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Chapter One
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In October a Boston antiques dealer named Victor Lusk walked into my grandmother’s clock shop in a camel overcoat and offered me nine thousand dollars for everything in it. Two days later Lyle Dunn, out walking his beagle at six in the morning, found him dead at the foot of the clock tower across the green.

For about two weeks after that, half of Hollowmere, Vermont, came into the shop to look at me. Then they started bringing clocks.

Nine came in for repair the week it was over. Gus Ferraro brought a mantel clock that ran perfectly. Bev Pratt brought a cuckoo with nothing wrong with it but its personality. I fixed what needed fixing, charged for it, which Gran would not have done, and wrote PAID in the ledger in red. By the second week of December I’d paid Ohio and the oil company, and Tallow & Thorne Clockworks was in the black. I’d checked three times, once with a different pencil.

On Thursday at seven, with snow coming down on Main Street small and dry and in no hurry, sixty-odd clocks struck seven, more or less together, in forty-one seconds. I’d been an insurance fraud investigator for nine years. I found it restful when a number came out the same twice. Three minutes later the tower across the green struck seven too. It had been three minutes slow all my life, and nobody wanted it fixed.

I made coffee on the hot plate in the back room: milk first, then the coffee, one sugar, stirred with the handle of the spoon. Gran had made it that way right up until she died at this bench in August.

Lyle and Biscuit, the beagle, had already been round the green. Their tracks went the long way, by the bank, because Biscuit wouldn’t walk past the tower anymore.

Sam Okafor, the sheriff, had spent October wondering whether I’d done it myself and November being polite about it. He came by most Fridays now with a question about a clock that wasn’t really about a clock.

In the deep drawer of the bench was a little brass carriage clock that had stopped in October. I wound every other clock in the shop on Sunday nights. That one I left alone.

Pendulum, the shop cat, seventeen pounds and one ear, was up on the top shelf with the good clocks, watching the snow as if he’d ordered it and it was late.

*  *  *
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At half past seven Gus knocked on the glass with one knuckle. I locked the front door now. Gran never had.

“Your bow’s gone over,” he said, when I let him in.

“It’s snowing, Gus. Things go over.”

“Not a bow I tied.” He went back out to the wreath on the door, retied it, and came in stamping. “I told you. A shop with nothing on its door in December, people think the bank’s got it.”

“The bank hasn’t got it.”

“That’s what the wreath’s for.”

Gus was seventy-eight and entirely bald, so the snow just sat on him.

“You charged me eighteen dollars for that wreath,” I said.

“Cost.”

“It wasn’t cost, Gus.”

“It was cost to you.” He brushed off his red hunting vest. “How’s my clock?”

“Still fine.”

“Keep an eye on it.”

“I’ve been keeping an eye on it since October. It hasn’t lost a second.”

“That’s what worries me.” He looked toward the back room. “Can I use your...”

“Go ahead.”

Gus had the bladder of a sparrow, by his own cheerful account. He came back drying his hands.

“Ruthie’s coming over,” he said. “She’s got a folder.”

“How do you know?”

“She showed it to me at six. It’s the swap meet.” At the door he turned around under the bell. “Say yes, Nell. Save everybody a lot of time. And if she shows you a picture of me, it was the style at the time.”

*  *  *
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She came across Main Street at two minutes to nine without looking either way, in her good wool coat over her green apron, with a brown accordion folder held to her chest. The rubber band around it was working hard.

Ruthie Vance ran the Kettle & Quill, which was a tearoom and a used bookshop and the place where Hollowmere found out what it thought. She was sixty-eight. She had been my grandmother’s best friend for forty years and had held me the day I was born, and she felt this gave her certain rights.

I’d just turned the key when she walked in, and the shop began to strike nine.

“You didn’t say no,” she said, over the top of it. “In October. I said don’t say no, and you didn’t, so I’ve put you down.”

You can’t argue with sixty clocks. Somewhere in the middle of it, up on the top shelf, the little English bracket clock struck its nine on a bell, small and clean and right on time. I could have picked it out with my eyes shut.

“Put me down for what?”

“A table.” She snapped the rubber band off, and the folder sagged open on the bench into twelve pockets of paper. “It’s juried now. Did you know that? My swap meet. Juried.”

“Who’s on the jury?”

“Loretta.”

“Who else?”

