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      Chapter One

      A Jar of Possibilities

      Nora Vale had been in charge of the Button Jar for forty-seven minutes when she charged a woman three dollars to mend a coat and eleven dollars for the button.

      The woman inspected her receipt. Then she inspected Nora.

      "It's a very good button," Nora said.

      From the other end of the counter, Aunt Mavis made a small sound into her tea.

      Nora looked down at the new card reader. She had entered the prices in the wrong boxes. The total was right, but a receipt promising an eleven-dollar plastic button was not the first impression she had hoped to make on Wren Harbor.

      "I'm sorry. Let me correct that."

      "I was going to ask whether it came with the rest of the coat."

      The woman smiled as she said it. Nora allowed herself a breath, canceled the receipt and began again. Three dollars for the button. Eleven for the labor, including replacing the loose stitching on its neighbors. Fourteen dollars to keep a good wool coat out of the donation bin.

      A sensible transaction. Evidence that she could do this.

      When the woman had gone, Mavis set down her cup.

      "You know, the old machine didn't break."

      "It printed everything as miscellaneous."

      "A useful word. Covered most eventualities."

      The old machine sat under the counter in a cardboard box, its paper roll still attached. Nora had not put it in the recycling. She was trying to distinguish improvements from small acts of conquest.

      She glanced around the shop her aunt had owned for thirty-four years. Afternoon light lay across the narrow floorboards. Along the left wall, jars held buttons in colors ranging from pearly white to what Mavis called sensible brown. Opposite them stood shelves of ribbon, thread and boxed notions. A broad table occupied the front window, where two mismatched chairs faced the street. Behind the counter, a passage led to the tiny workroom, a back door and the stairs to Mavis's apartment.

      Nora's three cartons of books were upstairs in the spare room. Her marriage had ended eighteen months ago. Her museum job had ended in June. These were separate facts, although people hearing them together sometimes put on the same careful expression they used when inspecting a cracked vase.

      "I'll keep it," she said, nudging the box with her shoe. "As backup."

      "I didn't mean the machine."

      Mavis picked up her tea and carried it to the window table, using both hands. Her fingers had been stiff all week. Yesterday she had needed Nora to open a jar of horn buttons and had been cross with the jar afterward.

      The shop was still legally hers. Nora was buying the stock over twelve months and paying a modest rent, with a review at Christmas. There had been paperwork, advice from a local accountant and one uncomfortable discussion about what happened if the arrangement failed. Mavis had insisted on all three.

      Nora had appreciated that until she realized a properly documented agreement still left plenty of room to hurt one another's feelings.

      "I won't change everything," she said.

      "Good. Start with that tea. It's been steeping since the customer came in."

      The bell above the door rang before Nora could defend her ability to make tea. Ada Finch backed into the shop carrying a covered tray and wearing an apron with one strap hanging free.

      "Nobody move. Something here is load-bearing."

      Nora took the tray. Mavis took a cookie from under its cloth.

      "The apron," Ada said. "I meant the apron."

      "We understood," Mavis told her.

      Ada untied the remaining strap and presented the damage. The stitching at the neck had given way, leaving a little ladder of holes in the cream fabric. Flour marked her sleeves. There was a smear of something dark near her elbow that Nora hoped was chocolate.

      "Could it be done before I carry twenty-four cups of tea through a room full of people who think a refreshment break is a competitive sport?"

      "It can be done now."

      Nora took the apron to the machine in the workroom. Ada followed and leaned on the doorframe, looking at the labeled trays Nora had placed above the desk.

      "You've been organizing."

      "A little."

      "Your aunt's probably told you that she knows where everything is."

      "She does know where everything is. That's the difficulty. If she's out, I have to telephone her to ask whether the trouser zippers are under the table linen or behind the Easter ribbon."

      "Table linen," Mavis called from the shop.

      Ada grinned.

