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 Chapter 1
The October light came into Marginalia Books at an angle that Marisol Brock-Whitebear had been watching for thirty years and still found, every fall, slightly different. It crossed the shop floor in a long pale band that ran from the front display table to the rare-books cabinet against the south wall, and somewhere around three in the afternoon it touched the spine of the 1903 first-trade Frost juvenilia she kept in the locked case as a small joke for herself, the one Frost item in the shop that nobody serious would mistake for a real Frost item. The light moved past it, the way it always did. She had a folder open in her lap. The folder held the fall institutional-acquisition framework for Marginalia Books, the document she rebuilt every September and revised every October, and she had reached the page on which she annually pretended to herself that she would buy fewer books than the previous fall and annually concluded that she would buy approximately the same number.

She drank her coffee. It was the third mug of the day, which was one mug past her stated rule and one mug short of her actual practice. The coffee came from the small ceramic shop two blocks down Front Street, the one that roasted in-house and refused, on principle, to label its medium roast as anything other than medium roast.

Tobias had left for home an hour ago to walk Olafur, who at ten years old still believed the late-afternoon walk was a personal entitlement and would make this clear, if it were not provided, by sitting in the front hall and staring at whichever Brock-Whitebear had most recently entered the room. Tobias had gone willingly. Tobias, retired from Bowdoin after twenty-two years of nineteenth-century American literature, had become, in his second professional life, the rare-book buyer-of-record at Marginalia Books and a reliable schnauzer-walker, in roughly that order. He claimed the order was reversed. Marisol let him.

She turned a page in the framework folder and made a small note in the margin in pencil. The note read see Persis re Halberstam estate?, which was not a strong note. She had been carrying the note from one fall framework to the next for three years, ever since the elderly Halberstam-Vandermeer cousin in Brunswick had passed and the cottage on Cobbler's Cove Road had gone into the family-trust holding pattern that real estate lawyers in coastal Maine treat as a kind of perennial. The cottage had been built in 1908. The family had owned it without interruption since the year of construction. Marisol had walked past it a hundred times on summer mornings and had, every time, considered the upstairs windows and wondered what was behind them, in the way that any antiquarian-and-rare-book trade professional with thirty years of experience wonders about a 1908 cottage with continuous family occupancy and a known literary-circle adjacency.

She had never been inside.

The phone rang.

It was the shop landline, a black rotary-style replica that Tobias had bought her for an anniversary because he found her cell-phone habits insufficiently committal. The replica had a real bell. The bell was, at three twelve in the afternoon on a quiet Tuesday in mid-October, louder than Marisol felt prepared for. She set the framework folder on the chair beside her and crossed to the counter.

“Marginalia Books, Marisol speaking.”

“Marisol. Persis Halverson-Brandt.”

Marisol set down the coffee mug. Persis Halverson-Brandt, fifty-two, owner and sole operating principal of Halsey Harbor Estate Clearance LLC, was not a person who called Marginalia Books for a chat. Persis Halverson-Brandt called Marginalia Books when she had cleared a property in Halsey Harbor and had found, somewhere in the process, an item that the Estate Clearance LLC general-disposition framework was not equipped to dispose of. This had happened, in Marisol's working memory, four times. Each time the call had begun the way this one was beginning.

“Persis. How are you.”

“I'm at the Halberstam-Vandermeer cottage on Cobbler's Cove Road.”

A small, careful pause opened in Marisol's chest. She did not say anything. She had learned, in the first ten years of the antiquarian-and-rare-book trade, that the worst thing a dealer could do on a phone call of this category was speak first.

“I'm in the upstairs back bedroom,” Persis said. “I have a leather-bound notebook in front of me on the bed. One hundred and eighteen pages. Half-leather over marbled boards. There are forty-seven handwritten poem drafts in it. Pencil and ink. Most of them are dated. The dates run from 1908 to 1916. The locations are Franconia, Derry, and Plymouth, New Hampshire.”

Marisol pressed her hand flat against the counter.

“The inscription on the front pastedown reads, For Halsa, who reads carefully, RF, Franconia 1916.”

There was a silence on the line. Marisol listened to it for what she would later, when she had occasion to think about it, count as four full breaths of her own.

“Persis,” she said. “Has anyone else handled the notebook in the last two hours.”

“You. The notebook. Me. That's it.”

“What surface is it on.”

“A clean cotton sheet I put down five minutes ago when I realized what I might be looking at. Before that it was on the top shelf of the back-bedroom closet, inside a tin candy box from Plymouth, New Hampshire, with a 1916 lid graphic. The tin was inside a wooden crate that had four other tins in it and a stack of letters.”

“Is the room climate-controlled.”

“It's a 1908 cottage on Cobbler's Cove Road, Marisol.”

“Right. What's the temperature in the room right now.”

“Sixty-one. The cottage has been on caretaker heat since spring.”

