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Chapter 1: The Gate

	The gate was iron, painted black at some point in the previous decade, the paint now chalking at the hinges where the salt wind had been working at it. Miriam sat with the engine idling and looked at it. Beyond it: a gravel drive curving left through an avenue of wind-shaped elms whose upper branches held no leaves. Beyond that: nothing she could yet see.

	She had driven four hours from Brunswick on roads that thinned progressively from highway to county road to a single track running north along the headland, the Atlantic coming in and out of view on her right, low and grey and, at this hour of late October afternoon, very nearly the same colour as the sky above it. She was tired in the way she had been tired for two years — not the tiredness that sleep addresses, but the other kind, the structural kind, that lives in the architecture of a person rather than in the muscles and can be identified by how early in the morning it makes itself known. She was also, against her better judgment, alert.

	She had not told anyone where she was going. This was not an oversight.

	The gate had a simple latch, no lock. She got out of the car, lifted it, swung the gate inward across the gravel, and drove through. She got out again to close it behind her, and in that moment — standing in the cold air between the gateposts with the engine running and the gravel pale under her boots and the sky pressing low over the headland in every direction — she smelled it: the iodine and salt of a working coast, the particular Maine cold that carries damp even when there is no rain, and beneath those, something else. Old wood. A fire, somewhere in the house, a chimney she couldn't see from here. Slate, perhaps, if slate had a smell, which she had always believed it did: mineral and cool and slightly dark.

	She got back in the car and drove on.

	The house came into view after the second curve of the drive, emerging from the tree line with a particularity that suggested it had always been there and would continue to be there regardless of what anyone thought about it. Three storeys of dark-painted clapboard rising against the headland sky, a steeply pitched roof, tall windows that reflected the failing light rather than admitting it. To the south, barely visible at this angle, the ridge of what might be a conservatory extending from the house's flank. It was large for one person, which she already knew from the advertisement. Large for three or four people. Large for a family that had accumulated over decades enough children and visiting friends and literary gatherings to fill the dining room that she could not yet see but could already infer from the proportions of the house. None of those people were here now. There was one old man and his grief, and in the morning there would also be Miriam.

	She parked at the rear of the house, where a gravel area had been left clear beside a low stone outbuilding she took for a garage. Her back seat held two knife rolls in their canvas cases, a duffel bag with eight days' clothes, the box of kitchen tools she had not left in storage — the Japanese mandoline, the spider skimmer, the digital probe thermometer that she trusted over every other one she had ever owned — and a single paper bag containing the last good focaccia from the bakery on the corner of her old street in Brunswick. She had bought it at seven in the morning and eaten half of it standing at her kitchen counter in an apartment that was very nearly emptied now, the walls showing pale rectangles where the pictures had been, the kitchen stripped down to the things she was taking.

	She did not bring the other half of the focaccia in. She left it on the back seat. She was not sure why.

	The kitchen door was unlocked. This had been mentioned in the solicitor's letter — formal, correct, entirely without warmth — accompanying the contract she had signed at the kitchen table with a cup of cooling coffee beside her and no one to witness it. The letter said the housekeeper, a Mrs. Aldgate, would leave the key under the east-facing flowerpot if the door was locked. The door was not locked. Miriam turned the handle and went in.

	She stood in the doorway for a moment before crossing the threshold. This was habit. She had developed it over twenty years of walking into other people's kitchens — professional kitchens, private kitchens, the kitchens of the three estate positions she had taken since closing the restaurant, each of them chosen for the quality of the isolation they offered as much as for the cooking itself. A kitchen told you, if you stood in the doorway long enough to read it properly, almost everything you needed to know before you started work. The equipment told you what scale of cooking was expected. The condition of the surfaces told you whether care had been the standard or the exception. The organisation told you how the person who'd designed it thought about time and sequence and priority.

	This kitchen had been designed by someone who cooked.

	That was the first thing, and it was not a small thing. There was a difference between a kitchen designed for cooking and one designed by a cook, and Miriam had worked in enough of both to read the distinction immediately. This was the second kind. The range was a La Cornue, eight burners, in a colour between blue and green that she had seen in paint catalogues described as petrol. It was cold now, the enamel dull in the low afternoon light that came through the floor-to-ceiling eastern windows, but she could see already the patina of long use on the cast iron, the particular sheen of a surface that had been kept immaculately clean and not merely wiped down. The slate worktops were grey-green and thick, the kind of stone that holds cold and is therefore ideal for pastry work, and whoever had specified them had known this and had made the choice deliberately. The shelving above the island was open, reaching to a ceiling that was higher than Victorian kitchens usually permitted — the extension, she noted; this room had been opened up at some point, the ceiling raised, the height given back to the space. The copper pots on the wrought-iron rack above the island ranged from a small saucier to an enormous stock vessel, and all of them showed the gradation from gold to burgundy that came from decades of proper care — the heating and cooling, the washing and drying and re-hanging, season after season, by someone who understood that copper is maintenance as much as it is equipment.

	She crossed the threshold.

	She moved through the kitchen the way she always moved through a new one: systematically, starting at the cold storage and working clockwise. The cold room was behind a heavy door at the north end, and she spent three minutes in it: organised by protein on the left, dairy at centre, and a systematic row of preserved items on the right, jars with hand-written labels in a careful, horizontal script she noticed but did not yet read closely. Temperature correct. Stock: a single roasting chicken, good quality, free range, bought within the last two days if she was reading the bloom of the skin correctly. Hard cheese, rind intact. Butter in a proper ceramic pot. Heavy cream. A small portion of something she did not identify until she leaned closer — poached quince, in a covered dish with a label: Aldgate's, November 21. The quince had been here since last November, which meant someone had opened the cold storage since then without removing it. She noted this and moved on.

	The dry stores cupboard, deep and wide, was organised on the same system as the cold room: proteins to the left — tinned anchovies, sardines, a row of dried pulses in glass jars, each labelled in the same careful hand. Aromatics to the right: spice jars, the labels small and unhurried, each carrying a date and a provenance. She took one down. Thyme. Harrow Road farm stand, end of season, the year three years ago. She put it back exactly where she found it, at the angle she had found it, because she understood already that this was a system and it was not hers to disrupt.

