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Chapter 1

The lobby was high-ceilinged white with dark wood and a fan turning slowly enough that it was for atmosphere, not air. A piano in the corner that someone played at sunset, probably. Coffee station along the east wall — proper espresso machine, not a pod thing. The tile underfoot was clean enough that he could see his reflection in it without trying.

He stopped in the middle of the lobby and turned a slow three-sixty.

The front desk was ahead and to the right. There was a girl behind it.

She was leaning on her elbows over the counter, phone in one hand, the other hand twirling the end of a long dark braid that came over her shoulder and lay against the white of her uniform shirt. She wasn’t looking at him yet. She was laughing at something on the screen — quietly, to herself, the kind of laugh you didn’t bother performing because no one was supposed to see it. Her shirt was tucked into a navy skirt. The skirt was a half size too tight, or she was a half size more woman than the uniform vendor had budgeted for, and the difference showed at her hips when she shifted her weight.

She glanced up. Caught him looking.

She didn’t straighten. She didn’t put the phone down. She just looked at him with an expression that started as professional and slid, in the space of one slow blink, into something that was reading him the way he’d just read the lobby. Top to bottom. Filing.

Then she smiled. A real smile, not the door one.

“Mr. Voss,” she said. Caribbean Spanish, soft on the consonants. “Bienvenido a Paradise Hotel.”

“Gracias.”

“Ms. Mendez told us to expect you. She’ll be here in just a moment.” Her English had the same softness in it as her Spanish. “Was your flight okay?”

“It was fine.”

“Better than fine, I hope. I see Carlos drove you. Carlos doesn’t talk.”

“He talks.”

“He doesn’t.”

“He said welcome.”

She laughed again. The same quiet one she’d been laughing at her phone with. Her name tag said IXARA in small white letters on a brass pin. Behind her, on a hook, hung a sun hat with a blue ribbon, and a pair of sandals tucked under the desk that were not part of the uniform.

“Then he likes you,” she said. “Carlos doesn’t say welcome to the guests.”

He didn’t have an answer to that. He smiled at her. She smiled back. He looked away first, because he had to.

He approved.

That was the problem.

He’d been hired to manage a property that the corporate file said was in a transitional phase. New ownership, recent management turnover, irregularities flagged in the Q3 audit, a need for an experienced GM with Caribbean field experience and Spanish-language fluency. The corporate file had used the word “challenging” twice and the word “complex” three times and the words “discreet handling” once.

Hotels in transitional phases didn’t have raked drives.

Hotels in transitional phases didn’t have girls at the front desk who looked at you like they’d already decided whether you were worth the trouble.

Danny set his bag down at his feet and looked toward the east. There was a hallway off the lobby that ran past the restaurant and the pool deck and curved away behind a low wall planted with bougainvillea. Beyond the wall, white stucco. Same tile roof. From the ground, just more hotel.

Something about the wall.

He didn’t know what yet. He’d know.

* * *

“Mr. Voss.”

She came across the lobby from a door he hadn’t seen — must have been behind the front desk, the staff side. Mid-thirties. Black hair pulled back in a knot that was simple but not severe. A gray dress, knee-length, not a uniform, not a cocktail dress, the kind of dress that said I work here and I am not the help. The fabric moved well. Whoever cut it had cut it for her specifically. She’d paid for that cut out of her own salary, not a corporate allowance.

She extended a hand. Her eyes did the thing his eyes did. They counted.

“Tayra Mendez. Operations manager.”

“Danny Voss. Pleasure.”

Her grip was firm and brief. She smelled like clean cotton and something underneath it that wasn’t perfume, just her. He let go of her hand at the right time. She kept his eye for one half-second longer than the introduction required, and then she let it go.

“How was your flight?”

“On time. Driver was good.”

“He’ll be glad to hear it.” She was already turning. “We have you in the GM suite, top floor, east corner. Your bag is going up. I thought we’d walk before you settle in. Get the bones of the property in your head while you’re still fresh.” She glanced at him. “If you’d prefer to rest first—”

“Now’s better.”

“Bueno.” She shifted into Spanish without flagging it. The shift was a test. He watched her watch him for the half-beat where most foreign managers would start fumbling for the right verb tense. “Empezamos por la recepción y vamos hacia el restaurante. Después la piscina. Después las salas de reuniones. ¿Te parece?”

“Perfecto. Empieza.”

She looked at him for a beat longer than the conversation required. He didn’t acknowledge it. Just waited.

Behind her, at the front desk, Ixara was watching the conversation with her chin propped on one fist. Not pretending not to. He saw her clock the moment Tayra realized he spoke Spanish and he saw the small pleased twitch at the corner of Ixara’s mouth.

“Bueno,” Tayra said again. Different bueno. He filed it.

She walked him through the lobby in fast professional Spanish that had the speed of someone who didn’t expect him to keep up. He kept up. She named the desk staff — Ixara on duty now, Marisol on swing, two more rotating through. She named the bellhop. She named the concierge desk supplier. She told him the lobby had been redone eighteen months ago and the fan was original from 1962 and that the piano was a Yamaha that didn’t get tuned often enough.

“Note it for me,” he said in Spanish. “I’ll get a tuner from Santo Domingo.”

She wrote it down. Not in her phone. In a small notebook she pulled from her dress pocket. He liked her more.

The restaurant was thirty-eight covers, indoor and terrace. The chef came out and shook his hand and went back in. The pool deck was clean. The cabana count matched what he’d seen from the air. The conference suite had been used for a wedding the previous Saturday and was being reset. The carpet had been steam-cleaned that morning. He could smell it.

Tayra walked him past the wall with the bougainvillea.

He waited.

“East wing,” she said, in English, in the same operational tone. “Private suites. Guests-only access. I’ll show you tomorrow. We have a cleaning rotation today and I don’t like to interrupt the staff.”

“Tomorrow’s fine.”

“Bueno.”

She didn’t show him the next day. He noted it, the way he’d noted the pool count and the steam-cleaned carpet. He didn’t ask.

* * *

They sat at the bar in the empty restaurant. Tayra ordered two espressos in Spanish and the bartender brought them without writing anything down. The bar was mahogany. Old mahogany. He ran his palm along the edge while she pulled out her notebook.

She crossed her legs. The dress slid up an inch. She didn’t look down to check it. She didn’t tug it back. Some women would have. She wasn’t some women.

“Four questions,” he said.

“Sí.”

“Restaurant covers per night, average, last quarter.”

“Sixty-two. Mostly dinner. Breakfast is light because the package guests eat in their suites.”

“Pool deck. Towel inventory.”

She actually smiled. Briefly. “Six hundred and forty in rotation. We lose about thirty a month. I was going to bring it to you in your second week.”

“Bring it to me Monday. Conference suite. Bookings forward six months.”

“Two confirmed. A retreat in February, eighteen rooms. A quinceañera in March, ballroom only, no rooms. Nothing else solid.”

“Aggressive on the conference side. We can fill that calendar.”

She wrote that down too.

“Last question. Staff turnover, last twelve months.”

She held the espresso between her hands and looked at him over it.

“Front of house, low. Five percent. Kitchen, maybe twelve. Housekeeping, four. Spa, none.” She paused. “East wing has its own number.”

“Don’t tell me the east wing number.”

She looked at him.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “On the tour you’re going to give me.”

She drank the espresso. Set the cup down. He watched her decide several things in the space between when the cup hit the saucer and when she spoke again.

“Bueno,” she said. Third bueno. He’d file all three.

* * *

The GM suite was on the top floor with a corner balcony that looked over the pool and out toward the reef. His bag was already there. The bed was made up the way the corporate file would have specified. Two robes in the closet. A welcome platter with cut fruit and a card and a bottle of something local with a hand-tied ribbon.

He set the keys on the desk.

The desk had a leather blotter. A pen. A folder embossed with the Paradise Hotel crest, which was a stylized palm in gold leaf. He sat down and opened the folder and went through it the way he’d gone through the espresso list at the bar — fast, in order, taking inventory.

Onboarding letter from the ownership group, signed in scanned ink by a man named Reyes whose title was Chairman, Holdings.

Operational handover from his predecessor, four pages, neutral and thin. A man named Marcus Hale who had worked the property for fourteen months and had moved on to “personal pursuits” per the third paragraph. Danny had been told in his interview that Hale had taken early retirement in Florida.

Salary confirmation. Medical. The local bank.

Beneath the bank packet, a second envelope.

It was unmarked. Cream-colored. Slightly heavier paper than the others. It had been tucked under the bank documents not so it would be hidden but so it would be the last thing in the folder, the way you put the most important page at the bottom of a stack so it didn’t get skipped. He held it for a moment. Pinched it between thumb and forefinger to feel the contents. A single sheet inside, by the weight. Maybe a key. He couldn’t tell.

He set it on the leather blotter.

He went to the balcony. The sun was low. The pool was empty. Two staff in white were taking down umbrellas down on the cabana line. A woman was swimming laps in the lap pool, alone, doing a slow disciplined freestyle that looked like maintenance, not exercise. He watched her for a minute. Then he watched the east wing, what he could see of it from this angle — a corner of tile roof, a courtyard with a different palm species than the rest of the grounds, a service door painted the same white as the wall.

A woman walked across the courtyard. Tall. Dark hair loose down her back. A white cotton sundress that caught the last of the light. She moved across the tile and through a door at the far end of the courtyard the way someone moves through their own house — without checking who might be watching, because the answer didn’t matter to her either way.

The door closed behind her.

Danny stayed at the balcony rail for a moment longer. Then he went back inside. Picked up the envelope. Set it in the desk drawer. Closed the drawer.

He took a shower. He had room service send up grilled fish and rice and a beer. He ate on the balcony in his robe. The sun went the rest of the way down. The cabana lights came on. The east wing courtyard lit up amber and he saw, briefly, the shape of someone moving past a window before a curtain closed.

He finished the beer.

He was about to go back inside when the laugh came up over the wall.

It came from the east side, the courtyard or somewhere past it, low and warm and entirely female, the laugh of a woman who was alone with the kind of company that made her laugh that way. It went on for three seconds. Then a second voice joined it, a different woman, lower, drier. They were laughing at the same thing. Somewhere a glass clinked against another glass. A radio came on, off, on again. Someone said something in Spanish too soft to catch and a third woman laughed too.

Danny stood at the rail with the empty beer bottle in his hand and listened.

Three women, at least. Probably more. The wall was high enough that he couldn’t see them. The wall was not high enough to keep him from hearing them.

A hotel that ran this well didn’t need a new GM.

Unless the second job was the actual job.

He set the bottle on the balcony table. Went back inside. Closed the door behind him. Pulled the curtain. The drawer was where he’d left it. The envelope was where he’d left it. He looked at the drawer for a long minute.

Then he undressed and went to bed.

He didn’t open the drawer.

But he lay in the dark with his eyes open for a while, listening to the laughter come up over the wall and fade and come up again, and he thought about the woman in the white cotton sundress walking across the courtyard like she owned it. He thought about Ixara behind the front desk, twirling the end of her braid. He thought about Tayra crossing her legs and not adjusting the dress. He thought about the envelope in the drawer.

He thought about all four of them and he didn’t try to separate them in his head.

That was new.

He slept eventually. The laughter on the other side of the wall was still going.

* * *

The hotel was good. Better than the file had said. The drive was raked, the brass was real, the operations manager wrote in a paper notebook and corrected the towel count without being asked.

That was the thing. Hotels in transitional phases didn’t have raked drives.

He’d worked properties that were a mess on paper and a mess in person. He’d worked properties that were clean on paper and a mess in person. He had not, in nine years, worked a property that was flagged as “challenging” in the corporate file and turned out, on inspection, to be running this well.

A hotel that ran this well didn’t need a new GM. Unless what the GM was actually being hired for wasn’t on the same page as the hotel.

The envelope was the answer to that. He knew it was the answer the moment he’d felt the weight of the paper. He didn’t open it tonight because there were two kinds of men who opened envelopes like that on the first night — the ones who needed to know right away because they were nervous, and the ones who needed to know right away because they were eager. He wasn’t either. He was a man who’d run six properties and been offered a seventh for more money than the seventh should have paid, and he’d taken the job with his eyes open about what that meant, and he wasn’t going to ruin the openness of his eyes by reading the fine print at midnight in a strange room.

Morning. Daylight. Desk. Coffee.

He set the alarm for six and turned out the light.

The envelope sat in the drawer.

The laughter on the other side of the wall went on
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Chapter 2

He was at the desk by six fifteen with a cup of black coffee from the lobby station and the laptop open to last quarter’s P&L.

The GM’s office was on the second floor at the back of the administrative wing, two doors down from accounting and one door from a copy room that smelled like toner. Hale had left it neat. The desk drawer was empty except for a fresh box of pens and a stack of GM’s log binders going back four years. The walls had the thumbtack holes of a man who’d taken his pictures with him. Through the window Danny could see the staff path running down to the kitchen and the corner of the laundry roof. He could not see the east wing from here. He noted it. The office had been chosen for that.

He started with the books.

He gave it three hours and got through eighteen months of operating statements. Revenue per available room above market by twelve percent. F&B trending up across four quarters. Labor cost holding steady against an aggressive headcount. Maintenance capex on schedule. Utilities on a long-term fixed rate that Hale or someone before Hale had locked in at a price that had since become a gift.

The books were clean.

He went through them again. Slower this time. Looking for the kind of thing a man learned to look for after his third property — the small line items that didn’t quite line up, the petty cash reconciliations that drifted, the supplier invoices that ran a little high, the pattern of comp meals in the restaurant that meant a manager was feeding someone for free. He found three small irregularities. One was the linen supplier Tayra had already flagged. The other two were inside acceptable variance for a Caribbean resort and he flagged them in the margin to revisit in a quarter.

That was it. That was the entire problem with the legitimate books.

He sat back and finished the coffee.

A property this clean didn’t need a new GM. It didn’t need a turnaround manager. It didn’t need a man with Caribbean field experience and Spanish-language fluency and discreet handling. It needed a competent caretaker, and that was what Hale had been until he wasn’t, and that was what Danny would be too if the job was actually the job.

The job was not the job.

He looked at the desk. There was a small lock on the lower drawer of the desk pedestal, the kind a hotel issued to a GM with a brass key on a fob. The fob was on his keyring. He’d noticed it last night and not used it.

He used it now.

The drawer slid open. It was empty except for one thing.

A second envelope. Smaller than the one in his suite. White. No markings.

He didn’t open it yet. He set it on the blotter next to the laptop and looked at it the way he’d looked at the books. He went back to the suite and got the first envelope from the drawer where he’d left it overnight. He brought it back down. He set them side by side.

Then he opened them.

* * *

The suite envelope contained a key. Brass, square head, no markings. The kind of key that fit a desk drawer or a small cabinet.

The desk envelope contained a single sheet of cream paper, folded once, with one line typed on it:

*Use the key.*

He looked at the desk. The key didn’t match the desk lock. He looked at the office. There was no other lock.

He stood up. Walked the perimeter. The office had the desk, two file cabinets, a low credenza along the back wall under a print of a sailboat that someone had hung at a height that was wrong for the picture. He took the print off the wall. There was no safe behind it. He put it back. He checked the file cabinets — both unlocked, both standard. He checked the credenza. The credenza had two doors and three drawers and a lock on the bottom drawer that he’d assumed was a junk lock for a junk drawer.

The key fit.

He slid the drawer open.

Inside was a manila folder. Heavy. He set it on the desk and opened it.

The first page was a price sheet.

It was simple. It was professional. It looked like a spa rate card except for what was being priced. Six tiers. The cheapest at the top, the most expensive at the bottom. Hours and overnights. Discreet billing through the hotel’s spa account with a code in a separate column that he understood was the code that flagged the charge as east-wing rather than legitimate. The numbers were not small numbers. The numbers at the bottom of the sheet were the kind of numbers that explained a lot of things, including the gift of the long-term utilities contract and the raked drive and the brass on the door handles.

He looked at the page for a long minute. His face didn’t change.

The second page was the client list. Initials only, no full names, but with a column for nationality and a column for arrival pattern — *quarterly*, *seasonal*, *one-time*, *standing*. The standings were the regulars. There were eight of them. He read the initials. Two he recognized, possibly. He didn’t write anything down.

The third page was a single sheet with a phone number, a name — *Z.* — and one line of instruction:

*Incidents to this number. No detail by text. Voice only. Return calls within fifteen minutes.*

The fourth page was a roster. First names only. Seven of them. He read them.

*Caimana. Yamila. Perla. Soledad. Bianca. Ines. Tova.*

Caimana’s name was first. Whether that was alphabetical or hierarchical he didn’t know yet. Perla was on the list. He filed that. He’d find out what it meant later.

The fifth page, the last page, was a letter.

It was a single paragraph. Unsigned. Typed on the same cream paper as the desk envelope.

*The east wing is its own operation. The hotel runs the way the books say it runs. The east wing runs the way I tell you it runs. You will be paid a second salary, equal to the first, deposited monthly into an account I will provide. You will manage the east wing’s operational needs — supplies, maintenance, dispute resolution, security — as you would any other department of the hotel. You will not enter the east wing’s living quarters. You will not socialize with the women on the roster. You will report incidents to the number above. Acknowledge by leaving the manila folder on your desk overnight.*

He read it twice.

He sat back. He looked at the ceiling for a moment. He thought about the woman in the white sundress walking across the courtyard in the dark. He thought about the three voices laughing on the other side of the wall. He thought about Ixara at the front desk and Tayra crossing her legs in the bar and the espresso the bartender had brought without writing anything down.

He thought about the salary the recruiter had quoted him.

He thought about the salary the recruiter had quoted him times two.

He closed the folder. Set it on the corner of the desk, square with the edge, exactly where someone walking in would see it. He pushed his chair back. He went to the kitchen for a second cup of coffee and a slice of toast.

He didn’t put the folder back in the drawer.

* * *

He made the call at ten in the morning, sitting at his desk with the door closed and the folder still squared on the corner.

The phone rang twice.

“Sí.”

A woman’s voice. Low. Educated Spanish. No identifying inflection — neither coastal nor capital, the kind of accent a woman cultivated when she didn’t want her accent to tell you anything.

“This is Voss,” he said. In Spanish.

“I know who this is.”

“I read the folder.”

“And?”

He didn’t answer immediately. He’d thought about what he was going to say on the walk down to get the second coffee. He’d thought about it on the walk back up. He’d thought about it while he sat in the chair waiting for ten o’clock to come around.

“One question,” he said.

“Ask.”

“Incidents — who do I report to.”

A pause. He couldn’t read it. The pause was either calculation or amusement. He didn’t have enough of her voice yet to tell.

“Me,” she said.

“Bueno.”

He waited. She waited. He understood that she was waiting for the second question, and that the second question was the test — whether he asked it, what he asked, how he asked it.

He didn’t ask a second question.

“Bueno,” she said. Different bueno than Tayra’s. Same word, different test, different answer. “I’ll call you when I need you. Don’t call me unless you need me.”

“Understood.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“What did you have for breakfast.”

He blinked.

“Toast,” he said. “And a second coffee.”

“From the lobby station or the staff kitchen.”

“The lobby station.”

“Tomorrow try the staff kitchen. Marisol makes a mangú on Tuesdays that the lobby kitchen doesn’t know how to make properly.”

The line went dead.

He held the phone for a moment. Set it down. He was, for the first time since landing on the island, off-balance. She had let him think the call was about chain of command and then closed the call by telling him what to eat for breakfast tomorrow. She had told him she knew the staff kitchen better than he did. She had told him that Marisol — the swing-shift desk girl Tayra had named yesterday — was someone she also knew by name. She had told him a lot of things in twenty seconds.

She had not told him her name.

He filed her voice.

* * *

He saw Tayra across the garden at noon.

The garden ran between the main building and the east wing. A path of crushed white shell looped through it, lined on both sides with hibiscus and a low border of something purple he didn’t recognize. The garden was Tayra’s, he understood by then. The way the books had the print of her hand on them, the garden had her hand on it too.

She was at the far end with a hose, watering the bougainvillea against the east wing wall. She was in a different dress today. Pale blue. Sandals. A wide-brimmed straw hat she wasn’t wearing the way a guest would wear it. The hat was for working.

She looked up. Saw him.

He had a clipboard in one hand — he was running an exterior maintenance check on his own first morning, the way he ran one on every property’s first morning. He’d already noted two roof tiles loose on the west wing and a drip irrigation line broken at the south corner of the garden. He had the clipboard. She had the hose. They were on opposite sides of forty feet of crushed shell.

He didn’t need to walk over.

He could have walked over. He could have gone to her with the clipboard and asked about the irrigation line. It would have been a normal thing to do. A new GM, taking notes, checking with operations. There was no professional reason not to.

He didn’t walk over.

He stood at his end of the path and held her eye.

She held his.

Then he nodded. Once. Small. The kind of nod a man gave another man across a hotel lobby when they’d both seen the same thing happen and didn’t need to speak about it.

She nodded back. Same kind.

That was the conversation.

He went on with his maintenance walk. She went on with the hose. Neither of them looked at the manila folder squared on the corner of the desk in the office that they had not discussed, the folder she certainly knew existed, the folder she had certainly known would be there before he opened it. Neither of them looked at the east wing wall on her side of the path.

She had been wondering, all morning, what he was going to do.

He had told her by not walking over.

He turned the corner of the building and went on with his day.

* * *

He wrote the log entry that evening at six.

The GM’s log was a hardbound book with the hotel crest on the cover and lined pages inside, and a tradition on the property — Hale had kept it, Hale’s predecessor had kept it, and the log binders going back to 1998 were stacked in the credenza Danny had locked the new envelope back into. The log was for the next GM. It was also for the corporate auditors. It was also for the chairman of the holdings group whose signature was scanned into the onboarding letter. Anyone could read the log.

He sat with the pen in his hand for a moment.

Then he wrote.

*Thursday. Day two. Reviewed Q3 and Q4 statements; flagged linen supplier (T. has the file), pool chem variance (acceptable, monitoring), spa product reorder cycle (review next week). Roof tiles loose west wing, two; drip line south garden, one; both scheduled. Met with kitchen lead. Met with housekeeping lead. Called Santo Domingo for a piano tuner. Spoke with the assistant chairman regarding east-wing operational separation; chain of command and reporting protocols established. East wing to be treated as a separate department for management purposes, with its own contact and reporting line. Standard hotel operations to continue as documented. — D. Voss*

He read it back.

He’d written it the way a man wrote a sentence he wanted to be able to point to later. *East wing to be treated as a separate department for management purposes.* It was true. It said nothing. It also said everything, to the right reader. The right reader being a woman whose voice he’d heard once, who had told him to eat mangú in the staff kitchen.

She would read it. She would understand that he’d written it for her.

He capped the pen. Closed the log. Set it square on the desk. Stood up.

He walked down to dinner.

* * *

He ate in the staff kitchen.

He wasn’t doing it because Z had told him to. He was doing it because she had been right — Marisol’s mangú was better than the lobby kitchen’s, and the lobby kitchen had no business serving mangú at all to people who’d flown in from Toronto and didn’t know what mangú was. He was doing it because the kitchen was where he liked to eat and he wasn’t going to change his preferences because someone on a phone had named one of them out loud.

But he was also doing it because she had named it. He noted that about himself.

He sat at the staff table with a plate of mashed plantain and salami and fried cheese and a beer and nodded at Marisol, who was working the swing shift at the desk now, and at a kitchen runner whose name he didn’t know yet, and at a security guard on his break whose name was Oscar. The kitchen staff watched him for a minute and then went back to their work. By the time he’d finished half the plate he was background.

He thought about the day.

He had two employers. The hotel paid him to run the hotel. A woman named Z who was not the chairman of the holdings group paid him to run the east wing. The chairman of the holdings group might or might not know about the east wing — almost certainly knew, almost certainly received a cut, almost certainly let someone like Z handle the operational side because operational was not what a chairman did. Z handled it. Z had told him to handle it under her. Z had also told him to eat mangú on Tuesdays. The two pieces of information had been delivered in the same call, in the same tone, by the same woman.

He did not yet know what to do with the second piece of information.

The first piece of information was simple. He was going to do the work. He was going to run the east wing the way he ran a kitchen — supply chain, maintenance, dispute resolution, security. He was not going to go into the women’s living quarters. He was not going to socialize with the roster. He was going to do the job he’d been hired for and he was going to do it competently, because he was a competent man and that was what he did.

The not-going-into-the-living-quarters part. He thought about that one.

He thought about it the way a man thinks about a clause in a contract that he already knows he might one day break. Not because he was planning to break it. Because he was honest enough with himself to know that a clause you put in a contract was a clause you put in because the other party might want to break it, and the other party in this case was him.

He finished the beer.

Marisol came by with a second one without asking. She set it down. She had her hair in a clip and the same uniform as Ixara and the kind of half-smile that said she’d been told something about him by Ixara already and had decided to be friendly. He thanked her in Spanish. She said *de nada, jefe* and went back to the desk.

*Jefe.* Boss. Already.

He drank the second beer.

He thought about Tayra at the end of the path with the hose, holding his eye for the right number of seconds and then nodding.

He thought about Ixara’s braid against the white of her uniform shirt.

He thought about Caimana’s name on the roster — top of the page, the way operations managers’ names went at the top of the staff list.

He thought about the woman whose name he didn’t know yet, on the other end of the phone, telling him about mangú.

He had been here a day and a half.

He went up to his suite. He showered. He sat on the balcony with the second beer until the lights came on along the cabana line. The east wing was quiet tonight. He could hear, faintly, music through a window — bachata, low — and a single woman’s voice singing along with it under her breath, a few words at a time, between whatever else she was doing in the room.

He listened until she stopped.

Then he went to bed.

The folder was on the desk in the office downstairs, squared with the edge.

In the morning it would still be there. He had decided to leave it there. He had decided this not the way a man decides between two options but the way a man notices, after the fact, that he had already decided, hours or days ago, and the present moment was just the moment in which he found it out.

He slept.
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Chapter 3

He held the meeting at four in the afternoon in the restaurant, between lunch service and dinner prep, with the chairs pulled into rough rows and the staff filing in from the kitchen and the desk and the housekeeping closet and the spa. Forty-six people. He had counted them off the schedule that morning. They came in damp from the laundry or smelling like cleaning product or with kitchen towels still over their shoulders, and they sat with the careful posture of people who had been told a new gringo was about to address them and were waiting to see how bad it was going to be.

Tayra stood at the back wall with her arms folded. Not next to him. Not behind him. Off to the side where she could watch the room and watch him at the same time. She was deciding things.

He let them settle. He waited until the last person sat. Then he stepped to the front, hands in his pockets, no notes.

“Buenas tardes,” he said. In Spanish. “Soy Danny Voss. Vengo de Cartagena. Antes de eso, San Juan, Belize, Cancún, y un hotel en Tulum que se quemó el año pasado, lo cual no fue mi culpa pero no me deja dormir. Hablo español porque mi madre era de Maracaibo y porque he trabajado en el Caribe nueve años. Vamos a hablar en español a menos que me digas que prefieres inglés. ¿De acuerdo?”

The room shifted. He watched it shift. Some people sat back — the ones who had been bracing. Some people leaned forward — the ones who had been deciding whether to bother. A woman in housekeeping muttered something to the woman next to her and they both almost smiled. The chef, in the back, took the towel off his shoulder and folded it.

He gave them the rest in Spanish.

Three things, he said. First — the hotel was running well. Better than the file had told him. He was here to keep it running well, not to remake it in his image. Second — he ate in the staff kitchen. He preferred it. They were not to find him a special table in the restaurant. Third — if anyone had a problem they couldn’t take to their direct supervisor, they could take it to him. The door of his office was open from seven to seven, and after seven it was open to anyone who knew enough to knock instead of standing in the hall.

Then he asked if there were questions.

There were no questions. There were never questions at the first meeting. He’d known that going in.

“Bueno,” he said. “Vamos a trabajar.”

They stood up. They went back to the work they had been doing. The room emptied in three minutes. Tayra was the last one out. She passed him on her way and didn’t say anything, which was its own kind of saying.

He looked at the empty chairs.

He had the room.

* * *

He went to the front desk after the meeting because that was where the next thing was waiting.

Ixara was on duty. She had been at the meeting — he had seen her in the second row, sitting with her ankles crossed, watching him with the same chin-on-fist attention she had given Tayra’s introduction yesterday. She was back at her post now. The same braid over the same shoulder. A guest had just checked out and she was processing the bill with two-fingered typing and the patience of a woman who knew the system was slow and was going to be slow no matter how fast she typed.

He came around behind the desk.

“Permiso,” he said.

“Adelante, jefe.”

He stood at her shoulder. Read the screen. Nodded. Stepped back.

She finished the bill. Printed the folio. Handed it across the desk to a German couple who tipped her on the way out and thanked her for the week. She thanked them. Watched them go through the lobby. Waited until they were past the door.

Then, without looking at him, she said something fast.

It was Dominican. It was idiomatic. It had three pieces of slang in one sentence, two of which were regional to this stretch of coast and one of which was a phrase he hadn’t heard since the last time he’d been in Santiago drinking with the night porter at a hotel he’d been auditing. She had delivered it in the rapid soft voice of a Caribbean woman who was talking to herself out loud. She had not looked at him while she said it. She had said it to the lobby.

What she had said, roughly, was: *the boss has feet of his own — let’s see if he knows where to put them.*

He took two seconds.

Then he said, in the same register, in the same speed, with the same intonation, leaning on the same regional softness: *the boss already knows where to put them. He’s just deciding how loud he wants to be about it.*

She stared at the lobby for one full second.

Then she laughed.

It was the laugh he’d heard yesterday. The quiet one she’d been laughing at her phone with. She turned to look at him, finally, with her elbow on the desk and her fist back under her chin, and she looked at him the way she had looked at him yesterday — top to bottom, filing — except now there was a brightness in her eyes that hadn’t been there yesterday.

“Ah, jefe,” she said. In English. “We’re going to get along.”

“I think we are.”

“Carlos likes you. I like you. The chef likes you, although the chef likes anyone who doesn’t tell him how to cook. You’re going to be fine here.” She tilted her head. “Tayra hasn’t decided yet.”

“She’s deciding.”

“She’s deciding slow.”

“She’s allowed to.”

Ixara grinned. He understood that whatever test had been administered, he had passed it the way he had been meant to pass it, which was not by being clever but by being willing. He hadn’t tried to one-up her. He’d matched her register and he’d matched her speed and he’d matched her willingness to say something a little bit too true out loud.

“Bueno, jefe.”

“Bueno, Ixara.”

He went back around the desk. He went on with his afternoon.

The brightness in her eyes did not leave him.

* * *

The east wing common room had its door open at three in the afternoon when he walked past on his way to inspect the irrigation work the gardener had finished that morning.

He had been told by Tayra that he could not enter the east wing’s living quarters. He had been told by Z that he could not enter the east wing’s living quarters. He had read it twice in his own folder. He understood it. He was not entering them.

But the common room was not the living quarters. The common room had its door open to the garden path and its door open to the corridor and its door open to anyone walking by. It was the room where the women came when they were not working — where they read, ate, watched television, slept on the couch in the heat of the afternoon. It was a public room within a private wing. The line was thin. He was a manager doing his second-day rounds.

He stopped in the open doorway.

Three women were inside. One was asleep on the long couch with a magazine over her face. One was at the small kitchen counter making coffee in a moka pot, in shorts and a tank top, a green scarf in her hair. The third was at a low table folding a stack of white towels into a pyramid the way a hotel folds towels for the housekeeping cart, even though these were the women’s own personal towels and this was their own private living room.

The towel-folder was tall. Dark hair, loose, very long, held off her face with a single tortoiseshell clip. A simple cream-colored cotton dress that fell to her knees. Bare feet. Mid-thirties. She moved her hands the way a woman moves her hands when she has done a thing ten thousand times and the thing has stopped requiring any of her attention. Her face was not a face he had seen before. It was a face he recognized.

The white sundress in the courtyard, last night, walking through her own house.

He’d known it was her before he confirmed it. He didn’t know how he’d known.

He didn’t step into the room. He stayed in the doorway. He waited.

She finished folding the towel in her hands. Set it on the pyramid. Aligned the edges. Looked up.

“Mr. Voss.”

Her voice was lower than he’d expected. A working voice — not a performance. She had a small accent he couldn’t place exactly, somewhere between coastal Dominican and somewhere else, somewhere further south.

“I wanted to introduce myself. I’m the new GM. I’ll be — managing the operational side of the wing.”

She watched him say it.

“I know who you are,” she said.

“And you are?”

“Caimana.”

She didn’t extend a hand. She didn’t move from the table. Behind her the woman at the moka pot had stopped moving and was watching them both, and the one on the couch had taken the magazine off her face and was watching too, although she wasn’t looking up at him directly. She was watching Caimana.

“It’s good to meet you,” he said.

“Welcome to Paradise Hotel, Mr. Voss.”

She picked up the next towel. Began folding it. Her hands were unhurried. Her eyes went back to the towel.

He understood that the conversation was over. He understood that she was not being rude. He had been weighed and not yet measured, and the measurement was not something she was prepared to do today, possibly not this week, possibly not this month. She was a woman who decided slowly and completely. He had been told this without being told this, by the way she had said his name once and then gone back to folding.

“Thank you,” he said.

He stepped back from the doorway. He walked on down the path.

Behind him, very quietly, the moka pot resumed its hissing.

He filed her name. Caimana. Top of the roster.

He didn’t write anything down.

* * *

He ate dinner that night at the long staff table with five other people and the kitchen runner who served them all from the same pot.