“That’s the jury. Thirty-one years, Nell. I started that swap meet in the Grange with four card tables and a coffee can for the money. Your grandmother brought a box of clocks the first year and sold two and gave the rest away. Twenty-nine years we were up at the Grange, and nobody ever once complained except about the stairs.”

“And then Loretta Finch.”

“And then Loretta Finch bought the big white house up on Ridge Road, and two years later she has my swap meet. I’ve had this apron longer than she’s had this town. Her husband made paper. In New Hampshire. Mills. Now she makes rules.”

“How do you take somebody’s swap meet?”

“You go to Diane Kessler with a checkbook and the word professionalize.” Diane Kessler chaired the Select Board and had never met a ribbon she didn’t want to cut. “So last year it’s in the Town Hall. Juried stalls. Forty dollars a table. We used to charge a pie. And now there’s a ceremony.”

“What kind of ceremony?”

“At ten o’clock on Saturday, before anybody’s allowed to buy so much as a lamp, Loretta stands at the head table and says a few words, which is never a few. Then something strikes ten and she declares it open.” She looked at me over her glasses. “Last year she had a boy from the high school ring a handbell. He rang it eleven times.”

“On purpose?”

“He says not. He’s a Kessler.”

“So this year she wants a clock.”

“She came into my tearoom on Monday, in front of everybody, in front of Lyle, and she said, ‘Ruth, I’m told your little clock girl has something that strikes.’”

“Little.”

“I know.”

“Clock girl.”

“I know, Nell. I was standing there.” She pulled out a sheet that said VENDOR APPLICATION (JURIED) in a typeface somebody had chosen. “So I need two things. I need you to have a table at my swap meet, with clocks on it, for people to buy. And I need a clock that’ll strike ten on that head table and open the thing properly, so she can’t say it wasn’t done right. And before you start, I’ve paid your forty dollars.”

I opened the till. There were two twenties in it to take, which in September there would not have been. I folded them into the pocket of her apron.

“I won’t have it,” Ruthie said.

“You’ve got it.”

She left them there. “Marguerite did that too,” she said, to the folder.

“What are you doing at it? If Loretta’s got the jury and the ceremony.”

“The cider. She’s letting me do the cider. Thirty-one years and I’m the cider, Nellie. And my board. She can’t stop my board. It’s in the program. I watched them print it.”

I looked around the shop.

“No grandfathers,” I said. “You don’t carry a grandfather clock across a green in the snow and expect it to forgive you. No cuckoos.”

“Why not the cuckoos?”

“A cuckoo opening Loretta Finch’s ceremony would be taken as a comment.”

“I’d pay to see that,” said Ruthie.

“The Chelsea strikes ship’s bells. At ten o’clock it’d give her four bells, which is correct at sea and nowhere else.” I got the step stool from beside the parts cabinet. “The one you want is on the top shelf.”

“I’ll hold the stool.”

“You’ll stand over there.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Ruthie had had what she called a scare in April, before I came home, and what Imogen Hale called something longer. “Imogen said take my pill and don’t shovel. She never said one word about step stools. I’m sixty-eight, not made of glass.”

“She’d have said it if she’d thought of it.”

Pen watched me come up with the look he gave the vacuum. When I lifted the clock out from beside him, he put his head down on the warm place where it had been.

It was small for what it was, fourteen inches to the top of its brass handle, with a silvered dial and an ebonized case, which is a polite way of saying pearwood stained black by somebody in the 1840s who couldn’t afford ebony. Gran’s tag on the bottom, in her square capitals, said $1,800.

“Eighteen hundred dollars,” said Ruthie, reading it upside down. “She priced that so she’d never have to sell it.”

“Somebody might, on Saturday. Loretta’s friends have checkbooks.”

“Loretta’s friends think a swap meet is where you go to be seen buying a lamp.”

“It’s spring-driven, so there are no weights to hang. There’s a bracket on the back that locks the pendulum for carrying.”

“I don’t need to know what’s in it, Nell. I need it to go bong ten times.”

“It doesn’t bong. It’s a bell. It goes ting. And it’s got a fusee in it, a little cone with a chain round it that evens out the pull of the spring, so it’ll strike ten on Saturday exactly the way it struck nine just now. A bell carries under a tin ceiling. A gong in there would sound like a dropped pot. And it’s the prettiest thing in the shop.”

“And when she sees it,” said Ruthie, “she’ll know it’s nicer than anything she owns.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. Your grandmother did that exact face. Now. Have you heard about my board?”

“Gus has heard about your board. I think Biscuit’s heard about your board.”

