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  Chapter One: The Widow from Trier

  
  




The gate was frozen shut. Eluned set down her suitcase on the gravel path and worked the latch with both hands, pressing the heel of her palm against the iron clasp until the frost cracked and the hinge gave with a sound like a bone settling back into its socket. The metal was so cold it burned through her gloves. She picked up the suitcase and walked through.

Falkenruhe sat at the top of a shallow rise, half hidden behind a row of bare linden trees whose branches scratched against the February sky like handwriting she could not read. The house was larger than the briefing photographs had suggested. Three stories of pale stucco under a slate roof, with a conservatory extending from the south side like a glass lung. The plaster was cracked in places, and a section of guttering along the east wing hung loose, tapping against the wall in the wind. The garden on either side of the path had not been tended in at least two seasons. Rosebushes stood in rigid brown tangles against a low stone wall, and the lawn, such as it was, had gone to winter mud and dead grass pressed flat by rain.

She had memorized the layout from a 1936 property record that SOE’s research section had found in a Bavarian land registry office. Three floors, fourteen rooms, a cellar, a conservatory, a service entrance at the rear, a detached woodshed. The property record did not mention the sealed east wing. The briefing had. Structural damage, Reinholt had told the local housing authority. Water intrusion from a failed roof section in the winter of 1941. The wing was closed, inaccessible, not suitable for billeting or requisition. The housing authority had accepted this. The briefing noted that no independent inspection had been conducted.

Eluned climbed the three stone steps to the front door. The door was dark oak, old, with a brass knocker in the shape of a pinecone. She had been told that Reinholt’s wife had chosen it. She lifted the knocker and let it fall twice.

The woman who opened the door was not Walden Reinholt.

She was broad and straight-backed, somewhere near sixty, with iron-gray hair wound in a tight braid around her head and a face that belonged on the prow of a ship built for difficult seas. Her hands were large and red-knuckled, and she held the door with the proprietary grip of someone who was not opening it but deciding whether to permit it to be open. Her eyes moved over Eluned the way a stonemason’s eyes move over a wall, assessing not for beauty but for structural weakness, testing each visible surface for the flaw that would eventually bring the whole thing down.

“Frau Graff,” the woman said. It was not a question.

“Yes. I have a letter of introduction from Herr Doktor Reinholt. He arranged for my arrival today. I am the restorer.”

“I know what you are.” The woman stepped back and held the door wider, though not wide. “I am Ottla Kaiserling. I manage the household. Your room is on the second floor. Herr Reinholt is occupied this afternoon and will see you at dinner. Dinner is at half past six. The bathroom on your floor is shared. Hot water is available between seven and eight in the morning and again between five and six in the evening. These times are not flexible.”

Eluned picked up her suitcase and stepped inside. The entrance hall was high-ceilinged and dim, floored with dark parquet that had been polished so many times the wood had taken on the dense, light-swallowing sheen of something petrified. A staircase rose along the left wall, its banister carved with a repeating motif of leaves and fruit. Opposite the staircase, a corridor led toward the back of the house, and through an open door to the right, Eluned could see the edge of a sitting room with heavy curtains drawn halfway across the windows. The air smelled of beeswax, woodsmoke, and something fainter underneath both, something sweet and stale, like flowers that had been left in a vase too long.

The house was cold. Not the sharp cold of the outdoors but the deep, settled cold of a building that has been underheated for a long time, where the walls themselves have absorbed the chill and now radiate it back into every room like a slow exhalation.

“This way,” Ottla said, and began climbing the stairs without looking back to see if Eluned was following.

The room was at the end of the second-floor corridor, on the south side of the house. It was small, clean, and spare. A single bed with a white coverlet and a thin wool blanket folded at the foot. A wooden dresser with three drawers. A wardrobe with a mirrored door that reflected the window opposite. A writing desk pushed against the wall beneath a framed watercolor of alpine flowers that had faded to the colors of weak tea. The window overlooked the back garden, and beyond the garden, a line of pine trees that marked the edge of the property before the land sloped down toward the village of Grunfeld.

Eluned set her suitcase on the bed. Ottla stood in the doorway.

“The conservatory is at the end of the ground-floor corridor, past the kitchen. The porcelain is there. Herr Reinholt will discuss the scope of the work with you himself. You may take your meals in the kitchen. I eat at noon and at half past six. If you require anything between meals, the pantry is accessible, but supplies are limited and I keep an inventory.”

She said this last part with a precision that was not a warning but something more binding than a warning. It was a statement of how the world worked inside this house, delivered by the woman who had made it work that way and who would notice the smallest disturbance in the system she had built.

“Thank you, Frau Kaiserling,” Eluned said. “I appreciate your hospitality.”

Ottla regarded her for a moment that lasted slightly longer than courtesy required. Then she turned and walked back down the corridor, and Eluned heard her descend the stairs with the heavy, measured tread of a woman who had climbed and descended them ten thousand times and would climb and descend them ten thousand more, because that was what the house required.

Eluned closed the door.

She stood still for ten seconds, listening. Ottla’s footsteps reached the ground floor and moved toward the back of the house. A door opened and closed. Then silence, or what passed for silence in an old house in winter: the faint ticking of contracting wood, the hiss of wind against the window, the distant sound of water moving through pipes somewhere below.

She opened the suitcase.

The clothes were on top, folded with the anonymous neatness of a woman who owned little and cared for it precisely because there was little to care for. Two wool dresses, one dark blue, one gray. A cardigan with mended elbows. A nightgown. Undergarments. A pair of house shoes. A heavier pair of stockings for the cold. Everything was German-made, purchased from shops in Zurich that specialized in secondhand goods sourced from across the border, labels intact, wear patterns consistent with three years of wartime use. SOE’s clothing section had been thorough. Nothing she wore could be traced to Britain. Even the buttons were right.

Beneath the clothes, wrapped in a linen cloth, were her restorer’s tools. She lifted them out and arranged them on the dresser one by one, not because they needed arranging but because the act of placing each tool in its position was a discipline that steadied her, a ritual of the cover identity she was about to inhabit fully for the first time. Two scalpels, one fine-pointed, one broad. A set of dental picks she used for cleaning joins. A magnifying loupe on a brass stand. Small glass jars of calcium carbonate powder, bonding resin, pigment paste in six colors. Fine-gauge sandpaper. Cotton swabs. A roll of rice paper. A pot of rabbit-skin glue that had gone slightly yellow in transit. These were real tools, and she knew how to use every one of them. The training at Beaulieu had taught her how to lie, how to dead-drop, how to withstand interrogation for forty-eight hours. But the Courtauld had taught her how to repair a hairline crack in eighteenth-century porcelain so cleanly that even the maker would not find it, and it was this skill, not the other, that would keep her alive in this house.

