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            The past looms large. Can a promise be truly kept?"
He doesn't pretend to misunderstand. He doesn't ask what I mean or tell me we've already planned the wedding or point out that he's been here for months now, solid and present and steady in ways I never let myself believe he could be.
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CHAPTER 1

The Brass Key and Vault
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The morning light cuts through the bookshop’s front window, catching dust motes suspended above the poetry section. I run a finger along the spines of the new arrivals, checking the order against the delivery slip. Three copies of the latest translation, two of the essay collection Claire mentioned last week, and a slim volume I don’t remember ordering but decide to keep anyway. The bell above the door hasn’t rung yet, too early for browsers, and the shop holds that particular quiet I love, the one that feels like the books are breathing.

Marcus is crouched by the front window, a measuring tape stretched across the window box. He’s been at it for twenty minutes, muttering dimensions under his breath. I watch him mark a number on his palm with a pen that’s probably going to stain. He’s wearing one of his tailored coats, the charcoal one, and it looks absurd next to the potting soil sample he’s been fingering since breakfast.

“The depth is thirty-one inches,” he says, not looking up. “Is that enough for what you want?”

“I want rosemary and lavender. Both have shallow roots.” I slide the last book into place and dust my hands on my jeans. “Are you going to measure it again, or do you trust the number?”

He glances at me, a small smile pulling at the corner of his mouth. “I trust the number. I don’t trust my handwriting.”

The bell rings. Claire pushes through the door with Julian behind her, and I know immediately something is different. She’s holding a small envelope in one hand, and the other is closed around something that glints when the light hits it. The brass key. I haven’t seen it since she showed it to me months ago, after Diane found it. 

“You’re opening it today,” I say. It isn’t a question.

Claire nods. Her expression is warm but focused, the way she looks when she’s made up her mind about something and just needs the rest of us to catch up. “The roses bloomed. All of them, even the ones I thought wouldn’t make it. I told myself that would be the sign.” She pauses, and I see her thumb move over the key’s teeth. “The appointment is in an hour. I’d like you to come with us, Lena.”

I look at the delivery slip still in my hand, then at the stack of boxes by the counter. “I have the morning orders to finish. And the shop opens at ten.”

“The garden bloomed,” Claire says again, and this time her voice is quieter. “I don’t want to do this alone.”

Julian steps forward, his hand resting lightly on Claire’s shoulder. His face is composed, but I notice the way his fingers curl against her coat, not gripping, just holding on. “Arthur’s father left the box to him. He’s been waiting years to know what’s inside. I think having you there, Lena, would mean something to him afterward. Even if he can’t say so yet.”

I hesitate. The delivery slip crinkles in my hand. Marcus stands up, brushing dirt from his knees, and walks over to the counter. He takes the slip from me, his fingers brushing mine, and I feel the warmth of his skin before he pulls away.

“I’ll cover the shop,” he says. His voice is calm, the professional register he uses in meetings, but there’s something underneath it, an offer that isn’t just about the morning orders. “You wrote the list yesterday. I know where everything goes.”

I study his face for a moment. He’s already slipping off his coat, hanging it on the peg behind the counter like he belongs there. And he does, now. That’s the thing I’m still getting used to.

“The special orders are in the back,” I tell him. “Blue labels go to the library. Red labels are for the pickups.”

“Blue library, red pickups.” He nods once. “Got it.”

I turn back to Claire. “All right. Let me get my jacket.”

The bank is an old building on Main Street, the kind with marble floors and teller windows that still have brass fixtures. Our footsteps echo as we follow the clerk down a narrow hallway to the vault room. The air smells of paper and metal, and it’s colder than I expected, the kind of cold that settles into your hands first.

The clerk is a young woman with a neat bun and a name badge that reads “Patel.” She gestures to a small table in the center of the vault room. “I’ll bring the box out. You’ll have privacy here, just press the call button when you’re finished.”

Claire hands her the appointment slip and the key. I watch Claire’s face as the clerk disappears between the rows of deposit boxes. Her jaw is set, but her shoulders are drawn forward just slightly, the way someone stands when they’re bracing for impact.

“Are you nervous?” I ask.

She exhales. “I’ve been carrying this key since last autumn. I kept thinking I’d know the right moment. And then the roses bloomed, and I couldn’t think of another reason to wait.” She looks at me. “Arthur’s been carrying his father’s absence his whole life. Julian, too, in a different way. Whatever is in that box, letters, papers, nothing, it’s the last thing his father left. I want to be careful with it.”

“You’re being careful,” I say. “You brought Julian. You brought me. You didn’t rush.”

Julian is standing near the vault door, his hands in his pockets. He hasn’t said much since we left the bookshop, and I wonder what he’s thinking. His father isn’t here, Arthur had declined to come, Claire told me in the car, and Julian is carrying that absence now, the weight of being the one who will have to describe whatever we find.

The clerk returns, carrying a long metal box. She sets it on the table, nods once, and leaves. The door clicks shut behind her.

The box is unremarkable. Gray metal, a numbered slot on the front, the kind of container that could hold anything or nothing. Claire steps toward it. She inserts the brass key, and the lock turns with a sound that’s quieter than I expected, a soft click, not a dramatic one. The lid isn’t open yet, but the seal is broken.

Claire’s hand stops above the lid. Her fingers hover there, not trembling, just suspended. I can see the fine bones of her wrist, the way her sleeve has pulled back slightly. She doesn’t move.

“Do you want me to...” I start.

A phone rings. Sharp and sudden, the sound cuts through the vault’s stillness. It’s coming from the clerk’s desk outside, muffled by the heavy door but still insistent. Three rings, then four. Neither of us moves.

Claire’s hand is still above the box. Julian shifts his weight, the first sound he’s made since we entered the vault, the soft scuff of his shoe against the marble floor. The phone keeps ringing, and I find myself counting. Five rings. Six. Then silence.

Claire lowers her hand to the lid. “All right,” she says, and her voice is
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