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Here is what the island knows and will not say aloud.

Cairnhollow sits in Penobscot Bay like a knuckle held out of water: three square kilometers of granite, spruce, salt marsh and one road that runs out at both ends. Nine hundred and twelve people lived here in 2020. Six hundred live here now. In 1711 a woman named Siola Ash wove a burial shroud and wrote into its hem, in lampblack and brine, the name of every person on the island — thirty-one names, thirty-one stitches — and then she died, and the next woman took up the needle, and the next after her, and the shroud grew, and by 1831 it was longer than the church and had to be folded, and by 1908 it was a map, and by 1963 it was a census, and by now it is three thousand names and it does not fit in any room.

That is the first thing.

The second thing is the flame. It is kept in a lamp of brass at the top of a lighthouse called the Hollow Light, in a round room with nine chairs, and it is fed the way you feed any fire — except that what it eats is spoken. A name said aloud in that room, by two people, one of them willing, is a name that cannot be taken. This is not metaphor. This is municipal infrastructure. It has functioned for three hundred and fourteen years with roughly the reliability of a municipal water system, which is to say: well, and then badly, and then not at all.

The third thing is what happens when it fails.

It does not happen all at once. It happens in the order of a well-run eviction. First the face goes out of the photographs — not torn, not burned: smoothed, the way a thumb smooths a coin, so that where a woman's face had been there is now the pale suggestion of a face, a face-shaped silence. Then the name goes out of the mouth of the neighbor, who will swear to you that she never knew anyone by that name, and will be telling the truth. Then the person goes, and there is no fourth stage, because at that point there is no one left to lose anything.

The island calls this the Unremembering. It is not a disease. It is not a curse. It is arithmetic, and the arithmetic has been running against Cairnhollow for a very long time.

And here is the fourth thing, the one that has never been written down, not in the ledger, not in the shroud, not anywhere:

The flame is out. It went out eleven years ago, on the night of the Ninth Tide, and the island has been running on the memory of a fire ever since, the way a house stays warm for an hour after the furnace dies, and the hour is almost up, and nobody has told the woman in Boston, because the woman in Boston is the only person who can fix it and she is also the only person who was ever hurt badly enough by the fixing to run.

She is at work right now. She is leaning over a photograph of a family on a beach in 1961. She is holding a stopwatch.

Watch her hands.
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​CHAPTER ONE


The Woman Who Restores the Dead
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The face went at four minutes past ten on a Tuesday, and Delphine Ash timed it.

She had been working the photograph for eleven days. It was a silver gelatin print, eight by ten, Family at Old Orchard, August 1961 — the accession file said so, in the careful hand of a curator who had been dead since the Carter administration. Father, mother, four children, a grandmother in a deck chair with a cardigan buttoned wrong. Sun going flat and pink behind them. The emulsion had silvered out at the edges in the usual way, that oily rainbow bloom that conservators learn to read as a kind of weather, and there was a one-inch tear through the sky, and someone had once taped it from the front, which is the thing you learn not to do in the first week and then spend the rest of your life repairing in other people's work.

Eleven days. Humidification chamber, then the tear, then the silvering, which is not reversible and which you do not cure, you only persuade: ethanol, water, a breath of ammonia, a swab rolled — never dragged — at forty-power under the microscope, one square centimeter per hour, and the rainbow retreats out of the sky like weather leaving.

It had gone well. It had gone beautifully. On Tuesday morning the sky was clean and the deck chair was legible down to the weave, and the grandmother's cardigan had six buttons and the top one was in the wrong hole, and Delphi had sat back from the microscope with the particular private pleasure of a person who has done something difficult and will never be thanked for it and does not need to be.

Then the face went.

It did not fade. She wants to be very clear about this later, when they ask her, and they will ask her, and she will fail to explain it for the rest of the book: it did not fade, and it was not damaged, and there was no chemical event. The silver did not migrate. The density did not shift. There was no bloom, no sulfide, no foxing, no tide line.

It was smoothed.

At 10:04 the grandmother had a face — small, packed tight with sixty-eight years of weather, one eyebrow raised at the photographer in a way that Delphi had grown, over eleven days, genuinely fond of. At 10:05 she had an oval.

Pale. Perfect. Unbroken. The texture of an egg held up to a lamp.

Where the eyes had been there were two shallow places, like the dents in a sheet. Where the mouth had been there was a line that was almost a mouth, the way a word is almost a word when you have it at the back of your throat.

Delphi did not move for four seconds. Her hands stayed where they were, the left flat on the sink edge, the right holding a swab an inch above the emulsion, absolutely steady, because steadiness was the one thing she had that the situation did not. Then she set the swab down on the glassine with the ceremony of a person laying down a weapon.

She reached across and picked up the stopwatch.

10:05:22.

She held the button.

Ten seconds. Twenty. She watched the oval the way you watch a stain spread, except that it had stopped. It had not spread. It had arrived. It was finished. It was a completed thing with no rough edges, like something that had been manufactured rather than damaged, and that was — she noted this distantly, the way you note a symptom in someone else — the part that frightened her: not the loss but the finish. Damage is ragged. This was a surface. Someone had taken a wet thumb and drawn it once across the grandmother and gone no further, and the thumb had been perfectly clean.

At thirty seconds she stopped the watch and wrote the number in the log, because there is no version of her that does not write the number in the log, and then, sitting quite still with her hands in her lap, she did the thing she had not done in front of another human being in eleven years.

She said the name out loud.

"Delphine Ash."

Her own name. She had learned this at twenty, from a woman in Providence who had spent nine months trying to prove she had a daughter. Say your own name, the woman had told her, and if it comes back to you whole, you are still here. It came back to her whole. It always did. It came back with the faint metallic taste of a penny under the tongue, and the room around it — the humidity cabinet humming, the fume hood pulling, the wall clock with the second hand that stuck at :43 and then jumped — all of it stayed exactly as it had been.

