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Chapter 1

	 

	 

	Beatrice O’Connell had not intended to attend the donor reception as an act of protest.

	If it became one, that was hardly her fault.

	Rain moved across Port Bellwether in gray, competent sheets, turning the library windows to mirrors and the sidewalk maples into black, dripping punctuation. The Port Bellwether Public Library sat at the corner of Alder and Meridian with its old brick dampened to the color of tea leaves and its new donor banner sagging slightly over the front steps.

	PRESERVING BELLWETHER’S STORIES FOR TOMORROW.

	Bea stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked at the banner.

	Felix O’Connell, her younger brother by three years and seven unnecessary opinions, turned off the windshield wipers and followed her gaze through the car window.

	“Do you want me to circle the block until the banner apologizes?”

	“I want whoever approved that sentence to reconsider several life choices.”

	“It’s a donor reception, Bea. They were never going to hang a banner that said, We Scanned Some Boxes.”

	“They might have considered accuracy.”

	Felix sighed with the patience of a man who had delivered mail in horizontal rain for thirty-six years and therefore understood futility as a weather system. “Are you coming inside, or should I tell people you were defeated by syntax?”

	Bea stepped away from the curb. “I am attending as invited.”

	“You said that like a person preparing a legal defense.”

	“I said it like a person who knows the difference between being invited and being tolerated.”

	Felix got out of the car, pulling his old postal jacket tight against the rain. It was green, faded at the seams, and worn at the elbows in a way he insisted was character rather than neglect. He settled his weathered cap on his thinning gray hair and checked the sky as if it might answer personally.

	A gull complained from the roofline of Ink & Awl Stationers across the street.

	“Glaucous-winged,” Felix said.

	“Do not identify birds at me when I am irritated.”

	“That’s when you need birds most.”

	Bea climbed the library steps without replying. She was sixty-nine years old, slim, upright, and possessed of the kind of silence that had once moved teenagers away from the reference desk without a word. Her steel-gray hair, tucked behind one ear, was already trying to escape the weather. Her tortoiseshell reading glasses hung from a cord around her neck, not because she forgot where she put them, but because she refused to perform a search every time print became smaller out of spite.

	The library doors opened before she reached them. Warmth, old paper, coffee, and wet wool rolled out.

	A woman from the Friends committee, whose name Bea remembered but whose newsletter fonts she had never forgiven, beamed at her from beside a table of name tags.

	“Beatrice! How wonderful. We were so hoping you’d come.”

	“Then someone should have alphabetized the name tags.”

	The woman’s smile trembled. “Oh. Are they not?”

	“They are grouped by emotional significance to the committee.”

	Felix took two name tags from the table before Bea could continue. “Here we are. Bea. Felix. Lovely.”

	Bea looked down at the sticker he pressed into her hand.

	BEA O’CONNELL

	FORMER LIBRARY DIRECTOR / ARCHIVE LIAISON

	“Former,” she said.

	Felix lowered his voice. “You are retired.”

	“I am restructured.”

	“You are retired.”

	“I was retired by people who believed a public archive could be supervised by software and optimism. That is not retirement. That is vandalism.”

	“Wear the name tag.”

	“I don’t require labeling.”

	“Tonight you do. Otherwise someone may shelve you incorrectly.”

	That, unfortunately, was a point.

	Bea placed the sticker on her cardigan, adjusting it so it sat level. She had chosen a long charcoal cardigan over a linen shirt and dark trousers, with a narrow scarf printed faintly with lines from old bookplates. It was not armor. Armor implied one expected attack. Bea expected incompetence, which required different preparation.

	Inside, the library had been made festive in the way public institutions became festive when donors were expected: too many white tablecloths, too many battery candles, and enough small signs to suggest no one trusted guests to identify cheese unaided. The circulation desk had been cleared of its usual notices and replaced with a tasteful arrangement of cedar branches, archival photographs, and a donation pledge bowl that Bea considered vulgar in both placement and spirit.

	The community room doors stood open. Voices spilled out, low and pleased with themselves. Library staff hovered near walls wearing expressions Bea recognized from decades of public events: available, underpaid, and praying no one asked where the extra chairs were.

	The donors clustered by the wine table. Board members stood in a loose crescent near the banner for the digitization project, all of them looking useful in ways that did not involve lifting anything.

	And at the center, naturally, stood Marlene Spetch.

	Marlene had the composed, silvered elegance of a woman who had never once rushed in public. She wore a dark blue suit, pearl earrings, and a smile calibrated to reassure people with checkbooks. Library board president suited her. So had every other civic title she had accumulated over the years, most of them involving heritage, stewardship, or telling less organized people what responsibility looked like.

	She saw Bea and crossed the room.

	“Beatrice,” Marlene said. “How good of you to come.”

	“As opposed to what?”

	Marlene’s smile did not flicker. “As a guest.”

	There it was.

	Felix, who had been reaching for a miniature quiche with the air of a man maintaining peace through pastry, paused.

	Bea felt the word guest settle over her like a poorly chosen dust jacket.

	“A rare experience,” she said.