She placed the last jar on the dresser and stepped back. Then she turned and surveyed the room the way she had been trained to survey any space she would occupy for more than one night.

The window was casement-style, opening outward. She tested it. The hinges moved smoothly, without noise. The drop to the garden below was approximately four meters, onto soft ground. Survivable, though not without risk of a turned ankle. Directly below the window, a stone path led along the back of the house toward the conservatory. No obstructions. If she needed to leave the room without using the corridor, the window was viable.

The wardrobe was deep enough to stand inside, though she could not imagine a circumstance in which that would be useful rather than absurd. The mirrored door, when left open at the correct angle, reflected the bedroom door. She could see anyone entering while sitting at the writing desk with her back turned. She adjusted the mirror and left the wardrobe door slightly ajar.

The floorboards between the door and the bed creaked in two places. She stepped on each one and memorized the locations. The second board from the dresser produced a sound loud enough to carry through the floor to the room below. She would need to learn whose room was beneath hers.

The walls were thick plaster over old lath. She placed her ear against the wall shared with the adjacent room and heard nothing. The adjacent room might be empty. It might be occupied by someone very quiet. She would find out.

She unpacked the rest of the suitcase and hung her dresses in the wardrobe. She placed her undergarments in the top drawer of the dresser and her nightgown in the second. The third drawer she left empty. An empty drawer was a useful thing in an occupied house. It told you whether someone had searched your room and tried to put everything back the way they found it, because an empty drawer, once opened and closed by unfamiliar hands, never sat quite the same way in its frame.

She checked her watch. Half past two. Dinner was at half past six. She had four hours.

She went downstairs.

The conservatory was at the far end of the ground-floor corridor, past the kitchen, exactly where Ottla had said. The kitchen door was closed, and from behind it came the sound of a knife on a cutting board, steady and rhythmic, like a metronome set to the tempo of a woman who did not waste movement. Eluned passed it without stopping and pushed open the glass-paned door at the end of the corridor.

The conservatory was the most beautiful room she had seen in three years.

It occupied the full south face of the house, a long, narrow room walled and roofed in glass panels set into an iron frame that had once been painted white and was now the color of old bone. The afternoon light, thin and gray as it was, came through the glass from three sides and filled the room with a pale, directionless glow that softened every surface it touched. The floor was red tile, cracked in places, with a faded Persian rug laid across the center. There were two armchairs near the far wall, upholstered in a fabric that might once have been green. A small table between them held a reading lamp and a book placed face down, its spine cracked, as though someone had set it there midsentence and forgotten to return. Along the left wall, beneath the windows, ran a long wooden worktable, scarred and stained, with good light falling across its surface from two directions.

And on the worktable, on the shelves behind it, and in the glass-fronted display cabinet against the interior wall, were the porcelain pieces.

Eluned stood in the doorway and looked at them.

There were more than two dozen. She counted twenty-seven visible pieces before she stopped counting and began seeing. A Nymphenburg teacup with a painted rose, its handle cracked cleanly at the base. A Meissen shepherdess figurine missing the tip of her crook. A pair of dancing figures, man and woman, their joined hands separated by a break that had left a rough edge on both. A soup tureen with a lid that no longer sat straight. A tall vase with a web of crazing across its glaze like the map of a country that existed only in the surface of the porcelain. A set of six dessert plates, each with a different botanical illustration, one of which had a chip the size of a fingernail missing from its rim. A small bird, a goldfinch, hand-painted with extraordinary delicacy, whose tail feather had snapped and been placed beside it on the shelf like a severed limb waiting to be reattached.

Some of the damage was real. The teacup’s cracked handle, the separated dancers, the chipped plate. These were breaks that happened in a house where objects were used, where a tray was carried too quickly or a cabinet door was closed too hard. They were the normal casualties of a lived life.

But some of the pieces were barely damaged at all. The vase with the crazed glaze was cosmetically imperfect but structurally sound. The tureen’s misaligned lid was a matter of a warped hinge, not a break. Several of the figurines had no visible damage whatsoever, only the faint yellowing of old glue along joins that had been repaired years ago by someone competent, repairs that did not need to be redone.

Eluned picked up the Nymphenburg teacup and turned it in the light. The crack ran through the painted rose like a path through a garden, bisecting the bloom at its widest point. The porcelain was fine, thin-walled, with the particular translucence that Nymphenburg achieved in the late eighteenth century. The rose had been painted by someone who understood roses, who had looked at one long enough to see the way the outermost petals curled back from the center as though the flower were trying to show you something it kept hidden. The crack had interrupted the brushstroke at the exact point where the deepest red became the softest pink, so that the two halves of the rose, if the cup were ever dropped again, would separate along the line between intensity and tenderness.

She set the cup down carefully.

This collection did not need a restorer. The damage was minor, the work perhaps three months for a competent conservator, possibly less. Reinholt could have found someone local. He could have sent the pieces to a workshop in Munich. He had instead written to a referral agency in Zurich, requested a specialist willing to travel, accepted the credentials of a war widow from Trier with no references more recent than 1940, and invited her to live in his home for an unspecified duration.

He had not hired someone to repair porcelain. He had hired someone to be in the room with it. To handle the pieces his wife had collected, to hold the cup his wife had drunk from, to spend hours in the light that fell across the table where his wife had sat. He had looked for a restorer, and what he had been looking for was a mourner. Someone whose job it was to touch these things with care and patience and attention, because he could no longer touch them himself without feeling the absence of the woman who had given them meaning.

Eluned understood this the way she understood a crack in a glaze. Not with sympathy, not yet, but with the diagnostic clarity of someone trained to read damage and identify its source. The collection was not broken. The man was broken. The collection was simply where the evidence was visible.

