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  Dedication


For the places that hold things until the right person comes. 
The vestry safe. The coat pocket. The house.
And for the women who understood that keeping is its own form of fighting — that going back to the desk is an act of faith, and faith, done correctly, outlasts everything.
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  Chapter 1: Spring on the Island


The rose on the porch rail had come back. 
Mara noticed it on the first morning in April that felt genuinely warm — not the grudging warmth of a February thaw that arrived two weeks early and departed by noon, but the settled warmth of a season finally committing to itself. She was carrying coffee to the widow's walk when she saw the first green pushing out along the cane — the determined green of a plant that had been through something and had no intention of discussing it. She stood on the porch for a moment longer than she needed to and watched it, and felt something loosen in her chest that she hadn't realized was still tight.
Six months. In six months, she had learned the house.
She knew which stairs announced visitors and which absorbed sound entirely, and she had stopped mistaking the difference for coincidence. She knew the kitchen range's particular temperament — generous in the morning, sulky by midafternoon, requiring a specific adjustment to the flue that Nora had demonstrated once and never mentioned again, trusting that Mara would either learn it or be cold. She knew the smell of the lower corridor after rain, salt and old timber and the faint mineral edge of the flagstone floor, and she had stopped finding it unsettling and started finding it the smell of a place that knew what it was. She knew the harbor's morning sounds — the gulls, the dock lines, the particular knock of Owen's workboat against the east slip — and could tell from the rhythm whether the ferry crossing had been smooth or choppy before anyone said a word.
She knew the island now. Not all of it — Harrow Isle would take years to fully know, and she was aware that some of its knowledge was being offered on a timeline not her own. But she was no longer a stranger here. That distinction mattered more than she'd expected it to.
Clara Prior was in Lenora's office when Mara came back through the house with her coffee. The door was open in the way it was always open when Clara was working — not an invitation, exactly, but a signal that interruption was tolerable. Clara was cross-referencing two sets of documents at the worktable with the focused patience of someone accustomed to waiting on archives and institutional processes. She had been in the house since November, arriving with two cases of her own materials and a manner that suggested she expected to be useful and would be disappointed if she wasn't.
She had been useful every day since.
"Ferry schedule posted," Mara said from the doorway.
Clara looked up. She had her reading glasses on, which she removed — not vanity but precision; she preferred to see faces clearly when she was thinking. "The Reardon party arrives Friday, then?"
"Friday morning, the main group. James and Eleanor Reardon, Marcus and Sophie, the Vane family contingent, the wedding friends — fourteen in the first crossing. A few stragglers on the afternoon ferry."
"Full house." Clara said it without complaint. She had adapted to the rhythms of the guest house the way she adapted to everything — by observing how the system worked and fitting herself into it rather than requiring the system to accommodate her. The legal case preparation happened in the mornings; her presence in the house during the guest season was already explained: she was the house's legal consultant, and no one in the Reardon wedding party needed to know more than that. "Have you looked at the weather?"
"Gideon mentioned it this morning. Storm building offshore — the forecasters have it arriving Friday evening at the earliest, more likely midday Saturday."
"The day of the ceremony."
"The forecast may shift. They usually do." Mara came into the office and set her coffee on the corner of the worktable. Through the east window, the garden was doing its cautious spring business — the box hedge recovering from the winter's hard frosts, the kitchen garden beginning to show green along the raised beds, the lilac in the south corner fattening its buds with the particular ambition of a plant that had waited long enough. The harbor below was running its ordinary morning traffic. Gideon's workboat was tied at the east slip, which meant he'd returned from the early ferry and was somewhere in the lower quarter of the island. She knew his schedule now the way she knew the house's sounds.
She noted that she knew his schedule.
She picked up the finalized guest list from the corner of the desk — Nora had printed it that morning and left it with the annotation full occupancy, all rooms in her spare handwriting for matters that needed no comment. Mara had reviewed it at breakfast, satisfying herself that the logistics were in order, that the room assignments made sense, that the catering arrangements and the chapel coordination and the harbor pickup schedule were all aligned.
She had reviewed it again after breakfast, for a different reason.
The name had been there both times.
"I pulled the old ledger this morning," she said. "The one Lenora kept for the island's regular families — not the booking ledger, the other one."
Clara took her glasses off. She was quiet in the way she was quiet when she was paying close attention, which looked from the outside like stillness and was in fact acceleration. "And?"
