “Do you know if she was alone with Jack Benedict at all that evening?”

      “I don’t know,” Gen admitted.

      “She told us she hadn’t been, but our colleague Ted’s working on the security camera footage from that night. We want video confirmation of that if we can get it,” Butler said. “We’ve cleared Kenneth Goodwin, by the way. Called him before we came over here. But perhaps you already know that.”

      Gen reached for a footstool; Butler slid it close to her so she could prop her leg up. “Have you talked to Willa in the past week?” When Butler shook his head, she continued. “She recalled that while Sandra was in Boston, Roberta’s master key ring went missing for a few hours. Both Nina and Lyle were present at the house at that time, though Lyle had just arrived.”

      Butler sat forward. “And both of them knew, at that point, about Benedict’s illness, his prescriptions?”

      Gen nodded. “Another thing. I didn’t mention it before, when I was telling you about all this”—she gestured to her leg—“because I think I just tripped, but I can’t say for sure that Lyle didn’t push me. He was definitely on the second floor with me.”

      “And where was Willa? You said you went with her.” Samuels made notes in her notebook.

      “Willa told me she was outside.”

      A bench scraped on the wood floor; moments later, piano music drifted across the hall. Butler and Samuels exchanged a look.

      “If Roberta’s not here,” Butler said, “Lyle’s the next best thing.”
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      Butler and Samuels rose from their chairs and crossed the hallway to knock on the great room door. The romantic piano strains stopped again. “Good morning, Mr. Benedict. Just a few minutes of your time, if you don’t mind.”

      “I do mind. Unless you’d care to wait for my lawyer.” Lyle arched an eyebrow at Butler as he reached for his phone.

      “That’s your right,” Butler said, smoothing his sport coat and slipping a notebook into his hip pocket. “We just thought you’d like to explain yourself. You’ve been dipping into your dad’s pill stash. You do realize that even if your girlfriend gave him the drugs, and you only supplied them to her, you’re still guilty of a very serious felony.”

      Lyle’s jaw plunged, and a cough of disbelief burst from him. “Excuse me? Is that what she told you?” Lyle leapt up from the piano bench and in two strides towered over Butler, his chest heaving with anger. “That’s a filthy lie. I never gave her anything. So help me, if you try with me what you pulled with my mother, I will sue you six ways to Sunday.”

      Butler put a hand on Lyle’s arm and nudged him backward. “Take it easy, now—”

      Lyle forcefully knocked it away. “Get your hands off!”

      “I suggest you take a beat, Mr. Benedict,” Samuels warned.

      “Lyle,” Gen said.

      Lyle took a step back, flexing his hands, gripping his belt for control. Through a clenched jaw, he said, “I don’t know what Nina told you, but she had reason more than anyone to want my father dead. She might have been engaged to him—and mind you, my father was still married, not even separated, so that should tell you something about her sense of ethics—but her affections were anything but sincere. She’s been coming on to me for months, well before I got here.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and opened his texts, reading from his screen in a feminized voice. “‘Hi, you. Ran into your dad today, of all people. He’s now a private client of mine…’” He scrolled. “‘After he left, I couldn’t stop thinking about you all day. You two wear the same cologne…I miss you. Next time you’re in town, call me. I’m dying to see you.’” He waved his phone at Butler. “This is before they started seeing each other. I have months of texts back and forth, and that’s the most G-rated. If she’s clearly into me, why would she get involved with my dad, unless to get his money?

      “There’s more.” Lyle scrolled. “‘I’m thinking of you…’ sent at two a.m. Two in the morning is not the time for sending innocent texts, I’m sure you know. Winking and suggestive vegetable emojis everywhere…‘I feel like our messages got crossed yesterday. Can I make it up to you? The way I did after the winter ball?’ That’s a reference to when we were dating. ‘Send me one of your practice recordings. I love to listen to you play. It makes me think about those long fingers of yours, and everything you can do with them.’” He waved the phone. “Do those sound like the texts of a woman who’s excited to be getting married to someone else? Is this the kind of stuff you send to your prospective stepson?”

      Lyle grimaced as he paced the hall, his intentions about his attorney well forgotten.

      “When I arrived here six weeks ago, I found out from Dad they’d gotten engaged, and then I confronted her. I told her to stop contacting me. What does she do but text me later that night? ‘Don’t misunderstand the relationship between your dad and me. Maybe what I did was crazy, but the truth is, I started seeing your dad because I wanted to get close to you again. It’s always been you. There is nothing I wouldn’t do to be with you again.’ I responded, ‘You have a funny way of showing it.’ And she wrote, ‘I haven’t slept with him in weeks. Listen, I have a plan to end things with him. Trust me.’ Two weeks later, she has a wisdom tooth extracted, and gets a prescription for Oxy. Ten days after that, my dad’s dead.”

      Lyle’s hand with the phone dropped to his side. He stared Butler right in the eye. The silence in the hall wrapped around them like fog.

      “What did you make of that statement?” Butler asked. “That she had a plan to end things?”

      “At the time, of course, I assumed it meant she’d figured out how to break up with him. And then nothing happened for a few weeks. She flirted with me at the party, and I’d had a bit to drink and flirted back. Never did I imagine she’d actually kill him. After he died, of course, the text took on a whole new meaning.”

      “May I see that?” Butler asked.

      Lyle extended his hand, then jerked it back. Apprehension clouded his face as he reconsidered the wisdom of his uncounseled disclosures. He looked past Butler to Genevieve. “If I give this to him, will he keep it?”

      Gen shifted her weight. “He could take it into evidence, yes.”

      Lyle recovered his cool and tucked the phone back into his hip pocket. “I’ll have a chat with my lawyer first, or you can get a warrant to search her phone. But here’s the executive summary: She expressed her regrets about the way things ended between us. She wants to reconcile, and she wants me back. Ask anyone at the party that night, she had her hands all over me. I don’t trust her, Butler. She should be your number-one suspect.”

      Butler looked between Lyle and Gen. “That’s quite a statement to say about your…girlfriend, I guess?”

      “She hasn’t been my girlfriend in a decade.” He turned and shouted down the hall. “Roberta! Detective Butler’s leaving!”

      “I’ll take care of it, Lyle,” Gen offered.

      The detective rolled his eyes at Gen’s offer but lingered as she caught up.
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      Frustration clawed at Gen’s nerves as she watched the Buick pull out of the driveway and onto the street. She turned and yanked the front door open, remembering as it slammed behind her that it wasn’t her home to abuse.

      The scratch of the piano bench on the floor called Gen to the great room. “Hey,” she said, easing into a seat.

      Lyle pounded out scales. “Those geniuses found my prints on one of the pill bottles they seized, didn’t they? So they’ve jumped to conclusions.”

      “So you—”

      “More than once, yes.” He pivoted on the bench to look at Gen. “It’s for my back, honestly. I’m not proud of it, and I promise I’ll get help. I don’t want to go down that route. I’ve seen it with one of my friends—”

      “I believe you,” Gen said, though she wasn’t certain.

      The storm clouds on Lyle’s face faded from anger to worry. “I didn’t do it, Gen. You believe me, right? I was never alone with Dad the day of the party,” he insisted, tracing a finger over the keys. “That day, I rehearsed at a rented studio space. Roberta and Willa needed the house to themselves to set up. After that, I went to the gym. There are security cameras there and at the studio as well. You can trace footage of me all day long.”

      “Then what happened?” Gen sat down in a chair facing him.

      Lyle frowned. “I came home around five—pre-party chaos—I showered, dressed, and played the piano in here until Roberta gave me a ten-minute warning. There were people in and out of the room the whole time. I was in a public place the rest of the night. Roberta can vouch for that, or Willa, or the party staff.”

      “Did you talk to your dad at the party?”

      “Only in the company of Nina,” he said. “One conversation.”

      “What was the tenor of it?”

      “For us? Cordial. Very brief but cordial. Which is to say, it didn’t devolve into a shouting match.”

      “You said you told Nina not to contact you, and you were tipsy and flirting at the party, but you also looked…affectionate at the wake.”

      Lyle winced at the inconsistency. “It’s tricky. She started it, and if Nina feels disrespected or scorned, she can make a scene. Mom and Willa were stressed out about the investigation. The funeral was emotional. The last thing anyone needed was Nina raising her voice or throwing a drink on me at the wake. I know our behavior raised some eyebrows. Believe me, I’ve been trying to set her straight ever since. It’s hard to feel like there’s anything genuine there, especially after she’s been with my dad. It’s not like there’s some standard-issue Benedict man charm that we shared. We’re like water and electricity.”

      “Mixing you two is fatal?”

      Lyle’s mouth dropped open, and he laughed at the grim joke. “I didn’t mean for that to sound the way it did.”

      Gen waved a hand. “I get it.”

      He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped. “Gen, how do I clear myself? The strain—” He shook his head. “I can’t concentrate, I can’t write. The work used to come so easily.”

      “You sound terrific,” she said.

      “I can play stuff that’s been around for centuries,” he said. “That’s just a small part of what I do. My band’s scheduled to record in a month. We’ve had the studio time booked for ages, and we only have material for half an album. That’s all on me. The other guys don’t write.”

      Lyle looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks.  He appeared about to break. “You have to be patient,” she said. “This will get worked out. In the meantime, you can’t say anything more to Butler without your attorney. He provoked you intentionally, and you swallowed the bait. You can’t let your temper get the better of you.”

      Her words hung in the air for a moment before Lyle nodded. “You’re right. Thank you for all the good advice you’ve given me. It feels good, knowing you’re on my side.” He sighed, ran his fingers over the keyboard, and played a low C. Then he lowered the keyboard cover gently and brushed past her out of the room. Moments later, Gen saw him cross the lawn toward the guest house, the phone to his ear. He paused in the middle of the lawn, pivoted, and walked in the direction of the garage.
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      Butler drove the short distance back to the station in silence.

      “What’re you thinking?” Samuels asked, slamming the Buick’s door after they’d parked and exited the car.

      “I’m back to the collaboration theory. He denied it, but what else was he going to do? She had the opportunity. Lyle had the means. If they’re trying to get back together, and they want the money—”

      Samuels shook her head. “The way he just threw her under the bus like that? With the text messages?”

      “He’d do it to save his own hide,” Butler insisted. “What’s he hiding? What do his responses say?”

      “If he had something to hide in those messages, and he thought there was a decent chance you’d go after them, he wouldn’t have fed them to you. He’s smarter than that.”

      “He wasn’t thinking,” Butler said. “Our accusations threw him off guard, and he panicked.”

      They climbed the steps to the station. As Butler reached for the door handle, he saw through the glass Chief Rodney speaking to the mayor at the end of the hall. The chief glanced his way, then resumed his conversation with the mayor, nodding briefly in his direction. The mayor turned to watch him as he stood frozen on the other side of the door.

      Samuels watched the exchange of glances. The sweat popping on Butler’s brow, she suspected, was due to more than the August heat.

      “Darren,” she said. He turned, wiped his hand on the seat of his pants.

      “The best way to handle political pressure is to do your job well. It doesn’t serve the community to rush things and get it wrong. You know that.”

      He nodded.

      “So how come you’re determined to pin this on Lyle? He just told us Nina had means as well.”

      Butler’s nostrils flared. “I’m not…determined. But I do think he did it. My gut tells me he did.”

      This wasn’t strictly true. He wanted, very much, for it to be true, but if he was honest, Samuels had pinned him yet again.