“Humidity.”

“There's a hygrometer in the front hall. I checked when I came in this morning. Fifty-four percent.”

Marisol exhaled. Sixty-one and fifty-four was within tolerance. It was not ideal. It was, for a 1908 shingle-style cottage on the Maine coast in mid-October, considerably better than she had any right to expect.

“Persis. I want you to do three things. Don't turn any more pages. Don't move the notebook from the cotton sheet. Don't take any photographs with flash. If you've already taken pictures with the flash on, tell me now.”

“No flash. I took two with the room light only. From a distance. After I'd put the sheet down.”

“Good. Send me those when we hang up. I'm going to come over. I need about forty minutes to close up here and call Tobias and bring my field kit.”

“I'll be here.”

“Persis. One more thing. Who knows about this.”

“You. Me. The cleaning crew, who did not handle it. They flagged the back-bedroom closet contents when they hit the second tin. They called me. I drove over. I unpacked. I called you.”

“Good.”

“Marisol. I want to be clear about something.”

“Yes.”

“I know what it might be. I know what it might be worth. I know what a counter-claim on a discovery of this category looks like. I've been doing this work for twenty-six years. I called you because I think you're the right person to coordinate it. I did not call you because I wanted to move it fast or because I wanted to move it quietly. I called you because the family trustees are going to need an institutional-coordination framework, and you have one.”

Marisol smiled, very faintly, at the framework folder still open on the chair across the room.

“Thank you, Persis.”

“I'll see you at four.”

She hung up.

Marisol stood at the counter for a long moment with her hand still on the receiver. Then she lifted the receiver and dialed the cottage on Lighthouse Lane, which meant she dialed Tobias.

He picked up on the second ring. Behind him she could hear the kettle, which meant Olafur had been walked and Tobias had moved on to the other reliable component of his afternoon, which was tea.

“You'll want to know something,” Marisol said.

“Always.”

“Persis Halverson-Brandt is at the 1908 Halberstam-Vandermeer cottage on Cobbler's Cove Road. She has a one-hundred-and-eighteen-page leather-bound notebook in front of her with forty-seven handwritten poem drafts in pencil and ink, dated 1908 to 1916, with locations in Franconia, Derry, and Plymouth, New Hampshire. The inscription on the front pastedown reads, For Halsa, who reads carefully, RF, Franconia 1916.”

There was a pause on Tobias's end. The kettle clicked off in the background.

“Marisol.”

“I know.”

“Marisol.”

“I'm going over. I'll bring my field kit. I'll be home by seven, or I'll call you at six and tell you why I won't.”

“Halsa.”

“Yes.”

“Halsa was a Pinkerton girl.”

“Yes.”

“He taught at Pinkerton from 1906 to 1911.”

“Yes.”

“Tobias.”

“I'm thinking.”

“Take your time.”

She heard him breathe out once. He was a slow breather. He was, she thought sometimes, the slowest breather in coastal Maine.

“All right,” he said. “I'll tell Imari we'll do dinner late. She has a Bowdoin orientation packet to read tonight anyway. She'll be glad of the time.”

“Thank you.”

“Marisol. Bring it home tonight only if Persis and the trustees are clear that it goes into Halsey Harbor Historical Society institutional-storage tomorrow morning. Don't keep it in the shop. Don't keep it on Lighthouse Lane. The provenance trail starts from the moment you sign the receipt.”

“I know.”

“I know you know. I'm saying it out loud anyway.”

“Thank you.”

“Be careful on the road. The light goes fast at four.”

“I will.”

She hung up. She stood for another moment with her hand on the counter. Then she moved.

The field kit lived in the back room behind the rare-books cabinet, in a hard-shell case Tobias had bought her for her fiftieth birthday and which she had, at the time, found slightly excessive. It had since paid for itself eleven times over. She set it on the counter and went through it the way she always went through it before a site visit, by category. Cotton gloves, four pairs, two of them new in their packaging. Soft brushes, three sizes. A jeweler's loupe, ten times magnification. A second loupe, twenty times. A small portable LED book light with the bulb-temperature she preferred. A folding measuring tape. A fresh stack of acid-free interleaving sheets. A roll of unbleached cotton tape. A digital camera with the macro lens already attached. A backup battery for the camera. Two clean cotton sheets, folded, in their own zip pouch. A field notebook, hardcover, half full from the last site visit and still good for a hundred more pages. Two pencils. A pen, in case she needed to sign something.

She closed the case. She did the last of the closing-up. She put the framework folder on her desk in the back room. She turned off the front light and locked the rare-books cabinet and set the alarm and stepped out onto Front Street into the long pale October light. The sidewalk outside Marginalia Books had three sugar maples in front of it, planted in 1991 by the Halsey Harbor Historical Society, and the maples were in the part of mid-October when they had committed to red but had not yet committed to losing the leaves. She walked under them to her car.

