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CHAPTER ONE: THE LETTERS
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The cedar box had been in the display case since the beginning, or since the beginning of their inheritance of the Ginger Mae, which was the same thing from the perspective of the shop. It was the cedar box with the fitted lid and the penciled initials, M.C.K., and it had been opened once, in Book Two, to reveal the recipe notebooks and the three disguised lab notebooks and the cipher and the pharmaceutical compound that had eventually become a UNC donation and a federal arrest. The box had been returned to the display case after the notebooks were transferred, which meant it had been sitting there, empty of its original contents, for a year and a half.

Except that it was not empty.

Solei found this on a Tuesday morning in the second October after the Prattler case closed, when she was cleaning the display case and lifted the cedar box to dust under it and felt the weight shift in the way that the weight of a thing shifted when the thing was carrying something it had not been carrying before, or carrying something you had not known was there.

She set the box on the counter. She opened it.

The notebooks were gone, had been gone since the UNC donation. The pharmaceutical lab notes were gone. What remained was what she had not noticed the first time, in the rush of the discovery: at the very bottom of the box, beneath where the notebooks had been stacked, a false bottom. Cedar, fitted flush, no hardware, no visible seam. The kind of concealment that only revealed itself when the contents were removed and the light came at the right angle.

She pressed it. It lifted.

Below it: letters. A packet of them, bound with a rubber band that had dried and cracked and held together through sheer habit. Twelve letters, handwritten on paper that had been folded twice and compressed under the false bottom for long enough that the creases had set as permanent geography. The return address on each was a post office box in Miami, Florida. Each was signed, at the bottom, with two initials.

J.B.

—-
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Victoria was at the Raleigh farmers market with Olivia when her phone rang. She looked at the screen. Solei.

She stepped away from the stall with the winter squash that Olivia had been examining with the focused attention she brought to things she was going to buy regardless but wanted to evaluate properly.

"The cedar box," Solei said. "There's a false bottom."

Victoria stood in the middle of the farmers market with the noise of Saturday morning commerce around her and the particular stillness that came when a thing you had been waiting for arrived before you had finished getting ready.

"The letters," she said.

"Yes."

"J.B."

"Yes."

She looked at Olivia across the stall. Olivia had put down the squash. She had the expression she wore when she had heard enough from twelve feet away to know what was happening.

"We're on the three o'clock ferry," Victoria said.

—-
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They read them at the kitchen table that evening.

The letters were in order, the earliest first, the latest last, the rubber band having preserved the arrangement through thirty or forty years of compression. They had been written between 1936 and 1968, which was the range Solei had noted when she had set them aside in the Book Three cedar chest inventory without reading them, because the right time had not yet arrived. The right time was now.

J.B. was a man who wrote with the economy of someone who had learned that letters could be intercepted, that the postal record was a form of evidence, that what you wrote down was not always recoverable. He wrote about ordinary things: weather in Miami, a restaurant on Biscayne Bay that served the same grouper every Tuesday, a friend who had moved to Phoenix, the heat in August. He wrote these things as if they were the whole of the letter.

But he wrote them with a specificity, a precision of observation, that was either the habit of a man who noticed everything or the habit of a man who was accustomed to embedding signals in mundane language. And three times in the thirty-two-year correspondence, the mundane language dropped and something else came through.

The first time was June 1950. He wrote: I have been thinking about the arrangement we agreed to. I believe it is still the right arrangement. The circumstances that made it necessary have not changed. They will not change for a long time. But I want you to know that what I have done, I do not regret.

The second time was November 1963. He wrote: What happened yesterday is being described as the action of one man acting alone. You and I know that is not the full story. I am writing to say that the part of the story that involves us, and what we did, and what was asked of us, that part is finished. The arrangement served its purpose. The people who asked us are no longer asking. I am leaving. I will not write to you from the next address. If there is anything you need, the Miami box will forward for seven years.

The third time was August 1968. It was the last letter. He wrote: I am in a place that is far enough away. I have changed some things about who I am that cannot be changed back. I want you to know that I think of you often, and of the Ginger Mae, and of the morning table where we used to sit, and that thinking of it is the cleanest thing I have. Take care of the island. I believe you will.

