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Chapter 1: First
Kitchen

The peach jam was in fourteen pint jars on the back-office shelf
by four-thirty.

Sage had labeled them at the kitchen table the night before — in
pencil, on the kraft circles Lily had cut on Sunday afternoon while
Emma sat at the other end of the table reading a book about a pig
who liked toast. Holloway-Yates Peach. August 22,
2025. The pencil was a number two. Pencil did not run when
the jar was condensed. Pen did. Sage had learned that in 2023, in
the disaster Lily still brought up once a quarter at staff
meetings.

She had been at the bench since four.

Eddie's peaches from Friday had taken until midday Sunday to
become jam. The pitting had run all weekend — Sage on Saturday
morning, Owen with her until noon, Marco for an hour after he had
finished his shift, Lily on Sunday morning at the table with Emma
reading aloud from the pig book as a kind of accompaniment. The
pitted halves had gone into the wide cold pan with their sugar at
four on Saturday. The cold soak had run twenty-eight hours. The
cook had been Sunday afternoon. The jars had sealed themselves
between six and seven Sunday evening with the small pings of lids
drawing down — twelve out of fourteen on the first try, two on the
second try after Sage had put them back in the canner for ten more
minutes.

The jars were on the shelf now.

The fall menu was, by slow degrees, coming on.

Sage tied her apron.

This was the work she had been waiting to come back to for three
weeks. The first half of August had been the funeral and the
deposition and the slow return. The second half had been Lily
holding the bakery while Sage held herself. The shape of a Tuesday
morning at four — the cold of the walk-in, the warm of the proofing
oven, the soft yellow light over the bench, the click of the
convection coming up to temperature — this was the shape she had
been missing the way a person misses the smell of her own kitchen
after a long trip away.

She poured the first coffee.

She put the kettle on for Lily.

She set the day in motion.

By five the dough for the morning loaves was on the bench. By
five-fifteen the cardamom buns Lily had shaped the night before
were going into the oven. By five-thirty Lily was through the back
door, unwinding her scarf in the way she unwound her scarf when she
was happy, which Sage had learned to read across two and a half
years of mornings.

"Holloway."

"Torres."

"You started the cardamom."

"I started everything. I am a self-rising operation."

"You are a self-rising operation."

"I have been a self-rising operation since four."

"That is what you say every Tuesday."

"Tuesday is when bakeries are most a bakery. Wednesday is too
much in the middle. Monday is too much aspirational. Tuesday is the
day a bakery commits."

Lily laughed.

It was the kind of laugh Sage had not heard out of her in eleven
weeks. It was the laugh of a Tuesday morning at the back of August
with the worst of the summer behind them. Sage had not known she
had been waiting for it. She knew now.

By six the cardamom buns were out. By six-fifteen the espresso
machine was up to pressure. By six-thirty Marco had come through
the back door with his work bag over one shoulder and a small white
box of his sister's bánh quy bơ — the
butter cookies Linh had been making for him every Sunday since
Esme's funeral — in his free hand. He set the box on the
back-office shelf without a word. Lily took one. Sage took one.
Marco took one.

"How is Linh."

"Tired. The baby is up at three."

"Tell her we are thinking of her."

"I will tell her."

He tied his apron. He went to the front. The espresso machine
made the particular hiss it made when Marco was the one running it
— Marco had a touch on the steam wand Sage did not have and that
Lily had taught herself to imitate but had never quite matched. The
hiss meant the bakery was open even before the front door was
unlocked. The hiss was the bakery saying I am
here.

At six-thirty Lily unlocked the door.

The bell rang.

Mr. Inkster came in at six-thirty-two.

He came in the way he had been coming in for two and a half
years — slowly, with the wave of his right hand to Sage at the
case, with the pause at the threshold to wipe his feet on the mat
even though there was no rain and had not been rain for three days.
He was in the same brown wool jacket he had been in since the first
cool morning of last September. He was eighty-three. He was, by his
own reckoning at Sunday tea two weeks ago, going to keep being
eighty-three until he was eighty-four, at which point he had been
thinking he might try eighty-five.

He bought a cardamom bun.

He paid in exact change.

He moved to the window seat.

He sat.

He looked out at Main Street.

This was the part of every Tuesday morning Sage had been waiting
for since the Friday in late July she had learned, by his own note
on yellow legal-pad paper, that he counted her bakery the bell of
the town now. The wave at the case. The exact change. The bun. The
window seat. The nod he gave her at six-fifty-three when he was on
his way out. These were the rhythms a town used to tell itself it
was still a town.