	“I hope it can be a pleasant one.” Marlene touched Bea’s arm with just enough warmth to be witnessed. “Tonight is about the future of the collection. You should feel proud.”

	“Pride is not my first response to corporate scanning vendors.”

	“The project will make local history accessible to everyone.”

	“Everyone with stable internet, acceptable eyesight, and patience for search fields designed by people who have never met a patron.”

	Marlene’s smile became fractionally firmer. “Still exacting. I’m glad.”

	Felix coughed into his napkin. It might have been a laugh. It might have been a medical event. Bea chose not to inquire.

	Across the room, Wynn Upton emerged from behind a floral arrangement as if grown there by damp civic necessity. He wore a rumpled brown jacket, sneakers too worn for professional life, and the expression of a man who had heard something before it happened. His sandy hair looked finger-combed by weather and poor judgment. A notebook was tucked under one arm. His coffee cup was from The Rain Gauge, which meant he had brought outside caffeine to a reception with free coffee and therefore had already made a statement.

	“Mrs. O’Connell,” Wynn said. “Would you say tonight represents a turning point in how Bellwether County preserves local memory?”

	“No.”

	His pen hovered. “No, it doesn’t?”

	“No, I would not say that.”

	“Would you say something adjacent?”

	“I would say you are standing too close to the donor board.”

	Wynn glanced behind him. “I’m absorbing atmosphere.”

	“Atmosphere is not a source.”

	“It can be, if everyone in it is lying.”

	Felix said, “That may be the county motto.”

	“It is not,” Bea said. “The county motto is We Don’t Want Any Trouble, which is generally said by the person carrying trouble in both hands.”

	Wynn wrote that down.

	“Do not quote me.”

	“I’m not quoting you. I’m preserving atmosphere.”

	“Then preserve it farther away.”

	Wynn grinned and drifted toward the cheese.

	Marlene watched him go with a tolerant expression that did not reach her eyes. “The Ledger does like to feel involved.”

	“The Ledger has outlasted several county commissioners and one regrettable mural. I would not underestimate it.”

	“I rarely underestimate noise,” Marlene said.

	That was the sort of sentence that sounded reasonable until one considered who had been granted the authority to define noise.

	Bea left her there and moved toward the local-history display.

	It had been arranged along the long wall beside the hallway leading to the archive and staff workroom. Behind velvet rope, because apparently the library had become a museum with snacks, lay several carefully chosen objects: old library cards, sepia photographs of reading rooms, a ledger of early donors opened to a page with excellent penmanship, and a set of clippings about county milestones no one living had been forced to apologize for.

	Bea leaned in.

	The captions were printed on cream stock with a serif font that wanted credit for restraint. Most were harmless. A photograph of the 1912 library steps. A card catalog drawer from before the first remodel. A reading-club roster from 1948.

	Then she saw the small display on the 1986 disappearance.

	It was tasteful. That was the first problem.

	A photograph of the library entrance in rain. A clipping about community concern. A reproduction of an old circulation card. A caption that read:

	THE 1986 BELL CASE

	A difficult chapter in local history, eventually locally resolved through community cooperation and responsible stewardship of records.

	Bea stared at the phrase.

	Locally resolved.

	Felix appeared beside her. “Is the comma guilty?”

	“The comma is innocent.”

	“Good. It looked nervous.”

	“The phrase is not.”

	He followed her gaze. “Locally resolved?”

	“It is not a neutral description.”

	“It sounds neutral.”

	“Most dangerous descriptions do.”

	From the other side of the display, a woman inhaled sharply.

	Bea turned.

	Etta Corliss stood near the end of the table, holding a paper cup of sparkling water with both hands. She had been retired from the library longer than Bea, though not by vandalism. Etta was smaller than Bea remembered, or perhaps guilt had a way of pulling people inward over time. Her hair was white and soft around her face, her cardigan buttoned wrong at the second button, her eyes fixed on the caption as if it had spoken first.

	“Etta,” Bea said.

	Etta blinked. “Beatrice.”

	“No one calls me Beatrice unless they are correcting me or about to ask for money.”

	“I wasn’t—” Etta stopped. Her fingers tightened around the cup. “I didn’t write that.”

	“No,” Bea said. “You wouldn’t have.”

	Etta looked relieved for the wrong reason.

	Felix, wisely, became interested in a photograph of the children’s reading hour from 1963.

	“The board wanted language that wouldn’t…” Etta looked around, lowering her voice. “Inflame things.”

	“History is not kindling.”

	“No. But people are.”

	Bea studied her. “Who suggested locally resolved?”

	Etta’s mouth opened.

	“Etta,” Marlene said from behind Bea, smooth as a hand over a crease. “There you are. I wondered if you might help Mrs. Haskett identify her grandfather in the ferry photograph.”

	Etta’s mouth closed.

	Marlene stepped beside them, turning her body just enough to guide attention away from the Bell display. “That section is still under review. We wanted to acknowledge the period without sensationalizing it.”

	“By making it vague.”

	“By making it respectful.”

	“Respectful to whom?”

	Marlene’s smile cooled. “To families who have lived with grief for a very long time.”

	Bea held her gaze. “Grief is not corrected by passive voice.”

