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Chapter 1 The Oldest Tree in Town

The magnolia on the town square had been old when Magnolia Byrne's great-grandmother named a daughter after it, and it was older still on the April morning the county came to dig beneath it — and if a tree could be said to keep secrets, this one had kept a great many, for a very long time, in the dark cool ground around its roots.

Magnolia stood at the bakery window with her second coffee and watched them setting up. It was just past seven, the square still soft with the particular gold of an early spring morning in the Blue Ridge, and the crew from the county had arrived with a truck and a small excavator and the specific unhurried purpose of men who had a permit and a schedule and no idea that anyone would mind.

Biscuit minded. The seven-pound Yorkshire terrier stood on the window seat beside her with his front paws on the sill, and a low sound was building in his small chest — not quite a growl, but the ancestor of one, the sound he made when the shape of the world changed in a way he did not approve of.

"I know," Magnolia told him. "They're going to move the tree."

That was the thing the whole town was upset about, and had been for three weeks, ever since the county had announced that the old magnolia on the square was diseased at the root and structurally unsound and would have to come down before it fell on someone. There had been a meeting. There had been letters. The McCready sisters had circulated a petition, and Mr. Tatum had said more words in the bakery about the tree than he had said about anything in the previous decade, and Delia had pulled the arborist's report and pronounced it, in her specific way, "technically accurate and completely heartbreaking."

Because the tree was diseased. That part was true. It leaned now, a little, in a way it hadn't when Magnolia was a girl, and the county's arborist had drilled into the trunk and found the rot running up from the roots, and the verdict was not really in dispute. The magnolia was dying. It had stood on the square for the better part of two centuries and it was, at last, coming to the end of its long standing, and the county — which was liable if it fell — had decided to take it down before the ground decided for them.

So, this morning they were digging. Not felling the tree yet — that was scheduled for later in the week — but excavating around the base to assess the root structure and the soil, because the arborist wanted to understand exactly how far the rot had spread before they brought it down. It was, everyone agreed, a sad business, and most of the town had decided not to watch.

Magnolia watched. She had been named for this tree, in a roundabout way — named for her great-grandmother's love of it, Iris having planted a magnolia seedling behind the bakery in the tree's honor the year she opened, a seedling that was now itself a substantial tree shading the back garden. The square magnolia was the mother of the bakery magnolia, in a sense, and Magnolia Byrne had grown up understanding herself to be named, at one remove, for the oldest living thing in town.

She was not going to look away while they dug beneath it. That would have felt like a betrayal, somehow. So, she stood at the window with her coffee and her dog and she watched the little excavator take its first careful bite of the soil around the ancient roots, and she thought about how strange it was that a thing could stand for two hundred years and then, in a single week, simply cease to stand.

The bell over the bakery door rang. Angie, coming in early for the Saturday rush, shrugging off her jacket. "They're really doing it," she said, joining Magnolia at the window. "Digging up the tree."

"Assessing the roots. The felling's Thursday."

"My mother cried about it," Angie said. "Actually cried. She said her grandmother used to sit under that tree." She watched the excavator. "It's just a tree, though. Right? People keep saying it's just a tree and I keep not believing them."

"It's not just a tree," Magnolia said. "It's the oldest thing in town that isn't a person's memory. When it goes, it takes something with it. Not something you can name. But something."

They watched together for a while. The excavator worked with more delicacy than its size suggested, the operator clearly aware that he was digging around something the town cared about, taking small bites and setting the soil aside in a neat pile rather than swinging it away. The arborist stood by with a clipboard. A county man in a reflective vest watched the hole deepen.

And then, a little after seven-thirty, the excavator stopped.

It stopped in the specific way that machines stop when the person operating them has seen something — not the smooth pause of a scheduled break but the abrupt arrested halt of a man taking his hands off the controls. The operator leaned out of the cab. He looked down into the hole. He said something to the county man in the vest, who came over and looked down too, and went still.

Magnolia set down her coffee.

"What is it?" Angie said. "What are they looking at?"

"I don't know." But Magnolia was already moving — already crossing the bakery, already reaching for the door, because she had learned over the past two years to trust the particular feeling that was climbing up her spine, the feeling that said the ordinary morning had just stopped being ordinary. "Stay here. Mind the ovens."

