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Chapter One
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On the Monday of Harvest week I glued the Japy’s loose column back on at last, with a bead of epoxy that had lamp black stirred into it and one of Gran’s wooden clothespins to hold it while it took. It had been in the bench drawer in a sandwich bag since my first October home. About once a month I moved the bag from one end of the drawer to the other. In a clock shop that counts as maintenance.

Pen watched from the counter’s far end. He keeps the whole length of it between himself and the Japy when it’s down off its shelf, and he wasn’t making an exception for a clothespin.

The shop struck nine. The Vienna regulator led off, two seconds ahead of everybody, as it has been since before I could reach the case. Then the Chelsea gave two bells from behind the register, because two bells is nine in the morning to a ship. Then the cuckoos, the Black Forest half a second behind the rest and Alden’s a second behind that, and the grandfathers last, because somebody has to.

When they were done I picked up my phone and watched it.

It read three minutes after the hour when the tower started, and the nine came down over the green one stroke at a time. It has done that every hour of my life, apart from a few weeks in July when its strike train lay in fourteen pieces on Gus Ferraro’s back-room bench and the whole town went about looking at its wrists.

The strike train went back up into its frame at the end of July. In August Gus and I cleaned the going train where it stood, a wheel and its pivots at a time, so the hands were never stopped as long as an hour; Gus held the light and timed every stop for Harriet on the back of a seed packet. The scaffold came down at the end of August. The Herald gave a whole page to Mattie Boucher’s frames of it, pigeons and all, and across the bottom, in type a size bigger than Len Fortin usually allows anybody, Photos by Mattie Boucher.

Through September I regulated the rate. There’s a card on the machine-room wall in my writing that says a second a week or better, and it’s been better. The hands I left alone, three minutes slow, where the town has always liked them.

In September the Burlington lawyer pleaded guilty. Sam told me at his own table and didn’t bring it up again.

Sam had had Lunenburg since the night I posted my letter. He’d had it at seven, over the chicken: my mother alive in Nova Scotia, rating chronometers for ships under Tallow, the half of the shop’s name nobody uses. He’d listened to all of it and put more potatoes on my plate.

“Then she’ll write,” he’d said.

“She might not.”

“Then you’ll have asked. That was the part that was yours.”

Nothing came in August. Nothing came in September, and by the end of it I’d learned to look at Lyle Dunn’s bag when he came in with the mail, and not at Lyle.

*  *  *
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At ten past nine Ruthie crossed over with my coffee, milk in first, and set it down well away from the epoxy. Then she tapped the sheet of cream paper lying on the end of my counter. It had come in Thursday’s Herald, and it had been there since.

“Bev was on my step with hers again before I’d turned the sign,” she said. “You’re first. Ahead of Diane. Don’t get ideas. It’s only because the clock goes first. And Harriet’s been on my telephone since half past six about it, so you’ll be getting her.”

“Today, Ruthie?”

“She said in due course. With Harriet that means today, and before you’ve had your lunch.”

She was gone before I’d read it. Danny was alone with the urns.

It was the Board’s insert, one sheet folded in half, with a drawing of the tower on the front by somebody who’d given it two more windows than it has. Under it was the date line, in full. The Board likes a thing written down. Inside:

REDEDICATION SATURDAY

12:00 noon. For the first time in living memory, the tower strikes true time. N. Thorne.

Remarks. The Select Board Chair.

The reading of the condition. H. Pell.

The plaque.

6:00 p.m. Reception, Town Hall.

Grange Harvest Supper, sittings at 5:30 and 7:00. Dance to follow.

The Kessler signs had gone up over the weekend. I’d walked round the green on Sunday night and counted them, because counting is what I do instead of having opinions in public. Fourteen on lawns, KESSLER FOR SENATE in tall capitals with a little drawing of the tower in one corner, and a fifteenth wired to the bandstand rail, which isn’t a lawn and belongs to everybody.

*  *  *
[image: ]


The shop did twelve at noon and the tower did it again three minutes later, and in between Lyle came along Main Street in his long trousers, with Biscuit swinging wide by the bank. The long trousers are how you know it’s fall.

He helped himself to a peppermint and handed me two envelopes and a seed catalog. I looked at the bag.

“Nothing from away,” Lyle said.

“I didn’t ask.”