She was still here. The grandmother was not.

The Peabody Yates Institute occupies the lower two floors of a building on Boylston that was once a bank, which means the conservation lab has eleven-foot ceilings, a marble floor that holds cold like a grudge, and a vault door that no one has ever been able to remove. Delphi liked it for the same reason she liked most things: it was indifferent. Paper does not care about you. Silver does not care about you. The vault door had been built to survive a specific amount of dynamite and had survived instead ninety years of committee meetings, and Delphi found the substitution calming.

It was 10:40 when Marisol from Accessions knocked on the frame with the flat of a folder.

"You got a walk-in."

"I don't take walk-ins on Tuesdays."

"You got a walk-in anyway." Marisol had the folder tucked under one arm and a specific expression on, the one Delphi thought of as her I have decided not to have an opinion yet face. "Old guy. Maybe eighty. Wool coat in October. He asked for you by name and he did not ask for you in the way people usually ask for you, which is to say he did not ask what you looked like."

Delphi took off the magnifier loops. "Which means?"

"Which means he already knew." Marisol held out the folder. "Also he's carrying a coffee tin."

Delphi looked at the folder. She did not take it.

"A coffee tin."

"One of the big ones. The kind you keep nails in. He's got it under his arm like a football and he told me — and I'm quoting — 'tell her Bram's here, and tell her the tide's on the ninth.'"

The room did something.

Not the room. Delphi did something to the room: she stopped moving through it. It was a small interior event, a locking, the way a door does not slam but arrives. The vault door was behind Marisol and the fume hood was humming and the second hand was stuck at :43, and all of it continued, and Delphine Ash went perfectly still inside it in the way that a photograph goes still — not the subject, the emulsion.

The tide's on the ninth.

"Bram," she said. It came out flat. She had not said it in eleven years and it came out flat, which she was grateful for, and which terrified her more than the oval had, because if it had come out warm she would have known she was still a person with a father and a childhood, and it had come out flat, and flat was the sound of a woman who had done the arithmetic.

"You want me to tell him to get lost," Marisol said kindly.

"Yes."

"I'm not going to."

"No."

Marisol waited. She was good at waiting; she had three teenagers. "He's got a nice face," she said finally. "Not a scam face. He's got that thing old fishermen have where they've made peace with being wrong about everything."

"Do you know how many people have walked in here with a nice face and a coffee tin?"

"Zero. Statistically, zero." Marisol put the folder down on the corner of the bench, away from the sink, away from the work, in the one place on the bench where nothing ever went. "I'll give you ten minutes. And Delphine —"

"What."

"Your grandmother's cardigan." Marisol nodded at the photograph. "The top button's in the wrong hole. It's been bothering me for eleven days."

Delphi looked at the photograph. The oval was where the face had been. The cardigan was immaculate.

"Yes," she said. "It is."

She made him wait nine minutes, which was petty and which she did anyway, because pettiness is the only weapon available to a person who has been ambushed in her own vault.

He was standing at the far end of the reading room with his back to her, reading the wall text about the 1904 Fenway fire with his hands behind him like a man at a museum who has decided to be on his best behaviour. Eighty, maybe. Wool coat, fisherman's grey, with the sleeves turned up twice. He had the posture of someone who has spent a life on surfaces that move. His hair was white and stood up at the back in a way that suggested he had recently removed a hat and would put it back on.

The coffee tin was on the windowsill beside him. Red and white. Chock full o'Nuts. Twenty-six ounces, rusted at the seam.

Delphi stopped three feet behind him and folded her arms and did not speak.

He turned around as though she had called his name, which she had not, and which, she would understand much later, was the entire problem in one gesture.

"Delphine," Bram Udall said.

"Bram."

"You got tall."

"I was already tall. You were just shorter then and I was charitable." She kept her arms folded. She kept her face the way she kept the vault door. "You have sixty seconds before I call security, and I want you to know I will call security, and I want you to know I know that you know that."

Bram nodded. He did not look at her face for very long, which was the first thing she noticed and the thing she would think about for weeks: he kept his eyes on her collarbone, or her shoulder, or the wall behind her, moving restlessly, the way you look at the sun.

"Sixty's plenty," he said. "I only need twenty. I got three things to say and one thing to give you and then you can throw me out on my ass into Boylston and I'll deserve it."

"Nineteen."

He nodded again, and she saw that his hands were doing something behind his back — worrying at each other, thumb over knuckle, the small private engine of a man trying to keep his hands busy. There was ink on the side of his right thumb. Fresh.

"Thing one," Bram said. "Your father hasn't spoken in eleven years and he started speaking on Tuesday morning at ten past four."

The lock again. The whole room arrived at her.

"You're lying," Delphi said.

"I'm not."

"You're lying, and I want you to hear how uninteresting I find it. My father hasn't moved out of a chair in eleven years, Bram. He hasn't fed himself. He has been fed. There is a difference and I have thought about it a great deal."

"I know there's a difference. I was the one feeding him for six of them."

"Then you know he can't."

"Can't and didn't aren't the same thing." Bram's hands kept working behind his back. "He sat up. He turned his head. He looked at the window, not the door — I want you to hear how specific I'm being, because I know you — and he said two words. Two. I wrote them down because otherwise I'd have lost them by the dock and I'm not proud of how true that is."

He brought his hands out from behind him.

There was ink on the side of his right thumb, and there was ink on the palm of his left hand, and on the palm of his left hand, in a hand that shook but did not falter, he had written two words in ballpoint, and he turned the palm toward her and held it out like a plate.

SHE'S COMING.

Delphi read it.

She read it a second time.

The reading room around her went on being a reading room — the HVAC pushing its indifferent air, a cart with a bad wheel going past in the corridor, someone's phone buzzing twice against a wooden chair — and inside that, she did something she would not have admitted to under torture, which was that she felt, behind her breastbone, one single impossible upward movement, like a fish rising in a pond in winter.