Biscuit did not stay. Biscuit shot out the door ahead of her, across the quiet square toward the tree and the hole and the men standing frozen around it, and Magnolia followed, and the April morning was cool and gold and smelled of turned earth, and by the time she reached the edge of the excavation the county man in the vest was on his radio, and his voice had the flat careful quality of a man reporting something he did not want to be true.

"—going to want to send somebody," he was saying. "No. No, I mean the sheriff. We hit— there's—" He looked down into the hole again, as if hoping it would have changed. "There's remains down here. Human. Somebody's buried under this tree."

Magnolia stopped at the edge and looked down.

The excavator had opened the earth to a depth of perhaps four feet, following the root structure, and there — in the dark cool soil, tangled among the roots that had grown around and through them over the years — were bones. Old bones, brown with time, unmistakable even to an untrained eye: the long curve of a rib, the pale dome of a skull turned half away, the whole quiet architecture of a person who had been put into the ground beneath the oldest tree in Sugar Creek and left there, it was plain, for a very long time.

Biscuit stood at the very edge of the hole, rigid, staring down, and he was not growling now. He had gone silent — the particular silence he reserved for the gravest things — and after a moment he sat down at the edge of the grave and simply kept watch, the way he had kept watch once before, over another body, in another autumn that had changed everything.

"Oh," Magnolia said softly, to the bones, to the tree, to the two hundred years of quiet the excavator had just broken open. "Oh, you've been down there the whole time."

Behind her, the square was beginning to wake — doors opening, the McCready sisters appearing on the sidewalk, the news already moving in the particular way that news moved in Sugar Creek. And Magnolia Byrne stood at the edge of a two-hundred-year-old tree's roots, looking down at a person no one had known was missing, and understood, with the cold familiar certainty that had come to define the turns her life took, that the ground beneath her town had been keeping a secret all along — and that it had chosen this spring, of all springs, to give it up.

Chapter 2 The Sheriff's Wife

Cole Whitaker arrived at the square within twenty minutes, and the fact that Magnolia watched him come with a wedding ring on her own hand still had the power, six months in, to make something in her chest go warm and quiet.

They had been married since September. It was April now, and the newness of it had not worn off — the specific astonishment of waking beside a person she had chosen out loud, of being, after a lifetime of careful solitude, somebody's wife. Cole had been made sheriff in the winter, when old Sheriff Barnes finally retired to his fishing cabin, and the promotion suited him the way the marriage suited them both: quietly, without fuss, as if it had always been coming and had simply taken its time to arrive.

He came across the square in his uniform with the specific unhurried authority he brought to bad mornings, and he took in the scene the way he took in everything — the hole, the frozen county men, the gathering town, his wife standing at the edge of a grave with her dog — and Magnolia watched him decide, in the space of three seconds, how to be the sheriff and how to be her husband at the same time, which was a calculation he had gotten good at.

"Magnolia," he said, reaching her. Not scolding. Just her name, in the voice that meant of course you're already here. "Tell me you didn't touch anything."

"I didn't touch anything. Neither did Biscuit, though he wanted to." She stepped back to give him room. "Cole, it's old. Look at it. Those bones have been down there a long time."

Cole crouched at the edge of the hole and looked, and his face did the thing it did when a morning turned into a case — the tiredness settling in early, the knowledge of the long work ahead. "Yeah," he said quietly. "That's not recent. That's— God. Decades, maybe." He looked up at the county man in the vest. "Nobody digs another inch. This whole square is a scene now. I need the state medical examiner and I need the forensic anthropologist out of Roanoke, and I need everybody who isn't law enforcement back behind the sidewalk." He stood. "Including my wife."

"Including your wife," Magnolia agreed, and did not move, and Cole almost smiled despite everything, because they both knew the shape of this by now.

"You're going to want to know who it is," he said, low, just for her. "Before I even know. I can see it on you."

"Aren't you?"

"Of course, I am. Somebody's been buried under the town square for who knows how long and nobody ever reported a soul missing that would explain it." He looked at the tree, at the ancient leaning trunk, at the hole among its roots. "That's the part that's already bothering me. A body this old — you'd think there'd be a story. A missing person. Something in the county's memory. But I've never once heard a whisper about anybody vanishing who'd end up under that tree. And in this town, that kind of thing doesn't stay quiet."