	The bottles below the spices: good olive oil, cider vinegar, a large jug of apple cider from a local farm she did not know yet, Worcestershire, and two dark bottles sealed in wax that she took for port. She let these alone.

	The notebook shelf above the cooker she had noticed when she first came in — a row of volumes, spines uniform, dated in the same hand as the jar labels. She counted them without taking any down: twenty-four visible from where she stood. She left them where they were.

	The chalk wall behind the range was the last thing she examined before she began to work. A standard kitchen blackboard in a painted frame, the kind she had seen in restaurant kitchens for years, and it bore, in the same careful handwriting, a week's menu. Or what remained of one. Much of it had been partially erased — the chalk rubbed away in long careful sweeps that left ghost marks visible if you stood close enough. The erasure was deliberate, not hasty. Someone had stood at this wall and made a considered decision about what to keep and what to take away, and they had not quite finished, or had decided partway through that what remained could stay. What remained was a fragment: the word bouillabaisse, written in the upper third of the board, and below it, in slightly smaller letters, the words something light. Below that, the erasure had been thorough. She could make out the descender of a letter and possibly the beginning of a word, but nothing she could read.

	She stood looking at the chalk wall for longer than she had intended. Not long — a minute, perhaps. Then she stepped back.

	On the island, centred precisely on the scrubbed oak surface, was a folded card. Her surname on the outside, in a hand different from the chalk wall — larger, less deliberate, the hand of someone for whom writing was secondary to thinking, the letters formed by habit rather than intention. She opened it.

	Dinner at seven. Whatever you think best.

	She read it twice. The instruction was complete. It told her, in eight words, that her judgment was expected rather than guided, that the time was fixed, and that no preference was being expressed. This was, she decided, the correct way to open a professional engagement with a stranger who would be cooking in your house. She set the note back on the island, not folded but open, and went to the cold storage for the chicken.

	The kitchen came awake under her hands in the way that kitchens do: the clatter of the knife on the board, the rush and settle of the flame under the roasting pan, the first bloom of heat from the range reaching her face as she leaned over it to check the temperature. She jointed the bird — not because jointing was required for a roast, but because she had always found that breaking down a whole bird told her more about the animal than cooking it whole did, and she wanted to know what she was working with before she decided how to treat it. The joints went back together for roasting, salted properly at the skin and under it, in the cavity. She did not look at the clock. She did not need to.

	She found the thyme — Constance's thyme, she would later understand, though she did not know this yet — in the spice cabinet where it belonged, and she used it without hesitation, and she found garlic in a braid hung beside the kitchen door and broke off two heads, and none of this felt like taking something that did not belong to her. It felt like using a kitchen. This was the kitchen. She was the cook. These were the ingredients. There was a logic to it that required no permission.

	She was at the range when she heard the footsteps. A door at the far end of the house, the particular sound of a latch lifted and set down by someone who knew exactly how much pressure it required. Then silence. Then, a few moments later, footsteps in the corridor — light, purposeful, going away from her rather than toward her, moving to the east wing and out of hearing. She had the impression, without seeing anyone, of a person moving through their own house with the ease of someone who has long since stopped noticing it.

	The kitchen was warm now. The chicken had been in the oven twenty minutes and the fat was rendering, the skin beginning to colour at the edges where the pan was hottest. She basted it, returned it, and turned to the pan drippings on the range, adding a splash of the cider she had noticed in the dry stores and watching it reduce into the brown fond she was building for the sauce. The smell of the kitchen had changed: it had shed the mineral cold of the empty room and acquired warmth, animal and herbal and faintly sweet from the cider, and she was aware that this was the first time she had cooked in this kitchen and that the smell of cooking was resetting the room's baseline, the way smoke resets a room that has been unoccupied, asserting a current occupancy over whatever had been there before.

	The housekeeper came through near half past six — Miriam heard the rear door, then the particular sound of a wool coat being hung on a hook. Steps in the corridor, going away. A door opening and closing somewhere upstairs. Then the steps returning, and the rear door again, and quiet. The housekeeper had come and gone without entering the kitchen, which Miriam noted as a deliberate consideration: she had been given the kitchen, and the kitchen was being left to her.

	She plated at ten to seven — chicken, the sauce reduced to a consistency that would coat a spoon, roasted garlic alongside, and the wilted chard she had found in the garden cold frame when she'd put the rubbish out and gone, briefly, into the kitchen garden to see what was there. The cold frame had chard and a few stubborn herbs and, in the far corner, a separate enclosure she had not investigated yet. She brought the chard in and cooked it in butter and the last of the thyme and carried the plate through.

	He was at the table when she came in — the east side, facing the garden, which was dark now, a glass of water in front of him and a book set face-down beside the glass. He stood when she entered. She had not anticipated this, and she registered it — that a man who had been described to her, in the solicitor's letter, as reclusive, who had not come to introduce himself on her arrival, who had communicated entirely by note, had stood up when she came into the room. He was taller than she had calculated from the size of his handwriting, which was not a reliable method but was the one she'd had available. White hair, genuinely white, angular face, wire-framed glasses she hadn't expected. Long hands, one of them still holding the book he'd set down to stand up.

	"Thank you," he said. "I apologise for not coming to introduce myself earlier." His voice was even, measured, without particular warmth or coldness. The voice of someone who chose his words before he used them.

	"There was no need," Miriam said.

	"There was," he said. He looked at the plate she was setting before him. He looked at it the way she would have looked at it — specifically, without sentimentality. Then he sat back down.

	She returned to the kitchen and ate her own portion at the kitchen table, standing initially and then sitting when it became apparent that eating standing was a performance of deference she did not actually want to make. She could hear nothing from the dining room — no scraping of a chair, no sound of cutlery on a plate — which meant either that he was eating very quietly or that the house had the particular thickness of walls that old Maine houses sometimes had, designed to exclude the weather and, as a consequence, excluding everything else as well.

	When she went back through to clear, twenty-five minutes later, the plate was clean and the glass was empty and the book was open again, but he was not reading. He was looking out at the dark garden. He did not look away from it when she took the plate.