	Felix made a small sound. This time it was definitely a warning.

	Marlene glanced toward the room. “This evening is meant to celebrate access, Beatrice. Not reopen pain.”

	“Access often reopens pain. That does not make the lock virtuous.”

	For the first time, Marlene’s expression shifted. Not much. Just enough.

	Then she turned to Etta. “Mrs. Haskett is waiting.”

	Etta nodded too quickly and moved away.

	Bea watched her go.

	“She looked frightened,” Felix said.

	“She looked interrupted.”

	“Those can overlap.”

	Bea returned her attention to the caption. Locally resolved. The words sat there as if they had arrived already laundered.

	Behind them, the reception swelled. Someone laughed too brightly. A glass chimed. Rain tapped at the tall windows. The HVAC coughed above the hallway toward the archive with the wheezing endurance of municipal equipment that had survived five budget cycles by sounding too expensive to replace.

	Felix shifted beside her.

	“What?” Bea asked.

	“Side door.”

	She followed his gaze down the hallway past the staff sign, toward the narrow door that opened onto the side walkway between the library and the old municipal lot. It was supposed to be kept locked during events. It had always been supposed to be kept locked during events. Bea had spent twenty-three years explaining this to people who believed a door used by staff was therefore less real.

	At the far end of the hall, the door eased open.

	Only a slice. Rain-dark air slipped in. A shoulder moved through the gap, blurred by a passing donor carrying a plate and by the reflection in the old glass display case.

	Then the door closed.

	Not latched. Closed.

	Bea knew the sound. A soft scrape along the swollen frame. The door had done that in wet weather since the Clinton administration.

	Felix’s face had changed. His mildness remained, but underneath it was the old postal carrier’s exact map of thresholds, porches, gates, dogs, routines, and people who thought no one noticed how they entered a place.

	“Could you see who?” Bea asked.

	“No. Too many bodies. Tallish, maybe. Dark coat. Moved like they knew the door.”

	“That narrows it to half the staff, the board, three volunteers, and everyone who has ever thought rules were for patrons.”

	“It didn’t latch.”

	“No.”

	“That matters?”

	“Doors that do not latch always matter. They attract human optimism.”

	Felix looked at her. “I’m only driving tonight.”

	“You keep saying that as if it will become true through repetition.”

	“I brought you here.”

	“And yet you are now observing side doors.”

	“I observe side doors recreationally.”

	“Then drive your observations somewhere useful.”

	He gave her a look over his bifocals. “Do you hear yourself?”

	“Constantly. It is one of my burdens.”

	At the front of the room, Marlene tapped a spoon gently against her glass. The chime moved through the reception with civilized authority. People turned. Donors adjusted scarves. Staff straightened. Wynn slipped nearer the refreshments, pen ready, pretending the cheese cubes required journalism.

	Marlene stood beneath the banner, poised before the library’s polished future.

	“Friends,” she said, “thank you all for coming out on such a Bellwether evening.”

	A polite laugh moved through the room. In Bellwether County, weather was both condition and alibi.

	Marlene continued, speaking about preservation, access, donors, staff dedication, and the remarkable privilege of bringing the county’s history forward. Bea listened with half an ear and all her suspicion. The speech was elegant. It was also careful. Every difficult word had been replaced by a softer one. Every sharp corner had been rounded until the past could be held safely by people with wine.

	“Bellwether County’s history,” Marlene said, “belongs to all of us.”

	Bea thought of locked cabinets.

	The front doors opened.

	Rain entered first, gusting across the lobby. Then came a man in a dark coat with wet hair, a satchel over one shoulder, and the kind of smile that made people check whether they had said anything actionable. He was followed by a woman carrying a production bag, her face tight with fury and weather.

	The room shifted.

	Not openly. Bellwether County did not gasp unless something had fallen from a roof. But shoulders changed. Conversations paused in places. Wynn’s pen froze. Etta, across the room, went very still.

	Marlene stopped speaking for half a second too long.

	The man wiped rain from his forehead and grinned at the room as if he had arrived exactly when the story needed him.

	“Sorry,” he said. “Ferry traffic, family trauma, and one podcast-related disagreement.”

	The woman behind him said, “Cash.”

	He ignored her.

	Bea looked at Felix.

	Felix murmured, “That would be the problem with a microphone.”

	Cash Bell had returned to Bellwether County.

	And context, Bea thought, had just entered the building.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	Cash Bell had the particular confidence of a man who believed a room improved when it noticed him.

	He stepped fully into the library lobby, rain shining on his dark hair and shoulders, and paused as if waiting for a sound cue. He was in his late thirties, perhaps early forties, with a narrow face, quick eyes, and a smile sharpened by use. His coat was expensive in the way travel jackets became expensive when worn by people who said things like fieldwork. A recorder clipped to the strap of his satchel blinked a small red light until the woman behind him reached over and snapped it off.

	“Do not,” she said.

	Cash turned his smile on her. “Gina, we’re in a public building.”

	“We are at a donor reception.”

	“Those are public buildings with better cheese.”