The pot was a stew of chicken thighs and yuca and culantro and some kind of pepper that had been roasted before it went in. Marisol had made it. She came out of the pantry with her hair in the same clip as last night and a green apron tied twice around her waist and she said *jefe* and set him a bowl with a bigger piece of chicken than the others. He thanked her in Spanish. She winked at the kitchen runner and went back to the pantry.

The five other people at the table were a housekeeper named Noelia, the night security guard Oscar from last night, a maintenance man named Hector whose hands looked like he’d been turning a wrench since he was twelve, the kitchen runner whose name was Beto, and a woman named Yamila.

Yamila was on the roster.

She was small. Maybe twenty-five. Bright pink lipstick that had mostly worn off through the day and a low-cut tank top in pale yellow and the kind of curly black hair that had been straightened that morning and was now at the end of the day deciding to be curly again at the temples. She was eating with her left hand and scrolling her phone with her right and she looked up when he sat down with the same careful neutral assessment that Caimana had given him in the doorway except faster, twenty-five years old fast, the assessment of a woman who didn’t have decades of patience yet and didn’t need them.

“Yamila,” she said.

“Danny.”

“I know. The whole hotel knows, jefe.”

She went back to her phone.

The table talked around him at first. They talked about the chicken. They talked about a guest who had complained about the air conditioning in 308. They talked about a tropical depression off the coast of Hispaniola that probably wouldn’t come this far west but might. Hector said his back was telling him it would. Noelia said his back was always telling him it would. Hector said his back had been right about the last one and Noelia said his back had also been right about the lottery five times in fifteen years and Hector said that was a respectable hit rate and the table laughed.

He listened.

After ten minutes Yamila put her phone down. She watched him eat. Then she said, in Spanish, quietly, only to him:

“You’re really going to eat in here every night.”

“Most nights.”

“Why.”

“Better food.”

“That’s part of it.”

“And the company.”

She tilted her head. “That’s the other part.”

“Yes.”

She studied him for a second longer. Then she picked up her phone again. But the assessment had updated. Her face had moved a quarter of an inch and not moved back.

He finished the bowl. He thanked Marisol. He went back to work.

* * *

He found her in the supply room at nine that night.

He had gone down to check the linen inventory because he wanted to walk the count himself before he asked her about the supplier irregularity she’d flagged yesterday. He pushed the door open without knowing she was in there. She was at the back, on the second rung of a step stool, reaching up to the top shelf for a stack of folded sheets. The dress today was navy. Cotton. Plain. Her hair was down for once — not in the knot but loose around her shoulders, a thick waved black that he hadn’t seen.

She looked over her shoulder at him from the step stool.

“Jefe.”

“Tayra.”

“I can come down.”

“Don’t come down. Pass me the count book.”

She passed it down. He took it. She climbed down anyway. She took the book back from him and opened it on the work bench at the side of the room and turned it to the supplier page and ran her finger down a column of figures.

“I was going to bring you this in the morning,” she said.

“Bring it to me now.”

She walked him through it. The supplier had been adding three percent to every shipment for the last seven months. Not enough to flag in any single invoice. Enough to add up, across seventy thousand dollars of linen a year, to a number with an *ojo* in front of it. She had noticed it three months ago. She had said nothing. She had been collecting the pattern.

“Why didn’t you bring it to Hale.”

She closed the book.

“Hale wouldn’t have done anything about it.”

“You’re sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“Bueno.” He took the book. “I’ll call them in the morning. We’ll bring the contract back inside the variance or we’ll change suppliers. Your call which.”

“My call.”

“Yes.”

She looked at him.

“I’d like to change suppliers,” she said. “There’s a woman in Santiago who’s been wanting our account for two years. She’d come in five percent under what we’re paying now, and her quality is better.”

“Then call her tomorrow.”

She nodded slowly.

He thanked her for the file. He turned to go. At the door he stopped.

“Tayra.”

“Yes.”

“You were going to bring me this in the morning.”

“I was.”

“You brought it to me tonight instead.”

She didn’t say anything. She had her hand on the count book. Her hair was down. The supply room light was the kind of overhead fluorescent that made everyone look bad and she didn’t look bad. She looked tired and a little bit younger than she had looked at the bar yesterday, and the loose hair was the difference, and he understood that he had walked in on her at a moment in the day when she had thought she was alone.

“Buenas noches,” he said.

“Buenas noches, jefe.”

He closed the door behind him. He went up to his suite. He stood on the balcony for a minute and looked at nothing in particular and went back inside.

He had a check-in to do at eleven for a late guest. He drank a glass of water. He went down to the lobby.

* * *

The service terrace sat on the second floor like a secret perch, flat-tiled roof above the kitchen, low wrought-iron rails begging to be gripped hard while getting fucked. Two tables, four chairs, an ashtray, and a mini-fridge stuffed with staff beer. It overlooked the dark back of the property—laundry yard, staff parking, the dirt road snaking down through the cane fields toward the village where good girls like her were supposed to behave.

Danny was up there at eleven-thirty, cold beer in his hand, the night air thick and humid against his skin.

He’d finished the late check-in. Walked the perimeter like a man who owned every inch. He came up here for ten minutes away from everything—needing the quiet before he claimed something sweeter. He took a beer, signed for it, and leaned against the railing, back to the building, broad shoulders tense under his shirt.

The door clicked open behind him.

“Jefe…”

Ixara.

That tight uniform skirt still hugged her round brown ass like it was painted on, but her crisp white shirt was untucked, top buttons open, giving him a teasing glimpse of smooth caramel cleavage. She held her own beer, off the clock—hips cocked, full lips parted, that front-desk politeness long gone. Now she looked like pure brown Latina heat, ready to be used.

She stopped six feet away, dark eyes locked on him.

“You found my spot, jefe,” she murmured, voice low and husky.

“This is your spot.”

“Mine and Beto’s… but he knows when I need to be alone. Sometimes I do.” She took a slow pull from the beer, throat working. “Sometimes I just need to be filled.”

He set his beer on the rail.

She closed the distance like a bitch in heat—slow, deliberate, the walk of a woman whose tight little cunt had been throbbing for him since the moment he stepped into the lobby. She stopped right in front of him, pressed her beer beside his, then laid one small hand flat on his chest.

“Tell me to go back inside, jefe… tell your little brown maid to behave.”

“I’m not going to do that.”

“Bueno,” she breathed, eyes shining with filthy need.

She kissed him like she was starving—tasting of beer and warm, salty Latina skin, her soft lips parting eagerly. That hand stayed on his chest for a heartbeat, then slid up, fingers curling possessively into the back of his neck, pulling him down harder. Her tongue slipped in, wet and hungry, begging him to take control.

He kissed her back, claiming her mouth, one strong hand gripping her hip, fingers digging into that too-tight skirt that had been teasing him all day. Underneath it she was already soaked—he could feel the heat radiating from her pussy. She whimpered into his mouth, a soft, needy sound that made his cock throb against his zipper.

She pulled back just enough to whisper, lips glistening, “Inside. Now.”

“Where?”

“Supply closet at the end of the hall. Deadbolt.”

He laughed low. She grinned like a dirty girl who knew she was about to get ruined.

She took his hand and led him, hips swaying, that tight ass begging to be spanked.

The closet was small, dim, smelling of clean towels and lavender. She locked the door with a click that sounded like surrender. One bare bulb overhead, but she didn’t pull it. The sliver of light under the door was enough to see her—flushed brown skin, hard nipples poking through her plain white bra, thighs already trembling.

Her hands went straight for his shirt buttons, desperate.

He caught her wrists. “Slow down, mi morenita.”

“Why?” she panted.

“Because I want to look at what’s mine first.”

She went perfectly still, breath catching. “Jefe…”

“Nobody’s looked at you like this in a long time, have they?”

She shook her head, eyes glassy with submission.

“Then we start right here.”

He cupped her face in both hands, tilting her up into the low light—those long lashes, the tiny scar at the corner of her full lips, the desperate hunger in her dark Latina eyes. He kissed her slow and deep, then trailed his mouth down: corner of her mouth, under her jaw, base of her throat where her pulse hammered like a little whore’s. He popped her buttons open one by one, spreading the white shirt wide. Plain cotton bra, but her heavy brown tits spilled over the top, nipples dark and stiff.

He kissed the soft swell of one breast through the fabric, then sucked her nipple right through the cotton until she moaned and grabbed his hair.

“Jefe… fuck…”

“Call me Danny in here while I’m still being gentle.”

She laughed, shaky and bright, then kissed him hard—tongue fucking his mouth like she needed his cock inside her yesterday. His hands shoved under her skirt, finding soaked panties. He yanked them aside and pushed two thick fingers straight into her dripping cunt. She was tight, hot, and gushing.

He spun her against the door, her palms flat above her head like a good submissive. Skirt rucked up around her waist. One strong hand held her hip while she hooked a smooth tan thigh around him, pulling him in. He freed his hard cock and rubbed the thick head up and down her slick folds, teasing her swollen clit.

“Look at me,” he growled.

She opened her eyes, lips parted.

He thrust in—slow, deep, stretching her brown pussy wide around him. She gasped a long, broken “Ohhh fuuuck…” as he filled her completely.

He didn’t let her look away. He fucked her steady against the door, the wood creaking with every thrust, her tits bouncing in that open shirt, brown skin gleaming with sweat. She bit her lip hard to stay quiet, but little desperate moans kept slipping out as her cunt clenched around him.

He felt her start to come—thighs shaking, pussy fluttering and gushing down his cock. She buried her face in his shoulder to muffle her cry, biting his shirt as her orgasm ripped through her.

He kept fucking her through it, then growled against her ear, “Now you’re going to take mine.”

She reached back, hand in his hair, whispering, “Fill your little Latina slut, Danny…”

He came hard, buried to the balls inside her pulsing cunt, pumping her full while she held onto him like she never wanted to let go.

They stayed like that, breathing together, his cock still twitching inside her.

She laughed softly against his throat, voice husky. “Bueno, jefe…”

“Bueno, Ixara.”

They straightened their clothes in the dark—her shirt buttoned crooked again, cheeks flushed, thighs shiny with their mixed cum. She fixed her long black hair, looked at him with that freshly-fucked grin.

“You’re going to be just fine here, Danny.”

“You said that this afternoon.”

“I’m sure of it now… because I’m already addicted to this cock.”

She slipped out first. He followed after thirty seconds, pulse still pounding, already thinking about the next time he’d bend his pretty brown employee over and remind her exactly who she belongs to.

* * *

The east wing lights were on when he came around the back of the building.

He could hear music through the courtyard wall — bachata again, slower than last night, and a woman’s voice saying something to another woman, and the small clink of ice in a glass. He didn’t stop. He walked the path along the wall and around the corner of the wing and along the cabana line and up the front of the property, past the porte-cochère where the night doorman tipped his cap to him, and around to the kitchen entrance where the trash had already been taken out for the night.

He completed the circuit.

He had a six a.m. lobby inspection. He had a call with the new linen supplier in Santiago at nine. He had a check-in conversation with Tayra about the change. He had the manila folder in the credenza in the office, squared.

He had Ixara’s lipstick on the corner of his mouth. He could feel it. He didn’t wipe it off.

He went up to his suite. He stood at the bathroom sink and looked at himself in the mirror and there it was, the small smudge of pink at the corner of his mouth, almost gone, almost nothing. He looked at it. Then he washed it off.

He brushed his teeth. He went to bed.

The hotel was running.

He was running it.

* * *

He lay in the dark with his hands behind his head and listened to the property settle.

The staff was real now. He had names for them. Marisol with the mangú and the wink. Hector and his back. Noelia and her sharp tongue at the table. Oscar on night security with the same beer he’d had last night. Beto the runner. Yamila on the roster, twenty-five and watching him at dinner and updating her file on him a quarter of an inch and not back. Caimana at the head of the towel pyramid, deciding slowly. Tayra in the supply room with her hair down. Ixara against the door.

He didn’t try to keep them in separate folders in his head. He had tried that the first night. It hadn’t worked then. It wasn’t going to work now. He was in a property with a roster of seven women on one side of a wall and a staff of forty-six on the other side and he was running both, and he was going to think about all of them whether he organized them or not.

Ixara had surprised him.

Not that it had happened — he had clocked, somewhere on the drive in from the airport yesterday, that some version of this was probably going to happen at this property, eventually, with somebody, because nine years in the Caribbean had taught him that hotels had their own gravity and he was a single man and the gravity would do what the gravity did. He’d surprised himself by how soon it had happened. By how directly. By how little complication she had attached to it on the way out the closet door.

She had wanted to. So she had.

He thought about that. He thought about how that was different from any of the patterns he had run with women in cities, where wanting was the start of a long negotiation and the negotiation was the point. Here the wanting had been the point. The doing had been the point. Ixara had walked across the terrace and put her hand on his chest and said *tell me to go back inside* not because she had wanted him to tell her to go back inside but because she had wanted him to tell her not to. She had run the test. He had passed it. She had taken him to the closet.

He thought: *this is a different country.*

He thought: *this is a different kind of country.*

He thought about Caimana folding towels and not extending her hand. He thought about Tayra on the step stool with her hair loose. He thought about Yamila putting down her phone at the table and watching him for two extra seconds.

He thought: *this is a different country and I am going to have to be careful.*

He didn’t think *careful* the way he would have thought it in San Juan or Cancún. He didn’t think it as a fence. He thought it as a piece of equipment he was going to need to use. The way a man on a reef boat thinks about the depth gauge — not a rule, an instrument. He was going to need to know what he was doing at each moment with each woman, because each woman was not the same woman, and the cost of treating them as the same woman was going to be a cost he didn’t want to pay.

He pulled out his notebook from the bedside drawer.

He wrote three names on the first clean page.

*Tayra. Ixara. Caimana.*

No notes next to them. No assessments, no scoring, no plans. Just the names. He looked at them in the lamplight. He added a fourth:

*Yamila.*

He closed the notebook.

He turned out the lamp.

The bachata on the other side of the wall was still going. Two women’s voices laughing now. He listened until they stopped. He slept.
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Chapter 4

The call to the linen supplier in San Pedro happened at nine the next morning with Tayra in the chair across from him and the speakerphone on between them.

The supplier was a man named Domínguez who had a voice like a ten-year smoker and the unhurried cordiality of someone who had been overcharging the same hotel for seven months and didn’t yet understand that the seven months were over. Danny opened in Spanish. He thanked Domínguez for the long working relationship. He said the hotel had completed a routine audit of supplier accounts. He said three percent had crept into the invoicing on a slow drift over the past two and a half quarters. He said he was sure it was a clerical issue on Domínguez’s end. He said he’d like to talk about how to bring the billing back inside the variance the contract specified.

Domínguez did the thing men did when they were caught. He apologized. He blamed his bookkeeper. He offered to credit the difference back over the next two invoices and then, sensing that the call had gone better than it might have, he offered a one-percent discount going forward as a courtesy for the inconvenience.

Danny thanked him. Said the credit was generous. Said the discount was generous too.

Said the hotel had also had a competing offer from a supplier in Santiago and was going to have to decline the discount and decline the contract going forward.

The line went quiet.

Domínguez asked if there was anything he could do.

Danny said no, but that he appreciated the years of service, and that the credit on the back invoices would be appreciated, and that he would walk the final delivery with Tayra personally so they could close the account on a handshake.

Domínguez said he would put the credit through this afternoon.

Danny thanked him. He hung up.

He looked at Tayra.

She had her notebook open in her lap. She had not written anything in it during the call. She had been watching him the whole time — not the speakerphone, him. Now she clicked her pen. Wrote one line. Closed the notebook.

“Bueno, jefe.”

“Bueno.”

“You did that very fast.”

“He gave it up fast. The bookkeeper line — he tells the bookkeeper line to everyone. He’s said it before.”

“He has.”

“How do you know.”

“Because I asked the woman from Santiago. Last year. When she didn’t get the account, she told me.”

He almost smiled. “You were ready for this call before I got here.”

“I was ready a year ago. I needed somebody to take it.”

“You needed Hale to take it.”

“Hale wasn’t going to take it.”

“You said that yesterday.”

“I’m going to keep saying it, jefe. Hale was a good man for the job he was actually doing. He was not a good man for this job.”

He looked at her.

She held his eye.

She had told him three things in one sentence, and the third thing was the one he was supposed to catch. *Hale was not a good man for this job.* Not the linen job. The job. The east-wing job. She had been telling him, in the only way she could without breaking the rules they had not yet sat down to write, that the previous GM had been failing on the side of the property she could not officially acknowledge.

He nodded. Once. The same nod he had given her across the garden yesterday.

She nodded back.

She stood up. She went to the door. At the door she turned.

“The woman from Santiago will be here Friday,” she said. “I’ll have her sign the paperwork in your office. Eleven o’clock.”

“Bueno.”

She closed the door behind her.

He sat at the desk for a minute looking at the closed door and then he pulled the linen file across the blotter and made the next call.

* * *

The kitchen’s cold line had been broken since June.

Hale had logged it. Hale had logged it twice, in fact, in the maintenance ledger — once on June 14th and once on August 2nd — with a note both times that the part was on order from a supplier in Miami and would arrive within six weeks. Both times, the maintenance ledger then went quiet on the subject. By the third week of August, the line item had disappeared from Hale’s weekly review entirely. The kitchen had been working around it for four months.

Danny found this out in the maintenance ledger before lunch and was in the kitchen with Hector and the chef by one in the afternoon.

The chef was named Eduardo. He was sixty-one and came from Santo Domingo and had spent twenty years in hotel kitchens up and down the coast and ten before that on a cruise ship. He had the patient resigned face of a man who had been working around a broken cold line for four months and had stopped expecting anyone to fix it.

Danny laid the ledger open on the steel prep counter.

“Why didn’t you push Hale on this.”

Eduardo shrugged. “I pushed him in June. I pushed him in July. He told me the part was coming. I stopped pushing in August because I had a kitchen to run.”

“What’s the part.”

“Compressor relay on the walk-in. It’s not a Miami part. It’s a hundred-and-forty-dollar part I can have a guy bring up from Santiago tomorrow morning. I told Hale this in July. He said the supplier in Miami had a better warranty.”

“There is no supplier in Miami.”

“No, jefe. There isn’t.”

Hector, leaning against the steel sink with his arms crossed, made a small sound through his teeth.

Danny closed the ledger.

“Hector. The guy in Santiago. Call him. Tell him we’ll pay overnight courier on the part if he can put it on a bus tonight. Eduardo. While we’re at it — what else has been on a list for four months that nobody fixed.”

Eduardo looked at Hector. Hector looked at Eduardo.

What followed was twenty minutes of two men who had been working around a building for four months telling a manager what they would have liked to have been allowed to fix. The handles on the walk-in freezer. The pilot light on the rear burner of the line. The exhaust fan in the dishwashing alcove that ran on a delay because the switch was wrong. The drain on the prep sink that backed up if you ran it too long. The plastic curtain over the back door that had a tear at the bottom corner big enough for a rat.

Danny wrote them down.

By dinner service the rat hole was patched, the dishwashing fan was on a new switch, the freezer handle had been wrapped in the temporary fix that meant the permanent fix was scheduled for the morning, and the compressor relay was on a coach bus from Santiago with Hector’s cousin riding along to make sure it didn’t get stolen at the rest stop.

Eduardo made him a plate of fried snapper that Danny had not asked for.

Danny ate it standing at the corner of the prep counter. He thanked Eduardo in Spanish. Eduardo said *de nada, jefe* with a different tone than Marisol had used last night, the tone of an old chef who had updated his file on the new manager and was telling him so.

Danny went on with his afternoon.

* * *

Ixara was on the desk at four when he came down with the laptop.

She watched him cross the lobby with the laptop in one hand and a printout in the other and her eyes did the small bright thing they had done last night and then she put it away because they were on the clock and she was a professional.

He stopped at the desk.

“Jefe.”

“Ixara. The check-in queue.”

“Yes.”

“It’s broken. We’re losing seven minutes per check-in on average and the complaints have been the same complaint for four months. I want to redo the flow.”

She looked at him. She set down the pen she had been holding. The desk had been quiet for a half hour — a lull in the afternoon between the airport runs — and she had been using the lull to file receipts. She slid the receipts to one side. She was a person who came alive when given a problem.

“Show me, jefe.”

He set the laptop on the desk and turned it toward her. He had spent the morning between the linen call and the kitchen sketching out the bottleneck. The room key was being made after the credit card was processed and after the registration card was signed and after the welcome envelope was assembled. He wanted to make the key first, while the credit card was running, and assemble the envelope while the guest was signing. The flow shaved four minutes per guest if you ran it right and reduced the number of guests standing in the lobby holding their luggage by a factor of two.

Ixara read it. She nodded twice. She tapped the screen.

“Here,” she said. “If you make the key first you also need to pre-load the room number into the welcome envelope. We have the room number when we get the registration. We can pre-print the envelope at the start of the day for the day’s expected arrivals. Marisol does the morning prep already. I can have her do the envelopes.”

“Yes.”

“And here.” Another tap. “If we move the credit card to the key cutter station we need a second machine. We have one machine right now.”

“What does a second machine cost.”

“Three hundred and forty dollars. I priced one last year. Hale said no.”

“Order it this afternoon.”

She wrote it down.

“Jefe.”

“Yes.”

“Are you going to go through every list of things Hale said no to and say yes to all of them.”

“Yes.”

“That’s going to be a lot of yeses.”

“It is.”

She grinned.

He stood at the desk with her for the next two hours. He took half the check-ins himself. He let her take the other half. He watched her work the new flow and watched her drop two minutes off the average by the third guest and watched her find a small additional improvement on her own — moving the registration card to a clipboard the guest could fill out while standing at the desk instead of leaning on the counter — and he didn’t say anything about it. He let her find it. He was going to let her find a lot of things in the next year. She was good at this and she had been managed badly for a long time.

At six o’clock the swing shift came on. Marisol replaced her. Ixara stood at the desk for a minute longer than she needed to, transferring the receipt file and the new envelope template to Marisol, briefing her on the new flow in fast Spanish that Marisol nodded along to while watching Danny out of the corner of her eye.

Ixara didn’t look at him on the way out. She walked across the lobby and out the staff door and didn’t turn around.

He understood that she wasn’t ignoring him. He understood that she was being a professional, and that she was good at it, and that she was telling him by walking out without looking that what had happened in the supply closet last night was not something she was going to bring into the lobby. She was a working woman. Her work was here. The supply closet was somewhere else.

He liked her more.

Marisol took the desk. She looked at him. She said, in Spanish, “Jefe. The new flow. I have it.”

“Bueno, Marisol.”

He went up to the office.

* * *

The man came in at seven forty-five in the evening through the front door.

Danny was in the lobby because he had come down to walk the floor before dinner and was talking to Marisol about an arrival from Toronto that had been delayed by weather. He was at her shoulder behind the desk. He saw the man come in.

He clocked him in three seconds.

The man was forty-something, white, in a guayabera that didn’t fit him correctly, the kind of guayabera a man bought at the airport because he had been told it was what people wore here. He had a duffel bag over one shoulder. He had not come in a taxi — Danny had been watching the porte-cochère for the last hour and no taxi had pulled up. He had walked in. From where, Danny didn’t know. The hotel was at the end of a private road. There was nowhere to walk in from except the public road, and the public road was a half mile away, and a half mile in the heat in a guayabera with a duffel bag was not a thing tourists did.

He was not law enforcement. Danny had run enough Caribbean properties to know what the local plainclothes looked like, and they didn’t look like this. He was not a guest. The arrival list for tonight was four people and Danny had read it that afternoon and this man wasn’t on it.

He came across the lobby toward the desk.

Danny stepped around Marisol and put himself at the front.

“Buenas noches,” he said. “Welcome to Paradise Hotel.”

“I’m here to see a guest.”

“Of course. Which guest.”

“Perla.”

The man said it in English. He said it like it was a name everyone at the hotel would know. He said it with the small forward lean of a man who was trying to project that he had done this before, that he was not new at this, that he should be walked into the back without further questions.

Danny smiled.

“I don’t have a guest by that name, sir.”

“She’s here.”

“I have a check-in for a Pilar coming in tomorrow morning. Could that be her.”

“It’s not Pilar. It’s Perla. She’s here.”

“Sir, I have the full guest list in front of me.” Danny touched the screen. He did not turn it toward the man. “There’s no Perla on it. You may have the wrong hotel. There are several similar properties along this strip. The Reef Club is two doors down. You may want to try them.”

“It’s this hotel.”

“Sir.”

The man’s face was doing the thing a man’s face did when he had walked into a hotel expecting a different kind of conversation than the one he was having. He was sweating. He had been sweating before he walked in. He was sweating more now. His hand came up and ran across his mouth and he looked past Danny at the staff door behind the desk.

Marisol was behind Danny. Danny did not look at her. He kept his attention on the man.

“Sir,” he said. He kept the smile. He kept the voice. “I am the general manager of this property. I can promise you we have no guest by that name. If you’d like, I can call you a car back to the strip. The Reef Club is the next gate down. They may be able to help you.”

“I don’t need a car. I’ll wait.”

“I’m afraid the lobby is for registered guests.”

The two men looked at each other.

Danny kept smiling. He kept his hands open at his sides, palms slightly forward. He was not crowding the man. He was not retreating either. He was at the front of the desk and the man was three feet from the front of the desk and the geometry of the situation was that Danny was not going to move and the man was going to have to either move forward, in which case Oscar was going to come from where Oscar was standing at the corner of the lobby — Danny had clocked Oscar the moment the man walked in and Oscar had clocked the man — or move back.

The man moved back.

He moved back to the door. He hesitated at the door.

“I’ll come back,” he said.

“Have a good evening, sir.”

The man went out into the porte-cochère. Danny watched him through the glass. The man stood there for a half-minute, looking at the driveway, looking at the gate, looking at the road. Then he started walking.

He walked up the private road in the guayabera with the duffel bag.

Danny watched until he was past the gate.

He turned to Marisol.

“You good.”

“Sí, jefe.”

“Get me Oscar. Get me Tayra. The office.”

“Sí, jefe.”

He went up to the office.

* * *

He made the call at eight fifteen with Tayra in the chair across from him, the door closed, the speakerphone off. He’d briefed her on the man before he dialed. She had gone still for one second and then she had been entirely with him.

The phone rang twice.

“Sí.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“A man came to the desk at seven forty-five. White, forties, in a tourist guayabera. Walked in from the public road. Asked for Perla by first name only. No reservation.”

“Did he have a name.”

“Didn’t give one. I didn’t ask. I redirected him to The Reef Club. He left on foot. I have him on the lobby camera and on the porte-cochère camera. I can have the footage to you in ten minutes.”

“What did he look like.”

He gave her a description. Height, build, hair, the guayabera, the duffel bag, the sweat, the way the man had carried himself. He gave it the way he would give a maintenance description — what was wrong, what it looked like, what needed to be done. She didn’t interrupt.

When he was finished she said, “Send me the footage.”

“Where.”

“The number you’re calling from. I’ll have it on a different device by the time it arrives.”

“It’s coming.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“How long did it take you to identify him as a problem.”

“Three seconds.”

“Why.”

“He didn’t come in a car. He used a first name. He didn’t have the right luggage. The guayabera didn’t fit. He looked at the staff door behind the desk before he looked at me.”

“Did he see you.”

“Yes.”

“Will he remember you.”

“Yes.”

She paused. He could hear, faintly in the background of her line, what sounded like ice in a glass. She was somewhere with ice and a glass. He filed it.

“Bueno,” she said. “Send the footage. Don’t speak about this to anyone except your operations manager. If he comes back, do not engage. Call me first. Tell the front desk to call you the moment he is sighted.”

“Understood.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

She disconnected.

He held the phone. Then he put it down. He pulled the camera footage off the system, isolated the relevant clips, and sent them to her by encrypted upload. The whole process took six minutes. He watched the upload progress bar fill while Tayra sat across from him with her hands folded in her lap and her eyes on the desk and her face unreadable.

When the upload finished he closed the laptop.

“Tayra.”

“Yes.”

“You knew that name.”

She looked at him.

She did not lie to him. He gave her credit for that — she had a half-second in which she could have, and she didn’t take it. She held his eye and she made a decision.

“Yes,” she said.

“Tell me.”

“Not tonight.”

He waited.

“Not tonight, jefe. I need to think. It’s not — it’s not something I’m refusing. I need to think about the right way to tell you.”

“Bueno.”

“Bueno?”

“Tomorrow’s fine.”

She exhaled. He saw it. She had been holding the breath for the half-second she had not taken to lie to him and for the seconds since.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Don’t thank me. Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.”

She stood up. She went to the door. She paused at the door.

“Jefe.”

“Yes.”

“You handled that very well.”

“It was three seconds.”

“That’s why you handled it well.”

She closed the door behind her.

He sat at the desk in the quiet. He thought about a lot of things at once. He thought about the man’s face in the porte-cochère. He thought about Z’s voice saying *good* and disconnecting. He thought about Tayra’s half-second of honesty and her decision not to use it for a lie. He thought about the name *Perla* on a roster he had read two days ago in a folder that was now back in the credenza behind him. He thought about a tropical depression off the coast of Hispaniola that probably wouldn’t come this far west but might.

He picked up the phone and called Marisol at the desk.

“Tonight nobody walks in off the road,” he said. “Tonight nobody asks for anyone by first name without me being called immediately. Tonight any vehicle that’s not on the arrival list, you call me before they get past the gate.”

“Sí, jefe.”

He hung up. He went down to the kitchen. Eduardo gave him a plate of rice and beans and a piece of grilled fish he had not asked for. He ate it standing.

* * *

He saw Tayra the next morning at six forty-five.

She was in the lobby with a clipboard and a coffee for him in her left hand. He had been on his way down to the same coffee station and she had beaten him there. She handed him the cup without saying anything about it. She had made the coffee the way Marisol had told her he took it — black, two sugars, the way Carlos took his — and he understood that she had asked.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Good morning.”

“I have the morning briefing for you. Five minutes.”

“Bueno.”

She walked him through the night. The Toronto arrival had landed and was checked in. The new check-in flow had run smoothly under Marisol. The kitchen had received the compressor relay at four a.m. via Hector’s cousin and Hector was installing it now. The man from the porte-cochère had not come back. The east wing had been quiet. Two roof tiles loose on the west wing — she had already called the roofer, who was coming Friday. The conference suite quote for the February retreat was on his desk.

“And one more thing,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I’m going to tell you about Perla today. After lunch. In the office.”

“Bueno.”

“Bueno.”

She walked away.

He drank the coffee. He watched her walk. She had taken on a small additional amount of weight at the shoulders since yesterday — not visibly, not in a way anyone else would see, but he saw it. She had been carrying something for him before they had a conversation about whether she wanted to carry it. She had decided to carry it anyway.

He filed that.

He went on with his morning.

At eight he was at the front desk reviewing the night log with Marisol when Ixara came in for her shift.

She was in the same uniform. The same braid. She set her bag down behind the desk. She looked at him from across the counter.

“Jefe.”

“Ixara.”

“Why are you eating in the staff kitchen instead of the restaurant.”

She said it in Spanish. She said it casually. She said it without smiling, with her elbows on the desk and her chin on her palm, like she had asked the question to herself out loud and he happened to be there.

He thought about the answer.

“Better food,” he said.

“That’s not the only reason.”

“No.”

“What’s the other reason, jefe.”

He looked at her.

He could have given her the operational answer — that a manager who eats with the staff hears things he wouldn’t hear from the corner table in the restaurant, that proximity built a different kind of management, that he had run six properties this way and would run a seventh this way. The operational answer was true. The operational answer was also not what she was asking.

“The company,” he said.

She held his eye for a second.

“Bueno, jefe.”

“Bueno, Ixara.”

She picked up the receipt file. She started sorting it.

He drank the coffee. He went on with his day.

* * *

He sat with it that night on the balcony.

The day had been long and the day had been good and the day had also, somewhere in the middle of it, taught him something he had been pretending not to learn since he had landed on the island.

The pretending was over.

He had two jobs. He was running both of them well. The legitimate job was running so well that he had time to do the other job, and the other job was running so well that the legitimate job benefited from it — Z was paying for things that the legitimate hotel needed and Hale had not bothered to fix, and the linen credit and the cold line and the second key cutter were the visible part of a budget that was about to start running through the office at a different velocity. The hotel was going to get better fast. The east wing was going to get the management it had been missing. He was going to be paid twice for one good piece of work.

That was the easy part.

The hard part was the women.

He had been on the island four days. He had slept with one of them. He was working with a second one whose half-second of honesty had landed harder on him than any number of words could have. He had stood in a doorway and been weighed by a third one whose name was at the top of a roster. He had been clocked across a dinner table by a fourth one whose name was on the same roster. There was a fifth voice on a phone, a woman named Z whose face he had not seen, who was going to be in his life for as long as this job was his life. There was a sixth name now too — Perla — who he had not met but whose name had been spoken at his front desk by a man with the wrong shirt and the wrong duffel bag, and who Tayra was going to tell him about tomorrow afternoon in the office.

That was six women in four days.

He thought about that.

He thought about it without trying to organize it, the way he had stopped trying to organize the staff in his head. He let it sit. He let himself see them — Ixara at the desk asking him why he ate in the staff kitchen, Tayra with the coffee in her left hand at six forty-five, Caimana folding towels into a pyramid, Yamila at the dinner table with her phone face-down for two extra seconds, Z’s voice saying *good* and disconnecting, Perla as a name on a piece of paper in the credenza.