      Nora chose thread, reinforced the worn fabric and ran two neat lines of stitching across the strap. A small job, finished properly. Her shoulders lowered as the machine worked. At the museum she had spent years arranging treatments she was not qualified to perform herself, making sure the right object reached the right conservator with the right paperwork. Here, at least, she could mend an apron without convening a meeting.

      "How's your dad?" she asked.

      "Coming tomorrow. Insists on being among the first through Owen's new entrance."

      "I thought it wasn't officially open."

      "It isn't. There's a ribbon. Dad says he's spent enough years being directed round the back of buildings. He can wait another fifteen minutes to enter this one at the front."

      Ada said it lightly, but Nora remembered her father outside the Assembly Hall last winter, waiting in the rain while someone found a key to the side entrance.

      "I'll make sure he gets a good seat."

      "Make sure he gets a cookie. He can negotiate his own seat."

      Nora clipped the thread and handed back the apron. Ada pulled it on, gave the strap an experimental tug and visibly relaxed.

      "Thank you. What do I owe you?"

      Nora glanced toward the cookies.

      "We are not beginning a system of barter," Ada said. "You'll end up with no money and fourteen jars of chutney. Put it on my monthly bill."

      She went out to check on her bakery, leaving the tray and a reminder that the hall volunteers needed Nora by seven.

      Mavis was studying the front window when Nora returned. An empty glass jar stood on the table beside a paper sign: GUESS THE BUTTONS. WIN A MENDING KIT.

      "Ruth brought that round," she said. "We need something more cheerful in it than the brown ones."

      "The brown ones are sensible."

      "Not at a festival."

      They chose from the mixed stock together, taking out anything with a sharp broken edge. Mavis tipped the selected buttons into a shallow tray while Nora cleaned the jar. There were little red discs, flat white shirt buttons, three large blue ones that might have belonged to a child's coat, and an amber-colored square with a shallow dip in its center.

      Nora held that one up to the light.

      "I used to think these were sweets."

      "You only tried one."

      "You remember that?"

      "I had to telephone your mother and explain why you were demanding to know whether all toffee was like that."

      Nora put the amber button at the front of the jar, where the light caught it. She had spent school holidays sitting under this table, cutting clothes for paper figures and listening to customers discuss hems, funerals and whether their husbands could be trusted to collect the right thread. She remembered the shop as a place where things could always be put right. At forty-one, she could see what that memory had left out: unpaid hours, aching hands, jobs done twice because somebody was disappointed.

      Mavis flexed her fingers and drew the tray toward her again.

      "Leave the rest," Nora said. "I can finish."

      "I know you can."

      Mavis's voice was even. Nora set the clean jar down.

      "Would you like to do it?"

      "Yes. Slowly. After I've eaten my cookie."

      That was reasonable. So reasonable that Nora felt ashamed of the relief with which she had been taking things away from her aunt.

      She went to the counter and wrote three pending jobs in the new order book. The times beside them came from her phone. Above the passage, the shop clock said twenty past six; her screen said twenty to seven.

      "Has that always been slow?"

      "Since the battery was changed on Wednesday. I keep meaning to move it."

      Nora took down the clock, corrected it and hung it up again. Then she set her watch to the same time. If she was going to ferry things between the shop and the hall all evening, she would need something she could check with both hands full.

      Ruth Sedge arrived while Nora was standing on the little step stool. Her yellow-striped canvas tote nudged the door open ahead of her. A folder was tucked under one arm; her navy cardigan had been buttoned one hole out of alignment.

      "Don't come down on my account," Ruth said. "I'm only here to lose another task."

      "I'm nearly finished."

      "Words I dream of saying."

      Ruth set the tote on the counter and drew out a linen table runner, carefully folded around a paper label. The hem had opened along one end. Nora recognized the pale blue embroidered flowers: the runner usually lay on the trust's committee table beneath a vase of artificial tulips.

      "I found it when we moved the cash box," Ruth said. "It doesn't need doing tonight. Before the winter sale would be lovely."

      Nora opened a fresh order page. "May I take a photograph with the label? I'm recording the condition of things as they come in."