The drive to Cobbler's Cove Road took fourteen minutes. She had driven it more times than she could count, on summer afternoons when she was in the mood to look at the harbor from the long way around, and she did not need to think about the route. She thought instead about Halsa.

Halsa Vandermeer-Pelletier. She had the name from Adelheid. Adelheid Vandermeer-Brock, sixty-six, of the Halsey Harbor Reading Circle, had mentioned her great-aunt in passing on more than one occasion. The mention had always come with a specific kind of grandniece's affection, the affection a woman of sixty-six can hold for a great-aunt she met as a child of seven in a Brunswick parlor in 1967 and remembers chiefly for the fact that the great-aunt had lent her a book of poems and had asked, on returning it, what the seven-year-old had thought of the third stanza of the second poem. Halsa was, in family tradition, the careful reader. Halsa was, in family tradition, the one who had taught at Pinkerton Academy in Derry, New Hampshire, between 1902 and 1908 and had, before that, been a student there from 1898 to 1902, which placed her at Pinkerton Academy in a window that overlapped, on the back end, with the year Robert Frost arrived to teach. Halsa had moved north to Plymouth, New Hampshire, in 1908, and then back to Maine in 1923, and had lived out the rest of her long life in the Halberstam-Vandermeer cottage on Cobbler's Cove Road, where she died in 1962 at the age of eighty-one, having read, by Adelheid's family-tradition reckoning, more carefully than anyone else in the family before or since.

For Halsa, who reads carefully.

Marisol turned onto Cobbler's Cove Road. The cottage was the third on the left, set back from the road behind a stone wall and a stand of cedars that had been there longer than the cottage. Persis's white work van was in the gravel drive. Marisol parked behind it.

She sat in the car for one full breath. She had learned, also in the first ten years of the antiquarian-and-rare-book trade, that the way a dealer arrived at a site was as much a part of the institutional-coordination framework as anything that happened afterward. Calm hands. Quiet feet. No assumption, going in, about what the item was. She lifted the field-kit case off the passenger seat and got out of the car.

Persis met her at the front door. Persis was a tall woman with grey hair cut short and the kind of weather-beaten coastal-Maine face that comes from twenty-six years of clearing 1880s farmhouses in February. She was wearing nitrile gloves over cotton liners, which Marisol noted with a small private approval, and she held the door open without speaking.

“Upstairs,” Persis said. “Back bedroom. The light's on. I haven't touched it since I called you.”

“Thank you.”

“Your shoes.”

“I brought clean ones.”

“Good.”

Marisol changed into the clean shoes in the front hall. The cottage smelled of cedar and old paper and the thin, careful cold that settles into a coastal-Maine house on caretaker heat in October. She climbed the stairs. The stairs creaked at the third tread and the seventh, the way she had expected they would, and she made a note in the back of her field-mind to ask Persis later about the original 1908 floorboards and whether the family trustees had ever considered an institutional-architectural-historic survey, which was a thought for another month.

The back bedroom was small. The closet door was open. The wooden crate sat on the floor by the closet, with its four other tins still inside. The notebook lay on the cotton sheet on the bed, in the lamplight, exactly where Persis had said it would be.

Marisol stopped in the doorway.

She looked at the notebook for a long time without moving. The leather was a dark cordovan brown, slightly rubbed at the corners. The boards were marbled, the kind of warm-toned marble that New Hampshire binders favored in the first decade of the century. The notebook lay closed. It was thicker than she had pictured it. One hundred and eighteen pages, in a binding of that weight, would run to about three quarters of an inch, which it did.

She crossed to the bed. She set the field-kit case down on the floor, opened it, and put on a fresh pair of cotton gloves. She picked up the soft brush. She did not touch the notebook yet. She bent and looked at it from the side, at the level of the bedspread, where she could see the edges of the boards and the leather.

The binding was period-consistent. The leather grain was period-consistent. The marbled boards were period-consistent. None of which meant anything yet.

She had learned, also in the first ten years of the antiquarian-and-rare-book trade, that period-consistent was the easiest finding in the trade and the most easily mistaken for an authentication. A 1908 binding was a 1908 binding. It told you that the materials and the workmanship belonged to a window of New Hampshire and Vermont and southern Maine commercial production between roughly 1900 and 1920. It told you nothing, by itself, about what was inside. Period-consistent was, in the Marginalia Books fall institutional-acquisition framework she had been revising an hour ago, the floor of due diligence and not the ceiling. The ceiling was, on a notebook of this category, going to involve Wilberforce Halberstam-Whitebear at MABA, paper analysis at Dartmouth Rauner, ink analysis at UVA Small SCL, and a six-month institutional-document-authentication framework cycle she could already, standing in this back bedroom in mid-October, see the rough shape of.