	Gina Bell looked as if she had spent the entire drive from the ferry terminal deciding not to kill him and was growing less committed to the decision by the minute. She was a few years younger than Cash, with dark wet hair pulled back severely and a production bag slung across her body. Her expression had the pinched concentration of someone who knew exactly how bad things could become because she had scheduled them, invoiced them, and edited them down to forty-two minutes plus ad breaks.

	Marlene recovered first, naturally.

	“Cassian,” she said, crossing the room with both hands slightly extended, as if greeting a difficult relative at a memorial service. “We were beginning to wonder if the weather had delayed you.”

	“Cash,” he said. “Only my mother called me Cassian, and usually near consequences.”

	“Cash,” Marlene corrected smoothly. “Welcome back.”

	“Nice to be welcomed. That’s new.”

	The room made a collective decision not to react.

	Bea felt Felix shift beside her.

	Wynn Upton, who had edged closer with the predatory delicacy of a heron approaching a distracted fish, wrote something down.

	Cash saw him. “Wynn Upton. The last local journalist standing.”

	“Crouching,” Wynn said. “Standing attracts editors.”

	“You still running The Ledger out of that office between the yarn shop and the tax guy?”

	“Journalism thrives beside deductions and wool.”

	Cash laughed. “Good line.”

	“Don’t steal it.”

	“I prefer to license.”

	Gina closed her eyes for one second. It was not enough rest for the amount of exhaustion on her face.

	Marlene placed herself between Cash and the center of the room without appearing to block him. “We’re very glad you could join us for the digitization project launch. As you can see, tonight is focused on responsible stewardship of the collection.”

	Cash’s smile widened at responsible.

	“Responsible,” he repeated. “That’s one of my favorite Bellwether words. It always means someone locked a drawer.”

	Several donors suddenly found their wine very interesting.

	Marlene did not look at them. “It means we take care with sensitive history.”

	“Sure,” Cash said. “Care. Sensitivity. Drawers.”

	Gina stepped forward. “Cash.”

	“What? I’m celebrating access.”

	“You are performing.”

	“Same thing if people listen.”

	Bea did not like him. She knew it immediately. She also did not dismiss him. Disliking people was not an investigative conclusion, only a weather condition.

	Cash’s gaze moved through the room, sharp and quick. He clocked donors, board members, staff, Wynn, Etta Corliss half hidden near the ferry photograph, the display table, the hallway to the archive, and finally Bea.

	Near the donor wall, Nadia Whitcomb touched Cash’s forearm as he passed—brief, familiar, and public enough to be denied later. Gina saw it. Her mouth tightened before Cash reached Bea.

	His expression changed.

	Not softened. Focused.

	“Bea O’Connell,” he said.

	“No.”

	He crossed toward her anyway. “The legendary Bea O’Connell.”

	“I refuse the adjective.”

	“I emailed you.”

	“I refused the email as well.”

	Cash put one hand against his chest. “Wounded.”

	“Unlikely.”

	Felix made a small choking sound behind his coffee cup.

	Cash studied Bea with interest. “You know, I’ve interviewed three former clerks, two retired deputies, a ferry worker with a truly alarming memory for license plates, and a man who claims he saw a ghost in the old archive elevator.”

	“The archive has no elevator.”

	“That was my first note.”

	“Your first note should have been to stop interviewing him.”

	“He knew things.”

	“People often know things. The question is whether any of the things have survived contact with accuracy.”

	Cash laughed, genuinely this time. “That’s why I wanted you.”

	“I am not available to be wanted by podcasters.”

	“I’m not doing one of those shows.”

	“All podcasters say that, in the tone of people standing over microphones.”

	Gina, arriving beside him, gave Bea a look of brief, grateful recognition.

	Cash ignored the hit. “My show corrects narratives. That’s the point. Bellwether buried one in 1986, and people have been polishing the dirt ever since.”

	Marlene had turned away to speak with a donor, but Bea saw her head angle slightly. Listening.

	“You’ve made a career out of old pain?” Bea asked.

	“I’ve made a career out of people calling old pain history because the guilty got tired.”

	It was a better answer than she wanted it to be.

	Gina said, “Cash, not here.”

	“Especially here.”

	Bea looked at him more carefully. “What do you think you found?”

	“A paper trail someone forgot to make disappear.”

	“Paper trails do not disappear. They are removed, misfiled, misdescribed, damaged, restricted, or ignored. Precision matters.”

	Cash’s smile returned. “Episode four.”

	“No.”

	“That’s where I lay it out.”

	“You brought a claim to a librarian and then cited your own future episode?”

	“I brought a teaser to a librarian.”

	“Worse.”

	“Bea,” Felix murmured.

	Cash leaned in a fraction. “Something in your old local-history files was altered. Not lost. Not misremembered. Altered.”

	Bea did not move.

	She did not look toward Marlene.

	She did not look toward Etta.

	Years of reference-desk practice held her face steady while the sentence rearranged the room inside her head.

	“Allegations require evidence,” she said.

	“Good,” Cash said. “Then you’ll enjoy the evidence.”

	“If it exists.”

	“It exists.”

	“Where?”