He understood, sitting on the balcony with the beer in his hand, that the question wasn’t whether he was going to sleep with all of them. The question was much simpler than that. The question was whether he was going to be honest with himself, all the way down, about the fact that he had become a man who was going to think about all of them every night, and that this thinking was not a thing he was going to stop doing, and that the not-stopping was now part of his life.

He was going to be honest with himself.

He was that.

He had been that since he was twenty-two years old and had taken a job at a dive resort in San Pedro that he had taken for the wrong reasons and stayed at for the wrong reasons and learned, over the long bad year of it, that the only way to run a property well was to know what you were doing and why. The why was the thing he had been getting better at for nine years. The why was on the balcony with him tonight.

He finished the beer.

He thought about Ixara in the supply closet. He let himself think about it. He had washed her lipstick off his mouth and gone to bed and not thought about it last night, on purpose, because he had been deciding to keep it as something that had happened rather than something he was going to revisit. Tonight he revisited it. He let himself feel what it had been to have her against the door and her hand at the back of his neck and the small *oh* she had made twice. He let himself think about her braid against the white of her shirt and the half-size of her skirt and the way she had said *now you*.

He thought about Tayra’s hair down in the supply room.

He thought about Caimana’s bare feet at the towel pyramid.

He thought about Yamila’s pink lipstick mostly worn off.

He thought about Z’s voice and the ice in the glass behind it.

He went inside. He showered. He got into bed.

He didn’t write any names down tonight. The names were already in the notebook. He turned out the lamp.

The bachata was going on the other side of the wall.

He listened.

He slept.
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Chapter 5

The maintenance call came in at ten thirty in the morning from the east wing.

Tayra brought it to him personally. She came up to his office with her clipboard and stopped in his doorway and waited until he looked up from his screen.

“Water heater,” she said. “East wing. The one for the showers in the back four suites. It’s not heating.”

“How long.”

“Forty minutes. Caimana called it in directly to the maintenance desk.”

He set the pen down.

“Hector’s free?”

“Hector’s on the roof with the roofer. Won’t be down until two.”

“Anyone else.”

“Beto can do a water heater. So can Diego. Diego’s at the laundry, he can be there in fifteen.”

He thought about it. He thought about it for the half-second it took to pretend he was thinking about it, and then he stopped pretending.

“I’ll take it,” he said.

She didn’t react.

“Bueno,” she said. “I’ll let Caimana know. The toolbox is in the maintenance closet by the spa. The breaker for that heater is in the panel by the back staff entrance — don’t trip it from the master, you’ll knock out half the wing.”

“Got it.”

“Jefe.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t need to do this.”

“I know.”

She held his eye for half a second.

“Bueno,” she said. Different bueno. He filed it. He’d run out of fingers for the buenos by now and was starting to think of them in a different filing system.

She closed the door behind her.

He stood up. He took off his suit jacket and hung it over the back of the chair. He rolled his sleeves to the elbow. He went down to the maintenance closet by the spa and pulled the toolbox down from the shelf — a red metal box, heavier than it looked, the kind of box that had been on this property for fifteen years and would be here for fifteen more — and he carried it down the path past the bougainvillea and around the corner of the garden to the east wing service entrance.

The reasoning he had given himself, on the way down the stairs, was operational. Hector was on the roof. Diego was good but Diego was twenty-three and nervous around the east wing women. Beto was a kitchen runner who had once helped Hector with a faucet. Danny had been a hotel maintenance assistant in Belize for two years before he’d ever managed a property, and he could do a water heater in his sleep.

The reasoning he had given himself was true. The reasoning he had given himself was also the smaller reasoning, the surface one, and he knew it.

He wanted to see the inside of El Jardin on his own terms.

He wanted to see Caimana again.

He carried the toolbox.

* * *

The east wing service entrance opened into a back corridor that ran the length of the building. White walls, tile floor, a row of supply closets on the left and the staff elevator on the right. He had been in this corridor once before, the day after his arrival, when Tayra had walked him to the back of the property and shown him where the deliveries came in. He had not been past it.

He went past it now.

The corridor opened, twenty feet down, into the east wing common room.

The room was lit from the side by a long row of windows that looked into the courtyard, and the morning light came across the tile floor in slow horizontal bars. He stopped in the doorway with the toolbox in one hand and took the room in.

Plants along the wall — real plants, healthy ones, a bird-of-paradise in the corner and a row of small succulents in clay pots along the windowsill, each one different, each one tended. A long couch, the same one Caimana’s friend had been sleeping on the other day, in cream linen. A low rattan coffee table. A small rug from somewhere in Mexico, a real one, hand-woven, the kind of rug a woman who knew rugs had bought from a woman who made them. A bookshelf with paperbacks in three languages — he saw Allende and Marquez on the spines and a stack of English-language thrillers and a book of Neruda poems that had been read so many times the cover had been taped at the corner.

A coffee machine on the back counter. The good kind, the kind that cost six hundred dollars and had a steam wand. There was a small ceramic dish of demerara sugar next to it, with a wooden spoon.

The air smelled like coffee and like something baked — banana bread, maybe, an hour cold — and very faintly like the gardenia plant blooming in the corner.

This was someone’s home.

It was several someones’ home.

He had walked in here yesterday, into the same room from the corridor side, and he had not seen what he was seeing now. He had seen three women and a moka pot and a towel pyramid and he had taken his read and gone. He had been a manager checking a thing. Today he was a man with a toolbox. The room was the same room. He was the one who was different.

A young woman came out of one of the bedrooms in a long cotton robe with her hair wet from the shower. She stopped when she saw him. She did not startle. She gave him the assessment that Caimana had given him in the doorway yesterday, faster — the assessment of a woman who had been told he was coming and was checking him against the description. Then she nodded at him.

“Good morning,” she said. In English.

“Good morning. I’m here for the heater.”

“Caimana told us. The back four. I’m Soledad. The third bedroom on the left.”

“Thank you.”

She walked past him toward the kitchen counter and the coffee machine. She moved through the room without performing any particular awareness of him, which was its own kind of performance — a woman who had decided that this was her house and a man with a toolbox was a man with a toolbox, nothing more, nothing requiring adjustment. She reached the machine. She started it. The grinder went on.

“Caimana’s in the back hall,” she said over the noise. “Past the kitchen. The mechanical closet’s on the right.”

“Bueno.”

He went past her through the kitchen.

He passed two more women on the way down the hall. One was at a small breakfast table eating a piece of fruit and reading something on a tablet. The other was sitting cross-legged on the floor outside her bedroom door painting her toenails a dark coral red. Neither of them looked up. The one with the toenails said *jefe* without looking up. The one at the table said *buenos días* without looking up. He returned both greetings and went on.

The mechanical closet was at the end of the hall.

Caimana was standing in front of it with her arms folded.

* * *

She was in jeans this morning. Soft-worn ones, well-fitted, faded at the thigh from years of wear. A white sleeveless cotton blouse. Her hair was loose down her back the way it had been in the courtyard at night. She was barefoot again. She had a coffee cup in one hand and the door of the mechanical closet propped open with the other.

She looked at him.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Caimana.”

“You came yourself.”

“Hector’s on the roof.”

“There are three other maintenance men on this property.”

“I used to do this work. I wanted to see.”

She held his eye.

She was a woman who did not waste a beat. She gave him the half-second of silent consideration she had given him in the doorway yesterday, and then she stepped back from the mechanical closet door and gestured into it with an open palm. *Adelante.*

He went past her into the closet. The water heater was a forty-gallon electric unit, six years old, the kind that lasted ten with proper care and had been getting proper care here. He set the toolbox down. He pulled out the multimeter. He flipped the access panel.

She stood in the doorway behind him with the coffee cup.

He found the problem in four minutes. The lower heating element had gone — not unusual, six years was about right. The relay above it had also been running hot, on its way out, and would have gone in another month. He showed her the burned terminal on the element. He told her he had a spare element and a spare relay in the maintenance shop and he could have both replaced inside the hour. She watched his hands the whole time he was talking.

“Bueno,” she said.

He went back through the corridor and got the parts. He came back. He worked. She stood in the doorway. After ten minutes she went away. After fifteen she came back with a fresh coffee cup, two of them this time, one for him. She set his on the small ledge above the mechanical closet at his elbow.

He thanked her. He kept working.

She didn’t speak.

He liked that she didn’t fill the air. Most people, watching another person work, made small conversation to manage the awkwardness of watching. She didn’t manage anything. She was at the doorway with her coffee and her bare feet against the tile and she was watching him do a thing that needed doing, and the watching was sufficient on its own. He understood that this was characterization. He understood that this was Caimana telling him something about herself by the simple act of being silent in a way that wasn’t withholding.

He finished. He tested the heater. He drained and refilled the line. He waited the eight minutes for it to come up to temperature. He tested it again. He cleaned up. He closed the access panel. He closed the closet door.

He picked up the coffee.

It was good. Better than the lobby station. Better than the staff kitchen. The roast was darker and the water was the right water and it had been pulled by someone who knew the machine.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Sit,” she said. “The couch.”

“I have to —”

“It’s eleven thirty. Whatever you have to do at eleven thirty can wait fifteen minutes.”

He looked at her.

She was not asking. She was not commanding either. She was inviting him in the way a woman invited a man into her own house — with the assumption of yes, but with the door open enough that no would not be a wound. He recognized the register. He had not heard it from a woman in a long time.

“Bueno,” he said.

He carried the coffee to the long cream couch. He sat on the end of it. She sat in the rattan chair across the coffee table from him, not next to him, with her bare feet tucked under her and the coffee cup balanced on her knee. The rest of the wing was quiet. Soledad had taken her own coffee back to her room. The toenail woman had finished and gone. The fruit-and-tablet woman had moved out to the courtyard and was reading in the shade of the gardenia.

It was just the two of them in the common room.

She did not start the conversation. He understood that she was not going to.

He drank the coffee.

* * *

He said, “How long have you been here.”

“Eleven years.”

“Of the wing.”

“Since I was twenty-six. I came up from Cartagena. I am thirty-seven now.”

“You run it.”

“I run it operationally. Z runs the business. There is a difference and I respect it. But the women on the roster — I run.”

“You hired them.”

“Most of them. Yamila I hired. Soledad. Tova. Bianca. Ines came up with me from Cartagena, she has been with me since the beginning. Perla — Perla I did not hire. She came up from the village two years ago. It was a special arrangement. Z agreed to it and I was told to make it work.”

“Perla is from the village.”

“Yes.”

He drank the coffee. He set the cup down on the rattan table.

“Tell me about Perla.”

She watched him.

“Tayra was going to tell you about Perla today.”

“After lunch. In my office.”

“She still should. I will tell you what I know, which is what I run. I do not run the part Tayra runs. We talk to each other when we have to, and the parts that we do not have to talk about, we do not talk about.”

“Bueno.”

“Perla works the wing two nights a week. The other five she goes home to the village. She is not popular with the regulars. They want her once and they go back to the women they had before her. She is not unhappy about this — she takes the money those two nights and goes home. She has a boyfriend in the village. The boyfriend was not — was not happy at first about the work. He came around to it because the money is the money.”

“Came around.”

“That is what she tells me. I have my own questions about it. They are not questions for today.”

He nodded.

“She was here Monday night,” Caimana said. “She left Tuesday morning before breakfast. She has not been back since. Tayra called the village yesterday evening to check on her. Tayra has not told me what she found out. I do not ask. That part is Tayra’s part.”

“Bueno.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“The man who came to the desk yesterday. Tayra told me. She does not normally tell me about the front-of-house but she told me about that one. I want you to know the women in here are not — we are not afraid. This is not a frightened wing. We have been here a long time and we have seen things. But I am paying attention.”

“That’s right.”

“Thank you for handling him the way you did.”

“That was the easy part.”

“I know it was. I am still saying thank you.”

He nodded.

He looked at her across the rattan table. She looked at him. There was a moment in the looking that lasted, and then there was a moment past that, and then she set her own coffee cup down and put both her bare feet on the floor and looked at him with a different look on her face.

She said, “The previous manager.”

“Yes.”

“Hale.”

“Yes.”

“Hale used to come in here on Friday nights with a bottle of rum. He used to sit on this couch where you are sitting now. He used to drink the rum and then he used to ask one of us to come down the hall with him. He had favorites at first and then he stopped having favorites.”

He set the cup down.

“That is over,” he said.

“I know.”

“How.”

“Because you came in with a toolbox.”

“That’s not enough.”

“It’s not. I am telling you why I knew it was over before you said it. The saying it is what makes it over. So say it.”

He said, “I will not do that. I am not that man. I am here to manage the wing’s operations, which means supplies and maintenance and security and disputes. I am not here to drink rum on the couch. I am not going to ask anyone down the hall.”

“Bueno.”

She watched him.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Danny.”

She tilted her head a quarter inch.

“Danny.”

“Yes.”

“The man you just described. The one you are not. That is also not what I am asking you about.”

He looked at her.

She held his eye.

She had stripped her face of any small social arrangement. She was not arranging an expression for him to read. She was just looking at him, in her own house, on her own couch, with the morning light coming across the tile and the coffee cooling on the rattan table and her bare feet flat on the floor in front of her chair.

She said, “I have been deciding about you for four days.”

“I know.”

“I have decided.”

“I know.”

“Come here.”

He set the cup down. He stood up. He went around the coffee table.

She did not stand up to meet him. She watched him cross the four feet of floor between the couch and her chair, and when he reached her she put one hand on his belt and pulled him down onto the rattan arm of the chair, half-balanced, his hip against hers, her face tipped up to his.

“Quietly,” she said. “The wing has thin walls.”

“Bueno.”

“Bedroom.”

“Yours.”

“Mine.”

She stood. She took his hand. She walked him down the hall.

* * *

Her bedroom was at the end of the hall, the quiet corner room where the gardenia scent drifted through the open window. The bed was neatly made, pale yellow walls warm in the low light, that small oil painting of a woman in profile watching over them like a silent witness. The curtain stirred gently with the night breeze.

She closed the door behind them. The lock clicked. She leaned back against it, dark eyes on him, chest already rising faster.

“Take your time, Danny,” she whispered, voice thick with need. “I want to feel every second.”

“I will.”

He crossed to her, took her face in both strong hands and tilted it up. He studied her—the faint lines at the corners of her eyes, that strong nose, the wide soft mouth he hadn’t truly claimed yet. Then he kissed her. Slow. Deep. Nothing like the hungry terrace kiss with Ixara. This was deliberate, possessive, the kind of kiss that answered every quiet question she’d asked him over coffee.

She moaned low into his mouth, a deep, chesty “yes” that vibrated against his tongue.

He kissed the corner of her mouth, then under her jaw, tasting the warm pulse of her brown skin. Her hands came up between them, resting flat on his chest, not pushing him away—just feeling him, surrendering control.

“The shirt,” she breathed. “Let me, por favor.”

She unbuttoned him slowly, one button at a time, eyes down on her own fingers like this was sacred. He watched the top of her head—thick dark hair parted neatly, that little swirl at her crown. When the last button gave way she slid the shirt off his shoulders and laid it carefully over the chair, like she wanted everything perfect for him.

She stepped back, held his gaze, and peeled her own white sleeveless blouse up and off. No bra. Her small, beautiful breasts were bare—thirty-seven years of a strong, childless Latina body, tits slightly different sizes, dark nipples already tight and begging. She let him look. She wanted him to look.

He drank her in—shoulders, breasts, the soft curve under her ribs, the waist of her jeans—slow and hungry. When his eyes finally returned to hers she was flushed, breathing through parted lips.

“Bueno,” she said softly. “Now you can touch your morenita.”

He touched her like she belonged to him.

One hand cupped her left breast, feeling its warm weight, thumb circling her stiff nipple until her eyelids fluttered and she whimpered. He bent and kissed the other, right over her heart, mouth lingering, sucking gently. Her fingers slid into his hair, resting there, not demanding—just holding on while she gave herself over.

“Danny…”

“Yes?”

“The bed.”

He guided her there, laid her down on her back across the cream coverlet. Slowly he peeled her jeans and soaked cotton panties down her smooth tan legs, revealing her glistening pussy—already swollen, wet, shining for him. She watched every second, arms stretched above her head, back arched just enough to show off the beautiful lines of her body. She trusted him completely.

He undressed for her, then crawled over her.

He kissed down her throat, the hollow at its base, between her breasts. He took one dark nipple into his mouth and sucked until she moaned that low “yes” again, her hand tightening at the back of his neck. Lower—soft belly, the crease where hip met thigh, then the inside of one trembling leg.

She drew her knee up slowly, opening herself like an offering. Her pretty brown pussy was dripping, lips puffy and slick. He took his time—tongue tracing her folds, circling her clit, sliding inside her tight heat while she gasped and rolled her hips. He learned every sound she made, every twitch of her thigh against his shoulder, and he worshipped her until she was shaking.

“Come up here… ven, Danny, please,” she begged, pulling at him.

He rose, kissed her mouth so she could taste herself on his tongue, and eased his thick cock into her soaked cunt. She breathed out a long, shuddering moan as he stretched her open—taking every inch, walls fluttering around him.

“Look at me,” he commanded quietly.

Her dark eyes opened and locked on his. She kept them there the whole time, even as he started thrusting—slow, deep strokes that made her small tits bounce and her breath hitch. The open window let in the gardenia scent and the soft bird calls, but nothing else existed except her tight Latina pussy gripping him and those eyes telling him everything.

This wasn’t the paid version of her. This was Caimana—raw, real, choosing to submit to him completely.

He kissed the corner of her mouth without breaking rhythm.

She came hard—body arching, cunt clenching and pulsing around his cock, a long shuddering “yessss” escaping as she stared into his eyes the entire time. He held her through it, then followed, filling her deep with thick ropes of cum while their eyes stayed locked.

Afterwards she pulled him down, arms wrapped tight around his back, face buried against his throat. They stayed like that, breathing together, the bed now smelling of sweat, sex, and her.

She kissed his jaw softly. “Stay a minute, mi rey.”

“I will.”

He stayed, buried inside her, until the moment felt perfect.

They dressed quietly. She kissed him once more at the door—soft, on the corner of his mouth. Then she walked him back, rinsed the coffee cups at the sink without turning around.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“The heater is fixed.”

“It is.”

“Thank you… for handling it so personally.”

“De nada, Caimana.”

He left the way he came, already hard again thinking about the next time he’d make her moan his name.

* * *

Ixara was at the service corridor entrance.

She had a cart with her — a housekeeping cart, the linen rotation, she was helping cover for a housekeeper who had gone home sick that morning. She was in the same uniform from yesterday. Her hair was in the braid. She looked up when he came around the corner with the toolbox.

She stopped pushing the cart.

He stopped walking.

She looked at him. Her eyes did the thing they had done in the lobby this morning — the fast read, top to bottom — and they did it slower this time. They went over his face. They went over the open collar of his shirt where he had buttoned it back wrong by one button. They went over his hands and the toolbox in his right hand. They came back up to his face.

She did not say anything.

He did not say anything.

She held his eye for one full beat. Then her mouth did a small thing — not a smile, not a frown, the small thing a mouth does when a woman is filing a piece of information into a place she had not planned to put a piece of information today. She nodded at him. The nod said: *I see.*

She started pushing the cart again.

“Buenos días, jefe,” she said as she passed.

“Buenos días, Ixara.”

She went past him. He went past her. The cart wheels clicked over the tile. The toolbox was heavy in his hand. He carried it back up the path and past the bougainvillea and around the corner to the maintenance closet by the spa, and he put it on the shelf where it belonged.

He went up to the office.

He sat down at his desk.

He put his hands flat on the desk and he looked at them. They were the same hands they had been an hour and forty-five minutes ago when he had taken his suit jacket off and rolled his sleeves to the elbow. They were not the same hands.

He was carrying something he had not carried up the path with him.

He understood this. He sat with it.

Then he opened the laptop and pulled up the conference suite quote for the February retreat, and he went on with his afternoon.

* * *

Tayra came to his office at two thirty as promised. She brought the file on Perla. He read it. She told him what she knew. He thanked her. He filed it.

He would think about the file later. He would have to. The man in the guayabera had walked into his lobby with that name on his lips and the name had a person attached to it — a quiet woman from the village with a boyfriend who had not come around to the work, a woman whose absence since Tuesday morning was now a specific absence with a specific shape. Tayra said she would call the village again that night. He told her to take Diego with her if she wanted to drive down in the morning. She said no. She said she would handle it the way she had been handling it. He said bueno.

He would think about Perla later.

What he was thinking about now, on the balcony in the evening with the beer in his hand, was Caimana.

The Ixara thing had been a different thing. He had understood the Ixara thing on the night it happened — what it was, what register it was in, what kind of arrangement it was going to settle into. The Ixara thing was a clean fast thing between two people who liked each other and were not going to confuse it with anything else.

The Caimana thing was not clean. It was not fast. It was not unconfused.

She had taken him to her bed in her own house. She had told him about Perla and about her own hiring history and about Hale and the rum. She had told him what Hale used to do on Friday nights and she had told him in the same room where Hale had used to do it, and then she had taken him down the hall to a different room, *her* room, and she had asked him to look at her while he was inside her, and she had looked at him while she came.

She had been telling him something.

What she had been telling him was: *I am letting you in. Not the wing. Me.*

He drank the beer.

He thought about what that meant.

He had taken the job four days ago thinking it was a job. He had understood, signing the paper, that the job had a side to it that involved seven women on a roster and a phone number with no name attached and a folder he had to leave squared on his desk overnight. He had understood the operational side. He had not understood — he had not let himself understand — that the women on the roster were going to be people. Real ones. With histories and houses and beds and reasons for letting a man into them or not letting a man into them.

Caimana had let him in. Specifically. Not as a guest. Not as a client. As a man.

That was a different category of thing than the Ixara thing.

He was not going to pretend it wasn’t. He had decided, lying on the balcony last night, to be honest with himself all the way down. He was being honest now. Caimana had let him in for reasons that had nothing to do with the wing’s business and nothing to do with Z and nothing to do with the hotel’s books, and that meant something, and he was going to have to figure out what it meant in the next days and weeks because she was going to keep being there at the end of the hall in the cream linen room with the gardenia outside the window, and so was he.

He thought about Ixara at the service corridor entrance with the cart.

The look she had given him.

She had clocked it inside of three seconds. She had filed it. She had not said anything about it because she was a professional and the lobby was not the place for it, but she had filed it, and tomorrow or the next day or some day soon there was going to be a conversation about what he was doing with the women on this property, and the conversation was going to be initiated by one of the women, and probably by Ixara because Ixara was the fastest of them.

He thought about this without distress.

He thought about it the way a man thinks about a contract he has signed — not anxiously, but with a clear sense of his own position in it, and a clear sense that the other parties to the contract had positions of their own that he was going to have to listen to and respect.

He finished the beer.

He thought about Caimana in the bed with the morning light coming across her face.

He thought about her saying *I have been deciding about you for four days.*

He thought about the small painting above her headboard. The woman in profile. The work of someone who had cared.

He went inside. He showered. He sat on the edge of the bed and looked at his hands. They were still not the same hands. He thought they were going to stay not the same hands for a while.

He turned out the lamp.

The bachata was going on the other side of the wall. Two women’s voices laughing. He listened until they stopped.

He slept.
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Chapter 6

The call came in at six forty-seven on a Thursday morning.

Danny was at his desk. He had been at his desk since six fifteen with a cup of black coffee from the lobby station and the weekly arrivals report open on his screen. The third week of November. High season had started. The hotel was at eighty-three percent occupancy and would be at ninety-one by the weekend. Tayra had brought him the morning briefing at six thirty. The briefing had included a note that the Toronto family in 412 had checked in late Tuesday and was on a seven-night package and had asked for a six a.m. wakeup call this morning that the desk had completed without incident.

The phone rang. The internal line. He picked it up.

“Voss.”

“Jefe.” Marisol. Her voice low, controlled. “412. The wife came down to the desk.”

“Talk.”

“She can’t wake him. She thinks — she said he isn’t breathing. She came down two minutes ago. I asked if she’d called the room phone, she said yes. I sent Oscar up. I’m calling you.”

“I’m on my way. Tayra knows?”

“I’m calling her next.”

“Call her. Tell Oscar not to enter the room. Tell him post the corridor. I’ll be there in three.”

He hung up.

He stood up. He pulled on his suit jacket — he had been in shirtsleeves at the desk — and he buttoned it on the way to the door. He took the back stairs two at a time but he did not run on the carpet. Running in a hotel was a thing guests saw. He moved fast and smooth and quiet down the service corridor and up the staff stairs to four, and he came out on the fourth floor at six fifty in the morning with his pulse working but his breath even.

Oscar was at 410, standing the corridor.

“Jefe.”

“You been inside.”

“No, jefe. The wife came out. She’s at the end of the corridor. I told her to stay there until you got here.”

Danny looked down the corridor. A woman was standing by the window at the far end with her arms folded across her chest and her body wrapped in a hotel robe. She was looking at him. She was a woman in her late forties, blonde-going-gray, the kind of put-together Toronto woman who had married a man with money and stayed married to him for twenty-five years. She was very still.

He went to her first.

“Mrs. Whitfield.”

“Yes.”

“I’m Danny Voss. I’m the general manager. Can you tell me what happened.”

She told him. She had woken at six twenty. Husband had not. She had nudged him. She had said his name. She had checked his breathing. She hadn’t been able to find it. She had called the front desk. She had come down to the lobby in a robe because she hadn’t wanted to be in the room. That was three minutes ago, four, she didn’t know. The hotel doctor was on his way. The desk had told her.

“Mrs. Whitfield, I’d like to look at the room before the doctor arrives. Five minutes. Will you wait here with my security officer.”

“Yes.”

“Has anyone else been in the room since you left it.”

“No. I closed the door. Oscar — your man — he didn’t go in.”

“Bueno. Five minutes.”

He went down the corridor. Oscar stood the post. Danny took a pair of nitrile gloves from his suit pocket — he carried two pairs in every jacket he owned, an old habit from his Belize maintenance days — and he pulled them on while he walked. He stopped at the door of 412. He pulled the master key from his other pocket. He opened the door without touching the knob with his bare hand.

He went in.

* * *

The room was a king deluxe, ocean view, the standard configuration for the seventh-night package. Curtains half-drawn. The morning light was coming in horizontal across the floor and the foot of the bed. The room was cool. The AC was set to twenty-one Celsius and was running. The bathroom door was open. The bathroom light was off.

He stood in the doorway and he took the room in before he moved.

The bed was made up on one side and slept-in on the other.

The slept-in side was the side closest to the door. Whitfield was on his back. Robert Whitfield, fifty-two, Cleveland Ohio per the registration card, software executive on his second visit to this property in eighteen months. He was wearing the white button-down shirt and the khaki trousers he had put on at some point last night. The shirt was open at the collar. The trousers were belted. The belt was on the loose hole, the one a man wore at the end of a long evening of food and drink, but the belt was on.

His shoes were on his feet.

Danny looked at the shoes.

They were brown leather loafers, soft, the kind a man took off the moment he walked into a hotel room because that was what a man did. They were on Whitfield’s feet. They had not been kicked off and put on again. They were laced — Whitfield was the kind of man who tied his loafers in a small careful knot, which Danny knew from the way the laces were tied now. The knot was clean. It had not been retied. He had been wearing those shoes when he went on the bed.

He had not gone *to* bed. He had gone *on* the bed.

Danny did not move further into the room. He took out his phone. He photographed the doorway from where he stood. He photographed the bed from the doorway. He photographed Whitfield from the doorway. He photographed the shoes.

He stepped to the foot of the bed and photographed the shoes again from a different angle. He photographed Whitfield’s hands — folded across his stomach, the right hand on top of the left, in the careful symmetrical posture of a man laid out at a viewing. Danny had seen a lot of dead men in fourteen years of hotel work, in beds and in bathrooms and once in a swimming pool, and dead men did not lie down like that on their own. Dead men sprawled. Dead men twisted. Dead men ended up on the floor or against the headboard or on their sides with one arm flung out. They did not, on their own, fold their hands across their stomachs in the careful posture of a man in a coffin.

Someone had arranged him.

Danny photographed the hands. He photographed the bedside table — a glass of water with a wedge of lime, the wedge gone yellow and dry; a pair of reading glasses folded next to the glass; a paperback book splayed open face-down at page one-eighty-something; Whitfield’s wallet next to the book; a wristwatch laid flat next to the wallet, the band still buckled in the loop.

The reading glasses were folded.

A man who fell asleep reading didn’t fold his glasses. He set them on top of the book. Or he dropped them on his chest. Or they ended up on the floor next to the bed because he had taken them off in the middle of a yawn and they had slid. They did not, of their own volition, fold themselves and lay neatly next to the water glass.

Danny photographed the glasses. He photographed the paperback. He photographed the watch.

He moved around the foot of the bed to the far side. The bathroom side. He photographed the room from this angle. Then he stopped at the bathroom door and he photographed the bathroom. The sink. The counter. There was a toothbrush in the cup. There was a small zippered toiletry bag on the counter with the zipper closed. The water glass at the sink had been rinsed. He could see the small water spots on the inside, the way water spots dried when a glass had been rinsed and inverted to drain.

A man at the end of a long night did not rinse his bedside glass.

Danny photographed the glass. He photographed the inverted angle. He photographed the toiletry bag. He photographed the closed zipper.

He went back to the main room. He went to the chair in the corner — a small upholstered armchair by the window, in cream — and he photographed the chair. He photographed the angle of the chair to the wall. The chair had been moved. It was twelve inches further from the wall than the cleaning crew set it. He had been in three of these rooms in the past two days on his rounds and he knew where the chair sat. This one was twelve inches forward. Someone had pulled it out from the wall and not pushed it back.

He stood in the middle of the room and he ran the sequence in his head.

Whitfield had been in the room. Someone else had been in the room with him or had come in after him. Whitfield had died. Someone had done some work afterward — moved him to the bed, folded his hands, folded his glasses, rinsed the water glass at the bathroom sink and left it to drain, zipped the toiletry bag. Someone had not taken the time to remove the shoes. Someone had pulled the chair out from the wall and not pushed it back, which was the small mistake of a person tidying under stress and missing one thing.

Someone had wanted the room to look like Robert Whitfield had died in his sleep at the end of a normal night.

Someone had not been good enough at it.

He did not say any of this out loud. He did not say any of it to anyone. He pocketed his phone. He pulled off the gloves and put them in his suit pocket. He went out of the room and he closed the door behind him and he did not touch the knob with his bare hand on the way out.

He put on a different face. The face for Mrs. Whitfield.

He walked down the corridor to her.

* * *

She was at the head of the stairs at six fifty-three, three minutes after the call.

Tayra. Same gray dress as yesterday — she kept three of them, he had figured out, identical, one in the wash on rotation — and her hair pulled back. No clipboard. She had not stopped for a clipboard. She came up the stairs at the speed a woman walked when she did not want to be seen running and she stopped at the landing and her eyes found him and Mrs. Whitfield at the end of the corridor.

He walked Mrs. Whitfield down the corridor toward her.

“Mrs. Whitfield, this is Tayra Mendez. She’s our operations manager. She’s going to take you to a private room downstairs. The hotel doctor will be here in a few minutes. We’ll get him up to your husband and we’ll get someone with you to help with whatever you need to do next.”

Mrs. Whitfield nodded. She was holding herself together very well. She was holding herself together the way a woman who had been the wife of a senior executive for twenty-five years held herself together — by being very practiced at not letting other people see her not held together.

Tayra came forward. She put her hand on Mrs. Whitfield’s elbow. The touch was professional and warm and exactly the right amount.

“Señora,” she said in English. “Come with me. We have a small office on the second floor. I’ll get you tea. We’ll wait for the doctor there. Whatever you need.”

Mrs. Whitfield went with her.

At the head of the stairs Tayra looked back at him. The look was a question.

He gave her the smallest nod.

She understood. She took Mrs. Whitfield down the stairs.

He went back to Oscar.

“Oscar. The corridor stays sealed. Nobody on this floor except the doctor when he gets here. The cleaning crew does not start on four until I clear it. The desk does not put any new arrivals on this floor today. If a guest from another room wants to come down the corridor, you walk them around through the other stairwell. Nobody touches that door.”

“Sí, jefe.”

“And Oscar.”

“Sí.”

“You did the right thing not going in.”

“Gracias, jefe.”

He went down the back stairs. He went to his office. He closed the door. He sat down at his desk. He picked up the phone and he made the call.

* * *

She picked up on the second ring.

“Sí.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

He told her.

He told her the way she had asked him to tell her. Operational. No editorializing. He told her about the call from Marisol. He told her about Mrs. Whitfield in the corridor. He told her he had gone into the room. He told her what he had photographed. He told her about the shoes and the hands and the glasses and the chair. He told her about the rinsed glass at the bathroom sink. He took ninety seconds.

She did not interrupt.

When he had finished she said, “The wife.”

“Downstairs with Tayra. I have her in a private office. The hotel doctor is on his way and the police will be here within the hour. The wife was not in the room. There was no one in the room when she woke up except her and the body. Someone else was in there earlier and she did not know.”

“You are sure she did not know.”

“I am sure.”

“Why.”

“Because the way she described it. She woke up. She thought he was sleeping. She nudged him. She is a fifty-year-old woman who has been married to that man for twenty-five years. She knows what he looks like sleeping and she knows what he looks like dead. She told me she thought he was sleeping for ninety seconds before she figured out he wasn’t. That ninety seconds is real. If she had been in on it she would have skipped that ninety seconds in the telling.”