He said she's coming. He said it about me. He said it eleven years too late and he said it about me.

"It's not about you," Bram said, and she flinched, because she had said the last part out loud.

"Say it again."

"It's not about you."

"Then who —"

"Thing two," Bram said.

He reached for the coffee tin.

The lid came off with the particular sound of a seal that has been keeping something in rather than out. Inside, nested in a grey wool sock that had been darned at the heel by someone who was not very good at darning, there was a key.

It was nine inches long. It was iron, or had been iron; now it was the colour of an old bruise, black-red, bloomed with a rust that had gone past flaking into something smoother and more permanent, like a scab that had decided to become skin. The bow was a rough trefoil, hand-forged, the three lobes unequal. The shaft was square in section and tapered to a simple ward, and the ward was notched in a pattern that Delphi, with her conservator's eye for anything made by hand, read instantly and involuntarily as old, and made to open one thing, and made by a person who expected it to be used often.

"Don't touch it," Bram said, too sharply, and then, softer: "Sorry. Please don't touch it yet."

Delphi, whose hand had gone out without her permission, let it hang in the air between them for one humiliating second and then folded it back into her arms.

"It's the Windlass Key," she said. Her mouth was dry. She hated that her mouth was dry. "That's a children's story."

"Yes."

"That's the thing you tell the tourists. The Windlass Key, set in the Set Stone, and only the true Warden's hand can draw it out. They sell them at the gift shop in Rockland for four dollars with a magnet on the back."

"Yes."

She looked at it. Nine inches of rusted iron in a darned sock in a coffee tin in a room with eleven-foot ceilings, and everything in her that had been built in eleven years of Boston told her this was a story, and everything underneath that — the part of her that could identify a hand-forged trefoil bow at a glance and had once known the sound of a specific bell — went perfectly quiet and paid attention.

"Why is it out of the stone," she said. It was not a question.

"Eleven years ago a young man took it out of the stone," Bram said, "and it has been in my sock drawer ever since, and I am dying, Delphine, and I am dying from the inside out, and I have forgotten the name of the road I have lived on for fifty-one years, and I am going to forget the word for key probably sometime around March, and I have travelled two hundred and eighty miles on a bus with a layover in Portsmouth to put this in your hands before that happens."

The HVAC pushed its air.

"Bram."

"Yes."

"Thing three."

He looked at her then — properly, at her face, for the first time since she was eighteen years old, and his eyes were the impossible grey-green of Penobscot Bay in flat light, and there was a tremor in them that she recognised, because she had spent eleven years looking at it in a mirror in a bathroom in Jamaica Plain and calling it strength.

"Thing three," Bram Udall said, "is that the light went out eleven years ago and the island has been running on the warm ever since. The hour's nearly up. The Ninth Tide's in nine days. And if there's nobody in that room on the ninth, then Cairnhollow doesn't get destroyed."

He paused. He had been a fisherman for sixty-one years, and he had the fisherman's instinct for the beat before the line goes tight.

"It gets un-happened. Not burned, not drowned. Un-happened. Nobody'll mourn it, because there won't be anybody left with the equipment. Nine hundred and twelve people, three hundred and fourteen years, and not one of us will have been here. You'll wake up next Tuesday and you'll remember your mother's face perfectly and you won't know why, and you'll think you're getting better."

Delphi's arms had unlocked.

She did not notice. Her hands were out in front of her now, palms up, empty, the way they had been at 10:05, the way they always were when she was working — open, waiting, ready to receive a thing that weighed almost nothing.

"Say it," she said. "Say the thing you came to say."

Bram Udall set the coffee tin down on the windowsill beside the photograph of a family on a beach in 1961. He folded his ink-stained hands. He took the time that a man takes when he is about to cost someone everything.

"Come home, Delphine," he said. "Come home before the ninth tide."

Behind her, on the bench in the conservation lab, the eight-by-ten silver gelatin print of a family at Old Orchard Beach lay flat under a sheet of glassine, and the grandmother's cardigan was immaculate down to the weave, and the top button was in the wrong hole, and the oval where her face had been was perfectly, peacefully smooth, and it had been smooth for forty-one minutes, and the stopwatch said 00:00:00, because at some point while she had not been looking, Delphine Ash had put it down and pressed the button and not written the number in the log.
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​CHAPTER TWO


A Photograph With No One In It
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She did not look at her mother that night.

This was the ritual, and she had kept it for nine years, and the ritual was not sentimental — she wanted to be clear with herself about that, standing in the dark of the hallway with her coat still on. It was maintenance. Every night, before the toothbrush and after the lock, Delphi Ash turned on the small brass lamp on the dresser in her bedroom and looked at the photograph of Maren Ash for eleven seconds, and the eleven seconds were not prayer or grief or anything a person would admit to at a party. They were a check. A pilot's walkaround. She was verifying that the thing was still missing, because the alternative — waking up one morning having forgotten that she had forgotten — was, to Delphi, indistinguishable from losing her a second time.

Eleven seconds. She had timed it once, years ago, and the number had stuck, and now the number was the point.

Tonight she hung her coat, and she set her bag on the bench, and she stood in the hallway with the brass lamp a foot from her hand, and she did not turn it on.

The apartment made its three sounds. The dehumidifier pulling its single gallon of water out of the air, the sound it made being the sound of a small animal drinking. The radiator ticking twice, which meant it was about to do the thing where it banged. And from the other side of the wall, Priya Raghunathan's contact microphone pressed against the gutter outside the kitchen window, gathering the rain that had started at nine.

Delphi stood in the hall for a long time.

Then she went and washed her hands for the full two minutes, and she went to bed without turning on the lamp, and she lay awake thinking about an oval.

The parcel was on the kitchen counter in the morning, leaning against the fruit bowl, exactly where Priya had put it three days earlier and had not moved it since.

