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CHAPTER ONE: THE PORTRAIT
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The portrait had been in the back hallway of the Ginger Mae for as long as anyone could remember, which on Patchogu Island meant at least since 1961, when Harriet Bale had first come into the shop as a girl of fourteen with her mother for the Tuesday clam chowder, and the portrait had been there on the wall then, in the same dark frame it occupied now, the same man looking out of it with the particular steady attention of someone who had decided, at some point before the painter arrived, not to perform anything for anyone.

He was a sea captain, or so the story went. Grandma Knapp's grandfather, or so the story went. He had sailed the Outer Banks in the years before the Civil War, or so the story went, and he had never come back from whatever voyage had claimed him, and the portrait was the only thing that remained of him, and Grandma Knapp had hung it in the back hallway because she said it kept an eye on the storeroom, which was her version of explaining something she didn't intend to explain.

Nobody had looked at it carefully in forty years.

August Raines had been looking at it for two summers.

—-
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He came into the Ginger Mae on a Wednesday morning in late June, ordered his usual, black coffee, no food, a specific table by the south window where the light came in at an angle he found useful, and sat down with his reading glasses and a small notebook and the expression of a man who had made a decision and was being careful about the order in which he presented it.

Victoria brought his coffee. He thanked her. He looked at the back hallway.

"I wonder," he said, "if I might ask you something about the portrait."

Victoria looked at the hallway. At the frame, visible from here as a dark rectangle at the end of the short corridor that led to the storeroom. "You can ask," she said.

"I'd like to look at it. Properly. With the right equipment." He said it the way people said things they had been rehearsing, which was either a sign of nervousness or of the kind of precision that came from a life spent looking at things closely. August Raines had been a professional art authenticator for thirty years before retiring to Patchogu Island, which was how he described it when anyone asked, and then he did not describe it further. "I've been looking at it from across the room for two summers and something about it has been bothering me."

"Bothering you how?"

"In the way that something bothers you when you believe it's more important than it's being treated." He picked up his coffee. "I think it may be a very significant painting."

Victoria considered this. "I'll talk to Olivia and Solei," she said. "Give me a day."

August nodded. He opened his notebook. He did not look at the back hallway again, because he was the kind of man who understood that looking too long at something you wanted was a form of pressure, and he had not survived thirty years in the authentication business by applying pressure.

—-
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The conversation with Olivia and Solei took considerably less than a day.

Olivia's response was: "What does significant mean in dollar terms?"

Solei's response was: "Why hasn't anyone looked at it before?"

The answer to Olivia's question was that August Raines wouldn't say until he'd looked properly, which was the answer of a man who had learned not to set expectations. The answer to Solei's question was more complicated: people hadn't looked at the portrait carefully because Grandma Knapp had, with the quiet authority she brought to most things, made it clear that the portrait was not a subject for discussion. It was simply there. It had always been there. It kept an eye on the storeroom. That was the end of the portrait conversation.

"She never wanted us to look at it," Olivia said. They were at the kitchen table after close, the three of them, the shop dark around them.

"She didn't prohibit it," Solei said. "She just didn't invite it."

"There's a difference," Victoria said. "She made sure we knew the difference."

"The safe was 'don't go rummaging,'" Olivia said. "The portrait was, "

"Nothing," Victoria said. "She said nothing about the portrait. Which is its own kind of instruction."

Solei looked at the back hallway door. At the dark rectangle of the frame, just visible from where they sat.

"Let August look at it," she said.

—-
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He came back on Friday with a case of equipment that he carried himself, two cases, in fact, the kind with foam cutouts for specific instruments, handled with the careful efficiency of long habit. He spent four hours in the back hallway. He asked them not to come in while he was working, which they didn't, and he came out at two in the afternoon with his reading glasses on top of his head and his notebook open and the expression of a man who was trying to decide which fact to lead with.

He sat at his usual table. Victoria brought coffee uninvited. Olivia sat across from him with her clipboard face-down, which was how she sat when she needed to listen without the armor of numbers.

"It's Thomas Sully," August said. "Or the Sully workshop, his atelier, meaning painted under his direct supervision if not entirely by his hand. The technique is consistent. The pigment composition is consistent with pre-1850 American portraiture of the eastern seaboard tradition." He opened the notebook to a page of notes that would have meant something to another authenticator and currently meant very little to anyone at this table. "There are three or four documented Sully workshop portraits of free Black merchant mariners from the mid-nineteenth century. This would be a fourth or fifth."

Olivia looked at her clipboard without picking it up. "Free Black," she said.