	"Very good," he said to the window. "Thank you."

	She said nothing. She carried the plates back through.

	In the kitchen, she ran the hot water and began to wash up, the chicken pan soaking to loosen the fond. Through the kitchen garden windows, the October dark was absolute — no moon yet, no light from the coast path that she knew must be somewhere beyond the garden's far wall. The smell of the kitchen as she worked: the residue of roasting fat and thyme, and now the soap cutting through it, and below that still, if she stood still enough to notice, the stone-and-iodine baseline that had been there when she arrived and would be there when she left at the end of the season.

	Six months. She had a six-month contract. She had signed it without telling anyone and driven here without telling anyone and arrived and cooked a dinner for one and cleaned up alone, and none of this felt like a mistake, which was interesting, because many of the things she had done in the last two years had felt, in retrospect, like mistakes made from a place of grief that wore the clothing of decision. This did not feel like that. It felt like arriving somewhere.

	She was at the range, having lit it low for the morning, a pot of water coming to temperature for the stock she had decided to make from the chicken carcass before anyone was awake. The kitchen was warm now. She did not look at the clock.

	Behind her, the dining room was dark now, the door closed. The note on the island had been moved — he had come through the kitchen on his way back to the study, she guessed, and seen it and moved it to the edge of the island rather than throwing it away, which was a thing she filed without knowing why she was filing it. The chalk wall caught the last of the range light — the word bouillabaisse visible, the words something light below it. The week's menu of a woman she did not know and had not asked about, preserved in chalk, the rest of it erased.

	She turned off the kitchen light and went up to her room by the back stairs.

	She lay in the dark in a bed that smelled of cedar and old lavender and listened to the house settle around her — the particular rhythm of a large, old building contracting in the cold, the occasional movement of wind against the clapboard, and beneath all of it, barely audible, the continuous low note of the Atlantic coming up off the bay. She was not comfortable and she was not uncomfortable. She was present. She was in a strange bed in a house she did not know, in a kitchen she was already beginning to understand, and upstairs somewhere in the same building a man she had spoken four sentences to was sitting in a room lit by a single lamp working at something she would not ask about tonight.

	She was asleep before she had decided whether this felt like the right place to be.

	It was, she would think much later, already too late by then for the question to be useful.

	 


Chapter 2: The Chalk Wall

	Miriam was in the kitchen the following morning before the light came fully in, which was how she had always started a kitchen day and which required no decision on her part — her body simply delivered her to the range at ten past five, regardless of what hour she had gone to bed. She had slept badly in the unfamiliar room, not deeply enough to lose consciousness of the house around her, and she had risen at four-thirty and lain in the dark for another half-hour listening to the bay before giving up on any further pretence of rest.

	The stock she had started the night before was finished. She strained it and portioned it into containers she found in the lower cupboards, labelling each with a strip of the masking tape she carried in the box of kitchen tools and a marker she had brought from Brunswick. She did not use Constance's labelling system for her own work. She had decided this without quite deciding it: the labelling system belonged to the kitchen as it had been, and until she understood what the kitchen as it had been intended, she would maintain her own system alongside it rather than folding her work into its logic.

	This was, she would later think, the first act of careful restraint she performed in that house, though it did not feel like restraint at the time. It felt like the correct professional approach.

	By half past seven she had drunk two cups of coffee and was at the kitchen island with a clipboard and a clean legal pad, beginning the proper inventory. She moved systematically, as she had the evening before but with pen in hand now: starting at the cold storage, working clockwise around the kitchen. She opened every cupboard and every drawer, noting what was there and what was not, the condition of the equipment, what needed replacing. She was not rushing. She had a full morning.

	The dry stores occupied forty-five minutes on their own. There were twenty-two varieties of dry pasta in labelled jars, which was more than one person's cellar required and told her something about the cooking that had gone on here — not quantity cooking, because the jars were small, but a diversity of use that suggested the cook had been particular about matching the pasta to the sauce, which was a classical French approach applied to Italian ingredients, and which gave her a provisional picture of the style of kitchen this had been. She noted the pasta. She noted the preserved lemons in their brine — two jars, both intact, both labelled: Constance's preserved lemon, January. The January from two years ago, not last January. Nobody had made more.

	She was at the upper shelves, working from the rolling library ladder that she had pulled along its rail to the far end of the kitchen, when she found the first spice jar that was empty. It was a small jar, the same as all the others, labelled saffron in the same careful hand with a date she couldn't read from this angle. She took it down and read the date: four years ago. Harrow Road farm stand, end of season. It was the same provenance as the thyme from last night, and it was empty. She noted: saffron — replenish. She put it back.

	From the library ladder, at eye height, the notebook shelf was immediately in front of her. She had noticed it the evening before without examining it closely, and now she was close enough to read the spines properly. They were handmade labels — the same hand, the same care, each bearing a single year. The earliest she could see was seven years before the current one. She counted them: twenty-four visible from her position, the same count she had made last night. They were stacked chronologically, with none out of sequence that she could see. They were not kitchen reference books — cookbooks had publishers' spines and standard binding. These were personal notebooks of some kind, their covers undecorated, the labels in that same careful writing.

	She did not take one down. She looked at them for a moment, then moved the ladder back to its resting position and went back to the island.

	She made breakfast at half past eight — eggs, toast from the sourdough she had bought in Brunswick and that was still good enough, coffee. She made this for herself and took it to the kitchen table rather than eating standing at the island, which was a habit she was trying to break because she had noticed it in herself as a symptom of something she could not fully name: the tendency, in the years since Thomas, to eat as if eating were an interruption of work rather than a thing worth doing for its own sake. She sat at the kitchen table, ate the eggs, drank the coffee, and looked out at the kitchen garden.

	The garden in early morning: visible now through the eastern windows, emerging from the dark as the light came up grey and flat from the direction of the bay. Stone walls on three sides, espaliered pear trees trained along the south wall in a pattern she would have to look at more closely to understand the fruiting logic of. Beds that had been planted but not recently tended — she could see the architecture beneath the disorder, the clear lines of the original layout. Herbs along the south wall still viable, their grey-green stems woody but alive. At the far corner, where the south wall met the east wall, a smaller enclosure separated from the rest of the garden by a low wire fence. She had noticed this last night when she'd gone out for the chard. She hadn't gone close enough to read the labels.