She spent the remaining hours before dinner examining each piece. She made notes in a small notebook, writing in German, using the restorer’s shorthand she had developed at the Courtauld and adapted for the cover. She recorded the type of damage, the probable date of the original manufacture, the quality of any prior repairs, and her preliminary assessment of the restoration approach for each item. The notebook was part of the performance. If anyone found it, they would see the working records of a competent ceramics conservator, nothing more. But the act of writing also served a second purpose that Eluned did not acknowledge to herself, because acknowledging it would mean admitting that the performance was already, in its first hours, becoming something she inhabited rather than something she wore. The act of writing grounded her. It gave her hands a purpose that was real. It let her be, for the duration of the notes, the person she was pretending to be, and the relief of that was so immediate and so complete that it frightened her slightly, the way a warm room frightens you when you have been cold for a very long time, because you know that warmth makes you careless.

At twenty past six, she closed the notebook, placed it beside the Nymphenburg teacup, and went to dinner.

The dining room was on the ground floor, opposite the sitting room, through a door that Ottla held open with the expression of a woman timing an event to the second. The room was long and paneled in dark wood, with a table that could seat twelve but had been set for two, at one end, with the careful asymmetry of a household that had adjusted to absence. The chairs were heavy, carved, uncomfortable. A single candle burned in a brass holder between the two place settings. The overhead light was off. Eluned understood that this was not atmosphere but economy. Electricity was rationed. Candles were cheaper.

Walden Reinholt stood as she entered.

He was taller than she had expected from the single photograph in her briefing file, which had been taken in 1941 at a ministerial function and showed a man in a dark suit standing at the edge of a group, slightly turned away from the camera, as though he had been about to leave when the shutter clicked. In person, he carried his height with a stoop that was not quite a slouch but something more particular, the posture of a man who had once stood straight and had gradually allowed the architecture to settle under a weight that was not physical. His hair was silver-gray, brushed back from a high forehead. He wore wire-rimmed spectacles that he removed as she entered and held in one hand, a gesture that appeared habitual, as though the spectacles were a tool he consulted and then set aside. His suit was dark, well-cut, clearly pre-war, maintained with the kind of care that speaks not of vanity but of a refusal to let standards collapse simply because the world has.

“Frau Graff,” he said. His voice was quiet, with the particular quality of a man who had once been in rooms where volume mattered and had since retreated to rooms where it did not. “Welcome to Falkenruhe. I hope your journey was not too difficult.”

“It was manageable, Herr Doktor. The trains are running, though not always to schedule.”

“No,” he said. “Not to schedule. Please, sit.”

She sat. He sat. Ottla brought soup. It was potato and leek, thin but well-seasoned, served in ceramic bowls that were not from the collection in the conservatory but from a separate, everyday set, white with a blue rim, the kind of honest, sturdy tableware that had no interest in being admired. Eluned noted this. He ate from plain bowls. He kept his wife’s porcelain in a glass cabinet. The distinction mattered.

They ate in a silence that was not uncomfortable but not warm. It was the silence of two people who had not yet decided what shape their coexistence would take, each waiting for the other to establish a boundary or extend an opening. Reinholt ate slowly, without apparent appetite, the spoon moving from bowl to mouth with the mechanical regularity of a man who eats because the body requires it and for no other reason.

After the soup, Ottla brought bread, a small piece of cheese, and two cups of ersatz coffee that smelled like burnt grain and tasted like a memory of coffee that had given up trying to be convincing.

Reinholt set down his spoon and looked at Eluned for the first time with something approaching attention.

“The agency in Zurich sent your credentials,” he said. “You trained in conservation at a university in England, before the war.”

“Yes. The Courtauld Institute in London. I studied there from 1934 to 1937.”

“And your specialty is porcelain.”

“Porcelain and faience, primarily. Though I have worked with stoneware and terracotta as well. My thesis was on the conservation of Sevres soft-paste porcelain from the Pompadour period.”

This was true. Every word of it. The cover worked because it was built on a foundation of facts that could be verified by anyone with access to the Courtauld’s pre-war enrollment records, which were public, and which SOE’s research section had confirmed still existed in a filing cabinet in a basement in Burlington Gardens that had survived the Blitz.

Reinholt nodded. “My wife was the collector. I could not tell you the difference between Nymphenburg and Meissen if my life depended on it. But she could. She could hold a piece and tell you the year, the workshop, sometimes the individual painter.” He paused. “She died in January of 1941. Pneumonia. It was very quick.”

“I am sorry,” Eluned said.

“Yes.” He was quiet for a moment, holding his spectacles in his right hand, his thumb moving slowly along the wire frame. “The collection has been sitting since then. I could not bring myself to touch it. Some of the pieces were damaged before she died. Others, I think, were damaged when I tried to move them after the funeral. I am not careful with things. She was careful. I simply put them in the conservatory and closed the door.”

He looked at Eluned with an expression that was difficult to read, because it contained several things at once: embarrassment at his own admission, a tentative hope that she would understand, and beneath both, a grief so settled into his features that it had become indistinguishable from his face, the way a stain becomes indistinguishable from the fabric it has lived in for long enough.

“I would like them restored,” he said. “Not all of them. Some are beyond my wife’s interest, pieces she inherited and kept out of obligation. But the ones she loved. The teacup with the rose. The dancers. The little bird. Those, I would like to see whole again.”

“I examined the collection this afternoon,” Eluned said. “The damage is varied, but none of it is catastrophic. Most of the pieces can be brought back to a very high standard. The teacup will need careful work. The crack runs through the painted surface, so the color matching will require time. But it is possible.”

He nodded again, and she saw something pass across his face that might have been relief or might have been the particular pain that comes from hearing a stranger speak competently about the possessions of someone you loved, confirming that the objects are objects, that they can be fixed by anyone with the right training, that they do not require love, only skill.

“Good,” he said. “Good. Thank you, Frau Graff.”

He picked up his coffee, drank, and set the cup down. Then, with the careful pivot of a man steering a conversation he has prepared for, he said, “The agency mentioned that you are a widow.”

“Yes.” Eluned placed her hands on the tablecloth, palms flat, fingers together. She felt the linen against her skin, cool and slightly rough, and she let the texture anchor her the way the tools on the dresser had anchored her, a physical surface to press against while the rest of her performed. “My husband, Matthias, was an Oberleutnant in the 71st Infantry Division. He was killed at Stalingrad in January of 1943.”

“I am sorry,” Reinholt said, and she recognized in his voice the same words she had spoken minutes earlier, carrying the same weight, which was the weight of a phrase that means almost nothing and is all that language has to offer in the presence of a loss it cannot reach.