Mara turned the ledger so Clara could see the open page. The entry was from thirty-seven years ago, in Lenora's clean, unhurried hand — a guest stay, a name, a notation in the margin that appeared beside perhaps a dozen other entries in the book, always in a slightly different ink from the main entry, added later.
An anchor. Small, precise, drawn with the same pen Lenora used for everything that mattered. Beside the name Reardon.
"She used the anchor for families with connections to the island's buried history," Mara said. "I found the first one in October, in the conveyance records. I've been cross-referencing since then. Every anchor in every ledger corresponds to a family or institution she was tracking as part of the property case preparation."
Clara was looking at the anchor and at the name beside it. She had one hand flat on the worktable in the manner of someone who has just received unexpected information and is using physical pressure to process it steadily. She said nothing for a moment.
"The Reardons have stayed here before," Mara continued. "Thirty-seven years ago — a couple, a single entry, two nights. James and Margaret Reardon. No child listed."
"James Reardon has been to this island before."
"Yes." The wife’s name in the ledger was Margaret, not Eleanor — a first marriage, perhaps, or an old clerical error. She filed it. "Clara. Do you know the name?"
Clara reached past Mara and turned the ledger slightly, as though the angle of light might clarify something. Her expression was the one she wore when she was assembling a sequence — not alarm, but the focused concentration of a woman accustomed to sorting through ambiguous historical material and finding the thing that didn't belong. Or the thing that belonged too well.
"I don't know the name as such," she said finally. "I know it from my mother's papers." She took her hand from the table and folded her reading glasses carefully, which was a thing she did when she was being precise. "There are several letters in the collection that were written to my great-grandmother — to my mother's grandmother — from a man who came to see her, as far as I can tell, to ask questions about the island. About the family history. About the name Prior and what it meant to her."
Mara was very still. "When?"
"I've never been able to date them exactly. The paper has the characteristics of mid-century correspondence — probably the sixties or early seventies. Before my mother was born." Clara looked at the anchor again. "The letters are formal in a professional way. The man identified himself as representing a firm with interests in the island. He was looking for information about any documents the family might hold related to a prior settlement claim."
"He was doing due diligence. Or suppression work."
"He was doing something the family had hired him to do." Clara set the glasses on the table. "The letter I found most recently — I found it in October, tucked into the back of a photograph album I hadn't examined carefully enough — uses the letter R as an abbreviation. Not a full name. Just R. Reardon, of the firm."
The sitting room clock marked the half hour from down the corridor. Outside, the harbor was going about its business.
"My mother kept those letters without knowing what they meant," Clara said. "She kept everything. That was her way — she didn't edit, she preserved, because she understood that the significance of what you hold often only becomes clear from a vantage point you don't yet occupy." A pause. "I've been meaning to look at them more carefully. I've had the other documents to work through."
"Look at them today," Mara said. "Before the ferry on Friday."
Clara nodded once. She was already recalculating, Mara could see it — the quiet reorganization of someone shifting one piece of what she knew into a new position and watching how the adjacent pieces moved. It was the same process Mara ran in her own head, had been running since the autumn, but Clara ran it with the patience of a conservator and Mara still ran it with the impatience of a reporter who had learned, at significant cost, that impatience was not always the liability she'd once thought it was.
Nora appeared in the doorway without sound, which was her habit. "The window in the Tide Room needs looking at before the guests arrive," she said to Mara. "The storm last month worked the seal. I'd rather Owen sees to it this week than the Reardon party's belongings see to it on Saturday."
"I'll tell him."
Nora looked at the ledger open on the worktable, at the name and the anchor beside it. She said nothing. Her face said nothing. She had been keeping the house's information for sixty years with precisely this quality of silence, and Mara had learned not to interpret the silence as ignorance.
"Nora," Mara said. "The Reardon family. They stayed here in the late eighties."
"Once." Nora smoothed the front of her apron, which was pressed and unnecessary smoothing and therefore significant. "The wife was pleasant. He walked the property both mornings — not a guest's walk, not a taking-in-the-view walk. The kind of walk you take when you're assessing something." She looked at the window. "Lenora made the anchor notation the morning after they left."
She went back down the corridor without being asked anything else.
Mara looked at the ledger and at the anchor and at Clara, who had picked up her reading glasses again and was looking at the east window with the expression of a woman running a very long calculation.
"The wedding party arrives in four days," Mara said.
"I know."
"James Reardon will be in this house. He assessed it on a previous visit. He has known this island — known Lenora was tracking something — for thirty-seven years."