Magnolia knew exactly what he meant, and it was the same thing that had been climbing up her spine since the excavator stopped. Sugar Creek remembered its dead. It remembered its scandals and its disappearances and its griefs, remembered them for generations, told them over coffee and passed them down. For someone to be buried beneath the most public tree in town — the tree everyone walked past every day, the tree the square was built around — and for there to be no story at all, no missing person, no whispered legend, meant one of two things. Either the burial was older than the town's memory reached.

Or someone had made very sure the story never got told.

"Cole," she said slowly. "How deep does the town's memory go? Reliably? Before the stories get fuzzy?"

Cole considered it. "Delia would know better than me. But — the Depression, maybe? The twenties? Past that it's mostly courthouse records and gravestones, not living memory. Why?"

"Because if that grave is younger than the town's memory," Magnolia said, "then the silence around it isn't an accident. It's the crime. Somebody buried a person under the one tree everybody in this town looks at every single day, and then made sure nobody ever wondered where that person went. That's not just a killing. That's a killing plus fifty years of somebody keeping it quiet."

Cole looked at her for a long moment, and the thing that passed between them was the thing that had first drawn them together two autumns ago — the recognition of a fellow noticer, a person who couldn't leave a wrong shape alone. "You've been my wife for six months," he said, "and you're already three steps into this and I haven't even got the coroner here."

"I'm not going to get involved," Magnolia said.

"Mm," said Cole, who had heard this particular assertion before, at the start of every case that had ever mattered to either of them, and who had married her in full knowledge of exactly how much it was worth. "Go make cake, Mrs. Whitaker. Let me get my scene set up. I'll come by tonight and tell you what I can."

"You'll come by tonight because you live there."

"That too." And there it was, the small warm thing — the reminder, still novel, still marvelous, that at the end of this long strange day the sheriff would come home to the apartment over the bakery, and she would be there, and that was simply the shape of their life now. "Go on. Take the dog. He's contaminating my crime scene with his opinions."

Biscuit, who had continued his silent watch at the edge of the grave through the entire conversation, allowed himself to be gathered up, though he kept his eyes on the hole until Magnolia carried him back across the square, as if unwilling to leave the buried person entirely unattended — as if someone, at last, ought to sit with them, after all this time in the dark under the roots.

The bakery filled by nine, because of course it did.

A body under the town square was the biggest thing to happen in Sugar Creek since — well, since the last big thing, and the one before that, both of which Magnolia had found herself in the middle of, a fact the town had not forgotten. She caught the glances as she worked the counter, the particular sidelong looks that meant people were thinking it and deciding whether to say it, and it was the McCready sisters, inevitably, who said it.

"Well," said Harriet McCready, settling at the window table with the gravity of a woman assuming her rightful position as commentator-in-chief, "I suppose you'll be looking into it."

"I'm going to be baking a great deal of bread and minding my own business," Magnolia said, setting down their coffee.

"That's what you said last time," June McCready observed. "And the time before that."

"And both times," Harriet added, "you were the one who worked out the truth when the rest of us had it wrong. So don't stand there telling us you're going to bake bread, Magnolia Byrne — Whitaker — whatever we're calling you now—"

"Byrne, on the bakery. Whitaker at home."

"—because we've all read this story twice and we know how it goes." Harriet fixed her with a look that was equal parts affection and appetite for information. "So. A body under the tree. Who do we think it is?"

And there it was — the town's engine turning over, the great collaborative machine of Sugar Creek beginning the work it did best, which was deciding what had happened. Magnolia had learned to be wary of that engine. She had learned, over two terrible clarifying autumns, exactly how fast it could convict the wrong person, how the town's hunger for a resolved story could bury the truth as surely as anyone had buried those bones. But she had also learned that the engine ran on information, and that Sugar Creek collectively remembered things no single person could, and that sometimes the thing that cracked a case open was already sitting at the window table, waiting for the right question.

"I don't think anything yet," she said. "Nobody does. We don't even know how old the grave is." She paused, and could not quite help herself, because the question had been sitting in her since the excavator stopped. "Harriet. June. You've both lived here your whole lives. Your mothers too. In all the stories — all the old town talk — was there ever anybody who just... vanished? Went away and it never sat right? Somebody the town wondered about?"

The two sisters looked at each other, and something passed between them — the specific silent consultation of two people who had shared a single memory bank for eighty years.