“Thank you. He was a good man. A quiet man. He loved language. He taught French at the Gymnasium in Trier before the war.” She paused, the way a real widow pauses when she reaches the part of the story where the past tense begins. “I received the notification in March of that year. His records were lost when the district office in Trier was damaged in a raid. I have the notification letter, but very little else.”

This was the architecture of the lie. Every detail had been selected to create a structure that could bear the weight of scrutiny: a dead husband whose records were conveniently destroyed, a provincial city whose bureaucratic infrastructure had been partially bombed, a notification letter forged on authentic Wehrmacht stationery by a man in a basement in Knightsbridge who had spent twenty years as a commercial printer before the war gave his skills a different application. The lie was robust. It had been tested against six different interrogation scenarios at Beaulieu, and it had held every time. Eluned could deliver it in her sleep. She could deliver it while frightened, while tired, while hungry, while a man across a dinner table looked at her with the gentle, unsuspecting sympathy of someone who understood what it was to lose the person you shared a table with.

She could deliver it with her hands flat on the tablecloth and her pulse at sixty-two and her face arranged in the composed, slightly withdrawn expression of a woman who has made peace with grief but has not forgotten it.

She could deliver all of it. The lie was perfect.

The thing she could not deliver, the thing no training had prepared her for, was the small, precise stab of guilt she felt when Reinholt said “I am sorry” and meant it, because he was a man who had lost his wife and thought he was sitting across from a woman who had lost her husband, and the symmetry of their grief, which he believed was shared, was in fact a mirror in which only one reflection was real.

She pressed her hands harder against the tablecloth. The linen held.

“It is difficult,” Reinholt said quietly, “to be in a house with the things they left behind.”

“Yes,” Eluned said, and for the first time since she had crossed the threshold of Falkenruhe, she said something that was entirely true. “Yes, it is.”

Dinner ended shortly afterward. Ottla cleared the table with the swift, silent efficiency of a woman who had been waiting for exactly this moment to reclaim her kitchen. Reinholt excused himself, said he had correspondence to attend to, and hoped Eluned would find the room comfortable. He wished her a good night. He walked out of the dining room and she heard his footsteps on the stairs, slow and deliberate, the pace of a man climbing toward a floor where every room reminded him of someone.

Eluned helped Ottla carry the dishes to the kitchen. Ottla did not thank her. She did not refuse the help either. She simply allowed it, the way a machine allows a new component to be inserted into its mechanism, without enthusiasm but without resistance, waiting to see whether the new part would function or jam.

In the kitchen, under the flat white light of a single overhead bulb, Eluned dried the bowls while Ottla washed them. They did not speak. The kitchen was warm from the stove, and the warmth felt like a concession, something Ottla permitted the room to provide because heat was necessary for cooking and cooking was her domain and she would not apologize for the comfort it produced as a byproduct.

When the last dish was dried and placed in its cabinet, Ottla turned to Eluned and said, “The conservatory is unlocked at all times. You may work whatever hours suit you. I ask only that you do not enter the kitchen between five and seven in the morning. That is my time.”

“Of course,” Eluned said.

Ottla looked at her. The look lasted three seconds. In those three seconds, Eluned felt herself weighed, measured, and filed in a category that had not yet been labeled. Ottla was not suspicious. She was not hostile. She was something more difficult to navigate than either. She was thorough.

“Good night, Frau Graff,” Ottla said.

“Good night, Frau Kaiserling.”

Eluned climbed the stairs to her room. She closed the door, checked the position of the empty third drawer in the dresser, and noted that it sat exactly as she had left it. She changed into her nightgown, turned off the lamp, and lay in the narrow bed beneath the thin blanket and the white coverlet, looking at the ceiling.

The house settled around her. The pipes ticked. The wind pressed against the window. Somewhere below, a door closed, and then the silence became the kind of silence that is not empty but full, full of the breathing of a house that contains more than its surfaces reveal, more rooms than you have been shown, more doors than you have been invited to open.

She was inside now.

She pressed her hands flat against the mattress and felt the springs give slightly beneath her palms. She lay still. She listened to the house. She listened past the wind and the pipes and the settling wood, listening for the thing the briefing had mentioned and the housekeeper had not. The sealed east wing. Water damage, the records said. Inaccessible. She listened for the sound of a space that was supposed to be empty.

The house breathed. The darkness held.

Eluned closed her eyes and became Frau Graff, and Frau Graff lay in her cold room in a house in Bavaria and did not sleep, because the woman inside her, the woman whose real name she could not say aloud, not even in the dark, not even in a whisper, was awake and counting the distance between herself and the nearest door, the nearest window, the nearest version of the truth, and finding all of them very far away.
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She began with the teacup.

It was the natural place to start, the piece Reinholt had mentioned by name at dinner, the one whose damage was both specific and visible. A restorer who arrived at a new commission and did not begin with the client’s stated priority would invite questions, and Eluned did not want questions. She wanted routine. Routine was the architecture of a cover identity, the thing that made a fabricated life feel inevitable rather than constructed, and she intended to build hers so solidly that after two weeks no one in the household would remember a time before she had been sitting at the worktable in the conservatory with her scalpel and her loupe and the quiet, absorbing patience that was both her professional skill and her most reliable disguise.

She carried the Nymphenburg teacup to the worktable on her first full morning at Falkenruhe and spent thirty minutes simply looking at it.

The crack ran through the handle’s base and extended into the body of the cup along a curved path that followed the painted rose almost precisely, as though the fracture had been drawn by the same brush. The break was clean in some places and jagged in others, with two small chips missing from the interior edge where fragments had been lost, probably years ago, probably swept up and discarded by someone who did not know that even the dust of a break contains information. The glaze around the crack had crazed in a fine spiderweb pattern, a secondary damage caused by stress radiating outward from the primary fracture. The rose itself was split, the painted surface separating along the crack line so that the deepest red of the inner petals sat on one side and the softer blush of the outer petals sat on the other, with a white seam of exposed porcelain between them like a scar.

Eluned made notes. She measured the crack with a pair of calipers. She examined the glaze under the loupe, rotating the cup slowly, recording the depth and direction of each craze line. She tested the handle’s remaining attachment point with gentle pressure and felt the slight give that told her the adhesion was compromised but not yet failed. The handle would hold if no one touched it. But someone would touch it. Someone always did.