Sage gave him the nod he was waiting for.

He nodded back.

The town was still a town.

By seven-thirty the case was full. The cardamom buns. The
blueberry muffins from Lily's home oven the night before. The
morning's batch of biscuits. The first of the season's apple cider
doughnuts, which Sage had decided on Sunday she would put out in
small numbers a week ahead of schedule because Eddie's brother in
Warren had told her at the Saturday market that the Honeycrisps had
come on early.

The doughnuts smelled the way they had smelled last October.

The town smelled the way it had smelled last October.

Mrs. Pellerin, at eight-twelve, took one home in a paper
sleeve.

Mr. Castellano, at eight-forty, took two.

The Aiken twins, at eight-fifty-five on their way to the early
school bus, took one each and ran out the door yelling something at
each other about whose turn it was to feed the chickens.

By nine the morning rush was thinning.

By nine-fifteen Wilson Crain was at the back door.

Sage saw him through the window in the back door. He was in a
navy coat she did not recognize. He was holding the keys to a
borrowed Subaru in his left hand. He had — by every read she could
put on him from the door — been up since four.

She opened the door.

"Crain."

"Holloway."

"Coffee."

"Coffee."

She poured it. He took it. They went to the back office. He sat
in the chair Frankie had sat in. Sage had not yet, in three years,
asked anyone who sat in that chair to sit somewhere else.

He drank the coffee for a minute without speaking.

He set the mug down.

"I told her Sunday. She has been expecting us since Sunday."

"How is she."

"She is eighty. She has had an upset stomach since Sunday. I
think she is nervous. I think she has been preparing herself."

"All right."

"Jeanette is at the house. She drove up from Bath last
night."

"How is Jeanette."

"Jeanette is — Jeanette is glad I called her. Jeanette has been
waiting forty years for someone to tell her what she has been
suspecting for forty years. Jeanette did not, last night on the
phone, say so. Jeanette said only thank you,
Wilson. But I know my cousin. Jeanette has been
waiting."

"All right."

"I have the car. I have packed the lunch — my own, in case
Marian does not eat. I have the small jar of peach jam you said you
would bring. I have the photograph of Marian's mother I borrowed
from my father's photo album in June. I have — Sage. I have
everything I think I need."

"You have everything you need."

"All right."

He finished the coffee. He stood up.

She took off her apron.

She told Lily she would be back by five. Lily told her not to
come back before five. Marco, at the espresso machine, raised one
hand without turning around. Mr. Inkster, who had stayed at the
window seat past his usual seven o'clock exit and was, by Sage's
read of him, going to stay until she came home, gave her the slow
nod a sentry gives the soldier going out.

She got in the Subaru.

Wilson drove.

The drive south was forty-five minutes.

The Subaru smelled of Wilson's father — of pipe tobacco and old
leather, of the wooden rosary Wilson's father had hung from the
rearview mirror in 1981 and that Wilson had not, by some quiet
instinct, taken down after the funeral. The car was a 2003. The car
had been Wilson's father's. The car was, by Wilson's own quiet
account in the bakery in July, the only thing his father had owned
that Wilson had wanted to keep.

They did not speak for the first twenty minutes.

The road south of Crescent Harbor on a Tuesday morning in late
August was the road of a town easing out of its tourist season. The
lobster pounds along Route 1 had their hand-lettered signs out. The
antique shops in Rockport had their open flags up. The harbor at
Rockland, when they came through it at nine-forty, was full of the
white sails of a Tuesday-morning racing club Sage had read about in
the Knox County Bulletin but had never
seen.

Past Rockport, Wilson cleared his throat.

"My aunt Marian. I want to tell you about her. Before we get
there."

"Tell me."

"Marian is my father's older sister. She was born in 1945. She
was the second of three. My father was the third. There was a
brother in the middle who died of pneumonia in 1953 — Joseph.
Marian remembers Joseph. My father did not. My father was two."

"All right."

"Marian was always the one who remembered. She remembered my
grandmother — my father did not. She remembered my grandfather — my
father did not. She remembered Joseph. She remembered the house on
Mountain Street before they had to sell it. She remembered the year
my grandmother stopped going to church and the year she started
again. She — Sage — Marian has been the family memory for sixty
years."

"Wilson."

"Yes."

"That is a heavy thing to carry."