      “I think you’re mad because he didn’t take you seriously at first. You must get over that. Believe me, he’s taking you seriously now. And instinct that isn’t backed up with proof? That looks a lot like vendetta. You have to keep your ego out of this. I’m not saying he definitely isn’t involved.” Samuels held up a hand against Butler’s protests. “I’m telling you that to do this job well, a person has to be aware of their own biases. Your head has to govern. Anything less and you’re inviting a world of pain upon yourself. Not to mention you’re miscarrying justice and mistreating your community.”

      At the other end of the hall, the mayor and chief walked around a corner and disappeared. Samuels opened the door and the two of them proceeded to their office.

      “I’d like to ask Dr. Chandler about her plan to end things with Jack Benedict,” Samuels continued. “If Lyle is right, and she did have that dental procedure, she might have had means, motive, and opportunity. Collaboration not necessary. But first, a visit to the magistrate’s office. We’ve got a handful of warrants we need to request.”
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      “I’m here for my physical therapy,” Gen said the next day, leaning on the health club’s front desk counter for stability.

      The desk attendant, red-faced and sweating through the “Marie” embroidered on her shirt, pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Sorry,” she said in between clicks of her computer mouse. “We’re going to have to reschedule you. One of our staff members didn’t show up today, and it’s causing ripples all through our system.”

      “Where is she?” asked a woman behind her, who was stacking towels.

      “Nobody knows,” Marie replied. “I called her twice already, but her phone just goes to voicemail.”

      “It’s not like her not to call in,” the towel woman said.

      “Yeah, but she’s been acting super weird lately. The other day, I asked her if she wanted to go out for drinks after work today, but she wouldn’t give me a straight answer. Steve went over to her apartment to see if she was okay.”

      Gen drummed her fingers on the counter. “Sounds like you’re in a pickle.”

      Marie blew her bangs out of her eyes. “Oh my gosh, you have no idea.” She frowned at her screen, clicking wildly at the keyboard. “Ugh, I’m paging through the appointments and there’s nothing open for, like, days. Let me get your cell number, and I’ll call you back,” she said, grabbing a pen and a pad of sticky notes.
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      That evening, Gen, Willa, and Sandra went to dinner at the Sandpiper Cafe. They sat on the terrace, enjoying the soft breeze that blew off the sound while pelicans flew in formation low over the water, scanning for fish. I could definitely get used to this, Gen thought, as she sipped a gin and tonic.

      A long wooden walkway hovered over the edge of the sound, just off the restaurant’s terrace. Families and tourists strolled along it, enjoying the stunning rose-and-gold sunset. A cluster of ducks quacked from the water as children threw crackers at them.

      “Be sure to try the soup of the day,” Kenneth called from the walkway. He approached the table and smiled. “How’s everyone doing?”

      “This week’s been better than last,” Willa said.

      Sandra shot her a look. “I got out of jail last week.”

      “And Gen had her fall and her surgery.” Willa reached over and squeezed Gen’s hand. “That’s all I meant.”

      “It’s been a wild ride for everyone,” Kenneth allowed.

      “I just wish this whole thing was over.” Sandra took a long sip of wine.

      “Don’t lose faith. It’ll all work out. I’m sure it will.” He examined his fingernails. “I suppose you’ve heard the latest scuttlebutt? From Lyle, maybe?” To their puzzled frowns, he said, “Nina’s skipped town. I learned from the police. They questioned me again earlier today. I’m still cleared,” he said hastily. “They wondered if I had any insight into why she’s disappeared.”

      Around the table, the women’s jaws dropped, except for Gen’s. “When I went for my PT appointment, the whole clinic was in rescheduling chaos. Where’d she go? And why did the police think you’d know anything about it?”

      “Mexico,” Kenneth said, jingling his keys in his pocket. “Listen, I had nothing to do with her disappearance. I didn’t suggest it to her. I didn’t know she was going to do it.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Back up, Kenneth,” Gen said.

      “The police got a warrant to search her apartment today—from what I can gather, they’re still following this poisoning theory, looking for drugs, I guess, but they wanted to search her text messages, too. She was clearly gone—lights off, suitcase missing, passport nowhere to be found, but her phone was left on her kitchen counter. Her car’s at the airport, and her name was on a passenger manifest for a flight to Oaxaca. I was one of the last people she texted before she skipped town, apparently, so the police paid me a visit.”

      “And what did you say to her?”

      “I thanked her for referring some new clients to me. People she helps at the gym. When she sends me new business, I give her a small referral fee.”

      Sandra excused herself to the restroom.

      “I have some connections at the Foundation,” Willa volunteered. “Board members. I’m sure they’d be a perfect fit for you. I’ll be glad to recommend you.”

      Kenneth’s face brightened. “Thanks, Willa. That’s awfully kind.”

      “My pleasure.” She sat up a little bit straighter. “In fact, we have a vacancy opening up on the board. Your financial expertise would be a tremendous asset. I’ll recommend you at our meeting tonight, and I’ll be in touch.”

      “Look at you, coming to my rescue.” He gave her a wink. He glanced in the direction Sandra had gone, then tapped the back of her empty chair. “Well, I’m off.”

      Gen and Willa watched him go. “He seems pleased about joining the Foundation,” Gen said.

      Willa nodded. “He’ll be an asset. Not as skilled as Jack was, but then, Jack was really at the top of his field. I do wonder, though,” she said as Sandra returned to her seat, “if it’s wise for him to be tangled with Nina.”

      “He’s not tangled,” Sandra said, annoyed.

      “Perhaps not yet,” Willa said, spearing a piece of fruit. “We all know how that woman has a way of getting her hooks into the men close to us.”

      Sandra threw down her fork, sending it clattering over the china so loudly that the other diners turned their heads. “For heaven’s sake, Willa! Could you show a shred of discretion?”

      “Sorry,” Willa said.

      But Gen could tell she wasn’t sorry at all.
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      Newton’s third law of motion states that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Nature is always searching for equilibrium. For the past week, ever since Gen, from the hospital, filed the lawsuit to force Melissa to sell the house in Arlington, she’d been waiting for that reaction, the eruption that would resolve the pressure, the violent storm that would clear the air. On the nights when she didn’t lie awake pondering questions about Jack’s murder, she lay awake pondering what fantastic form Melissa’s retaliation would take.

      She’d called Melissa from the hospital to tell her about her fall and resulting surgery, in hopes of one last chance to avert the suit, but Melissa hadn’t returned so much as a perfunctory get-well-soon text. The brief volley from a few days before, which Gen had wisely left alone, felt to her like a rumble of distant thunder presaging a torrential downpour. Now Larry Silver was dialing up the stakes again: his latest voicemail hinted his client’s interest in her house was on the decline, in inverse proportion to his frustration. What was taking so long? he demanded. Didn’t she know an amazing offer when she saw one? She called Larry back to say she was forcing a sale, which would result in the court auctioning off the property, and she’d be in touch soon.

      “I won’t hold my breath,” he said and hung up.

      She’d been dreading the conversation, but delaying any longer meant only prolonging the pain. Sandra sat next to Gen on the edge of the bed, holding her hand for comfort. She called Melissa’s number, expecting to leave a bitter but concise voicemail, but to her surprise, her daughter answered on the first ring.

      “What kind of mom would take her own daughter to court?” came her salutation.

      Sandra’s hand squeezed Gen’s gently; Melissa’s angry voice carried through the room. “One who wants to get this settled, to both our benefit.”

      “So typical of you to presume what’s in my best interest.”

      Gen declined to take that bait. “This matters to me. I have friends here. I have projects, a purpose. My friend Willa is going to help me restore an old house that looks just like my grandma’s—”

      “Salvation through work. A classic Mom response. Dad always said you loved work more than me.”

      Gen stared at the phone as though it had sucker punched her in the face. With her free hand, Sandra drew soothing circles on Gen’s back. Gen looked at Sandra, who shook her head slightly. Gen saw the wisdom of Sandra’s fifty-eight years in her eyes and decided to place her trust in the guidance of a friend who’d never before steered her wrong.

      “Here’s what you don’t understand.” She was surprised by the steadiness of her voice. “Every single day, every time I went to work, my job was to say no. People shot at me for it. They threatened my life. They were harming people, and they needed to be stopped, but still, it wears on you, always being seen as the bad guy. So when I came home to you, I wanted to say yes. Whatever you wanted, I wanted to give you. Can we go to Disney World? Yes. Can I stay out late with these friends you don’t like? Yes. Can I yell at you, blame you, throw you under the bus? Yes, babe, anything you want. I wanted to cancel out your dad’s ultimate no. But for some reason, no matter what I did—or do—for you, I’m still the bad guy.

      “I am not the bad guy. I’m the one who stayed. Your dad lied to you, just like he lied to me, and refusing to accept that is only going to keep you stuck in your own misery.”

      Melissa sat silently on the other end of the call, and Gen wanted desperately to stop talking, to give her a chance to respond, but she couldn’t. A realization flickered in her head, and the landscape of their entire relationship lay illuminated before her in an instant as if by a flash of lightning on a dark night. The words poured out of her.

      “You’re making a choice. The reason you’re never happy is because you’d rather be angry about something that happened twenty years ago that you don’t want to get over. Honestly, what would you do, who would you be, if you weren’t mad at me? What does it do for you? How does it serve you?

      “I’ll tell you what it does for you: it runs your whole life. You don’t know what you want or who you are, and you won’t commit to anything—no job, no person—because you expect it will let you down. The only thing you commit to is being furious at the one person who’s always shown up for you. I give you your only reason to get up in the morning, and if you weren’t mad at me for this, you’d be mad at me for something else. At least this way, I get to be happy.

      “Rage all you want, kid. All it’s going to do is wear you out. But you’re going to have to find another punching bag because I’m not doing that job anymore. I’m sorry your dad let you down. I’m sorry I didn’t give you the storybook childhood you deserved. I tried as hard as I could. But I am not the bad guy for wanting to do something new. I am not the bad guy at all.”

      In the background, behind Melissa’s silence, Gen heard the jingling of Nero’s collar tags, the dog’s soft huffs and grunts. She pictured Melissa cuddling that giant, slobbering beast in her lap, and she waited. If you waited long enough, they always spoke.

      “It’s like I’m abandoning him.” Her whisper held no anger, only sadness, and in that instant Gen wished she were four hundred miles north, on the edge of Melissa’s bed, her arms wrapped around her as she did twenty years ago.

      “You’re not abandoning him,” she said, though she wished her daughter would do just that.

      A long pause, a sniffle, a caught breath. “I’ll think about it,” she promised and hung up.

      Gen stared at the wall, with the now-dark phone lying in her palm. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried, but the way Sandra hugged her to her side broke her, and in the end, it wasn’t so bad. It felt, in fact, like something had been set back into balance.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A few days later, Butler and Samuels combed through the folder of documents they’d obtained by warrant: Nina’s dental record from one month ago confirmed she’d had a wisdom tooth removed, and the oral surgeon had written a script for OxyContin. Lyle had told the truth about that. Another warrant, for Nina’s pharmacy records, complicated the matter. She’d never filled the prescription.

      “We’re back to the conspiracy theory,” Butler said.

      Their third search, of Nina’s apartment for a key that would have fit the Benedicts’ medicine cabinet, had produced nothing. And the texts they’d retrieved from Nina’s phone, the fourth target of their search, confirmed Lyle’s story. He and Nina had flirted until he arrived in Spartina Beach. He’d discovered the truth about Nina and Jack’s relationship. He’d broken off contact. She’d tried to reconcile, and he’d blocked her.