“No. You’ve stopped asking. I noticed.” He tucked the peppermint into his cheek. “Catalog’s your gran’s. Sweet peas on the front.”

“They still don’t know.”

“I’m not telling them. I’ve got enough to carry.” On the green the tower was getting to the end of twelve. “Biscuit’s had a go at two of those signs on Church Street. I want it known I tried to stop him.”

“Which two?”

“Both of Bev Pratt’s. She was at her window. She wants to know will the noon be any louder for being right.”

“It’ll be the same twelve.”

“I told her. She doesn’t believe me. She says a right one ought to sound different.” He shifted the bag. “A hundred and twelve stops. I’ve been asked at about ninety of them am I coming to the green for the noon on Saturday.”

“Are you?”

“I’ll be on Mill Street with the mail. I’ll hear it fine from Mill Street. I’ve heard it from there all my working life.” He looked down at Biscuit, who sat on the step looking hard at the bank. “He’s no opinion about the time. He goes round by the bank at any hour you like.”

Gus came across from the hardware store at twenty past with the insert folded into the pocket of his red vest. He owns Ferraro’s and was sweet on Gran for longer than I’ve been alive. He holds the light for me in the tower and complains the whole time I’m using it.

“You’re on this,” he said.

“I’ve seen it.”

“Twelve noon, N. Thorne. They’ve got you down like you’re the bell.”

“Somebody’s got to be the bell.”

He sat on the register stool. He only does that when he means to stay past one thing.

“I sold her the stakes,” he said.

“Who?”

“Diane. For the signs. Two hundred and forty wire stakes, Thursday, cash.” He looked out at the green. “She wanted one in my front window too. I told her my window’s for hand warmers.”

“Did she mind?”

“She said ‘Thank you, Gus.’ She always says thank you. I’d sell a stake to anybody. It’s hardware.”

“Nobody’s blaming you.”

“Harriet’s blaming me. Harriet came in Friday and planted herself at the stake bin with her pocketbook. And Diane’s asked me will I stand behind her at the microphone Saturday, for the iron. I told her I’d be up the tower with you, minding it.” He took the insert out and looked at it again. “I’ve still got eighty-three hand warmers. And it isn’t November yet.”

“It’s never November in October.”

“You’d think so. You don’t own a hardware store.” He tapped the line with my initial on it. “You know what you’re doing Saturday?”

“I’ve got a fair idea.”

“I’ve turned my sign off that bell since my father had the store. Eight goes, I turn it. Come Monday I’m three minutes early to my own door, and nobody on the step.”

“You can stand on it yourself.”

“I’ve stood on it. It’s a step.”

“Or sell a hand warmer.”

“I haven’t sold one since March, Nell. Three minutes isn’t going to do it.” He folded the insert smaller. “And the kids. Every kid in this town has heard the tower go eight and still made the school bus. I did. Danny Vance did, and Danny never made anything else on time in his life. You’re taking three minutes off every kid in Hollowmere.”

“They’ll have to leave the house three minutes sooner.”

“That’s what I’m telling you. You’re taking it off them. And the bus driver doesn’t want it. He’s had it for years and never once used it.” He put the insert away. “Ernie’s been in asking will she be on the dot. He wants to know what to write.”

“Tell him to write what she does.”

“That’s what I told him. He wants it written ahead, so he’s ready.” Gus got up. “Who’s up there with you?”

“You are.”

“Holding what?”

“Whatever wants holding. I’ll show you Friday.”

“Do I get a chair?”

“There isn’t room for a chair.”

“There was room for Harriet’s heater.”

“Harriet’s heater is the size of a toaster.”

“So am I, sitting down.” He went to the door. “Friday the plaque comes from Barre, and I’m to put it up by the green door. Harriet’s told me where to the inch, and she hasn’t seen it yet.”

“She’s seen the drawing.”

“She’s seen the drawing,” Gus said, “and she’s decided it’s wrong.”

*  *  *
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Harriet came at four. Four on a Monday isn’t one of her days; she has the Society on Thursdays and the tower on Saturdays, and in between she lets the town come to her.

She had on her gray wool coat and the owl brooch, and she held the insert in her gloved hand by one corner. She came in as the shop began to strike and stood on the mat until the grandfathers had finished. Then she looked at the regulator and turned her wrist.

“Four past, by mine,” Harriet said.

