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  PART ONE

  THE WORLD BEFORE




  
    Chapter
    ONE
    The Genealogist's Cottage
    

  

  
    The dead, in Maggie Penhallow's experience, were generally more forthcoming than the living — which was, she had always thought, a point in their favor.

She stood in the doorway of her new shop on the first morning of October and breathed in the smell: old paper, cedar, the ghost of someone else's woodsmoke soaked deep into the plaster walls over two hundred and thirty years. The building had been a dry-goods store, then a notary's office, then nothing for eleven years before Maggie signed the lease in June and spent three months making it into something that felt, against all rational probability, exactly like hers.

The sign above the door read: THE GENEALOGIST'S COTTAGE — Margaret Penhallow, CG — Research by Appointment. Shadowframe Studio had designed it: dark green with cream lettering, small enough to be discreet, large enough that the leaf-peepers strolling Millbrook's Main Street would stop and squint and perhaps wonder whether their grandmother's maiden name was really what they'd always been told.

Maggie hoped they would wonder. Wonder was the beginning of everything.

She carried her tea — Earl Grey, steeped precisely four minutes, not a second longer, in a pot her daughter Theo had given her when she moved — to the research table and looked at what she had built. Twelve linear feet of reference shelving along the east wall, organized by record type: census, vital records, probate, immigration, military, land. A large-monitor computer workstation she'd paid for with the proceeds from selling the Brookline house's dining room furniture. A wall-mounted whiteboard for the timelines she drew when a research problem refused to organize itself in her head. Two client chairs, comfortable, with the kind of low arms that didn't make seventy-year-olds feel trapped. And, on the radiator in the corner, Cromwell.

Cromwell was a Maine Coon of extraordinary size and philosophical detachment. He had arrived at the Millbrook Historical Society barn eighteen months ago, apparently from nowhere, and had tolerated human beings with the patient resignation of someone waiting out a bus delay. When Maggie moved into the cottage, he had followed her across the street on his own initiative and taken up residence on the radiator as though the arrangement had always been agreed upon. He weighed nineteen pounds, shed seasonally with the dedication of a full-time occupation, and had never once been helpful in a crisis.

He was, Maggie had decided, perfect.

She settled into her chair and opened her Moleskine to a fresh page. Across the top, in her precise archivist's hand, she wrote: October 1. First official day. Goals:

She stared at the blank space beneath.

After twenty-five years at the New England Historic Genealogical Society — twenty-five years of reference desks and reading rooms and the beautiful silence of a climate-controlled archive — she knew how to do this work. She was a Certified Genealogist. She had solved research problems that had defeated professionals for decades. She had found a man's great-grandfather in three Scandinavian countries and a prison record in Ohio. She had identified a photograph of a young woman in 1887 by the photographer's studio stamp and a city directory and forty minutes of inference.

She knew how to do the work.

She was not entirely certain, this morning, how to do the other part. The part where clients walked in.

Outside, Millbrook was doing what it did best in October: performing autumn with the theatrical confidence of a town that had been rehearsing for three hundred years. The maples along the green had gone the color of old copper and new blood. The air through the cottage's slightly-warped window frame was cold enough to make the smell of Maggie's tea feel like a small miracle. Two doors down, Cora Whitfield was unlocking Bramble Books, pausing to pin a handwritten sign — New arrivals, come in, we have heat — in the bookshop window.

Maggie watched her and felt, for the first time that morning, the knot in her sternum loosen slightly.

She had lived in Millbrook for four months. She had made exactly one friend in that time: Cora, who was sixty-two, Black, formerly of Washington D.C., and who had arrived in Millbrook five years earlier for reasons she summarized as "I needed somewhere the news couldn't find me quite as fast." Cora ran Bramble Books with the iron competence of someone who had previously done something much harder, kept a bottle of Maker's Mark in her office for serious conversations, and had introduced Maggie to every person worth knowing in Millbrook within the first three weeks — including, by a kind of gravitational inevitability, every person who was not worth knowing.

"You look terrified," Cora had said this morning, over coffee at the Mountain Café.

"I look thoughtful."

"You look like a woman who has spent twenty-five years in archives being very good at one thing and is now wondering whether that thing works outside of archives."

Maggie had thought about that for a moment. "I'm wondering whether anyone in a town of four thousand people actually needs a genealogist."