Delphi knew it had been three days because Priya told her so, twice, and because Priya had the particular outrage of a person who has been handed a mystery and refused to open it out of politeness, and had been quietly furious about the politeness ever since.

"You knew it was for me."

"I knew it was for you."

"You knew it was from something."

Priya was making coffee with the window open and the rain coming in on the sill. She was thirty years old and wore, at home, a pair of enormous headphones around her neck at all times, like a stethoscope, because she was never not listening to something. "The label said Fragile — Do Not Bend. In pencil. Somebody wrote Do Not Bend in pencil on a piece of brown paper with their actual hand, Del. In two thousand and twenty-six. Who does that."

"Who signed for it."

"I signed for it. Obviously."

"Was there a truck."

"There was no truck. That's the part you're not going to like. I went downstairs because the buzzer rang and there was nobody there and the parcel was on the step. There's no tracking number, because I looked. There's no return address, because I looked at that too." Priya turned around with two mugs. "Postmark says Rockland, Maine. Tuesday."

Delphi picked the parcel up.

It was eleven inches by fourteen, half an inch thick, wrapped in the brown paper of a hardware store and tied with the red-white-and-blue twine that lobster traps are mended with. The paper was creased at the corners in the way paper creases when it has been carried under an arm for a while. It weighed maybe two pounds. It was cool to the touch in a way that had nothing to do with the refrigerator, and she noticed this and then told herself she had not noticed it, which is the first thing a person does when a thing is beginning to be strange.

Fragile — Do Not Bend, in pencil, in a hand with a pronounced slant.

The twine came off in two pulls.

Inside, nested in three layers of corrugated board cut with a knife that had been sharpened recently, was a daguerreotype in a gilt frame.

Delphi set it on the counter and stood back and did not touch it for four seconds, and in those four seconds her hands did the thing her hands did, which was: they went to the sink, they turned on the tap, they were washed with the flat hard soap she kept there for exactly this, they were dried on the towel that was used for nothing else. Then she found the loupe in her bag — a 10x Hastings triplet, three-element, the only object she owned that she would have run into a fire for — and she came back to the counter and bent over the thing with her elbows tucked in and the whole of her attention gathered down to a point the size of a pinhead.

A sixth plate. Two and three-quarter inches by three and a quarter.

The frame was the good kind: a brass mat with a domed oval window, a gilt preserver of the sort patented in the 1840s, and cover glass that was original, wavy, hand-blown, with a seed bubble trapped near the upper-left corner and a fine network of crizzling in the lower-right where the soda glass had begun, a hundred and seventy years on, to give up its alkali. The leather case was gone. The paper seal on the back was intact, browned, and had been written on in iron-gall ink in the same slanted hand as the pencil.

She turned it over first, because a conservator always reads the back of a thing before the front.

Come home before the ninth tide.

The same five words Bram Udall had said in the reading room of the Peabody Yates Institute at eleven in the morning on Tuesday, in a voice with a Penobscot burr and a tremor in it.

The postmark said Tuesday. The parcel had been on her step since Tuesday. Bram had arrived on Tuesday at ten-forty and had had a bus ticket in his pocket and a layover in Portsmouth, and the ferry from Rockland ran at six-twenty in the morning, which meant he had left the island on Monday, which meant the parcel had been posted before he left, which meant:

The letter had beaten the man.

She turned it over.

It was the Hollow Light.

Not a picture of it. Not an engraving or a woodcut or a later copy print made from one — those existed, there were four in the Cairnhollow gift shop alone, and she had known all four since she was six. This was the thing itself, made by mercury light and iodine, on a silvered copper plate, one of a kind, unrepeatable, the single most unforgiving object the nineteenth century ever invented.

She knew because of the exposure. The light was wrong in the way only a daguerreotype's light is wrong: the sky was not there. The sky was the plate. The lighthouse rose out of a field of mirror-bright silver that had collapsed to absolute black in the sun's direction and absolute white away from it, and the stonework had the peculiar three-dimensional density — the presence, the thing people described as looking into a box — that no paper print had ever managed.

Ninety feet of cut granite, tapered, six courses of banding at the base, the lantern room glass replaced in 1974. The keeper's house with its ell, the boat slip, the stone breakwater she had walked along eight hundred times. It was all correct. It was correct down to the missing slate on the north face of the ell, which had blown off in a nor'easter in the winter she was fourteen, and which nobody had fixed.

She brought the loupe down.

The shingle on the keeper's house roof was new. Architectural, charcoal, installed — she could date it by the shadow line of the course spacing, and she could date it better by the small bright rectangle on the ridge: a solar panel, three feet by five, permitted by the Cairnhollow selectmen in the spring of 2023 after a fight that had gone on for two years and had been, she knew, conducted entirely in a Facebook group.

A solar panel on a daguerreotype.

Delphi lowered the loupe, and set it carefully on the counter, and put her hands flat on the counter on either side of the frame, and took three breaths through her nose, because a conservator does not handle an object while her pulse is in her fingers.

Then she picked it up again.

The detail she had been avoiding, and which she now went to with the cold deliberate attention of a woman who has decided to find out, was at the base of the tower.

Where the town should be.

Cairnhollow's harbour sits in the lee of the breakwater and the town climbs away from it up a low hill, and from the boat slip — which is where this plate had been exposed from, she could tell by the angle and by the reflection of the slip rail in the cover glass — you would see, in order: the wharf and its four buildings, the co-op shed, the ramp, Church Street going up with its eleven houses, the white clapboard of the meetinghouse, the school, and the long low flank of the cannery converted to condominiums in 2004. Nine hundred and twelve people. Laundry lines. Cars. The Gannet at her mooring.

In the plate, at the base of the Hollow Light, there was a blank.

Not fog. Fog has structure. Not over-exposure; over-exposure blooms, and blooms have an edge, and this had no edge.