"It is. She has carried it. She has not, until now, had anyone
to give it to. Jeanette did not want it. Jeanette has spent forty
years being the daughter who did not want it. Jeanette is, this
morning, going to want it. That is a thing about to change in
Jeanette's life. I do not know yet how Jeanette will hold it."

"All right."

"My father loved Marian. My father did not understand her. He
thought she carried too much. He thought she should let things go.
He told her once, at a Christmas in 1998 I was at, that she should
try to be lighter, Marian. The past is not your
job. Marian had set her plate down. She had said:
Howard, the past is the only job. The past is the
job no one else has done. My father had not, after that
Christmas, brought it up again."

"Wilson."

"Yes."

"Your aunt is a person I have been wanting to meet for a long
time without knowing it."

"I know."

They drove.

The house was on a quiet street in the part of Camden that had
been the working part of the town in 1900 and was now the part the
tourists never quite found. A white clapboard. A blue door. A
wooden hand-painted sign on the porch post that read CRAIN in the same block lettering Wilson used at the
hardware store. Jeanette had hung the sign in 1991, by Wilson's
account on the drive — Marian had not asked her to. Jeanette had
decided, the year she had bought the house with her mother, that
the house was going to have a name on it.

They arrived at quarter past ten.

Jeanette was at the front door before they had gotten out of the
car. She was fifty-five. She was tall, the way the Crain women were
tall. She was in a sweater the color of wheat at the end of summer.
Her hair was pulled back. Her face was the face of a woman who had
not slept much.

She came down the walk.

She hugged Wilson.

She hugged Sage. Sage had not been ready to be hugged. Sage let
it through.

"Come in, dear. Come in. She has been up since six. She has been
at the kitchen table since seven. She has made the coffee three
times because she thought the first two were not strong enough. She
is — she is ready. She is very ready."

The kitchen was the kitchen of a woman who had been keeping a
clean kitchen for sixty years. The counters were wiped. The dish
towel by the sink was folded. There was a vase of late-August
zinnias on the kitchen table — pink, orange, the red of an old
tomato — that Jeanette had cut, by Marian's instruction, from the
side garden at six-thirty that morning.

Marian was at the kitchen table.

She was small. She was thin. She wore a soft blue cardigan over
a cream blouse. Her hair was white and pulled back. Her hands were
on the table, folded. Her eyes were the eyes of a woman who had
decided, at some hour of the morning, to set down everything she
had been preparing to say and to let the visitor lead instead.

She looked up.

"Sage Holloway. Wilson has told me a great deal about you."

"Mrs. Crain."

"Marian, dear. Sit. Both of you. Jeanette, the coffee."

Sage sat.

Wilson sat beside her.

Jeanette poured four cups. She set out a plate of butter cookies
— the cookies Marian had been baking on Mondays for fifty years, by
Jeanette's earlier whisper on the porch. Sage took one. She bit.
The cookie was good. It was the cookie of a woman who had been
measuring her butter on a kitchen scale since 1972.

Marian watched her bite.

"Are they all right."

"They are excellent."

"I had been worried. I had not baked in three weeks. I was
concerned the practice had gone out of me."

"The practice is not out of you."

"You are a kind woman."

"I am being honest."

"That is — that is the kindness."

Sage set the cookie down.

She put both her hands on the table.

She looked at Marian.

She said: "Marian. I have come to tell you some things. Some of
them are things you have suspected. Some of them may be things you
have not. I want you to take them at the pace you want to take
them. We will be here for as long as you would like us to be. We do
not have to do this in one morning. We do not have to do this in
one visit. I am here today and I will come back next week if you
would like."

Marian held her eye.

"I have been suspecting for forty years, dear. You will not,
this morning, undo me. Tell me."

Sage told her.

She told her about Margaret Ashworth and the arrangement that
had run through three generations of the Ashworth family before
Margaret had inherited it. She told her about Caroline Vance, who
had been the keeper of the records since 1985 and who had died on
the afternoon of August sixth after giving her deposition. She told
her about the 1989 arrangement that had touched Marian's mother —
the property the Ashworths had taken in exchange for what they had
called help. She told her about the 1936 entries Esme Tran had
found in the Foundation archive, before Esme had been killed in
July, that pointed back to Marian's grandmother in a way Esme had
been planning to confirm. She told her about the 1872 entries in
Hester Ashworth's recipe-book marginalia that named, in Hester's
own hand, a young woman in Crescent Harbor whose
great-granddaughter Trish Gallagher had just confirmed was still
alive in Belfast.