      Ted Constantine was reaching the end of his security-tape analysis. Lyle had not been alone with his father at any point on the day of the party. “Apart from lying about having access to the meds, he’s told the truth entirely,” Samuels observed.

      “Access to the means to murder is a critical omission,” Butler pointed out.

      “Means, but no opportunity,” Samuels said.

      “Except through Nina.”

      “With whom he had no contact. There’s no evidence of planning or coordination. At the party, their contact was in the midst of dozens of people.”

      “How’d he get the drugs, then?” He replayed the voice recording they’d taken of their most recent interview with Lyle—this one, in the presence of his lawyer—when they’d asked about Roberta’s missing key ring.

      “What? No.” Lyle’s voice on the replay sounded even more full of contempt than it had in person. “If I need something, I ask her for it. That’s why she’s here.”

      “Never borrowed it once, when you needed something and she wasn’t around?”

      “If she wasn’t around, how would I have borrowed it? That thing never leaves her body. It’s practically an appendage. She probably showers with it, not that I spend time thinking about her showering.”

      Samuels chuckled as Butler turned off the recording. “I know he has an attitude, Butler, but he is funny.”

      “How’d he get the drugs, unless he’s lying about the key ring?”

      “My guess is that he got them from Willa, while his mom was in Boston.” Samuels sighed. “The nurse in Sandra wouldn’t let her son use a prescription that wasn’t his, but his doting auntie might have taken pity on him. She lets him into the cabinet, he takes a few pills, not so much that his mom would notice. His prints get on the bottle, Willa locks the cabinet back and returns her key. We do need to ask Willa about that.”

      Samuels spun around in her chair and annotated their whiteboard. “I’m not striking him off the list yet, but of our remaining possible suspects, he’s last on the list.”

      Their previous visit had been aborted before Roberta could be interviewed. “Time to visit the compound again,” she said, tapping Roberta’s and Willa’s names on the board.

      Butler stood up and reached for his sport coat. “We’re there so often, I feel like Roberta should give us a key.”
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      Gen was heading out the door to a checkup with Dr. Romero when Willa handed her a thumb drive.

      “Here’s the digital floor plan of the house on Cove Road,” she said. “Load it on your laptop, paste your vision board images into it, print it out. Show it all to Tim and he’ll make estimates for you. I can introduce you to my architect friends, but Tim’s all you’ll need.”

      Gen accepted the thumb drive with thanks. She still didn’t have any idea what a vision board was, but she had saved two photos to her computer desktop, which felt like progress. “This is so helpful. I appreciate all your advice.”

      Willa squeezed Gen’s good shoulder. “Please, it’s my pleasure. I’m delighted to meet someone as fascinated with old houses as I am.” She paused, gazing around the room at the architecture surrounding her. “I don’t understand people who think any old house will suffice. There’s such soul to old buildings. You know, if you’re curious, we can research the previous owners of your house, and the historical society might be able to tell you something about them. Spartina Beach always has been tiny. It’s fun to know something about who made their home in your home.”

      Gen snorted. “First things first. Let me actually close on the place.” After their call, she’d hoped Melissa would capitulate and agree to sell, but she hadn’t heard a word from her. Larry Silver, she suspected, was either looking for more cooperative prospects or preparing to lowball them at the property auction the court would require if she and Melissa couldn’t come to agreement. Acknowledging this possibility, Gen had hired her own real-estate agent in DC, who was recruiting buyers to compete with Larry. The whole thing was becoming ridiculous; as she turned the thumb drive in her hand, she wondered again whether it was worth it.
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      An hour later, Gen was freed from her crutch. The walking boot would stay for a few more weeks. “Take it easy on the shoulder, no rock climbing until I say so.” Dr. Romero laughed as he typed notes into the computer in his clinic room. Gen rolled her eyes. As far as she was concerned, she was in prime shape; all this protective gear was a massive inconvenience and nothing more.

      Still, if forced, she’d admit that she wouldn’t have made this much progress without Sandra keeping one eye on her at all times. “She’s one of the best nurses I’ve ever seen,” Roberta told her after Sandra admonished Gen for the umpteenth time to do her PT exercises. “You’ll be glad you listened to her. She knows what a body needs.”

      Though Sandra had stopped nursing work long before she first employed Roberta, no doubt Roberta had seen Sandra in professional action as she tended Jack through his cancer ordeal. It must, Gen reflected, have required all of her best bedside skills. Helping good-natured patients cope with pain must be difficult enough; shepherding an ornery one must put a body on the fast track to canonization.

      Gen had just returned from her checkup with Dr. Romero when Kenneth arrived at the house to pick Sandra up for lunch. One benefit of living in a small town, where everyone knew everyone else’s business, was that it allowed a certain refreshing permission to simply get on with life.

      Now that they both had been cleared, they were going out to celebrate. “It’s bananas how stressful it can be, even when you know you’ve done nothing wrong,” Kenneth said. He admired Sandra as she fastened her earrings at the foyer table. “Not that my experience has been anything like what Sandy’s gone through.”

      She turned and smiled at the nickname. “Let’s really celebrate,” she said, putting her arms around his neck. He kissed her on the nose.

      “Oh my gosh, you two get out of here before I get a toothache,” Gen said. “Go on, shoo.”

      Kenneth took Sandra’s hand and turned to lead her out the front door, but the sounds of arguing broke out behind them. Everyone turned to see Roberta pacing briskly ahead on her household review, tablet in hand, while Willa barked at her heels.

      “We’ve discussed this, Willa. I have no such recollection. Jack put all financial instructions in writing. If you can find a written agreement signed by Jack, I’ll process payment to Tim right away.”

      “Arrgh!” Willa threw up her hands. “Why are you being so obstinate?”

      “Willa, I’m sure this will get worked out once I speak to Chip about the estate,” Sandra said soothingly. “I don’t know why, but he’s been impossible to get hold of. He hasn’t returned any of my voicemails, and he’s been out of the office the two times I stopped by. If he evades me again, I’m going to park myself in his driveway and force him to talk to me before he can enter his home. But I’m sure Jack left you something, and once we figure that out, you’ll be able to get Tim paid and get moved in.”

      “That’s all beside the point,” Willa said. “It shouldn’t have to come out of the estate. Jack and I had an agreement, and Roberta knows it. She’s hiding something. Where’s the money, Roberta?”

      Roberta looked horror-struck. She turned around slowly, eyes flashing. “How dare you accuse me of stealing.”

      “Then go out there and settle it! Tim’s truck is out there in the driveway right now,” Willa screeched.

      “He works for me,” Roberta said. “He’s repairing the deck today.”

      “He’s supposed to be finishing my house,” Willa shouted. “The only reason he’s not is because of you! Why are you holding the money? What are you planning to do?”

      Roberta turned icily to Sandra. “Mrs. Benedict, your sister-in-law is making wild and unfounded accusations. I am, as always, a good steward of your finances. Until she can produce a written agreement signed by Mr. Benedict designating his intentions, I have no choice but to withhold this money. If you wish to deal with it yourself, that’s your business. I will await your instructions.”

      She left and continued down the hallway, her brisk footsteps punctuating her assertions.

      The remaining four looked at each other in embarrassed silence.

      “I’ll try to get Chip on the phone today,” Sandra said. “Kenneth, we’re going to be late, aren’t we?”

      Kenneth pretended to be startled by the time shown on his watch. “Good grief, darling, you’re right. Let’s go.” And they were out the door in a hot minute.

      “You believe me, don’t you?” Willa said to Gen as she slumped in a chair. “I’ve done nothing but be supportive of Roberta, even when Jack was cruel to her, and this is the thanks I get. She’s basically holding me hostage in this house.”

      “Did Jack put it in writing?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “We agreed on it the day before the party, so it’s possible he didn’t have a chance. Yes, Jack was obsessed with contracts, however informal they might be. If he did, he would have given it to her, so it probably doesn’t exist. But it’s beside the point. She was there. She heard him.”

      A knock on the door spared Gen from having to respond. Butler and Samuels stood on the step.

      “Roberta in?” he asked.

      Gen waved them in and led them down the hall.

      Butler tugged Gen’s sleeve as they walked. “We executed some warrants,” he said in a low voice. “Long story short, Nina did have the procedure, got the script Lyle said, but never filled it. We’ve got her phone in evidence. Text messages align with Lyle’s story.” They’d reached the door to the library, where Roberta was investigating the state of the leather armchairs. “We’ll fill you in later,” he said as Samuels opened the door, and he closed it firmly behind them.
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      Willa had vanished when Gen returned to the foyer, so she collected her book and a bottle of sunscreen and went outside to a lounge chair by the pool. One chapter later, the quiet was interrupted by shouting. She turned to see Nina burst out of the guest house, followed by Lyle. Both stopped short when they saw Gen.

      “Nina! Welcome back,” Gen said, rising to her feet.

      Nina tossed her hair. “You act like you’re surprised.” When Gen didn’t answer, Nina’s face turned incredulous. “Wait. You think I actually fled the country?”

      “It crossed the minds of more than one person,” she said. “Really, it’s not a good look to unexpectedly leave the country when you’re a suspect in a murder investigation.”

      “No one advised me not to leave town,” she said, marching past Gen toward the garage. “Probably because I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Why did you go?”

      “I had a job interview with a very upscale physical rehab facility. It’s on the other side of the continent from this town, where everyone judges me. What more could I want?”

      “Why did you do it?”

      Nina wheeled around so sharply she nearly collided with Gen. “What about a job interview don’t you understand?”

      “When Sandra was in Boston, you stole Roberta’s keys, made a copy for yourself, then drugged Jack on the night of the party. The only thing I don’t understand is why.”

      “Who told you that? Roberta? Or Willa?”

      Gen folded her arms and waited.

      “Whoever it was, they’re lying. I told you before, Willa is a liar. She’d do anything to get back at me because Jack was in love with me and wanted to tear down this crusty old relic and build me a palace.”

      “Even people who don’t like you can tell the truth.”

      “You have zero proof.”

      Nina was right on that point; Gen only had a guess and was hoping to force an error. “I’m sure Butler does, though. Why did you leave your phone?”

      “I forgot it, pure and simple. I was in a rush to get to the airport, and I left it behind. It was a huge inconvenience. My boarding pass was on there, so I had to get a printout.”

      Nina came close to Gen, squinting in the bright sunlight.

      “You don’t. Have. Proof. Neither does Butler. And you aren’t going to find any. Search my apartment. Search my phone. You won’t find anything, because there’s nothing to find.”

      “That sounds like a dare.”

      Nina mouthed some words that, though Gen’s lip- reading skills were far from perfect, she understood with all clarity. Then Nina yanked her keys from her pocket and strode toward her car, which sat parked under a shady tree.

      Gen turned to Lyle. “I thought you two had broken off contact?”

      “It was nothing. She surprised me,” he said, his face dark with rage. He stormed across the lawn and yanked open the loggia door. Gen trailed behind.

      Lyle surged into the great room, tore back the piano bench, and began to pound away at the keys.

      Meanwhile, Roberta’s voice carried from behind the closed library door. Gen crept toward the sound but halted abruptly when the door opened and Roberta walked into the hall. “As I told you,” she said, “I like being the glue that holds everything together. Mr. Benedict entrusted me with his financial accounts because, over and over, I’ve proven myself. If I didn’t feel valued, I wouldn’t—”

      The piano music stopped. Gen turned to see Lyle sprinting toward the loggia door. She turned back as Butler stuck his head out of the library.