It was a field of pale silver, absolutely even, with a texture like water that has been poured onto a flat surface and left to settle. The wharf was gone. Church Street was gone. The meetinghouse was gone. The ground itself was gone — there was no shoreline, no hill, no horizon; the silver simply began at the base of the granite and ran to the bottom edge of the oval mat, and the only thing that broke it was the breakwater, which continued out into it like a causeway into weather, and the mooring buoy at its end, and one boat.

One boat, at the mooring.

Delphi went to it with the loupe.

It was a Novi-style lobster boat, thirty-six feet, dark green hull, and it was turned broadside to the plate with its stern showing, and on the transom, in white paint, in letters that were backwards — because every daguerreotype is a mirror, and every object in one is laterally reversed, and that was the proof she had been looking for and it was the proof that made her want to sit down —

— the transom read:

N E R A M

She held it up to the window and read it in the bathroom mirror and then set it down and stood in the kitchen of her apartment in Jamaica Plain with rain coming in over the sill and read the word one more time, forwards.

Maren.

Her mother's name on the stern of a boat in a photograph of a town where nine hundred and eleven people were not.

"There's somebody in it," Priya said.

Delphi had not heard her come in. She had not heard anything for a while — the dehumidifier, the radiator, the gutter microphone all arriving at the same time and then dropping away, the way sound does when a person has gone a long way inside her own head.

"Say again."

"There's a guy." Priya was standing at her shoulder with the mug held in both hands and not drinking from it. "On the step. Bottom left of the tower. He's sitting down."

Delphi looked.

He was.

He was on the third step from the bottom, sitting, elbows on his knees, a little turned away — three-quarter view, mostly back, the line of a shoulder and the set of a head that was bent forward over his hands. He was wearing what looked like a heavy sweater and a short jacket. He occupied perhaps a quarter of an inch of the plate. He was in perfect focus, because in a daguerreotype everything is in perfect focus, and the sitting man on the step of the Hollow Light was the only person in a photograph of nine hundred and twelve.

Delphi counted the breaths it took her to look away.

It took three.

She looked away on the third and picked up her mug and drank, and set it down, and turned her head back to the counter.

The man was on the step.

She looked at him. She knew exactly what she was looking at: the slouch of the shoulders, the way the head sat forward of the spine, the spread of the elbows, the fact that he was not wearing a hat. She had the whole of him, and she was holding the whole of him, and she was, in the same instant, aware of holding it with an effort that was entirely out of proportion to the task, like carrying a full glass across a room on a ship.

Priya said something about the rain. Delphi answered. Twelve seconds, maybe fifteen.

She looked back.

The man was on the step. And in the moment of looking at him, she had him; and she knew — with the specific cold clarity of a person who has watched a face go smooth under a microscope — that she had not had him a moment before. Not while she was talking. He had gone out of her in the twelve seconds she was looking at the coffee, the way a word goes out of you between deciding to say it and saying it, and she had not noticed the going.

She looked at him again. Held him. Held him.

Held him.

Looked at Priya's hand on the mug.

Looked back.

He was there. She had him. It was like this.

She did it four times. On the fourth she understood that she was doing something that a person is not built to notice herself doing, and she stopped, and she sat down on the stool at the counter, and she put her hands flat on her knees so that Priya would not see the fine trembling in them, and Priya — who was the best person Delphi had ever met at the specific skill of not seeing a thing — said, "So. What's the plan."

Priya's plan, offered at eleven in the morning with the rain coming in over the sill, was as follows: take the plate to the Institute, put it in the vault, run it through XRF and FTIR and every other acronym the second floor had, and then decide what it was before deciding what it meant.

"That's the good plan," Priya said. "I know it's the good plan. I'm telling you the good plan so that when you don't do it, I can say I told you the good plan."

"What's the bad plan."

"The bad plan is that you get on a bus."

Delphi looked at the rain.

"The postmark," she said, "says Tuesday. Bram got here Tuesday at ten-forty. He had a layover in Portsmouth. The ferry runs at six-twenty in the morning."

"Okay."

"So he left the island Monday. So this was posted Monday at the latest. So the thing was in the mail before he was on the bus." She turned the frame over and put her finger on the slanted ink. "He said the words and the words were already here. That's not a coincidence, that's a schedule. Somebody's running a schedule."

"You could call him."

"I left him in a reading room with a stopwatch and a dead grandmother and I told him nineteen seconds and I gave him nine minutes. I'm not calling him."

"You could call the island."

"There's no cell service inside the fog. There's a landline at the co-op and a landline at the meetinghouse and both of them are answered by a man named Duarte who answers the phone by saying his own name and then waiting."

Priya considered this. "So you're going to do the good plan."

"Yes."

"You're going to do the good plan," Priya said, "and I want you to know that I know what the good plan is for. The good plan is for buying time. You are going to walk that thing into a vault and shut a door on it and then you are going to go and sit at your bench and start working on the top button of that cardigan again, because that is a problem you know how to solve."

Delphi picked up the frame.

It was cold.

"Yes," she said.

But Priya Raghunathan had one more thing, and she had been carrying it around since Tuesday like a stone in her mouth, and she got it out while Delphi was wrapping the plate back in its three layers of corrugated board.

"Sit down."

"Priya."

"Sixty seconds. I've been sitting on it for four days."

Delphi sat.

Priya put her phone on the counter and touched the screen twice and set it down between them, and out of the small speaker came the kitchen, and the rain in the gutter, and the sound of a knife on a board, and — underneath it, a half-second later and entirely unselfconscious — the sound of Delphi, humming.

She did not recognise it. That was the first thing: she knew it was her, intellectually, the way you know your own handwriting, and she had no memory whatever of the event of it. The tune was not a tune she could name. It was six or seven notes, rising, with a pause in the middle where the knife stopped.

Priya watched her face.

"It's from March," Priya said. "The twenty-second. You were making that lentil thing. I had the mic in the gutter and the kitchen window open."

Delphi listened to her own voice hum six notes and stop.