Her watch is four minutes fast and always has been. She keeps Walt’s clocks the same, so she and Walt are early together.

“Good afternoon, Harriet.”

“Eleanor.” She came to the bench and laid the insert on it, beside the Japy and its clothespin. “I’ve had this through my door.”

“Everybody on Main Street has.”

“Len Fortin has put you down at noon.”

“Diane’s committee put me down. Len only printed it.”

“And Diane is to make remarks. She sent me her remarks for comment. Two pages, and the word ‘tomorrow’ in them eleven times.”

“Did you comment?”

“I struck it out ten times and sent them back. She may keep one.” She turned the insert with a finger. “And I am to read the condition. You read it out at Town Meeting in April perfectly well.”

“They wanted somebody the town would stand still for.”

“The town stands still for me because it’s afraid of me, Eleanor. That’s not the same as listening. And the plaque is to say ELIAS THORNE and the condition. Nothing else. Diane wanted the Board’s names on it. I’ve told her the Board may go on the back, with the bolts.”

“Did she agree to that?”

“She said she’d take it under advisement. I’ve had things under Diane’s advisement before. They don’t come out.” She looked at the line with my initial. “’For the first time in living memory.’” She read it the way she reads the minutes of a meeting nobody consulted her about. “My living memory is a good deal longer than Len Fortin’s. In the whole of it that tower has run behind the bank, and this town has gone to church by it. Every soul in Hollowmere hears that bell and adds three minutes without a thought, and nobody has ever had to be asked.”

“Then they’ll stop having to.”

“They will not. Diane complains about it, of course. Diane complains about the bandstand. She wired one of her signs to its rail on Saturday night.”

“I counted it.”

“I had Gus take it off this morning. She thanked me for my input.” Harriet looked down at the insert. “Nobody wanted it fixed.”

“I do.”

“Diane Kessler wanted it fixed, which should tell you something.”

“Gran never touched the three.”

“Your grandmother said it wasn’t hers to fix. It was the town’s.”

“It’s mine now,” I said. “His heirs and assigns.”

Across the green the tower began to strike four. Harriet didn’t look at her watch for it. She looked at me, and I looked at the Japy’s column. It was holding.

“Your grandmother looked at a clock, too,” Harriet said, “when she’d made up her mind and didn’t care to be told.”

“I spent nine years telling people their numbers were wrong. I can’t look out that window at it every day and not say so.”

“You might try.”

“I tried all September.”

“A month.” She tugged her glove straight at the wrist. “Your grandmother managed for fifty years.”

“She regulated it every April. She’d have done the hands as well, if anybody had asked her.”

“Nobody asked her, Eleanor. That was rather the point.” The last of the four went out over the lake, and she waited for it to go. “And if it goes wrong? With the whole town on the green and that Boucher girl filming it?”

“It won’t go wrong.”

“Everything goes wrong at noon on a Saturday. I’ve run the Society thirty-odd years.”

“Then you’ll be there to see it.”

“I shall be on the green in my good coat, where everyone can see me not saying anything. Walter asked me this morning whether he ought to put his clocks back three minutes for Saturday. I told him his clocks have nothing to do with the tower and never have. He was very relieved. Who’s to be up there with you?”

“Gus.”

“Gus.” She considered it. “Gus will have his handkerchief out.”

“He folds it, Harriet. He doesn’t use it.”

“He will on Saturday. I’ve known Gus Ferraro since he was in short trousers, and so did your grandmother.” She moved the insert a quarter inch to the left, square with the edge of the bench. “You may keep that. I have another. Bev Pratt brought me hers in case I’d missed it.”

“That was kind of her.”

“It was nothing of the kind. She wanted to see my face.”

“What did she see?”

“My face, Eleanor. It’s the only one I have.” She went back to the mat and stood on it to put her other glove on. “I shall wind on Saturday at nine, as I always have,” Harriet said, “and I shall put the three on in my head as I always have.”

“By noon it won’t need it.”

“That is your opinion, Eleanor. My head is my own.”

*  *  *
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I turned the sign at half past five and ate the end of a jar of Ruthie’s chowder at the bench, standing up. She’d have had something to say about that.

At a quarter to seven Eli Marsh rapped once on the door. He’d been up home in Nova Scotia since July and still had on his summer cap, and Pen put his shoulders out of the long-case door and made the kettle noise at it, and kept it up.