	She would go close enough today.

	She was washing up the breakfast things when she heard the typewriter.

	It was a mechanical typewriter, not an electric one — she could tell from the particular weight of the keystroke sound, each letter carrying through the ceiling above her with a distinctness that electric keys didn't produce. The study must be directly above the kitchen, or close to it. The typing was sporadic at first: three keystrokes, a pause, two more, a longer pause. Then a run of perhaps fifteen keys struck quickly, then silence. Then nothing for four minutes. Then a single key, struck once, with some force.

	She dried the dishes and put them away in the order she had found them.

	The chalk wall required direct attention now that she had the kitchen light on it properly. She had looked at it twice the previous evening — once when she arrived, once briefly before dinner — and each time she had looked at it from a slight distance. Now she brought a stool from the far end of the kitchen and stood on it and looked at it from eight inches away, moving her head to catch the chalk ghosts at different angles.

	The week's menu, as she could now reconstruct it: Monday (she could read this in the upper left corner, the day name surviving the erasure) — roast something, she couldn't make out what. Tuesday — a brace of words she could only partially recover, one of which might have been halibut. Wednesday — gone entirely. Thursday — the bouillabaisse, unmistakably, the word sitting in the upper third of the board in letters larger than the surrounding text, as though the dish had been written with more pleasure than the others, or more emphasis, or simply because the chalk had been held differently. Below it, in smaller writing: something light. Friday — the most heavily erased section. She spent two minutes on it and recovered nothing readable.

	She stepped down from the stool.

	The bouillabaisse. She had noticed it last night and had not known what to do with the noticing. She noticed it again now. A week's menu, partially erased — not destroyed, only partially removed — and the one dish that remained most legibly, written large and left intact even where everything else around it had been rubbed away, was a bouillabaisse. She could not currently explain why this seemed like information rather than simply the last thing someone had eaten, or intended to eat, or had been planning to cook. She filed it as information anyway, because something was telling her to, and she had learned to trust that particular instinct even when she couldn't yet justify it.

	By mid-morning she had finished the main inventory and begun a detailed notes page for herself: what to source, what to replace, what she could use and what had been here too long to use with integrity. The expired spices — six jars, she found in total, all from the same period three to four years ago, all from the same farm stand provenance — she set aside. She would take them out to the garden compost when she went out.

	She was making a note about the cider vinegar — a very good brand, worth sourcing more of — when she heard the typewriter stop above her. A pause that stretched beyond the usual gaps in the rhythm she had been half-attending to all morning. Then the sound of a chair pushing back. Footsteps, crossing the room above her. Silence for a moment. Then footsteps again, moving toward the door of the study — she knew it was the study door from the sound of it, a heavier door than the others, with a particular weight in its swing. The footsteps came down the stairs.

	She was sitting at the island when he came into the kitchen.

	He was dressed as he had been the night before: corduroy trousers, flannel shirt, though a different one — grey-green plaid, newer than last night's, the collar not yet turned with wear. He looked, on entering the kitchen and finding her there, faintly surprised, as if he had not quite remembered to expect her even though she had been here since before dawn. Then the surprise passed and he made a particular adjustment — she would learn to recognise it over the following weeks — a slight reordering of his bearing that indicated he had entered a room that belonged to someone else and intended to observe its proprieties.

	"Good morning," he said. He came to the island and looked at the inventory clipboard. "Industrious."

	"I find it useful to know what I have before I start planning," Miriam said.

	He nodded, as if this confirmed something he had already suspected. He looked at the coffee pot on the range — she had made a fresh pot twenty minutes ago — with the expression of someone who wanted to ask for something but had not yet decided to.

	"May I," he said. It was not phrased as a question, quite. It was something partway between a statement and a question, leaving the decision with her while making clear his preference.

	"There are cups in the third cupboard from the left," Miriam said.

	He poured himself a cup and took it black and leaned against the far end of the island with it, not sitting, not suggesting he intended to stay. The light coming through the kitchen windows showed her more of his face than last night had: deep-set grey eyes behind the wire frames, very steady, the face of someone who had spent fifty years deciding, before he spoke, whether what he was about to say would be better left unsaid. The kind of intelligence that wore itself quietly.

	He looked at the chalk wall.

	"She kept that updated every Monday," he said. "The week's menu. She liked to know the week ahead."

	He had said it to the chalk wall rather than to Miriam, and the past tense was so completely without affect — not deliberately emptied, simply the tense his mind produced for this information, as natural as breathing — that it took her a moment to register what he was telling her. She. She kept the chalk wall.

	"The kitchen is very well-organised," Miriam said.

	"She was a precise person," he said. He drank from the coffee cup. "Toast. If that's not a complexity."

	"It isn't," she said.

	She made it while he remained leaning against the far end of the island, not reading, not speaking, simply being there with his coffee in a way that managed to be neither intrusive nor, precisely, companionable — it was more like the presence of a person who has arranged his life so carefully around solitude that the introduction of another person into the room produces not discomfort but a kind of interested observation, as if he were watching to see what she would do next.

	She set the toast in front of him on a small plate. He took it, thanked her in a single syllable, and went back upstairs.

	She heard the study door close. Then, after a pause, the typewriter again — two quick keystrokes, then a run of them, sustained, going for several minutes before it stopped.

	She was at the kitchen table with her inventory notes and her second cup of coffee, the chalk wall in her sightline. She was thinking about the word she. She was thinking about the spice jar labels, thirty-some jars, each one annotated with a date and a provenance in the same careful hand that had written the menu on the chalk wall. She was thinking about the twenty-four notebooks on the shelf above the cooker, the years she could read on their spines, the meticulous chronology of them. She was thinking about the kitchen garden, and the structure beneath the disorder, and the enclosure at the far corner with its wire fence that she still hadn't gone close enough to examine.