“Arnie Delisle took pictures for the Herald for forty years.”

I remembered Arnie. He’d had a camera bag and a gray ponytail, and he’d photographed me losing the fourth-grade spelling bee on rhythm, which the Herald had then spelled wrong in the caption.

“He passed in September, God rest him, and his niece in New Jersey didn’t want any of it. So she gave it to me. Prints in envelopes, the negatives in binders, every swap meet he ever shot and the rest of the town besides. Dale Rourke brought it all down from Arnie’s house in his truck. I can’t get at my mop. ‘Swap Meets Through the Years.’ On a board, by the stage, Sunday afternoon. Gus is selling me the foam board at cost.”

“Gus’s cost?”

“Real cost. I asked him in front of Harriet. And I am telling you, Nell, there are pictures in those boxes that’ll set this town on its ear.”

“What kind of pictures?”

“This kind.” She went into the last pocket of the folder and held a print up beside her face. It was Gus, at the Grange, behind a table of power tools, with dark hair and a pair of sideburns that came down to the corners of his mouth and turned toward each other. “I showed him Tuesday. He went the color of a cranberry scone.”

“Ruthie.”

“Tammy Sue’s in there with a perm you could lose a cat in. I’m saving Harriet’s hat for last.” She put Gus back. “You should see their faces when I show them.”

“Who else is in there?”

“Everybody, Nell. Everybody who ever bought a lamp.”

“You’ve been going around town showing people their own hair.”

“Just a few. Just the good ones.”

“What does Harriet say?”

“Harriet says it isn’t history, it’s hair. Harriet’s doing a display in the Town Hall about the Town Hall. There’s a shingle in it.” She sniffed. “Walt carries her easel.”

“In public?”

“In daylight. Gus timed him.”

“Is Gran in any of them?”

“Some. Behind her clock table, every year.” Ruthie put the rubber band back around the folder. Then she took it off and put it around again. “Cross in every single one. She hated a camera.”

She looked at her watch.

“It’s twenty-five past ten. I do my mug at half past.”

“Danny could wash a mug.”

“Danny could not.” Danny was her nephew and still brought people the wrong scone half the time. She left the vendor form on the bench. “In pen, Nell. Loretta reads them.”

*  *  *
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ITEMS TO BE OFFERED, the form said. BE SPECIFIC.

I counted. Four cuckoos, eleven mantel clocks I could stand to part with, two wall clocks, and the yellow alarm clock with one bent bell, which had been to one sale already and come home. I wrote Clocks. Then, because Loretta read them, I wrote Secondhand. All working. Guaranteed one year.

At twenty to twelve the bell over the door rang.

Ruthie had come back without her coat or her folder. There was snow in her hair, and in both hands, held flat against her apron, a long white envelope.

She put it down on the leather mat in front of me, face up. On the front, in her hand: Nellie — not for the board.

“Sit down, Ruthie.”

“I’m not stopping. It was in with the tower ones. Arnie shot the tower every time it did anything, and a lot of times it didn’t. I found it the week the boxes came. It’s been in my dresser upstairs since.”

“Three weeks?”

“Don’t count at me.”

“Who else has seen it?”

“Nobody. Not Danny. Nobody.”

Inside was a glassine sleeve. On it, in soft pencil, in Arnie’s hand: Tower — Oct.

October. Every year had one.

It was a black-and-white print, five by seven, taken at night with a flash. The flash had found the bottom of the tower steps and a corner of the green oak door, and turned everything past them black. There were four people in it. The one in the middle was a young woman with her coat collar turned up and her hands deep in her pockets, looking straight into the camera.

She’d looked at me exactly like that across Gran’s kitchen table upstairs, when she was waiting for me to tell the truth about something.

“That’s Claire,” Ruthie said.

Nobody had said my mother’s name out loud in this shop since I was twelve, including me.

My hand had gone to my collarbone, to Gran’s pocket watch on its chain under my shirt, the one with C.T. engraved inside the lid. I put my hand back down on the bench.

“She’s younger in that than you are now,” Ruthie said.

“When is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Ruthie.”

“I don’t know, honey. Arnie never ran it in the paper. I read every Herald that man ever took a picture for, and I’d remember her.”

“What was she doing at the tower at night?”

“I don’t know that either.”

“Did she ever say anything to you about...”