"Now," Priya said, and slid the timeline forward nine seconds.

And there it was again: the knife on the board, the rain, and the humming — and with it, from the far side of the room, coming in late and a little flat and perfectly clear, a second voice.

A man's voice.

It came in on the fourth note and stayed under her for three, and it did not harmonise so much as it found her, the way a hand finds a rail in the dark, and then the knife stopped and the humming stopped and the man's voice went on for a syllable and a half past her, and stopped.

Delphi did not move.

"Play it again," she said.

Priya played it again.

"Again."

Priya played it again.

She played it seven times, and on the seventh Delphi put her hand flat on the counter and said, very precisely, "There is no second voice."

"There is."

"There is not. There's a resonance in the gutter. There's the mic picking up the radiator through the wall. There's a psychoacoustic —"

"There's a guy, Del."

"There is no guy."

Priya stopped the recording. She did not argue, because Priya had spent seven years learning that arguing with Delphi Ash about a thing Delphi did not want to be true was like arguing with a vault door, and because Priya had also spent seven years learning that the way to win was not to argue. She put the phone in her pocket. She picked up her mug, which was cold, and she drank it anyway.

"I'll tell you what I think," she said.

"Don't."

"I think you've got a humpback whale in the gutter."

Delphi closed her eyes.

"I think," Priya said, standing, "that somebody's been singing along with you in your kitchen for years and you can't hear him, and I think that's the scariest thing that has ever happened to anybody, and I think if you take that plate to the vault today you're going to do it because you're scared and not because it's the good plan." She took her mug to the sink. "And I think you should know that I'd come with you. I'm not offering. I'm saying it so that when you go alone, which you will, you know that you didn't have to."

She went into her room and shut the door and put the big headphones on, which was how Priya cried.

Delphi sat at the counter for a while with the wrapped parcel in front of her.

Then she took out her phone.

She had been putting this off for eleven minutes without knowing she was putting it off, which was a thing she did with cameras, and which she could explain if asked: a photograph of a photograph is not a reproduction, it is a different object with a different grain and a different failure mode, and she had spent eleven years of her life being asked to treat the second as a substitute for the first, and she had strong feelings about it. But there are only two things you do with an object you cannot identify, and one of them is measure it and the other is make a copy, and she had no calipers on the counter, so:

She stood the framed plate upright against the fruit bowl. She framed it. She took the picture.

The screen filled with the picture.

Delphi looked at the screen.

The frame from her phone was not the frame from the counter.

In the phone's frame — a clean twelve-megapixel rectangle, properly exposed, the counter and the fruit bowl and the window behind it all perfectly ordinary — the Hollow Light stood at the top of the oval, and below it, where the silver blank had been, there was a town.

There was a town.

The wharf and its four buildings. The co-op shed. The ramp. Church Street going up with its eleven houses and two of them with their laundry out. The meetinghouse, white, with its door open. The school. The cannery condominiums. The Gannet at her mooring and a second boat beside her and a third coming in around the point. A pickup on the wharf with its hazard lights on. Two figures on the ramp, walking, caught mid-stride with the long exposure blur of a plate that does not know the word shutter.

Nine hundred and twelve people, or what passed for them, at a quarter of an inch each: a whole living town, dense and ordinary and utterly complete, pressed flat under the lighthouse like a thing held down.

And where the lighthouse should have been —

Delphi turned the phone off and turned it on again. She took another.

Another.

She changed the angle. She changed the exposure. She put the plate flat on the counter and shot it from directly above with the window light raking across it, which is the correct way to shoot a daguerreotype and which she had done four hundred times, and the result on the screen was the same and the result on the screen was:

The town, in its entirety, rendered down to the laundry on the line.

And above it, where ninety feet of cut granite had stood, a clean column of pale silver sky with nothing in it at all. Not a ruin. Not a stump. A place where a lighthouse had never happened.

She set the phone down on the counter beside the plate.

She picked up the plate.

Lighthouse. Silver blank. One man on the third step.

She set the plate down.

She picked up the phone.

Town. Laundry. Two figures on the ramp. No lighthouse.

She put them side by side on the counter, leaning together against the fruit bowl, and stood over them with her hands on the counter and her head down, and she understood that she was looking at two true things that could not both be true, and that the difference between them was not the object.

It was the instrument.

The plate had been made by a person.

The phone had been made by a machine that stores what it is given.

Priya's door opened. Priya came out with the headphones still around her neck and her eyes red at the edges and came to stand beside her and looked down at the two rectangles leaning against the fruit bowl, and Delphi waited for her to say the obvious thing — one of them is fake, one of them is a lie, one of them is wrong — and Priya, who made sound art out of gutters and rain and had spent her whole adult life thinking about how a thing is carried, looked at the plate and then at the phone and said:

"Maybe it only lets you look at one at a time."

At seven-fifteen that evening Delphine Ash drove into the alley behind the Peabody Yates Institute with the parcel on the passenger seat, and let herself in through the loading dock with her key, and rode the freight elevator up to the second floor, and walked the length of the dark conservation lab without turning on the overheads.

The marble held the cold.

She went to the vault and spun the wheel and pulled, and the big door came out of its frame with the sound it always made, which was not a bang but a sigh, and she went inside and turned on the single amber lamp.

She put the parcel on the third shelf from the floor, on a bed of inert foam, next to the boxes of nineteenth-century glass that nobody had looked at since 1998.

Then she took out her phone and photographed the shelf, because a conservator always records the location of an object, and she looked at the screen in the amber light of the vault.

On the shelf, in the photograph, there was a brown paper parcel with Fragile — Do Not Bend written on it in pencil.

She put the phone away.

She went out to the bench and turned on the task lamp and sat down and spent four hours on the top button of a cardigan that had been in the wrong hole since 1961, and she did not once think about the man on the step, and at eleven o'clock she drove home, and she lay awake for a long time in the dark, and in the morning she did not look at her mother.