	She was not drawing conclusions. She was gathering information, which was different and required a different kind of patience. The information was that the kitchen she was sitting in had been made by a specific person, to a specific purpose, with a precision that had outlasted its maker. That the person was gone but the system remained. That there were layers here she hadn't yet read, some of them filed in a careful hand on jar labels and some of them written larger on a chalk wall and some of them, she suspected, in the notebooks she hadn't opened.

	Outside, the October light was flat and pale off the bay. Through the eastern windows, the kitchen garden was beginning to lose the last of the morning fog. She could see, even from the table, the small enclosure at the far corner, the wire fence of it, the dark shapes of plants that she could not identify from this distance.

	The typewriter had stopped again, and the silence was the particular silence of a house in which everyone who was in it had withdrawn to their separate preoccupations, and the kitchen was the only room in the house that was still producing warmth.

	She finished her coffee, turned to a clean page in her notes, and wrote at the top of it: garden — south-east corner. Then she set the pen down.

	The morning light through the floor-to-ceiling windows caught the chalk wall at the angle it had been catching it every morning since the menu had been written there, and the word bouillabaisse sat where it had always sat, above something light, and below it the erasure that had taken the rest of the week and left only these two things standing.

	She was writing. The typewriter above had stopped.

	She went back to the inventory. There was a section she hadn't yet completed — the drawer below the island nearest the range, which she had found when she'd been looking for a fish slice and had noted as something to return to. She went around the island and crouched in front of it. A long drawer, running the full width of that section, intended for utensils. She pulled it open. Utensils, the correct ones, organised in the logical order — tongs at the left, ladles next, spatulas and turners and a fish slice that would do the job entirely adequately. Nothing out of place.

	Below the utensil drawer, lower, at knee height: another drawer. She put her hand to the handle. It did not open. She applied more pressure, gently, and then less gently, and then tried the handle from a different angle. The drawer was locked. A small keyhole, brass, the kind that required a barrel key, the kind she had seen in old furniture all her life. She looked at the keyhole for a moment, then stood up.

	A locked drawer in a kitchen. She did not know what to do with this information yet, so she did what she always did with information she couldn't yet interpret: she noted it on the legal pad — locked drawer, lower island, near range, small barrel lock — and moved on.

	She was replacing the utensil drawer when the light caught the chalk wall again, at a slightly different angle as the sun moved, and for a moment the ghost of the erased text was more visible than it had been: she could see, beneath the area that would have been Wednesday on the menu, the outline of letters that might, if she was willing to guess, have been two words rather than one. She could not read them. She did not guess.

	She went back to the island and wrote: saffron — source from Harrow Road farm stand if still open. Dried lemon — replenish. Check local suppliers in village. She would need to drive to the village in the next few days. She would need to introduce herself to the suppliers, establish accounts, understand what was available at this point in the season. The oysters would be good now. The fish, whatever the local boats were running. The autumn squash from the farm stands if they were still open.

	She had a kitchen to learn and a season to cook through, and the October light was already failing toward noon, and upstairs the typewriter had started again, and the kitchen was warm and specific and hers, in the way that a kitchen is the cook's regardless of who owns the house.

	She turned to a clean page in the inventory notes and wrote at the top: Week 1, Sources. Then she began the list.

	The chalk wall was at the edge of her vision as she wrote — the bouillabaisse, the something light, the word that was half-erased below it and would not quite resolve into meaning — and she left it there, at the edge, where she could see it and ignore it with equal efficiency, which was, she had always thought, the most honest relationship one could have with a thing one didn't yet understand.

	She went to the cold storage and stood for a moment looking at the preserved quince that had been there since last January. It was still perfectly sealed, the lid tight, the contents intact through the glass. She left it where it was. Whoever had made it had placed it there expecting to use it, and using it felt, for now, like something that required more familiarity with the kitchen than she currently had.

	There was a philosophy to what she was doing, though she had not named it to herself and would not for several weeks. She was working alongside the system that was already here rather than over it. She was adding her own layer — the masking tape labels, the legal pad inventory, the weekly source list she was beginning — without disturbing what was already in place. Two systems in the same kitchen, running parallel, not yet touching. Whether this was instinct or courtesy or a form of grief she could not yet name, she could not entirely say.

	At twelve she made herself a simple lunch: soup from the stock she'd made that morning, with the last of the sourdough, good enough at this point in the day to be eaten without apology. She ate at the kitchen table, looking out at the garden, the south-east corner with its low wire fence and its dark shapes that she had still not gone to examine closely. The afternoon was sliding toward three, the light already going bronze at the edges, and if she was going to look at the garden today she should do it in the next hour.

	She washed up and went out.

	The kitchen garden in late October was a thing that had been and was still visible beneath what it had become. She walked the perimeter first, reading the structure: the espaliered pears she had seen from the window were older than she'd expected from that distance, the framework of them going back twenty years at least, trained with patience and real knowledge onto wires she could still see running along the wall. The herb border along the south wall: rosemary, thyme, sage, all still usable, the sage flowering late and purple at the tips. Runner bean frames standing empty, the twine still wound correctly on the canes. The cold frame, where she had found the chard, still viable.

	At the south-east corner, the small enclosure behind its low wire fence. She unhooked the wire gate and went in.

	The labels were in Constance's handwriting, the same careful small script from the jar labels, each plant marked with a bamboo cane stake and a small white tag. She moved along the row, reading: valerian, foxglove, comfrey, horehound, lemon balm. Then, at the far corner, set slightly apart from the others as if the planting had intended a small distance: belladonna. The plant was glossy-leaved, the berries already dark and shining. The label was precise: Atropa belladonna. Below the Latin, a single additional word: toxic.

	She stood in the enclosure for several minutes, looking at the plants. Not at the belladonna specifically — at all of them, the whole small collection, reading it as she would read a well-organised kitchen cupboard. Someone who grew valerian grew it for its medicinal use. Someone who grew foxglove knew its properties. Someone who grew belladonna and labelled it toxic was someone with botanical knowledge and a care for the people who might come after them — or, more precisely, for the people who lived in the house and might encounter the garden without knowing what they were looking at.

	She hooked the wire gate closed behind her and went back inside to note it in the inventory.

	Mrs. Aldgate found her at the kitchen table when she came through the east wing door, putting on her coat to leave. Miriam looked up from the notes.