      "Please. I'm recording things by putting them in bags and hoping."

      Nora laid the twelve-inch shop ruler beside the frayed hem and its handwritten identification card. The tote lay flat beneath the runner; its stiff-taped mouth was only nine inches across. "Lovely fabric, inconvenient opening," Mavis said. Ruth laughed and said it was meant for books, not groceries. Nora included the ruler in the photograph. The canvas was stout, the yellow stripes slightly faded. It would have made good cushion covers. Nora lifted the runner away and Ruth folded her bag with the economical movements of someone who expected to need the same patch of counter for another task within seconds.

      "I'll give you a collection slip."

      "Can you put the trust's name on it? And I need a duplicate acknowledgment for the contribution we made toward the children's supplies. Julian's asking me for everyone's receipts."

      Nora put down the retail receipt pad and fetched the acknowledgment book Mavis had shown her that morning. A contribution was not a sale. She copied the amount from the existing entry, numbered the duplicate and passed it over.

      Ruth checked it before putting it in her folder.

      "Perfect. If only the rest of the evening could be that simple."

      At the window, Mavis tipped another handful of buttons into the jar. They made a pleasant, dry pattering sound.

      "I was going to take a few photographs of the display for the newsletter," Nora said. "Perhaps a time-lapse, while you finish it. Would you mind being in it?"

      Mavis considered her own reflection in the window.

      "Not if you give me a chance to take this cardigan off. It's covered in cat hair."

      Ruth checked the angle of the little shelf beside the window. "That would be good publicity for the weekend. Put the sign where it can be read."

      Nora took a still photograph first, including the jar and the unfinished display. Then she propped her phone in a small stand on the shelf and checked the frame. In the time-lapse application she chose a photograph every two seconds, keeping the source images as well as the short finished clip. She might want a clear still for the newsletter afterward. She started the recording. It showed the front table, Mavis's chair and the window lettering. The counter and its order book were safely out of view.

      "Tell anyone who sits there," she said. "And stop it if they don't want to be photographed."

      "I have operated a telephone before," Mavis said.

      "I know. Sorry."

      Ruth glanced toward the street. Her expression changed a fraction before the bell rang again.

      Julian Pike came in without his coat, carrying a large cream envelope. His white shirt cuffs were turned back evenly, and his tie showed a pattern of little green leaves. He looked less harried than the other volunteers. Perhaps, Nora thought, that was one advantage of being the person who delegated the hurrying.

      "Just the person," he said, seeing her. "These are the auction descriptions. I need you to look at the textile entries before tomorrow."

      He handed over the envelope. N. VALE—AUCTION DESCRIPTIONS was written across it in black pen.

      "I can check descriptions," Nora said. "I can't promise an authentication."

      "You've worked in a museum."

      "Which is why I'm being careful about what I promise."

      Julian looked at her for a moment. Then he smiled, smaller this time.

      "Fair enough. Look first. Tell me what you can say."

      She put the envelope in the incoming tray, on top of a supplier catalog. Across the shop, Ruth was smoothing the folded handles of her tote.

      "Everything else ready?" Julian asked her.

      "The change fund, the donation board and the seating plan are ready. The teacups are breeding in the kitchen."

      "And the invoice copies?"

      "I'll bring the file."

      He nodded and turned back to Nora.

      "Particularly the Mercer quilt. The wording needs to be settled. Bea has become rather attached to the present label."

      Mavis's hand stopped above the button tray.

      "It's her family's quilt," she said.

      "It's the trust's quilt now. There's a difference."

      "There can still be a way to discuss it."

      Something weary moved across Julian's face. For the first time, Nora noticed the shadows beneath his eyes.

      "There has been discussion," he said. "We can't keep describing a thing one way simply because the truth would upset someone."

      Nora could not disagree with that. She also could not tell whether it was a principle or a threat.

      Julian touched the edge of the incoming tray, as if making certain she knew where the envelope had gone.