      “You just missed Nina,” Gen said, nodding toward the front door. At the same time, Samuels shouted, “That’s Nina Chandler’s car! Butler!”

      “You could have told me,” Butler said to Gen, looking aggrieved.

      “You were in the middle of an interview,” Gen said.

      “She and Lyle are the ones you should be talking to, in my opinion,” Roberta said as she straightened her jacket.

      Butler was now jogging down the hall toward the front door, Samuels five steps ahead of him. “Do you know where Nina was going?” she called.

      “No clue.”

      “We’ll find her,” Samuels said, and Butler followed her down the front steps.

      Gen shook her head as Roberta shut the door behind them. If Roberta was the glue holding everything together, she must lay it on thick.
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      The two of them walked to the kitchen. Willa was sitting on a leather bar stool, nursing a glass of wine with her lunch. Roberta pulled silver polish from a cabinet and began to polish serving pieces. Each pretended the other wasn’t there.

      “Was that Nina’s car I saw, tearing out of here like a bat out of hell?” Willa acted merry, as if the argument of an hour ago hadn’t happened.

      “It was,” Gen said, taking a can of seltzer from the refrigerator and cracking it open.

      “So, the fugitive returns to the scene of the crime.” Willa turned the glass slowly on the countertop. “Did those Keystone Cops arrest her?”

      “No, but they’re trying to find her,” Gen said.

      “We’ll all rest easier when she’s behind bars.”

      Gen sipped her drink. “The woman’s life is full of drama,” she allowed, “but if she were guilty, she’d be a fool to come back to Spartina Beach.”

      “I think it shows how arrogant she is,” Willa said. “The pretentious little climber.”

      “The thing I can’t figure out—”

      “I really do think you should leave this to Detectives Butler and Samuels,” Roberta said crisply. “It’s not professional of you to interfere with your own theories. You aren’t privy to what they know, you haven’t interviewed everyone, and you’re loaded with conflicts of interest.”

      “Sandra’s been cleared,” Gen said coolly.

      “But her son hasn’t,” Roberta pointed out. “And you’re friendly with everyone in the house. I’m sure it must be very difficult for you, in the midst of an investigation and not being able to contribute, but it truly is unprofessional of you. It’s not your place. You should drop it before you compromise the actual investigation.” She put away the polish and took the pieces to the butler’s pantry, letting the door fall closed behind her.

      The words stung Gen to her core. Throughout her life, and especially since she’d been here, she’d attempted to stay professional. She always took her ethical responsibilities to heart, and she’d kept her ideas about Jack’s killer to herself until Sandra had been cleared.

      Did she still have conflicts of interest? It was one thing to be polite and friendly to Roberta and Willa, or even Lyle, but quite another to actually befriend them. None of them were in the same camp as Sandra. She could remain objective and disinterested when it came to the others.

      Except, of course, that she had referred to Willa as a friend. She’d said so to Melissa. And Lyle was Sandra’s son. Helping the police find evidence against him would hurt Sandra, something Gen would hate to do.

      Her eyes burning, Gen walked out to the deck, taking care not to spill the lumber stacked on its edge. Tim’s truck was gone, at least; she made a mental note to avoid him when he came back to start the repairs.

      The wind picked up, and the waves pushed harder into the shore. The sound filled her head like static, but it wasn’t enough to drown out Roberta’s accusation. Someone had murdered Jack Benedict, and whether the guy was a monster was immaterial; all she cared about was justice. It was what drove her to become an FBI agent; it was what drove her to excel in her career; it was what guided, or misguided, her decisions with Melissa; and now, as she desperately figured out what to do with herself, it threatened to drive her insane.

      Chuck would know what to do. He always helped her to see the picture clearly, and he could help her sort out these questions that lingered in her mind, questions about her rightful place, her conflicts, her willingness to let go. She pulled out her phone to talk to him, but then the blow to the back of her head came, throwing her off her feet and headfirst into the dunes. The sun might have been high in the sky, but she saw stars, then blackness.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Romero, despite being fairly new to the medical profession, had treated his share of recalcitrant patients. Although he knew that the Latin origin for patient meant suffering and therefore referred to the experience of the one being treated, he believed the label was misapplied. It should refer instead to the physician, and in particular the skill set he must exercise with these wounded know-it-alls who shuffled through his clinic doors every single day.

      “Are you trying to fill up a frequent-customer punch card?” he asked, blinking at Gen.

      “I heard the tenth visit’s free,” she admitted.

      “What happened to you?”

      “To be honest, I can’t say for certain. One minute I was outside, the next minute I’m waking up with a violent sunburn and a throbbing skull.”

      He clicked through the CT images of her head on his computer.

      “Do you have any enemies?” he asked, only half joking.

      She didn’t reply. Yesterday, she would have answered that question with a confident No, but today, as the back of her head throbbed, she didn’t doubt that she did. There were only three people who could have delivered that blow, and all of them slept under the same roof as she did. Gen made a mental note to lock her bedroom door that night before she went to sleep.

      “Look, whatever you’re doing, cut it out. Find a nice gentle hobby, watercolors or fishing. Next time you whack your head this bad, you’re not going to wake up from it. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Gen said meekly.
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      The next morning, Gen unlocked her bedroom door, intent on going for a run to help her process the events of the previous day. A nagging text from Dr. Romero’s nurse had greeted her when she awoke, inquiring about her condition and demanding she cool her jets. Easy for her to say; she wasn’t sharing a home with a potential killer. Gen snuck outside and hit the pavement, breaking into a trot at the end of the block. Despite the early hour, the sun beat down, drilling into Gen’s skull and permanently searing onto her brain the co-pay’s worth of shame Dr. Romero had handed her.

      “The house,” she told herself as she slowed to a walk. Her head had begun to throb again. “The house is my hobby. I’m not going to do anything dangerous.” The idea, however, needled her. She’d faced down mafiosi before; she shouldn’t be afraid of lumber. He thinks I’m an old lady, she thought, some meddlesome stereotype in over her head, and the thought made her see red.

      Tomorrow. She’d be fine by tomorrow, and would deal with her long list of questions then. Today, she’d stick to bed. Surely she couldn’t injure her head surfing design websites.
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      Sandra spotted Gen as she snuck in the front door. “I told you to take it easy!” she exploded. “What if you blacked out again?”

      It was shaping up to be one of those days when everyone yelled at her. Instinctively, she checked her phone, but Melissa hadn’t called. Yet. “Sorry,” she said.

      “You must take this seriously,” Sandra said. “Do I have to handcuff you to the bed?”

      Gen couldn’t resist. “Oh, do you and Kenneth have a set to spare?”

      Sandra turned purple and swatted at her friend. “You. Are. Terrible! Go to bed and be still. Nurse’s orders.” Sandra pursed her mouth, pretending to look fierce, but Gen knew she was fighting the urge to laugh. In fact, she looked downright flattered.

      Still, though, Gen started obediently up the stairs. “What are you up to today?”

      “I’m stalking Chip,” Sandra said. “I don’t know what on earth is up with that man. He’s always on the other line when I call.” She pointed a finger at the second floor. “Don’t make me sic Roberta on you.”
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      Once in her bedroom, Gen pulled up the digital sketch Willa had made and printed off half a dozen copies, which Roberta obligingly brought to her from downstairs. Willa had finally explained the concept of a vision board, and, as instructed, Gen collected images of rooms she liked, ones with special architectural features, and sorted them into piles: Must Have, Like to Have, and Maybes.

      She drew and erased, daydreamed, imagined how she might restore the soul of this little bungalow. On a visit to the house (of which Dr. Romero, Sandra, and Chuck were unaware), Willa had pulled up a layer of bathroom linoleum to find the original hexagonal tile underneath. Gen had squealed at the sight like a toddler playing peekaboo. She remembered her grandmother’s house having the exact same tile. She described to Willa how, on summer mornings, she’d sat in a puddle of clear morning sunlight, eating breakfast at the kitchen table as she watched birds jockey at her grandmother’s feeder and squirrels chase each other over the lawn; how on winter evenings, her grandmother had lit a fire in the fireplace and the two of them had sat before it, toasting marshmallows for dinner. A grandmother’s privilege, Nana had said when Gen’s mother exploded at the meal of puffed sugar.

      Then the evening before, as Gen had waited on the results of her scan, Willa had texted her a picture of a fireplace surround: For your living room? The Foundation kept a warehouse stacked full of salvaged fireplaces and doors, hardware and banisters, lighting and plumbing fixtures, all for restoration projects. Willa found a surround of quartersawn oak; paired with new tile, it would look much like the one that hosted all those s’mores dinners. Gen felt a lump rising in her throat. The pieces were clicking slowly into place. She imagined she was patching up bruise after bruise, sore after sore, nursing the house back to health after a long period of abuse and neglect. Funny enough, tending each bruise and sore soothed something wounded in herself.

      Gen chewed her pencil eraser. The kitchen, as it stood now, was barely larger than a bath mat. A one-butt kitchen, Melissa would have called it. Gen remembered Nana’s kitchen as being cozy, not congested. A wall had to go, but which one could be safely removed?

      She clicked over to the website that housed the residential building code, but after thirty minutes of fruitless searching, she wanted to pound her head against the wall. Dr. Romero would definitely not approve. What she needed was this information in a book she could actually read. For the time being, she was stuck with Tim for professional advice, and whatever ideas she presented to him had to be properly investigated, researched, and reasoned. No way she was going to look like a novice in front of that guy.

      Gen snuck down to the end of the hall, to a room with a window that overlooked the garage. Sandra’s car was gone.

      She had to solve one problem or another today, or she’d go mad. As Gen descended the stairs, she met Roberta. “I’m going to the bookstore,” she said, trashing the promises she’d just made to herself and to Sandra. “I won’t be gone half an hour. Don’t tell the boss?”

      “Oh, am I keeping secrets for you, too, now?” the house manager said archly. But she let her pass.
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      Three bookstores later, she’d met with zero success. After a clerk tipped her off to search the hardware store instead, the closest she’d gotten was the slot on the rack where the code book usually sat. The hardware store clerk took Gen’s number and promised to call when the new shipment arrived. Gen walked to her car, irritated at the portion of the day wasted, and crossed her fingers that Sandra hadn’t beaten her home.

      As she seized her door handle, a wave of dizziness crashed over her. She braced herself against the car and waited for the spell to pass, but when it lingered, she opened the door carefully and sat down, closing her eyes and leaning back gently against the headrest. This couldn’t be good. She should get home quickly. Or perhaps she should go to the clinic. Or the ER? She couldn’t decide.

      A minute passed, then two, then five. Her head felt a bit like it had been set spinning in a cloud, things soft and hazy on her perimeter. At some point she started the car, put it in gear. On the way home, she obeyed the speed limit, blinking to focus her attention. As she waited at a light, she realized: Sandra’s right. I really shouldn’t be driving. Her heart pushed against her chest until she pulled through the brick pillars and heard the crunch of gravel under her tires. She parked the Subaru where she thought she’d left it before, under the canopy of a large oak, and walked gingerly around the house and up the front steps.
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      She lay her purse on the hall table and tucked the car keys inside, blinking at the light glinting off the ocean through the spotless windows. Her vision was clear, but her brain felt blurred. She should almost certainly call Dr. Romero. His card was upstairs. She fished her phone out of her purse and walked toward the stairs.