Eli stopped on the mat. He had the chronometer box wrapped in a towel under one arm, and he set it down at the counter’s end with both hands and kept them there a second after it was down.

“Twenty-two forty-five,” he said.

I took the four off. “A quarter to seven.”

“Ashore, maybe.”

“When did you get in?”

“Saturday. Dom fetched me off the bus and talked about his tow truck to the town line.”

“And her?”

“On my knees from Bangor. The fellow beside me wanted the window, and she wanted it more.” He let go of the towel. “Ernie came out of the firehouse with his book to write me down back. Heard you’re putting the tower on Greenwich Saturday.”

“On the hour, Eli. Ours.”

“Same thing, less four.” He nodded at the box. “She wants checking after the bus.”

“I’ll write you a ticket.”

“Write what you like. I’ll not read it.” He looked over my shoulder at Gran’s bench and the stool beside it. Then he turned round, the door already open behind him.

“I said I’d carry,” Eli said. “You never said I couldn’t carry back.”

He went away along Main Street, hands in his jacket pockets, and I stood in the door until he’d gone past the bank.

On the ticket I wrote Check after travel. No charge. and tucked it under the towel without lifting the towel. Then I did the till and took it upstairs, and fed Pen, and washed Ruthie’s chowder jar. At ten I came down again and put the bench lamp on.

I carried the box over and folded the towel back: mahogany with brass at the corners, and inside it the gimbal ring with the bowl hung in it. The bowl rocked once when I set the box down, came level, and went on ticking its half seconds.

It was running. It’s only the stopped ones I hear, and only once each, on the first wind after they’ve stood still, and my hands shake for a day after. Gran was the same. This one had come down from Lunenburg ticking on Eli’s knees.

The outer lid was lined with green baize. At one corner the baize stood off the wood the thickness of a card, the same corner as in April.

I got it out with Gran’s tweezers, a stiff card folded once, and set it down, still folded, on the bench mat. Pen had come along the counter to see, and sat by the lamp with his tail wrapped over his paws.

“It’s a rating certificate,” I told Pen.

He considered it, and me, and stayed put.

When I opened it the blue stamp was across the top, CHRONOMETERS RATED AND REPAIRED, LUNENBURG, NOVA SCOTIA, and under it the printed form with the figures in ink: two weeks in September, losing a shade under four tenths a day, the error on Greenwich at noon on the last of them. Against Rated by, at the foot, C.T., in blue ink.

I turned it over.

The violet stamp was on the back where it had been in April, C. TALLOW · CHRONOMETERS · LUNENBURG, N.S., and under it, smaller, in the same blue as the front, somebody had written two lines.

Thursday, it said, in the hand that leaned. The four o’clock bus into Burlington, if you’ll have me. C.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


By Tuesday morning the column had held a day and a night, so I took Gran’s clothespin off it and got up on the step stool and put the Japy back at the end of the top shelf, out past the Howard and the bracket clock. I carried it level, so it wouldn’t notice it had been anywhere. Pen came back along the counter as far as the middle and lay down there. That’s as near as he gets.

I put the card in my shirt pocket and went across to Ruthie’s at seven. The tower struck seven while I was crossing Main Street, and I looked at my phone for it anyway.

At seven on a Tuesday the Kettle & Quill belongs to two men from the town garage, who have the window table. Danny was at the toaster. Ruthie was behind her counter with the pot.

“Here she is,” the nearer of the garage men said. “Saturday noon. I’ll be late for my own lunch.”

“You’re late for it now,” Danny said. “You eat it at eleven.”

I put the card down in front of Ruthie, between the sugar jar and the napkin holder, back side up.

She set the pot on its ring and got her glasses out of her apron pocket. She read both sides, and then the back again. Ruthie reads the way she bakes, right to the end.

“Thursday,” Ruthie said.

“Thursday.”

“What’s Thursday?” Danny said from the toaster. Nobody told him.

She folded her glasses into the apron pocket. She hadn’t sat down.

“Then I’ll want Wednesday to bake,” Ruthie said.

Nothing more. She did my coffee, the milk in ahead of it, and went down the counter to tell Danny the toast was burning, which he knew.

*  *  *
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At ten, while the Chelsea behind the register was giving its four bells, Dennis Vail’s maroon Ford pulled in at the curb. This time Dennis got out. He carried in a white cardboard box on top of a carton, and Mavis came behind him with the black handbag, both hands on the clasp.