He signed it: J.B.

No name. No location. No forwarding address.

"The morning table," Olivia said. She said it in the flat tone of recognition.

"What we're sitting at," Solei said.

"He knew this table," Victoria said. "He sat here. He had coffee here. He was one of the regulars."

She thought about Adley Brindendale, about the man who had come to the Ginger Mae every morning at eight twenty-seven for the last twenty-five years of his life. Who had sat at the counter and had his scone warmed and had said nothing, to anyone, about Florida.

"He was here," she said. "After 1968. He came back. He changed his name and came back and sat at the counter and she brought his coffee and neither of them said anything about any of it."

The kitchen was very quiet.

"What was the arrangement?" Solei said.

"What was asked of them in 1963," Olivia said.

They looked at the letters, at the compressed handwriting, at the thirty-two-year conversation between two people who had understood, apparently from the beginning, that what they carried was not safe to say directly.

"Book One," Solei said. "The Palermo Club. The JFK connection. The photograph."

"It's all connected," Olivia said.

"It was always all connected," Victoria said. "She just kept the pieces separate until we were ready for all of them at once."

She looked at the last letter. At the sentence about the morning table.

"She named the shop for it," she said. "She named the Ginger Mae; the shop is called the Ginger Mae because her name was Marjorie. But the place that mattered, the kitchen table, the morning table, she kept that private. And he knew it."

"He was the reason the place mattered," Solei said.

"Or one of the reasons," Victoria said. "We don't know yet."

"But we're going to find out," Olivia said.

"Yes," Victoria said. "We are."
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CHAPTER TWO: ELEANOR
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The name in the letters was never written down. He used no name, not hers, not his, not the name of the organization that had apparently been asking things of both of them in the years around 1963. The letters were the record of a relationship that had agreed, at its outset, to maintain a specific deniability.

Which meant the research had to go sideways.

Not backward through the letters, the letters were a closed system, but outward through the documents that surrounded them. The photograph in the cedar box: Grandma Knapp's initials on the back, the contact sheet negative in the upper corner that suggested a professional photographer rather than a personal snapshot, the kind of photograph that had been taken with a specific purpose rather than as a memory. The Palermo Club connection from Book One, which had established Grandma Knapp's proximity to organized crime infrastructure in the 1950s without explaining how she had come to be inside it. And the name that the Meridian Research Associates connection from Book Two had pointed toward without quite reaching: the Ressa organization, Palermo network, the people who had held the pharmaceutical patents as leverage.

Solei had the full series of connections mapped on a legal pad, the first she had ever used in a way that looked like Olivia, columns and cross-references, a specific kind of order imposed on material that resisted order. She spread it on the kitchen table on a Thursday evening in November.

"The Ressa organization," she said. "From Book Two. Rosa Carras's father gave the notebooks to Grandma in 1974. He called the organization Meridian Research Associates. The contact was Robert Palermo."

"The Palermo Club," Olivia said.

"The Palermo Club. Which was a social organization nominally. Which was in practical terms a distribution network for political favors and intelligence assets and, during specific periods, contract work that required deniability." Solei turned the legal pad. "The photograph. The contact sheet negative. I had it analyzed by the same authenticator at Duke who confirmed the Morrow portrait attribution. The photograph was taken with a camera used by a specific professional photographic firm operating in the Miami area in the late 1950s. The firm was known to work for intelligence community clients."

"She was being photographed by intelligence people," Olivia said.

"Or photographed with them. Or photographed by someone who documented people connected to the Palermo network." Solei turned another page. "I've been in the UNC archive again. There's a collection of documents from a federal investigation of organized crime in the Southeast, conducted in the early 1970s, that references a woman identified as an asset, a voluntary cooperative intelligence source, non-paid, who operated through a small commercial establishment on the Outer Banks."

The kitchen was still.

"The Ginger Mae," Victoria said.

"The report doesn't name the establishment or the woman. It's a summary document and the specific case files are still classified or have been destroyed. But the description is consistent." Solei looked at her legal pad. "An asset who
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