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER THREE


The Etiquette of Not Remembering
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The second face went on Thursday, and this time it was in the catalogue.

Delphi found it at 9:12 in the morning because she was looking for something else, which is how every bad thing in a collection is ever found. She had gone into the database for the accession record of the Old Orchard print in order to check the donor's granddaughter's name, because the granddaughter had written the Institute twice in six months with a question about provenance and because answering provenance questions was the part of the job that Delphi did not mind. The record was there. The record had always been there. It had eleven fields, and the eleven fields had taken a curator named Harold Beasley four hours to fill out in 1998, and Delphi had read them all in the first week of the Old Orchard job and had retained them, because she retained that kind of thing.

Donor: Winslow, Ellery J. (1921–2011).

Relationship to subjects: grandson of subject #3 (seated, cardigan).

Acquisition: gift, 14 March 1998.

On Thursday the fourth field read:

Donor: —

Just the em dash. Not blank, not null, not an empty string: an em dash, sitting in the field exactly where a man's name had been, with the greyed-out font of a system default, as though Harold Beasley had personally leaned over in 1998 and typed a dash.

Delphi sat back.

She opened the audit log. She had never opened the audit log in nine years at the Peabody Yates Institute, because nothing ever happened in the audit log, but the log was there and it was on by default and it recorded, as it was legally required to, every write to every field since the migration in 2004.

There was no entry.

Not entry deleted — she checked for that too, and the log would have recorded its own deletion. There was simply no write event against that field, ever, going back to the migration. The system had no memory of the name having been entered, because the system had no memory of the name.

She opened the paper file.

The paper file lived in the vault, in Hollinger box 41-C, in a folder of the manila yellow that the Institute had switched away from in 1996, and the folder held four pages: the deed of gift, the condition report, a letter from Ellery Winslow's daughter, and a Post-it from Harold Beasley that said check the tear before you promise her anything. Delphi had read these pages eleven days ago. She had been holding them eleven days ago. She remembered the weight of them, which is a thing conservators remember.

The deed of gift had two signatures. The donor's was gone.

Not torn, not erased, not bleached: gone, in the sense that the paper where the signature had been was now blank paper, absolutely continuous with the paper around it, fibres unbroken, sizing intact, holding the raking light exactly as the rest of the sheet held it. The ink had not been removed. The ink had never been.

Under the stereomicroscope at forty power, the place where Ellery J. Winslow should have been was undamaged in every particular: no abrasion, no thinning, no residue in the valleys between fibres, no ghost of a stroke. It was as though the sheet had been manufactured without that sentence in it.

And the daughter's letter, one page, typed, signed Yours, Penny — the signature was gone too, and so was every instance of the surname in the body of the letter, so that the letter now read:

Dear Mr. Beasley, I am writing on behalf of my father, [ ], who is very frail now and who would like the photograph of his grandmother to go somewhere that will look after it.

Fourteen characters' worth of clean gap in a sentence, and the sentence still made sense.

Delphi sat at the scope for a long time with her hands in her lap.

Then she stood up, walked to the vault, and took the Old Orchard print out and put it on the light table and looked at the grandmother's cardigan for a while, and then she went back to her bench, and she opened a fresh document, and she typed the following:

MEMO — INTERNAL — CONDITION ANOMALY, 41-C / PY.1998.0311

Two (2) instances of localized loss of inscribed information, no physical mechanism.

and then she sat with her hands over the keyboard for nine minutes, and then she selected the whole thing and deleted it, because a conservator who reports a thing that has no physical mechanism is a conservator who is describing a miracle in a document that will be read by the deputy director, and Delphi Ash knew precisely what happened to conservators who described miracles in documents that were read by deputy directors.

She closed the document.

She went back to the cardigan.

At three in the afternoon she called the island.

This was not a decision, or it was a decision of the kind that a person makes while doing something else, which is to say that she had dialled before she had finished deciding not to. The co-op had a landline because the fog on Cairnhollow ate cellular the way anything else eats, and the landline was answered by Duarte Alvarez, who had run the co-op since 1987 and who answered the telephone, always and without exception, by stating his own name and then waiting.

It rang nine times.

"Alvarez."

"Duarte."

There was a pause of the length that a pause gets when a person is doing arithmetic about a voice.

"Delphi?"

"Yes."

"Jesus Christ." A sound of a chair, of a body shifting, of a hand over a receiver that did not quite cover it. "Jesus Christ, girl. Ellie — Ellie, get in here, it's Delphi Ash."

A shout from somewhere behind him, indistinct.

"You're on the island?" Delphi said.

"Where else would I be. Where are you?"

"Boston."

"Boston, Christ." He was doing the thing where a person talks louder because the person on the other end is far away. "I thought you were dead. We all thought you were dead. Eleven years, Delphine, not a card at Christmas. I want you to know I said to your father. I said, that girl's not dead, she's just —"

He stopped.

He stopped in the way that people on Cairnhollow stopped, which was mid-word, with the machinery still running, and Delphi had spent eighteen years on that island and she knew what the stop meant and she knew what came after the stop, and she had spent eleven years in Boston teaching herself that the stop was a thing that happened to other people.

"Duarte."

"Yeah."

"Say my name."

"Delphi."

"Say it again."

"Delphi. Delphine Maren Ash. Your mother named you for the — for —" He made a small sound, the sound a man makes when he has put his hand in his pocket for a thing that is usually there. "For the —"

"Say it again."

"Delphi."

"Again."

"Delphi. I got it. I got you."

"Again."

"Delphi." Sharper now, with an edge of something in it. "Delphi, what the hell is this."

"Nothing. It's nothing. I'm sorry."

"You're crying."

"I'm not."

There was a shuffling, and a woman's voice came on, Ellie Dyer, who had run the library and read to Delphi every Saturday of her childhood, and Ellie said warmly: "Delphi! Oh, sweetheart, it's so good — we heard you were in Boston, doing very well, with the photographs —"

"Ellie," Delphi said. "Who am I."