She did not let herself see the shape any further than that. There was a bedside lamp. There was a cotton sheet. There was a notebook. There was a careful first hour of work to do, and after that there was a careful evening of work to do, and after that there was a careful next morning at the Halsey Harbor Historical Society. The institutional-coordination framework in the antiquarian-and-rare-book trade was, in her thirty-year experience of it, a sequence of small careful hours. None of the hours could be skipped. The reward for doing the small hours correctly was that, six months from now, the work she did in the next sixty seconds would still hold.

She straightened. She did not open the notebook. She drew the camera out of the case and took eleven photographs of the closed notebook from a distance, with the lamp light only, in the positions she had been taking photographs of closed items in lamplit rooms for thirty years. Then she set the camera down. Then, very gently, with the soft brush in her left hand, she lifted the front board with her right.

The front pastedown was clean. The paper was a cream-toned rag stock, period-consistent for 1908 to 1916 New Hampshire production. The inscription was written in iron-gall ink in a hand she had been looking at, in facsimile and in scattered original holdings, since she was nineteen years old. The inscription read:

For Halsa, who reads carefully, RF, Franconia 1916.

She looked at it for a long moment. Then she looked at it for a longer moment. Then she put the front board down again, very gently, and stepped back from the bed and stood in the middle of the small back bedroom of the 1908 Halberstam-Vandermeer cottage on Cobbler's Cove Road and let herself, for the first time since the phone had rung at three twelve, breathe out all the way.

Persis was in the doorway. She had not come in.

“Marisol.”

“I know.”

“Tell me what you need.”

Marisol turned. The October light had moved off the bed and onto the wall now, in a long pale band that ran from the closet to the window, the way the light at three in the afternoon at Marginalia Books moved across the front display table. It was the same light. It was, she thought, the same light it had been in this cottage in the fall of 1916, when a careful reader from Pinkerton Academy had brought a brown leather notebook home from Franconia, New Hampshire, and put it on the top shelf of the back-bedroom closet inside a Plymouth candy tin, and had not, so far as anyone in the family knew, mentioned it again to anyone for the next forty-six years.

Marisol opened her field notebook.

“First,” she said. “We call Persis Pemberton-Brock at the Halsey Harbor Historical Society. Tonight. We open a bequest-coordination conversation with the family trustees and we ask for institutional-storage in the HHS climate-controlled room starting tomorrow morning. Second, we do not move the notebook off this cotton sheet tonight. We stabilize it in place. I have interleaving sheets in the kit. Third, we document the wooden crate, the four other tins, and the stack of letters before any of it leaves this house. The letters are part of the provenance now. Fourth, in the morning, before the notebook moves, I call Wilberforce Halberstam-Whitebear at MABA and I open a document-authentication framework engagement. Fifth.”

She stopped. She looked at Persis.

“Fifth, you and I sign a chain-of-custody document tonight before I leave this room. I have one in the kit. I want both our signatures on it before either of us touches anything else.”

Persis nodded once.

“Get the document,” she said.

Marisol bent to the field kit. The chain-of-custody form was in the front pocket, where it always lived. She drew it out. She had drawn it out, in twenty-eight years of the antiquarian-and-rare-book trade, sixty-three times. She wrote the date at the top. October fourteenth. She wrote the address. Cobbler's Cove Road, Halsey Harbor, Maine. She wrote the property. The 1908 Halberstam-Vandermeer cottage. She wrote the item, in the careful descriptive hand she used for chain-of-custody work and nowhere else.

One leather-bound manuscript notebook. One hundred and eighteen pages. Half-leather over marbled boards. Forty-seven handwritten poem drafts in pencil and ink, dated 1908 to 1916, with locations in Franconia, Derry, and Plymouth, New Hampshire. Inscription on front pastedown, transcribed verbatim. For Halsa, who reads carefully, RF, Franconia 1916. Found in the upstairs back-bedroom closet inside a 1916-graphic Plymouth, New Hampshire, candy tin within a wooden crate of five tins and a stack of associated letters.

She read it back. She passed the form to Persis. Persis read it without speaking. Persis signed at the bottom. Persis passed the form back.

Marisol signed.

She put the form in the field kit. She stood up.

“All right,” she said. “Now we work.”

By six fifteen, the notebook was stabilized on the cotton sheet with two interleaving sheets and a humidity card. The wooden crate, the four other tins, and the stack of letters had been photographed in place and inventoried. Persis Pemberton-Brock had been called at home and had agreed, in the calm institutional-coordination voice she kept for matters of this category, to meet them at the Halsey Harbor Historical Society at eight the next morning to open the climate-controlled storage room. Wilberforce Halberstam-Whitebear had been emailed a brief and scheduled for a phone call at nine.

Marisol stood in the small back bedroom, the field kit closed at her feet, and looked at the notebook one last time. The October light was off the wall now. The lamp on the bedside table held the room.

She closed the field-kit case.

“Persis.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for calling me first.”