“Bueno. Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Cooperate fully with the police. Everything you would normally do as a hotel manager. Photographs you do not have. The east wing you do not know about. Whitfield was a guest. He died in his sleep. The room was as you found it. Do not improvise. Do not volunteer.”

“Understood.”

“There is a second instruction.”

“Yes.”

“Find out what happened.”

He waited.

“I need to know,” she said. “Before the police know. Before anyone else knows. I need to know who came into that room and what they did and why. I need to know by the end of the week. You are the man on the property and the property is the place this happened, and I am paying you to know things, and I am telling you now that this is a thing I am paying you to know.”

“Yes.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Be careful. Whoever did this is on the island.”

“Yes.”

The line went dead.

He set the phone down. He sat at the desk. He looked at the door of his office for one breath and then he stood up and he went down to find the hotel doctor, who was just coming up the front steps with his bag in his hand.

* * *

The hotel doctor was a man in his sixties named Reyes. Not the chairman of the holdings group — a different Reyes, a common name on this stretch of coast. Dr. Reyes had been the on-call physician for Paradise Hotel for fifteen years. He had a small private practice in town and he kept a key to a cabinet behind the front desk that contained a stethoscope and a blood pressure cuff and the kind of supplies a hotel doctor needed in the kind of incidents a hotel doctor ran into.

He had been called twice a year, on average, over fifteen years. Mostly for tourists with food poisoning. Once for a hip fracture by the pool. Once for a heart attack on the eighth hole of the golf course at the Reef Club, which he had also serviced. Three deaths in fifteen years, all clean — two cardiac, one stroke, all of them men over sixty in the wrong tropical climate eating the wrong tropical food and not telling their cardiologists they were going.

Danny had read the doctor’s file the day before yesterday.

Dr. Reyes came up the steps with the careful unhurried gait of a sixty-year-old man who had been called to see a body before and was bracing himself for it. He had a leather bag in his hand. He shook Danny’s hand at the porte-cochère.

“Mr. Voss. I am sorry for the morning.”

“Thank you for coming. Fourth floor, room 412. The wife is downstairs with our operations manager. I’d like you to see the body first if that’s all right with you. I’d rather not bring her back into the room.”

“Of course.”

They went up. Oscar nodded them through. Danny opened the door of 412 with the master key and he held it for the doctor. He did not go in. He stood in the doorway and he watched.

The doctor went to the bed.

He set his bag on the floor. He pulled gloves from his jacket pocket and put them on. He approached the body. He did the things doctors did. He felt for the carotid. He lifted an eyelid. He examined the back of the neck and the inside of the lower lip. He took a small device from his bag and pressed it to the underside of the wrist. He recorded a temperature.

He worked for about four minutes.

He stood up. He looked at the bed. He looked at the room.

He looked at the chair by the window. The one twelve inches further from the wall than it should have been.

His face did the thing that Danny had been waiting for it to do.

It did the thing very slightly. The thing was a small drawing-down at the corners of the mouth, the small involuntary acknowledgment of a man who had seen something he had not expected to see and was now deciding what he was going to do about it. Dr. Reyes was sixty-one years old. He had three deaths on his service record. He had probably seen a fourth, in private practice, over the years. He knew what a man who had died in his sleep looked like and he knew what a man who had been arranged to look like he had died in his sleep looked like, and the difference was visible to him from across the room.

He looked back at Danny.

Danny did not nod. Danny did not shake his head. Danny did not give any signal. Danny stood in the doorway with his hands clasped in front of him and his face the face of a hotel manager who had called a doctor.

The doctor looked at him.

The doctor, after one full second of looking, said:

“Mr. Voss. This appears to be a cardiac event. I will conduct a more thorough examination at the morgue and provide a formal cause of death within twenty-four hours. The body should not be moved until the police have completed their initial visit. Will you be calling them, or shall I.”

“I’ll call them.”

“Bueno.”

He picked up his bag.

He stopped at the door. He stopped right next to Danny. He looked at Danny’s face — close, the face of a man checking another man’s face — and Danny held his eye and let him look.

The doctor said, in a low voice, in Spanish:

“You photographed the room.”

“I did.”

“Bueno. Make sure those photographs are in a place I can find them if I need them.”

“I will.”

The doctor went out into the corridor and down the hall and down the stairs. Danny stood at the door of 412 and he watched him go. He understood several things, all of them at once. He understood that Dr. Reyes was a man who had been on this property for fifteen years and who knew what kind of property it was and who had filed two of the three previous deaths as cardiac when one of them had not been. He understood that Dr. Reyes had told him so by the way he had asked about the photographs. He understood that Dr. Reyes had also told him, by asking about the photographs, that the doctor was on Danny’s side in some way the doctor was not yet ready to make explicit.

He understood that the doctor was a man who had been waiting for someone to come who would photograph the room.

He filed all of it.

He closed the door. He locked it. He went down to call the police.

* * *

He made the call. He gave the police the report. They told him a detective would be at the hotel within ninety minutes. He thanked them. He hung up.

He had ninety minutes.

He went back upstairs. He stood the corridor with Oscar. He went into 412 alone again. He locked the door behind him. He pulled on a fresh pair of gloves.

He worked backward.

Whitfield had checked in Tuesday afternoon at three fifteen with his wife. They had taken a late lunch in the restaurant at four. They had been on the beach Wednesday morning. Wednesday afternoon they had been at the spa — the wife had a facial at two, Whitfield had a massage at three. Wednesday evening they had eaten in the restaurant at seven. Eduardo had mentioned the table to Danny in passing — table six, the corner two-top, the guests were friendly, the man had ordered the snapper twice in two nights. They had been in the bar after dinner for one drink each. They had been back in the room by ten.

The wife had said she had read for an hour and gone to sleep at eleven. She had said her husband had read with her for some of that time and had then said he was going down to the bar for one more drink. She had said he often did that on vacation. She had said she had not heard him come back. She had slept hard, she said, the way she always did on the second night of a vacation. She had woken at six twenty.

Danny pulled the bedside paperback. He looked at the page Whitfield had been on. He photographed it. He set it back down.

He went to the closet. The closet was tidy. Whitfield’s clothes were on hangers. The wife’s were on a different rod. One pair of women’s sandals on the floor. One pair of men’s loafers — different from the loafers Whitfield was wearing on the bed, brown rather than the black ones he had worn to dinner. So Whitfield had been in the closet last night. He had put away one pair of loafers. He had put on different ones. Why?

If a man came back to his room after a drink at the bar, he kicked his shoes off. He didn’t change them.

If a man went *out* of his room to go somewhere, he might change them.

Danny stood in the closet looking at the brown loafers on the floor.

He photographed them. He photographed the rod. He photographed the configuration.

He went back to the bed.

He looked at Whitfield’s right hand on top of his left. He looked at the cuffs of the white shirt. He looked at the collar. The collar had a smell on it — faint, not the smell of the man’s own cologne, which was on his neck and his jaw — a different smell. A perfume. Light. Floral. Not a smell that came from his wife. He had been to the spa with his wife at three the day before. The wife’s smell would not have been on him that strongly twelve hours later.

He bent his head. He smelled the collar. Then the cuff.

Floral. A particular kind of floral. He had smelled that particular floral before.

He had smelled it yesterday.

He had smelled it on the woman painting her toenails outside her bedroom in El Jardin.

He stood up.

He stood at the bedside of a dead man in Room 412 with the morning light coming in across the floor and he understood that the floral he had smelled on a woman in El Jardin yesterday morning was on the collar of a man who had died in this room sometime late last night. The floral was a perfume worn by a woman who lived in El Jardin. The smell was on his collar. Whitfield had been close enough to a woman from El Jardin last night to take her perfume onto his collar.

The woman who had been painting her toenails.

He had not asked her name yesterday. He had filed her in his head as a face — coral-red toenails, hair down, painting her own toes on the floor outside her room. Caimana would know who she was. Caimana would know everything about who she was. He was going to have to ask Caimana.

He was going to have to ask Caimana whether one of the women on her roster had been in this room last night with this man who was now dead on this bed.

He was going to have to ask Caimana whether one of her women had killed a guest.

He stood at the bedside for a slow count of ten and he sat with that.

Then he took out his phone and he photographed the collar one more time, and the cuff, and the careful symmetrical hands on top of each other, and he turned and he left the room and he locked the door and he did not look back.

* * *

He went to his office. He closed the door. He sat at his desk and he put his hands flat on the blotter and he looked at them and he did not move them for a slow count of thirty.

A man was dead in his hotel.

A woman from El Jardin had been in the room with him before he died, or after. The math of when she had been there was something he did not yet have. The math of who she was, he had a partial guess on. The math of what had happened in that room, he did not have.

What he had was this. He had a man on the bed with his hands folded on his chest like a corpse at a viewing, and a chair pulled twelve inches out from the wall, and a rinsed glass at the bathroom sink, and a smell on a collar that was a smell from El Jardin.

He had a doctor who had just told him, in the smallest possible way, that the doctor was going to file cardiac and was going to be available to him if it became necessary not to file cardiac.

He had Z’s voice telling him to find out what happened before the police did.

He had ninety minutes.

He had Tayra downstairs with the wife. He had Caimana on the other side of a wall in El Jardin who knew her own roster better than he knew his own face. He had Ixara at the front desk. He had Marisol on the swing. He had Oscar in the corridor. He had a competent doctor and an incompetent killer and a tidied room and a story to manage for the police and a story to construct for Z and a story to live with for himself.

He thought about Caimana.

He thought about how he was going to walk into El Jardin in the next hour and ask her, in her own house, whether one of her women had killed an American guest. He thought about her face when he asked it. He thought about her face when she answered.

He thought about whether he was prepared to hear the answer he might get.

He was.

He was prepared.

That was something he had decided a long time ago, the night he had read the second folder, before he had ever met any of these women — that the answers to questions he was going to ask in this job were going to be answers he was going to have to be able to receive. He had taken the second salary for that reason as much as any other. The second salary was the price of the receiving.

He stood up.

He pulled on his suit jacket. He buttoned it. He took two breaths at the door of his office and put the right face on — the manager’s face, the one he was going to wear for the police, the one he had to be wearing when the detective walked in. He went down to find Tayra and the doctor and Mrs. Whitfield and he did the things he had to do for the next hour at the level of competence he had been hired for at both ends of his salary.

But under the manager’s face, under the suit jacket and the coffee and the conversation he was going to have with the police detective in twenty minutes, he was already in the hall of El Jardin walking toward Caimana’s bedroom.

He was already there.

He went down to do the work.
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Chapter 7

He came in through the front door at eight twenty in the morning in a white guayabera that fit him correctly and a pair of dark slacks that had been pressed by someone who had been pressing his slacks for a long time. He had a junior officer with him in uniform. The junior officer was twenty-four, maybe twenty-five, with the careful posture of a man on his first death investigation and the careful eyes of a man who had been told on the way over not to say anything.

Danny was at the front desk when they came in.

He had been at the front desk for the past half hour, on purpose. He had wanted to receive them in the lobby. The lobby was public. The lobby had four guests in it at the moment, two of whom were checking out and two of whom were drinking coffee at the small lobby table by the piano. The lobby had Marisol behind the desk and a bellhop at the door and the soft sound of the morning fan turning slowly above their heads. The lobby was a place where a conversation had to be conducted at a certain volume and in a certain register, and that volume and register were the volume and register Danny wanted.

He had thought about this for ten minutes after he had hung up with the police. He had thought about whether to bring them to his office or to a back conference room or to a quiet table on the terrace. He had decided on the lobby. The lobby kept the conversation cordial. The lobby kept the conversation short. The lobby kept the conversation in the hearing of half a dozen people, all of whom were guests and none of whom Paz was going to make uncomfortable.

He was right about that. He saw it on Paz’s face when Paz came through the door. The small flick of the eyes around the room — registering the guests, registering the bellhop, registering Marisol — and the small recalibration of the smile he had walked in with. He had been planning a different conversation. He was now going to have the one Danny had set up for him.

Danny came around the desk. He extended a hand.

“Detective. Thank you for coming.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“This is Officer Caro?”

“Caro, yes.”

“Welcome to Paradise Hotel. I have a corner table set up for us at the bar in the restaurant — quieter than the lobby, but not closed off. Coffee is on the way.”

He led them. He had set up the table after he had decided on the lobby for the receiving. The bar was through an archway off the lobby and was visible from the lobby through the archway, and it was empty at eight twenty in the morning, and a corner table at the back of the bar was as private as a man could get without being in a room with a door, but it was still a table that had four guests within sight of it.

He sat them down. The bartender brought three coffees. Paz watched him pour them. Paz watched Danny order in Spanish and watched the bartender respond in Spanish and watched Danny thank him in Spanish, and Paz did the small smile of a man recalibrating again.

“Your Spanish is good, Mr. Voss.”

“Thank you.”

“From where.”

“My mother. Maracaibo. And Caribbean hotels for nine years.”

“Bueno.”

Paz drank the coffee. The junior officer, Caro, had a small notebook open in front of him. He was holding a pen. He was looking at his own coffee cup.

Paz set the coffee down.

“Tell me what happened this morning.”

Danny told him. He told him the way he had told Z, but with the parts about the photographs and the chair and the rinsed glass and the perfume on the collar removed, and with the cardiac framing the doctor had set up tucked carefully into the right places. Whitfield, fifty-two, software executive from Cleveland, second visit, seven-night package. Late dinner Tuesday and Wednesday. Wife reported him not breathing at six twenty-three this morning. Hotel doctor on scene at six fifty-eight. Doctor’s preliminary read was cardiac event. Wife was downstairs in private with the operations manager. Body had not been moved. Room had not been entered except by Mrs. Whitfield, by Danny himself for the initial check, and by Dr. Reyes.

He took two minutes to say it. He left nothing out that a hotel manager would have been expected to include and he included nothing a hotel manager would not have been expected to know.

Paz listened.

When he was finished Paz said, “May I see the room.”

“Of course. I’d like to bring Officer Caro up first to begin the formal process and then I’ll come up myself. The room has been secured since Mrs. Whitfield came out of it. My security officer is at the door. He can give you the timestamps.”

“Bueno.”

Paz signaled to Caro. Caro stood up. Danny called Tayra on the internal line and told her to send Marisol up to escort the officers to the fourth floor. Marisol was at the table within ninety seconds. She walked the officers to the elevator and up to four with the careful expressionless courtesy of a hotel professional doing a thing she had not been asked to do before, and doing it correctly.

Paz did not go up with Caro.

Paz stayed at the table.

He watched his junior officer go. He turned back to Danny. He took another drink of his coffee. He set the cup down on the saucer, square with the edge. He looked at Danny across the table.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“How long have you been at this property.”

“Eight days.”

“Bueno. Then I have a question for you that I would like to ask the new manager of this property because the previous manager is no longer available for me to ask.”

“Ask.”

“This hotel offers certain services to certain guests beyond what is on the website.”

He said it quietly. He said it conversationally. He said it the way a man asked a question to which he already had the answer and was waiting to see what the other man would do with the asking.

* * *

Danny took two seconds.

He took the two seconds on purpose. A man who had no idea what Paz was talking about would have taken three or four. A man who knew exactly what Paz was talking about and was lying would have taken under one. Two seconds was the seconds of a man who was puzzled and trying to work out the question.

He put on a small puzzled smile.

“Beyond what’s on the website.”

“Yes.”

“The website lists the spa, the restaurant, the conference suites, the cabana service, the diving partner, and the airport transfer. Are you asking about one of those.”

“I am asking about a different category.”

“Detective, I’m not sure I follow. Are you asking about an unlicensed activity?”

“I am asking what I asked.”

“I would tell you if we offered something we weren’t licensed for. We don’t. The full operational catalog is in the office. I can have my operations manager bring it to you if it would be useful.”

“That is not necessary.”

“Is there a particular service you’re asking about.”

He let it hang.

He let Paz be the one to fill in the silence. Paz, in the silence, picked up his coffee cup. Drank from it. Set it down. The junior officer was three floors up by now. The lobby behind them had two new guests come in and check at the desk and Danny could hear Marisol’s voice doing the thing she did with arrivals, the small bright Spanish-and-English alternation that was the front-of-house’s signature.

Paz said, finally, “There has been some indication, in conversations with people in town, that this property has a certain reputation for entertaining particular guests in a particular way.”

“In town.”

“Yes.”

“From whom in town.”

“That is not the question we are working on this morning, Mr. Voss.”

“Of course not. I apologize. I’m trying to understand what you’re asking.”

“The reputation.”

“Detective.” Danny leaned back. He kept the small puzzled smile. “I have been managing Caribbean properties for nine years. Every property I have ever worked has had a reputation in the nearest town for something. Half the time it’s that we charge too much. The other half is that we let in the wrong kind of people. I would not be shocked to learn there is a rumor in the village about Paradise Hotel. I would be more shocked if there wasn’t one. What I can tell you operationally is what we do offer, which is on the website, and what we don’t offer, which is everything else. If there has been an irregularity I’d like to hear it specifically and I’ll address it specifically. Vague reputations I can’t manage.”

“Bueno.”

“Was there a specific concern.”

“Not at this time.”

“If there is, my door is open.”

“Thank you.”

The first probe was over.

Paz drank his coffee. Danny drank his.

The bartender came over with a small plate of pastries that Danny had asked for ten minutes ago, when he had been setting the table up, and he had not been planning to bring out unless the conversation was going a certain way. He brought them out now. Paz looked at the pastries. They were the small almond pastries the chef baked fresh every morning. Two each.

“Please,” Danny said. “Eduardo’s pastries are the best on the island.”

Paz took one.

* * *

Paz ate the pastry. He drank his coffee. He looked around the bar.

He was not in a hurry. He had a junior officer upstairs going through the formal motions and he had a body up there that was going to wait for him as long as he wanted it to wait, and he had a hotel manager in front of him whom he had identified, in the past ten minutes, as a problem of a specific kind. He had not yet figured out what kind of problem. He was going to take his time.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“You said this is your eighth day.”

“Yes.”

“Mr. Hale was here for fourteen months before you.”

“That’s my understanding.”

“Did you meet Mr. Hale.”

“No. The handover was via the corporate office.”

“Bueno. Mr. Hale and I had a working relationship.”

He said it carefully. He said it without weight. He said it the way a man set a glass on a table and waited to see if it would tip.

Danny said, “What kind of working relationship.”

“He understood that this property and my office have certain concerns in common. Tourism is the lifeblood of this island. The reputation of properties on this strip matters to my office for the same reasons it matters to the chamber of commerce. We had a friendly relationship in which we shared certain operational observations in both directions.”

“Operational observations.”

“Yes.”

“Detective, with respect, I’m not sure I follow what you’re describing.”

“I am describing a working relationship between the manager of this property and the local police office in which information flowed in both directions. I was friendly with Mr. Hale. I would like to be friendly with you.”

“I would also like to be friendly with you.”

“Bueno.”

“I don’t yet know what information I would have to share with you, beyond what I’m going to share today in the formal report. If a guest dies on this property again, you’ll be the first call I make. If we have an incident on the grounds I can’t manage internally, you’ll be the second call. The first will be the doctor. After that I’m not sure what observations I would have. We run a hotel.”

“Yes.”

“Was there a specific kind of observation you and Mr. Hale used to share.”

“Mr. Hale used to keep me informed about the hotel’s clientele.”

“The clientele.”

“Yes.”

“Detective. I cannot share information about our guests. I’m sure you understand. We have a privacy policy. The corporate office is rigorous about it. I would lose my job inside a week if I shared a guest list with anyone outside my staff.”

“Even as a courtesy.”

“Even as a courtesy. I’m sorry.”

“Mr. Hale managed it.”

“Mr. Hale isn’t here anymore.”

The line dropped between them and lay there.

It was a small line. It was a line with two meanings. The first meaning was operational — Hale was no longer the manager and his arrangements had not been transferred. The second meaning was the one Paz heard, the one that Danny had spent the second between the first sentence and the second sentence deciding to put into the second sentence. Hale isn’t here. We can speculate about why.

Paz did not speculate.

Paz drank his coffee.

He picked up the second almond pastry.

He ate it slowly. He looked at Danny over the pastry. The lobby behind them had a new guest at the desk. The fan above their heads turned. The bartender had wiped the same section of bar twice now without moving away from his post, which meant the bartender had been told by Marisol to stay close, which meant the staff was managing this conversation with him without being asked.

Paz finished the pastry. Brushed his fingers.

“These are very good.”

“Eduardo will be glad to hear it.”

“Mr. Voss, I have one more question.”

“Of course.”

Danny waited.

The third probe was coming. The third probe was the one Paz had walked in here intending to use if the first two failed. The first two had failed. Paz was going to use the third one now.

* * *

Paz softened.

He did it skillfully. He did it the way a man who had done this for twenty years knew how to do it. He set the cup down. He folded his hands on the table. He leaned forward a small angle. His face did the small open thing of a man who was about to tell another man something not as a policeman but as a friend.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“You are new on the island.”

“Eight days.”

“I have lived here for forty-six years. I know how this island works. I know how the strip works. I know how the hotels work. I know how the village works. I know things you will not know for two years if you are lucky and ten years if you are not. I have managed many situations on this island that men in your position have stepped into without knowing what they were stepping into.”

“I’m sure that’s true.”

“It can be — adjusting. For a foreign manager. The first year, especially. Things become apparent that were not in the corporate file. Arrangements you did not know about reveal themselves. Pressures arise. It can be a difficult time.”

“I’m sure.”

“I would like you to know that my office is a resource for new managers in this position. We have helped — many managers — adjust to the realities of the island. Mr. Hale was one of them. He came in eighteen months ago in much the same situation you are in now. We had a long conversation in his second week and we built, over time, a working relationship that served his interests and ours. I would like to offer you the same.”

Danny watched his face.

He watched it for the full second the offer took to land.

He understood several things at once. He understood that the relationship Paz was describing had not started in Hale’s second week — it had probably started before Hale had even arrived, with a phone call from someone to someone, and Hale had walked in already arranged. He understood that Paz was not stupid enough to think Danny did not know about the East Wing. He understood that Paz was offering a clean exit — *let me handle the East Wing for you, become my asset, and the wife of the dead man upstairs gets her cardiac certificate without complications.*

He understood that Paz had walked in here this morning expecting either to break the new manager or to bring him into the same arrangement Hale had been in.

He understood that Paz was going to leave this morning with neither.

He smiled.

He smiled the warm grateful smile of a foreign manager who had just been offered a hand by a kindly local detective with forty-six years on the island.

“Detective. That is very generous of you.”

“It is an offer.”

“And I appreciate it. I’m going to be honest with you. My job here is to run a hotel. I have a corporate office that watches everything I do, an ownership group that audits me quarterly, and a chairman who has signed the welcome letter on my desk. If I have a problem on the island that I can’t manage, the first call I make is to the corporate compliance office in Miami. They have a relationship with the embassy and with the appropriate authorities here. That’s the structure I operate under. I would not have the latitude to build the relationship you are describing, even if I wanted to.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“I am being honest with you.”

“You are.”

“I appreciate the offer. I would not be a good asset to you. You should not waste your time on me. There are better managers on this strip who would be much more useful to your office than I would be.”

“You may be the only honest manager on this strip, Mr. Voss.”

“That would be unfortunate for me, professionally.”

Paz almost laughed. He didn’t. The almost-laugh was the only thing of him that had moved without his consent in the last half hour, and Danny saw him put it back.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“I will let you know when I have the report from the doctor.”

“Thank you, Detective.”

“I do not anticipate complications.”

“I appreciate that.”

“The pastries were excellent. Please give my compliments to your chef.”

“I will.”

Caro came back down twelve minutes later. He had been efficient. He had photographs and a preliminary statement from Mrs. Whitfield. Paz stood up. Paz shook Danny’s hand. Paz said *buenos días, Mr. Voss* and walked out through the lobby with his junior officer, and Danny walked with them to the porte-cochère, and he stood at the porte-cochère until the unmarked sedan was past the gate.

He did not exhale.

He turned around and went back through the lobby. He nodded at Marisol. He nodded at the bellhop. He went up to his office and he closed the door and he sat down at his desk.

Then he exhaled.

* * *

She came in twenty minutes later.

She did not knock. She had been bringing him things without knocking for three days now, since the supplier call, and the not-knocking had become its own small contract. She had a coffee in her hand. She set it on the desk.

“Tayra.”

“Jefe.”

“The wife.”

“Sedated, calm. Her sister is flying down from Toronto tonight. The embassy has been called. Dr. Reyes is going to send her the cardiac certificate by tomorrow afternoon. I have her in 218 for tonight. Different floor. Different wing. She doesn’t have to walk past 412 again.”

“Bueno.”

“And the police left.”

“They did.”

“Paz tried.”

“He tried.”

She did not say anything. She stood at the corner of his desk with her notebook in her hand and she watched him drink the coffee. He drank it slowly. The window behind him was open. He could hear the pool through the window — a guest was swimming laps, the small even splash of a freestyle stroke, somebody on vacation having a normal morning.

She turned to go.

At the door she stopped.

“Jefe.”

“Yes.”

“You handled that very well.”

She said it in Spanish. She said it without looking at him. She said it in the same flat tone she had said *Hale was not a good man for this job* on the morning of the linen call, except this time the flatness had something underneath it that the linen morning had not had.

He said, “It was thirty minutes.”

“That’s why.”

She closed the door behind her.

He held the coffee with both hands. He looked at the door for a slow count of three. He thought about a lot of things at once. He thought about Paz’s almost-laugh. He thought about Mrs. Whitfield in 218. He thought about Tayra not looking at him when she had said it.

He went on with his day.

* * *

She came up at ten-thirty that night, quiet as sin.

Danny had carried the entire property on his back all day. Now he sat at the desk, log open, pen still in his hand, mind somewhere else.

The door opened.

Tayra stood there in that simple black cotton dress, hair down in thick dark waves, a small bottle of her own rum in one hand and the incident folder under her arm. She closed the door but left it unlocked—deliberate. This was not hiding. This was choosing.

She poured the rum, brought him a glass, then perched on the edge of his desk right beside him. He could smell her—warm woman, clean cotton, faint kitchen soap, and underneath it the unmistakable sweet musk of a pussy that had been aching for hours.

They drank.

Then she took his glass, set it aside, and leaned over him. Her mouth claimed his in a slow, deep kiss that tasted of rum and pure hunger. She climbed onto his lap, knees spreading wide around his hips, dress riding high up her smooth brown thighs.

“Tonight you don’t manage anything, Danny,” she whispered against his lips. “Let me.”

She kissed his throat, his jaw, unbuttoned his shirt with steady fingers and pressed her warm palm over his heart. Then she stood, lifted her arms, and let him peel the black dress off her body. Plain black bra and panties underneath. He unhooked the bra and freed her full, heavy breasts, dark nipples stiff and begging. He slid her soaked panties down her legs himself, revealing her smooth, glistening Latina pussy—lips puffy, clit swollen, inner thighs shiny with her cream.

She pushed him back onto the small leather couch, straddled him again, and freed his thick, rock-hard cock. Eyes locked on his, she rubbed the fat head up and down her dripping slit, coating him in her hot juices, teasing her own clit until she shivered. Then she sank down.

Inch by thick inch.

A long, shaky breath left her as her tight cunt stretched open around him, swallowing every vein, every ridge, until her ass rested against his thighs and he was buried to the balls inside her silky, pulsing heat.

“Fuck… you feel so deep,” she breathed.

She started riding him—slow, sensual rolls of her hips, grinding her clit against his pelvis on every downstroke. Her slick walls gripped and fluttered around his cock like wet velvet, milking him with every movement. The wet sounds of her pussy sliding up and down his shaft filled the quiet office—obscene, intimate, perfect. Her juices ran down his balls and soaked into the couch.

She kept her dark eyes on his the entire time, hands braced on his shoulders, full tits bouncing softly with every thrust. Sweat glistened on her brown skin. Her nipples were hard little peaks he leaned forward to suck, one after the other, tongue swirling, teeth grazing just enough to make her gasp and clench tighter around him.

She rode him like she owned him—controlled, sensual, savoring every thick inch stretching her open. Her breathing grew ragged. Her cunt started fluttering harder, hotter, wetter.

“I’m going to come on you,” she whispered, forehead pressed to his.

She ground down deep, rolled her hips in tight circles, and came with a long, shuddering moan she tried to bury against his neck. Her pussy spasmed violently around his cock—rippling, squeezing, gushing fresh hot cream all over him as her thighs trembled and her nails dug into his shoulders.

When the last wave passed she lifted her head, eyes heavy and dark with lust.

“Your turn,” she breathed. “Fill me.”

He gripped her hips, thrust up hard into her soaked, still-pulsing cunt, and let go. Thick, heavy ropes of cum pumped deep inside her, flooding her womb while she kept riding him slowly, milking every drop with her greedy walls. Their mixed juices leaked out around his cock, dripping down his balls in warm, sticky trails.

She stayed on him afterwards, forehead against his, breathing together, his softening cock still buried in her cum-filled pussy. Her inner muscles kept fluttering around him like little aftershocks, gently squeezing the last drops from him.

She kissed his jaw tenderly. “Thank you, jefe… for letting me have you like this.”

* * *

He called Z at eleven fifteen.

“Sí.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Paz came at eight twenty. Direct probe. Indirect probe. Sympathetic offer. I declined all three. He left at nine ten with the body. The doctor will file cardiac tomorrow afternoon. The wife is sedated and on a different floor. Her sister arrives tonight. Embassy informed. Corporate informed. Compliance log entered.”

“Did he ask about the East Wing.”

“Three times.”

“Bueno.”

“He had a working relationship with Hale. He offered me the same.”

“He would. He has had a relationship with every manager of this property since 2009. The relationship is not lucrative for him compared to other properties on this strip and he is not happy about losing it. He will come back.”

“I know.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Have you been to the village.”

“Not yet.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Good.”

The line went dead.

He sat at his desk. He looked at the rum glasses Tayra had put away. He looked at the incident folder squared on the corner. He looked at the leather couch. He looked at his hands.

He did not write the log entry tonight.

He went up to his suite. He showered. He went to bed.

The bachata was going on the other side of the wall.

He listened.

He slept.

* * *

He thought about it in the morning, on the perimeter walk before six.

Three women in five days. The Ixara thing. The Caimana thing. The Tayra thing. He was a competent man and he had taken the second salary because he had understood, going in, that this property was going to ask things of him that other properties had not. He had understood the operational side. He had not understood, until he was standing on the perimeter walk in the half-light before sunrise with the dew on the grass and the lights of the staff kitchen on through the window, what it was going to ask of him in the other categories.

It was going to ask him to be honest.

That was the thing it was going to keep asking.

Each woman had asked it of him in a different way. Ixara had asked it on the terrace by giving him a clean exit — *tell me to go back inside* — and he had been honest by not taking the exit. Caimana had asked it across the rattan table by saying *I have been deciding for four days* — and he had been honest by saying *I know.* Tayra had asked it by saying *I do not do this with managers* and he had been honest by hearing her, by not pretending he had not, by not minimizing it. Each of them had asked the question in their own register and he had had to find the answer in their register, not his.

This was new.

He had run with women in cities. He had run with women in his own register. He had been a man with patterns and the patterns had worked because the women had been operating in the same patterns. Here the patterns were different and the women were different and the register was different for each woman in turn, and the only thing he could do was meet each one where she was, and the meeting required a kind of attention he had not been good at when he was twenty-five and had been getting better at since, and which this island was now going to require him to be better at faster than he had been planning to.

He could do that.

He had decided he could do that on his first night on the property, lying in bed listening to the laughter on the other side of the wall, and the deciding had not been easy and had not been hard. It had been, simply, a thing he had decided.

He had three women now.

He thought about that without cataloging it. Ixara was Ixara. Caimana was Caimana. Tayra was Tayra. They were not a category. They were three separate decisions he had made with three separate women and each decision was its own thing, and each woman knew about the others or was going to know about the others and was going to handle that knowing in her own register. Ixara had already clocked Caimana — he had seen it in the corridor with the cart. Caimana would clock Tayra inside a week, if she had not already. Tayra would clock both. He was going to have to be honest with each of them when each of them brought it to him, and he was going to have to do the bringing-to-them himself if they didn’t do it first.

He was going to do the bringing-to-them himself if they didn’t do it first.

He had decided that on the perimeter walk in the half-light. He had not even known he had decided it until he had heard himself decide it. The deciding had been there underneath the thinking the whole time.

He came around the corner of the building.

The east wing courtyard was quiet. The gardenia was blooming. The kitchen lights were on in the staff wing. Marisol was at the front desk inside through the glass — he could see her shape at the counter, doing receipts, the swing shift’s last hour.

He had a six forty-five briefing with Tayra. He had a key card audit to start. He had a drive to the village to plan. He had a fisherman to find.

He had a man dead in his hotel and a perfume on the man’s collar and a woman on Caimana’s roster he was going to have to ask Caimana about before the day was over.

He went in to start.
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Chapter 8

The security office was on the second floor at the back of the administrative wing, two doors down from accounting and across from Hale’s old office which was now Danny’s. The man who ran it was named Felix. Felix was fifty-eight, had been the security director at Paradise Hotel for nineteen years, and had not been promoted in fourteen of them because Felix did not want to be promoted. He liked the chair he had. He had sat in it for half his working life and the chair was shaped to him now and he was shaped to the chair.

Danny went in at seven thirty in the morning with two coffees.

He set one on Felix’s desk.

“Felix.”

“Jefe.”

“I want to pull the key card log for 412. The forty-eight hours before Mrs. Whitfield came down.”