Cora had looked at her with the particular expression she wore when Maggie was being deliberately obtuse. "This town has been here since 1763. Every family has been here at least four generations. There's a man on Elm Street who owns a Bible that lists births back to 1791 and keeps it in a ziplock bag because nobody has told him yet that ziplock bags are not archival. There's a woman at the DAR who has been trying to prove a Mayflower line for thirty years and is apparently driving the historical society to drink." She paused. "Soon-Yi has three generations she can't get past 1880. You'll be fine."

Soon-Yi Park, who owned the Mountain Café, had survived the Korean War and two Vermont blizzards in 1959 and considered both roughly equivalent. She made the best maple-glazed bacon in a fifty-mile radius and had, upon learning Maggie's profession, proposed an immediate and non-negotiable trade arrangement: genealogy research in exchange for unlimited pie.

Maggie had agreed without hesitation. She was not an unreasonable person.

She wrote in her Moleskine: Goals: Answer the phone when it rings. Do not talk to the dead until after six p.m.

She considered that. Added: Or at least not out loud.

The phone rang at eight forty-seven.

*   *   *

His name was Henry Whitford. "Hank," he said, in the way of men who had been Hank since the second grade and never saw any reason to revisit the question. He was seventy-two, broad-shouldered and slightly stooped from a lifetime that looked, from the calluses on his hands, like it had involved considerable outdoor work. He had white hair and blue eyes of the faded, faraway kind, and he was holding a black leather Bible the way people hold things they are not sure they should have.

"I don't know if this is what you do," he said, settling into one of the client chairs with the careful deliberateness of a man whose knees had been giving him their opinion for a while. "My neighbor said you might be able to help."

"Tell me what you're trying to find," Maggie said.

It was, she had learned over twenty-five years, the sentence that unlocked everything. Not what's your problem or what do you need — too clinical, too transactional. Tell me what you're trying to find acknowledged that genealogy was always a search, always an act of reaching toward something just out of frame.

Hank looked at the Bible in his hands. Then he looked up at her. "I found a letter," he said. "In the back of this Bible. My grandfather's Bible — Ezra Whitford, he died in 1949. The letter was folded up inside the back cover. I never knew it was there."

He set the Bible on the research table, reached inside the back cover with two careful fingers, and extracted a folded paper so old that the creases had gone soft as cloth.

Maggie did not reach for it. "May I?" she asked.

He nodded.

She unfolded it, handling it by the edges, the way a person handles something that has been waiting a long time and deserves to be treated accordingly.

The paper was dated September 4, 1903. The handwriting was a woman's hand — small, controlled, with the particular backward slant that suggested left-handedness corrected by a schoolteacher. The ink had faded to the color of weak tea but remained legible. It was addressed to E.H.W. — Hank's grandfather Ezra — at a Millbrook address. It read:

E —

You know what you did and you know it cannot stand. She has a right. The records show it plain enough for anyone with eyes. I am not asking you to change what was done only to acknowledge what is true. She is your father's daughter the same as you. If you will not do right by her then I will be compelled to speak to those whose business it is to see that right is done.

I will not write again.

— C.A.B.

Maggie read it twice. Then she set it down on the clean sheet of acid-free paper she had placed on the table for exactly this kind of occasion.

"Your grandfather had a sister," she said.

Hank stared at her. "He was an only child. My family has always — "

"Your family's story," Maggie said carefully, "and your grandfather's actual family are possibly two different things." She paused. "That's not unusual. That's actually what most people find when they start looking."

She looked at the letter again. She is your father's daughter the same as you.

A half-sister. Or a full sister the family had erased.

"Who in your family would have inherited," she asked, "if your grandfather had had a sibling?"

Hank was quiet for a moment. Something shifted in his face — not suspicion, more like the recognition of a question that had been there, unformed, for a long time. "My grandfather left everything to my father," he said. "My father left the farm to me and my brother Owen." A pause. "Owen doesn't — he's been after me for two years to sell the farm. There's a developer who wants the land. Owen wants to sell. I don't." Another pause, longer. "The farm's worth about a million and a half."

Maggie looked at the letter. C.A.B. — an author who had never written again.

"Let me see what I can find," she said.

*   *   *

  