	His eyes flicked toward the display. “Where everyone can see it, apparently. Which is either arrogance or stupidity.”

	“Those are not mutually exclusive.”

	“No,” Cash said. “That’s what makes Bellwether fun.”

	Gina caught his sleeve. “We need to talk.”

	“We’re talking.”

	“Privately.”

	His expression hardened. “We did that in the car.”

	“We did not finish.”

	“You never finish. You circle.”

	“Because you keep turning our family into act breaks.”

	The room went quieter.

	Not silent. Bellwether County did not silence easily. It softened. Conversations lowered. People adjusted their bodies toward the sound while keeping their faces pointed elsewhere. They were not gossiping. They were providing context in advance.

	Cash’s jaw tightened.

	“Don’t do this,” he said.

	Gina laughed once, without humor. “I am begging you not to do this.”

	Marlene approached, smile still present but reduced to civic minimum. “Perhaps there’s a quieter place—”

	“No,” Gina said, then seemed to realize whom she had cut off. “I’m sorry. No. He doesn’t need a quieter place. He needs an editor.”

	Cash looked toward Wynn. “You getting this?”

	Wynn’s notebook was open. His face suggested a man experiencing professional conflict and losing.

	“Cash,” Gina said.

	He turned back to her. “You wanted producer credit. You wanted the streaming deal. You wanted the sponsors, the backend, the clean version where we expose everyone else and keep our hands out of it.”

	“I wanted you not to use Aunt—” Gina stopped, breath catching on the name she had almost said. “I wanted you not to use the family tapes.”

	Cash’s eyes flashed. “The family tapes are the story.”

	“They are people.”

	“They are evidence.”

	“They are grieving.”

	“They lied.”

	The word landed.

	Across the room, Etta Corliss put her cup down too carefully.

	Marlene said, “This is not the place.”

	Cash turned to her. “That’s what people always say in Bellwether right before explaining why no place is.”

	Gina stepped closer. “You promised me final cut on family material.”

	“I promised you input.”

	“You promised.”

	“You got sentimental.”

	“I got ethical.”

	“You got scared.”

	Her face changed then. Not anger. Hurt sharpened until it became something worse.

	“You cut me out,” Gina said, low enough that only the people nearest heard it clearly, which in Bellwether meant everyone would know by morning. “You cut me out and I will bury this show myself.”

	There it was.

	Bea felt the room record it.

	Cash looked at his sister as if she had given him exactly the line he expected and disappointed him by doing so.

	“Great,” he said. “Threat in public. That’ll edit beautifully.”

	Gina’s hand moved before Bea could decide whether it would strike him. It did not. She turned instead and walked fast toward the lobby restrooms, her production bag bumping hard against her hip.

	Marlene watched her go.

	Then, with admirable and alarming speed, she turned to the room.

	“Families carry history differently,” she said, voice pitched for calm. “We all understand that. Tonight reminds us why sensitivity matters.”

	It was a good save.

	Too good.

	Cash gave a small bow toward the donors. “And that’s the sponsor-safe version.”

	Marlene’s eyes cooled. “You are a guest here.”

	“Depends who wrote the invitation.”

	“You were invited to observe the project launch.”

	“And ask questions.”

	“Responsible questions.”

	“There’s that word again.”

	Felix leaned slightly toward Bea. “I’m beginning to see why people answer his emails.”

	“They hope the next one will be shorter.”

	“He’s not wrong, though.”

	“No,” Bea said. “That is the inconvenient part.”

	Cash moved away from Marlene before the room could decide whether the exchange was over. Hugo Finn intercepted him near the display, which was either bravery or a profound misunderstanding of social timing.

	Hugo Finn was a local-history reenactor, volunteer exhibit adviser, and man whose hat suggested he had opinions about 1912. Tonight he wore ordinary trousers but had paired them with a waistcoat and a pocket watch, as if unable to trust modernity unsupervised.

	“Mr. Bell,” Hugo said, “if your program intends to reference the Founders’ Ferry Centennial, I do hope you’ll consult someone familiar with the period. Your trailer used the phrase pioneer gala, which is anachronistic and emotionally coarse.”

	Cash stared at him. “Are you the ghost from the elevator?”

	“There is no elevator.”

	“Great. We agree.”

	Hugo flushed. “Accuracy matters.”

	“Then you and Bea should start a support group.”

	Bea said, “I would not join any organization that admitted Mr. Bell.”

	Hugo looked unsure whether he had been defended.

	Cash moved closer to the display. “Is this the 1912 button everyone gets excited about?”

	“It is not a button. It is a civic commemorative pin.”

	“It has a pin back?”

	“That is beside the interpretive point.”

	Cash gave him an easy, dismissive smile and turned away.

	Hugo’s hand hovered near the velvet rope.

	Bea noticed.

	So did Felix.

	At the far end of the display, Etta Corliss stood as though the table had become a witness stand. Cash saw her and crossed the space with a different smile—less public, more pointed.

	“Mrs. Corliss,” he said. “I was hoping you’d be here.”

	“I don’t know why.”

	“Sure you do.”

	Etta’s face lost what little color it had. “I retired years ago.”

	“Records don’t retire.”