Felix did not ask why. Felix had been in security at this property for nineteen years and did not need to be told why a manager wanted a key card log on the morning after a guest had died on his floor. Felix took the coffee. Felix took a drink of it. Felix turned to his monitor and pulled up the log.

He swung the screen toward Danny.

The two men sat next to each other in the small office. Felix walked Danny through the system. Every key card swipe on the property generated a timestamp and a location and a card identifier — the registered guest’s card, the housekeeping card, the maintenance card, the service request card, the night manager’s master, all of them. The log for 412 over the past forty-eight hours was on a single screen. Sixteen entries.

Danny read through them.

Whitfield’s card had entered 412 at three eighteen Tuesday afternoon — check-in. Mrs. Whitfield’s card had entered at three twenty. They had both gone in and out a number of times Tuesday evening through the dinner and after the bar. Tuesday night Mrs. Whitfield’s card had entered at ten oh four. Whitfield’s card had entered at ten thirty-eight. Both cards had stayed in until the Wednesday morning maintenance window.

Wednesday morning a housekeeping card had entered at eleven oh seven and exited at eleven thirty-one — turn-down service, scheduled, normal pattern, the housekeeper was named Lourdes and she had been on shift and her card was the right card.

Wednesday afternoon both Whitfield cards had been in and out — beach, spa, restaurant, the schedule the wife had described. They had come back in for the evening at six fifty-two and six fifty-five. They had gone out to dinner at seven oh six and seven oh nine. They had come back in at nine forty and nine forty-three.

Whitfield had gone out again at ten thirteen. The wife had not. The wife’s last card swipe was nine forty-three — she had gone in and stayed in.

Whitfield’s card had come back in at ten fifty-two.

That was Whitfield, accounted for, going to the bar and coming back the way the wife had said.

Then there was an entry at eleven thirty-six. A service-request card.

Felix tapped the line.

“Service request.”

“What’s that.”

“Generic card. We have four of them. Maintenance carries one, housekeeping carries one, the night manager has one, and Tayra has one. They’re for the cases when the registered card doesn’t open the door — guests lose them, they demagnetize, kids get hold of them. Whoever has a service-request card on duty can open any room on the property to verify and reissue. The card doesn’t log to a specific person. It logs to the card identifier.”

“How long was it in.”

“Four minutes. Came out at eleven forty.”

“Who carried that card last night.”

Felix scrolled. He pulled up the duty assignments. He read.

“It was assigned to the night manager. Beto’s name is on the sheet.”

“Beto’s the kitchen runner.”

“Beto fills in on night manager when the regular night manager is off. The regular is on a vacation rotation this week. Beto has the shift through Sunday.”

“Was he on the floor at eleven thirty-six.”

“He was.”

Felix pulled up the camera footage. The cameras at Paradise Hotel were on a sixty-second rotation — six cameras feeding to a central recorder, each one capturing ten seconds of footage per minute. It was an old system. It was the system that had been on this property for fifteen years.

The footage at eleven thirty-six showed an empty corridor on the fourth floor.

The footage at eleven thirty-eight showed an empty corridor on the fourth floor.

The footage at eleven forty showed an empty corridor on the fourth floor.

Danny watched the segments. He went through them twice.

“Felix.”

“Jefe.”

“Pull every fourth-floor camera segment between eleven thirty and eleven forty-five.”

Felix pulled them. Forty-five segments — six cameras, ten-second clips, fifteen minutes covered. They watched them in sequence.

Every clip was an empty corridor.

Every clip was an empty corridor at a property where someone had used a service-request card to open Room 412 for four minutes.

Danny sat back in the chair.

He sat with it.

A camera disabled would have shown as a black screen. A camera covered would have shown as a still frame. The cameras at Paradise Hotel had not been disabled and had not been covered. They had simply not captured the person who had opened the door, because the person had moved between the ten-second windows. The person had known the rotation.

The cameras took ten seconds out of every sixty. There were fifty seconds out of every sixty when the corridor was unwatched. A person who knew the rotation could move from any door to any door inside fifty seconds, reset, and move again.

The person had used four minutes — three rotations of the camera cycle, with margin. The person had stood outside 412 during one of the off-camera windows, swiped the card, gone in, and pulled the door closed inside the next off-camera window. They had come out the same way.

The person had known the rotation.

The person had also had a service-request card. Which Beto did not know was missing, because Beto had been at the desk and Beto did not normally use the service-request card during a shift unless he was called for something. Beto had been called for a guest in 218 at eleven oh four and back at the desk at eleven nineteen. Between eleven nineteen and the morning Beto’s card had been in his pocket on the lanyard around his neck. Beto would have noticed if it had not been there.

Unless someone else had used a different copy of the card.

Or someone had copied his.

Felix said, quietly, “That’s not Beto.”

“No.”

“Beto wouldn’t know the camera rotation.”

“He wouldn’t.”

“Three people on this property know the camera rotation. Me. The night manager. Tayra.”

“Tayra was downstairs in her quarters Wednesday night. I have her on her own corridor’s camera at ten forty-five. She didn’t come back through any of the public floors before the morning.”

“How do you know.”

“I pulled it before I came over here. I pulled the cameras for everyone on the floor staff.”

Felix looked at him.

“Bueno, jefe.”

“The fourth person who knows the rotation is the person who installed the system.”

“The system’s been here fifteen years.”

“Who installed it.”

“A man from Santo Domingo. He died six years ago.”

“Who maintains it.”

“His son.”

“His son been on the property recently.”

“Last week. Wednesday. He was here for the quarterly check.”

Danny looked at the screen.

He looked at the empty corridor.

He thought about it.

The son of the camera man was a maintenance vendor. He came on the property four times a year. He would have access to the camera system, and through it, the rotation. He would not have access to the service-request cards. He could not have walked into 412 without a card. So the camera man’s son was not the answer on his own.

But the camera man’s son and someone with a card were the answer. Or the camera man’s son and someone who had taken Beto’s card for four minutes were the answer. Or someone who had been on this property long enough to know the rotation independently of the camera man, and had access to a card.

Three people on this property knew the rotation. One was Felix. One was the night manager — Beto, on this shift. One was Tayra.

Or four people. The camera man’s son.

Or five. Hale, who had been the GM here for fourteen months, and who had known the rotation the way every GM on this property had known the rotation, and who was no longer here.

Danny stood up.

“Felix.”

“Jefe.”

“This conversation. You and I. Did not happen.”

“Bueno.”

“If anyone asks why I came in here this morning, I came in for the routine first-week security walk-through and we talked about the perimeter sensors and the new camera contract.”

“The new camera contract.”

“You are going to write me a memo this afternoon recommending the new camera contract. I am going to approve it. We are getting a new system, with a different rotation, by the end of the month. Today’s footage gets pulled and archived to a drive that is not on the network and that lives in your safe. I want it offline by lunch.”

“Bueno.”

“Felix.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

Felix nodded.

Danny took the empty coffee cup with him. He went out of the office and down the corridor and into his own office and he closed the door and he sat down at his desk and he did the next thing, which was to look at the schedule and figure out which of the women on Caimana’s roster had been in El Jardin at eleven thirty-six on Wednesday night.

* * *

He walked the corridor at nine in the morning with the maintenance clipboard.

He had told Tayra at the morning briefing — at six forty-five sharp, both of them in the lobby, both of them entirely professional, the Tayra of last night nowhere visible in the Tayra of this morning — that he was doing a routine maintenance walk on the back-of-house corridors in the east wing of the property. She had nodded. She had not asked any questions. She had seen the clipboard. She had updated her file on what he was up to and had let him go.

The service corridor ran from the back staff entrance of the main building, past the laundry, around the back of the kitchen, and connected at the far end to the back staff entrance of the east wing — the same entrance Danny had walked through with the toolbox to fix the water heater.

It was a back-of-house corridor. It was not on the public-area cameras. It was only on the staff cameras at either end.

A person who came in through the back staff entrance of the main building, walked the service corridor, and went up the back stairs of the main building to the fourth floor, would not appear on any guest-facing camera at all. They would appear on the staff cameras at the start and end of the corridor for ten seconds out of every sixty, but if they knew the rotation they would not appear on those either.

Danny walked the corridor with the clipboard. He noted, on the clipboard, three light bulbs that were out and a section of baseboard that needed paint. He stopped at the back staff entrance of the east wing. He looked at it. He looked at the panic bar on the inside of the door. He looked at the keypad on the outside.

The keypad opened to a six-digit code. The code was changed monthly. The code was known to the women in the wing, to Felix, to Tayra, to the night manager, to the GM, and to the maintenance vendors who had a rotating schedule of access.

Danny had the code. He had been given it on his first day.

He punched it in. The door opened. He stepped inside. He stepped back out. He let the door close.

He stood in the corridor.

Anyone in the east wing could open this door from the inside without a code. Anyone outside who knew the code could open it. The code was the property of approximately twenty-three people across the staff, plus the seven women who lived in the wing, plus the four maintenance vendors on the rotation. Approximately thirty-four people had access to this door.

Of those thirty-four, the people who also knew the camera rotation were Felix, the night manager (Beto on this shift), Tayra, and the camera man’s son. Of those four, the only ones who also could plausibly have moved from this door through the service corridor and up to 412 inside the camera windows on Wednesday night were Tayra and the camera man’s son.

Tayra had been on her own corridor’s camera at ten forty-five.

The camera man’s son had not been on the property Wednesday night.

But a fifth category existed. The category of someone who lived in El Jardin and had been told the camera rotation by a man who had drunk rum on their couch on Friday nights for fourteen months.

Hale.

Hale was no longer on the property.

But Hale could have left certain things behind.

Danny made a note on the clipboard. *Three bulbs out. Baseboard south wall. Recommend lock audit.* He underlined the lock audit twice. He turned around and walked back down the corridor and went up to his office.

* * *

He waited until ten thirty.

He had spent the hour after the corridor walk at his desk reviewing the personal histories of the seven women on Caimana’s roster. He had pulled their files from the credenza. He had read them. He had not learned anything from the files that he had not already known from Caimana’s brief on Tuesday, except for one thing: the woman who painted her toenails outside her bedroom was named Bianca, and Bianca had come up from Cartagena with Caimana eleven years ago. She was not new. She was not unknown. She had been on the property longer than anyone except Caimana herself.

Bianca’s perfume was on Whitfield’s collar.

He sat with that.

Then he closed the files and put them back in the credenza and he locked the credenza and he went down to the front desk and he asked Marisol if she could ask Ixara to come up to his office when she was free.

Marisol’s eyes did the small thing. She did not say anything. She picked up the radio and she called Ixara.

Ixara was in his office in four minutes.

She came in. She closed the door. She did not lock it. She stood by the closed door with her hand still on the knob and she looked at him.

“Jefe.”

“Ixara. You are not in trouble.”

She watched him.

“I am asking you to tell me something I think you might have seen on Wednesday night. I am asking because I am the only person on the property who is going to ask you this, and I am asking before I ask anyone else, and what you tell me does not leave this office unless you tell me it can. You are not in trouble. I want to be clear about that. You have my word on it.”

She watched him.

She had been watching him from the moment the door closed and she was not going to stop watching him until she had decided what kind of conversation this was. She was a professional and she was a smart woman and she was a woman who had been on this property for four years and had watched Hale and had watched what came before Hale and had developed certain habits of self-protection.

He gave her time.

She came to the chair across from his desk. She sat down. She put her hands flat on her knees. She kept her eyes on his.

“Jefe.”

“Ixara.”

“You are going to ask me about Wednesday night.”

“I am.”

“I was on the desk Wednesday night until ten.”

“Yes.”

“I went off the desk at ten.”

“Yes.”

“I left the property at ten oh four. I went home. I came back to the property at six forty in the morning. I have all of that on the staff entrance log.”

“I’m not asking about your hours.”

She watched him.

“I’m asking what you saw before you left.”

She held his eye for one slow count.

“Bueno,” she said.

She had decided.

She decided to tell him. He did not know all of the reasons. He knew one of them — that Ixara had clocked him going into El Jardin two days ago and she had not been angry about it but she had been updated about it, and the updating had been an updating about who he was as a man, and he had been a man worth telling certain things to. She had decided that yesterday morning at the corridor with the cart. He had not known she had decided it. She had decided it.

“There was a woman,” she said. “Came in at the back staff entrance of the main building at ten forty. Not one of ours.”

“Describe her.”

“Local. Maybe twenty-six, twenty-seven. Brown hair, long, in a low ponytail. Black t-shirt. Jeans. Old sneakers. She had a tote bag with her. She came in like she had been here before. She knew where she was going. She did not stop at the desk. She did not stop at the kitchen. She went down the service corridor toward the east wing. I was at the cigarette stand outside the back door — I had come out to smoke, the staff stand at the side — and I saw her come in and go past.”

“Did she see you.”

“She saw me. We made eye contact through the glass of the back door. She did not stop. I did not stop her.”

“Why didn’t you stop her.”

“Because she had the look of a woman who had come in through that door before and I have learned, in four years on this property, not to ask questions about people who come in through that door looking like that.”

“Bueno.”

“Jefe.”

“Yes.”

“There was a man with her.”

He waited.

“A man came in behind her, two minutes later. Not the same time as her, two minutes. He did not come in through the back staff entrance. He came in through the service entrance for deliveries — the smaller door, around the corner from where I was. He used the keypad. I heard the beep. I did not see him. By the time I went around the corner he was already past me. I saw the back of him going down the service corridor. White man. Tall. Sweating. Late forties. He was carrying a duffel bag.”

Danny went still.

“Ixara.”

“Yes.”

“The duffel bag.”

“Yes.”

“Was he in a guayabera.”

“He was in a guayabera. White. The wrong size for him.”

He sat with that for a slow count of three.

She watched his face.

“Jefe,” she said, quietly. “That was the man at the desk yesterday morning.”

“Yes.”

“He came back to the property the night before he came in through the front.”

“Yes.”

“I did not know that yesterday when he was at the desk. I would have told you yesterday if I had known. I would have told you the moment I saw him. I am telling you the moment I have realized.”

“I know you are.”

“I am sorry, jefe.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for. You did not see his face Wednesday night. You saw the back of him. You saw a man who knew the keypad code go into the corridor. You went back inside. You did your job. Yesterday morning you saw a different man at the desk and yesterday morning you did not have a reason to connect him to the man Wednesday night.”

“I should have.”

“You should have when you had a reason to. You have a reason to now. You’re connecting it now. That’s what I asked you for.”

She took a breath. She let it out. She put her hand flat on the desk between them, palm down.

“Anything else, Ixara.”

“The woman — the one in the t-shirt. She came back out at twelve oh six. She came out the same back staff entrance. I was — I was still at the cigarette stand. I had not gone back inside. I had been on the phone with my sister. I saw her come out. She was walking faster on the way out than on the way in. Not running. Walking fast. She did not look at me. She went out the back gate to the staff parking lot and got into a car. A small car, dark color, a Hyundai or something like it, I could not see the plate. She drove out the staff gate. She did not pause at the gate. The guard did not stop her. The guard does not stop staff cars at twelve oh six.”

“Bueno.”

“And the man — the one with the duffel — I did not see him come out. I went back inside at twelve fifteen. He did not come past me. Either he came out before me and I did not see him, which I do not think, because I was watching the back door, or he came out a different way, or he did not come out that night.”

“Bueno.”

“Jefe.”

“Yes.”

“I am sorry.”

“Stop.”

She stopped.

“Ixara. I am going to ask you one more thing, and then we are done, and you are going back to the desk. If anyone asks you about this conversation, we talked about the new check-in flow training for next week. Understood?”

“Understood.”

“The woman. The one in the t-shirt. Was the man following her, or were they together.”

She thought about it.

She thought about it for a long count.

“They were not together,” she said. “They were not arriving together. They came in two minutes apart and through different doors. But she was not surprised when she saw the corridor and he was not surprised when he came in two minutes after her. He was — he was the one she had let in. He was someone she had told to come.”

“Bueno.”

“That is what it looked like to me. It was twelve minutes ago at the time. I have not thought about it since.”

“You have thought about it now.”

“I have.”

She stood up.

He stood up.

He came around the desk. He did not touch her. He stood three feet from her. He looked at her in the morning light from the window and he saw, for the first time, that she had been carrying a thing since yesterday morning that she had not been able to put down without his help, and that what he had just said to her — *you have nothing to be sorry for* — had been the help.

She nodded at him.

“Jefe,” she said.

“Ixara.”

“Thank you.”

She went out.

* * *

He sat down. He wrote it on a piece of paper. He folded the paper. He put the paper in the inside pocket of his suit jacket.

A woman from the village. Local. Twenty-six, twenty-seven. Brown hair, long, in a low ponytail. Black t-shirt. Jeans. Old sneakers. Tote bag. Drove a small dark Hyundai.

A man in a guayabera. The man at the desk. Not from the village — he had walked in yesterday morning the way a man who did not know the local geography walked in. But a man who knew the keypad code for the back service entrance of Paradise Hotel.

A woman in the village had told the man the keypad code.

A woman in the village had been in El Jardin Wednesday night for four hours. A woman in El Jardin had Bianca’s perfume on her. The same woman? A different one? Bianca’s perfume was on Whitfield’s collar. The woman in the t-shirt had not been wearing perfume when Ixara saw her — Ixara would have mentioned it. Bianca lived in El Jardin. Bianca had not, as far as Caimana had told him on Tuesday, been on the wing’s roster Wednesday night. But Bianca had been there Tuesday morning painting her toenails outside her bedroom, which meant she had been sleeping in the wing Monday or Tuesday night. Bianca had been in the wing.

The woman in the t-shirt had been in the wing for four hours.

The man with the duffel had been in the wing for an unknown duration.

The man with the duffel had also been in 412 for four minutes between eleven thirty-six and eleven forty.

The duffel man had come into the wing at eleven oh two and into 412 at eleven thirty-six. He had been somewhere on the property between those times. He had been in the wing or the corridor or both.

The woman in the t-shirt had stayed in the wing until twelve oh six.

The man had not been seen leaving.

Danny took the paper out of his pocket. He opened it. He looked at it.

He folded it back up.

He needed to talk to Caimana. He needed to ask her, in her own house, who had been working the wing on Wednesday night. He needed to ask her if Bianca had been there. He needed to ask her if anyone had let a woman from the village in through the staff entrance at ten forty.

He was going to walk over to El Jardin and he was going to ask her.

He looked at the clock. It was eleven fifteen. He had a call with the new linen supplier in Santiago at noon. He had to take the call.

He would walk over after.

* * *

He took the call. He took two more calls. He ate a small lunch at his desk that the kitchen runner brought up because Tayra had told him to. By two thirty he was in the office with the door closed and the credenza open and he was reading Bianca’s file again.

The door opened without a knock.

It was Caimana.

She closed the door behind her. She did not lock it. She had a small cloth bag in one hand and a thermos in the other. She set them both on the desk.

“You did not come to lunch.”

“I had calls.”

“I know. I asked Marisol. She told me. I brought you food anyway. It will be cold by now. The thermos is coffee.”

He looked at the bag.

“Caimana.”

“You were going to come over and ask me about Bianca.”

He went still.

“Yes.”

“I have come here instead.”

“Bueno.”

“Eat first.”

She sat in the chair across from his desk. She crossed her legs. She watched him open the bag. There was a sandwich — pulled chicken on a roll with a small pat of butter and a slice of tomato — and a piece of fruit and a small folded napkin. He ate the sandwich. He drank the coffee from the thermos cap. She watched.

When he had finished she said, “Bianca was in the wing Wednesday night. She was on the schedule. Two clients between eight and eleven. Both were regulars. Both left by the front door, which we have on the wing’s interior camera, and both were registered guests of the hotel — in the lobby footage if Felix wants to pull it. Bianca finished her last appointment at ten fifty. She went to her room. She did not come out again until breakfast Thursday.”

“Are you sure.”

“I am sure because I was awake until midnight. I was reading in the common room. The hall passes the common room. Anyone in or out of any of the bedrooms passes me. Bianca did not come out. Nobody came in.”

“Through the front.”

“Through the front.”

“What about the back.”

“The back is not on the wing’s camera. The back staff entrance is a security door. It is not for clients. Clients do not come in the back. Staff come in the back. Maintenance comes in the back. I would not have heard anyone come in the back from the common room, because the common room is at the front of the wing.”

“Was anyone in the wing Wednesday night who came in through the back.”

She held his eye.

“Yes,” she said.

“Who.”

“Perla.”

He put the coffee cup down.

“Perla.”

“She was not on the schedule. She was not supposed to be on the property Wednesday night. I have asked all of the women this morning. Two of them saw her in the back hallway around eleven. Soledad heard her in the back common bathroom around eleven thirty. None of them spoke to her. None of them know who let her in. Nobody asked her any questions because Perla had been seen on the property at strange times before — not normal but not unprecedented — and the women in the wing, my women, do not interrogate each other. We do not run that way.”

“Did she come in alone.”

“I don’t know.”

“Did she leave alone.”

“She left at midnight. Soledad saw her go out the back. Alone, at that point. Where she went after the back door I do not know.”

He sat with it.

She watched him sit with it.

She did not press.

She let him work it.

He worked it. The woman in the t-shirt that Ixara had seen come in at ten forty was not Perla — Perla’s description from the file did not match Ixara’s. Perla was twenty-eight, dark-haired but in a particular cut that the women in the wing had described as a pixie, not the long ponytail Ixara had described. The woman in the t-shirt had been someone else.

Two women had come into the wing through the back on Wednesday night.

Perla, who lived there sometimes. And the woman in the t-shirt, who had not.

A man had come in two minutes after the woman in the t-shirt. He had come in through the delivery entrance with the keypad code. He had been on the property until at least eleven forty. He had been in 412 for four minutes between eleven thirty-six and eleven forty.

Whitfield had been alive at eleven oh four when the wife had heard the door close.

Whitfield had been dead by at least eleven thirty-six when the duffel man came in to arrange the body, because nobody arranged a man like that while he was alive.

Someone had killed Whitfield between eleven oh four and eleven thirty-six. The duffel man had cleaned up after.

Perla had been in the wing during that window. Perla had left at midnight. Perla had not been seen since.

Bianca had been in her room.

The woman in the t-shirt had been in the wing.

Three women had been in the wing during the relevant window. One of them had her perfume on the dead man’s collar — Bianca’s perfume, but Bianca was in her room. Caimana was sure. Caimana had been awake.

Unless Bianca had given her perfume to one of the others.

Unless the perfume had been on someone else’s clothes, someone who had been in proximity to Bianca that day, someone who had borrowed something or shared a hug or stood close enough.

He thought about that.

He thought about Perla coming up from the village. Coming up secretly. Coming up off-schedule. Sitting in the back common bathroom for some amount of time at eleven thirty. Going back out at midnight.

Going back to where.

He thought about the woman in the t-shirt who had come in two minutes before the duffel man. The woman who had told the duffel man the keypad code. The woman who had gone out at twelve oh six in a small dark Hyundai.

Perla had a boyfriend in the village. Perla’s boyfriend had not come around to the work.

Perla had come up off-schedule to the wing on Wednesday night. Perla had been in the wing during the window when Whitfield had been killed. Perla had left at midnight, which was six minutes before the woman in the t-shirt left.

Two women. Six minutes apart. One coming up from the village to the wing she sometimes worked. One leaving the wing in a Hyundai. The first one went out the back to where? The wing’s back staff entrance opened to the same parking area as the staff lot.

He felt it slide into place.

The woman in the t-shirt was Perla’s friend. Or Perla’s accomplice. Or Perla’s sister. Or someone Perla had told to come.

Perla had come up to do something. The friend had come up to wait for her. They had both gone out the back. The friend had gotten into the Hyundai and left. Perla had gone — somewhere. Possibly walked to the village along the coast road. Possibly gone with the duffel man, who had not been seen leaving.

The duffel man had been the part Danny did not have yet.

He looked at Caimana.

She was watching him.

She had not interrupted him. She had not said anything for the full three minutes he had been working the math. She had let him work it. When he came back to her face she was still in the chair across from his desk, with her legs crossed, with her hands folded in her lap, watching him with the same long quiet attention she had brought to her own bedroom on Monday.

“Caimana.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for the food.”

“De nada.”

“Stay a minute.”

She did not get up.

She unfolded her legs. She moved from the chair across the desk to the leather couch against the wall — the couch where Tayra had been on him last night, which she did not know about, or which she did, he did not know which it was. She sat on the couch. She tucked one foot under her. She looked at him from there.

He came around the desk. He sat down on the couch next to her. Not on top of her. Next to.

He let his shoulder touch hers.

She let it.

She did not move closer. She did not move away. She sat with her shoulder against his and her hand on her own knee and she breathed.

He breathed with her.

This was the second time they had been alone together. The first time had been her bedroom — slow, deciding, a long answer to a long question. This was something else. This was a Tuesday afternoon in the office of a man who was trying to solve a murder in his hotel, with a woman who had brought him a sandwich and who knew her women well enough to come over personally rather than make him walk to her, and the closeness now was not the closeness of the deciding morning. It was the closeness of two people who had decided already and were now in the part where you sat on a couch and breathed.

He turned his face. He kissed her. Slowly.

She kissed him back. Slowly.

She did not climb onto him. He did not pull her down. She turned slightly to face him on the couch and he turned slightly to face her and they kissed with their hands flat on the cushion between them and her knee against his thigh and his shoulder against her shoulder, and the kiss was longer than the first kiss in her bedroom had been because the first kiss had been the start of an answer and this was a continuation of it.

He took her face in his hand. He kissed her at the corner of the mouth where she liked. He kissed her under the jaw.

She made the *yes* sound in her chest.

He undid the top three buttons of her dress. The same cream cotton blouse from Monday morning. She let him. She did not arrange anything for him. He kissed the place above her sternum where the buttons had opened. She put her hand at the back of his neck, palm down.

He stopped there.

He did not unbutton the next one. He did not move his hand to her chest. He kept his face against the warm place above her sternum, where her heart was, and he stayed there for a long count.

She said, into the top of his head, “Danny.”

“Yes.”

“This is not what I came here for.”

“I know.”

“But I would like to.”

“Bueno.”

“Not in your office.”

“No.”

“My room. Tonight.”

“Tonight.”

“After dinner. Come up the back. The wing knows you now.”

“Bueno.”

She closed the buttons of the blouse. She straightened her hair. She kissed him once on the forehead — the only time anyone had kissed him on the forehead in years — and she got up. She picked up the empty thermos and the empty cloth bag.

She stopped at the door.

“Danny.”

“Yes.”

“Find Perla.”

“I am going to.”

“Bueno.”

She went out.

* * *

She came up the back to her own room at ten forty-five that night. He had said nothing of the visit to anyone — not Tayra, not Felix, not Ixara at the desk. He had left the office at nine. He had walked the perimeter. He had circled the property the long way and come up to the staff entrance of the east wing at the time she had told him.

He keyed in the code. He went down the service corridor. He went past the common room — empty at this hour — and down the hall to her bedroom at the end. The door was open three inches. He pushed it open. He went in. He closed it behind him.

She was on the bed. She was reading.

She looked up.

She set the book on the bedside table.

“Lock it.”

He locked it.

She did not get up. She watched him cross the room. She watched him take his suit jacket off and lay it across the chair by the window where he had laid it on Monday. She watched him sit on the edge of the bed and take his shoes off and set them next to the chair. She watched all of it. She did not perform the watching. She simply did it.

He turned.

He came onto the bed with her.

He did not undress her. She did not undress him. He lay down on his side facing her and he put his hand on her hip and he kissed her, slowly, the way he had kissed her on the couch, and she kissed him back. The window was open. The same curtain moved. The gardenia was blooming again. The same bird was doing the same small repeated sound somewhere in the courtyard, but at night this time, which the bird was apparently the kind of bird that did.

He took the cream cotton blouse off. She lifted her arms.

He took everything else off her, slowly. She took everything off him, slowly. They moved with each other on the bed in the dim light from the small lamp on her bedside table — she had not turned it off, she kept it on, she liked to see him — and there was no urgency in it because the deciding had been done a week ago, and there was no nervousness because the bed was no longer an unfamiliar bed, and there was no performance because nobody had to prove anything.

He went into her on his side, with her on her side facing him, the way two people who had decided not to make noise in a wing with thin walls went into each other. Her leg over his hip. Her hand at the back of his neck. Her mouth on his throat.

She breathed *yes* into his collarbone.

He held her eye in the lamplight.

She held his.

This was the *yes* of a woman who had said yes once and was now in the having of it, and the having was different from the deciding. The deciding had been intense in the way a thing was intense when you were doing it for the first time and you did not know yet how it was going to land. The having was warmer. The having was slower. The having had a small smile in her face at the corner of her mouth that the deciding had not had, because the deciding had been serious and the having could afford to not be.

She came against him with her face in the curve of his neck and her hand fisted in the back of his hair, and the sound she made was a quiet *Danny* into his throat, and he felt the small warm tremor of it through his whole body.

He came with his arm around her and her leg high on his hip and her mouth on the soft place under his jaw.

He kissed her a long time after. She kissed him a long time. She did not let go and he did not let go.

She said, against his shoulder, “Stay.”

“For how long.”

“Until before light.”

“Bueno.”

He stayed.

The lamp stayed on. The window stayed open. The curtain moved. The bird in the courtyard went quiet. He listened to her breathing. Her hand was on his chest. After a while she fell asleep with her hand on his chest. He stayed awake for a long time after, watching the small wrinkle at the corner of her closed eye, the dark line of her lashes against her cheek, the way her mouth went slightly open in sleep.

He thought about Perla.

He thought about the woman in the t-shirt.

He thought about the man with the duffel.

He thought about, mostly, the woman next to him with her hand on his chest, who had brought him a sandwich at two thirty in the afternoon and who had made room for him next to her in her bed without asking him to perform the deciding twice.

He slept lightly. He woke at four forty. He kissed her temple. She did not wake. He dressed. He let himself out the back.

He walked the perimeter the long way home.

* * *

He went down to the village in the morning.

He had not yet decided how to go down. He had not yet asked Tayra to drive him. He had not yet asked Felix for a hotel car. He had not asked anyone for anything, because he had been thinking about it on the perimeter walk in the half-light at five thirty in the morning, and the thinking had brought him to a place where he had decided he was going to drive himself.

He took one of the staff cars at six thirty. He told Marisol where he was going on the way out. He told her he would be back for lunch. He told her if anyone called him to put it through to his cell phone. He drove out the staff gate and down the coast road in the direction he had come from on his arrival eight days ago.

He thought, on the drive, about the case.

He thought about it until he could see the case.

A woman from the village had told a man from outside the village the keypad code at the back staff entrance of Paradise Hotel. The man had come in Wednesday night with a duffel bag. A different woman from the village — Perla, off-schedule — had come up to the wing through the back. They had been in the wing for four hours. During that window the duffel man had gone up to 412 and arranged a body.

Bianca’s perfume was on the body.

Bianca had been in her room.

Someone had been in proximity to Bianca during the day on Wednesday and had taken her perfume on their clothes. That someone had then been in proximity to Whitfield late Wednesday night.

Perla had been in El Jardin Tuesday night working. Perla had been in the wing during the day Tuesday and possibly Wednesday for laundry or shared spaces. Perla and Bianca lived in the same wing. They shared bathrooms. They shared common areas. Perla and Bianca’s clothes hung in the same laundry room.

Perla’s clothes had been in proximity to Bianca’s clothes.

Perla had come up Wednesday night. Perla had not been on the schedule. Perla had been in the wing during the killing window. Perla had left at midnight.

Perla had been in 412.

Perla had been the killer.

The duffel man had been the cleaner.

The woman in the t-shirt — the one in the Hyundai — had been the driver. Or the lookout. Or the friend who had let the duffel man know the keypad code. Or all three.

He thought about the boyfriend. The one who had not come around to the work. The fisherman in the village.

He thought about whether the boyfriend had asked Perla to do this. Or whether Perla had done it on her own. Or whether the boyfriend had recruited the duffel man and the woman in the t-shirt. Or whether the duffel man was the boyfriend.

He did not know yet.

He was going to find out today.

He drove the coast road south. The cane fields rose up on his left. The sea was on his right. The village came up at the end of the road with the white wall of the cemetery on the outskirts and the boats pulled up on the sand. He pulled into the village. He parked.

He got out.

He walked into the bar at the end of the main street.

The bartender looked up.

He was not the only man in the bar. There were three other men in the bar. One of them had a glass in his hand and he was holding the glass too tight, and his knuckles were white, and he was a man in his thirties with sun-darkened skin and the rough hands of a fisherman, and he had not yet looked up to see who had come in.

Danny ordered a beer in Spanish.

He took the beer to a small table in the corner.

He sat down.

He drank the beer.

He waited.
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Chapter 9

He took the coast road south at six thirty in the morning in one of the staff cars, a five-year-old Toyota that had been the hotel’s airport runner before the SUVs replaced it and that nobody on the property thought of as anybody’s car in particular.

He had not told Tayra he was going.

He had told Marisol. He had asked her to put any calls through to his cell. He had not told her where he was going. He had said *the village*, and Marisol had nodded the way she nodded when Tayra told her something operational — without clarification, without acknowledgment of significance — and she had turned back to the front desk and started the morning shift with the same unhurried competence she had brought to every other morning.

He had taken a staff car instead of one of the SUVs. The SUVs had hotel logos on them. The Toyota did not. The Toyota was a normal coastal car of the kind that people drove down to the village every day to pick up fish or fix a generator or visit a cousin. He was not a normal man driving the Toyota. But the car would buy him a few minutes of being read as one before the village figured out who he was.