“Mr. Thibodeau rang me Friday,” Mavis said, on the mat. “The state’s done with it, now that business in Burlington is finished. He offered to have it sent. I said I’d bring it.”

“She doesn’t hold with couriers,” Dennis said.

“I don’t hold with strangers carrying Arthur’s things about.”

Dennis set the boxes down. The white one had red tape all round it that said EVIDENCE every few inches.

“I’m not to cut that,” Dennis said. “Mr. Thibodeau said you would.”

I slit it with Gran’s knife. Under a great deal of bubble wrap was Arthur’s Chelsea, the brass gone dull again on a shelf in Williston, its bracket still on its back with the two screw holes torn long. The minute hand stood where I’d left it in July. The hour hand was still in the lake.

Pen hissed at it once from the long-case and went up the stairs.

“He knows it,” Mavis said.

“He knows all of them.”

Mavis looked at the clock and not at me. “And that’s his wireless. Dennis.”

Dennis opened the carton. The shortwave came out in a bath towel, a gray metal box with two big knobs and its aerial wire coiled on top in a figure eight. The last time I’d seen it, it was on Arthur’s shelf over his cold stove.

“He had the time off that every morning at eight,” Mavis said. “He’d want his pips to go with it.”

“It works,” Dennis said. “I had it on in the car. It talks French at you every minute.”

“Every minute,” Mavis said. “I’d forgotten that.”

“Where do you want it when I’ve done with it?”

“It’s yours. I’ve no use for a man who talks French at me.” She looked at the carton. “I’ve the kitchen radio for the ball games.”

“She shouts at it,” Dennis said.

“It shouts first.”

I put Arthur’s Chelsea up on the hook board behind me, on the bare hook her eyes had gone to in July. It looked wrong without its hour hand, a face with only one eyebrow. Gran’s card for it in the bench book ends Next time a new hand.

“It wants an hour hand before it goes anywhere,” I said. “Gran promised him one.”

“Then it’s owed,” Mavis said. “What will it cost?”

“She didn’t put a price on it.”

“Arthur would have argued with her.”

“She’d have let him.”

Mavis turned the handbag a quarter turn in her hands. “I opened the Christmas cards.”

“All of them?”

“Sunday. Dennis sat with me.”

“I made the tea,” Dennis said. “I wasn’t let read them.”

“He wrote about the weather,” Mavis said. “Every one. The ice in and the ice out. The year the hail took Irma Lacasse’s tomatoes, he gave that half a card. Not one word about Father or me. The weather.” She shut the clasp, which hadn’t been open. “I can’t think what I wanted him to say.”

“Irma wants bells,” I said. “For the nights. I’ve been looking for a clock for her since July and I haven’t found one she’d have.”

Mavis looked up at Arthur’s clock on its hook for a long time. Dennis looked at his shoes.

“Then she can have Arthur’s,” Mavis said. “He’d like that better than he’d ever say.”

“Mavis,” Dennis said.

“Well, he would. He’d tell you she’d let it run down.” She let go of the clasp at last. “She will, too. You’ll have to go out the lake road and wind it.”

“I’ll go out.”

“I’ll drive it out for you, when it’s time,” Dennis said. “I know that lane.”

“You’ll put it in the washout,” Mavis said. “Nell will take it. Irma will want to know is it hers to keep or only lent.”

“What do I tell her?”

“Keep. Tell her I said so.” Mavis took a better hold on the handbag. “She’ll argue with you. Let her. Then tell her again.”

“When did he wind it?”

“Eight bells of the morning,” Mavis said. “That’s when he did it. Not a minute after.”

*  *  *
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At twelve our Chelsea gave its eight bells along with the rest of the shop, and Arthur’s said nothing on its hook, having neither an hour hand nor a wind. Walt Brannigan was in the door before the grandfathers were done, his cap in his fist. Deacon had been left in the truck, and had views about it.

“Diane’s had the Board out measuring tents,” Walt said. “In feet. There’s a drawing.”

“Did you measure?”

“I held the end of the tape. Gus held the other end. Diane read it out. She wants the pie table square to the bandstand.”

“Is it?”

“It is now. She says it’s the first thing anybody sees from the tower steps.”

“Walt, will you drive me to Burlington on Thursday?”