	Bea’s attention sharpened.

	Cash lowered his voice, but not enough. “Your old catalog notes were educational.”

	Etta’s hand trembled.

	“I cataloged what I was given,” she said.

	“That’s what everyone says right before the interesting part.”

	Marlene appeared at Cash’s side. “Etta has given many years to this library and deserves not to be ambushed at a reception.”

	Cash did not look away from Etta. “Ambush is a strong word for asking who changed a file.”

	Etta flinched.

	Marlene’s voice remained smooth. “The archive tour is about to begin.”

	“Good,” Cash said. “I love tours.”

	“You are not on the approved list.”

	“No? I thought I was local history now.”

	“Not tonight.”

	Cash smiled. “That’s what you said about the Bell file.”

	Silence moved faster this time.

	A donor near the wine table set down her glass. Wynn’s pen stopped. Felix’s eyes flicked toward the side hallway. Etta looked at Marlene as if waiting to be told which version of herself to be.

	Gina had returned from the lobby without anyone noticing. She stood near the entrance, face pale, listening.

	Marlene’s composure held. “The Bell-related materials are under review.”

	“Privacy?”

	“Appropriateness.”

	“Those are different locks on the same cabinet.”

	“Mr. Bell.”

	“Cash.”

	“Cash,” Marlene said. “This evening is not the proper setting for unresolved accusations.”

	“Funny thing about unresolved accusations.” Cash’s voice had dropped, but it carried. He knew how to make a room lean. “If you leave them long enough, people start calling them history.”

	Bea looked at him then—not as a nuisance, not as a performer, but as a man standing much too close to something that had already cut him.

	He was enjoying the attention. That was true.

	He was also aiming at something.

	Marlene turned to the room. “Those joining the archive preview, please gather near the hall. We’ll proceed in small groups. Staff will remind everyone of handling rules. No food, no drink, no photography without permission.”

	Bea looked at Felix.

	“No photography,” Felix said. “Podcaster bait.”

	Cash heard him and grinned. “I like him.”

	“He is not available either,” Bea said.

	The approved donors began gathering near the hallway. Staff handed out pencils and thin cotton gloves that would do little except reassure people who believed history was contagious. Marlene positioned herself at the front of the group, speaking softly to a nervous junior librarian.

	Cash drifted closer to the archive hallway.

	Gina moved after him. “You are not going in there.”

	“I’m going near there.”

	“Cash.”

	“You don’t have to follow me.”

	“That has never been true in your entire life.”

	He turned on her. “Then stop.”

	She recoiled as if he had slapped her, but only for a second. Then the anger returned.

	Bea watched Marlene watching them.

	Wynn slid beside Bea. “Would you call this tense?”

	“I would call it undercataloged.”

	“Is that quotable?”

	“No.”

	“Is anything?”

	“Your obituary, if you keep asking.”

	He smiled and moved away.

	The donor group entered the hallway, Marlene leading. Hugo lingered near the display case, eyes on the 1912 civic pin with the hungry indignation of a man offended by object placement. Etta remained outside the group, one hand pressed against the edge of the table.

	Cash passed Bea on his way toward the hallway.

	For once, he did not perform.

	“You know they shelved it wrong,” he said quietly.

	Bea looked at him. “People shelve things wrong when they are careless.”

	“Or when they want the wrong person found first.”

	There was a difference between a dramatic line and a useful one. This was both, which made it irritating.

	“What person?” Bea asked.

	But Gina called his name from behind them.

	“Cash.”

	He looked past Bea toward his sister, then back toward the archive hallway where Marlene had disappeared with the donors.

	“Episode four,” he said.

	“Mr. Bell.”

	He smiled. “Cash.”

	“No,” Bea said. “Mr. Bell. If you have evidence, you bring it to people who can preserve it properly.”

	“That’s the problem with you archive people.” His smile faded. “You think preservation is the same as truth.”

	Before she could answer, he walked away.

	Gina followed, furious and frightened.

	Bea stood very still.

	Felix came to her side. “You all right?”

	“No.”

	“That sounded honest.”

	“It was not meant to.”

	Across the room, Hugo Finn leaned over the display rope with excessive innocence. Etta Corliss sat down in the nearest chair as if her knees had misplaced their duties. Wynn had positioned himself near the hall, pretending to read a poster about volunteer scanning.

	The rain thickened against the windows.

	The donor reception resumed its polite murmur, but it had changed. Everyone knew it. No one said it.

	In Bellwether County, people did not gossip.

	They provided context.

	And tonight, Bea thought, context had teeth.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	The archive tour began with gloves.

	This was Bea’s first sign that the evening had lost any remaining claim to seriousness.

	Cotton gloves, in her professional opinion, had become the ceremonial candles of amateur preservation: reassuring to spectators, beloved by donors, and frequently responsible for making delicate paper harder to handle. The junior librarian distributing them near the hallway looked apologetic enough to have been trained properly and overruled recently.

	“Do not say it,” Felix murmured beside her.

	“I have said nothing.”

	“You inhaled.”

	“I am allowed to breathe critically.”

	“You are standing within earshot of three board members and a woman holding a tray of goat cheese.”