He drove with the windows down.

The coast came up on his right. The sea was flat in the early light. A panga was out a quarter mile from shore with two men in it, one at the motor and one in the bow with a hand line, and Danny watched them as he drove past — they were fishing, not running anything else, the early-morning fish run — and one of the men looked up at the sound of his car and tracked him down the road. The fisherman’s gaze stayed on him until the road curved.

He had been clocked. The village would know inside an hour that the gringo manager from Paradise Hotel had driven down without an escort.

That was all right.

He had decided, at five thirty in the morning on the perimeter walk, that he was going to be visible today. He was not going to slip in. He was not going to come down at sunset and try to be a face in the corner of a bar. He was going to come down in the morning in a staff car and walk into the bar and sit down and order a beer and let the village have him in plain sight. The village had its own information network and the network was going to know he was there. He wanted them to know. He wanted Ernesto Balta to know. He wanted Ernesto Balta to be in the bar by the time he got there because the village had told him a stranger from Paradise was sitting at a table in the corner and Ernesto would want to see him with his own eyes.

This was the kind of decision a man made when he had already mostly solved the case and was going to a place to confirm something rather than to discover it.

The road dipped. The cane fields fell away. The village came up.

It was a long single street running parallel to the beach with a row of houses on the inland side and a row of small commercial buildings on the seaward side. The cemetery was on the outskirts, the white wall, the plastic flowers. There was a small church. There was a bodega. There was a hardware store with three rusted barbecues out front. There was a fishing dock with a row of pangas pulled up onto the sand. There was a bar at the end of the street called El Pelícano.

He drove the length of the village once, slowly, with the windows down. He did not stop. He took it in. He read the social geography. He noted which houses had cars in front of them and which did not. He noted which corner had men standing on it at seven in the morning — one corner did, three older men with coffee, who watched him drive past with the expressions of men who had been watching outsiders drive through this village their whole lives. He noted the women on the porches. He noted a young woman, mid-twenties, hanging laundry on a line behind a small concrete house painted pale blue, who looked up as he passed and watched the car go down the road the way the men on the corner watched.

Brown hair, long, in a low ponytail. Black t-shirt. Jeans.

He noted her.

He did not stop. He drove to the end of the village. He turned around at the small turnaround past the cemetery. He drove back the other direction. He parked the Toyota at the far end of the street, by the dock, where a tourist might park if a tourist had ever come to this village, and he got out.

He locked the car. He walked back up the street toward El Pelícano. He walked at the speed a man walked when he had nowhere to be in a hurry. He kept his hands out of his pockets. He nodded at the men on the corner as he passed. One of them nodded back. The other two did not.

He went into the bar.

* * *

El Pelícano was a single room with a tile floor that had been mopped that morning and a long wooden bar against the back wall and four small square tables in the front room and a doorway with a beaded curtain that probably went to a back room or a kitchen or a storage room. The bar had three stools. One of the stools had a man on it. He was in his sixties. He was nursing a coffee with rum in it. He looked up when Danny came in and looked down again.

The bartender was a woman.

She was forty-something. She had the kind of strong build a woman developed working a bar in a fishing village for twenty years. She was in a white sleeveless blouse and jeans and she had her hair tied up with a red bandana and she was washing glasses at a small sink behind the bar. She looked at him without changing her expression.

“Buenos días.”

“Buenos días, señora. Una cerveza, por favor. La que esté fría.”

She got him a beer. She set it on the bar. He paid. He tipped. He asked her, in Spanish, if he could sit at the table by the window. She said *como quieras*. He said *gracias*.

He took the beer to the table by the window.

He sat down. He did not face the door. He took the seat that faced the bar at an angle so he could see who came in and who was at the bar and the doorway with the beaded curtain, all from the same chair, without having to turn his head. He drank the beer.

The old man at the bar finished his coffee-with-rum and asked the woman for another.

The woman made it. She brought it. She washed another glass.

Danny sat with his beer. He did not look at his phone. He did not look at the door. He looked out the window at the street, where a small dog was sleeping in the shade of a parked truck and a chicken was walking back and forth on the curb.

After ten minutes a second man came in.

He was in his forties. He was a fisherman by the look of his hands and his sun. He took a stool at the bar. He greeted the woman by name — Lila, she was Lila — and he greeted the old man by name — Manolo, Manolo nodded — and he ordered a coffee. He did not ask for rum in the coffee. The bartender made it.

The fisherman took the coffee. He turned on the stool. He looked at Danny.

“Buenos días.”

“Buenos días.”

“Visiting?”

“Working. I run Paradise Hotel.”

The fisherman blew on his coffee. He sipped it.

“Bueno,” he said.

He turned back to the bar.

Danny drank his beer. He gave it ten minutes. Then he asked the bartender for a second beer in a normal voice that the room could hear, and he asked her, while she opened it for him, whether she knew where he could buy fresh fish if he wanted to come down some afternoon and pick some up himself.

Lila said the fish dock was at the end of the street and the boats came in at two in the afternoon.

“Bueno,” Danny said. “Mi mamá era de Maracaibo. Le encantaba ir al muelle por la tarde.”

Lila almost smiled. She set the second beer in front of him.

The fisherman at the bar said, over his shoulder, “Maracaibo.”

“Sí.”

“Mi suegra es de Maracaibo.”

“Hola, paisano.”

The fisherman laughed.

That was the door open.

He had been into bars in Caribbean villages for nine years and he knew how the door opened. The door opened with one true thing about yourself that connected you to one true thing about the room, and once it was open you did not push it. You drank the beer. You answered if spoken to. You didn’t ask the question you came to ask. You let the question come up in the conversation by itself, and if it didn’t come up by itself you came back tomorrow.

He had time. He had until lunch.

The conversation with the fisherman became a conversation about Maracaibo, and then a conversation about the fishing in this part of the coast, and then a conversation about the tropical depression that had passed offshore last week — Hector’s back had been right, it had been a real one, although it had stayed offshore — and then a conversation about whether the grouper run was going to come early this year. The old man at the bar joined in. He had been fishing this coast for fifty-one years and he had opinions.

The bartender brought a bowl of fried plantain chips and set them between Danny and the bar.

“On the house, jefe.”

“Gracias, Lila.”

She nodded.

He ate the plantain chips. He listened.

The men talked about the village. They talked about a wedding that had happened last weekend. They talked about a man who had gone up to Santo Domingo for a job and had not come back yet. They talked about a boat that had been damaged in the storm and was being repaired by a man named Toño at the dock. They talked about a woman who had had a baby. They did not talk about Paradise Hotel. They did not talk about the resort strip. They were polite, and the polite thing was not to bring up the strip in front of the gringo manager from the strip, and the not-bringing-it-up was its own form of information.

Then a third man came in.

He came in fast. He pushed the door open hard enough that the frame thumped. He stopped in the doorway when he saw Danny at the table by the window. He stood in the doorway for a count of two, looking at Danny, and then he came in and took the stool at the far end of the bar.

He did not greet anyone.

He ordered.

“Café. Negro. Sin nada.”

Lila looked at him.

She did not say anything to him. She made the coffee.

* * *

He was the right age. He was the right build. He was wiry the way men got wiry working a panga, with the deep brown of working in the sun his whole life and the sleeveless white t-shirt of a man who had not bothered to put on a real shirt for the morning. He had a tattoo on his left forearm that was a Virgin Mary, faded blue, the kind of tattoo a man got at sixteen at the village’s only artist and lived with for the rest of his life.

He was not a man who came into the bar at seven forty in the morning for a black coffee.

He was a man who had been told that a stranger was sitting in the bar.

He took the coffee from Lila. She set it down without speaking. He picked it up. He held it.

He held it too tight.

The knuckles of his hand were pale around the cup. The cup was the small ceramic kind that the bar served coffee in, and his hand was wrapped around it the way a man’s hand wrapped around a thing when he wanted the thing to be doing something for him that the thing could not do — to give him a cover for not looking at the door, a reason not to put the hand back in his lap, a place for the hand to be while the hand was deciding what it was going to do next.

His eyes were on the bar in front of him. Not on Danny.

But he had seen Danny when he had come in.

Danny ate a plantain chip. He drank his beer. He kept the conversation with the fisherman at the middle of the bar going, because to stop it now would be to telegraph that he had registered the new arrival as a category of interest, and he had not yet decided to telegraph that.

The conversation was about the church festival in two weeks. The middle-of-the-bar fisherman was talking about a band that was being brought in from Santiago. Manolo at the end of the bar was saying the band was overpriced. The middle fisherman was saying that the band was the best one in the region and the price was justified.

The man with the coffee did not join the conversation.

He drank the coffee. He did not look up.

Danny watched him without watching him. He did the thing he had learned to do as a hotel manager — keeping a face in his peripheral while looking at something else — and he watched the man’s profile while he listened to Manolo’s argument about the band.

The man had a small white scar above his right eyebrow. The man had a chip in his front tooth that was visible when his lips parted. The man was young — younger than Danny had assumed at the door, mid-thirties, not late thirties. The man had the working-thin build of a man who burned everything he ate and ate the same thing every day, which was rice and fish and beans.

The man was Ernesto Balta.

Tayra had said the name. Caimana had not. But Tayra had said it on Tuesday afternoon when she had told Danny what she knew about Perla — *the boyfriend was in the village, the boyfriend had not come around to the work, the boyfriend’s name is Ernesto*. The boyfriend’s name was Ernesto, and the boyfriend was in the village, and the boyfriend went to El Pelícano in the morning. Lila knew him. Lila had served him without speaking. Manolo and the middle fisherman had ignored him when he came in. They did not greet him. They had been talking to each other and to the gringo and they had not stopped when Ernesto came in. The bar had a relationship with Ernesto. The relationship was that nobody pretended Ernesto wasn’t there and nobody made him part of a conversation he had not entered.

He was the boyfriend.

His girlfriend had killed an American. He had probably been told it was going to happen. He might have asked for it to happen. He was sitting in the bar at seven forty in the morning with his hand white on the coffee cup because he had been told a stranger from Paradise Hotel was here, and he had come down to see what the stranger looked like.

He had seen.

He was now waiting for the stranger to leave so that he could find out what the stranger had been there for.

Danny was not going to do anything about him today.

He had decided that on the perimeter walk at five thirty in the morning. He was not going to talk to Ernesto. He was not going to question him. He was not going to call the police on him. He was not going to do any of those things because none of those things were the things this case required. The case required a name. The name was Ernesto. The name had to be reported to Z. Z had to decide what was going to be done with the name. Danny did not get to decide.

He got to bring Z the name.

He had it.

He drank the rest of the second beer. He set the empty bottle on the table. He took out his wallet. He put a small bill on the table for the beer and the chips and a tip for Lila. He stood up.

He nodded at the middle fisherman. *Mucho gusto, paisano.*

The middle fisherman raised his coffee cup in salute.

Danny nodded at Manolo. Manolo nodded back this time.

He nodded at Lila. Lila nodded.

He did not nod at Ernesto. He did not look at Ernesto. He walked out of the bar without registering Ernesto in his face, and he understood Ernesto was watching the back of his head all the way to the door.

He went out into the street.

He turned right.

He walked back down the street toward the dock, where the Toyota was parked. The morning had warmed up. The dog was still under the truck. The chicken was gone. The young woman with the long ponytail was not at her laundry line anymore — the laundry was hung, the woman had gone inside the pale blue house. He walked past it without slowing. He registered the house number. He kept walking.

He got to the Toyota. He unlocked it. He got in.

He sat at the wheel for a slow count of ten before he started it.

Then he started it. He pulled out of the spot. He drove back up the village street the long way, past the bar, past the corner with the men, past the bodega and the church and the cemetery, and out onto the coast road in the direction of Paradise Hotel.

The case was solved.

He had what he needed.

* * *

He drove the coast road north with the windows up and the AC on. The morning was getting hot. The cane fields rolled by on his left. The sea was on his right.

He drove for ten minutes without thinking.

Then he started thinking.

He had a name. The name belonged to a man who had been told to come to a bar at seven forty in the morning by someone in the village who had told him the gringo from Paradise was there, and he had come, and he had ordered a coffee he did not want, and he had drunk it with his knuckles white on the cup. The name belonged to a man whose girlfriend had come up to El Jardin off-schedule on Wednesday night and had killed a guest in 412 and had left at midnight, and whose girlfriend had a friend in a black t-shirt who had driven a Hyundai and let in a man with a duffel bag who had cleaned up after.

The name belonged to a man whose girlfriend was almost certainly already gone from the village and possibly already gone from the country, because she had been on the property since midnight Wednesday and had been seen by no one since.

The name was going to go to Z.

Z was going to do what Z was going to do.

Danny did not know what Z was going to do.

He had a working hypothesis. The working hypothesis was that Ernesto Balta was not going to be seen at El Pelícano again after this week. The working hypothesis was that the boat Ernesto fished from was going to be untied from its mooring on a particular night and would drift offshore and would be found, if it was found, with no one in it. The working hypothesis was that the village would be told, through its information network, that Ernesto had decided to take a job in Santo Domingo, the way the man at the bar this morning had been described as having taken a job in Santo Domingo and not come back. The working hypothesis was that men in this category took jobs in Santo Domingo and did not come back, and the village understood this, and the village did not ask further questions.

The working hypothesis was that Danny, by giving the name to Z, was going to be the proximate cause of a man dying.

He thought about that.

He thought about it for the next twenty minutes of the drive.

He had been a man in the Caribbean for nine years. He had never been the proximate cause of anyone dying. He had managed properties that had had complicated relationships with the local economies, and he had made decisions that he had known, in the longer view, had cost certain people certain things. But he had never known a man’s name and given the name to a person who was going to use the name to kill the man.

He was going to do that this afternoon.

He drove.

He did not pretend it was not what he was doing. He had decided, on the night he had read the second folder, that he was going to be honest with himself about this job. He was being honest now. He was going to drive back to Paradise Hotel and call Z and give her a name, and the name was going to be used to end a man’s life, and the man’s life was going to be ended because the man’s girlfriend had killed an American guest in his hotel and the cartel did not allow that and somebody was going to pay for it, and the man was the most accessible person to pay it. The girlfriend was probably out of reach. The friend in the Hyundai was probably out of reach. The duffel man was somewhere on the island and might be reachable but was not the man whose name Danny had. The boyfriend was the man whose name Danny had.

The boyfriend had probably known what Perla was going to do. Or the boyfriend had told her to do it. Or the boyfriend had not known but had told the duffel man the keypad code.

It did not matter, in any case, what the boyfriend had specifically done. The boyfriend was going to be the price of the killing, regardless of whether the boyfriend had pulled the trigger or held the door or only sat in the village afterward and known.

This was the second job. This was the job underneath the job. He had taken the second salary. He had read the letter. He had agreed.

He drove.

He thought about Caimana.

He thought about her face on the pillow in the lamplight last night, with her hand on his chest and her breath warm against his throat. He thought about her saying *find Perla* yesterday afternoon in the office. He thought about how, when he reported the name to Z this evening, Caimana would not know he had reported it. Caimana would learn, in the days after, that Ernesto Balta had been seen in the village for the last time on a Tuesday in November and had then taken a job in Santo Domingo. Caimana would understand what had happened. Caimana would understand who had given Z the name. Caimana would not say anything about it to him. Caimana would not stop sleeping with him. But Caimana would know.

Tayra would know.

Tayra would know because Tayra had told him the name on Tuesday and Tayra had been waiting for him to use it, and tonight he was going to use it, and tomorrow Tayra would understand that he had used it, and Tayra would not say anything about it either.

This was the work.

This was the work he had been hired to do, and the women in his life on this property had been hired to live alongside it, and they had all been doing it for longer than he had, and he was the new one, and the new one did the thing the work required and lived with what it cost him.

He came around the headland. The hotel came up at the end of its private road.

He drove to the gate. The guard nodded him through. He drove around to the staff lot. He parked the Toyota where he had taken it from. He got out. He stood in the lot with his hand on the roof of the car and the heat of the metal coming up through his palm.

He went up to the office.

He closed the door.

He sat down at the desk.

He picked up the phone.

* * *

It was eleven fifty-five in the morning. He did not call yet.

He sat at the desk with the phone in his hand and he thought about whether he wanted to call now or after lunch or after the working day ended. He decided after lunch. He decided he wanted Tayra to have her morning briefing at the lobby uninterrupted. He decided he wanted to eat with the kitchen and clear his afternoon meetings. He decided he wanted the call to be a clean line in the day, not a thing that interrupted other things.

He set the phone down.

He went down to lunch. He ate with Hector and Beto and a housekeeper named Inez and Marisol on her break. He talked about the Friday paperwork with the new linen supplier. He thanked Hector for the cold-line work, which was holding. He listened to Inez complain about a guest in 308 who had been complaining about the air conditioning for four days. He told her he would come up after lunch and look at it.

He did. He looked at the air conditioning. The thermostat was wrong. He had Hector come up. Hector replaced the thermostat in twenty minutes. The guest was satisfied. Danny went back to his office.

He called Z at two twelve.

She picked up on the first ring.

“Sí.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

He told her.

He told her exactly the way he had told her about the man at the desk on Tuesday. Operational. No editorializing. He told her about the camera rotation and the service-request card and the back staff entrance keypad code. He told her about Ixara seeing the woman in the t-shirt and the duffel man on Wednesday night. He told her about Caimana’s confirmation that Perla had been in the wing off-schedule. He told her about the perfume on the collar and how it had transferred. He told her about the drive to the village this morning. He told her about Lila and Manolo and the middle fisherman. He told her about Ernesto Balta coming into El Pelícano at seven forty and ordering a black coffee and holding the cup with white knuckles.

He told her: *Ernesto Balta.*

He took ninety seconds.

She did not interrupt him.

When he had finished she said, “You are sure.”

“Yes.”

The line was quiet for one count.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

The line went dead.

He set the phone down.

He sat at the desk. He did not move for a slow count of thirty.

Then he picked up the day’s incident folder and he opened it and he wrote the day’s log entry in the GM’s log, and the log entry said: *Tuesday. Day nine. Routine maintenance walk. Linen paperwork Friday. 308 thermostat replaced. Conference suite quote returned to client. — D. Voss.* He capped the pen. He closed the log. He set it on the corner of the desk.

He sat there.

* * *

He was still sitting there at six in the evening.

He had not gone down to dinner. He had not gone down to the lobby. He had taken two phone calls — one from the new linen supplier confirming the courier for Friday’s paperwork, one from Marisol about a small matter at the front desk that did not require him in person — and he had handled both. Otherwise he had been at the desk.

The door opened without a knock.

It was Tayra.

She was in the gray dress. The morning gray dress. She had not gone home to change. She had been at work since six forty-five and she was still at work at six in the evening, which was her usual hour, which meant she had decided to come up here in her work clothes rather than to go change first. The decision to come up rather than to change was the decision he registered.

She did not have a folder. She did not have a bottle.

She had two glasses in her hand. The same two glasses from Tuesday night. The dust off them.

She closed the door behind her.

She set the glasses on the desk.

She did not speak.

She went to the credenza. She knelt down. She opened the bottom drawer where she had left the rum on Tuesday. She took out the bottle. She brought it back to the desk. She poured two fingers in each glass.

She sat down in the chair across from his desk. She did not sit on the corner. She did not perch. She sat in the chair, square, with her ankles crossed and her hands in her lap, and she waited.

He picked up the glass.

He drank.

She drank.

The room was quiet.

After a long count she said, “I heard about Ernesto.”

He looked at her.

“How.”

“My sister called from the village an hour ago. They are saying he is taking a job in Santo Domingo. He left at four o’clock. They said he packed a small bag and got into a car with two men he did not know. They said the car had Santo Domingo plates.”

“Bueno.”

“It is fast.”

“It is.”

“I had thought it would be a few days.”

“So had I.”

She drank the rum.

She set the glass down.

She said, “Danny.”

“Yes.”

“I have not — I have not been on the side of this part of the work for a long time. I have been on the side of the hotel side. I run the hotel side. The other side runs itself, and Caimana runs the wing’s part of it, and Z runs the rest, and I — I run the linens and the rooms and the desk and the kitchen and I do not run the other side. I have not had to.”

“I know.”

“I am on the side of it tonight.”

“I know.”

“I am on the side of it because I gave you the name.”

“You gave me the name.”

“I gave it to you on Tuesday in the office. I told you I was going to tell you about Perla and I told you about Perla and I told you the boyfriend’s name. I told you the name and I knew, when I told you, what was going to happen with it. I knew it on Tuesday. I have known it since the morning of the body. I have been waiting four days for you to drive down to the village and come back and make the call, and you made the call this afternoon, and I knew it the moment Marisol told me you had called Z because she saw the line on the desk console and the line lasted ninety-three seconds.”

“Tayra.”

“Let me finish.”

“Bueno.”

“I am telling you this because I want you to know, all the way down, that I knew. I knew when I told you. I gave you the name knowing what was going to happen with it. I am as much the proximate cause of Ernesto Balta as you are. We did this together, you and I. And I am sitting with you in your office tonight because I am the only person on this property who is sitting with this with you in the way I am sitting with it, and I would like to sit with it together for a while.”

He set the glass down.

He looked at her.

She held his eye.

He understood several things at once. He understood that this was not the same Tayra as Tuesday night. The Tuesday night Tayra had been a woman who had decided to spend a private evening with a man because the day had been hard and they had earned each other. This was a different Tayra. This was the Tayra under the operational Tayra — the Tayra who had run this property’s quiet bookkeeping for nine years, who had managed things she did not officially manage, who had given a name to a man and who knew what the giving cost.

He understood that she had not been this honest with anyone about this in the nine years she had worked here.

He understood that she had decided to be this honest with him because she had decided to be this honest with him, and because nobody had earned it before, and he had earned it now.

“Tayra.”

“Yes.”

“Come here.”

She got up. She came around the desk. She did not climb onto him. She sat down on the leather couch where she had been on top of him on Tuesday night, but on the far end of it, and she leaned back, and she patted the cushion next to her with one hand, and she waited.

He came around the desk. He sat next to her.

She turned. She put one leg across his lap. She put her head on his shoulder. She put her hand on his chest.

She did not move further.

He put his arm around her shoulders.

He sat with her.

They sat for a long time. He did not know how long. The rum was on the desk. The window was open. The fan in the lobby was turning. The sun was going down over the reef and the light coming in through the window was the long amber light of late afternoon.

She breathed against his throat.

He breathed.

After a long time she lifted her face. She kissed him at the corner of the mouth — slowly, the way Caimana kissed him, the way she had not kissed him on Tuesday night. She kissed him at the corner of the mouth and she kissed him on the mouth and she did not hurry.

He held her face in his hand.

“Tayra.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.”

“Tonight is — you don’t have to.”

“I know I don’t have to. I want to. The wanting is different tonight. I want to be in this office with you for an hour with the lock on the door and your arms around me, and I want it to be still and slow, and I want to not perform any of the things I sometimes perform, and I want you to do the same for me. That is what I want. Will you do that with me.”

“Yes.”

She locked the door. She came back to the couch.

She undressed slowly. She unbuttoned the gray dress one button at a time. She did not perform it. She unbuttoned it the way she would have unbuttoned it alone in her own room before bed. She slid the dress off her shoulders. She laid it across the back of the chair where she had laid the black dress on Tuesday. She came back to the couch in her plain underwear in the long amber light through the window, and she lay down on her side on the couch and she pulled him down on his side facing her.

He undressed himself. He did it slowly too. He laid the suit jacket on the chair. He laid the shirt on top of the suit jacket. He laid the trousers on top of the shirt. He came back to the couch in his shorts.

He lay down facing her.

The couch was narrow. They were close. Her face was against his throat. Her hand was on his chest. His arm was around her back. The window was open and the air was warm and the long amber light was going slowly red on the far wall as the sun moved over the reef.

He kissed her on the forehead.

He had never kissed her on the forehead before.

She breathed in, deeply, and breathed out, slowly, and her hand on his chest stayed where she had put it.

They lay together on the couch in the office for a long count.

He went into her after a while. Slowly. On his side. Her leg over his hip the way Caimana’s leg had been over his hip the night before, but with a different woman, in a different register, in a different room. She breathed *yes* into his collarbone. He breathed against her hair. She put her hand at the back of his neck.

She held him with her eyes.

He held her with his.

She came against him with a small held-in shake that ran the length of her body, and her face turned into his neck, and her hand fisted at the back of his head, and she made no sound. He came after her, with her hand at the back of his head and her breath warm against his throat, and the small held shake of her still going through her body.

He kissed her hair.

She did not let go. She did not move. They lay there on the couch with the long amber light going slowly red on the wall, and her hand on his chest, and his arm around her, and the rum on the desk, and the office quiet around them.

After a long time she said, against his throat: “I’m staying.”

“Bueno.”

“Until the light is gone. Then I will go down.”

“Bueno.”

He held her until the light was gone.

* * *

She left at seven thirty. She dressed slowly. She put the gray dress back on. She fixed her hair. She rinsed the rum glasses at the small office sink the way she had on Tuesday. She put the bottle back in the credenza.

She did not square the day’s incident folder. There was no folder tonight.

She kissed him once at the door.

“Tomorrow morning. Six forty-five.”

“Six forty-five.”

She went out.

He sat on the couch for ten minutes after she left. The couch still had her shape on the cushion. He looked at it. He thought about Ernesto Balta in a car with two men he did not know on the road to Santo Domingo. He thought about Perla, wherever Perla was. He thought about the woman in the Hyundai. He thought about the duffel man.

He thought about Caimana. He had not seen her today. He had not gone to the wing. He had not called over. He understood that he was going to need to go over, soon — tonight or tomorrow — because Caimana was going to know about Ernesto by then, the way Tayra had known, and Caimana was going to be sitting with it the way Tayra was sitting with it. He understood that the women on this property carried the weight of the second job, all of them, in different shapes. Tayra carried it as the operations manager who had given him the name. Caimana carried it as the woman who ran the wing where it had happened. Ixara carried it as the desk girl who had seen the man come in. Bianca, for whatever Bianca knew, carried whatever piece of it Bianca had been close to.

He had been on this property nine days.

In nine days he had become the man at the center of this. In nine days the women on this property had decided, one at a time, to bring their pieces of it to him. They had done this because the previous man had not been the man they could bring it to, and because Danny was a different man, and because being a different man meant being the man they brought it to.

He stood up.

He pulled on his suit jacket. He buttoned it. He went down to the kitchen. Eduardo gave him a plate of rice and beans and a piece of fish he had not asked for. He ate it standing.

He went up to his suite. He showered. He sat on the balcony with a beer.

The bachata was going on the other side of the wall.

He listened. He listened a long time.

He went to bed.

* * *

He did not sleep right away.

He thought about Tayra.

He thought about her saying *we did this together, you and I.* He thought about how she had carried that for four days before she had said it out loud. He thought about how her saying it out loud had been a bigger gift than the body on the couch had been, and that the body on the couch had been a real gift too, and that the two gifts had been one gift.

He thought about Tayra knowing he had been with Caimana.

She had not said anything about Caimana tonight. She had not asked. She had not maneuvered. She had kissed him on the forehead and lain on the couch with him and let him lie with her. But she had known. He had not told her. He had not lied to her. He had not been asked. The not-asking had been a choice and the not-saying had been a choice and the not-lying had been a choice, and the three choices had been made at the same time by both of them, which meant they had been made by both of them.

Tayra was not going to ask him to choose. Caimana was not going to ask him to choose. Ixara was not going to ask him to choose.

He had thought, at twenty-five, that women always asked. That the asking was the rule. He had not understood, at twenty-five, that the asking was a thing women did when they were not sure of themselves or of the man or of the circumstances, and that women who were sure of all three did not ask. The women on this property were sure. Each in her own way. None of them was going to ask him to choose because each of them had decided what she was going to be to him and what he was going to be to her, and the decisions did not require a choice.

He would have to be honest with each of them. He would have to be honest in their register. He would have to bring it to them when it came up rather than wait for them to bring it to him.

He had been telling himself this for two days now.

Tonight Tayra had made it real. She had said *I want to not perform any of the things I sometimes perform, and I want you to do the same for me.* That was the contract.

He could keep that contract.

He had decided he could keep it on the night he had read the second folder. The keeping of it was the work. The work was on top of the work. The work was under the work. The work was the work.

He turned out the lamp.

The bachata was going. He listened until it stopped.

He slept.
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Chapter 10

He set the office up at nine that night.

He had thought about it through the afternoon. He had thought about whether to do it in his office or in hers, whether to do it after the working day or before, whether to put the day’s incident folder on the desk between them or not. He had landed on his office, after close, no folder. He had landed on the chair across the desk being pulled around to the side, so that they would not be sitting across the desk from each other but at right angles to each other. He had landed on rum.

He went down to the staff kitchen at eight forty. He had not eaten dinner. He had not been hungry. He stood at the counter and he ate a piece of toast and a piece of cheese and he drank a glass of water, and Eduardo came out of the pantry and looked at him and went back into the pantry without speaking. Eduardo had been reading him for twelve days now and had gotten good at it. He had read Danny tonight as a man who was going to ask for a piece of fish if he was offered one and was going to be better off with the toast if he was not. He had not offered the fish.

Danny thanked him for the toast, which Eduardo had not made, which was fine.

He went up to the office.

He set the two glasses on the desk. He took the rum from the credenza — Tayra’s bottle, three fingers down from where she had left it Tuesday night and another three from where she had left it earlier this evening — and he set it next to the glasses. He pulled the chair around. He turned off the overhead. He left the desk lamp on.

He waited.

She came in at nine ten without knocking.

She had changed.

She was not in the gray dress and not in the black one. She was in a simple navy blouse and dark jeans and flat sandals — the clothes a woman wore when she had gone home and showered and come back, which was what she had done. Her hair was down. She had a small leather folder under her arm. The folder was old. It was not a hotel folder. It had been on a shelf in her quarters for some number of years and she had pulled it down today.

She closed the door behind her. She locked it.

He had not told her to lock it.

She turned the lock without looking at it, the way a woman locked her own bedroom door at the end of the day, and she came across the office and she sat down in the chair he had pulled around to the side, and she set the leather folder in her lap, and she looked at him.

“Two glasses.”

“I poured them.”

“Bueno.”

He poured. He handed her one. She took it. She did not drink yet. She held it on the leather folder in her lap and she let the rum warm in the glass against her palm.

He drank. She drank. Neither of them said anything.

The office was quiet. The fan in the lobby was off — they had shut it down at nine for the night — and the only sound through the window was the surf at the cabana line and, faintly, somewhere in the east wing courtyard, the slow tick of an irrigation timer turning on.

She set the glass down on the desk.

“Danny.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to tell you what I have been carrying for two years. I want to tell you because you have earned the telling. I want to tell you because last night I told you I had given you Ernesto’s name knowing what I was giving, and that was the small piece of it. The big piece is what I am going to tell you tonight. I want you to receive it without interrupting me until I am finished. After that you can ask me anything. Will you do that.”

“I will.”

“Bueno.”

She opened the folder.

There was nothing in the folder. The folder was just the prop. She had brought it because she had needed something in her hands when she came up here and had not wanted to bring the rum bottle herself or anything else with operational meaning.

She closed the folder again. She set it on the desk next to her glass.

* * *

He waited.

But she did not begin.

She held her glass and she looked at the desk, and she did not begin, and after a long count he understood that she had been preparing to begin for two days and she had still not yet found the first sentence, and that the kindest thing he could do for her was to begin first.

He said, “Tayra. Before you tell me what you came to tell me, let me tell you what I know.”

She looked up.

“Bueno.”

“I know that on Wednesday night a service-request card opened Room 412 between eleven thirty-six and eleven forty. The card is normally on the night manager’s lanyard. Beto did not use it that window. Someone else used it. The cameras did not capture the person in the corridor because the person knew the camera rotation. Three people on this property know the rotation — Felix, the night manager, and you. The fourth is the camera vendor. The fifth is Hale, who taught some of those people what he learned when he was the GM. I have ruled out Felix. I have ruled out Beto on the camera footage of the desk. I have ruled out the vendor — he was in Santo Domingo. That leaves you and the things Hale left behind.”

She did not move.

He kept going.

“I know that on Wednesday night Ixara saw a woman come in through the back staff entrance at ten forty. Long brown hair, ponytail, black t-shirt, jeans, tote bag. She knew where she was going. She went down the service corridor. Two minutes later a man came in through the delivery entrance with the keypad code. He was the man at the desk yesterday morning. He was carrying a duffel bag. The woman left at twelve oh six in a small dark Hyundai out the staff gate. The man was not seen leaving.”

“Bueno.”

“I know that Caimana confirmed Bianca was in her room Wednesday night. The perfume on Whitfield’s collar was Bianca’s, but Bianca did not put it there — it transferred from the wing’s shared spaces. I know Perla was in the wing Wednesday night off-schedule. Soledad heard her in the back common bathroom around eleven thirty. She left at midnight.”

“Bueno.”

“I know that the woman with the long brown hair lives in the village. She is in her mid-twenties, she lives in a pale blue house on the inland side of the road about halfway down the main street, she hangs her laundry behind the house, and she was hanging laundry yesterday morning when I drove through the village. I drove past her once. I did not stop. I do not know her name yet. I think you do.”

She did not say anything.

“I know Ernesto Balta was Perla’s boyfriend. I know he was in El Pelícano yesterday morning at seven forty drinking a black coffee. I know I gave Z his name yesterday afternoon and I know what happened to him at four o’clock and I know you know it too. I know you gave me the name on Tuesday before any of this needed to happen, and I know you gave it to me because you had decided, after eight days of watching me, that you could give it to me.”