      Lyle practiced jazz standards in the great room as Sandra fidgeted on the sofa. Gen recognized the tune as “Come Rain or Come Shine,” though if he were trying to match the song to Sandra’s mood, “Stormy Weather” would have made a better choice.

      “That little weasel is definitely avoiding me,” she said. “Am I being crazy? Tell me I’m nuts.”

      “You’re not nuts, Mom,” Lyle said, his fingers drifting over the keys.

      “Can I use your—oh, never mind.” She stood up, noticing Gen for the first time. “You are grounded, missy!” she said, but instantly her expression shifted from irritation to deep concern. “Are you okay?” she asked, sprinting toward Gen.

      “I’m not feeling great,” she admitted, leaning on the doorframe. “A little dizzy.”

      Sandra’s face clouded. “What day is it?”

      “Tuesday.”

      “What town are you in?”

      “Sandra, I’m okay, I just need a nap.”

      “Tell me!”

      “Spartina Beach.”

      Not until Gen had rattled off her phone number, the last three presidents, her birth year, and recited “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” did Sandra grant her twenty-four hours’ reprieve. “Go upstairs and rest. Now. I’m calling Dr. Romero as soon as I deal with Chip, and I’m taking you to the clinic for a second opinion first thing tomorrow.” She pointed a finger at the staircase. “Do you need help going upstairs?”

      “No, ma’am,” Gen said.

      Sandra gave Gen a squint. “Lyle, help Gen upstairs, please. Don’t listen to her.” Her eyes fell on Willa’s phone, which lay on the foyer table next to Gen’s purse. Sandra crossed the floor and snatched it up. “Chip talks to Willa about the Foundation,” she said, swiping the phone and pulling up the keypad. “We’ll see if he takes her call now.”

      “She doesn’t use a lock screen?”

      Sandra winked. “Her code is Jack’s birthday. Chip!” she said, casting a triumphant glance at Gen and stabbing a finger at the staircase. “Why haven’t you been taking my calls? So help me, if you hang up I will file a negligence complaint with the bar association. Don’t think I won’t.” She walked down the hall and into the library.

      Gen lingered in the great room and sat down near the piano, waiting for her helper to finish his song. Lyle winked a greeting.

      “That’s nice,” Gen said, as he began “If I Had You.” Maybe she’d rest here instead. She hummed a bit as she lay back and put her feet up. “Do you sing also?”

      “I could, but they’d bring charges against me in The Hague.”

      From the other room, Sandra screeched, “Outrageous! What does it say, then?”

      “No wonder he’s been dodging her,” Lyle said, closing the cover over the keys and picking up his phone.

      “Did he give everything to that slut?! Show it to me! I demand to see it!”

      A minute later, the door slammed and Sandra burst into the great room, steam pouring from her ears.

      “That filthy skunk of a father of yours cut me out of the will entirely. I don’t have a right to see it, he says, because I’m not named in it and it’s not public yet. Chip says I’m legally entitled to half, but I have to go to court to get it. Even from the grave, he wants to pick a fight.”

      “Oh, jeez, Sandra. I’m really sorry.” Gen sat up and turned to her. “What a lousy thing to do.”

      Tears spiked the corners of Sandra’s eyes, but she pointed to Gen to lie back down. She grabbed a pillow and pounded it. “To be honest? I’m not at all surprised. This is one hundred percent something Jack would do. If you wanted something from him, you had to take it. Everything was a competition.”

      Lyle scrolled through his email and frowned. “Huh. Well. I can help you, Mom.”

      “What do you mean?” Her forehead creased. “Oh heavens, don’t tell me Nina—”

      “No,” he said, cutting her off. “I don’t know anything about Nina. I’m not talking to her. No, I was notified I’m a beneficiary, so I have a right to see it.” He glanced up at her.

      “Get it,” she said, her voice trembling. “Get it, and see what he’s done.”

      It seemed to Gen a good time to leave the family to themselves. “I think I’ll go upstairs after all,” she said, patting Sandra on the shoulder. “You know where to find me.”
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      Roberta hovered outside Gen’s bedroom doorway, tablet in hand, as Gen approached it. “Oh, good. You’re back. Was your trip to the bookstore successful?”

      “What? No,” said Gen, scratching her head. She’d nearly forgotten about the bookstore errand. “I went looking for the code book, but they were sold out.”

      “The residential building code book? For your project?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, if I’d known that, I could have saved you a trip. Willa has one on her bookshelf that I’m sure she’d let you borrow, as long as you return it.” She lowered her voice. “Do you have a minute? There’s something I’d like to discuss with you in private.”

      Roberta followed Gen into her bedroom and closed the door behind her. As Gen eased onto the bed, propping herself up, Roberta tapped on the tablet and handed it over. “Do you know what this is?”

      Gen enlarged the document. “It’s a wire-transfer receipt.”

      “I found this as I was doing cleanup on the family’s shared drive.” The family shared a network drive that collected their electronic flotsam and jetsam. “It’s transferring out of Mr. Benedict’s personal brokerage account, but the destination account number doesn’t match up to any of the family’s accounts, nor to any of the outstanding bills or debts Mr. Benedict had. He didn’t know how to execute transfers or payments on the computer, so I handled them all for him. This is going to some company based in Luxembourg. Look at the amount, and then check out the date.”

      Gen’s eyes widened. Roberta tapped the tablet. “That’s almost the entire balance of his personal account. There’s change left in it, enough to keep the account open. And the transaction was five days ago. If it was ongoing business, Mr. Benedict’s assistant would know about it. But I checked, and there are no records of previous business, no emails between him and anyone in Luxembourg. Certainly nothing that would demand most of his liquid net worth.”

      “Who has access to Jack’s account?”

      “He did, obviously, and his assistant, and I did.”

      “Could it have been the assistant?”

      Roberta shook her head. “No, she doesn’t know anything about it. I’d know if she was lying, too. She’s the worst liar I ever saw. Sandra went to her to uncover Mr. Benedict’s indiscretions.”

      “It’s not Sandra,” Gen said, her pulse starting to race. “She just found out she’s cut out entirely.”

      Roberta’s eyes widened.

      Gen looked closer at the transfer receipt. “You mind sending this to me? I’ve got a friend at the Bureau who can check this out.”

      With a few taps on the tablet, Roberta dropped the document to Gen’s phone. “Thanks,” Gen said. “I know exactly who to call.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “You stink at this retirement thing, you know.”

      “For sure,” Gen said, as she watched Roberta’s retreating back. “Listen, I need a favor. We’ve got a suspicious transaction originating from my friend’s husband’s brokerage account.”

      “The murdered guy?”

      “Yes. Executed five days ago, to a company registered in Luxembourg.”

      “Oh, boy.”

      “Yeah. Funny thing, there’s no record of Jack having any relationship with this company.” Gen sat up to pace, but her head warned her otherwise, so she lay back again.

      “You want the UBO and the board of directors?”

      UBO stood for ultimate beneficial owner, the person who stood to gain the most from the company’s holdings. Luxembourg, long known for their secrecy, had accordingly become a prime money-laundering hub, and Gen and Chuck were well aware of the challenges the country presented in solving economic crimes. In recent years, however, the country had acknowledged the problem and passed a law requiring registered companies to publicly identify their ultimate beneficial owners. A short grace period existed for companies to report this information, but unsurprisingly, compliance remained uneven. Some companies overextended their grace periods for years.

      “I want any and all names or transactions you can find.”

      Chuck gave Gen a secure link to share the file, and within seconds, it was on its way. “Got it,” he said. “I’ll call you back when I know something.”
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      Waiting for Chuck was going to take ages. Staring at the phone might make her head burst, a health outcome—not to mention a mess—that Sandra, Roberta, and Dr. Romero surely wouldn’t appreciate, and she was in enough hot water as it was. Seeking a distraction, she crept across the hall to Willa’s room and took a peek at her bookshelf.

      The code book, thick as a Washington telephone directory, sat on Willa’s shelf as promised. She slid the book off the shelf, but as she did, she noticed something unusual.

      A small ibuprofen bottle, its label half worn off, cowered in the shelf’s back corner.

      Drawing on her years of experience, she made a calculated judgment call. Then she laid the book on the floor and, pausing to listen carefully at the door, slipped back across the hall to her room. A sandwich baggie, which held some clean cotton balls she’d brought with her toiletries, lay in the bathroom drawer. She pulled it out, dipped back into Willa’s room, and, wrapping the baggie over her hand, pulled the bottle off the shelf.

      Whatever the pills were in the bottle, they didn’t look like any ibuprofen she’d ever seen. The small round pale-blue tablets were imprinted with 30 on one side and a futuristic M on the other. She returned the bottle to its place in the bookshelf, replaced the books, and crossed the hall to her room to open her laptop. Although she scrolled the pill identification website dutifully, checking page after page of images, she knew the truth. She also knew how it needed to be handled.

      Downstairs, she could hear Sandra yelling. “How long is it going to take? Can’t he just email it to you?”

      Her heart pounding, she texted Butler.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jack’s drugs were hidden in Willa’s bookcase. Get a warrant and get here ASAP.

      

      

      

      

      

      For the next few hours, Gen spurted from her bed to her window—hoping to see the aged Buick turn through the pillars—then to her door and to her desk and back again. She refreshed her messages app half a dozen times, but it stubbornly refused to share any updates. Footsteps, then Willa’s voice, echoed up the back stairs. “Oh, she did? Thanks for telling me.”

      Gen closed the pill-identification browser tab and surrounded herself with magazine pictures and sketches. Willa breezed into her room, removed a suitcase from the closet, and laid it on the bed. Gen tipped her desk chair on its back legs, watched Willa move from dresser to bed with an armload of clothes, then quietly pulled her phone out and texted Butler again:

      
        
          
            
              
        She’s on the move. Hurry.

      

      

      

      

      

      When Gen looked up, she started. Willa hung on her doorframe, blocking her way into the hall. “Congratulate me!” she demanded. “I finally got that wretched business with Tim sorted out. He’s been paid, I’ve got my certificate of occupancy, and I’m moving into my house within the hour.”

      “Wonderful news! So, Roberta came through for you.”

      A look of irritation flitted briefly over Willa’s face. “I don’t know why she had to be so stubborn about it, but it’s water under the bridge now. I knew Jack wouldn’t let me down. Speaking of new houses, Roberta said you borrowed my code book?” She glanced back toward her bookcase with a frown.

      Gen shook her head. “Not yet. I want to get all my questions together before I start reading code.” She put a finger gun to her head and rolled her eyes. “But she mentioned that you have one, and if you don’t mind lending it, I’d be grateful. The online version’s practically unusable.”

      Relief washed over Willa’s face. “Of course.” She disappeared and, a moment later, laid the book on Gen’s desk next to the open magazines and the marked-up sketches. With steady fingers, she pushed the photos and drawings around on the desk. “I’d love to see what you’ve cooked up. We should have lunch next week, at the Sandpiper Cafe. For now, though, I need to get packed. Don’t let me interrupt your flow state!”

      She walked back across the hall and shut the door.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hurry, Butler!

      

      

      

      

      

      A message buzzed her phone. At last!

      
        
          
            
              
        Darren Butler

      

      
        Waiting on the magistrate to get back. He plays golf on Thursday afternoons. He’s coming. Will be there as soon as I can.