"There's the Vance business," June said slowly.

"Now, June, that's just talk—"

"You asked her what the town wondered about, Harriet, and the town wondered about the Vance business." June turned to Magnolia. "Before your time. Before ours, really, we were girls. But there was a man named Vance — a land man, worked for the company that was buying up parcels around the county back in the day. Came and went for years. And then one spring he just... didn't come back. And nobody ever said why, and nobody ever asked too loud, because—" she paused, 

"Because he worked for the kind of people you didn't ask about," Magnolia finished, and felt the floor of the morning shift beneath her, because she knew that name. She had seen that name. It had been in her own grandmother's ledger, in the margin, in the confession Ruth Byrne had written the day she signed away the family's land: Mr. Vance came again and I said yes at last. The land man. The pleasant man with the terrible eyes who had come again and again with his persistent low offers, the front end of the machine that had cheated four families out of their creek land, the machine that ran through the Richmond firm of Tate and Hadley, the machine that had already, across two autumns and two dead women, reached out of the past to change everything.

Vance. The man who came and went for years buying up Sugar Creek for people in Richmond — and then, one spring, didn't come back.

And no one had ever asked too loud where he'd gone.

Chapter 3 Delia and the Vanishing Man

Delia Marsh came by that evening with two folders, a bottle of wine, and the specific electric energy she got when the county's paper and the county's gossip were about to tell the same story.

She had been at the clerk's office all afternoon, and Magnolia knew from the set of her shoulders as she came up the back stairs that she had found things. Cole was still out at the square — the state medical examiner had come, and the forensic anthropologist from Roanoke, and the careful slow work of lifting a decades-old skeleton out of a two-hundred-year-old root system was not the kind of thing that finished in a day. So it was just the two of them and Biscuit in the apartment over the bakery, the way it had been for so many of the important conversations, and Delia poured the wine and spread the first folder on the table with the flourish of a woman who had been waiting all day to do exactly this.

"Elias Vance," she said. "That's his full name. And June McCready was right — he was a land agent. Worked through the thirties and forties buying up parcels around the county for a holding company called Piedmont. Which, Mags—"

"Piedmont Holdings," Magnolia said. "The shell company. The one that bought my grandmother's land in eighty-three."

"The same name, yeah. Except this is decades earlier — so either it's a different company using the same name, or Piedmont was around a lot longer than we thought and the eighty-three purchase was just... the machine still running, forty years on." Delia tapped the folder. "Elias Vance bought land for Piedmont all through the thirties and forties. Dozens of parcels. Always the same pattern you and I already know — a family in a hard year, a persistent low offer, a quiet sale. He was good at it. He was the front man for the whole operation in this county for the better part of twenty years."

"And then?"

"And then, in the spring of nineteen fifty, he stops." Delia opened the second folder. "No more purchases under his name. No death certificate in this county. No burial record. He doesn't sell his house — he had a house out on the Ridge road, rented, and he just... stops paying, and eventually the landlord clears it out. No forwarding address. No note. The man who'd been a fixture in this county for twenty years simply isn't here anymore after the spring of nineteen fifty, and—" she looked up, "—here's the part that made the hair stand up on my arms, Mags. I checked. Nobody ever reported him missing. Not one soul. A man lives here twenty years and vanishes and not a single person files a word with the county about it."

Magnolia sat with that. Nineteen fifty. Seventy-five years ago. A land agent who had spent two decades cheating Sugar Creek families out of their ground on behalf of Richmond money, who vanished one spring, and whom no one — no one — had ever reported missing.

"People don't report a man missing," she said slowly, "when they're glad he's gone. Or when they're afraid of what reporting it might turn up. Or when they already know exactly where he is."

"Under the tree," Delia said quietly.

"We don't know that yet. But— the timing. A man vanishes in nineteen fifty and nobody looks, and seventy-five years later there's a skeleton under the town square that's been there decades." Magnolia turned her wine glass. "Cole said the anthropologist would be able to estimate how long the bones have been in the ground. If it comes back around seventy-five years—"

"Then it's Vance. Then somebody in this town killed the land man in nineteen fifty and buried him under the magnolia and everybody who knew just... let him be vanished." Delia sat back. "And here's the thing that I can't stop turning over. If it is Vance — if somebody killed him — then in a strange way you almost can't blame them. He was cheating this whole county for people in Richmond. He was the hands of the machine that took your family's land and the Reyes land and God knows how many others. He was a genuinely bad man doing genuine harm, protected by powerful people, and the law was never going to touch him because the law belonged to the same people he worked for." She met Magnolia's eyes. "So, if somebody in Sugar Creek finally had enough and stopped him — part of me understands it. That's an uncomfortable thing to say. But part of me does."