      "Come and see it tonight. Before people arrive tomorrow expecting the story we've been telling them."

      He left, and the bell shivered behind him.

      For a few seconds, the only sound was Mavis lowering the last blue button into the jar.

      Ruth slipped her folder beneath her arm.

      "Shall we walk over together?" she asked Nora. "Before he finds anything else that needs settling."

    
  
    
      Chapter Two

      The Things We Keep

      Outside the shop, a wind off the harbor had begun to lift the fallen leaves into the gutters. Ruth stopped to press a curling corner of the festival poster back against the window.

      "That's going to fall," Nora said.

      "Not until Sunday, if it has any decency."

      They turned inland, away from the boats and the row of shops facing the water. Three blocks uphill, the Assembly Hall occupied one side of a little square. Nora had attended winter concerts there as a child, seated on chairs that pinched her fingers if she tried to fold them. The building still had its white clapboard front, tall windows and unnecessarily grand stone urns. The approach to its doors was new.

      A broad, gently sloping walkway curved past the steps, edged with a wooden handrail. Protective paper covered part of the threshold. A coil of ribbon lay on an upturned bucket beside it.

      Ruth slowed.

      "That really is lovely," she said.

      For a moment she sounded relieved rather than busy. Nora followed her gaze along the rail, whose smooth upper surface had already caught a scattering of red leaves.

      "Ada's dad is coming for the opening."

      "I know. We mustn't put his chair at the end of a row and then surround it with bags. Last year we made a terrible job of the seating."

      Ruth took a pen from her folder and wrote something in the margin of the schedule. Then she held the door for Nora.

      Inside, the main hall smelled of furniture polish and coffee. A line of white-draped tables ran beneath the windows; wooden stands waited for the quilts at the far end. Ada was directing a man with a tray of cups toward the kitchen. On the low stage, someone had arranged the raffle prizes by height, producing a pyramid topped with a knitted rabbit.

      Nora paused long enough to feel an unexpected pinch of pleasure. Here was a thing the town had made together. Not perfectly, perhaps, but on a Friday evening when most people could reasonably have chosen to go home.

      Ruth put her yellow-striped tote on a chair inside the committee room, which opened off the hall near the kitchen. Nora could see a cash box on the table, beside a vase of dusty tulips. The runner Ruth had brought to the shop had left a pale rectangle on the wood.

      "I'll find you in a minute," Ruth said. "I need Julian to sign something before he starts moving the displays again."

      Nora carried her cardboard carton of mending kits toward Ada.

      "Where would you like these?"

      "Anywhere that isn't the tea table. We have one enthusiastic volunteer who'll put a price on anything near the cookies."

      Ada cleared a place beside the window. The steel change box occupied most of her cafeteria tray: a foot long, eight inches wide and four high. She moved it to a committee-room shelf and put the tray back to work. Nora unpacked little tins containing needles, thread, spare buttons and a paper measuring tape. Each had taken her longer to assemble than she intended. She had worried about whether people would consider them worth buying, then about whether buying too many meant she had misjudged how much money a weekend like this could raise.

      Ada picked one up.

      "These are good."

      "I hope so."

      "That wasn't encouragement. It was an assessment. Dad's buying one because he still uses fishing line when a coat button falls off."

      "Tell him to bring the coat."

      "I'll tell him not to bring his fishing tackle."

      On an easel near the entrance, a board carried the trust's name and a large hand-lettered total. Nora stepped back to read it.

      "Twelve thousand six hundred and eighty. That's wonderful."

      "Ten thousand six hundred and eighty," Ruth said, passing behind her with Julian. "We've not quite reached twelve yet."

      Nora looked at the board again. "It says twelve."

      Ruth stopped. Julian's attention shifted from her folder to the figure on the easel.

      "The Bell Street association," he said. "Their contribution came in yesterday."

      "Of course. I haven't added it to my sheet."

      Ruth found the relevant page, ran a finger down a column and made a note.