      

      

      

      

      

      As she began to reply, her phone rang, flashing Chuck’s caller ID.

      “Hey, buddy!” she said, keeping an eye on the door. “It’s been ages! What’s new in your world?”

      “The company attached to this account hasn’t been around long. Less than a month.”

      “You don’t say.” She dropped her voice. “So I’m guessing the UBO isn’t listed yet.”

      “You’re such a smart cookie,” he said. “Identities are tough, as you know. I could keep pressing, but it might take months, might take lawyers getting involved.”

      “Don’t stop. Keep searching.”

      “Search for what?”

      She jumped. Willa stood inside Gen’s door, treading toward her. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Goodness, are you all right? Your face is flushed.”

      “I’m fine,” Gen said. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “My apologies. What are you searching for?”

      “Oh, that. It’s not me, it’s my friend. He just got an unsettling diagnosis, and I want him to get a second opinion on his treatment.”

      Willa cocked an eyebrow. “Is he still on the phone?”

      “I’ll call you back, buddy,” Gen said and quickly hung up. “I’m sorry, do you need help? Here I am, sitting like a log when you must have tons to pack. Terribly inconsiderate of me.”

      Willa waved her off. “No, thank you. Your sick friend deserves your attention more than I do. I’m just throwing everything into a suitcase. I prefer to travel light.”

      “That’s always been my policy, too.”

      “I knew we thought alike,” Willa said.

      “Speaking of,” Gen said, sneaking a glance at the clock as she turned to her desk. “Do you have a moment now to take a look at my design? I want to move this wall in the kitchen, like you suggested, but I’m concerned about damaging the historical integrity of the plan. I want to modernize it without destroying its character. But the thing is, the old footprint is so small, it makes me feel trapped. What do you suggest?”

      She thrust the paper into Willa’s hands. Willa gave it a cursory scan.

      “You can open up the wall without destroying the integrity. The house isn’t exactly a candidate for the Historic Register, so you can use some license as long as you maintain its feel.” She chewed her lip, and Gen could practically see the wheels turning in her head.

      “I’ve got a book in my office at the Foundation that has some pictures you’d find useful,” Willa said. “In fact, there’s one I think would be perfect. I’ll bring it by tomorrow. For now, you should get back to your friend.”

      Gen kept one eye on Willa’s retreating form as she called Chuck back.

      “I’m sorry I hung up on you,” she said, talking at Willa’s closed door. “Tell me about your diagnosis.”

      “I love this game.” Chuck’s voice sounded almost mirthful. “The company hasn’t made many transfers, and we’ve started tracing them. I’ve got a team on it.”

      She heard the sound of flushing, and she closed her eyes tight. There went her evidence. Gen crossed her fingers that Willa’s obsession with the house extended to its plumbing, and she wouldn’t risk damaging it by flushing the whole bottle. An empty ibuprofen bottle in the trash or in her belongings wouldn’t raise suspicion under normal circumstances; if she’d flushed only the pills, they could trace residue from the bottle. Gen prayed that  she did think like Willa and not the other way around.

      “That sounds great, that there’s a team of specialists working on it for you,” she said loudly. “They have a plan, and they’ll get to the bottom of it in a hurry. Does that make you feel better? It makes me feel better.”

      “Is she buying it?”

      “I don’t know. I want to get this figured out as fast as you do.”

      “I hear you,” Chuck said. “Hang on. Winslow’s heading over here.”

      Paper rustled. For Gen, the waiting felt exactly like waiting on a diagnosis: every second took an hour, all the while her nerves ricocheted like Olympic gymnasts bouncing on trampolines inside her skin. The phone buzzed, and a text message from Melissa dropped down on her screen:

      
        
          
            
              
        OK, I’ll sign. Drop the lawsuit?

      

      

      

      

      

      A brief breath of relief escaped her, but she heard computer keys clicking, then Chuck returned to the line. “Okay, you ready? This isn’t everything, just the first seven.”

      Her heart, her nerves, were off to the races again. She flicked the message up to silence it; she’d respond later, when she could give Melissa her full attention. “Yes. I’m listening.”

      “The opening transaction is the deposit from Jack Benedict’s brokerage account for one hundred million dollars, give or take a few, that you gave us. After that, we traced five payments. The most recent one’s to Lyle Benedict, initiated a couple of days ago. The other four are cash withdrawals, each for nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine dollars. A coincidence, I’m sure.”

      Ten thousand dollars was the amount that automatically triggered transaction holds and investigations. “I’m sure you’re right,” Gen said, craning her neck to check Willa’s closed door. “I’m surprised to hear about that most recent result, though.” Maybe she had been wrong; perhaps Nina was behind these transactions, and the two crimes were unrelated. If Jack left everything to her, she might move the assets offshore to keep Sandra from challenging them. Even if Sandra were entitled to half, she’d have to find it first and then repatriate it. The gift to Lyle was a parting gift that acknowledged his struggles? An apology? An enticement to join her?

      “And…here’s the seventh transaction. Two million even to a brand-new account under the acronym HSBF.”

      Across the hall, the lid of a suitcase shut, and its lock clicked. Then, just as unmistakably, came the sound of a slide being racked.

      “Freeze it, Chuck,” she whispered. “Freeze it now.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Silently cursing her surgical boot, Gen limped down the staircase as quickly and quietly as she could, her phone call ended, the phone stuffed in her pocket. The joyful notes of “Pennies from Heaven” sparkled from Lyle’s skilled fingertips. Gen reached the door of the great room just as Sandra entered from the gallery door, phone in hand and jaw set. Lyle swiveled on the bench and smiled at his mother.

      “Mom! Thanks for the gift. I’m overwhelmed, truly. Are you sure you don’t need it back?”

      Sandra paused. “Gift?”

      “Hey, guys,” Gen said, hobbling across the room. “Listen. You need to get out. Now.”

      Sandra’s perplexed gaze volleyed between her son and her best friend. “Wait, what? Lyle, what gift?”

      “Sandra.”

      “The transfer that posted to my brokerage account today?” Lyle lifted his hands from the keyboard. “I logged in to transfer money for my rent payment and saw the gift—I mean, please don’t tell me five million dollars is a rounding error beneath your notice.” He shook his head. “But don’t you need it? If Dad’s cut you out, and it’s going to take you time to contest it, I’ll transfer it back. I’ll be fine—”

      “GUYS!” Gen waved her arms like a crossing guard determined to stop a speeding bus. “Listen to me. I’ll explain the gift later. You need to leave. Now. It’s not safe.”

      “What’s not safe?” Sandra asked. “And, wait, how do you know about the gift?”

      Lyle frowned. “Yeah, how do you know? Mom, if you’re not controlling Dad’s estate, it had to come from your personal account.”

      “It must be from Nina,” Sandra said. “I knew he would do this, to twist the knife. Should I call his assistant?”

      A vein in Gen’s temple throbbed. Inline suitcase wheels rumbled in the hall upstairs and paused, followed by the click of shoe heels and the thump of the suitcase banging into a leg. Gen grabbed Sandra by one elbow and reached around the piano for Lyle with the other. “I’ll explain it all later. Now, hustle!” she whispered. “Down to the family room and out the back door. FBI orders.”

      Roberta stuck her head in the gallery door, blocking their path. “What’s going on? Did I hear you say to get out?”

      “Gen says there’s an emergency?” Lyle said.

      Roberta’s eyes cut to Gen’s. “I noticed something during my inspection—”

      “It can wait, Roberta,” Gen said, grabbing the woman’s shoulders and spinning her around to exit the room.

      Willa landed at the foot of the stairs, a raincoat draped over one arm. She settled the suitcase and extracted its handle, then peeked into the great room where the four of them clustered together.

      “Skipping off to the islands?” Gen asked, dropping her hands from the others and forcing cheer into her voice.

      Willa laughed, but her eyes flashed a challenge. “You know very well what’s going on,” she said, her merry voice tinged with acid. “Actually, my lovelies, as I told Gen moments ago, I’m moving out. Just got the word from Tim this morning. At long last, Sandra, you’re finally rid of me!” She walked into the great room, fished in her raincoat pocket for her key ring, and slid off a couple of keys. “Here,” she said, laying them on a side table. “Roberta, you’ll want these back? I’m happy to keep them, but it hardly seems necessary.”

      According to the grandfather clock in the foyer, which Gen saw over Willa’s shoulder, it had been nearly an hour since she last texted Butler. Unless that magistrate insisted on prioritizing his post-golf shower over catching a murderer, Butler had to be on his way. Any second now, he’d pull into the driveway. She longed to check her phone, but with her thumb she flipped it to silent and kept her eyes locked on Willa.

      Sandra’s eyes bounced between Roberta and Willa. “So, you two worked everything out?”

      Gen telegraphed Roberta a look: Keep your mouth shut.

      Willa’s smile stiffened. “We did,” she said after a pause. “It’s an enormous relief.” She tossed her head, giving a tiny sigh. “Anyway, I can’t bear to trespass a minute longer. The movers are getting my things out of storage as we speak. I must meet the delivery.” She walked closer to them, her free arm extending for a hug. “Sandra, thank you for your enormous hospitality. I truly am grateful.”

      She hugged them all in turn, then dropped a kiss on Lyle’s cheek as he resettled himself on the piano bench. With a wink and grin toward his aunt, he began the opening bars of “Bye Bye Blackbird.” Willa clapped her hands in delight, singing the opening lines as she turned to go.

      “Wait,” Sandra said. “Was it you?”

      Willa turned. “Was what me?”

      “No, it was me,” Gen interrupted, shooting daggers at Sandra, “who sent the flowers that arrived earlier. To say thank you for being such an excellent host. But I forgot to sign the card because, you know, the old melon’s taken a hit.”

      Willa frowned around the room. “Where are they? I haven’t seen any flowers.”

      “I had to throw them out, actually,” Roberta said, shamefaced. “They arrived while you were meeting Tim, and I had an accident with them in the kitchen as I was transferring them to a crystal vase. Crushed the petals off. I’m so sorry, Gen.”

      Willa poked her tongue into her cheek, then shook her head. “A pity. But yes, Sandra, you deserve flowers for hosting us both for so long. What a good idea. I’m stealing that one. Expect something from me in the next day or two.” Shifting the raincoat on her arm, she addressed Gen. “Let’s do plan on lunch next week. Of course, if you get stuck between now and then, call me. You’ve got my number. And don’t worry about that wall. Tim can make anything work.” And, clearly impatient to get away, she started toward the foyer.

      Lyle paused playing for a moment to check his phone. He skimmed something, typed a quick text message, then resumed his practice with the Rodgers and Hart classic “I Still Believe In You.” Gen watched Willa walk away and ran some scenarios in her mind. The woman was armed, but she didn’t want to shoot anyone, least of all her nephew. However, if she sensed she was trapped, anything might happen. The safest thing for everyone would be to let Willa casually leave the house. The minute she was out the door, she’d make a run for it. Gen would call both Butler and Chuck, and a manhunt would be underway. Federal and local law enforcement would trap her at the airport, if not on the road. The woman liked drama? She was about to get plenty.

      Sandra’s phone pinged. She picked it up, scrolled, and frowned.

      “It was you?” she asked.

      Gen tried to catch Sandra’s eye, mouthed at her to stop, but she recognized that her friend’s old fiery, fight-back spirit had been roused. She’d have to improvise. Willa, pretending not to have heard her, grabbed the handle of her suitcase and continued on her way.

      “You’re the executor? And you get everything?! Come back here!”