“Yes.”

“I know that the only thing I do not yet know — the thing that connects all of these pieces — is the part you have been carrying for two years.”

She looked at him.

She held his eye for a long count.

He understood that he had done something she had not expected him to do. She had come up here ready to be questioned, ready to give the information piece by piece under his pressure, ready to be the woman who had failed to manage something for two years and was now confessing that failure to a man who would judge it. Instead he had sat down in front of her and laid out the case and told her, in effect, that he had assembled it without her, and that the only piece he was still missing was the piece she had been preparing to deliver.

He had done this on purpose.

He had done it because he had decided, on the perimeter walk this morning, that he was not going to interrogate her. He was not going to make her fail in front of him. She had been failing privately, in her own head, for two years, and she had come up here ready to fail publicly. He was not going to let her. He was going to give her the case and let her give him the missing piece, and the giving was going to be a transfer between two adults, not a confession by a subordinate to a manager.

She put her hand flat on the leather folder.

“Danny.”

“Yes.”

“You assembled this in twelve days.”

“I had help. Caimana. Ixara. Felix. You.”

“You assembled it in twelve days without using me.”

“I used what you gave me. I did not use what you did not give me. That’s the work.”

“Hale did not assemble anything in fourteen months.”

“Hale was not assembling. Hale was being managed. There’s a difference.”

“There is.”

She drank the rum. She set the glass down.

“All right.”

She breathed out.

She said, “The woman with the long brown hair is Mariela Sastre. She is twenty-six. She is Perla’s older sister. She was a guest at Paradise Hotel for two nights three years ago, when she was twenty-three, and during that stay she was offered a job by my predecessor — Hale’s predecessor — a man named Rivas. Rivas died in 2021. He had been the GM here for nineteen years. He had been the man who built the East Wing’s current operation. He died of a heart attack on the eighth fairway at the Reef Club, which is what the file says, and which is also what happened. He was not killed. He simply died.

“Mariela Sastre took the job for one year. She was nineteen at the time. She is three years older than Perla. She came up to the wing and worked one year and went back to the village with enough money to buy her family a small concrete house. She did not stay in the wing because Mariela has a temper that the wing requires you not to have. She left on good terms. She still has the keypad code from when she lived here. The code does not change as often as it should. I changed it this morning.”

He did not interrupt.

“Two years ago Perla came up. She came up because Mariela had made it work and Perla wanted to make it work. She was twenty-six. She is a different woman than her sister — Perla is quiet, where Mariela is the one who fights — and she did make it work, after a fashion. Two nights a week. Five nights at home. The boyfriend, Ernesto, did not come around to it. He came around to the money but he did not come around to the work. They had been together since they were sixteen and they were not married because the boyfriend would not marry a woman who did the work, but he would not leave a woman who brought home that money, which is its own kind of small ugliness.”

“Yes.”

“I was the one who hired Perla.”

“I knew.”

“You did not know. You knew Caimana did not hire her. You did not know I hired her. I hired her because Mariela came to me eighteen months after her own departure and told me her sister wanted to come up, and I thought about it for a week and I told Caimana I had a girl from the village I wanted to bring on. Caimana asked me three questions and I answered all three of them, and on the fourth question — which was, are you sure — I said yes. Caimana took her. Caimana did not love it. Caimana never loves taking a girl she has not herself recruited from somewhere outside the village, because the village brings complications, and the village complications are the complications I am about to tell you about.”

“Tayra.”

“I am almost there.”

“Bueno.”

“Six months ago Mariela came back to me. She told me Ernesto had become — bad. She used the word bad. She said Perla was being knocked around. She said Perla would not leave him because Perla was Perla. She said she had told Perla to stop coming up to the wing and Perla had refused — Perla wanted the money, the money was the only thing that gave her any standing in the relationship, the money was the part of her life she was choosing for herself. Mariela asked me to help.

“I asked her what kind of help.

“She did not say.

“I told her I could not get involved with what was happening between Perla and her boyfriend in the village, that the wing did not extend its protection past the wing’s walls, that I had no mechanism to intervene in a domestic situation in the village, and that I was sorry but that this was not a thing I could do. I told her I would speak to Caimana about whether Perla could shift to more nights at the wing — three or four instead of two — to get her out of the house more. Mariela said no. She said Ernesto would not allow more nights, and that more nights would make things worse for Perla, not better. She said the wing was the part of Perla’s life that was making things worse and that the only way to fix it was for Perla to stop, and that Perla would not stop, and that the only way Perla would stop was if the boyfriend was no longer there to come home to.”

“Tayra.”

“I told her I could not help her with that. I told her — I told her, in plain Spanish, that what she was asking me was not a thing I could be part of. I told her that if she or her sister had a problem with Ernesto, the problem was a village problem, and the village had its own ways of handling village problems, and the wing was not a resource for village problems. I told her this firmly. I told her this in my own voice. I have not told you about it because I did not want to put it in your head before I had to.”

“You said no.”

“I said no. I said it firmly. I thought she had taken it. I thought she had heard me. She had not heard me, or she had heard me and had decided to find another route, and she found another route. The other route was what happened on Wednesday night.”

“Tayra.”

“I should have known something was going to happen. I had heard, in passing, from one of the spa girls in October that Mariela had been seen drinking with a man she did not know — a Cuban, the spa girl thought, or a Dominican from the city, somebody not from the village — at the bar in the next town up the coast. I noted it. I did not pursue it. The spa girl had told me as gossip and I had received it as gossip and I had filed it the way I filed gossip, which is to say without much weight. I should have given it more weight. I did not.

“That was the duffel man. That was the Cuban or whatever he was. Mariela had been recruiting him for the Wednesday night. She had been recruiting him for at least four weeks. I had heard about it in passing in October and I had not understood what I was hearing.

“That is the piece. That is the piece I have been carrying. I knew, six months ago, that something was going to happen. I knew, in October, that something was being assembled. I did not know what it was and I did not know when it was, but I had the pieces in my hands and I did not put them together because I did not want to. I did not want to put them together because if I had put them together I would have had to do something about them, and the doing of something would have required me to bring it to Hale, and Hale would have brought it to Z, and Z would have done something to the Sastre sisters, both of them, before they had a chance to do whatever they were planning. I would have had to be the cause of two women being hurt to prevent the death of a man I did not yet know was going to die.

“I made a choice. I did not make it explicitly. I made it by not putting the pieces together in my own head. The unconscious version of the choice was a choice. I made it. I am owning it tonight.”

She finished the rum.

She set the glass down.

She kept her eyes on his.

“That is what I have been carrying for two years,” she said. “Today is the first day I have said it out loud.”

* * *

He did not speak yet.

He let her words sit in the room.

He drank the rest of his rum. He set the glass down. He did not pour another. He did not pour for her. The glasses sat empty between them on the desk and the leather folder sat closed in her lap, and the desk lamp was the only light in the office.

She watched him.

She was waiting for his response and she was prepared to receive whatever it was. He could see that. She had been preparing herself for two years for this conversation and the preparation had been for a particular version of his response — the manager’s version, the version where the manager listened to a confession of dereliction and weighed it and pronounced consequences.

He was not going to give her that version.

She had not given him that version when he had told her, last night, what the second job had asked him to do. She had said *we did this together.* She had carried it with him.

He was going to do the same.

He said, “Tayra.”

“Yes.”

“You did not kill Whitfield.”

“I —”

“Let me finish.”

“Bueno.”

“You did not kill Whitfield. Mariela killed Whitfield, with the duffel man. Perla was in the room. The duffel man cleaned up. Mariela drove. They did this without you. They did this knowing you had told them no six months ago. They did this through a back channel that they built specifically because you had told them no. The fact that you heard a piece of gossip in October that might have, if you had known what to do with it, given you ten weeks of warning — that fact does not make you the cause of what happened. It makes you a person who works in a place where ten weeks of warning is sometimes available and sometimes not, and in this case it was available and you did not see it.

“You did not see it because you are a woman, not a clairvoyant. The gossip you heard was a piece of information that could have been interpreted six different ways, and you interpreted it as gossip because gossip is what most pieces of information of that shape turn out to be. You interpreted it correctly given what you had at the time. You did not interpret it correctly in retrospect, but retrospect is the cheapest kind of correctness, and I am not going to give you retrospective failure as a reason to carry this for the rest of your life.

“You did the right thing six months ago. You told Mariela no. You told her in plain Spanish in your own voice. You did not cooperate. You did not facilitate. You did not look the other way. You said no to the thing she was asking, and the thing she was asking was for the wing to be the instrument of an attack on a man in the village, and you refused to make the wing that instrument. That is the right answer. That answer is not the answer Hale would have given. Hale would have asked what was in it for him. You did not. You said no. You said no because you understood the limits of what the wing was for and you understood the limits of what you were for, and you held those limits.

“Mariela did not respect those limits. She found a route around them. The route around them did not require your cooperation. It used Perla, who was a full adult who made her own decision to come up off-schedule on Wednesday night and walk into a guest’s room. Perla was an adult. Mariela was an adult. The duffel man was an adult. They each made decisions and they each made them on their own and they did not ask your permission and you did not give them anything.

“You have been carrying something that does not belong to you. I am giving it back tonight. It is not yours.”

She watched him.

She held his eye for a long count.

She said, “Danny.”

“Yes.”

“I — "

“You do not have to say anything.”

“I have to say one thing.”

“Bueno.”

She put her hand flat on the leather folder in her lap. She held it there.

“I have not — I have not had — anyone tell me a thing that big in the way you just told me that. In nine years on this property. In thirty-seven years of being a person. I have had men tell me I was right about something small, and I have had men tell me I was right about something at work, and I have had my mother tell me I was right about my brother, but I have not had a man sit across from me in a room with two glasses of rum and tell me a thing of that size and tell it the way you just told it. I am not going to forget what you just told me. I am going to think about it for the rest of my life. I want you to know that.”

“Bueno.”

“That is the one thing.”

“Bueno.”

“You can ask me anything else now.”

He thought about it.

He did not have anything else to ask.

He had wanted, going into this conversation, to know the missing piece — the connection between Mariela in the village and the duffel man and the Wednesday night plan. He had it now. He had it cleanly. He understood the case. He understood the chain of decisions that had led from Perla’s first night in the wing two years ago to a body in 412 last week. He understood Tayra’s part in it and the part that was not hers.

He did not have to ask anything else.

He said, “I do not have anything else.”

“Bueno.”

“You are not in trouble.”

“I am not asking whether I am in trouble. I am telling you that I am not in trouble because you have made it clear, but I want to also say that I am not asking. I would have accepted the answer either way. I want you to know I came up here prepared to be in trouble.”

“I know.”

“I am glad I am not in trouble. I am also glad I came up here prepared.”

“I understand.”

She nodded.

She nodded twice more, slower, the way a woman nodded when she was nodding to herself rather than to him.

She stood up.

She picked up the leather folder. She picked up the empty glass. She walked the glass to the small office sink and rinsed it. She brought it back to the desk and set it next to his glass. She did not put either of them away yet.

She came around the corner of the desk. She stood in front of him in his chair.

She put her hand on his cheek. It was the first time she had touched him tonight. She held her palm there for the count of three.

She did not kiss him.

She took her hand back.

“I am going down to my quarters now.”

“Bueno.”

“I am going to sleep tonight. For the first time in two years. I think I am.”

“Bueno.”

“Tomorrow at six forty-five.”

“Six forty-five.”

She went to the door.

At the door she stopped.

She turned.

She said, “Danny.”

“Yes.”

“The fisherman’s name was Ernesto Balta. The boyfriend. Ernesto Balta. You knew that. You had it from me on Tuesday. I told you Tuesday. I am — I am closing the loop on the Tuesday telling. The telling on Tuesday was a partial telling. The telling tonight is the full telling. The full telling is closed now. Bueno.”

“Bueno, Tayra.”

She unlocked the door. She went out. She closed the door behind her.

He sat in the office.

He did not pour another rum. He capped the bottle. He put the two glasses next to it on the desk. He looked at the empty chair across from him for a long count.

Then he stood up. He turned out the desk lamp. He went down to walk the perimeter.

* * *

The perimeter walk took thirty-five minutes.

He walked it slower than usual. He walked past the cabana line and around the back of the building and along the east wing wall. The east wing courtyard lights were on. Music was coming over the wall — bachata, a slower one, a song he did not know. A woman was singing along with it under her breath the way the woman two weeks ago had sung along under her breath, possibly the same woman, possibly a different one. He could not tell from the wall.

He walked the perimeter past the staff parking and around the kitchen and through the gardens and back to the front of the property. He stopped at the porte-cochère. The night doorman tipped his cap.

“Buenas noches, jefe.”

“Buenas noches.”

He went up to his suite.

He showered. He sat on the balcony in his robe with a beer he did not drink. He thought about Tayra on the way down to her quarters tonight. He thought about her sleeping for the first time in two years. He thought about whether she would actually sleep, and he thought she probably would, because the carrying-it part had been the exhausting part, and the not-carrying-it part was the part that allowed sleep.

He thought about Mariela.

He thought about her hanging laundry in the morning behind a pale blue house.

He thought about whether she knew yet about Ernesto. She did. The village knew. The village had told her by now and she had received the news with whatever face she had in private when she was alone in the pale blue house, and she had probably packed a bag too, by now, the way her sister had packed a bag on Wednesday night, and Mariela was probably going to leave the village in the next forty-eight hours because she was the one who had organized this and the cartel was the cartel and the cartel was going to come for her if she stayed.

She might already be gone.

He thought about whether Z would pursue her.

He thought about it without feeling entitled to an answer. Z would do what Z would do. He had given Z one name. Z had used the name. Z might or might not pursue further names. Mariela might or might not be the next name. Perla was certainly already gone — she had been gone since Wednesday — and the cartel might or might not pursue her either. The duffel man might be picked up. The woman in the Hyundai had been Mariela. He realized that now, sitting on the balcony, that the description Ixara had given had been the description of Mariela, and that he should have made the connection two days ago and had not because he had been thinking of the woman in the Hyundai as a different woman than the woman with the laundry.

It was the same woman.

The same woman had let in the duffel man. The same woman had driven the Hyundai away at twelve oh six. The same woman had been hanging laundry yesterday morning when he had driven through the village and looked at her without knowing he was looking at her.

He had looked at her.

He had not known.

He sat with that.

He did not write it down. He had been writing things in his notebook for two weeks now and he was not going to write this one. This one stayed in his head. Mariela Sastre, twenty-six, a pale blue house, long brown hair, the woman who had assembled this, the woman who had asked Tayra for help and been told no and who had then, six months later, found her own way. She had been a guest at this hotel three years ago. She had taken the job at nineteen. She had bought her family a house. She had been the one with the temper. She had loved her sister.

He did not know what to think about her.

That was honest. He did not know what to think. He had stood in a bar this morning and watched her sister’s boyfriend hold a coffee cup with white knuckles, and he had given the boyfriend’s name to a woman on a phone, and the boyfriend was in the hands of two men in a car on the road to Santo Domingo right now or already in the trunk of a different car or already in the ground somewhere in the cane fields. He had been part of that. He had been the proximate cause of that. He had been the proximate cause because Mariela had assembled this and the assembly had run through his hotel and the hotel had a man on a bed with his hands folded across his chest, and somebody had to pay for the man, and the cartel had decided the somebody was the boyfriend.

The cartel had not yet decided the somebody was Mariela.

The cartel might decide that next week.

He did not know how he felt about that.

He sat with not knowing.

He had decided, twelve days ago lying in a bed listening to laughter come up over a wall, that he was going to be honest with himself all the way down. Honest tonight meant: I do not know how I feel about Mariela. I helped end her sister’s boyfriend’s life. I drove past her house. I did not stop. I could have stopped. I chose not to stop because it was not my decision to stop her, it was Z’s decision, and Z had not yet decided. If I had stopped, Z would have decided faster, and Mariela would already be in the trunk of a car, and I do not know whether that is what I want for Mariela, because Mariela killed an American guest in my hotel by proxy and Mariela is also a woman whose sister was being beaten by a man, and Mariela found a route to a solution to that beating, and the route ran through my hotel and through a guest who did not deserve to die, and the math of all of that is a math I do not have the formula for tonight.

I am not going to have it tomorrow either.

I am going to have it slowly, over the next months, and I am going to be honest with myself the whole time about what I feel about it as I learn what I feel about it.

He set the beer down.

He went inside. He went to bed.

* * *

He thought about Tayra in the bed before he slept.

He thought about her hand on his cheek for the count of three. He thought about her saying *I am going to sleep tonight for the first time in two years*. He thought about how the saying it had been the proof of it. A woman who had not slept in two years could not say it the way she had said it without meaning that the not-sleeping was over, and the not-sleeping was over because she had said it out loud to him, and the saying had been the medicine.

He had given her medicine tonight that he had not known he had.

He had given it the only way it could be given — by listening, by laying out what he knew, by giving back the part of the weight that did not belong to her, and by not making her perform her confession for him. He had done it without rehearsing it. He had walked the perimeter at five thirty in the morning thinking about how to set the room up, and the setting up had been the easy part, and the actual giving had been a thing that happened on its own when she sat down across from him.

This was the work.

This was the work the second salary was paying for.

Not the call to Z. Not the photographs in 412. Not the conversations with Paz. Those were the operational parts. The actual work was sitting in a room with a woman who had carried a thing for two years and giving her back the part that was not hers, in a way she could receive, in language she could use afterward to sleep.

The actual work was Caimana on the rattan chair across the table from him saying *I have been deciding for four days* and his understanding that the deciding had been a real deciding and that the answer had to honor the deciding.

The actual work was Ixara in this office yesterday morning saying *I am sorry, jefe* and his understanding that the sorry was for an absence she could not have prevented and that the giving-back of that sorry was the work.

The actual work was being the man who could receive what each woman brought him, in her register, on her terms, without flinching.

He could be that man.

He had not been that man at twenty-five. He had not even been that man at thirty. He had been getting better at being that man for nine years and the getting better had been the work he had been doing in his own head while he was running properties, and the running of the properties had been the surface, and the actual work had always been underneath.

The second salary was for the underneath.

He had not understood that on the night he had read the second folder. He had understood the surface — the supplies, the maintenance, the dispute resolution, the security. He had thought the dispute resolution clause was about Z’s clients. The dispute resolution was not about Z’s clients. The dispute resolution was about the women in his life on this property, who carried things that no one had carried for them, and who needed somebody to be the receiver of what they carried, and Z had been hiring a man for that role for forty years and had only this year, in him, found one she trusted.

He thought about whether Z understood that.

He thought about Z’s voice on the phone telling him to eat mangú on Tuesdays.

He thought she did.

He went to sleep.

The bachata was going on the other side of the wall. A different song now, faster, with two women laughing under it. He listened until the song ended. He listened to the next one. He slept somewhere in the middle of it.
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Chapter 11

He made the call at four o’clock in the afternoon.

He had spent the morning on the hotel side of the work. The morning briefing with Tayra at six forty-five had been the first real morning briefing they had run since the Whitfield day, and it had been clean — she had walked him through the day’s arrivals, the kitchen orders, the linen paperwork that had come back signed from Santiago, the conference quote for February that the client had countered on. She had been steady. She had been a different steady than she had been all week. The carrying-it had been off her shoulders since the night before and the difference was in the way she walked across a lobby.

He had eaten breakfast in the staff kitchen with Marisol and Hector. He had taken two calls with the corporate compliance office in Miami, both routine, both about the Whitfield closure paperwork. He had walked the lobby. He had stood the front desk for an hour. He had looked over a new conference quote with Ixara at the desk — Ixara had been fine, the same fast warm Ixara as always, with the chin-on-fist attention and the small smile when he’d corrected her phrasing on a contract clause. He had taken a meeting with Felix about the new camera contract, which was now on the books for installation in three weeks. He had eaten lunch in the staff kitchen alone at the end of the table, which had been Eduardo’s reading of him today and had been correct.

By three thirty he had finished everything that needed finishing.

He had sat at his desk for thirty minutes after that. He had not opened anything. He had not started anything. He had sat with the phone on the blotter in front of him and he had looked at the wall.

Then he had picked up the phone and dialed.

She picked up on the first ring. She always picked up on the first ring. She had been waiting for the call.

“Sí.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“I have the full picture. I would like to give it to you.”

“Bueno.”

He gave it to her.

He gave it operationally, the way she had asked him to give him things from the start. He started with the assembly. The camera rotation. The keypad code. The service-request card. The fact that someone with knowledge of the hotel’s interior had been the inside contact, and the fact that the inside contact had been a former East Wing employee — Mariela Sastre, twenty-six, in the wing under Rivas in 2019, six months on the books, then released back to the village with a settlement. The keypad code was still hers. She had used it on Wednesday night to let in the duffel man.

He told Z about the gossip Tayra had heard in October. He told her Tayra had heard it without context and without weight, and that Tayra had told Mariela no six months ago when Mariela had come to her asking for help with Perla’s boyfriend. He told her that Tayra had held the line then. He told her this clearly. He told her this so that, if Z was thinking about which of the people on this property had failed to prevent what had happened, Z would have the full picture of what Tayra had done and not done.

“Tayra told her no.”

“Yes.”

“Six months ago.”

“Yes.”

“And told you about it last night.”

“Yes.”

“Bueno.”

He went on. He told Z about Mariela coming to Caimana eighteen months ago to put her sister in the wing. He told Z that Caimana had taken her under protest because Caimana did not love village hires. He told her that Perla had worked the wing for two years without incident. He told her that the boyfriend’s escalation was the trigger, and that Mariela had decided to remove the boyfriend by routing through the wing. He told her that Mariela had assembled the duffel man over four weeks beginning in October, somewhere in a town up the coast where nobody from Paradise Hotel went. He told her that the duffel man’s role had been to clean up the room, not to kill — Perla had killed Whitfield.

“How.”

“I don’t know yet. The doctor will know. He will not put it in the cardiac certificate. I will get it from him in a private conversation in the next forty-eight hours.”

“Bueno.”

“I have a hypothesis.”

“Tell me.”

“Whitfield went out at ten thirteen and came back in at ten fifty-two. The wife thought he went to the bar. He did not go to the bar. The bartender was on shift the whole evening and Whitfield did not come into the bar after ten. I checked. He went somewhere else for thirty-nine minutes. I think he went to El Jardin. I think he had been told, by somebody on the property — Hale’s old contacts, or somebody Hale had introduced him to on his last visit — that the wing existed, and that he could come over in the late evening, and that he would be received. I think Perla was the woman who received him. I think they were in her room or in one of the wing’s lounges between ten thirteen and ten fifty-two. I think she gave him something — a drink, a pill, possibly both — that he did not know was poisoned. I think she sent him back to his own room and she came back through the wing at eleven thirty to confirm. I think when she found him already gone, she did the work to arrange the body, and Mariela came in two minutes later through the back staff entrance to help finish, and the duffel man came in two minutes after that with the chemicals to clean up anything biological that would have flagged in an autopsy.”

“Bueno.”

“That is the hypothesis. I do not have proof of any of it. I have the timeline and the access pattern. I do not have the toxicology and I do not have a confession from anyone.”

“You will have the toxicology by tomorrow afternoon.”

“Will I.”

“Dr. Reyes is going to get a call from a mutual contact this evening telling him that he should send the toxicology screen on Whitfield to a private number rather than to the police lab, and that the private number’s report will become the official cause of death. That conversation will happen at six tonight. Reyes will agree because Reyes always agrees. The toxicology will be in your hands by tomorrow at four.”

“Bueno.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Where is Mariela now.”

“I don’t know. I drove past her house yesterday morning at seven and she was hanging laundry behind the house. I did not stop. I did not engage. I have not had any further information about her since.”

“You did not stop.”

“No.”

“Why.”

“Because that decision was not mine to make. The decision about what to do with Mariela is yours. I had Ernesto. I gave you Ernesto. Mariela is the larger question and the larger question is yours.”

The line was quiet for a count of three.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Most managers would have stopped.”

“Most managers in my position would not have known where she lived.”

“That is true.”

“I knew because I had identified her as a category of interest before I went down to the village. I knew her house because I drove past it. I did not stop because stopping would have been operating in your authority and not mine. I am clear about my authority. I am clear about yours. I gave you the boyfriend because the boyfriend was the immediate participant. The sister is a different question. You will decide it.”

“Bueno.”

She paused.

He waited.

“I will decide it tomorrow,” she said. “Mariela is in her house tonight. She has not packed. She has not run. She is, as far as my eyes in the village can tell me, sitting in her kitchen tonight with the lights off, drinking. She is grieving Ernesto. She is also, very likely, expecting to be next, and she has decided not to run because she is the woman she is. I will decide tomorrow what to do with that. I will tell you when I have decided.”

“Bueno.”

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“I have a question for you.”

“Yes.”

“What do you think I should do.”

He went still.

He had not expected the question.

He thought about it.

“I do not have an answer,” he said. “I have been thinking about it since I drove past her yesterday. I have not arrived at one. If you are asking me operationally — does she pose a risk to the property, does she pose a risk to your operation — the operational answer is, probably not. She is unlikely to assemble a second event. She has lost her sister, her sister’s boyfriend, and the only piece of the village’s infrastructure that allowed her to assemble the first one. Operationally she is contained.

“If you are asking me morally, I do not have a moral answer. She organized the murder of a guest in my hotel. She did it because her sister was being beaten and the sister would not leave on her own. The man who was beating the sister is now dead. The guest who was poisoned is also dead. The math of those two deaths, against the future safety of the sister, against the cost to my hotel, against the cost to your operation — I do not have the math.

“What I would ask of you, if you were asking me — which you are — is to consider that Mariela is sitting in her kitchen tonight expecting you. That tells me something about her. A woman who is expecting you and is not running is a woman who has decided that whatever is coming for her is what is coming. That kind of woman does not always need to be killed. Sometimes she needs to be told what the rules are. Sometimes a woman in a kitchen with the lights off who is expecting you is a woman who has already been receiving the punishment in her own head for forty hours and is not going to do it again.

“I would consider not killing her. That is my answer. I do not give it lightly. I would consider it because a dead Mariela is a permanent thing, and a Mariela who has been told the rules and has been given a reason to live within them is a thing that can be revisited if she fails to live within them. A dead Mariela is closed. A living Mariela who knows what the rules are is open, and open things have more options than closed things.”

The line was quiet.

He had given more than she had asked for. He had not been planning to. He had been planning to say *operational answer is contained* and stop. He had said the rest because she had asked him directly and he had decided, somewhere between the end of the operational sentence and the start of the moral sentence, that he was going to be honest with her in the same register he had committed to being honest with himself.

She would do with it what she would do.

She said, “Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“That is a thoughtful answer.”

“Bueno.”

“I will think about it tonight. I will tell you my decision tomorrow.”

“Bueno.”

“You will be at the desk at six.”

“At the desk at six.”

The line went dead.

He set the phone down.

He sat in the office for ten minutes without moving.

Then he stood up and he went out and he walked the perimeter the long way, and he came up to the rooftop bar at five forty in the afternoon, and he ordered a beer, and he stood at the railing.

* * *

He did not stay at the railing long.

He took the beer to a small table in the corner of the rooftop bar where the staff sometimes sat at the end of a shift. The bar was mostly empty at five forty. There were two German guests at a table by the pool side, a woman alone with a book at a third table, and a bartender named Diego who Danny had not yet learned much about but who was good at his job and did not interrupt.

He sat with the beer.

He did not drink it for the first ten minutes.

He thought about what he had said to Z.

He thought about whether he had said it because he had meant it, or because he had been hoping she would take it, or because he had been performing for her — the new GM showing range, demonstrating moral seriousness, offering the cartel boss a glimpse of the kind of thinking she was paying for. He thought about it carefully because the difference mattered.

He decided he had meant it.

He had meant it in the way a man meant a thing he had not rehearsed. The answer had come out of him the way the answer to Tayra’s *I need to think about the right way to tell you* had come out of him on the night he had said *bueno, tomorrow*. It had come out before he had decided to say it. It had come out because he had been thinking about Mariela for two days and the thinking had assembled itself into a position without his deciding to assemble it. He had a position now. The position was: I would consider not killing her.

He did not know if Z would consider it.

He drank the beer.

He thought about whether his asking her to consider it had cost him something. He thought it had probably cost him something. Z had hired him to do a job, and the job had a clean operational shape, and he had taken it knowing the shape, and tonight he had stretched the shape by giving her an answer that had not been operational. He had given her a moral answer. He had given her his moral answer. Z might have wanted only the operational answer. Z might consider the moral answer to be a category of trespass.

He did not think she would. But he was not certain.

He drank the rest of the beer.

He ordered a second one. Diego brought it. Diego left him alone.

He sat with it.

* * *

He thought about whether he wanted to call Caimana.

He had not seen her in two days. She had been in his bed Wednesday night and she had not been in his life Thursday during the day or Thursday night, and now it was Friday afternoon and she had not come to the office and he had not gone to the wing. They had not avoided each other. They had simply gone forward with their separate work, and her separate work today had been the wing’s Friday paperwork — Friday was the wing’s heaviest day, the regulars came in for the weekend, and Caimana was up to her eyebrows in bookings and rotations and she would not be free until late.

He could call her later. He could go over after dinner the way he had on Wednesday.

He thought about whether he wanted to.

He thought he did want to. He also thought he wanted to not perform anything tonight, and he was not sure he had it in him to walk into Caimana’s bedroom tonight without performing something. The conversation with Z had taken something from him. The morning with Tayra had not given it back. He had been steady all day on the surface and he was tired underneath, and tired-underneath was the kind of state that performed without meaning to, and Caimana would clock it inside thirty seconds and Caimana would know.

He decided he would not go to Caimana tonight. He would go tomorrow. He would tell her tomorrow what had happened today. She would receive it the way she received things, and the receiving would be better tomorrow than tonight.

He thought about Tayra. He thought she would be in her quarters tonight, sleeping the second night of her two-year sleep, and she did not need him interrupting that. He would see her at six forty-five tomorrow.

He sat with the second beer. He drank it slowly. The sun went down over the reef. Diego turned on the small string lights along the rooftop railing. The German guests left. The woman with the book left. The bar was empty.

The door at the top of the stairs opened.

* * *

Ixara came up.

She had a beer in one hand. Hers, off the staff sheet. She was off the clock — Marisol had taken the desk at six and Ixara had clocked out and had not gone home. He could see it in the way she walked, the way her posture had dropped, the way the careful front-of-house alertness had given way to the looser carriage of a woman who was done with her work for the day.

She had her hair down. The braid had come out at some point. Her hair was thick and dark and longer than he had thought from the braid, almost to her elbows.

She came across the rooftop without looking around. She had not looked around because she had known he was there. She had probably known since five forty when Diego had texted her or the back-of-house chatter had told her or she had simply known on her own. She was a woman who knew where the people on this property were at any given hour.

She stopped at his table.

“Jefe.”

“Ixara.”

“You eating?”

“Not yet.”

“Diego made the staff plate. He’s bringing two.”

“Bueno.”

She sat down across from him.

She did not perform the sitting. She did not arrange herself. She sat down with her beer in front of her and her arms on the table and her hair around her shoulders, and she looked at him with the same fast bright eyes she had looked at him with in the lobby on his first day, except tonight the bright was a softer kind of bright, the kind a woman had at the end of a long week when the sharpness had been spent and the warmth was what was left.

She did not ask him about his day.

She did not ask him about the call.

She did not say *I heard about the village* or *I heard about Ernesto* or *I heard about Tayra coming up to the office last night*, even though she had heard about all three of them through whatever combination of staff chatter and her own observation she had assembled, and she had heard them within minutes of when each of them had happened.

She drank her beer.

He drank his.

Diego brought two plates of rice and beans and grilled fish that the kitchen had run for the staff dinner. He set them on the table. He set down two more beers. He nodded at Danny. He left.

They ate.

They ate without talking. The string lights came on stronger as the sky went dark. The sound of the surf came up from the cabana line. A guest somewhere down by the pool laughed at something. The radio in the kitchen, two floors down, was playing something old.

He cleaned his plate. She cleaned hers.

She set her fork down.

She said, “Jefe.”

“Yes.”

“Bad day.”

“It was a long day.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No.”

She watched him.

She did not push. She watched.

After a count she said, “I am not going to ask you what kind of day it was. I have a guess. I have heard enough today to have a guess and the guess is probably close. I am not going to ask you because I do not want you to have to answer. I am up here because I clocked out an hour ago and I do not want to go home tonight, and I knew you were up here, and I came up. That is all I came up for.”

“Ixara.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“De nada.”

She drank the rest of her beer.

She set the bottle down.

She looked at him across the table. The look she gave him was not the look from his first day. It was not the look from the supply closet. It was not the look from the corridor with the cart. It was a different look. It was the look of a woman who had been on this property for four years and who had watched managers come and go and who had decided, in the past two weeks, that he was a manager she was glad about, and who had decided in the past three days, after he had told her *you have nothing to be sorry for*, that being glad about him was not all she was about him.

She said, “I am not going to your suite tonight.”

“Bueno.”

“I am going to come up here. I am going to sit. You are going to sit. After Diego goes home — he closes at ten — we are going to be the only people on the rooftop. The lights stay on. The bar stays open with the back door unlocked. The staff door at the bottom of the stairs has a lock that does not work but the door makes a sound when it opens. We will hear anyone come up. Nobody comes up at this hour.”

“Bueno.”

“Are you on the same page with me.”

“Yes.”