“Your mother didn’t tell me things. She told Marguerite, and Marguerite didn’t tell anybody.” Ruthie was looking out the window at her own shop, not at the photograph. “I saw her face and I put it in that envelope. I didn’t look at the rest of it. I didn’t want to know what I was looking at.”

“So you don’t know who’s with her.”

“I don’t know who took her down there, or why Arnie never printed it. I don’t know anything, Nellie. That’s why it’s not for the board.” She went to the door and turned around under the bell. “I’ll bring you soup at six. Potato leek. Don’t argue with me about the soup.”

When she’d gone, I turned the bench lamp down onto the print and got out Gran’s loupe.

There were three men with my mother.

The one on her right had his back three-quarters to the camera, turned toward the dark of the green. He wore a red-and-black plaid wool jacket. Walt Brannigan, who made syrup up on Ridge Road and had once told me I had my mother’s way of asking questions, owned one exactly like it. So did half the men in Hollowmere. In a flash photograph it was mostly black.

The man at the far edge had moved when the flash went off. He was a long gray smear in a coat.

The man on her left stood half a step behind her. He was big. His hair was dark and combed straight back, and he was looking not at Arnie but straight up, past the top of the picture, at the clock. In October I’d watched him stand under the maples on that green with his head tipped back exactly like that, except that by then his hair had gone silver.

The man in the camel overcoat was Victor Lusk.
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Chapter Two
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“Six feet,” Loretta Finch was saying when I came up the Town Hall stairs with eighteen hundred dollars in my arms. “Every table in this room is six feet. If it isn’t six feet, Dale, it isn’t a table. It’s an opinion.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Dale Rourke said, and carried the opinion back down the stairs past me, turning sideways so I could get by with the box.

I’d brought the bracket clock across the green in a banana box from the IGA and left Gran’s BACK IN AN HOUR sign on the shop door. She’d never put a time on it. Dale’s pickup was at the curb with the tailgate down, ROURKE PROPERTY CARE on the door.

The hall took up the whole second floor, under a pressed-tin ceiling painted cream. At the far end was a little stage, and to the left of the stage as you came up the stairs, the kitchen door and a pass-through window. The stairs came up at the front, under one tall window that looked across the green at the tower.

Loretta stood in the middle of it with a clipboard. She had a silver bob that didn’t move, and her reading glasses hung on a chain against a long camel cashmere coat. For one second all I saw was the camel, and a flash going off at the bottom of the tower steps at night. Then she was a woman in her seventies, looking at my box.

“You’re the clock girl,” she said.

“I’m Nell Thorne.”

“Yes. That’s what I said.” She wrote something. “You’re nineteen. Third from the stage on the right-hand wall as you come up, where I can see you. That goes on the head table. Don’t unpack it. I want to watch.”

“It’s not that kind of unpacking.”

“Everything is that kind of unpacking.” She pointed with her pen, one place after another. “Head table in front of the stage. Santa by the stairs. First aid by the door. Nobody puts anything on the stage, Miss Thorne. Not a coat, not a coffee. The stage is for the ceremony.”

“Where’s Ruthie?”

“In the kitchen. Being difficult about cloves.”

*  *  *
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The head table was two six-footers end to end under a white cloth. Its back corner, on the kitchen side, was two steps from the kitchen door. I knew it was two because I set the box down there and Ruthie came out and walked straight into me.

“There you are,” she said. She had her green apron on and a sleeve of paper cups in each hand. “Don’t move, I’m putting these out.”

“No paper cups for the founders,” Loretta said, from the middle of the room.

Ruthie stopped.

“The founders,” Loretta said, coming over, “drink out of cups. The Town Hall has china. I’ve seen it.”

“The Town Hall has forty cups with the town seal on them and a dishwasher that hasn’t worked since the flood.”

“Then they’ll be washed by hand, Ruth.” Loretta took both sleeves of paper cups out of Ruthie’s hands and gave them back to her, which accomplished nothing except that she’d done it. “Founders. That’s me, Diane, the two gentlemen from the roof committee, and you.”

“I’m the founder.”

“You’re a founder. You’re at the end.” Loretta tapped the kitchen corner of the table with her pen. “There. You’ll be up and down with the cider. You’ll want to be by the door.”

“Thirty-one years,” Ruthie said, “and I’m at the end.”

“It’s an honor, Ruth. Everyone else is in the middle.” Loretta turned. “Dale. This table rocks. I can see it from here.”

Dale came over and put one big hand flat on the cloth and pushed. The table rocked.