He looked at me.

“The four o’clock bus,” I said. “Coming in.”

I put the card on the counter, back up. He didn’t pick it up. He leaned over it with his cap against his chest and read it where it lay, and then he straightened.

“I’ll drive,” Walt said.

He didn’t ask anything else. Walt’s eyes went past me to Gran’s stool, where my initials are scratched in the seat, and stayed there until I looked too.

“Ten to three,” he said. “In the alley. It’s an hour. They’re never on time, and I’d sooner wait on it than have it wait on me.”

“Ruthie knows. Since seven.”

“That’s right, then. Deacon’ll come. He rides in the back for Burlington.”

“He won’t mind the cold?”

“He minds the traffic. He’ll lie down for it.”

On the green the tower began its twelve. Walt put the cap back on his head and went out to Deacon, and stood by the truck with the door open until it had finished.

*  *  *
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Friday is Sam’s night. On Tuesday I went over to Freight Street anyway, at seven, with half a loaf of Ruthie’s oatmeal bread. He was making eggs. Sam makes eggs every night that isn’t a Friday. The red Telechron over the stove said seven and meant it.

I sat in the Ferraro’s chair. The jelly jar of sugar packets was on the shelf by his mother’s pickerel, and while he hunted for the salt I counted them. Twenty-six, every one off Ruthie’s counter.

When he came back I put the card by his plate. He read both sides standing up, the spatula in his other hand.

“Thursday,” Sam said.

“That’s what Ruthie said.”

“What did Walt say?”

“How do you know I told Walt?”

“Gus rang the depot at ten past twelve to tell me Walt’s truck was outside your shop with the dog in it.” He turned the eggs. “Gus tells me where Walt’s truck is. I’ve never asked him to.”

“Walt said he’d drive.”

“Walt should drive.”

“Walt’s driving.”

He put the eggs on two plates and sat opposite me, and pushed the card back over the table with one finger, out of the butter’s way.

“Then I’ll be here when you get back,” Sam said.

“You don’t have to be.”

“I know I don’t.” He picked up his fork. “It’ll be ten past.”

“It says four.”

“It’s the Burlington bus. It’s said four for years.”

He ate. I didn’t, much.

“You’ve thought what you’ll say to her,” Sam said.

“I’ve thought about forty things.”

“Say one of them.”

“Which?”

“Whichever gets out first. The rest’ll keep.”

“I know what she looked like,” I said, after a while. “I don’t know what she looks like.”

“Tall,” Sam said.

“How can you tell?”

“You’re tall.” He ate some egg. “Walt isn’t.”

I laughed, and it came out the wrong size, and he gave me the last of the toast and didn’t remark on it.

*  *  *
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On Wednesday Ruthie’s oven was on before six. I could smell it from the bench with the door shut.

At ten a brown Volvo wagon with Massachusetts plates came along Main Street at a pace Lyle could have kept up with, and stopped at my curb. On its dashboard, on a square of green baize, rode a carriage clock. Nobody keeps a carriage clock on a dashboard. A dashboard is heat by day and cold by night, and a lever platform hates both.

The man who got out was tall and stooped at the top. His gray tweed overcoat had been cut for somebody broader in the shoulders, and his silk scarf was worn nearly thin enough to read through. He had a small white mustache and a tweed hat, and he stood on the sidewalk reading the sign over my door before he came in.

From inside the long-case Pen saw the hat, and started the kettle noise.

“Your cat,” the man said, on the mat.

“It’s the hat.”

“It’s a very good hat.” He took it off. Pen kept on. “Ah. A principle.”

“Mostly.”

He looked along the shelves. “Victor used to say Marguerite had more clocks than customers.”

“She still has.”

“So I see.” He drew his gloves off finger by finger. His hands shook a little at it, not much, and he laid a card on the counter.

S. GALE · FINE & CURIOUS · TREMONT STREET · BOSTON

“Simon Gale,” he said.

“You wrote to me in July.”

“I typed to you, Miss Thorne. I find typing doesn’t take. I’ve come to try it in person.”

“You’ve got a carriage clock on your dashboard.”

“I have. It’s wound every morning and set by the radio.” He laid the gloves together, palm to palm. “I’m a dealer, not a barbarian.”

“Lever platform?”

“Naturally.”

“The heat’ll have it.”