This was the work. Not the repair itself, which would come later, after she had prepared the bonding agent and mixed the pigment to match the rose. The work was the seeing. The patient, systematic act of understanding exactly how something was broken before attempting to make it whole. She had learned this at the Courtauld, and she had learned it again at Beaulieu, though the instructors there had been teaching her to see different kinds of fractures in different kinds of structures, and the things she was trained to make whole were not teacups.

She worked through the morning. At noon, Ottla appeared in the conservatory doorway and said, “Lunch,” and Eluned went to the kitchen and ate bread and cheese and a bowl of turnip soup at the wooden table while Ottla ate the same meal at the opposite end. They did not speak. The silence had a quality that Eluned was beginning to understand was not cold but procedural. Ottla did not make conversation because conversation was not part of the noon meal. The noon meal was fuel. You consumed it and returned to your function. Anything else was ornament, and Ottla Kaiserling did not ornament.

After lunch, Eluned returned to the conservatory and began the second task that had brought her to Falkenruhe, the one she could not write in a notebook.

She mapped the house.

The method was simple and had been drilled into her during the three weeks at Beaulieu when she had practiced it in a requisitioned country house in Hampshire whose layout she could still draw from memory two years later. You did not explore. You did not wander. You moved through the building with purpose, always carrying something, always on your way to somewhere legitimate, and you noted what you passed. A locked door was observed, not tested. A corridor was measured by step count, not by tape. A room was cataloged by what was visible through an open doorway, not by entering uninvited. The mapping happened in layers, built up over days, each pass adding detail to the picture without any single pass appearing to be anything other than a woman walking from the conservatory to the bathroom, from the kitchen to the staircase, from her room to the garden door to check the weather.

By the end of her third day, she had the ground floor complete.

The front entrance opened into the hall she had seen on arrival. To the right, the sitting room, which was furnished but unused, its curtains half-drawn, its air stale, a room that existed because the house had always had a sitting room and no one had decided to close it. To the left, the dining room where she and Reinholt had eaten. Beyond the dining room, a small room with glass-fronted bookcases and a leather armchair, which appeared to be a secondary library or reading room. She had glimpsed it through an open door on her second evening and noted its contents in three seconds: books in German and French, a cold fireplace, a side table with an empty pipe rack. No papers. No files. Nothing operational.

The corridor from the entrance hall ran straight back through the house, past the kitchen on the left and a service passage on the right, to the conservatory at the rear. The kitchen was Ottla’s territory, its schedule inviolable, its rhythms mapped within the first two days by the sounds that carried through the closed door. Five in the morning, the stove was lit. By half past five, the smell of ersatz coffee and whatever Ottla had found to cook. By six, the sound of a tray being prepared. This last detail Eluned noted without interpretation. A tray prepared at six, carried somewhere, returned empty by half past six. Every morning. She filed it and did not examine it yet.

The service passage led to a back staircase and, beyond it, a heavy door that opened onto a short corridor connecting the main house to the east wing. This door was closed. Not locked, as far as she could tell from the exterior hardware, but sealed in a different way. A thick curtain had been hung across the frame on the main-house side, a curtain of dark green wool that pooled on the floor and absorbed the draft that came through the gap beneath the door. The curtain said: this part of the house does not exist. Walk past it. There is nothing here.

Eluned walked past it. She noted the scratches on the floorboards in front of the door, parallel lines in the wax where something heavy had been dragged or where the door had been opened and closed repeatedly, scoring the finish. She noted the faint scuff marks on the baseboard where feet had stood. She noted that the dust on the corridor floor, which was present everywhere else in this part of the house in the thin, even film of a building cleaned by one woman with too many rooms, was absent in front of the curtained door. Someone cleaned this section of floor more recently and more often than the rest.

She mapped the first floor on the fourth and fifth days.

The staircase from the entrance hall led to a landing with three doors. Her room was at the end of the south corridor. The bathroom was at the opposite end. Between them, two doors that remained closed. One was the adjacent room whose shared wall she had pressed her ear against on her first night. She still did not know whether it was occupied. The other was midway along the corridor, a heavier door with a brass handle that was never open and that she had never seen Reinholt approach from the staircase side, which meant he entered it from inside, through a connecting door from another room. She heard him in there in the evenings, after dinner, moving behind the closed door with the muffled, deliberate sounds of a man going through papers. A drawer opened and closed. A chair creaked. Once, very faintly, the sound of a key turning in a lock, followed by the metallic slide of a filing cabinet.

The study.

She identified it by elimination, by sound, and by one small confirming detail. On the morning of her fifth day, she came downstairs for breakfast at the same moment Reinholt emerged from the dining room carrying a cup of coffee toward the staircase. He was wearing a dark waistcoat over his shirt, and as he turned to climb the stairs, she saw the outline of a key in the waistcoat’s lower left pocket, the shape of it pressing against the fabric, a small brass weight that he carried the way some men carry a watch. He patted the pocket once as he climbed, an unconscious gesture, the habitual check of a man confirming that the thing he needs to protect is still where he put it.

The study was locked. The key was on his person. This was the first operational fact she had confirmed at Falkenruhe, and she recorded it in a language no one in the house would understand if they found it. In her restorer’s notebook, beneath her notes on the teacup’s crack, she wrote a line of technical shorthand: Access point sealed, single key, carrier retains. Bonding agent not yet identified. Approach requires extended observation before intervention. It read like a conservator’s assessment of a difficult repair. It was a spy’s assessment of a locked room.

On the sixth day, a Saturday, she took the tram into Munich.

The trip had been planned since before her insertion. Every cover required maintenance, and maintenance required plausible excursions. Eluned needed calcium carbonate powder, replacement scalpel blades, and a particular shade of rose-pink pigment paste that she could not mix from the six jars she had brought. These were genuine needs. The restoration of the Nymphenburg teacup would require precise color matching, and precise color matching required materials she did not have. The trip was real. What she did during the trip was layered.

The tram from Grunfeld to Munich took forty-five minutes. Eluned sat near the rear, her coat buttoned to the throat, her restorer’s satchel on her lap. The car was half full. A woman with two children who stared at Eluned with the frank, unblinking curiosity of children who had not yet learned that looking was a form of exposure. An elderly man in a threadbare overcoat reading a newspaper whose headlines she could see from three seats away: production quotas, Eastern Front holding, sacrifice and endurance, the usual vocabulary of a war being described by people who were not fighting it. Two soldiers on leave, young, one of them asleep against the window with his mouth open, the other watching the passing countryside with an expression that was either boredom or the vacancy that comes after sustained fear, the two being difficult to distinguish from the outside.