"Yes." August looked at his notes. "The man in the portrait is not white. I should have said that first, but I, " He paused. "In the light of the hallway, and from a distance, the darkening of the varnish over time makes the complexion ambiguous. But with proper light and the right glass, it's clear." He looked at Victoria. "He's a free Black merchant captain. Circa 1847. And the portrait is, the value, if it's authenticated, " He wrote a number on a page of his notebook and turned it around.

$280,000 - $400,000

Olivia picked up her clipboard.

—-
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The letter from Emmeline Ward arrived on the same afternoon August delivered his assessment, which Victoria would later think was either significant or coincidental and could not decide which, and which was probably both.

It was addressed to the owners of the Ginger Mae Coffee Shop and written on the letterhead of a Beaufort law firm, and it was precise and pleasant and said, in three paragraphs, that the firm was writing on behalf of the Harker family of Beaufort, North Carolina, who had reason to believe that a portrait currently displayed on the premises had belonged to the Harker family estate and had been separated from the family's collection during the disruptions of the Civil War period, and who wished to open a discussion about the portrait's provenance and its rightful home.

The third paragraph offered to arrange a meeting at the Ginger Mae at the women's convenience.

Victoria read it twice. She passed it to Olivia, who read it once and passed it to Solei, who read it and set it on the table.

"The painting was here before Grandma Knapp was born," Solei said.

"According to family history," Victoria said.

"Harriet Bale saw it here in 1961."

"Yes."

"Harriet Bale's mother probably saw it here before that."

"Probably."

They looked at the letter.

"Write back," Olivia said. "Be pleasant. Agree to the meeting. Find out what they actually know before we tell them anything about what we know."

"Which is currently nothing," Solei said.

"Which is currently very little," Victoria corrected. "August knows it's a Sully workshop portrait of a free Black merchant captain from approximately 1847. We know it's been in this shop for at least sixty years and probably longer. We know Grandma Knapp never talked about it." She paused. "We know she talked about everything else."

Outside, the evening ferry made its crossing, its running lights visible from the window, moving steadily through the darkening water.

"I'll call August in the morning," Victoria said. "And I'll write to Ms. Ward tonight."

She picked up the letter. She looked at the portrait through the back hallway door, the dark frame, the steady face, the man who had been keeping an eye on the storeroom for sixty years or longer, and who had not, in all that time, been asked what he was looking at.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE FERRY
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Emmeline Ward arrived on a Tuesday.

She was fifty-two, professional in the unhurried way of people who had been doing their work for long enough that competence had become indistinguishable from ease. She wore a blazer the color of sand and carried a leather portfolio that had been expensive once and had aged into something better than expensive. She came off the ferry alone, which meant she had driven herself to Cedar Point rather than flying to the mainland and hiring a car, which was either frugality or the preference of someone who liked to control their own logistics.

Victoria met her at the dock, which was not something she did for everyone, but Emmeline Ward had called ahead, a brief, direct call: I'll be on the ten o'clock ferry, shall we say eleven at the shop?, and there was something in the precision of it that warranted a direct response.

They walked up the dock road together, past the hardware store and the bait sign and the Prattler's mailbox and all the things the island arranged along its main road in the order it had always arranged them, which was no particular order except the one it had arrived at over a hundred years of being exactly what it was.

"It's a beautiful island," Ward said. She said it the way lawyers said things that were genuinely true but also served as the opening of a different conversation. "I've been to the Outer Banks many times but never here."

"Most people haven't," Victoria said. "The ferry keeps the numbers honest."

—-
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The meeting at the shop lasted two hours.

Ward presented the Harker family's claim with the careful organization of someone who had done this before and understood that the presentation of evidence was its own form of argument. She had provenance documents, not originals, but good copies, notarized: records of the Harker family's collections going back to 1840, inventories from the estate at Beaufort, references in letters between family members to "the captain's portrait" and its importance to the family.

Victoria read everything. Solei took notes. Olivia did not have her clipboard, which meant she was attending to something else, the documents themselves, or the woman presenting them, or the space between what was being said and what was being meant.

"The Harker family's position," Ward said, "is not that the portrait was taken maliciously. The Civil War period created significant disruption to estate records across the region. Objects moved. Documents were lost or destroyed. The family's hope is simply to understand the portrait's history and, where possible, to restore it to its proper place."

"The portrait has been in this shop since at least 1961," Victoria said.

"Yes. The family acknowledges that." Ward looked at the back hallway. "Would it be possible to see it?"

Victoria led her back. The hallway was narrow and smelled of old wood and the coffee that had permeated the walls over sixty years of daily brewing. Ward stood in front of the portrait with
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