      Willa paused in the foyer, and Lyle rested his playing. Sandra ignored Gen’s hand slashing across her throat and held up her phone. “Chip’s assistant emailed Lyle the copy of the will. He shared it with me. And it says this house, the money, the apartment in New York—all the real estate—Jack’s shares in the business, pretty much everything, goes to you.”
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      Lyle’s hands flexed over the keys, then rested on his legs. “When you were confused about the gift, I thought that’s what must have happened. Nina would never have given me that much. Not after the things I said to her.”

      Sandra’s head whipped around to stare after her sister-in-law. “Willa! Come back in here and explain yourself. You knew this all along.”

      Gen pleaded silently with Sandra. No. Not now.

      “Of course,” Willa said, turning. “It was my suggestion.”

      “Your suggestion?”

      “We can work this out, Willa,” Lyle insisted. “The house would make sense. But you can’t have everything. Mom’s entitled to half.”

      “Jack intended she would have to fight for it.” She walked slowly back toward them.

      Sandra scanned the document on her phone. “When did you change it?”

      “A month ago, while you were in Boston.”

      “You probably drugged him to get him to do it,” Sandra sneered.

      “I didn’t have to,” Willa said. “Ask Chip. Jack was of sound mind. All of it’s perfectly legal. Defiant of him, perhaps, but legal.”

      “Not all of it,” Gen said.

      Willa narrowed her eyes at Gen. “I beg your pardon. What are you suggesting?”

      Gen spoke carefully. “I’m suggesting we negotiate. Why don’t we step outside?”

      Willa glanced at the others.

      “You said it was your suggestion,” Lyle said. “Why’d you do it? Why not leave things as they were?”

      “Jack knew, at the rate your mother was dragging her feet, that he might die before the divorce went through,” she said. “He wanted to protect Nina, and he knew if Sandra was in charge she wouldn’t get diddly squat. He intended to set up a trust for her, but in the meantime, he gave me control of everything. He viewed me as a neutral party, and I told him I’d look after her if anything happened.”

      “But you didn’t,” Gen pointed out.

      She sneered. “I gave Lyle money. If he wants to spend it on her, that’s his business.”

      Lyle spoke up. “What’s Vasari, SARL? It’s on the digital receipt of the gift transaction.”

      These people had no idea what they were doing to themselves. Gen cocked an eyebrow at Willa but spoke calmly. “It’s her holding company, based in Luxembourg. Luxembourg’s popular with tax evaders the world over for its stability, not to mention its excellent skiing. Kudos to you, by the way, for picking a country of register that has such secretive laws. But it’s over. Let’s go outside and talk, just you and me. Don’t make it worse.”

      Willa fingered her raincoat, winding the end of the belt around and around her hand, as she ran the math in her mind. “You can’t prove it.”

      “I can.”

      “What do you mean?” Lyle said. “I’ve got the receipt.”

      Silence filled the room, except for the ticking of the grandfather clock.

      Sandra’s jaws dropped. “No. You monster!”

      Willa said nothing, but cut her eyes back to Gen.

      “I lied about not borrowing the code book,” Gen said.

      “I knew you were lying.”

      “Code book?” Sandra said. “What are you two talking about?”

      “Willa hid some pills in an ibuprofen bottle behind the residential code book on her bookshelf. A good choice, I have to say. No one’s going to pick that one off the shelf to take down to the beach. I looked up the pills online. They match Jack’s morphine prescription. The breakthrough one.”

      “It was that dessert,” Roberta said, her eyes widening. “The dessert you made him try, when you were so distressed.”

      “How could you?!” Sandra asked.

      “What I did was compassionate,” Willa said. “Jack was in terrible pain and terrified of dying. He dreaded it. Did he ever tell you that? Did he confide in you? No, you were oblivious. I knew it wouldn’t take much, not from the way you eternally harped about him mixing his meds and his cocktails. Just a few ground-up tablets sprinkled in with the topping. This way, he never saw it coming, never suspected a thing. He had a glorious time at the party, went to sleep, and didn’t wake up. We should all be so lucky to go that gently. I helped him go fearlessly, joyful, living his life to the fullest.”

      From the raincoat’s pocket, she pulled out a handgun and pointed it at each of them in turn. “And now I’m going to live my life the same way. Put your phones where I can see them, and lie down, all of you.”

      Willa’s hand shook as she gestured them to the floor, and Gen’s eyes tracked every tremble. She’s not skilled at handling a gun. It was the Kimber, the handgun she’d noticed in the bottom of the cabinet of hunting rifles. And it was way too much gun for Willa.

      Sandra slid to her knees in front of the sofa, fumbling her phone on the way, sending it clattering across the glass coffee table top in a way that threatened to crack all their nerves. Roberta’s phone found an end table. Gen, too, laid hers on the coffee table. “Mine’s on the piano,” Lyle croaked as he knelt next to his mother.

      Roberta, on Gen’s left, whispered, “I was trying to tell you. I noticed the gun was missing—”

      “I know, Roberta,” Gen said. “Let me think.”

      “Quiet. Everyone.” Willa’s voice shook as violently as her hand. “I don’t want to do this, but you’re not giving me much choice.”

      Cold sweat poured down Gen’s back, even as her brain shifted into tactical mode. The best thing to do was to keep her talking. Shake her confidence. Give her a way out of this corner she’d backed herself into.

      “Willa,” Gen said, “you do have a choice. I can help you. What about the Foundation? What about your house, or this one? I thought you loved them?”

      “The deeds will be transferred to the Foundation, and there’s enough money to take care of them for a while, but I’m tired of trying to make people care. It’s a losing battle, so I’d rather be someplace where I don’t have to think about it.”

      “They don’t have old buildings in Luxembourg?” Lyle asked.

      “Shut up,” she said.

      “Compassionate or not, it’s still murder, Willa,” Gen said. “You’re not going to get away with it. Please, let me help you.”

      “Aunt Willa,” Lyle said, “Please, this is crazy. Don’t hurt anyone.”

      Her gray eyes flared. “You have no physical evidence. My prints aren’t on that bottle. Any one of you could have taken those pills and planted them in my room to frame me.”

      “You confessed, Willa. We all heard it.” Lyle lifted up to his knees and reached toward her, but she pivoted on him, her eyes fierce and her mouth set in a grim, determined pinch.

      “It’s your word against mine, an addict’s against an old lady’s.” She gestured with the gun. “I’m sorry, Lyle. I hate to be cruel. Now, enough conversation. Lie down and put your hands behind your heads.”

      As the others made friends with the carpet, Gen scanned the room in a flash. One door open to the gallery, one out to the foyer. Windows to the garden: closed and locked. Just beyond the foyer’s door on the hall table sat Gen’s purse, where she’d left it in her haze after her errand, her own gun inside in its secure compartment. She could scare Willa enough so she’d put the gun down, if only she could get to her own.

      “Hurry up, Gen,” Willa barked.

      Gen lay on the floor, placed her hands behind her head. “Willa, you know better than this. Don’t make choices you can’t walk back from—”

      “Shut up! You insufferable, nosy cow! If you’d minded your own business, the others wouldn’t be in this situation. It’s all your fault. Down. Now!” Willa fired the gun in Gen’s direction but missed wildly. Window glass shattered. Everyone screamed.

      Willa turned and bolted through the foyer door.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Gen leapt to her feet, tearing around the sofa and into the foyer as fast as her booted foot would allow.

      Willa’s silver bob flew down the long hall toward the kitchen, her heels colliding with the suitcase as she dragged it behind her. She pushed through the door to the kitchen, heading for the garage.

      Gen snatched her purse off the hall table and plunged her hand inside the special, secure compartment. Her fingers closed around the cool steel of her gun, and she pulled it to her side as she heard the slam of the back door. Any haze from earlier had fully burned away. “Call 911!” she shouted over her shoulder.

      Gen leaned heavily on the handrail as she hopped down the brick front steps and took cover behind a voluminous camellia bush at the house’s corner. From the shelter of the thick glossy leaves, she watched as Willa’s Mercedes coupe backed out. Through the open driver’s-side window she saw Willa hunched forward, tension curling her into the steering wheel she desperately clutched.

      The tires threw up a spray of gravel as the car lurched forward, heading for the open driveway gates. It skidded a bit as she took the corner around the house by Gen, and as it drove nearly head-on in her direction, Gen took aim at the passenger side. Bang. Bang. Bang.

      The Mercedes’s windshield spiderwebbed, hundreds of tiny cracks skittering across it like a time-lapse video of ice crystals sealing the surface of a pond. The car skidded and plowed violently into one of the brick pillars edging the driveway. The scent of fireworks wafted on the breeze, and the cloud of talcum from the deployed airbag stung Gen’s eyes. She squinted against the cloud, crouched low, and approached the vehicle. “Don’t move, Willa,” she shouted. “I’m a much better shot than you are.”

      Gen inched closer; Willa, not surprisingly, seemed frozen. “Drop the gun out the window,” Gen shouted. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      No movement from inside the car; Gen’s heart pounded in her throat, and she calmed herself with patterned breathing as she’d been trained to do. She kept the gun trained on the Mercedes, praying she wouldn’t have to use it again. The wail of a police siren grew louder. At last.

      “It’s over, Willa,” Gen called.

      The gun dropped over the side of the door. “Stay where you are,” Gen said, keeping the weapon trained on the cardinal red door of the coupe, Willa’s silver bob hanging dejectedly above it.

      A squad car, blue lights flashing, pulled up and blocked the driveway, Butler’s shabby Buick on its tail. Two uniformed officers jumped out. Butler directed the officers to drag Willa from her car as Butler placed her weapon into an evidence bag.

      Gen lowered her own weapon as the officers cuffed Willa’s hands and maneuvered her into the squad car. Gen tried to glimpse her face, but her friend refused to look back.
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      The squad car pulled away and hung a U-turn in the road as neighbors came out onto their front porches to gawk. Gen, trembling with the adrenaline flood that always followed these events, turned to see Sandra, Lyle, and Roberta hovering at the front door.

      “It’s okay,” Gen said.

      They walked back inside. Butler followed quietly; in a few murmured words, Gen directed him upstairs to complete his search, then she slipped into the great room to tend her friends. With violently shaking hands, Sandra tried to pour a drink from the bar cart.

      “Let me help you,” Roberta said, taking the decanter from her employer’s hands and pouring a large measure into the crystal highball.

      Lyle guided his mother to the sofa. “Are you all right?” Gen asked Roberta, who now sagged against the doorframe. “Come on, everyone sit down.”

      The four of them sat side by side on the long leather sofa, the dull hum of the air conditioner filling the conversational space. Sandra let out a ragged breath, buried her face in her hands, and sobbed.

      “You’re safe,” Gen said, hugging her close.

      “Thank God for you,” she said through her hands. “She might have killed us all.”

      “I doubt it,” Gen said. “She’s not that good a shot.”

      A strangled laugh came from Sandra’s hands, followed by another sob.

      “Let it out, hon,” Gen said, stroking her hair as though she were her daughter.

      Melissa. In the craziness of the past hour, she’d forgotten all about her daughter’s text. “Melissa agreed to sell,” she said to Sandra. “We’re going to be neighbors.”

      Sandra flung her arms around Gen’s neck and hugged her tight.

      When they’d caught their breath again, Gen sent a quick response to Melissa.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank you. Of course I’ll drop the suit. I know this wasn’t easy for you. Thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her own hands shook with the post-adrenaline crash. She’d sent the message too soon.