	“Then they will all benefit.”

	At the hallway entrance, Marlene Spetch stood with the approved donor group gathered around her like carefully arranged furniture. She was explaining the archive room rules in a voice designed to calm money. No food, no drink, no flash photography, no touching unapproved materials, no opening boxes, no leaning on shelves, no wandering away from staff.

	Bea approved of every rule and objected to the performance of them.

	The donors nodded with the solemnity of people who had not intended to touch anything anyway but now felt virtuous for resisting. A few lifted their cotton-gloved hands as if already transformed into stewards of the past. Hugo Finn hovered at the rear, not part of the tour but morally certain he should be. Etta Corliss sat near the display table, her face turned toward the hall and her hands folded too tightly in her lap.

	Cash Bell was not with the tour.

	That was noteworthy, since he had clearly wanted to be.

	He stood several yards away near the end of the display, speaking in a low, hard voice to Gina. Gina had one hand on the strap of her production bag and the other pressed flat against her own stomach, as if holding herself together by force.

	Bea could not hear the words. She did not need to. Bodies had syntax.

	Cash’s shoulders were angled toward the archive hallway, not toward his sister. Gina stood between him and that hallway. Cash wanted past her. Gina wanted him stopped.

	Marlene saw them.

	Only a flick of the eyes. Only a half-second pause between “materials” and “may be fragile.” Then she continued with the tour rules.

	Bea watched that pause settle into the evening.

	Felix leaned closer. “You’re doing that thing.”

	“What thing?”

	“Looking at a room as if it has been misfiled.”

	“It has.”

	“Which part?”

	“All of it.”

	Marlene finished her instructions and turned toward the archive hallway. “We’ll proceed in two small groups. Please remain with staff at all times. The archive is a working space, not a museum exhibit.”

	Bea’s eyebrows rose.

	Felix said, “That one hurt you.”

	“Working spaces do not wear donor signage.”

	The first group moved down the hall. Marlene led them, followed by two donors, the junior librarian, and a board member whose name Bea remembered only because he had once suggested installing a coffee station beside the local-history room “for warmth.” Bea had opposed him with sufficient clarity that he now avoided eye contact at public events.

	The archive door opened.

	The familiar smell slipped out first: paper, cold metal, old glue, the faint mineral damp of a building too close to water and too optimistic about seals. Under it was something newer—scanner plastic, fresh folders, the sterile tang of equipment moved into a space that already had a memory.

	Bea felt the old reflex in her hands.

	She had opened that room thousands of times. She had known which shelves rolled reluctantly, which boxes sagged at the corner, which map cabinet stuck in November, which volunteer used too much pencil pressure, which file had been mislabeled before her tenure and corrected after three weeks of righteous irritation.

	Now she was not on the tour list.

	A small, foolish wound, but a wound nevertheless.

	Felix saw it. He did not comment. Felix had many irritating qualities, but he knew when silence was a kindness and when it was merely avoidance. He chose kindness more often than Bea would ever say aloud.

	Wynn Upton edged near them, notebook still not quite concealed.

	“Are you not going in?” he asked.

	“No.”

	“But you used to run the archive.”

	“I did not run it. I maintained it against entropy and committees.”

	“That sounds like running.”

	“It sounds like losing slowly with documentation.”

	Wynn glanced toward the hall. “Cash is going to try to get in there.”

	“Cash Bell appears to treat rules as invitations with poor phrasing.”

	“He told me he had something tonight.”

	Bea turned her head. “Something what?”

	“Something from the old Bell file. Something that changed the episode.”

	“And you did not ask what?”

	“I asked. He smiled.”

	“Journalism is suffering.”

	“It’s actually emails and coffee, mostly.”

	A muffled laugh came from inside the archive room. Marlene’s voice followed, carrying just enough to reassure the donors that their generosity had produced significance. Bea could make out phrases: controlled environment, long-term preservation, community access, local memory.

	Cash and Gina’s argument sharpened near the hallway.

	“Not now,” Gina said, loud enough that several people heard.

	Cash answered more softly.

	Gina’s face went white. “Do not use her like that.”

	He looked past her, toward the archive door.

	Bea took one step forward without deciding to.

	Felix put a hand lightly on her elbow. Not restraining. Reminding.

	Cash said something Bea could not catch. Gina’s eyes shone with furious tears.

	Then she turned and walked away from him. Not toward the lobby restrooms this time. Toward the side corridor, the little alcove beyond the staff bulletin board, and the door Felix had noticed earlier.

	Cash watched her go.

	For a moment, his expression lost its performance.

	Then Hugo Finn made a small, strangled sound at the display table.

	Bea turned.

	Hugo was bent over the velvet rope with the posture of a man who had discovered either a fire or an opportunity. His right hand hovered above the civic commemorative pin from 1912. The label beneath it had been angled slightly askew.

	“Hugo,” Bea said.

	He jerked upright so fast his pocket watch chain swung.

	“Mrs. O’Connell. I was merely observing the improper lighting.”

	“Lighting is generally observed with eyes.”

	“Yes. Well. I was also assessing.”

	“With your pocket?”