      "I'm working from the old total. Ignore me."

      "We'll have to stop calling it the roof fund," Ada said. "The roof-and-front-door fund doesn't fit on a poster."

      "Building access and weatherproofing," Julian said. "That's how the appeal describes it. We should keep the wording consistent."

      "Then I shall need a smaller pen."

      Ada went back to her cups. Julian moved toward the display stands, Ruth beside him, and Nora let herself look once more at the total. The numbers had the comforting appearance of progress. She knew enough about small institutions to understand how much uncertainty could sit behind them.

      A man in a dark work shirt came through the front doors carrying a folded dust sheet. He stopped when he saw Julian.

      "Have you got a minute?"

      Julian's shoulders stiffened.

      "Not just now, Owen."

      "It's been not just now for three weeks."

      The words carried across the room. At the quilt stands, Bea Mercer looked up from a length of white cotton tape.

      Owen Rusk was younger than Nora remembered. He had been a boy who fixed bicycles when she used to come for the summer holidays. Now there was gray at one temple, sawdust along the edge of his sleeve and a tiredness in the way he held the folded sheet against his chest.

      "We agreed to discuss this at the committee meeting," Julian said.

      "The supplier's not waiting until your committee meeting. Neither are the two people I've already paid."

      Ruth stepped toward them.

      "Owen, let me get the payment schedule."

      "I've got the schedule. It's got last month's dates on it."

      Nora lowered an empty carton to the floor. She knew the peculiar silence of a public room whose occupants were all pretending not to listen.

      Julian drew Owen a little closer to the front doors, but he did not lower his voice enough.

      "There are questions about the bills."

      Owen stared at him.

      "Then ask me. Don't tell other people I've been paid for work I haven't done."

      "No one said that."

      "Merritt's yard did. They asked whether I'd like to settle my balance out of the grant money. I haven't seen any grant money."

      Bea wound the cotton tape tightly around her fingers. Ada set down a cup rather harder than necessary.

      Ruth touched Julian's arm. "We can sort this out without an audience."

      For the first time, Owen seemed to notice how many people had become still.

      He took a breath and looked past Julian at the new entrance.

      "That work's safe," he said. "The inspection's done. Whatever happens with the money, nobody's to say otherwise."

      "No one's questioning the work," Nora said.

      He turned toward her. She wished she had said it more quietly, but she meant it.

      "Ada was telling me how much it will matter tomorrow."

      Some of the anger left his face, though not the exhaustion.

      "Good. That's why I finished it."

      He put the dust sheet on a chair, collected his canvas tool bag from beneath the stage and went outside. Through the glass panel, Nora watched him fold the last of the protective paper away from the threshold. He did it carefully.

      Julian straightened his tie.

      "Right," he said. "Could we look at the quilts?"

      Bea had spent the argument beside a dark green quilt draped over a padded stand. Now she placed the tape in her basket and pressed her palms flat against her skirt.

      "It's not hanging yet."

      "Nora can look at it on the table."

      "I've put everything in the description."

      "Then there shouldn't be a difficulty."

      Nora did not like the position he had placed her in. Bea knew who she was; they had met in the shop a week earlier, when Bea had helped Mavis select thread. She had brought photographs of her little granddaughter wearing a coat made from an old wool blanket. Nora remembered careful buttonholes and the child's delight in having pockets.

      "I'd need time and decent light," Nora said. "I'm not going to inspect it between unpacking boxes."

      Bea looked at her with something close to gratitude.

      "And I haven't agreed to do more than check the wording," Nora added.

      "That's all I'm asking," Julian said.

      He sounded reasonable. Nora had dealt with lenders who could make an unreasonable request sound like the smallest possible favor. She wondered whether he knew the difference.

      A door clicked at the far side of the hall. Theo Pike came out of the corridor leading to the annex. He carried a phone, which he put away when he saw his uncle.

      "I thought you were in the office," he said.

      "What did you need?"

      "Just a word."