	"The physic garden," Miriam said. "In the south-east corner. Did she use it?"

	Mrs. Aldgate paused in the process of buttoning her coat. She had a particular way of pausing, Miriam would come to learn, that indicated she was deciding not how much to say but whether to say anything at all.

	"She found it interesting," Mrs. Aldgate said. "She had a degree in something botanical, I believe. Plants." She finished the button. "Dinner at seven suits, does it?"

	"It suits," Miriam said.

	Mrs. Aldgate nodded once and went out through the east wing door, and Miriam sat at the kitchen table in the silence that followed with the inventory notes in front of her and the chalk wall behind her, and wrote in the corner of the page, next to her note about the south-east corner: physic garden — botanical interest. She thought about the belladonna label and the word toxic and the care of it, the small act of warning written into a garden by someone who would not be there to give the warning in person.

	She closed the notebook and began to think about dinner.

	 


Chapter 3: The Briefing

	Miriam was at the kitchen table when Edgar entered.

	She had heard him coming — the study door, the stairs, the sound of him in the corridor settling into his particular cadence — and had not moved from the table, which was the correct response: she was in her kitchen doing her work, and he was coming down to his kitchen to get his breakfast, and there was nothing in this arrangement that required either of them to perform an adjustment. He came through the door and found her at the table with the legal pad and the inventory notes and a mug of coffee, and he appeared faintly surprised by this, though she had the impression he'd known she would be there. The surprise was not of the inconvenienced kind but of the kind produced by a person who has made accurate predictions about the world and still, when they are confirmed, registers the confirmation.

	"Good morning," he said.

	"Good morning," she said. "Coffee is on the range."

	He poured himself a cup and came to the island rather than to the table, which was a distinction she noted: the table was where she was working, and he stood at the island. He took the coffee black again, a preference she was already beginning to anticipate.

	He looked at the inventory notes from the distance of the island — he did not come around to look at them closely, which was another thing she noted. He looked at them as one might look at evidence of work in progress: curious, not intrusive.

	"I should give you some guidance," he said, "about what the position involves."

	"Please," she said.

	He did not pull out a chair and sit down. He remained standing, the coffee cup in both hands, his back to the range. He was, she thought, a man who gave information most naturally when he was not required to be still.

	"I take coffee first in the morning before anything else," he said. "After the first cup, black. After that, I take it with a small amount of cream, but I rarely come down for a second cup, so this is largely theoretical." He paused. "Breakfast: I don't take it as a meal. Toast, occasionally. Sometimes nothing. I come down when I come down, and I don't require anything to be held for me."

	Miriam wrote nothing. She would remember it.

	"Dinner at seven," he continued. "I keep to that. I have no guests expected — I haven't had guests to the estate in some time — and my dietary requirements are entirely unrestricted. I find that highly prescriptive menus are not necessary. Your judgment in the kitchen is the point of the arrangement, not a detailed brief." He considered this for a moment. "I may be absent at dinner occasionally, when work is going well. I'll tell you in advance when I can."

	"And when you can't?" Miriam said.

	He looked at her. It was the look of someone who had not expected to be asked a follow-up question and found the question, on consideration, reasonable. "I'll leave a note," he said.

	She nodded. This was workable.

	He drank from the coffee cup. Looked at the chalk wall, then back at her. "My wife passed away," he said. "Fourteen months ago." He said it without affect, without the performance of grief and without the performance of its absence — simply stated it, in the same tone as he had told her about the second cup of coffee, as if it were a piece of information relevant to the running of the kitchen that she would need to have. "I mention it because you'll be working in a kitchen she designed. I thought you should know."

	"Thank you," Miriam said. It was the correct response, not in the sense of politeness but in the sense of accuracy: he had given her information, and she had received it.

	He finished the coffee. She got up and made toast — sourdough, which she sliced herself rather than using the bread knife on the counter, because the bread knife was slightly heavy and the sourdough had a crust that required a lighter touch. She put the toast in front of him with butter and said nothing. He ate it standing at the island, methodically, the way a person eats who is thinking about something else.

	"The grounds," he said when he'd finished. "You're welcome to walk anywhere on the estate. The kitchen garden is yours to use — whatever's viable, please do. The cliff path is accessible through the garden gate in the north wall." He put the plate in the draining rack himself, which she had not expected, and which she did not remark on. "Most people walk it. Constance did, in all weather." He said the name without self-consciousness — naturally, as a person uses the name of someone they have known for many years and whose name in the mouth no longer carries the weight of an occasion. "It's a better path than it looks from the house."

	She filed this: the cliff path, the north garden gate, accessible in all weather. She filed the name too: Constance. She did not know why she was filing the name separately from the information it carried. Something in the register of it. The way he had said it — not deliberately, not with any particular care. Simply as though the name was the word for the person and the person was still present enough in his daily thinking that the name required no introduction.

	He straightened the cuffs of his shirt — an automatic gesture, the gesture of a man who is preparing to go back to work. "I generally don't require conversation," he said. "That's not unfriendliness. It's simply how I work."

	"I understand," she said.

	He looked at her for a moment with the quality of attention she had noticed last night — the particular steadiness of someone who listens rather than processes. Then he nodded and went back upstairs. She heard the study door.

	She sat at the kitchen table and finished her coffee.

	She was thinking about the cliff path. Not thinking about it with any particular suspicion — she had no information that would generate suspicion, only the information that it was there, that it was walkable, that the woman who had designed this kitchen had walked it in all weather. She was thinking about it as geography: the estate had a cliff path, and the path was accessible from the garden, and she would need to walk the grounds before she could understand the kitchen's relationship to the land around it. A cook who did not understand the land could not cook from it properly.

	She was also, in a part of herself she was not yet examining, thinking about his face when he said the name.

	Mrs. Aldgate arrived at half past nine. She came through the east wing door with the brisk purposefulness of someone who had been coming through this door for years and required no orientation once inside it. She was small and white-haired and carried herself with the precision of a woman who had long since decided that the world worked best when it was run correctly, and who considered the correct running of things a matter of personal responsibility. She nodded at Miriam, took in the cleared breakfast things and the legal pad and the coffee pot on the range, and began removing her coat.