Persis Halverson-Brandt looked at her for a moment. She was not a sentimental woman. She had worked twenty-six years in the Halsey Harbor Estate Clearance LLC general-disposition framework and the work had not made her sentimental. But she nodded, once, slowly, and Marisol understood what the nod was for.

“Drive carefully,” Persis said.

Marisol drove carefully.

The road from Cobbler's Cove back to Lighthouse Lane was eight miles. She drove it under a sky that had gone from October-pale to October-dark in the four hours since Persis had called, and she let herself think, for the length of those eight miles, about Halsa. About a young woman from Pinkerton Academy who had been called, in family tradition, the careful reader. About a Plymouth candy tin and a back-bedroom closet and a notebook that had sat in that closet for one hundred and nine years, while the family that owned the cottage held the cottage and the closet and, without entirely knowing it, the notebook itself.

She thought about the inscription. She thought about it the way she had been trained to think about an inscription on a front pastedown, which was professionally and not personally. The hand, on first inspection in lamplight at six in the evening in mid-October, was consistent with the Frost hand she had been looking at since she was nineteen, which was a finding she would not write down anywhere until Wilberforce Halberstam-Whitebear had made the same finding under controlled light at the HHS climate-controlled room. Iron-gall ink on cream-toned rag. The capital F was the F she had expected to see. The R had the slight forward lean she had expected to see. The comma after Halsa was the comma she had expected. None of which, again, meant anything yet.

It meant something, of course. She knew that. She had been doing the work long enough to know the difference between what she was professionally permitted to conclude in the first hour and what she privately understood, walking out of the back bedroom of a 1908 cottage on Cobbler's Cove Road into the October dusk, about what she had just been looking at. The two understandings ran in parallel. They did not interfere with each other. The professional one set the pace of the next six months. The private one was the one she would not mention, even to Tobias, until the institutional-authentication framework had closed and Wilberforce Halberstam-Whitebear and Persis Halberstam-Pemberton at Dartmouth Rauner and Adelheid Halsen-Brandbury at UVA Small SCL had each, on their own schedules, said the words she would need them to say.

The light came on at the cottage on Lighthouse Lane as she pulled into the drive. Through the front window she could see Tobias at the kitchen table and Imari at the other end of it with what looked, even at twenty feet, like a Bowdoin orientation packet open in front of her. Olafur was on the kitchen rug, in the position he assumed every evening at seven, which was a position of patient and unconditional schnauzer alertness to the front door.

Marisol cut the engine.

She sat in the car for one more breath. She lifted the field-kit case off the passenger seat. She walked up the path to the cottage on Lighthouse Lane, which had been built in 1907, one year before the 1908 cottage on Cobbler's Cove Road, by a Halsey Harbor shipwright who had, in his own family tradition, also been a careful reader, though of a different category of book. She opened the door. Olafur stood up.

“Marisol,” Tobias said, without turning. “There's a plate.”

“Thank you.”

“Imari has a question about the foreign-language requirement.”

“I have an answer.”

“Of course you do.”

She set the field kit down by the front door. She took off her coat. She put her hand briefly on Olafur's grey-and-black head, which Olafur tolerated with the dignity that ten-year-old standard schnauzers reserve for matters of household ritual. She crossed to the kitchen table.

The notebook was, for the night, in the climate-controlled storage room at the Halsey Harbor Historical Society on Front Street, two blocks from Marginalia Books, in a locked safe behind a locked door behind a locked building. The chain-of-custody document was in the field kit by the front door. The next call was at eight in the morning. The call after that was at nine.

The work had begun.

She sat down at the kitchen table and reached for the foreign-language packet.



 Chapter 2
The drive out to Cobbler's Cove Road took eleven minutes from the Front Street curb in front of Marginalia Books, and Marisol Brock-Whitebear used the eleven minutes the way she always used the drive out to a discovery on-site: she ran the institutional-inspection-protocol checklist in her head, item by item, in the order she had run it for thirty years.

Cotton inspection gloves, two pairs, in the canvas tote on the passenger seat. Soft-bristle brush, the small one with the pale wooden handle, sealed in a glassine sleeve. Pencil and notebook (not pen, never pen, not within four feet of an unauthenticated leaf). LED inspection light, hooded, battery checked that morning. Loupe, 10x, the brass one Tobias had given her for their twentieth anniversary. Mylar sleeves, four. Acid-free interleaving tissue, a small pad. Tape measure, cloth. Camera, the small one, with the macro lens already mounted.

The inspection kit had not changed in seventeen years. The procedural checklist had not changed in twenty-two. The road, on the other hand, had changed in small ways every October Marisol could remember, and she watched the small changes the way she always watched the small changes on the drive out to a discovery: without comment, without urgency, with the steady professional attention she brought to a leaf of rag stock under a hooded light.