“It’s the floor, Mrs. Finch,” he said. “Floor’s been like that a while.”

“How long a while?”

He thought about it. “Since before me.”

“Then fix it.”

He went down on one knee, tore a flap off my banana box, folded it in four and pushed it under the leg. Then he stood up and pushed the table again.

“She’ll hold,” he said.

“Twenty years he’s been saying that,” Ruthie told me. “Twenty years he’s been my Santa, and every year he sits down in that chair and says she’ll hold. One of these years she won’t.”

“I heard that, Ruthie,” Dale said, going back for more tables.

“You were meant to.”

*  *  *
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By two o’clock there were thirty-four tables in the hall. The Methodist women had their afghans out. A man from Barre was laying out license plates by state. By the side wall, Harriet Pell was directing Walt Brannigan and an easel, and on the easel, mounted on green felt, was a shingle.

“Not Massachusetts,” Loretta told the man from Barre. “Not at eye level.”

“It’s a nice plate.”

“It’s Massachusetts. Put it under Ohio.”

“What’s wrong with Massachusetts?”

“Ask anybody in this room.”

Tammy Sue Boone came up the stairs at five past two in her purple fleece vest with three handbags on each arm and her phone in her hand.

“Where am I?” she said, to the room.

Loretta found her on the clipboard. “Boone. Handbags.”

“Designer handbags.”

“Knock-off handbags, Tammy Sue.” Loretta said it at the volume she said everything, which was the volume of a woman who had chaired things. All down the hall, people stopped unwrapping. “The jury has seen them.”

“They’re inspired by.”

“Inspired by a lawsuit. We’re juried this year. You were not juried in.”

“I paid forty dollars!”

“And you’ll have it back. Ruth has an envelope.”

“I do not have an envelope,” Ruthie said.

“Then find one.” Loretta made a little mark on the clipboard. “I’m sorry, Tammy Sue. We have standards now. Last year we had a man selling taxidermy.”

“That was Lyle’s uncle’s fox!”

“I know whose fox it was.”

Tammy Sue looked around the room for help. The Methodist women went back to their afghans. The man from Barre held up Idaho and studied it.

“Then I’ll sell them on the sidewalk,” Tammy Sue said.

“The sidewalk belongs to the town.”

“I am the town.” She was already typing. “I’m putting this on Happenings. Four thousand people, Loretta. Four thousand.”

“Spell my name right,” Loretta said, and moved on to the Methodists.

Tammy Sue went down the stairs with all six handbags. On the landing she stopped and said, to me, because I was closest, “I always said there was something about that woman.”

“You said she had lovely skin,” Ruthie said.

“Well, she does. That’s what I mean.”

*  *  *
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The kitchen had a steel counter, a stove with six burners and two that worked, and Ruthie’s two urns, one plugged in and ticking as it warmed. Eight jugs of Halloran’s cider stood on the floor beside a mason jar of cloves.

“No cloves this year, Ruth,” Loretta said, through the pass-through.

Ruthie didn’t turn around. “It’s had cloves for thirty-one years.”

“And for thirty-one years people have been fishing them out of their teeth in front of my head table. And it’s two dollars.”

“It’s a dollar.”

“It’s been a dollar for thirty-one years,” Loretta said. “That’s why it’s two.” She went away.

Ruthie unscrewed the jar, took out a pinch of cloves and dropped them in the urn. Then she put the jar in her apron pocket.

“No paper cups for the founders,” she said, in Loretta’s voice, to the urn. “I’ll give her a paper cup.”

“Ruthie.”

“What? Nobody heard me but you. At the end, Nellie. Like a cousin nobody invited. And she’s got Diane Kessler in the middle, and Diane couldn’t find the Grange with a map.” She reached into the other pocket and came out with a mug. It was a camp mug, red enamel, the rim chipped down to the black in two places, and on the side was a white R that leaned a little to the left. “Danny did the R. He was eleven. Best thing he ever did, and he’s never done it again.”

“Does he know you say that?”

“I say it to his face. He agrees with me.” She filled the mug from the urn that was warming and set it on the counter and went on doing other things.

“It’s not hot yet,” I said.

“I don’t drink it hot. I fill it and forget it, and when I remember it, it’s lukewarm, and that’s how I like it.” She picked it up and drank. “A scandal, I know. Marguerite said it was the only uncivilized thing about me.”

“It’s not the only thing.”