	"You found the cold room all right," she said. It was not a question.

	"Yes," Miriam said. "Everything was very well-organised."

	Mrs. Aldgate hung her coat on the hook by the east wing door and put on her apron without comment. She had a manner that suggested she had received this information before — that the kitchen was well-organised — and found it neither surprising nor requiring response. Of course the kitchen was well-organised. The kitchen had been organised by someone who knew what they were doing.

	She moved into the east wing with her cleaning things, and Miriam listened to the sound of her working — the light systematic work of someone who knew this house the way a person knows a piece of music they have played for many years: without thinking about the notes, the body simply knowing where to go.

	Miriam went to the cold pantry and began planning the evening's dinner. She had been forming an idea since the previous afternoon: a braised short rib, low and slow, which the weather and the kitchen temperature called for, with the cider from the dry stores as the braising liquid and something from the garden — the sage was good, the rosemary viable — as the aromatic. A root vegetable alongside, whatever was at the Harrow Road farm stand if it was still open this late in the season. She would drive there this afternoon.

	She was arranging the cold storage in her mind — mentally portioning the rib stock she needed to make first, cross-checking against what was already available — when she heard Mrs. Aldgate returning from the east wing, her step different now, lighter, carrying something.

	She came into the kitchen and set a pot on the island. A small ceramic pot, sealed with a waxed cloth and tied with kitchen string. She said nothing. She looked at Miriam with an expression that was not quite evaluative but that carried a quality of assessment — the look of someone who is deciding whether the current situation warrants a gesture they had already prepared.

	"Apple butter," she said. "If it's useful."

	Miriam looked at the pot. Then at Mrs. Aldgate. "Thank you," she said. "It will be."

	Mrs. Aldgate nodded once and went back to the east wing.

	Miriam picked up the pot and turned it in her hands. The wax was even, the cloth clean, the string tied in a double half-hitch that was not decorative but functional: the kind of knot you tied when you intended the thing to stay closed. She set it on the upper pantry shelf, in the section she had identified for local produce. She would use it tonight, in whatever she made. That was the correct response to an apple butter: to use it, not to save it.

	She drove to the village in the early afternoon along the coast road, the bay on her left, the headland rising on her right. The road was empty at this time of year. The elms in their autumn thinning gave the light a particular quality — watery, intermittent, the sun coming through the stripped branches in long pale intervals. She kept the window down despite the cold because she wanted to hear the coast, and she could hear it: the continuous low sound of the water below the headland, the seabirds working the air above the shore.

	The farm stand on the Harrow Road was still open, barely — a folding table with a hand-lettered sign and a woman bundled in a canvas jacket who sold Miriam a dozen apples and the last of the season's storage carrots and a bunch of dried sage that was better than the sage in the garden, more concentrated, the summer's oil still in it. Miriam paid and asked about turnips. The woman said she had parsnips if parsnips were any use, and they were.

	She drove back by way of the headland road, which brought the cliff path briefly into view — running along the edge of the granite above the bay, the low fence at the estate boundary barely visible through the hawthorn. She slowed down long enough to look at it. The path was narrow and shale-covered and, at this time of year with the grass beaten down, clearly visible from the road. It disappeared around the headland to the north. It ran south toward the village.

	She drove on.

	In the kitchen that evening, the short rib braise built slowly on the range — the cider going in after the sear, the aromatics releasing into the braising liquid, the colour of the sauce deepening from pale gold to amber as the heat worked. She stood at the range and stirred it and did not think about the note on the island or the name on the chalk wall or the apple butter on the upper shelf or the locked drawer she had not opened or the physic garden with its careful labels. She thought about the braise and what it needed and how long it would take and what it would be when it was done.

	At seven, she carried the plate through to the dining room, where Edgar was at the table with the book he had been reading when she'd come to collect the breakfast things. He set it face-down when she came in.

	"Apple butter and pork," she said, setting the plate.

	He looked up at that. A small thing — a fraction of a second of additional attention that would have been invisible to anyone not watching for it.

	"That's unusual," he said.

	"Yes," she said.

	She went back to the kitchen. She heard the scraping of cutlery on the plate and then, some time later, the silence that meant he had finished. She stood at the range and looked at the chalk wall in the low range light, the word bouillabaisse still there, and thought about the note he had left beside the fork two nights ago — Very good — and the two-word response he had given to the apple butter, and considered what it might mean that a man who used language with extreme economy had found two things in two dinners worth commenting on.

	She was in the kitchen after dinner, having cleared the plates, standing at the kitchen table. She was thinking about the cliff path — specifically about the fence she had seen from the road: not much of one, for the height of the drop it notionally marked. Whether that was neglect or whether it had simply always been that way, she did not know.

	She put the thought away for the time being and went to bed.

	The inventory was not finished. She had three areas of the kitchen she had not yet catalogued fully — the upper shelving above the library ladder's reach without standing on the top step, the contents of the drawers on the north side of the island, and what she now thought of privately as the notebook section: the row of handmade volumes on the shelf above the cooker whose spines she had read once and not yet taken down. She had been putting this off and had not asked herself why. The putting-off was not avoidance exactly. It was more like the instinct she sometimes had when working a new supplier's produce for the first time — the knowledge that opening something would commit her to understanding it, and she wanted to be sure she was ready for what she found before she opened it.

	She added the notebook shelf to the inventory list under the heading Week 2 and went upstairs.

	In the morning she drove to the village for the first time on a proper sourcing run. She had the inventory list, the source notes from the legal pad, and a clean shopping list for the week. She found Brewer's Fishmonger at the working end of the village harbour, a small building with a painted sign and, inside, a counter of ice and halibut and the particular cold smell of a fresh-fish operation that has been running in the same place for a long time. The man behind the counter was around fifty-five, weathered as the boats in the harbour, with the hands of someone who had worked with fish and rope and winter salt all his working life.

	"New face," he said, when she came in.

	"I'm the new chef at the Lorne estate," she said. "I'll be sourcing from the village regularly if you can accommodate that."