Cobbler's Cove Road climbed out of Halsey Harbor proper through a stand of red oak and white pine, banked left at the old saltwater glass-house ruin (a foundation only, half buried in goldenrod, the rest of the structure long since taken down by a 1954 nor'easter), and ran four-tenths of a mile along the cove itself before reaching the cluster of summer cottages that had been built on the long lots in the years between 1903 and 1912. The Halberstam-Vandermeer cottage sat at the road's end, on the last and largest of the cluster's twelve lots, a 1908 shingle-style with a wraparound porch on three sides and a cedar-shingle roof that had been replaced in 2019 (Marisol remembered the year because Tobias had read the local-trades column in the Halsey Harbor Herald aloud over breakfast that August).

A white Halsey Harbor Estate Clearance LLC pickup was parked under the side porte-cochere when Marisol pulled in. The pickup's tailgate was down. A row of milk crates ran along the gravel drive. Persis Halverson-Brandt was standing at the front porch step in an oilskin field coat, a clipboard in one hand and a thermos in the other, and she lifted the thermos in greeting before Marisol had finished setting the parking brake.

“Coffee,” Persis said, “and the door's open. We've moved everything off the front parlor floor and onto the dining table, and the parlor's empty for your inspection. The notebook is in the parlor on the writing desk where I found it.”

“Thank you, Persis.”

“I held everyone off the parlor since we spoke.”

“Thank you for that as well.”

Marisol shouldered the canvas tote and the camera bag and followed Persis up the porch steps. The porch boards were original (yellow pine, three-quarter-inch tongue-and-groove, period-consistent for 1908 New England summer construction), and they registered her weight without complaint. Persis held the screen door for her. The interior smelled of woodsmoke from the late-September fire someone had set in the parlor stove, and beneath the woodsmoke the cottage smelled the way every long-shuttered shingle-style cottage on the Maine coast smelled in late October: of dry wool and old paper and cedar and the slow turning of a season.

The front parlor opened off the entry hall to the left. Marisol set the canvas tote on a Windsor side chair just inside the parlor door and stood for a moment in the doorway and looked.

The room was twelve feet by fifteen feet, oriented north and east, with two double-hung windows on the east wall and a single double-hung on the north. The walls were painted a pale ivory that had yellowed evenly with age. A wood stove (cast iron, period 1890s, not original to the cottage but installed early) stood on a slate hearth in the southwest corner. The writing desk Persis had referred to was set against the south wall, a slant-front mahogany bureau-bookcase of mid-nineteenth-century date, the slant front lowered, a single leather-bound notebook resting in the center of the desk's writing surface, exactly where Persis had left it when she had stepped back and called Marginalia Books that morning.

Marisol drew the cotton gloves from the canvas tote and pulled them on slowly, finger by finger, the way she had learned to pull on cotton gloves at the bench in Boston in 1995, when Wilberforce Halberstam-Whitebear had taught her that the gloves came on slowly and came off slowly and that everything in between went the same way.

She crossed the parlor floor and approached the writing desk.

The notebook lay on its back on the desk's lowered slant front, closed. Quarter-bound in dark brown leather over what looked, from a step away, like a marbled-paper board (the kind of marbled paper that could be sourced to several New England binderies in the 1900-1915 window). The leather spine bore no title and no number. The boards measured, by Marisol's professional eye and before any tape measurement, approximately seven inches by nine inches: a working size, not a presentation size. A binding intended for use, not for display.

She lowered herself onto the desk's matching chair, settled the canvas tote on the floor beside her left foot, drew the LED inspection light from the tote, and switched it on. She angled the light at the notebook and let it rest there. She did not open the notebook yet. She looked at the closed notebook in the angled light for a full minute by the small mantel clock that sat on the parlor's south wall.

Persis stood in the parlor doorway, quiet, the thermos still in one hand.

“Persis,” Marisol said. “Thank you for the room.”

“Take the room as long as you want it.”

Marisol lifted the front board of the notebook, slowly, with both gloved hands, and let it fall open against the slant front of the desk.

The front pastedown was the marbled paper she had expected. The endleaf opposite, the front free endpaper, was a leaf of cream-colored rag stock, lightly toned at the edges, no foxing, no staining. The pastedown bore an inscription in dark brown ink, six lines, in a hand that Marisol recognized at once and then refused, on professional principle, to recognize.

She read the inscription twice.

“For Halsa, who reads carefully, RF, Franconia 1916.”

The inscription ran in a clean, slightly forward-leaning script, with a long descending tail on the F of Franconia and a tight closing loop on the year. The ink was iron-gall (the dark brown that iron-gall ink darkened to over a century, the pattern of slight bleed-through Marisol could see at the corner of the leaf when she tilted the notebook toward the light). The hand was steady, unhurried, professional in the way a teacher's hand was professional from years of writing on a chalkboard and on student papers.