“It’s the only thing she said out loud.” She put the mug down and looked at me over her glasses, longer than the cider called for. “Have you shown anybody?”

“No.”

“Not even Sam? Sam Okafor comes over every Friday.”

“With a question about a clock.”

“Nellie.”

“Your other urn’s not plugged in,” I said.

She looked at the urn, and then at me, and plugged it in.

*  *  *
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Imogen Hale had the first-aid table, just inside the door at the top of the stairs, and was counting gauze pads into stacks of ten. I’d come to ask whether she wanted a wall clock so people could time their contractions, which was a joke, mostly.

Loretta got there first.

“You’re by the door, Doctor,” she said. “So that anyone who’s bleeding can leave quickly.”

“That’s generally the idea.”

“I wanted to tell you in person.” Loretta held the clipboard against her chest. “I wrote to the board, Doctor, as promised.”

Imogen finished the stack she was on. Ten. She squared it with two fingers and set it on the others.

“I know, Loretta,” she said. “They sent me a copy.”

“Good. Then we understand each other.” Loretta looked at me. “Nineteen, Miss Thorne. Not here.”

She went off toward the stage. Imogen started another stack.

“What board?” I said.

“The medical one.” She didn’t look up. “One, two, three. Did you want something, Nell?”

“I was going to offer you a wall clock.”

“I’ve got a watch.” She held up her wrist without stopping. “Seven, eight.”

“Is everything all right? With the board?”

“Loretta writes letters, Nell. Some people knit.” She squared the stack. “Ten. Go away. I lose count.”

*  *  *
[image: ]


Dale had the Santa chair up by then, a big carved oak armchair with a red velvet seat gone shiny in the middle. It had come down from the Grange with the swap meet last year. He put it at the other end of the hall from the stage, by the stairs, under the tall window, and sat down in it, slowly, all of him, and listened.

It creaked once.

“She’ll hold,” he said.

“Pop, the bin goes by the stairs.”

Kyle Rourke had come up behind me with one end of a red plywood box stenciled HOLLOWMERE VOL. FIRE DEPT. TOY DRIVE, and Jo Lindqvist had the other. Jo was off duty, in a ski jacket instead of the tan one.

“It is by the stairs,” Dale said, from the chair.

“It’s by the chair. Mrs. Finch wants it where people see it coming in.”

“Mrs. Finch wants a lot of things,” Dale said, and got up and took Jo’s end from her, and he and Kyle set the bin down at the top of the stairs. Kyle was as tall as his father and quicker about everything.

“How’s Mel?” Jo said.

“Big,” Kyle said. “February. She says if it’s a boy she’s naming it after the chief so he’ll owe us.”

“He won’t owe you anything,” Dale said. “He’ll just be named Ernie.”

“Ernie’s a good name, Pop.”

“It’s a good name for Ernie.”

“You want me to sit in it, Dale?” Jo said. “Test it properly?”

“It’s held me twenty years. It’ll hold you.”

Jo left them to it and came over to me, pulling her gloves off with her teeth.

“Sam says you’ve got the clock for the ceremony.”

“Sam says?”

“Sam says a lot of things on a Thursday.” She had a way of looking at a person as if she were about to write them a ticket and was sorry about it. “You okay? You look like you’re doing long division.”

“I’m always doing long division.”

“Yeah,” Jo said. “I know. That’s why I asked.”

*  *  *
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At twenty to three Loretta came back to the head table, where my box had sat for an hour and ten minutes because I’d been told not to unpack it.

“Now,” she said.

I lifted the clock out by its brass handle and set it center, where she pointed. Then I opened the little door in the back, took off the bracket that holds the pendulum for carrying, set it swinging and put my ear down by the case.

“What are you doing?”

“Listening to it.”

“What does it say?”

“It says your table’s not level.” The tick was heavier than the tock, and a clock left out of beat will run a day and then quit out of spite. I folded a Kettle & Quill sugar packet from my pocket and slid it under the left front foot. Tick, tock. “Now it’s level.”

“Dale said it would hold.”

“The table holds. The clock’s fussier.”

Loretta put her glasses on and bent over the dial. Then she turned the clock a quarter of an inch and looked through the back glass at the engraved plate, and I let her, because she was careful about it.

“What’s the chain?”

“It’s a fusee. The chain winds off a cone as the spring lets down, so the pull stays even. It strikes on Saturday the same as it strikes today.”