She did not give every detail.

She gave the shape.

Marian listened.

Marian did not weep. Marian did not interrupt. Marian held her
hands folded on the table and she listened with the patience of a
woman who had been waiting forty years and could wait another
twenty minutes.

When Sage stopped speaking, the kitchen was quiet for a long
moment.

Marian said: "Did my mother know."

"Yes."

"All of it."

"She knew the 1989 part. She did not know it went back to 1936.
She did not know it went back to 1872. The longer pattern is a
thing we have learned only in the past four months."

"My grandmother."

"Your grandmother was — by Esme's reading of the records — a
young woman whose father had died in 1933 and whose mother was
struggling to keep the farm. The Ashworth Foundation made an offer
in 1936. The offer was generous on its face. The papers were
signed. The farm was retained by the family in name. The income
from it, by an arrangement no one ever explained to her, went
somewhere else for the next twenty-eight years."

Marian closed her eyes.

She held them closed.

She opened them.

"My grandmother's hands shook for the last six years of her
life. She told me, when I was twelve, that she had signed something
when she was young that she should not have signed. She said she
had not understood the paper. She said the man who had brought it
to her had been a friend of her father's. She said she had been
twenty-three. She said she had been alone. She told me, dear, when
I was twelve. I have been carrying that sentence for sixty-eight
years."

"Marian."

"Yes, dear."

"Your grandmother carried it her whole life. Your mother carried
it after her. You have carried it for sixty-eight years. The
carrying is done."

Marian closed her eyes again.

The kitchen was quiet.

Jeanette, at the counter behind her mother, had her hand pressed
flat against the front of her mouth. Her eyes were full but had not
yet, in the way Jeanette had been holding herself, given over.

Marian opened her eyes.

She said: "Thank you."

She said it once. She did not say it again. The thanks was a
thing she set on the kitchen table between them, the way a person
sets down a stone she has been holding in her pocket.

Sage took her hand.

Marian held it for a long minute.

Then Marian said: "Wilson."

"Yes, Aunt Marian."

"You brought her."

"I did."

"You did a good thing."

"All right."

"Sage."

"Yes."

"Stay for lunch. Jeanette made chicken salad. She makes it the
way her grandmother made it. You will want to eat it."

"All right."

The chicken salad was on soft rye Jeanette had bought at a
bakery in Bath called Standard. The bread was good. Sage had not
had a Standard rye in two years. Jeanette had pressed it. They ate
slowly. Marian told stories about Wilson's father — the year he had
taken a sledgehammer to a tree stump in the side yard, the Easter
he had brought home a girl from Bowdoin who Marian had not, at
first, liked, the small things a sister remembered. Wilson
listened. He had heard most of the stories. He had not, by his
expression, ever tired of hearing them.

They left at quarter to three.

Marian stood at the front door with Jeanette beside her. She
waved until Wilson's Subaru reached the corner of the street. Sage
watched in the side mirror. The two of them at the door — the small
woman in the cardigan and the tall daughter beside her, the late
August sun on the porch boards, the blue door behind them — were
the kind of image Sage would carry, she understood already, for the
rest of her life.

Wilson did not speak until they were past Rockport.

Then he said: "Thank you."

"Wilson."

"Sage."

"You did the work too."

"I drove the car."

"You did more than that. You called her Sunday. You brought the
photograph. You sat at the table beside me. You are the reason she
could hear it."

"All right."

She put her hand briefly on his on the gear shift.

He did not, in the Wilson way he did not, look at her.

He drove.

They were back at the bakery by five-fifteen.

Lily had the till counted. Marco was wiping the espresso
machine. Mr. Inkster had — by Lily's report at the back office door
— stayed at the window seat through the morning and the lunch rush
and most of the afternoon. He had eaten the sandwich Lily had made
him at noon. He had left at three. He had nodded at her on his way
out. The nod had said: She is back by
then.

Sage thanked Lily.

She thanked Marco.

She went upstairs.

Owen was at the kitchen table. He had been at the harbor walk
site all afternoon — the renovation phase had begun on Monday — and
had come home at four-thirty to be at the kitchen for her. He had
made tea. He stood up when she came in. He put his arms around her
without speaking.

She let him.

She stayed there a long minute.

Then she said: "Marian was — Marian was who you would hope she
would be."