“Bueno.”

She slid her chair closer. She put her hand flat on his thigh under the table. She did not move it for a count of ten. She let it sit there. Her palm was warm through his trousers. He put his hand on top of hers. They sat that way through the next song on the kitchen radio, two floors down, while Diego closed up the bar and wiped down the counter and called a *buenas noches* across the rooftop and went down the stairs with his bag over his shoulder.

The staff door at the bottom of the stairs made its sound. Then the rooftop was quiet.

She turned her hand under his. Their palms together.

“Come here, Danny.”

He came around the table. He pulled her up out of her chair. He kissed her — slowly, the way the day had asked him to, the way he had not been able to bring himself to ask of Caimana tonight but could ask of Ixara because Ixara had come up here knowing what kind of day it had been and knowing what kind of slow she was offering. She kissed him back. She tasted like the beer. Her hands went into his hair.

He walked her backward to the small alcove at the back of the rooftop bar — a corner behind a planter of bougainvillea, a low cushioned bench against the wall, the place the staff sometimes went to smoke without being seen. The bench was big enough for two people. The string lights threw soft yellow over half of it. The other half was in shadow.

He sat down on the bench. She climbed onto his lap.

She undid the top buttons of her uniform shirt. She had changed out of the uniform after work but had put on a soft cotton blouse with the same kind of buttons, and she undid the top three of those. She let the blouse fall open at her chest. He kissed the soft skin she had given him to kiss. She put her hand at the back of his neck.

“Slow,” she said. “Don’t manage anything tonight.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were going to. You always do. Don’t tonight. I will.”

“Bueno.”

She kissed him. She kissed him for a long count, sitting on his lap on the bench in the corner of the rooftop, while the string lights moved a little in the breeze and the surf came up from the cabana line and a moth banged against the bulb above the bar.

She pulled back.

She undid the rest of the buttons. She slid out of the blouse. She was wearing a soft bra she had not been wearing earlier in the day — she had changed for this, after she had clocked out, before she had come up. He understood what it meant. She had decided this afternoon, sometime after the lunch where Tayra had been in his office at four, that she was going to do this tonight. She had planned it small and quiet and in her own register. She had planned it the way a woman planned a thing she wanted to give a man without asking him to make it big.

He kissed her at the curve of her shoulder. He kissed her at the soft place above her breast.

She got the buttons of his shirt open. She slid her hands under it and against his chest. He put his arms around her back. He held her against him for a long count just to feel her there. Her face was against his throat. Her hair was on his shoulders. Her hands were warm on his ribs.

“Jefe.”

“Don’t call me that tonight.”

“Danny.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t have to talk.”

“Bueno.”

“You don’t have to anything. Tonight I do the deciding.”

“Bueno.”

She undid his belt. She did it slowly, with the small fast capable hands he had watched run the front desk for two weeks. She was a woman who did not waste a movement. She had decided what she was doing and she did it without arranging anything for him, and the lack of arrangement was the gift, because the day had been full of arrangement and he was tired of arrangement.

She lifted up. She slid the soft cotton skirt up around her hips. She had not been wearing underwear under it. She had decided that this afternoon too. She eased down onto him with a small sound against his throat, the same *oh* she had made the first night against the supply closet door, and her arms tightened around his neck.

She did not move at first.

She held him inside her with her hands at the back of his neck and her face against his throat and she breathed.

He breathed with her.

After a long count she moved.

She moved slowly. She rocked against him. She kept her face against his neck. She kept her arms around him. She did not perform anything. She rocked at her own tempo with the string lights yellow on her hair and the surf coming up from below and the moth banging against the bulb, and after a while she lifted her face to his and kissed him, and she came against him with a small held *Danny* against his mouth, and her arms tightened, and she did not let go.

He came after her with his hand at the back of her neck and her breath in his mouth and her arms still tight around him.

She held him.

She held him for a long time. She did not get up. Her face stayed against his throat. The string lights moved. The surf was steady. The kitchen radio had stopped two floors down. Somewhere far off a dog was barking, and somewhere closer, very faintly, the bachata was going in the east wing.

She kissed his jaw.

“Danny.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“For what.”

“For not having to ask.”

“Bueno.”

She got up. She fixed her clothes. He fixed his. She sat down next to him on the bench and put her head on his shoulder and her hand on his chest and she did not move for a long time after.

The bachata kept going.

He listened to it with her. He listened to the surf. He listened to her breathing.

She fell asleep against him.

She slept for fifteen minutes. He did not move. He let her sleep. He watched the lights of the cabana line and the dark of the sea past them, and he thought about nothing in particular, and the not-thinking-in-particular was the rest he had needed from the day.

She woke. She lifted her head.

“I should go.”

“Bueno.”

“I will see you in the morning.”

“Six.”

“At the desk.”

“At the desk.”

She kissed him once, soft, on the corner of the mouth. She got up. She went down the stairs. The staff door made its sound when she opened it and again when it closed.

He sat on the bench for ten more minutes.

Then he went down to his suite.

* * *

He did the thing he always did at the end of a hard day. He pulled tomorrow’s arrivals sheet out of his bag and he laid it on the small desk in the suite and he read it.

Eleven arrivals. Two airport pickups in the morning, four in the afternoon. A repeat guest in 502 — a Canadian woman who had stayed seven times, who tipped well, who had asked Ixara last visit about a particular spa treatment that had been discontinued and that Danny had instructed Tayra to bring back. The treatment was on the list for tomorrow. The Canadian woman would be pleased. A British family of four in 411 — Tayra had moved the family up from 412, which was still closed for cleaning, on Danny’s instruction. He had not been ready to put a family in 412 yet. He would put a guest in 412 next week.

The conference suite was set up for the February retreat client, who was coming for a tour Saturday morning.

The kitchen was running the new menu Eduardo had been quietly working on for ten days, which Danny had approved this morning at breakfast.

The east wing had its Friday roster set. Caimana had her bookings. The wing would run the way the wing ran. Danny would walk the perimeter at eleven, the way he walked the perimeter at eleven, and he would not stop at the wing tonight, but he would see Caimana tomorrow.

He set the sheet down.

He went to bed.

He did not write anything in his notebook tonight. The names had been in there for a week and a half and he did not need to add to the list.

He turned out the lamp.

The bachata had stopped. The wing was quiet. The hotel was quiet.

He slept.

* * *

He thought about Ixara before he went to sleep.

He thought about her saying *thank you for not having to ask.* He thought about how she had decided this afternoon that she was going to come up to the rooftop tonight, that she was going to wear a soft cotton blouse, that she was not going to wear underwear under the skirt, that she was going to climb into his lap and rock against him in the corner of the rooftop bar at ten oh five with the string lights yellow on her hair. She had decided all of it without asking him and without telling him, and the decision had been the gift, because the day had been a day of decisions made for him and asked of him, and she had given him a decision made for him without his being asked to participate in it.

He thought about how that was the third register Ixara had now offered him.

The first had been the supply closet — fast, hot, decided in the moment, *tell me to go back inside, jefe*. The second had been the corridor with the cart — the small nod, the *I see*, the professional silence. The third was tonight — the slow, the rooftop, the *you don’t have to anything*. Each had been a different Ixara and each had been Ixara, and the thing that was the same across all three was that she had decided each time, completely, before she had come to him.

He was learning the shape of the women on this property.

Tayra had three registers. Caimana had two so far, and there would be more. Ixara had three. Yamila had registered him at the staff dinner and had not yet brought him a register. Z was a voice and would, eventually, be a face. Bianca had been an outline and a perfume and would, eventually, possibly, be a person. Soledad had been a robe and a coffee. The women on this property were not the same woman in different bodies. They were different women, and the differentness was the work of paying attention to.

He had been bad at this at twenty-five.

He was getting better at it at forty-something.

He thought about Z’s question.

*What do you think I should do.*

He thought about whether his answer had been the right answer.

He had been on this property thirteen days. He had given Z a body and a name and a moral position, and all three had been gifts she had not asked him for in that exact form, and all three had been received without immediate response. She had said *I will think about it.* She had not said *yes* or *no* to any of his answers. He was going to find out tomorrow what she had thought.

He thought about Mariela in her kitchen with the lights off.

He thought about her not running.

He thought he had been right that this was something. He thought a woman who did not run when she expected the cartel was a woman whose particular kind of dignity needed to be reckoned with. He thought Z was capable of reckoning with it. He had heard her voice for two weeks now and he had filed it the way he filed voices, and the voice had been the voice of a woman who had probably, in her time, sat in a kitchen with the lights off and waited for somebody. The voice had survived that. The voice had become the voice of someone who decided who else got to survive.

He thought she would not kill Mariela.

He did not know it. He thought it.

He turned the thought over and he set it down.

He listened to the silence on the other side of the wall. The bachata was over. The east wing was asleep. The hotel was asleep. The reef was making its sound. The clock in the lobby was three floors down and was making its small tick that he could not hear from here but that he knew was happening.

He slept.
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Chapter 12

The call came in at four ten on Monday afternoon.

Danny was at the desk in his office. He had been there since the morning briefing. He had been working through the conference suite contract for the February retreat, which had come back signed at noon, which had been the first piece of unambiguously good news on a quiet day after a loud week. He was reading the final clause when the phone rang.

He picked up.

“Voss.”

“Mr. Voss.”

Paz.

“Detective.”

“I am calling with an update on the Whitfield matter.”

“Yes.”

Paz read it from a piece of paper. Danny could hear the small hesitation a man made when he was reading rather than speaking. *The deceased, Robert Whitfield, fifty-two years old, of Cleveland Ohio, expired in the early morning hours of November fifteenth in his guest room at Paradise Hotel from acute cardiac arrest. The hotel doctor’s findings, supported by the toxicology screen completed at the regional lab on Friday, are consistent with a sudden cardiovascular event. No evidence of foul play has been identified. The case is closed. The body has been released to the family. The death certificate has been filed.*

He stopped.

He waited.

“Bueno,” Danny said. “Thank you for the update, Detective.”

“De nada, Mr. Voss.”

A small pause.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“This concludes my office’s involvement in the matter. There will be no further inquiries. I want you to know that. The file is closed at our end.”

“Understood.”

“If anything else of this nature should arise on your property in the future, I would ask you to call me first.”

“Understood.”

“Good day, Mr. Voss.”

“Good day, Detective.”

The line went dead.

He set the phone down. He looked at the desk. He looked at the closed contract in front of him. He picked up the pen and he initialed the final page where it needed initialing. He put the contract in the manila envelope addressed to the corporate office. He sealed it. He set it on the corner of the desk for the afternoon courier.

He went to the credenza. He pulled out the GM’s log. He opened it to today’s entry and he wrote the closing line.

*Whitfield matter formally closed. Police office confirmed cardiac. No further inquiries. — D. Voss*

He capped the pen.

He sat at the desk.

He did not feel the relief he had thought he was going to feel. He had thought, on Friday afternoon after the call with Z, that the closing of the police file would be the moment when he could exhale the held breath of the last week. The exhale had not come. It would come slowly, in small pieces, over the next days. The body of a guest had been in his hotel for one of his thirteen days as the manager of it, and the knowledge of that body would settle into the property’s foundations the way knowledge of every body settled into the foundations of every hotel. The hotel would carry it. He would carry it. The carrying would become the carrying, and one day he would notice he had stopped noticing he was carrying it, and that would be the end of the closing.

That day was not today.

He stood up. He walked the perimeter the long way. The afternoon sun was on the cabana line. The pool had three guests in it. The east wing courtyard was quiet in the afternoon — the wing’s working hours were evening to early morning, and the wing slept in the afternoon. The gardenia was blooming. He went around the building. He came back in through the lobby.

Marisol was at the desk.

“Jefe.”

“Marisol.”

“Tayra is in the staff kitchen.”

“Bueno.”

He went down to the staff kitchen.

* * *

The week ran the way a week ran when a week was running.

He ate dinner Monday with Hector and Beto and Marisol on her break. He had a long talk with Eduardo about a new fish supplier from a different boat in the village, which was going to bring snapper at a better price than the current supplier. He approved it. He took two calls Tuesday with the corporate office about the quarterly review that was coming in January. He took a meeting Wednesday with the woman from the Santiago linen company who came for the paperwork in person — she was thirty-eight and she had the same kind of paper notebook Tayra had and the two of them were going to be friends, he could see it inside ninety seconds — and the new contract was signed at three in the afternoon over coffee in the lobby with Tayra at the table beside him, both of them initialing pages, the bartender bringing pastries unasked because the bartender had figured out by now that important contracts got pastries.

The hotel ran. The kitchen ran. The desk ran. The east wing ran.

He saw Caimana on Tuesday afternoon. She came up to the office at two thirty with a sandwich and a coffee, the way she had on Wednesday last week, and she stayed for forty minutes. They did not have sex this time. She sat in the chair across from him and she ate half of his sandwich and they talked about her week and his week, and she told him about the new girl Z had asked her to consider for the wing — a woman from Santo Domingo, twenty-nine, a friend of Soledad’s — and Caimana said she was going to take her on for a trial and see. Danny said *bueno*. Caimana finished the sandwich. She kissed him on the forehead at the door and she went back to the wing.

He saw Ixara every morning at the desk. She gave him the desk version of herself, and he gave her the manager version of himself, and somewhere between the two of them was the thing that had happened on the rooftop on Friday night, and neither of them brought it into the lobby, and neither of them needed to. They saw each other at lunch in the staff kitchen on Wednesday and Thursday and they ate at the same table and they did not sit next to each other but they did not sit at opposite ends of it either, and the small in-between was its own kind of language.

He saw Tayra at the morning briefing every day at six forty-five.

She was sleeping. She was sleeping the way she had said she was going to sleep on the night of the rum and the leather folder. He could see it in her face — the small tightness around her eyes that had been there for two years was gone. She moved differently. She had the same operational steadiness but the steadiness had a different quality underneath it. The steadiness of a woman who was no longer running on the carry.

She came up to the office on Wednesday night with the day’s incident folder. She stayed an hour. She did not bring rum. They did not have sex. She sat across from him and they went through the week’s operational items, and she made notes in her paper notebook, and she said *bueno* a number of times, and at the door she put her hand on his cheek the way she had on the night of the leather folder, and she left.

That was the week.

* * *

He noticed what was no longer present.

Perla did not come back to the wing. Caimana said nothing about it. Tayra said nothing about it. The roster in the credenza had been updated — Caimana had brought the new copy on Monday — and Perla’s name had been crossed out in pencil with a date next to it, and the new girl from Santo Domingo’s name had been written in below in a different hand. The crossing-out was the formal acknowledgment that the wing’s roster had changed. It was the only acknowledgment the property would make.

Ernesto Balta was not in El Pelícano. He could not verify this himself — he was not going to drive to the village again until he had a reason to — but Tayra mentioned, in passing, on Tuesday at the briefing, that her sister had said the bar had a new rhythm in the morning, that one of the regulars had taken a job in Santo Domingo and was not expected back. Tayra said it without weight. She said it the way a woman said a thing that had been confirmed without needing to be confirmed.

He noted it. He did not respond.

The duffel man was not on the island. He had heard from Z, in a brief call on Saturday, that the duffel man had been picked up at a hotel in the next town up the coast on Friday night around the time of the rooftop. He had not asked what had been done with him. He had not been told. The duffel man was a closed chapter and the closing had happened somewhere off-property and Danny did not need to know the details.

Mariela was in her house.

Z had called him on Saturday morning. She had said: *Mariela stays. She has been told. She understands. She will not leave the village without my permission, and she will not return to this property without my permission, and she will not assemble anything ever again. She has been told the rules. She has accepted them. Your recommendation was considered and adopted. She lives.*

He had said: *bueno.*

She had said: *Mr. Voss.*

He had said: *yes.*

She had said: *we will speak again soon.*

She had hung up.

That had been Saturday. Today was Friday. They had not spoken since.

He noticed Mariela’s absence in the village in a different way than he noticed Perla and Ernesto’s absences. Perla was gone in the way the dead were gone — not formally, the file said she had taken a position elsewhere, but operationally she was not on the planet anymore. Ernesto was gone the same way. Mariela was something else. Mariela was in her house. Mariela was alive. Mariela had been told the rules and was living within them. Mariela was a continuing thing. Mariela was the part of the case that was not closed and was not going to close, ever, because she was going to be in the village for the rest of her life with Z’s permission, and Z’s permission was going to be a thing she lived under, and her living under it was the form her continuing existence was going to take.

He sat with that.

He did not write it in the GM’s log. He did not write it anywhere. He carried it the way he was going to carry a number of things he had taken on in the last two weeks, and he was going to carry it the way he carried the weight of the bodies in the foundations, and he was going to be the kind of man who could carry it without letting it show.

He could.

He was.

The hotel ran around him.

* * *

She came up to the office at nine thirty on Friday night.

She did not knock. She had stopped knocking. She had a thermos of coffee and she had a book — a paperback she was reading, in Spanish, a novel from a woman in Mexico City whose work she had been working through for the last year — and she had a pair of reading glasses she did not normally wear at work but wore at home. She set the thermos on his desk. She set the book on the small leather couch.

She poured the coffee into the thermos cap. She handed it to him. She sat down on the couch with the book.

He drank the coffee.

She read.

This was the new thing they did. They had done it Tuesday night and they had done it Thursday night and they were doing it tonight, and it was becoming the rhythm of how they ended a working week. She came up after dinner. She brought coffee or a small glass of something. He worked at the desk for thirty minutes more or read at the desk for thirty minutes if he was done with the desk. She read on the couch. They did not talk. The lamp was on. The window was open.

After thirty or forty or sixty minutes she would set the book down and she would look at him and the looking would be the thing that started the next part of the evening.

Tonight she set the book down at ten ten.

She took her glasses off and folded them and set them on top of the book.

He looked up from the contract review he had been working through.

She came across the office to the desk.

“Danny.”

“Tayra.”

“Up.”

He stood up.

She came around the desk. She came into him. She put her arms around his back and her face against his throat and she stood there for a long count, breathing. Her hair was loose. Her body was the body of a woman who had come up after dinner having put on a soft cotton dress and nothing complicated under it, the body of a woman who had decided over the past hour on the couch with the book that this was going to be the night she did this.

He held her.

He held her without performing. She had taught him in the past two weeks how not to perform with her. She did not perform. She came into him and stood in him and breathed with him and did not arrange anything for him to receive.

After a long count she lifted her face. She kissed him.

She kissed him slowly, without rush, with her hand at the back of his neck and his hand at the small of her back. The cotton was warm under his palm. She tasted like the coffee and like herself.

“My quarters tonight,” she said. Quietly.

“Yours.”

“Mine.”

“Bueno.”

She had not asked him to her quarters before. They had been on the office couch twice. They had not been to her bedroom. She had not invited him. She had been careful about that — her quarters were on the property, her quarters were where she lived, her quarters were a thing she had not yet brought him into the way Caimana had brought him into the wing. The careful had been Tayra’s. He had respected the careful. Tonight she was setting it down.

She took his hand. She walked him out of the office. She locked it behind him.

They went down the back stairs and along the staff corridor to the operations wing where her quarters were — three small rooms on the second floor of the back of the property, the rooms the operations manager had had since the property opened in 1962, with a small window onto the garden and the bougainvillea wall. She unlocked the door with a key she had on a small ring with one of the master keys for the front of house. She let him in. She closed the door. She locked it.

The room was hers. The bed was hers. The small painting on the wall above the bed was hers — a watercolor of a beach in a place he did not recognize, painted by someone she had known some other time, and he understood, looking at it, that she had brought him into this room because she had decided to, the way she had decided to bring him into all of the other rooms in their order.

She turned to him.

She undid the buttons of the cotton dress. She did not perform. She undid them the way she had undone the gray dress on her own body in his office on Tuesday two weeks ago, except this time the undoing was in her own room and there was no urgency in it because the room belonged to her and he belonged in the room because she had brought him in.

She slid the dress off. She laid it across the chair by the bed.

She came onto the bed. She pulled him down with her.

They did not hurry.

He undressed slowly. She helped. She did not arrange. They lay down together on her bed in the soft light from the small lamp on her bedside table and the curtain moved at the window and the sound of the surf came faintly through the open courtyard wall.

He kissed her at the corner of her mouth. He kissed her under the jaw. He kissed her at the top of her shoulder where the small mole was that he had not seen before. He had not seen it because he had not yet been in a room with her where the lighting was hers. The mole was a small dark thing on her shoulder and it was a piece of her body that belonged to the room and to her and to the slow time they were taking in it.

She breathed against his throat.

He went into her after a long count of slow kissing. On his side. Her on her side facing him. Her leg over his hip. Her hand at the back of his neck. Her face against his collarbone.

She moved with him.

She was warm and slow and entirely there. She was not the operational Tayra who had ridden him on the office couch on Tuesday night two weeks ago. She was not the grieving Tayra who had lain with him on the same couch last Wednesday in the long amber light. She was a third Tayra he had not yet met — the Tayra in her own bed, in her own room, with her own light on, with her own watercolor on the wall, with her hand in his hair and her breath in his ear and her hip under his palm.

She came against him with a small held *Danny* into the curve of his neck, the same word and tone she had used on the couch, but in this room the word landed different because the room was hers and he was a guest in it and the guest hearing the word was different than the man on the couch hearing the word.

He came after her with his hand at the back of her neck and her breath warm against his throat.

She held him.

She held him for a long time. She did not let go. He did not let go. The lamp was on. The curtain moved. The watercolor was on the wall above her head.

After a long time she said, “Stay.”

“How long.”

“All night.”

“Bueno.”

He stayed.

He slept in her bed for the first time, with her hand on his chest and her head on his shoulder and her breathing slow against his ribs. He watched the ceiling for an hour before he slept. He thought about the small mole on her shoulder. He thought about the painting on the wall. He thought about the way the room smelled — like cotton and like lavender soap and like her — and he thought about how he had been on this property for fifteen days and was now sleeping in the bedroom of the operations manager who had given him a name and slept for the first time in two years and brought him to her own room when she was ready.

He slept.

* * *

He was at the rooftop bar at six in the evening on Saturday.

He had been there for ten minutes. He had finished the day’s work at five forty. He had walked the perimeter. He had come up here for the same reason he had come up here last Friday — for the air, for the height, for the ten minutes of being above the property he was running.

He had a beer in front of him.

The bar was quiet. There were two guests at a table by the pool side. Diego was wiping down the counter. The string lights were not yet on; the sun was still up over the reef, in the long late afternoon that happened in November when the days were getting shorter and the sun went down at six.

The door at the top of the stairs opened.

A woman came up.

She was not a guest. She was not staff. He saw it inside two seconds. She was in her sixties, possibly her late sixties, with grey hair cut short the way a working woman in her sixties cut her hair when she had stopped cutting it for anyone but herself. She was in a cream linen suit that had been made for her, not bought. She was in low cream sandals. She had a leather bag over her shoulder, soft, expensive, old. She had a pair of reading glasses on a thin gold chain around her neck. Her face was the face of a woman who had been in the sun her whole life and had not bothered to fight it, and the not-fighting had become its own kind of beauty at sixty-five.

She crossed the rooftop to his table.

He stood up.

“Mr. Voss.”

He recognized the voice before he heard the rest of the sentence. He had been hearing the voice for two weeks on the phone, and the voice in the air was the same voice as the voice on the phone — low, educated, no identifying inflection, the voice of a woman who had cultivated her accent until her accent told you nothing she did not want it to tell you.

“Zuria.”

“Sit. Please.”

He sat. She sat across from him. She set the leather bag on the empty chair next to her. She nodded at Diego. Diego came over.

“Buenas tardes, doña.”

“Diego. Un café. Negro. Y un vaso de agua con hielo.”

“Sí, doña.”

Diego did not look at Danny. Diego went away.

She turned back to him. She folded her hands on the table.

“You did not know I was coming.”

“No.”

“I told nobody. I do that sometimes. I find it useful to walk through the property unannounced. I have walked the property today. I came in at three. I have been in the lobby, the restaurant, the pool deck, the conference suite, the garden, and the east wing. I spent forty minutes with Caimana. I spent twenty minutes with Tayra. I spent ten minutes at the front desk speaking with Marisol, who did not know who I was, and who handled me very well. The hotel is in good order.”

“Bueno.”

“That is not why I came.”

He waited.

Diego brought the coffee and the water. She thanked him. She drank a small sip of the water. She set the glass down.

“Mr. Voss. Two weeks ago I hired a man to manage a property. I had read his file. I had spoken to two of his references. I had paid for one independent assessment of his temperament. I had been told he would handle the operational side competently and that he would handle the second salary’s requirements without complications. That is what I had paid for.

“I have been paid more than that.

“You handled the Whitfield matter in twelve days. You assembled the case faster than my own people would have assembled it. You delivered Ernesto on a clean line with no exposure to me. You declined Detective Paz’s three approaches without giving him a single sentence he could use against you. You handled three of my women in their own registers without confusing them. You gave me a moral position on Mariela that I considered and adopted. You did all of this in two weeks while running the legitimate hotel above the standard Hale ran it.

“I want you to know I have noticed all of it.”

“Bueno.”

“That was the first thing I came to say.”

“Yes.”

“There is a second thing.”

He waited.

She drank from the water again. She set the glass down. She took the reading glasses off the chain. She unfolded them. She put them on. She opened the leather bag. She pulled out a folder. She set the folder on the table.

She pushed the folder across to him.

“Open it.”

He opened it.

The folder had three pages.

The first page was a property prospectus — a hotel in Cartagena, sixty rooms, a private beach, a conference suite, a spa. Photographs. A floor plan. A pro forma. The hotel was called Casa del Mar. He had heard of it. It was a competitor of one of the properties he had managed in 2019.

The second page was a corporate ownership chart. The chart traced Casa del Mar up through three holding companies to a parent he did not recognize, in Panama City, listed as *Cordillera Holdings*.

The third page was a single sheet with one line typed on it.

*General Manager position available. Compensation: triple current. Reporting line: direct to Z. Effective date: at your discretion.*

He read the page.

He read it again.

He looked up.

She was watching him over the reading glasses.

“Cordillera is mine,” she said. “I own four properties. Paradise is one. Casa del Mar is another. There are two more. They have all been run for the last fifteen years by men I inherited from my husband and that I have been quietly replacing as they have aged out or proved unequal to the work. The position at Casa del Mar is open as of last Tuesday. I have been considering candidates. Until two weeks ago I had three. After two weeks ago I have one.”

“Zuria.”

“Take a moment. I am not asking for an answer tonight.”

He looked at the page.

He looked at the building in the photograph. Casa del Mar. He had seen it from the water once, in 2019, on a sunset cruise his then-girlfriend had insisted on. He had registered it as a competitor. He had not known it was Z’s. He had not known anything was Z’s two weeks ago.

He set the paper down.

“Zuria.”

“Yes.”

“What about Paradise.”

“You stay on as the GM until I find your replacement. I will find your replacement with your input. The replacement will report to you at Casa del Mar in the same chain of command Hale reported to me. You become my regional. The four properties report to you. I report to no one because I am the no one anyone reports to. Is that clear.”

“That is clear.”

“Bueno.”

She closed the folder. She left it on the table in front of him.

She stood up.

She picked up the leather bag. She straightened the linen jacket. She looked at him for a count, considering.

She said, “Mr. Voss.”

“Yes.”

“There is a third thing.”

He stood up.

She came around the table.

She was shorter than he had thought from the voice on the phone. She was about Tayra’s height. She stood close to him, with the reading glasses still on, and she looked up at him.

She said, in a quieter voice than the voice on the phone — quieter than the voice she had used at the table, quieter than any voice he had heard her use yet — “I have been on the phone with you for two weeks. I have read your files. I have had Caimana tell me about you. I have had Tayra tell me about you. I have had one of my eyes in the village watch you walk past Mariela’s house without stopping. I have had the doctor describe the way you photographed the room. I have built a picture of you, Mr. Voss, in two weeks, that is the most thorough picture I have built of any man in nineteen years.

“There is a thing in the picture I do not yet understand. I wanted to come up here and look at you in person because I wanted to see if I could find it. I have been looking at you for the last four minutes and I have not yet found it. I am going to keep looking. I will tell you what it is when I know.”

He held her eye.

He did not speak.

She watched him for a count of three more.

Then she lifted her hand. She touched the side of his face. Once. Briefly. Her palm was warm. The touch lasted less than a second.

She took her hand back.

“Buenas tardes, Mr. Voss.”

“Buenas tardes, Zuria.”

She turned. She walked across the rooftop to the stairs. She went down. The staff door at the bottom made its sound. She was gone.

He stood at the table with the folder.

* * *

He did not move for a long count.

The string lights came on automatically as the sun went the rest of the way down. The bar got darker around him. Diego came over. Diego did not say anything. Diego picked up the empty water glass and the empty coffee cup and the half-finished beer, and Diego went away.

Danny stood at the table.

He looked at the folder.

He picked it up. He closed it. He put it under his arm.

He went down to his office.

He did not go home for dinner. He did not go to the staff kitchen. He sat at his desk with the folder closed in front of him and the desk lamp on and the office quiet around him.

He did not open the folder again.

He thought.

He thought about Casa del Mar. He thought about Cordillera Holdings. He thought about three other properties he did not yet know existed, run by three other men he did not know, whom he was apparently going to inherit. He thought about Tayra. He thought about Caimana. He thought about Ixara. He thought about whether he was going to say yes. He thought about whether he was going to say no. He thought about whether saying yes meant leaving this property and these women, and whether saying no meant staying and what staying would mean now that he had been offered the leaving.

He thought about Z’s hand on his face.

The door opened without a knock.

It was Tayra.

She had a coffee in her hand. She had not seen him since the morning. He had not gone to her quarters tonight — she had been there last night and tonight had been her night to sleep alone, that was the rhythm they had figured out — but she had come up to his office anyway because she had heard, the way she heard things, that Z had been on the property today. She had been waiting for him to come down.

She set the coffee on his desk.

She did not say anything.

She looked at him. She looked at the closed folder. She looked back at him.

She did not ask.

He looked at her.

He looked at her in the light from the desk lamp and the small lamp on the bookshelf and the soft glow from the lobby ceiling fan that was visible through the half-open door behind her. She was in the navy blouse she had worn the night of the leather folder. Her hair was down. She had her arms folded across her stomach the way she folded them when she was holding something in.

She said, quietly: “Z.”

“Yes.”

“Today.”

“Yes.”

She watched him.

She did not ask the question. She did not have to. The folder on the desk between them was the question. The folder was closed. The folder had been on the table on the rooftop and then it had been under his arm and now it was on his desk and the cream linen suit and the reading glasses and the four properties were inside it.

She knew. She had known when she had heard Z was on the property. She had known when Caimana had called her after Z’s forty minutes in the wing. She had known by the shape of the conversation Z would have come for at this point in his time on the property.

She said, “Are you going to tell me.”

“Yes.”

“Now.”

“I am going to think about it tonight. I am going to tell you tomorrow. I want you to be the first person I tell.”

“Bueno.”

She did not move.

She looked at him for a long count.

Then she came around the desk. She bent down. She kissed him at the corner of the mouth, slow, the way Caimana had taught him a kiss could be — not the rum-and-couch register, not the operational register, a third one. A kiss that was a question and an answer at the same time, with the question being *whatever it is, am I in it*, and the answer being *you are, I am, that is settled, the rest is the rest*.

He kissed her back.

She stood up.

She put her hand on the closed folder between them. She did not open it. She left her palm flat on the cover for a count of three.

“Tomorrow,” she said.

“Tomorrow.”

She went out.

He sat in the office.

The coffee was on the desk. The folder was on the desk. The lamp was on. The window was open to the courtyard.

He did not drink the coffee yet.

He thought about Z’s last sentence. *There is a thing in the picture I do not yet understand. I am going to keep looking. I will tell you what it is when I know.* He thought about her hand on his face. He thought about the fact that she had come up to the rooftop in person, after two weeks on the phone, to look at him.

He thought about the fact that he had not asked her, when she had said *I am going to keep looking*, what she meant.

He thought about whether he should have asked.

He thought about the answer she might have given.

He thought about the answer she might have given that he could not yet imagine, the answer that was the thing in the picture she had not yet found, the answer that was probably the reason she had triple-salaried a regional position to him after two weeks of phone calls and one in-person look.

He picked up the folder.

He opened it.

He read the third page again. *General Manager position available. Compensation: triple current. Reporting line: direct to Z. Effective date: at your discretion.*

He turned the page over.

There was a fourth page. He had not seen it on the rooftop because he had not turned the third page over. The fourth page was on the back of the third, and it was a small index card-sized note that had been clipped to the back of the third page with a thin paper clip he had not noticed.

The card had two lines on it, in a precise handwriting that was not his and not Tayra’s and not anyone he had seen the handwriting of before.

*Robert Whitfield was not the first.*

*Hale was not the second.*

He read it.

He read it again.

He sat at the desk in the quiet office with the coffee cooling and the lamp on and the courtyard window open to the sound of the surf, and he understood, slowly, in pieces, that the case he had thought he had solved in twelve days was a piece of a longer case, and that the longer case had been running on this property for some number of years before he had arrived, and that Hale had not taken a job in Florida.

He sat with it.

He did not move.

The bachata started up on the other side of the wall.

He listened.

He did not pour another anything. He did not write anything down. He did not call anyone.

He sat with the card in his hand and the folder open on the desk and the coffee going cold, and the sound of the bachata coming over the wall, and the sound of the surf coming in through the window, and the small tick of the desk clock in the office.

He sat with it for a long time.

The hotel ran around him.
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