“I asked what the chain was, Miss Thorne. I didn’t ask for the lecture.” She straightened up. “But thank you for the lecture. On Saturday, at ten o’clock, this strikes ten. I stand here. When it finishes, I declare the swap meet open.”

“That’s the plan.”

“Not at ten-oh-one. Not when it feels like it. I want it set to strike ten to the second, Miss Thorne.”

“It’s an eighteen-forties fusee, Mrs. Finch. It doesn’t feel like things.”

“Everything feels like things. Set it.”

I moved the minute hand on to eight minutes to three, reached in through the back door and stopped the pendulum with one finger, and watched my phone. When it turned over to 2:52, I let go.

“Whose time is that?” Loretta said.

“The phone’s. It gets it from a satellite.”

“I don’t trust a satellite.” She turned her wrist over. She wore a thin gold watch with the face on the inside, toward her palm. “Mine’s set by the radio from Boston.”

“Then we’ll find out.”

“We’ll stand here till three?”

“You wanted it to the second.”

“I did,” Loretta said. “I do. What does one do till three?”

“One waits. It’s most of the job.”

So we stood there. Dale came back up with Harriet’s second easel. Ruthie came out of the kitchen with her red mug in her hand and stood in the doorway to watch.

At three o’clock the clock struck three on its bell. Ting, ting, ting. Under a tin ceiling a bell carries, and every head in the hall came up.

Loretta was looking at her watch.

“Well,” she said.

“Well?”

“To the second.” She let her wrist drop and didn’t take her eyes off the clock. “Raymond had one like this. In his study. Not as good.”

“Does it still run?”

“He wound it on Sunday nights. I never learned how. After he died I let it stop.” She took her glasses off and let them fall on their chain. “There didn’t seem much point in winding it for me.”

I wound every clock in my shop on Sunday nights. I didn’t tell her so.

Then the tower across the green struck three, three minutes late, the way it had all my life, and Loretta turned and looked out the far window at it.

“And who,” she said, “is responsible for that?”

“Me. As of October.”

“Then fix it.”

“Nobody wants it fixed.”

“I do.” She turned back to the bracket clock. “When this is over, Miss Thorne, I’ll take that off your hands.”

“It’s eighteen hundred dollars.”

“That’s what’s on the tag.” She wrote something. “It stays here till Saturday, on this table, where people can hear it. The hall’s locked at night. Diane has a key and I have the other.”

“It’s not a lamp, Mrs. Finch.”

“I know it’s not a lamp. That’s why I want it.” She raised her voice without seeming to try. “Everyone. A moment.”

Thirty-four tables stopped. Harriet stopped, with her hand on the shingle. Ruthie set her mug down on her corner of the head table and folded her arms.

“Vendors at eight on Saturday,” Loretta said. “Doors at nine. Santa at nine, by the stairs, for the children, and nobody brings a child past the stalls with a sticky hand. Cider from nine, two dollars.”

Ruthie made a noise.

“Nothing is sold, by anyone, until Miss Thorne’s clock strikes ten. If I see money change hands at nine fifty-nine, I will see it.” She looked down the length of the hall, at the Methodists, at the license plates, at Walt holding an easel, at all of it. “And on Sunday, Ruthie’s photographs. She promises they’ll set the town on its ear.”

Ruthie picked her mug back up and raised it to the room.

“I said it and I meant it.”
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Chapter Three
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Loretta Finch had given ten thousand dollars to the Town Hall roof, and by twenty to eight on Friday morning everybody in the Kettle & Quill could tell you so, except Ruthie, who knew the number better than anyone and wouldn’t have it said in her shop.

“Ten thousand,” Gus said.

“Gus.”

“I’m only saying what Diane read out at the Select Board. ‘A gift of ten thousand dollars toward the roof.’ Twice, so the Herald would get it down.”

“I didn’t clap,” Ruthie said.

“Nobody asked if you clapped.”

“I was at the back with the coffee, and I didn’t clap.”

I’d come over for a scone before I opened. Lyle Dunn had his blue USPS hat on the table beside his cup, and Biscuit was underneath, asleep on my left sneaker. In the window Jo Lindqvist was on her break, taking a cranberry scone apart in layers and pretending not to listen, which she did badly.

“Roof still leaks,” Lyle said. “Over the clerk’s window. I put her mail on the dry end.”

“Then what did the ten thousand buy?” I said.

“A swap meet,” Tammy Sue said.

She had the table under Mysteries (Not Nice), her phone face up by her plate, and the face she’d worn down the Town Hall stairs yesterday. It hadn’t come off overnight.