Magnolia understood it too, and the understanding sat uneasily in her, because she had spent two autumns learning that the truth mattered more than the comfort of the story — and here was a truth that might turn out to be genuinely hard, a killing that might have been something closer to justice than to murder, a victim who might have deserved a great deal and a killer who might have been driven to it by a machine that gave him no other recourse.

"It doesn't matter whether we understand it," she said finally, though she said it gently, because she wasn't sure she believed it all the way. "A person was killed and buried and hidden for seventy-five years. That person doesn't stop being a person because he was a bad one. And whoever did it— they're almost certainly dead too, by now. Nineteen fifty. Anybody old enough to have killed a grown man that year would be past a hundred now. So, this isn't about punishing anyone. It's just about... knowing. Getting the true story up out of the ground, after all this time."

"That's the part you can never leave alone," Delia said. "The knowing."

"It's the part nobody should leave alone." Magnolia looked out the window toward the square, where the work lights of the medical examiner's team glowed against the spring dark, where a person who might be Elias Vance was being lifted, bone by careful bone, out of the roots that had held him for three-quarters of a century. "Everybody deserves the true story of how they ended up in the ground. Even the land man. Even him."

Cole came home near ten, smelling of night air and turned earth, and he lowered himself into the chair across from the two women with the particular heaviness of a man who had spent a day at the edge of a grave.

"Preliminary," he said, accepting the glass of wine Delia poured without being asked. "Very preliminary, and if either of you repeats it before I make it official, I'll deny I ever said it. But the anthropologist gave me a first read." He rubbed his face. "Adult male. Full-grown, middle-aged, best guess. And the bones have been in the ground a long time — she wants to run tests to narrow it, but her eyeball estimate, from the condition and the soil and the root growth through the remains, is somewhere in the neighborhood of seventy to eighty years."

Delia and Magnolia looked at each other.

"Nineteen fifty," Delia said. "Give or take."

Cole's eyes sharpened. "Why do you say nineteen fifty specifically?"

And so, they told him — the two folders, Elias Vance, the land agent for Piedmont who had cheated the county for twenty years and vanished in the spring of nineteen fifty and whom no one had ever reported missing. Cole listened the way he listened to everything, without interrupting, and when they finished, he was quiet for a long moment, turning his wine glass in the exact unconscious gesture Magnolia did, a habit they'd caught from each other over two years of talking across tables.

"Adult male, seventy-five years in the ground, connected to the land machine you two already spent a year taking apart," he said finally. "A man everybody had reason to hate and nobody reported missing." He set down the glass. "You understand what this is, if it's Vance. It's not a whodunit, not really — whoever did it is almost certainly long dead. It's a who-knew. Somebody killed that man and a lot of people in this town in nineteen fifty either knew or guessed and chose, together, to let him stay vanished. That's the crime that outlived the killer. The silence. Seventy-five years of a whole town agreeing not to ask."

"That's exactly what I said," Magnolia told him, and Cole gave her the specific tired smile that meant of course it is.

"There's one more thing," he said. "And this is the part I actually came home wanting to tell you, because it's going to matter and I don't fully understand it yet." He reached into his jacket and took out his notebook, and flipped to a page, and Magnolia saw that his handwriting on it was tighter than usual, the way it got when something bothered him. "When they lifted the remains, there was something in the grave. With him. Wrapped in oilcloth, tucked under the body — which means it was put there on purpose, at the burial. Somebody wanted it to go into the ground with him and stay there."

"What was it?" Delia breathed.

"A tin box. Rusted most of the way through, but the oilcloth protected what was inside, mostly. Papers. Documents." Cole looked up, and his face was grave. "The state's got it now and it'll be days before anybody can safely separate and read seventy-five-year-old papers that have been underground. But I saw the top sheet before they bagged it, through the plastic. It was a land deed. And Magnolia—" he paused, "—the name on it. The buyer. The company taking the land."