"All right."

"She thanked me. She said thank you
once. She set it down on the table. She did not say it again."

"That is exactly the right way to say it."

"I know."

He kissed the top of her head.

He poured her tea.

She sat at the table.

Shadow was on the cherry-wood Shaker chair by the kitchen
window. He had been there, by Owen's account, since seven that
morning. He had not, in eight hours, moved from the chair except to
eat the dish of chicken Owen had put down at one. He had returned
to the chair after the chicken. He had stayed.

He blinked at Sage now.

Slow.

She got up. She crossed to the chair. She put her hand on his
black head.

"I came back."

He pressed his head against her palm.

"You knew I would."

He blinked again.

"All right."

She sat in the side chair beside him. Owen brought her tea over.
She drank it.

She watched the harbor through the kitchen window for a long
minute.

Across the bay, the upstairs study window at Ashworth House was
dark.

It had been dark, by her count, for twenty-four nights.

She took the leather notebook off the kitchen table. She opened
to the working page. The thesis at the top of the page was the
thesis she had written on the afternoon of August twenty-second:
The fourth light is over. The first light is
beginning. The kitchen-table work begins August 26 with Marian
Crain.

She uncapped the pen.

She wrote, beneath, in her working hand:

Visit 1 — Marian Crain, Camden, Tuesday August
26. Wilson present. Jeanette present. Information given in shape,
not in every detail. Marian received it the way Caroline would
have. The carrying is done — Marian's words, set down once. She
wept inside, not on the table. Jeanette wept behind her mother and
did not let it through. The chicken salad was excellent. Marian
baked the butter cookies herself yesterday. Jeanette will go up to
the attic this week and bring down a box of Marian's mother's
papers she has been keeping since 1989. She will call when she has
them. Next visit: Edith Pell in Camden, Tuesday September second,
with Trish.

She paused.

She wrote, in a smaller hand below:

The work is the work. The work is going to take
three years. The work is the work I was meant to do. I had not,
until today, understood that. I understood it at the corner of
Marian's street, watching her wave. I understand it now.

She closed the notebook.

She set it back on the table.

She put her hand on Shadow's head.

He blinked at her.

He pressed his head against her palm a second time.

He did not, in the pressing, look away from the dark window
across the bay.

Across the bay, the upstairs study at Ashworth House stayed
dark.

It would stay dark.

Sage drank her tea.

The bakery beneath her was closed for the day. The town outside
her window was settling into its late-August evening. The harbor
was the harbor at five-forty-five — gold along the surface, the
small wakes of a single returning fishing boat, the late light on
the lobster traps stacked at the working end of Front Street.

She had not slept well in three weeks.

She thought, in the in-between of five-forty-five and six, that
she might sleep tonight.

She thought she might.





Chapter 2: A Lockbox
Under the Dock

The smell came up the back stairs at four-fifteen.

Sage knew it before she had named it. The body knew. The body
had been waiting for the smell since last October. Apple cider in a
reduction, on a stove, in a kitchen at four in the morning — the
smell of the bakery in the dark before the day started, in the dark
of the first cool Wednesday of the year. The smell was the smell of
October coming.

It was September seventh.

The cider had come down with Eddie on Saturday. His brother in
Warren had sent three gallons. Sage had reduced one gallon to syrup
on Sunday afternoon. She had reduced the second on Tuesday after
the bakery had closed. The third gallon was, this morning at
four-fifteen, on the back stove going down to its slow dark
amber.

The kitchen window was fogged at the corner where the cold air
came in around the frame. Outside, the harbor was lost — the fog
had been up since two, by Owen's account at four when he had gone
out the door to the harbor walk site. The fog had been the fog of a
September morning at the end of the year's first cold front. The
bakery thermometer at the back step had read forty-eight when Sage
had come down at three-forty. Forty-eight in early September was
not a temperature. Forty-eight in early September was an
announcement.

October was coming.

The bakery was the bakery again.

She wiped her hands on her apron.

She had measured the cake flour the night before — two and a
quarter cups in the canister on the bench, ready to come into the
bowl at five. The baking powder was beside the canister. The
cinnamon and nutmeg were in the ceramic dish Marco had given her
for her thirty-third birthday in May. The buttermilk was in a glass
measuring cup at the back of the walk-in. The cider reduction would
join the wet ingredients at five-fifteen.

The doughnuts would come out of the fryer at five-forty.