Marisol drew her pencil and pocket notebook from the canvas tote and recorded, in her own small upright script, the inscription verbatim, the leaf size, the leaf condition, the ink color, and the apparent ink medium. She added a single cautious notation: “Hand consistent with published Frost samples, 1908-1920 window, pending institutional cross-reference.” She did not write the name of the poet on the inspection page. She had not written the name of any unauthenticated poet on an inspection page in twenty-eight years. She would not start now.

She turned the front free endpaper.

The first leaf of the notebook proper opened to a poem draft in pencil, twenty-four lines, untitled, the lines numbered in light pencil at the left margin (a working draft notation, not a fair-copy notation). The dating, in pencil, at the head of the leaf, ran “Derry, January 1909.” The handwriting was the same hand as the inscription: forward-leaning, steady, confident. The poem itself was unfamiliar to Marisol on first reading. She did not read it twice. She did not stop to read poems on a first inspection. She catalogued.

She catalogued the first leaf in three lines of pencil notation and turned to the second leaf.

The second leaf bore a second poem draft in ink, sixteen lines, headed “Plymouth, March 1912.” Marisol read the first line and the last line, recognized neither, and catalogued.

The third leaf: “Franconia, June 1915.” A poem of forty-two lines, ink, with three pencil revisions in the right margin. Marisol read the first stanza and felt the small institutional-recognition catch she had been trained to register and then to set aside. The first stanza was familiar. The first stanza was the first stanza of a poem she had read in the Library of America Frost edition that sat on the third shelf from the top in Tobias's Bowdoin office, a poem she had heard Tobias read aloud at a Halsey Harbor Reading Circle gathering in March of 2019. The first stanza was the first stanza of a published poem.

She catalogued the leaf in four lines of pencil notation and made no comment.

She turned the fourth leaf.

By the fourteenth leaf Marisol had developed the working pattern of the notebook. The pattern was consistent, and the consistency itself was the first significant institutional-finding of the on-site inspection. The notebook ran chronologically (Derry entries from 1908 through 1911, Plymouth entries through 1912, Franconia entries from 1915 through 1916). The entries were in mixed ink and pencil, with the pencil entries concentrated in the Derry years and the ink entries concentrated in the Franconia years. The leaves were uniformly cream rag stock, all from the same bound block, all bearing the same faint horizontal laid lines and the same faint watermark she had not yet examined closely. The handwriting was uniform throughout. The leaves were lightly toned at the edges and lightly soft at the gutter from use.

The notebook was a working manuscript notebook. It was not a fair-copy notebook and it was not a presentation notebook. It was the kind of working notebook a poet kept on a writing desk and worked in.

Marisol catalogued through the twenty-fourth leaf and then paused and lifted her gloved hand from the notebook and set the pencil down on her own pocket notebook and looked, for the first time since she had crossed the parlor doorway, at Persis.

Persis was still standing in the doorway. The thermos was on the floor beside her field coat now, and the clipboard was tucked under her left arm.

“Persis,” Marisol said, and her voice came out level, the way she had trained her voice to come out level on an on-site inspection, regardless of the inspection's content.

“Marisol.”

“How many leaves of poetry, by your count?”

“I counted forty-seven attributed entries with a date and a hand consistent with the inscription. The notebook runs one hundred and eighteen pages total. The remaining pages are blank or carry list-style notations, what looked to me on a casual glance like grocery lists or lesson notations.”

“You counted carefully.”

“I counted twice.”

“Thank you, Persis.”

Marisol resumed cataloguing.

She worked through the back half of the notebook in the same steady pattern she had brought to the front half. Forty-seven attributed poem entries. Twelve to fifteen pages of incidental working notation: short prose lines, what appeared to be lesson plans for what might have been a Pinkerton Academy English class, a grocery list in pencil dated 1909 (potatoes, bacon, lamp oil, salt, three loaves), a brief note in the back free endpaper that read, in the same forward-leaning hand, “Halsa's box, returned with the manuscripts, August 1923.” The remainder of the pages were blank.

The notebook closed at the back board on a final marbled pastedown.

Marisol set the notebook gently back on the desk's slant front in the position Persis had originally found it, and she sat for a moment with her gloved hands folded in her lap, the LED inspection light still angled across the desk, and she did the thing she had learned to do at the bench in Boston in 1995: she did not draw the conclusion. She catalogued the inspection's institutional-findings at the surface level, she set the inspection's institutional-findings into the framework that would carry them through the next six months of authentication work, and she did not, on a Friday afternoon in late October, in a 1908 shingle-style cottage on Cobbler's Cove Road, with one set of cotton inspection gloves and one LED light and one camera, draw the conclusion.