“It hasn’t yet. It’s older than I am and it’s been treated worse.” He laughed then, with his mouth and his shoulders and no sound at all.

He went along the long shelf reading my tags with his hands behind him, past Raymond’s walnut bracket clock without stopping, and stopped at the end under the top shelf.

“And that’s the Japy.”

“That’s the Japy.”

“May I?”

I got the step stool. I brought it down level and stood it on the counter mat between us, and Pen removed himself to the counter’s far end and sat facing away.

“He doesn’t care for it,” Gale said.

“He doesn’t care for it down off its shelf.”

“A man of fixed views. I had an aunt like that.”

Gale didn’t touch it at first. Then he laid his hands on the marble, one either side of the dial, and they stopped shaking.

“Japy Frères,” he said. “Black Belgian. Somebody’s glued a column.”

“Monday.”

“Nicely. There’s something in the epoxy.”

“Lamp black.”

“Of course there is.”

“You know marble.”

“I know what people glue, Miss Thorne. It’s most of the trade.”

He took a bank envelope out of the inside pocket of his coat and laid it down by the clock, its flap tucked in. His hand had started again by the time it was down.

“Four thousand dollars,” he said. “The figure in my letter. People will say no to a letter. They find it harder to say to an envelope.”

“You could have put anything in that.”

“You could count it.”

“I don’t need to. Forty hundreds is about that thick. I counted other people’s money for a living.”

“Then you’ll know it’s all there.” He looked pleased again. “That’s very rare in a shopkeeper.”

I didn’t tip the clock to look. The tag on its bottom is in Gran’s pencil, and I’ve known it since I could read upside down.

“Three hundred and forty,” I said. “Firm. Ask me first.”

He waited.

“That’s my grandmother’s tag,” I said.

“And you can’t ask her.”

“No.”

“Then it isn’t for sale.” He said it before I could. He left the envelope where it was. “I thought it mightn’t be. It’s always worth the drive to be sure.”

“You came a long way to be told no.”

“I came a long way, Miss Thorne. The no was on the way.” He looked at me across the clock. “You’ll want to know who I am.”

“You’re on the card.”

“That’s the shop. I’m the other thing.” He touched the card with one finger and moved it a little nearer me. “In July a woman from the State’s Attorney’s office stood up in Burlington and read two lines out of Victor Lusk’s books. I’ve read the transcript. The second line was me.”

I’d been in that courtroom. I’d heard the line, five words read flat off a photocopy.

S.G., Boston: to sell on.

“S.G.,” I said. “Boston.”

“To sell on. Yes.” He seemed pleased I had it without being told. “I sold on what Victor brought me. I never asked where a thing had been. That’s what I was for.”

“Nobody’s charged you with anything.”

“Nobody’s asked me anything. I’ve been at some pains to be the sort of man nobody asks.”

“How did you know the Japy had come to me?”

“I’ve read every docket in this state with Victor’s name on it.”

“That’s a lot of dockets.”

“Victor was a busy man, and Vermont is a slow state. It passes the evenings. The release order said where the clock was to go, and to whom.” His thumb moved on the marble the width of a fingernail, and stopped. “Victor always said there was something under Marguerite’s felt worth a good deal more than the clock. He never knew what. He said she’d not lift it to look, and she didn’t.”

The felt had come up in July. What had been under it was with the state’s man for paper, and it wasn’t mine to tell him.

“And the man Victor did that job for,” Gale said, “was going to be a judge. A judge pays.”

“He isn’t going to be a judge.”

“He isn’t going to be anything now.” He lifted his hands from the marble. “So I’ve come about something else.”

I put the Japy back up first, and he watched it the whole way. By the time I was down off the stool he had a folded sheet out of the same pocket, open on the counter and turned to face me: a photocopy of the top of a ledger page, the printed rules and two lines in fountain pen in a small upright hand. Below the second line the sheet had been cut off straight.

“Victor’s hand,” Gale said. “He wrote smaller when he was pleased with himself.”

Hollowmere. Sat.

For C.T.’s car, behind the school, at four: 112. 118. 131 (two). In a flour sack.

I didn’t need my pad. I’d copied Arthur’s list out of his tin in July, and I had it. A hundred and twelve was the subscribers’ beaker, and a hundred and eighteen the Bliss, the pocket chronometer. A hundred and thirty-one was the three gold mourning rings, and somebody had wanted two of them. And Harriet had told me about a flour sack in her kitchen in July, under the driver’s seat of my mother’s car, and how her knees had been on the gravel for it.