"Piedmont," Magnolia said.

"No," Cole said. "That's the thing. Not Piedmont." He looked down at his notebook, at the name he'd copied in his careful troubled hand. "The firm that drew up the deed. The lawyers. It was Tate and Hadley. Richmond." He met her eyes. "The same firm. Nineteen fifty. The same firm from the Calloway business, and from the Tate land machine, and from everything you and I have been pulling on for two years — it goes back to nineteen fifty and it went into the ground with this man, and somebody made sure it went into the ground with him."

The apartment was very quiet. Down in the square, the work lights glowed. Biscuit, curled on the window seat, lifted his head and looked toward the tree, toward the grave, toward the seventy-five-year-old silence that had just started, at last, to speak.

"It never ends, does it," Magnolia said softly. "That firm. That machine. We take it apart and take it apart and there's always another root."

"Beneath the magnolia," Delia said, looking out at the old tree in the dark. "Turns out it's been down there the whole time. Right under the oldest thing in town. Right under all of us."

Chapter 4 The Strawberry Order

Life, as it does, went on around the grave — and the day after they lifted Elias Vance out of the roots, Magnolia had a strawberry cake to build.

It was, in its way, a mercy to have the work. The order had come in weeks before, long before the county ever touched the tree: a three-tier strawberry cake for the Spring on the Square festival, the annual celebration that had happened on the last Saturday of April in Sugar Creek for longer than anyone could remember. The festival was a fixed point in the town's year — the booths, the music, the children's parade, the whole community spilling out onto the square in the first real warmth of the season — and the bakery had made the festival's centerpiece cake every year since Iris founded it, and this year the theme was strawberries, because the season's first Virginia strawberries came ripe in late April and the festival had always celebrated them.

So, Magnolia stood in her kitchen the morning after they found the body, hulling the first flat of local strawberries, and let her hands do the work while her mind turned over Elias Vance and the tin box and the seventy-five-year-old silence, and it was — she thought, not for the first time — exactly what Iris had understood about baking. That the hands could occupy themselves with something sweet and ordinary while the deep part of the mind worked on something hard. That the two were not opposed. That you could make a strawberry cake and think about a murder and the making and the thinking were, somehow, the same act.

The festival cake was always the same in structure, different in flavor — three tiers, because three was the number that read as celebration without tipping into wedding, and because three tiers fed the crowd that gathered when the cake was cut on the square at the festival's close. This year: strawberry cake, layers tinted the pale pink of the fruit, filled with fresh strawberry compote and a light cream, finished in a soft white frosting and crowned with the first perfect berries of the season. It would be beautiful. It would sit on the bandstand and everyone in Sugar Creek would have a piece, and it would taste like the specific promise of a Blue Ridge spring, which was that the hard cold season was over and the sweet abundant one had come.

It felt strange to be building a celebration cake in the same week the town square became a crime scene. But the festival was going ahead — the county had promised the excavation would be finished and the site made decent by then, the tree felled and the ground restored, the whole sad business concluded before the last Saturday of April — and there was something almost defiant in it, Magnolia thought. The town had found a body under its oldest tree, and the town was going to hull strawberries and hang bunting and cut a three-tier cake on the square anyway, because that was what Sugar Creek did. It grieved and it celebrated, often in the same week, sometimes on the same square, and it did not consider the two to be in conflict.

"You're doing the thing," Angie said, coming into the kitchen. "The staring-at-strawberries-and-thinking-about-a-dead-man thing."

"I'm hulling."

"You've hulled the same strawberry four times." Angie took the paring knife gently out of her hand and set her to a different task, which was Angie's way now — she had grown, over two years, from the nervous girl who helped after school into a genuine baker and a genuine friend, and she had learned to read Magnolia's distractions and to manage them. "they’re saying it's the land man. Vance. Everybody's saying it."

"Everybody's saying it because Delia and I said it to the McCready sisters and the McCready sisters are the town's public address system," Magnolia said. "We don't actually know yet."

"But you think it."

"I think it," Magnolia admitted.

Angie was quiet for a moment, working the cream. Then she said, in a different voice: "My uncle Jimmy came by the house last night. He'd heard about the body. And he was— Mags, he was upset in a way I've never seen him. My uncle Jimmy, who spent twenty-two years framed for a fire he didn't set and came out the other side steady as a rock — he sat at my mother's table last night with his hands shaking."