The first apple cider doughnut of the year would be on the case
by six.

She stretched her back.

She poured the first coffee.

She turned from the bench to the back stove to check the
reduction —

— and stopped.

Shadow was on the bench-end stool.

He had come down the back stairs without her hearing him. He had
jumped to the stool without her seeing him. He was sitting on the
cushion Lily had put there last winter for the dishwashing breaks
Sage took on long bake mornings, with his front paws tucked, with
his tail wrapped around his feet, with his green-gold eyes on the
cider pot at the back of the stove.

He had not been down at four AM in seven months.

Sage said: "Shadow."

He blinked.

Slow.

"You smelled it."

He blinked again.

"You knew it was the day."

He held her eye.

The eye-hold went on for the kind of beat that, in the bakery at
four-fifteen on a Wednesday in September, was not a beat about
anything but the cat and the baker and the apple cider on the stove
and the year coming around.

She put her hand on his head.

He pressed his head briefly against her palm.

He returned to watching the pot.

She made the dough.

Lily came in at five-fifteen — earlier than her Wednesday usual,
by ten minutes, in the private way Lily came in early on the
mornings she had remembered. She had remembered. She came through
the back door and stopped in the doorway and breathed.

"Holloway."

"Torres."

"You did not warn me."

"I did not tell anyone. The town will get it cold."

"The town will get it cold. The town will not know what hit
it."

"That is the way I want it."

Lily took her coat off slowly. She hung it on the hook. She tied
her apron in the slow way she tied her apron when she had decided
that a Wednesday was, by some quiet calendar of her own, the right
Wednesday to commit to. She came to the bench.

"Marco."

"What about Marco."

"He is going to weep."

"He will not weep. He will look mildly excited. That is Marco's
weeping."

"Holloway."

"Yes."

"How did you know."

"Eddie said Saturday. His brother had the Honeycrisps a week
early. The Honeycrisps are not the dough. The dough is the dough.
The Honeycrisps are the cider. The cider is the smell. The smell is
the day. The day is today."

"That is the speech."

"It is the speech."

"You have been working on the speech."

"I have been working on the speech since Sunday."

"Lily."

"Yes."

"Get the second fryer up. We are making forty-eight."

"Forty-eight."

"Forty-eight."

The forty-eight doughnuts went out of the fryer at five-forty in
three batches. Marco came in at six-fifteen. He stopped at the
threshold. He set his bag down without taking it off his shoulder.
He breathed the way Lily had breathed.

"Sage."

"Marco."

"You did not tell me."

"I did not tell anyone."

"The Aiken twins are going to lose their minds."

"That is the plan."

He took one off the cooling rack. He bit. He closed his eyes for
the kind of half-second a man closed his eyes when he was the first
generation in his family to taste a thing that had been his town's
October for two hundred years and had now become his October too.
He swallowed.

"Sage."

"Yes."

"Linh is going to want six."

"Linh gets six."

He went to the front.

The espresso machine made its hiss.

The bakery, by the clock above the bench, opened at
six-thirty.

The bell rang at six-thirty-two.

Mr. Inkster came in.

He came in the way he came in every Wednesday — slowly, with the
wave, with the pause to wipe his feet. He came to the case. He
looked.

His face did the Mr. Inkster thing it did about three times a
year — the thing where his eyes brightened a half-degree and the
line of his mouth softened by another half-degree and the whole
eighty-three-year-old face, for the duration of one quiet breath,
became the face of an Eli Inkster of about twelve.

He said: "Holloway."

"Mr. Inkster."

"You have done it."

"I have done it."

"The first one of the year."

"The first one of the year."

"I have not had one since the fifteenth of October."

"I know. I have your calendar."

"I will have one."

"You will have one. With the bun."

"Today is a two-item day."

"Today is a two-item day."

He paid in exact change. Sage had pulled the change out of the
till before he had reached the counter — she had known to the penny
what the two items would come to, in the way she knew the change of
every regular who took two items on the rare day they took two
items. He took the bag. He moved to the window seat. He sat. He
looked out at the fog.

The fog had been thinning since six. By six-forty it was, by
Sage's read of the window, beginning to lift along the harbor. By
seven the harbor would be back.

She watched him for a moment from the case.

She watched him take the first bite of the apple cider
doughnut.

She watched his face.

The watch was the watch of a baker who had been baking, for two
and a half years, for the specific moment when an
eighty-three-year-old man in a brown wool jacket on a window seat
on a foggy September morning closed his eyes for half a second over
the first bite of the year's first apple cider doughnut.