Out loud I said none of it. My hands went into my pockets.

“You know the numbers,” Gale said.

I didn’t answer that.

“You’d make a poor dealer, Miss Thorne. It’s all in the shoulders.” He squared the sheet with one finger. “Victor kept a very tidy book. Provenance was the one thing he was ever honest about.”

“Which Saturday?”

“You know which.”

“Where’s the rest of the page?”

“Safe.”

“What do you want for it? From me?”

“From you? I haven’t decided you’re the buyer, Miss Thorne.” He considered me with his head a little to one side. “You may be the one I come to last.”

“The Society would want it. So would the sheriff.”

“The Society may make me an offer. The sheriff may, though I’d be surprised.” He folded the photocopy along its creases and put it away, and the envelope after it. “Everyone may. That’s rather the point of me.”

He drew one glove on, and then the other, slowly, getting each finger home.

“Good morning to your cat,” he said.

“He won’t say it back.”

“I didn’t suppose he would. I’m at the Lakeshore, if you think of anything. Room six. Mrs. Castellano tells me it has the desk.”

Room six had been Victor Lusk’s. I didn’t tell him.

“She feeds one a great deal, I find. I’m told it’s a kindness.” He put the hat on, and Pen started up again on the long-case. “There’s a ring, too. The last of the Society’s I never sold. Nobody buys a mourning ring with a dead man’s name inside it.”

“Whose name?”

“That would be telling, Miss Thorne. I only sell.” He didn’t take it out to show me.

“The page is cut,” I said.

“Folded first and then cut. I’m careful with paper.”

“What’s under the cut?”

“The bottom half’s the name,” Simon Gale said. “Saturday night it goes to whoever wants it most.”
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Chapter Three
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I rang Sam first. It was Wednesday night, a little after eight by Gran’s kitchen clock, and I’d had the phone in my hand once already and put it down to feed Pen.

“Simon Gale came to the shop,” I said. “This morning. The one who typed to me in July.”

“Four thousand for the Japy.”

“He brought it in a bank envelope. I said no.”

“Good.”

“That isn’t why he came.”

“Go on.”

“He’s the S.G. in Victor’s book. Boston, to sell on. He wasn’t in the courtroom. He read the transcript afterward, and he says he’s read every docket Vermont ever put Victor’s name on.”

Sam doesn’t make noises on the telephone to prove he’s listening. I stood at Gran’s sink and went on.

“He had a photocopy. The top of one page out of the same book. Two lines, and then it’s cut off straight.” I said the two lines to him as they were written, the numbers and the flour sack and all. “He says the bottom half has the name on it. And there’s a ring of the Society’s, he says, that he didn’t show me. The page and the ring go on Saturday night, to whoever wants them most.”

“He’ll be at the Lakeshore,” Sam said.

“Room six.”

“Bea gives six to anybody who asks for a desk.”

“He told me. He said it has the desk.”

“He’ll want something from you.”

“He said he hasn’t decided I’m the buyer. He said I might be the one he comes to last.”

“He can sell paper,” Sam said. “If he’s got a thing of the Society’s on him, that’s Harriet’s to say and mine to take, and he’ll know it. Did he show you anything?”

“No.”

“Then he’s careful.”

“He knew I had the numbers. I didn’t say a word, and he knew.”

“How?”

“He said I’d make a poor dealer. He said it’s all in the shoulders.”

“It is,” Sam said.

“He said the sheriff might make him an offer. He said he’d be surprised.”

“He’d be right.” His chair scraped back on the kitchen floor. “A man can carry a photocopy round Vermont all he likes. It’s a nice photocopy. It’s still paper.”

“It’s Victor’s hand.”

“I believe you. It’s still his to sell.”

“He’s been saving all of it up for somebody.”

“I knew a few like him in Boston. Good coats. They’d sell you your own watch and tell you the name of the man who’d had it before you.”

“Did you ever catch one?”

“Once.” He was quiet a moment. “He thanked me.”

“For what?”

“He said I’d been very thorough.” The chair creaked. “You’ve got the bus tomorrow.”

“I know what I’ve got tomorrow.”

“Then he’ll
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