Eluned watched them all without watching any of them. She cataloged faces, exits, the number of stops before Munich Hauptbahnhof, the platform layout, the position of military police at the station entrance. Two Feldgendarmerie officers stood at the main exit checking papers. She joined the stream of passengers funneling toward them and presented her Kennkarte with the practiced, slightly bored compliance of a woman who had shown this document a hundred times and expected to show it a hundred more. The officer glanced at the photograph, glanced at her face, flipped to the page with her address and occupation, and handed it back. Four seconds. She walked through.

The ceramics supply shop on Turkenstrasse was called Farbwerk Lenz. It occupied the ground floor of a narrow building between a tobacconist and a tailor’s shop that had a sign in the window reading ALTERATIONS ONLY, NO NEW GARMENTS, a concession to the textile shortages that had turned tailors into repair workers, a transformation Eluned appreciated for its structural similarity to her own. The shop’s window displayed a careful arrangement of pigment jars, ceramic tiles, and a small kiln that she suspected had not been fired in months.

She pushed open the door. A bell rang. The interior was cramped and smelled of mineral dust and linseed oil. Shelves lined every wall, packed with jars, tins, bottles, brushes, and tools in a density that suggested the owner had never thrown anything away and never would. Behind the counter stood a man in his sixties with a leather apron and spectacles pushed up on his forehead. He looked at her and waited.

“Good morning,” Eluned said. “I am looking for calcium carbonate powder, fine grade. And pigment paste, if you have it. I need a particular rose pink for a Nymphenburg restoration.”

The man nodded. “Nymphenburg rose is difficult. The original pigment was a chrome-tin formulation. I have something close. Not identical.”

“Close will do. I can adjust with overpainting.”

He turned to the shelves behind him and began pulling jars. Eluned moved to the far end of the counter, where a rack of pigment tins stood in rows. She selected a tin of raw sienna and one of zinc white, both of which she needed, and a third tin of cobalt blue, which she did not need. The cobalt blue tin had a false bottom. SOE’s technical section had prepared it six weeks ago in London and sent it through the Zurich courier chain to arrive at this shop before she did. The shopkeeper did not know what was in the false bottom. He knew only that certain tins on his shelves were placed there by people who did not explain themselves and collected by people who did not explain themselves, and that in exchange for his shelf space and his silence, he received a monthly sum in Swiss francs delivered by a man he had never seen twice.

Eluned paid for the calcium carbonate, the pigment paste, and the three tins. She placed them in her satchel. The cobalt blue tin now contained, in the space between its true bottom and its false one, a slip of rice paper on which she had written, in a cipher keyed to a phrase from a German translation of Keats that she and Cresseid had agreed upon during her final briefing in London:

ARRIVED. ACCESS LIMITED. STUDY LOCKED, FIRST FLOOR, SINGLE KEY ON PERSON. HOUSEHOLD STAFF ONE, FEMALE, ALERT AND TERRITORIAL. EAST WING SEALED, EVIDENCE OF REGULAR ACCESS, INVESTIGATE. NO CONTACT WITH PRINCIPAL’S SOCIAL CIRCLE YET. REQUIRE MINIMUM THREE WEEKS BEFORE FIRST APPROACH TO TARGET ROOM. STANDING BY.

Eighteen words of substance, padded with operational formatting. A spy’s first report from the field. She had composed it in her head over the course of five days, testing each word for accuracy, stripping away anything that was impression rather than fact, anything that was feeling rather than intelligence. The message said nothing about the quality of the light in the conservatory. It said nothing about the rose on the teacup or the grief in Reinholt’s voice when he spoke about his wife. It said nothing about the way Ottla’s silence filled a room like furniture. It was clean, functional, and incomplete in the way that all intelligence is incomplete, because the things that matter most in an occupied house are precisely the things that cannot be encoded in eighteen words on rice paper.

She left the cobalt blue tin on the shelf where she had found it, positioned with its label facing out, a prearranged signal that the dead drop was loaded. Someone would collect it within forty-eight hours. She did not know who. She did not need to know.

She walked out of the shop and turned left toward the tram stop on Schellingstrasse.

Halfway down the block, she felt it.

Not a sound. Not a movement she could identify. A quality of attention in the air behind her, the way a room feels different when someone is standing in the doorway even though you have not turned around. She had been trained to recognize this sensation and simultaneously trained to distrust it, because the body produces false signals when it is primed for surveillance, and a spy who starts seeing watchers everywhere is a spy who is already failing. She kept walking. Her pace did not change. Her shoulders did not tighten. She passed a bakery with a short queue outside its door and used the reflection in the glass to scan the street behind her.

A woman stood on the opposite pavement, perhaps thirty meters back, in a dark coat and a hat with a narrow brim. She was not moving. She was not looking at a shop window or consulting a piece of paper or doing any of the things a person does when they have stopped on a street for a reason. She was standing still, and she was facing Eluned’s direction.

Eluned turned the corner onto Schellingstrasse and stopped at a newspaper kiosk. She bought a copy of the Volkischer Beobachter and stood reading the front page while watching the corner she had just turned. Fifteen seconds. Thirty seconds. A minute. No one came around the corner. The woman in the dark coat did not appear.

Eluned folded the newspaper, placed it in her satchel, and walked to the tram stop. She stood with three other passengers and waited. She did not look back. On the tram, she sat in her usual position near the rear and watched the streets of Munich slide past the window, gray and rubbled and draped in banners whose red was beginning to fade in the winter weather, and she told herself that the woman had been waiting for someone, or resting, or lost in thought, and that the sensation of being watched was the product of a nervous system tuned too tightly on its first operational run. She told herself this and she noted that she was telling herself this, and the noting itself was the part of her training that never switched off, the part that observed even her own reassurances and filed them under the heading of things that might be true and might not, and that would only become one or the other when it was too late to matter.

The tram reached Grunfeld at half past three. She walked up the hill to Falkenruhe in the fading afternoon light, her satchel heavy with pigment and powder, her mind running the street in Munich one more time, placing the woman on the pavement, measuring the distance, the angle, the stillness, and arriving again at the same inconclusive result. Possibly something. Probably nothing. The gap between the two was where agents lived, and it was not a comfortable gap, and it did not close.