	He looked at her with the particular attention of a man in a small seasonal harbour town assessing whether a new regular is going to be worth the effort of becoming a regular. "Walt Brewer," he said. He named the fish in the case. She asked about the halibut — where it was from, what the boat was, whether there was a direct account she could set up. He told her. She bought a whole halibut and had him fillet it while she looked at what else was in the case.

	"The estate doesn't get much traffic this time of year," he said, wrapping the fillets.

	"No," she said.

	"Constance used to come in regular." He said it easily, without apparent calculation, the way people in small towns say the names of people they knew — simply and directly, because the person had been there and was known and the fact of their absence did not require a particular construction. "Come in herself, most weeks. She was particular about the fish." He handed her the parcel. "You'll want to know about the day-boat situation. I can call you when there's something worth calling about."

	She gave him the estate's number. He wrote it in a small book by the register.

	She was back in the car before she had fully processed what he'd said — not the information about the day-boat, which she had registered and filed, but the name, and the ease of it. Constance. She'd come in herself, most weeks. Particular about the fish. Miriam sat in the car for a moment outside Brewer's with the parcelled halibut in the bag on the passenger seat and the smell of the fishmonger still in her coat and thought about what it meant that she was the second person in this position — or the third, or the fourth, she didn't know — who had come to Brewer's from the estate and asked the same questions about the day-boat and the sourcing and the weekly arrangement. Whether Constance had sat in a car outside Brewer's at the end of a first visit and felt the same thing, she could not know.

	She drove back along the coast road with the window still down, the bay on her left, the smell of the October coast filling the car.

	She reached the estate and parked and carried the halibut into the kitchen and set it in the cold room. She stood for a moment in the middle of the kitchen, alone in it, the morning light coming in at the angle it had been coming in all week, the chalk wall catching it, the notebook shelf above the cooker in shadow. The kitchen had a quality in the mornings that it didn't have in the afternoons: a particular stillness that suggested it was waiting. Not for her specifically. Simply waiting, as kitchens do, for someone to begin.

	She went to the sink and washed her hands. Then she turned to the range and began.

	The halibut would be for tonight — simply done, with the parsnips she had from the farm stand roasted alongside and the last of the apple butter from Mrs. Aldgate's pot thinned with the cider and reduced into a sauce that would work with the fish in a way that was unconventional but not wrong. She had been thinking about the apple butter since she'd opened it that morning: the quality of it, the balance, the evidence in the ratio of apple to sugar that whoever had made it had tasted as they went and adjusted accordingly. She was, she thought, going to use Mrs. Aldgate's apple butter with a care that matched the care that had gone into it. This was a form of respect.

	She made the sauce. She roasted the parsnips. She cooked the halibut at four hundred with the skin down for seven minutes exactly, which was the right time for the thickness of the fillets she had, and she plated it with the sauce and carried it through.

	He was at the table. The book was closed this time, on the seat of the chair rather than on the table, as if he had put it away before she came in rather than when she arrived. He looked at the plate with the same specific attention as the previous evenings, then looked up at her.

	"You were in the village today," he said. It was not an intrusive observation. It was the observation of a man who noticed things from windows.

	"Brewer's," she said. "The halibut's from the day-boat."

	"He's a good fishmonger," Edgar said. He picked up the fork. "His wife used to run the front of house. She died three years ago."

	He said this the same way he said most things: without apparent purpose, as information being offered rather than a story being told. But she noticed — she could not help but notice — that the information about Walt Brewer's dead wife had been offered now, in this context, while she was serving halibut from Brewer's on the same evening she had told him she'd been to Brewer's. She did not know what to do with the noticing, so she went back to the kitchen.

	She cleared the plates an hour later. He had left a note beside the glass again, folded this time rather than flat: Excellent. She folded it again and put it in the pocket of her apron.

	Opening of Next Chapter: Miriam was in the kitchen the next morning when she decided it was time to go back to the kitchen garden and look properly at what was growing in the physic corner. She put on the old navy cardigan and the boots and went out through the kitchen door into the November air, which was colder than it had been all week.

	 


Chapter 4: The Physic Garden

	Miriam was in the kitchen garden, taking her first proper look at what Constance had planted. She had been here twice before — once to collect the chard, once to read the labels in the physic corner from a distance — but neither of those visits had been an examination. Today was an examination. She had her notebook and the pen she kept in the left pocket of the cardigan, and she had the morning, because Edgar had left a note on the kitchen island at seven saying he would not take dinner that evening, that he was dining with a colleague who was passing through Ellsworth, and that he expected to be back by ten. The note was precise and courteous and required nothing of her. She had made herself breakfast, done the kitchen work, and was now in the garden with the better part of four hours before the light went.

	The garden in the second week of November was sharper than it had been at the end of October. The frost had come twice in the nights since her arrival, and the cold frames had taken the first of it without damage but the open beds had been touched — the few remaining broad bean shoots gone black at the tips, the self-seeded lettuce in the south-facing bed collapsed into itself. She walked the perimeter first, as she had before, reading the structure with the additional information of the frost damage and noting what had survived: the rosemary absolutely, which would survive anything this coast could produce; the sage still good along the south wall; the thyme in its woody grey-green clumps untouched. The espaliered pears along the south wall: dormant now, the leaves gone, the trained branches visible in their full architecture — a fan pattern, not the traditional espalier, which suggested whoever had trained them had made a particular decision about light and airflow that a simple horizontal system would not have provided. She stood in front of the pears for two minutes, reading the decision. Someone had known exactly what they were doing.

	She moved toward the physic corner at the south-east, where the south and east walls met and created a sheltered microclimate — a degree or two warmer, out of the worst of the northerly wind, with reflected light off the stone walls throughout the day. She unhooked the wire gate. The latch was well-made: a simple loop of wire over an iron hook, nothing elaborate, but installed with care. The enclosure was perhaps six feet by eight feet, the beds within it raised slightly above the surrounding garden level, and every plant within it was labelled in the careful script she now recognised immediately as Constance's.

	She walked the beds.

	Valerian, first: the ferny foliage gone over now, the stems dry and seed-headed, but unmistakably valerian. Below the main plant label, a secondary label in smaller writing: sleep and anxiety. Old English name: all-heal. Miriam crouched and read this. The label was not purely botanical. It

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