He opened his eyes.

He gave her the slow nod.

The town was still a town.

By nine the case had thinned. By ten the second forty-eight were
on the cooling rack — Lily had run them, with Marco helping at the
cinnamon-sugar table, in the fast way the two of them had been
working together since the third week of May. By eleven the bakery
was in its mid-morning lull.

The phone rang at eleven-oh-six.

Sage was at the bench shaping the country loaves for the long
afternoon proof. She wiped her hands. She picked up.

"Proving Ground."

"Sage."

"Owen."

"Sage. Come down to the site. Now, if you can. Frank has found
something."

His voice was the voice of a man trying to keep a voice
flat.

She knew, before she had heard the rest, what kind of
something.

"All right. Ten minutes."

"All right."

She set the phone down.

Lily was at the bench. Lily looked at her.

"Go."

"All right."

She took her apron off.

She went.

The harbor walk renovation had been the project Owen had been
managing for the town since March of last year. The seawall from
the working docks at Front Street to the lighthouse pier was, in
the careful slow degrees Owen had explained to Sage in March of
Year One, the part of Crescent Harbor's infrastructure no one had
touched since 1923 except for the patch jobs the town had done in
1978 and 1996. The harbor walk was going to be the careful slow
rebuild. Two summers of work. A new seawall, a new pedestrian path,
new lighting, a new section of the old wooden dock that had been
failing since 2019 and that was, this Tuesday morning past, the
section the excavation crew had begun to remove.

The site was four blocks from the bakery.

She walked.

The fog had lifted entirely by eleven-twelve. The harbor was the
harbor of an early September morning that had decided, at the last
moment, to be a morning of clear thin gold. The water along the
seawall was the blue-gray of cold water at the end of summer. The
light off the lighthouse pier at the far end of the harbor was the
white blink of the lighthouse keeping its lighthouse hours.

The crew had set up at the back of the failing dock. A cordon of
yellow tape ran along the seawall in a section about thirty feet
wide. A backhoe was idling at the head of it. Three crew members in
high-visibility vests were standing at the cordon's edge. Frank
Vincent — Owen's site sequencer, fifty-eight, born in Crescent
Harbor, gravel voice, a two-stroke pencil always behind his ear —
was in the middle of the cordoned section with his hands on his
hips.

Owen was beside him.

They were looking at something on the gravel.

She came up to the cordon.

Owen turned. He saw her. He came to her at the tape.

"Sage."

"Owen."

"Frank pulled it out at ten-forty. He has not opened it. I have
not opened it. We pulled it up and we set it down and we called
you. I have called Caleb. He will be here in fifteen."

"Show me."

He lifted the tape. She ducked under. They walked along the
gravel to where Frank was standing.

The thing on the gravel was an iron lockbox.

It was small. Not bigger than the kraft-paper bread loaf box
Sage used at the case. It was rectangular, with a hasp lock and the
remnants of what had been hinges. The iron was corroded to a deep
flaked red-brown that had been, by Sage's first read, in the gravel
for a long time. The lock — Sage saw, kneeling on the folded tarp
Frank had laid down beside it — was rusted. The lock would not, by
any visible measure, hold against a pry bar. The lock would barely,
by Sage's measure, hold against a finger.

Frank cleared his throat.

"Yates. Holloway."

"Frank."

"I have been on this seawall since 1989. I have not, in
thirty-six years, found a thing in this gravel that did not belong
to the dock. I have found bolts. I have found two horseshoes. I
have found a 1952 Coca-Cola bottle. I found, in 2003, the head of a
hammer that had been lost — by my read of the maker's stamp — in
1947. I have not, in thirty-six years, found a lockbox."

"Frank. The gravel layer this came out of."

"Yates and I have been talking about that. The gravel was
undisturbed below the 1923 reset. Yates has the construction logs
from his office. The 1923 reset went down — by the logs — eighteen
inches. The box came out at twenty-two inches. It was below the
1923 reset. The box was here in 1923. The box has been here since
at least 1923. The box was probably set in before the 1923 reset,
by someone who knew the 1923 reset was coming."

"Someone covered it."

"Someone covered it. Or someone with a permit dropped it in and
then asked the crew to gravel over."

"Frank."

"Yes."

"Thank you."

"All right, Holloway. We are not going to talk about who I think
it was."

"No."