Ottla opened the door before Eluned knocked. This was the first time she had done this, and it meant she had been watching from a window, tracking the approach up the garden path, timing the arrival against the tram schedule she presumably knew. Eluned noted it without reacting.

“Frau Graff. You were in Munich.”

“Yes. I needed supplies for the restoration. The rose pigment on the Nymphenburg cup requires a specific shade I did not have.”

Ottla looked at the satchel. She did not ask to see its contents. She simply looked, the way a customs officer looks at a suitcase, not because they intend to search it but because they want the traveler to know they could.

“Dinner is at the usual time,” Ottla said, and turned back into the house.

Eluned climbed the stairs to her room. She set the satchel on the bed. She removed her coat and hung it in the wardrobe. She placed the pigment tins and the calcium carbonate jar on the dresser beside her tools, arranging them in a line that she would be able to verify at a glance, each label facing out, each tin a precise two fingers apart.

Then she reached for her suitcase.

She kept it on the floor of the wardrobe, closed, latched, empty. It was empty because everything it had contained was now unpacked and in its place. But she kept it latched because a suitcase latch was one of the oldest and simplest telltales in the field, a test that required no equipment, no training, and no technology more advanced than a memory for detail. When she had placed the suitcase in the wardrobe on her first morning, she had set the latch so that the clasp faced right. Clockwise from the handle. She had chosen this position because it was not the natural resting position of the clasp, which, when released, swung slightly left under its own weight. To find the clasp facing right, you had to have set it there deliberately. To find it facing any other direction, you had to know that someone else had opened the suitcase and closed it again without knowing which way the clasp was supposed to point.

Eluned crouched beside the wardrobe and looked at the suitcase. The clasp faced left. Not fully left. A quarter turn counterclockwise from where she had set it. A displacement so small that it could have been caused by the vibration of footsteps on the floor, by the wardrobe door being closed too firmly, by the house settling in the cold. It could have been nothing.

It was not nothing.

She opened the suitcase. It was empty, as she had left it. She ran her fingers along the lining, pressing gently. No disturbance. The stitching was intact. The false bottom, which contained nothing because she had transferred its contents to the cobalt blue tin and then to the dead drop, was smooth and flush. Whoever had opened the suitcase had done it carefully, respectfully, with the thoroughness of a person who was not looking for anything specific but wanted to know everything there was to find. They had lifted the lid, examined the interior, found nothing, closed the lid, and reset the latch in what they believed was its original position. They had been wrong by a quarter inch.

Eluned sat back on her heels and let the information settle.

Ottla.

It was not a guess. It was a deduction built on the small, hard facts she had accumulated over six days. Ottla managed the house. Ottla controlled access to every room, every schedule, every supply. Ottla had shown her to this room, knew its contents, knew when it was occupied and when it was empty. Ottla had known Eluned would be in Munich today because Eluned had mentioned the supply trip at dinner the previous evening, providing a window of five hours during which the room was guaranteed to be vacant. And Ottla had the keys. Every key in Falkenruhe, Eluned was now certain, lived on a ring in Ottla Kaiserling’s apron pocket, every key except the one to the study, which lived in Reinholt’s waistcoat.

Eluned closed the suitcase. She reset the latch with the clasp facing right. She placed the suitcase back in the wardrobe and closed the door. She stood and smoothed her dress and checked the position of the empty third drawer in the dresser. It had not been opened. She checked the pigment jars and scalpels she had arranged on the dresser’s surface. They sat exactly as she had left them. Ottla had been in this room and had touched only the suitcase, the most logical target, the one container a new arrival might use to hide something she had not yet unpacked. It was a focused, efficient search. It was not the search of a suspicious person. It was the search of a careful one.

Eluned stood in the center of her room and considered what this meant.

It meant that Ottla did not trust her. This was expected. Ottla did not trust anyone, as far as Eluned could determine, except Reinholt, and even that trust was less an emotion than a structural principle, the load-bearing pillar of a household that would collapse without it. The search was not personal. It was procedural. A new person had entered the house, and the person responsible for the house’s security had conducted an inspection. In a different context, under different circumstances, it would have been merely prudent.

But the context was not different. The circumstances were not different. Eluned was living inside a house where at least two secrets were being kept. Her own, which she carried the way Reinholt carried the study key, close and constant and never out of reach. And the house’s, which she had not yet named but which she could feel in the weight of the curtain across the east wing door, in the tray that Ottla prepared at six every morning, in the scratches on the floorboards that no one had explained.

Ottla’s search told her two things. First, that the housekeeper was vigilant enough to check the belongings of a guest within the first week. Second, and more important, that Ottla was protecting something. You did not search a stranger’s suitcase because you were curious about their wardrobe. You searched it because you needed to know whether the stranger was dangerous, and you needed to know because there was something in the house that a dangerous stranger could threaten.

Eluned sat down on the edge of the bed. The springs creaked. The room was cold, the light failing, the window a rectangle of pale gray sky above the dark line of the pines. She pressed her hands flat against her knees, palms down, fingers together, and she held them there until the slight tremor she had not realized was building in her right hand stilled and stopped.

She was not frightened. She had expected scrutiny. She had built her cover to withstand it. Ottla had found nothing because there was nothing to find. The message was in a tin on a shelf in a shop in Munich, and by tomorrow evening it would be in the hands of someone she would never meet, and by the end of the week it would be decoded and filed in a building in London whose address she had never been told. The suitcase was empty. The drawer was untouched. The tools on the dresser were the tools of a ceramics conservator, nothing more.

But the precision of Ottla’s search, its timing, its efficiency, its single-target focus, told Eluned something she had not known before she left for Munich that morning. It told her that the housekeeper was not merely the domestic machinery of Falkenruhe. She was its immune system. She detected foreign bodies. She assessed threats. She responded. And she did it with a competence that Eluned recognized because it mirrored her own, though it came from a different source and served a different purpose.

From this point forward, Eluned would need to manage two operations simultaneously. The first was the mission: access the study, photograph the documents, transmit the intelligence. The second was Ottla: understand what the housekeeper was protecting, map her routines and her limits, and find the narrow space between her vigilance and her blind spots where a restorer who was not a restorer could move without triggering the alarm.