      
        
          
            
              
        I love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Gen?” Roberta asked. “I hate to ask this, but…will she get away with it? I believe her about her prints, and I don’t know how much our word against hers would carry—”

      “Don’t worry about it, Roberta,” Lyle said.

      He left his mother’s side and rose, crossing the room to the piano.

      “Did you get it?” Gen asked.

      He picked up his phone, tapped a button, and grinned.

      “Get what?” Roberta asked.

      Lyle held up the phone. He tapped the phone again, and Willa’s voice echoed in the room: “What I did was compassionate…”

      He handed the phone to Gen with his easy smile. “She told me after I went to that music camp that this practice habit would pay off.”

      “Yes,” Gen said. “To the tune of a hundred million dollars.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      A month later, Kenneth and Sandra sat side by side on a pair of lounge chairs under an umbrella on the repaired deck, holding hands. Kenneth read the Wall Street Journal on a tablet as Sandra leaned back, wiggling her toes and watching the waves.

      “You’re going to miss this view,” Gen said.

      “Nah.” Sandra smiled over at Kenneth. “The view from Kenneth’s house is just as nice, and it doesn’t carry any negative associations.”

      She’d spent the last month contesting the will and, with Gen and Chuck’s help, repatriating the money from Luxembourg. All the real estate was returned to her as well, including this house, which she’d decided to sell to the Historic Spartina Beach Foundation. Based on Kenneth’s advocacy, a local business expressed an interest in repurposing the house as a bed-and-breakfast. Kenneth put together a partnership between the business and the Foundation: the Foundation would get a share of the income and dictate any repairs. The sale was scheduled to go through the next spring.

      “Did you negotiate a decision with Roberta?” Sandra had hinted to Gen that she’d no longer require Roberta’s professional services once she’d moved in with Kenneth, but she wasn’t eager to drop that bomb on her devoted employee. “I haven’t wanted to ask her, in case it was a sensitive topic.”

      Relief washed over Sandra’s face. “She’s agreed to manage the hotel property for the Foundation’s new partnership. She knows the place like the back of her hand.”

      “Fantastic. She’ll do an extraordinary job,” Gen agreed.

      “And in the meantime,” Kenneth said, swinging Sandra’s hand toward his and kissing her knuckles, “I’m taking Sandy on a little vacation. She’s well earned it, don’t you think?”

      Sandra’s toes curled as she grinned at him.

      “If I watch you two lovebirds any longer, I’m gonna need an insulin shot,” Gen said. “Excuse me while I make a couple of phone calls.”

      Inside, though, when she crossed paths with Roberta and offered her congratulations on the new job, Roberta didn’t look as cheerful as the couple outside.

      “I’m disappointed, to tell you the truth,” she said as she straightened a chair that had been knocked out of its perfect forty-five–degree alignment in a corner. “I’d much prefer to continue to work for Mrs. Benedict, but she wants to simplify her life.”

      “You’re so devoted to her,” Gen said, following Roberta as she continued down the hall into the library. “I mean, I think she’s fantastic, but I still don’t understand why you stayed after Jack—”

      “She’s my family,” Roberta said, laying her tablet on a table. For the first time, Gen saw Roberta’s professional reserve dissolve, and a warm smile bloomed on her face. “I think I told you once or twice what a wonderful nurse she was—or is?”

      “Yes,” Gen said, lowering herself to the arm of a chair. “You must have seen a lot of that, watching her care for Jack.”

      “Before that,” she said. “Before I even came to work for her. My grandmother raised me, and when I was in my late teens, she became very sick. Spent several months in the hospital. Mrs. Benedict was her nurse.” Roberta’s face softened further at the memory. “Gran was frightened, her illness made her disoriented, plus she wasn’t in her home, and I was scared by all of it. I slept in her hospital room, and Mrs. Benedict took care of both of us.

      “As the summer came, we both knew it was Gran’s time, and she wanted to die at home, so Mrs. Benedict helped with that. She taught me how to care for her in her last days, and she came by our apartment to check on us every day on her way in to work, and every afternoon as she went home. She called on her breaks to check in. She took the fear away and made the rest of our time together precious and comfortable. Gran never suffered, and though I was sad to lose her, it wasn’t nearly as bad as it might have been because Mrs. Benedict helped me make those last days good. I knew she was there for us. She even came to the funeral. I don’t think that happens very often.”

      Roberta touched a fingertip to the corner of her eye. It was all Gen could do to hold herself together.

      “So, how’d you come to work for her? A lot of time passed in between.”

      Roberta nodded. “Many years. As it happened, I was school friends with the son of one of her colleagues. His mom kept tabs on me—I was an adult at that point but just barely—and Mrs. Benedict kept up with me through her. I got my degree, went to butlering school, and started working. I had a few different employers, but the last one was someone the Benedicts knew peripherally through his work. That was a hard job. Those stories about Mr. Benedict were nothing compared to what I dealt with in that position. One evening, when the Benedicts were there for dinner, Mrs. Benedict saw what I was dealing with. She took me aside and suggested I send her my resume. A week later, they hired me away, and I’ve been here ever since.

      “Every family brings its ups and downs,” Roberta said. “We get annoyed with each other, just like any family members, but we patch things up. We trust each other. I’m lucky. Not everyone gets to choose their family.”

      “Just because you’re not working for her anymore doesn’t mean you’re not still family.”

      “That’s exactly what she told me.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this before now?” Gen asked. It might have lifted the cloud of suspicion from her far sooner.

      Roberta picked up her tablet and brought it to life. “It wouldn’t have been professional,” she said, and with a smile and a wink, she continued about her business.

      Lyle had packed up and returned to New York the week before, having perfected, among other pieces, the Chopin concerto. He’d quit the rock band, got himself proper healthcare, and was receiving treatment for his back. He’d continue playing in the jazz trio for fun, while his classical work would remain his passion.

      “I thought the rock band was how you picked up women,” Gen had joked as he loaded up his rental car. Lyle had only shrugged and grinned. Looking like a Hemsworth, with a bank of five million? He could play bagpipes in a clown suit and the chicks would line up for miles. He’d be fine.

      One question, though, had nagged at Gen for weeks.

      “Lyle, did you see what happened to me, when we were at the school? Did Willa push me, or did I slip? I’ve gone back and forth in my mind so many times I don’t know what to think.”

      An awkward look passed across his face. “That pull you felt was me,” he admitted. “You were about to step on a loose floorboard. Willa warned me about it, but I guess she didn’t warn you. If you’d stepped on it, it would have thrown you off balance and sent you flying for certain. I saw it happening, and I tried to pull you out of harm’s way, but I could only grab your shirttail. If I’d been a step closer, you’d never have taken that fall.” His face paled at the memory. “I didn’t say anything after the fact because I thought it would look like I’d pushed you on purpose.”

      “Your instincts are spot-on,” she said.

      “I’m so sorry you got hurt. I should have taken responsibility, but I was scared.”

      She’d forgiven him with a hug. A day after he left, he emailed her a music file. “You inspired a song for the new album,” he wrote. Its title was “Indestructible.”

      Nina, meanwhile, had quietly begun dating another physical therapist at the health center. Gen had run into her at the gym just the day before, and she seemed quite happy. “I think I’ve finally found my home,” she said.

      “Wonderful.” Gen knew the feeling.
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      “Congratulations, Ms. Jensen.” The attorney and Ruth smiled and extended their hands. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”

      Gen smiled, shifting the packet of closing documents under her arm to shake their hands. All the way down the hall, out into the bright sunlight, into the oven blast of her car, she turned the keys in her hands. She had her work cut out for her, and all the more so now that her guru was behind bars. Since her arrest, Willa had not been quite so forthcoming with the renovation tips.

      Gen drove down the oak-draped avenue to her cul-de-sac on Cove Road and into her driveway, yanked the Sold sign from the yard and stuck it in her trunk. There was a lot to do, but she always loved a project.

      She snapped a picture of the sign with her phone and sent it to Melissa.

      “Closed on it today,” she wrote. She’d already closed on her home in Arlington. The buyer, as agreed, had purchased it as-is, devastated aqua bathroom tile and all. As part of the closing, the buyer had agreed to give Gen an extra few weeks to get her belongings moved out. Now free of her walking boot, she’d drive up there tomorrow one last time and arrange to have everything shipped here.

      
        
          
            
              
        Melissa

      

      
        Congratulations.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thank you for agreeing to sell.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re welcome. Thank you for dropping the lawsuit.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her heart beat faster, every nerve in her body dancing as though she were approaching a shy wild animal that might start and run at the slightest misstep. Gen crept forward by inches.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m happy about this new chapter in my life. It feels good. It would feel better, though, if we had a date for your visit on the calendar.

      

      

      

      

      

      The response bubbles appeared, then vanished.

      Gen unlocked the door to the house and stepped inside. Sandra had promised Gen could stay at her house as long as she needed while the renovations were ongoing, but Gen feared overstaying her welcome. Fish and guests start to stink after three days; wasn’t that what Ben Franklin had once said? She’d already shot way past the three-day mark, but perhaps the clock didn’t start right away if you were helping to keep the hostess out of jail and solvent.

      From Tim’s report, she’d determined that with a few adjustments, she could safely camp here as she worked on the bigger changes. It felt like the start of an adventure. From her wallet, she pulled out the business card of an architect from the Foundation. Kenneth had introduced them last week. She started to punch in the architect’s number when Melissa’s text notification dropped on her screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Will you need help moving?

      

      

      

      

      

      She’d hired people to do that, but an extra pair of hands never hurt.

      
        
          
            
              
        Probably. I’ll be back in Arlington tomorrow.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This place is six blocks from the beach, you know.

      

      

      

      

      

      A smiling-face emoji wearing sunglasses appeared on her screen.

      Gen’s heart beat a little faster.

      
        
          
            
              
        So you’re not angry with me for what I said?

      

      

      

      

      

      The bubbles appeared, then vanished.

      
        
          
            
              
        My yoga teacher invited me to sit with what you said.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m still sitting.

      

      

      

      

      

      But she included a smiling emoji at the end.

      
        
          
            
              
        I hear yoga is good for that.

      

      

      

      

      

      Now Melissa sent an emoji of a woman getting her head massaged.

      The balloon in Gen’s chest inflated a bit, hovering somewhere in the middle. Not so high and full as to block her throat, not lying in a sad heap in her gut.

      The bubbles appeared, then vanished.

      
        
          
            
              
        Is Halloween too late?

      

      

      

      

      

      The balloon rose higher.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s perfect. I know a haunted house you should check out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What time are you back tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lunchtime.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Can I take you to dinner?

      

      

      

      

      

      Gen read the message twice.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gino’s? Seven-thirty? I’ll be there on time.
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      She sat on her new front steps, watching as she once had, decades ago, the fireflies rise and drift in the shadows that lay long over the grass. In one of those quirks, or perhaps cycles, of nature, the pieces of herself that had felt flung so far away now gathered themselves back to her: Sandra, her grandmother, Melissa; even her sense of ground—the balloon in her chest notwithstanding, the balloon that threatened to burst through her chest and levitate her off this porch. The doors in the house at her back might stick; old layers of bad choices begged to be stripped away; but she belonged to it, and it to her, and whatever surprises might await, she’d never again be left wondering where her true place lay.
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cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/fonts/BebasNeue-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/fonts/Montserrat-Regular.ttf