"We are not going to talk about whose grandfather was on this
seawall in 1923."

"No."

"We are going to wait for the deputy and we are going to open it
on a tarp in my office with a notebook running."

"Yes."

Caleb arrived at eleven-twenty-three in his cruiser.

He was in uniform. He came to the cordon. Frank lifted the tape.
The three of them — Caleb, Owen, Sage — walked along the gravel to
where the box was. Caleb knelt beside it. He took a photograph of
it from four angles. He photographed the gravel layer it had come
out of. He photographed Frank's tape measure laid across the recess
at twenty-two inches.

He stood.

"Frank. Your office. Get the tarp on the table. Get the gloves
on. Get Hettie to come down with the camera and the notebook — I
will write the chain log, she will photograph. Yates, you and
Holloway are the witnesses to the opening. We will treat this as
evidence from the moment the lid comes up."

"All right."

"Frank."

"Yes."

"Carry it slow."

Frank carried it slow.

The walk to Frank's office was sixty feet along the back of the
harbor walk site. The office was a white-painted shed with a single
desk, a coffee maker, a folding table along the back wall, and the
framed photograph of Frank's father — Frank Vincent Senior, who had
been the harbor walk's contractor on the 1978 patch job — on the
wall above the table. Frank set the box on the folding table.

Hettie Mello, the harbor walk's project photographer, came in at
eleven-thirty with her camera and a notebook.

Caleb opened the chain-of-custody log on the desk.

He gloved up. He gave a pair of nitrile gloves to Owen. He gave
a pair to Sage.

The hasp lock came off the box at eleven thirty-six with a
quarter-turn of a flathead screwdriver. The lock came off in two
pieces. The hasp came off the iron flake by flake.

Caleb lifted the lid.

The inside of the lockbox was lined with what had been, a
hundred and fifty-three years ago, dark blue velvet. The velvet had
decayed to a powder over most of the surface. A patch the size of a
playing card had survived along the box's back inside wall.

There were three things inside.

The first was a bundle of folded papers tied with a length of
waxed cord. The cord had survived. The paper had survived inside
the velvet pocket. Caleb lifted the bundle out. He set it on a
second piece of tarp Hettie had laid out. He cut the cord. He
unfolded the top sheet.

The handwriting was a slanted hand with the careful looped
capitals of a woman schooled in penmanship in the 1840s. The hand
was — Sage knew before her eyes had finished the first line —
Hester Ashworth's hand.

The first sheet was a letter.

The letter was a draft. It was not signed. There were two words
crossed out and rewritten in the second paragraph.

It read:

August 22, 1872.

Sarah dear. The arrangement we discussed will
be honored. Edmund will send the second payment by year-end. Please
remember — for your daughter's future as well as your own — that
the matter is private. I am, as always, your friend in the family
work. HA.

Sage read it twice.

She read it a third time.

She set it down on the tarp.

She did not, for one slow breath, do anything else.

Owen read it over her shoulder. He did not speak.

Caleb looked at it.

Caleb said: "Sarah."

"Sarah Tilden."

"The name from Esme's chronology. The 1872 name."

"Yes."

"From the recipe-book marginalia. Sarah Tilden,
November 1872, confined, $200, EA."

"Yes."

"This letter is three months earlier."

"This letter is the first arrangement letter. This letter is the
day Hester told her, in her own draft hand, that the deal was going
to be honored. This letter is — Caleb. This letter is the
start."

Caleb was very still.

He said: "Holloway."

"Yes."

"The next thing in the box."

"Yes."

The second thing in the box was a silver locket on a corroded
chain.

Caleb lifted it out. He set it on the tarp. The chain had been
blackened by a hundred and fifty-three years in the iron box. The
locket itself had held its oval shape. The clasp was rusted but
came open with a fingernail.

Inside the locket was a braid of dark hair.

The hair was a child's hair — fine, soft, dark, woven in a
three-strand braid no longer than the length of a fingernail. The
braid had been pressed flat between two ovals of glass that had
survived inside the locket's protective shell.

Sage held it.

She did not speak.

The third thing in the box was a cracked silver pocket
mirror.

The face of the mirror had clouded. The frame was tarnished but
intact. On the back of the frame, scratched in a careful young
woman's hand with what had probably been the tip of a hatpin, were
three letters and a date.

S.T. — 1872.

Sage set the mirror down on the tarp.

She put her hands flat on the table.

She breathed.
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