The window darkened. The pines merged with the sky. Somewhere below, in the kitchen, a knife began its steady rhythm on the cutting board, marking the minutes until dinner with the regularity of a pulse. Ottla was cooking. Ottla was always cooking, or cleaning, or carrying trays, or standing in doorways at precisely the moment you arrived, and it occurred to Eluned, sitting on the bed in her cold room with her hands pressed flat against her knees, that of all the obstacles between her and the contents of Reinholt’s study, the most formidable was not the locked door or the key in his waistcoat or the filing cabinet she had not yet seen. It was a fifty-eight-year-old woman with a braid wound around her head and red hands and a kitchen she did not share and a ring of keys in her apron pocket and a suitcase latch that she had turned a quarter inch to the left because she was thorough, because she was protective, because she loved this house more than she would ever say, and because love, when it takes the form of vigilance, is the hardest thing in the world to get past.

Eluned sat in the dark and listened to the knife on the cutting board and did not move until Ottla’s voice came up the stairwell like a bell struck once.

“Dinner, Frau Graff.”

She stood. She smoothed the coverlet where she had been sitting. She checked the latch of the suitcase through the wardrobe’s mirrored door. Right. Still right. She went downstairs.
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Two weeks in, and her hands knew the house before her mind did.

They knew the banister’s worn patch at the third-floor turn where generations of palms had polished the wood to the smoothness of river stone. They knew the kitchen doorframe’s slight warp that made the latch stick unless you lifted the handle a fraction before pushing. They knew the conservatory worktable’s grain, its ridges and dips, the place near the left edge where a burn mark from a soldering iron had left a shallow crater in the oak that her thumb found every morning when she sat down, a small greeting between her skin and the surface she was beginning to think of, without permission, as hers.

She worked six hours a day in the conservatory, sometimes seven. The rhythm established itself without negotiation, the way rhythms do in houses where the alternative to order is the kind of silence that eats through walls. She rose at seven, washed in the tepid water that the pipes produced in their allotted hour, dressed, and came downstairs to eat breakfast alone at the kitchen table. Ottla had already eaten by then and was engaged in the first of the day’s cleaning circuits, which moved through the ground-floor rooms in a fixed sequence that Eluned had mapped by sound within her first week: dining room, sitting room, entrance hall, corridor, kitchen. Each room received the same treatment. Surfaces were wiped. Floors were swept. Windows were checked. Fires were laid or stoked or banked depending on the hour and the room’s position in Ottla’s hierarchy of thermal priority, which placed the kitchen first, the dining room second, the conservatory third, and everything else in a category that could be summarized as optional.

Eluned ate her bread and her thin scrape of margarine and her cup of ersatz coffee and she listened to the house wake up around her, and she noted everything.

Reinholt came downstairs at eight. She heard him on the staircase, his step slower in the morning than at any other time of day, as though sleep had not rested him but had merely paused the process of something wearing him down, and he had to rebuild his momentum each morning before gravity would cooperate. He took his coffee in the dining room, alone, reading papers he brought down from the study in a leather folio that he carried under his left arm. He did not read a newspaper. Eluned had not seen a newspaper in the house. Whether this was by choice or by disinterest or by the quiet refusal of a man who had decided he did not want to know what the world was doing with the information on his desk, she could not yet tell.

By nine he was in the study, and the door was closed, and it stayed closed until midday.

In the afternoons he wandered.

This was the word Eluned used in her own mind, though it was not quite accurate. Reinholt did not wander the way a restless person wanders, filling time, moving without destination. He moved through the house with the slow, deliberate attention of a man visiting rooms he had not entered in a long time, rediscovering their contents the way you rediscover objects in a drawer you have not opened for years. She saw him standing in the sitting room doorway one afternoon, looking at the half-drawn curtains as though trying to remember who had arranged them that way. She saw him in the corridor, running his fingers along the wainscoting, his head tilted slightly, listening to something she could not hear. And increasingly, in the late afternoons, she saw him in the conservatory.

He came in quietly. He did not announce himself or ask if he was disturbing her. He simply appeared, usually around four o’clock, when the light through the glass walls had softened to a pale gold that made the porcelain on the shelves glow like something lit from inside. He would sit in one of the armchairs near the far wall, the one closest to the display cabinet, and he would watch her work.

The first time it happened, she had been cleaning the glaze surface of the soup tureen, using a cotton swab dampened with distilled water to lift a film of dust and grease that had settled into the craquelure over several years of neglect. It was quiet, close work, the kind that narrowed her vision to the square centimeter directly beneath the swab and let everything else fall away. She did not hear him enter. She became aware of him the way you become aware of a change in temperature, a subtle shift in the quality of the air that told her the room was no longer occupied by one person.

She looked up. He was in the armchair, spectacles off, watching her hands.

“Please,” he said, “do not stop on my account. I find it restful. Watching someone work with that kind of attention. Konstantze used to say that the only truly peaceful people were the ones who could lose themselves in their hands.”

Eluned nodded and returned to the tureen. She felt his gaze on her fingers as she worked, and it was not an uncomfortable feeling but a particular one, distinct from being watched in any other context. There was no assessment in it, no suspicion. He was not observing her. He was observing the act of care itself, the patience and steadiness of hands that knew what they were doing, and he was taking something from it that had nothing to do with porcelain and everything to do with the fact that someone in this house was paying close, tender attention to objects that his wife had loved.

He came back the next day. And the next. By the end of the second week, his four o’clock appearances had become part of the conservatory’s rhythm, as fixed as the angle of the light or the moment when the heating pipes stopped ticking and the room settled into its deepest afternoon quiet. Sometimes he brought a book, though he rarely read it. Sometimes he simply sat with his spectacles in his hand, turning them by the earpiece, watching the light move across the shelves. He did not speak much during these visits. When he did, it was always about the pieces.

“That one,” he said on the ninth day, pointing to the pair of dancing figures on the upper shelf, “she bought in Vienna. 1936. We were there for a conference. I remember she saw them in a shop window on the Graben and went back three times before she bought them. She said they looked like they were about to step off the shelf and keep dancing across the floor. She liked that. The idea that beautiful things might decide to stop being still.”

Eluned lifted the dancers down from the shelf and set them on the worktable. They were Augarten porcelain, hand-painted in soft blue and ivory, the man’s arm extended, the woman’s hand reaching for his, their joined fingers broken at the point of contact so that each figure now gestured toward the other across a gap of empty air. The break was clean. A good repair would make it nearly invisible.

“I can fix this,” she said. “The join is simple. The difficult part will be matching the paint where the fingers overlap. But the

































