The conclusion would draw itself, over six months, through the institutional-document-authentication framework engagement with MABA. Through the institutional-provenance-research framework with Halsen Brandt-Pelletier and the Halsey Harbor Reading Circle. Through the Dartmouth Rauner institutional-Frost-Papers framework cross-reference with Persis Halberstam-Pemberton in Hanover. Through the UVA Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library institutional-cross-reference framework with Adelheid Halsen-Brandbury in Charlottesville. Through the Robert Frost Farm State Historic Site institutional-coordination framework with Halsen Vandermeer-Pemberton in Derry. Through the Robert Frost Place museum institutional-coordination framework in Franconia. Through the Plymouth State University Lamson Library institutional-coordination framework. Through every institutional-cross-reference framework the institutional-document-authentication framework required for a manuscript of this institutional weight.

The work would draw the conclusion. The work was the conclusion.

Marisol drew the camera from the camera bag and began the photographic record. She photographed the closed front board, the closed back board, the spine, the head, the tail, and the fore edge. She photographed the front pastedown inscription twice, once at standard exposure and once at the macro lens's full close range. She photographed the first leaf, the second, and a sampling of every fourth leaf through the body of the notebook. She photographed the rear free endpaper notation. She photographed the bound block at the gutter for binding-structure documentation. She made forty-three photographs in total and reviewed each of them on the camera's small rear screen before she set the camera back into the camera bag.

She closed the notebook and lifted the slant-front of the bureau-bookcase to its closed position with the notebook still resting on the writing surface inside.

She removed the cotton gloves slowly, finger by finger, in the reverse of the order she had put them on.

She turned to Persis.

“This will need to come into climate-controlled storage today. Not tomorrow.”

“That was my thought. I called Persis Pemberton-Brock at the Historical Society after I called you. She has a slot in the climate-controlled storage room downstairs at the Society if we can deliver this afternoon. Conservation-grade phase box on intake.”

“Halsey Harbor Historical Society is the right institutional home for the on-site through institutional-authentication framework cycle.”

“I thought you would say so.”

“Persis Pemberton-Brock is the right institutional director for the institutional-bequest-coordination framework with the Halberstam-Vandermeer estate. The cottage is a Halberstam-Vandermeer cottage, the manuscript came out of the Halberstam-Vandermeer cottage, the estate is in institutional-clearance with your firm, and the Halsey Harbor Historical Society is the institutional-bequest-coordination framework partner of record for cottage-clearance institutional-discoveries in the harbor. The framework runs cleanly.”

“Cleanly enough that I'll call her now.”

“Please.”

Persis stepped into the entry hall with her phone already in her hand.

Marisol stayed in the parlor for a moment longer, alone with the closed slant-front of the bureau-bookcase and the angled LED light and the small mantel clock and the Friday afternoon October light coming in low and pale through the east windows, and she did the thing she had also learned to do at the bench in Boston in 1995, which was to permit herself, for one careful interior minute and no longer, the recognition of what she had just catalogued.

A leather-bound manuscript notebook. One hundred and eighteen pages. Forty-seven attributed handwritten poem drafts. Dated leaves in Derry, Plymouth, and Franconia New Hampshire. The inscription on the front pastedown in iron-gall ink. The hand uniform throughout. The paper period-consistent. The binding period-consistent. The dating consistent with the published institutional-record framework of Robert Frost's New Hampshire residencies between 1908 and 1916.

If the institutional-authentication framework held through the six months of the cycle, the notebook on the slant front of the bureau-bookcase in the front parlor of the 1908 shingle-style cottage on Cobbler's Cove Road would be the first known Robert Frost manuscript notebook to surface in the institutional-rare-book trade since the 2003 institutional-discovery framework on a small holograph leaf at a Boston auction house.

If.

Marisol closed the interior minute with the same professional steadiness she had opened it with, and she lifted the canvas tote from the floor and walked into the entry hall.

Persis was off the phone.

“Persis Pemberton-Brock will meet us at the Society's side entrance in forty minutes. She's clearing the climate-controlled storage room now. She has a phase-box blank ready for intake. She agrees that the institutional-bequest-coordination framework runs through the Society for the duration of the institutional-authentication framework cycle.”

“Forty minutes is workable.”

“I have the phase-box transit case in the truck. Acid-free interior, secure latch, foam liner.”

“That will do for the eleven-minute transit.”

“I thought it would.”

Persis lifted her field coat and the thermos and the clipboard and led the way back into the parlor.

Marisol drew a fresh pair of cotton gloves from the canvas tote and pulled them on slowly, finger by finger, and lifted the lowered slant front of the bureau-bookcase and removed the notebook from the writing surface and laid the notebook into the acid-free interior of the phase-box transit case Persis held open on the dining-room table. The notebook fit the case with the small clearance the case had been built for. Persis closed the case's secure latch. Marisol pulled the cotton gloves off, slowly, finger by finger.

“I'll follow you in,” Marisol said. “We deliver together.”

“Deliver together.”

The drive from Cobbler's Cove Road to the Halsey Harbor Historical Society on Front Street took thirteen minutes. Marisol kept her hatchback at the speed limit and at the speed








































