      Julian glanced at the wall clock. "Later."

      "You keep saying that."

      "And you keep coming when I'm working."

      Theo's mouth tightened. He was tall and thin, wearing a good secondhand coat whose cuffs had been turned back to conceal fraying. Nora had seen him that morning carrying a lamp into the empty shop two doors from Ada's bakery. A handwritten sign in its window promised household curiosities at weekend prices.

      He looked at Bea, then at Nora, and seemed to decide against saying anything more.

      "I'll ring you," he told Julian.

      "Please do."

      He went out through the side doors, walking quickly. From the library end of the corridor, Ellis Ward emerged with an armful of folded display cards. A small camera hung from a strap against their side, its lens cap swinging beneath it.

      "Was Theo looking for you?" Ellis asked Julian.

      "Apparently. What are those?"

      "The final labels. If you change anything now, you'll have to use a pen. I've come to the end of my goodwill with the printer."

      Nora helped Ellis set the cards on the catalog table. The librarian had taken charge of the archive displays, which had already escaped their allotted space and spread onto two additional chairs.

      "Have you seen the annex?" Ellis asked her. "Mavis says you might help us sort the textile boxes this winter."

      "Mavis is planning quite a busy retirement."

      "For everyone else, yes."

      Ellis showed her through the short corridor. The annex office had an exterior window facing the west courtyard, a desk with a green blotter and shelves crowded with files. A second door opened directly onto the courtyard. Beyond it, late light caught a stack of empty plant pots.

      "The tables for tomorrow are in the storeroom next door," Ellis said. "The office is Julian's territory. In the nicest possible sense."

      On a low shelf sat two squat brass objects, dull with age. One had a length of faded cord still knotted through its loop.

      "Curtain weights?" Nora asked.

      "From the stage mechanism. Replaced years ago, but nobody could bear to throw them away. We could start an entire exhibition called Things We Might Need Again."

      Ada appeared behind them with her phone.

      "I need a picture of this room while there's still a floor. Insurance list, and proof that we tidied it. Ellis, can you move a little?"

      They stepped aside while Ada took the photograph. Then she pointed to a stack of flat boxes beneath the window.

      "Are those the table tags?"

      "Yes. Julian wants them kept in here until the seating plan's finished."

      Ada sighed. "He wants an awful lot of paper to spend the evening traveling round the building."

      They returned to the hall. Ruth was standing at the committee-room door, her striped tote over her arm again.

      "I'm fetching the reserve change," she told Ada. "Then I'll help with tea."

      "We've got ten minutes before the rest of the volunteers arrive. Could you bring the large spoons as well?"

      Ruth nodded and disappeared inside.

      At the quilt table, Julian was alone. He waited until Nora reached him, then lifted the edge of the green fabric just enough to show a small cream label sewn beneath it.

      "Does that look right to you?"

      Nora did not touch it. The overhead lighting put the stitches in shadow.

      "What are you asking me?"

      "Whether it's what it says it is."

      "Those are different questions. The label might be original to a quilt without this being that quilt. Or it might be a later label on an older piece. I'd need to examine it properly, with Bea's agreement."

      "It belongs to the trust."

      "Then with the custodian's agreement, and without making a performance of it."

      For a moment, she thought he would be angry. Instead he looked down at the little patch of cream cotton.

      "My wife used to say I made everything harder than it needed to be."

      Nora waited.

      "She grew roses," he said. "Terrible soil in our garden. I offered to have the whole lot dug out and replaced. She said the roses weren't asking me to run a committee. They were asking me to leave them alone for five minutes."

      He smoothed the quilt's edge back over the label, carefully enough that Nora revised a little of what she had been thinking about him.

      "Did they grow?"

      "Eventually. They're still there."

      Behind Nora, Ellis's phone rang. The librarian glanced at the screen, answered and walked toward the quieter library corridor.

      "Yes, Julian?" Ellis said, then stopped and looked back across the room.

      Julian put his own phone to his ear. He gave
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