“Nobody bought anything,” Ruthie said. “Danny, Nell’s scone.”

“Ten thousand dollars, and Diane Kessler hands her thirty-one years with a bow on it. A jury. Forty dollars a table. No cloves. Two dollars for cider.”

“I’m aware of the cider,” Ruthie said.

Danny brought me an orange scone.

“Cranberry, Danny.”

He looked at it over the glasses on his cord. “That’s cranberry.”

“It’s orange.”

“Huh,” Danny said, and took it back, eating a corner on the way to make sure.

“She’s seeing her lawyer Monday,” Tammy Sue said.

Gus put his cup down. Lyle turned all the way round in his chair, and Biscuit got off my foot.

“Who told you that?” Ruthie said.

“She did. She phoned Tuesday to move her appointment. I do that bob. Every other Monday for two years. You think hair that doesn’t move just happens? She said, ‘I’m seeing my lawyer in Burlington on Monday, Tammy Sue, and I can’t be in two places,’ and I said, ‘No, Mrs. Finch, I don’t suppose you can.’”

“You’re still doing her hair?” I said. “After yesterday?”

“Business is business. I’ve got her Tuesday. I’ll take her down a little flat on the left. Nobody looks at their own left.”

“Who goes to a lawyer the Monday before Christmas?” Lyle said.

“Somebody changing a will,” Gus said.

“That’s what I said!” Tammy Sue pointed at him. “I said that to her face. Well. The back of her head. She was under the dryer.”

“What did she say?”

“She said, ‘Mind the left side, Tammy Sue.’”

Ruthie had been holding the teapot for some time without pouring. She put it down. “Whose will is she changing? She hasn’t got anybody.”

“She’s got the stepson,” Lyle said.

“In Boston.”

“He’s written her three letters since Thanksgiving. Boston postmark. Real ones, with stamps. A man doesn’t write his stepmother three letters in two weeks unless he wants something.”

“Lyle, that’s federal,” Ruthie said.

“I didn’t open them. I counted them.”

I liked Lyle very much just then.

“He’s circling,” Gus said.

“Circling what?”

“Whatever’s going.”

“And don’t you talk to me about federal,” Lyle told Ruthie. “You showed me my mustache.”

“It was a beautiful mustache.”

“It was one winter.”

“It’s going on my board.”

“It is not going on any board.”

“It’s going in the middle,” Ruthie said, and went to see about the kettle.

The door to the back room opened, and Dev Malhotra came out holding a manila envelope and a giant iced coffee, in December, in the Birchfield sweatshirt that had started out maroon and was now the color of a bruise.

“Sorry,” he said, to the room. “Ruthie, sorry. The ones that say ‘the year of the bad snow’? There are four envelopes that say ‘the year of the bad snow.’”

“It snowed badly four times.”

“I need years. For the captions. I can’t put ‘bad snow’ on a caption, my advisor would...” He saw me. “Nell. Hi. Sorry. I’m doing captions.”

“On a Friday?”

“Ruthie texted.” He went and sat across from Jo, which nobody had asked him to do.

Jo moved her scone two inches toward herself.

“Has anybody found me an elf?” Ruthie said, coming back with the kettle.

“What elf?” I said.

“Santa’s elf. Somebody has to hand Dale the candy canes and keep the line straight. The Kessler boy did it last year, and Diane says he’s resting.”

“From what?”

“From the handbell, I should think.”

“Kyle and me have the toy bin,” Jo said. “Nine to noon, top of the stairs. We can’t do the line too.”

“I’ll do it,” Dev said.

Everybody looked at him. He went pink up to his eyebrows, which were very good eyebrows and showed it.

“The elf. Sorry. If you need someone. Is the elf by the stairs?”

“Santa’s by the stairs,” Ruthie said.

“Then yes. I could. Probably.”

“There’s a hat. With a bell on it.”

“Great,” Dev said. He looked at Jo, who was eating the top layer of her scone, and then at his iced coffee. “That’s great.”

“Kids kick,” Jo said.

“I’ve been kicked.”

“By a kid?”

“By Nell’s cat. Bitten, technically.”

In the three months I’d known him, Dev had never once volunteered for anything that didn’t come with footnotes.

Dale Rourke came in ducking under the bell, with snow on his shoulders and a list on the back of an envelope.

“Morning






















































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
oo
SECRETS

IVY PENHALLOW





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