Magnolia set down what she was holding. Jimmy Reyes. Angie's uncle, cleared after twenty-two years in the first terrible autumn; the Reyes family, cheated of their creek land by the same machine as the Byrnes, wronged twice by the same cold apparatus. "Why was he upset?"

"He wouldn't say exactly. But he said—" Angie frowned, reaching for the words. "He said, ‘If it's Vance under that tree, then there are things in this town that were better off buried.’ And then he wouldn't say anything else. He just went home." She looked at Magnolia. "What does that mean? Things better off buried. My uncle's a good man. Why would he say a thing like that?"

And Magnolia, hulling strawberries in her kitchen while a three-tier celebration cake waited to be built, felt the particular cold clarity of a case reaching out to touch people she loved. Because Jimmy Reyes was a good man — she believed that completely, had helped prove it, had sat at his kitchen table while he got his father's honor back. But Jimmy Reyes was also a man whose family had been destroyed by the machine Elias Vance served. And if anyone in Sugar Creek had a reason to be glad the land man had vanished — if anyone had a family memory of exactly what Vance had done and to whom — it was the Reyes family.

"I don't know what it means," she told Angie honestly. "But your uncle's a good man, and being upset that an old grave got opened doesn't make him anything but a person with a long memory. A lot of families in this town got hurt by the machine Vance worked for. A lot of them are going to have complicated feelings about him turning up under the square." She picked the paring knife back up. "Complicated feelings aren't a crime. Half this town probably has them. Let's not do the thing where we decide it's someone before we know anything. We've both watched what that does."

"Okay," Angie said, and looked relieved to be told it, and went back to the cream.

But Magnolia hulled her strawberries and thought: nineteen fifty. Jimmy Reyes wasn't even born in nineteen fifty. Whatever he knows, he didn't do — he's carrying somebody else's memory. A family memory. Something handed down. And she thought about how the worst secrets in a town like this were rarely one person's — how they were shared, and inherited, and passed down through families like a piece of furniture nobody wanted but nobody could throw away, and how the opening of a seventy-five-year-old grave might be about to make a great many people in Sugar Creek sit at their kitchen tables with their hands shaking, remembering things they'd been told never to say.

She built the first tier that afternoon, and it was while she was doing it — hands busy, mind loose — that the first real question of the case arrived, the one that would sit at the center of everything.

It was this: if Elias Vance had been killed in nineteen fifty and buried under the square, then he had been buried in the most public place in Sugar Creek. Not out in the woods. Not in a field. Not down a well on some remote farm where a body might lie undiscovered for a century by simple obscurity. He had been buried under the town's oldest and most beloved tree, in the very center of the town, in a spot that hundreds of people walked past every single day.

That was insane. That was the last place on earth you would hide a body if hiding it was your goal. A grave on the square could have been discovered at any moment — by children digging, by a storm toppling the tree, by any of a thousand accidents of seventy-five years. To bury a man there was to take an enormous, almost unthinkable risk.

Unless the risk was the point. Unless burying Vance under the magnolia was not about hiding him at all.

Magnolia stopped, her offset spatula halfway across the pale pink cake, and followed the thought where it led, and where it led made her set the spatula down.

What if the grave under the square wasn't a hiding place? What if it was a message? Or a claim? Or a kind of terrible justice — the land man who had spent twenty years taking Sugar Creek's ground for outsiders, buried forever in the one piece of Sugar Creek ground that belonged to everyone, the commons, the square, the tree the whole town was named around. Put him under the magnolia and he becomes part of the town he stole from, held down by the roots of the oldest thing in it, at the exact center of the place he spent his life carving apart for people in Richmond.

That wasn't hiding a body. That was burying a man with meaning. That was someone — or several someone’s — who had wanted Elias Vance to go into that specific ground, and had accepted the enormous risk of the most public grave in the county, because the place mattered more than the safety.

"That changes everything," she said aloud, and Biscuit, supervising from his kitchen bed, lifted his head. "It's not ‘where do you hide a body.' It's ‘why would you bury him there, of all places.' And the answer to that—" she looked down at the little dog, "—the answer to that tells us who did it. Because only certain kinds of people bury a man with a message. People with something to say. People who wanted him held down by
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