	His hand went instantly to his waistcoat.

	Felix looked away, but not before Bea saw his mouth twitch.

	Wynn leaned in. “Is this news?”

	“No,” Bea said. “This is a misdemeanor looking for a lecture.”

	Hugo flushed a deep, historical red. “The interpretive context is atrocious. Someone described it as a campaign button. It is a civic commemorative pin.”

	“Then suffer nobly and leave it where it is.”

	“I would never remove an artifact.”

	“Hugo.”

	“I would never permanently remove an artifact.”

	From inside the archive room came a low metallic rumble.

	Everyone near the hall paused.

	Rolling shelves made many sounds. Bea knew them all. A steady ratcheting when the crank turned. A soft clatter when a cart touched a track. A deep, industrial groan when someone forced a shelf too quickly. This sound was shorter. Harsher. A metal complaint cut off by something heavy.

	A donor inside the archive laughed nervously.

	Then the archive door opened.

	The junior librarian stepped out first, face tight. “Everything is fine. One of the rolling stacks shifted.”

	“By itself?” Bea asked.

	The librarian looked at her with pleading eyes. “No. I mean—we’re checking.”

	Marlene appeared behind her. Her face was calm, but color had risen high in her cheeks. “There’s no need for concern. The shelving can be noisy.”

	Bea looked past her into the archive corridor. She could see one donor clutching her gloves, another peering toward the rolling stacks, and the edge of a gray archive box on a cart.

	Cash was no longer in the reception room.

	Neither was Gina.

	Felix noticed at the same moment. “Bea.”

	“Yes.”

	The hallway seemed suddenly too long.

	Marlene turned to the room. “If everyone would please remain in the reception area while staff resets the—”

	A sound came from deeper inside the archive.

	Not metal this time.

	A human sound. Short, ragged, rising at the end.

	Then Gina Bell stumbled out between Marlene and the junior librarian.

	Her hands were empty. Her production bag was twisted around her body. Her face was so pale Bea saw the freckles across her nose as if someone had inked them there.

	“Cash,” Gina said.

	The room did not move.

	Gina looked at no one and everyone. “Something happened to Cash.”

	Marlene put out a hand. “Gina—”

	“He’s down.” Gina’s voice cracked. “He’s—he’s in there. He won’t—”

	The junior librarian gasped.

	Felix was already moving, not toward the archive but toward the lobby, clearing the path without dramatics. “Give them room.”

	Someone dropped a glass. It broke on the tile with a bright, obscene little sound.

	Wynn stepped forward.

	Bea caught his sleeve without looking at him. “No.”

	“I’m press.”

	“That is not an organ donor card.”

	Marlene had turned to the staffer. “Call 911.”

	The staffer fumbled for her phone.

	“Already,” Felix said from near the lobby desk. He had taken out his own phone, voice calm. “Port Bellwether Public Library. Medical emergency. Possible assault. Archive room. Yes, we have people clearing space.”

	Bea moved to the archive threshold.

	She did not enter.

	That distinction mattered. Later, when people began converting positions into accusations, it would matter that Bea stopped at the line between public hall and archive room. She had spent too much of her life explaining boundaries to violate one in panic.

	But she could see.

	The archive room stretched beyond the processing table into the rolling stacks, narrow aisles of gray metal shelves packed with local-history boxes, ledgers, brittle newspapers in folders, school-board minutes, church directories, ferry schedules, maps, and a thousand county secrets sleeping under accession numbers.

	One shelf row stood open at an odd angle.

	Cash Bell lay between two rolling units.

	He was on his side, one arm twisted under him, the other extended toward the track. His satchel had fallen nearby, its flap open. A small recorder lay under the edge of a box. A stack of folders had spilled across the floor like a failed explanation.

	His eyes were half open.

	Bea had seen dead people before. Not many, and never because she had gone looking for them, but enough to know when a body had become a body. Still, knowing did not prepare the room. The archive seemed to lean around him in stunned offense.

	Gina made a low sound behind Bea.

	Marlene said, “Don’t go in there.”

	Bea had not intended to.

	Her gaze had fixed on Cash’s right hand.

	His fingers were closed around a small rectangle of paper.

	A circulation slip.

	Old format. Cream stock. Narrow.

	The edge was visible between his fingers, dampened by the pressure of his hand. Red date stamp. Black accession pencil at the corner. A line of faded type. Bea could not read all of it from where she stood.

	But she saw the date.

	1986.

	The room narrowed to that slip.

	Cash Bell lay dead in the archive, clutching a piece of paper that wanted everyone to look backward.

	“Bea,” Felix said behind her, softer now.

	She realized she had leaned forward.

	Marlene’s voice cut through. “Everyone away from the hallway. Now. Please.”

	Please, Bea thought, was doing a great deal of civic labor.

	Within minutes, the library changed from reception to scene.

	Sirens approached through the rain. The sound was strangely muted by the brick and glass, as if the weather had swallowed the urgency and returned only its shape. Donors clumped together in small groups, whispering with wide eyes. Staff cried quietly or became efficient in the brittle manner of people postponing collapse. Hugo Finn stood beside
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