Ellie stopped, and the stop was the same stop, and Delphi held the phone with both hands and counted the seconds of it.

"Who is this," Ellie Dyer said at last, and it was not a question about a name.

Delphi hung up.

She sat in the chair at her bench in the conservation lab of the Peabody Yates Institute with the phone in her lap, and the dehumidifier in the corner did not exist here, and the radiator did not exist here, and there was no rain on a gutter outside a window, and she thought, in the clear flat register that she used for condition reports:

Eleven years. Nobody has said my name on that island in eleven years.

Because her father had stopped speaking, and because the island had taken its manners from the Warden, and because there is an etiquette to these things, and the etiquette is: you do not say the name of the thing a man has lost in front of the man who lost it. Eleven years of courtesy. Eleven years of a whole town stepping around the edge of a hole in the floor, and the hole opening a little wider every year, and the hole having her name in it now, and her mother's name, and — she understood this with a cold lurch that had nothing to do with grief — and the island not being able to spare the breath to notice.

She bought the ticket at 5:41 that evening.

Concord Coach Lines, South Station, 7:15 a.m. Friday, arrival Rockland 1:35 p.m., ferry to Cairnhollow 4:10 p.m., $88 round trip, seat 14A, aisle, right side, because the right side of the bus gets the water after Bath.

The confirmation came up on the screen.

She looked at it for eleven seconds.

She navigated to Manage Booking and cancelled it, and the site asked her if she was sure, and she was sure, and it gave her a full refund in four business days, and she closed the tab and made tea and stood at the kitchen window with the rain coming in on the sill and thought about the fact that there were nine days until the ninth tide and that nine days was enough time to run every test that existed on a copper plate.

Because that was the thing. That was the actual thought, and she meant it, and she knew she meant it, and she was not lying to herself in the way people lie to themselves: if the plate was a fake, she did not have to go.

A forgery is a problem you can solve.

She opened a new tab and booked the ticket again.

The lab in Cambridge was a storefront on Mass Ave with a bell over the door and a man inside named Dr. Adeyemi Fashola who had spent twenty-six years being told that objects were cursed and who had, in that time, developed the single most useful sentence in the English language: I can tell you what it is made of, and I cannot tell you what it means.

Delphi had used him eleven times. He was the best in the region at non-destructive analysis of cultural material, and he was the only person she had ever met who put a piece of foam down before setting anything on his counter, and the foam appeared before she had finished taking the parcel out of her bag.

"Delphine."

"Ade."

"Tell me it's a Mathew Brady and I'll retire."

"It's a sixth-plate daguerreotype of a lighthouse in Maine."

"Is it a Mathew Brady of a lighthouse in Maine."

"No."

He put it under the scope. He was quiet for a while. He went to the XRF and came back and did the plate in nine spots and was quiet for longer. He took it to the FTIR and came back and sat down on his stool the way a man sits down when a thing has stopped being a job.

"Delphine."

"Ade."

"It's real."

"I know."

"You don't know. You know it looks real. I'm telling you it is real. It's a daguerreotype." He rubbed his face. "Silvered copper sheet, hand-sensitised, developed over mercury, fixed, gilded. I can see the swipe marks from the buffing at sixty power. The buffing was done with a leather-covered block and rottenstone, by hand, by somebody with a bad habit on the return stroke — I can see the habit. The tarnish is the right tarnish. The tarnish is a century of tarnish."

"Show me the tarnish."

He turned the screen.

The tarnish was a bloom of iridescence creeping in from the edge of the plate in a crescent, blue-violet going to straw, and it was the correct tarnish, and it was also — Delphi saw it at the same moment Ade did, and they both leaned in — wrong.

"The crescent," she said.

"The crescent," he said. "It comes in from the edge. It comes in from the edge the way it does when the cover glass is not sealed. Only —"

"Only there's no gap at the seal."

"There is no gap at the seal. The seal is perfect. The seal is museum-perfect. The seal is better than the seal on the one in my office that I made in 2004." Ade took his glasses off. "Which means the plate was not sealed when the tarnish formed. Which means the tarnish formed in the open, on a bare plate, over a long time, and then somebody sealed it."

"How long."

"To get a crescent that deep? Sixty years. A hundred."

They looked at each other.

"Ade."

"Yes."

"Tell me the copper."

He sighed. "The copper is the thing you're not going to like."

"Tell me the copper."

"The copper is modern." He pulled up the spectrum, and tapped the trace with one finger. "See the arsenic? See the antimony? There's no bismuth, there's no lead worth mentioning, the silver is 99.9 electrolytic and it was rolled, not hammered. Welsh copper from the eighteen-forties has a fingerprint you can read across a room. This doesn't have it. This is copper from a refinery that opened after most of the people who made daguerreotypes were dead."

"So it's a modern plate."

"It's a modern plate."

"With a century of tarnish on it."

"With a century of tarnish on it." Ade leaned back. "And the solar panel on the roof of that house is a twenty-three panel, and I know because I have one, and I know because it was installed in twenty twenty-three in a photograph made by a process that stopped being used before Lincoln had a beard. So. Delphine."

"Yes."

"I can tell you what it's made of."

"I know."

"I cannot tell you what —"

"Don't."

He didn't. He was a good man. He put the plate on the foam and pushed it across the counter toward her with two fingers, and then he said, "There's a thing at the edge you'll want to see, and you'll want to see it at forty, and I've put the scope on the side bench so you can see it without me breathing on you."

The thing at the edge was under the mat.

Daguerreotype plates are trimmed, and the trimmed margin is usually scrap, and the maker's mark — if there is one — goes where the mat will not cover it, which is to say at the very edge, which is to say in the quarter-millimetre that everybody throws away. This maker had not thrown it away. This maker had scratched into the silver with a needle, at
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