"I know." Clara turned back to the worktable and gathered the letters toward her with the deliberate movement of someone beginning work that should have been begun earlier, without any waste of time on self-recrimination about the delay. That was another quality Mara had come to recognize in her. They were, in that respect, similar.
"My mother kept her papers for forty years," Clara said, beginning to sort through them. "She kept them without knowing what they were. But she knew the name Reardon was in them, and she kept them anyway." She looked up at Mara once before returning to the letters. "Whatever Eleanor Reardon is bringing to this island — she isn't the first person in that family to come here looking for something."
The morning continued its ordinary business around them. The harbor below ran its crossings. The rose on the porch rail pushed another green inch toward the light.
The storm was four days offshore, and building.






  
  Chapter 2: The Wedding Party


The first ferry of the morning came in under a sky that couldn't decide what it wanted to be — clouds pulling apart in the west, a line of gray pressing in from the southwest that the forecasters were now placing closer to Friday night than Saturday, which Mara noted and did not share with the wedding party. 
She was on the dock with Gideon when the ferry rounded the headland, standing at the practical remove of people who had work to do and were doing it rather than performing the occasion. Gideon had the harbor log and the van that shuttled luggage up the lane. Mara had the room assignments in her coat pocket and the alertness she'd developed over the winter — not anxiety, which was what it had been in October, but the focused attention of someone who had learned that the first thirty minutes of a guest's arrival contained more information than the next three days.
The ferry was moderately full. The wedding party occupied the forward section with the unconscious territorial authority of people accustomed to being the main event. Mara read them from the dock as the boat came in, sorting names to faces from the photographs she'd studied in advance, the way she'd once studied photographs before interviews.
Marcus Reardon came off first, which surprised her — she'd expected the groom to follow his parents' lead. He was thirty-eight and looked it in the good way, with the physical confidence of someone who worked with his hands despite his profession, and the particular slightly-overwhelmed quality of a man who had chosen an island wedding and was now standing on an island dock in an early spring wind reconsidering the logistics. He reached back for Sophie Vane's hand as she stepped off the gangplank, a gesture so habitual it was clearly unconscious, and Sophie took it with the ease of someone who had been taking that hand for long enough that it required no thought on either side.
Sophie Vane was thirty-five and carried herself with the unhurried certainty of old money that had never needed to perform itself — not the brittleness of families who had once had something and were managing the memory of it, but the genuine article, an ease that came from never having had to calculate whether you belonged somewhere. She looked at the guest house on the rise above the harbor with the frank appraisal of someone cataloguing a space, and her expression said she found it worth cataloguing.
The Vane family contingent followed — a father and stepmother, a younger sister with the slightly combative brightness of a person who loved the bride-to-be and had not yet decided about the groom, two couples who were clearly old friends of Sophie's and moved with the social efficiency of people who had attended many such weekends and knew how to position themselves for minimum friction.
Then the second cluster, which had evidently been at the stern: three of Marcus's university friends, loud and harmless, already negotiating with the wind about their hair. A cousin of Marcus's who arrived alone and went still for a moment at the top of the gangplank, looking at the harbor with an expression Mara couldn't quite read from the dock — not the appraisal of a first-time visitor but the more complex response of someone encountering a place they had been told about for a long time.
Clara Prior. On the island for the first time in the context of its ordinary life, though she had been living in the house since November. She had taken the afternoon ferry the previous Thursday for a mainland appointment and returned on this crossing, arriving with the wedding party as a matter of timing rather than affiliation. Marcus saw her from the gangplank and something moved across his face — recognition, and beneath that something Mara wanted to examine more closely, something that was not quite surprise.
They were cousins. That was the word for it. The word did not yet cover what the relationship actually was, and Mara suspected both of them knew it.
Eleanor Reardon was the last of the main group off the ferry. She was sixty-two and carried herself with the precise economy of a woman who moved through the world having already sorted it into what mattered and what could be managed. She wore a charcoal wool coat and carried a leather portfolio under one arm — the kind with a buckled strap that professionals used for materials they didn't intend to put down — and she looked at the guest house the way Mara had learned to recognize as a particular kind of attention. Not admiration. Not the tourist's inventory. The attention of a person assembling information about a space they had been thinking about for longer than the current visit.
She took in the dock, the harbor, the lane up to the house. She took in Nora, who had come down for the welcoming, and Owen at the slip, and Gideon with the luggage van. She took in Mara with the brief directness of a woman who identified the person in charge of a room and acknowledged them first before turning her attention elsewhere.
She did not put the portfolio down.
James Reardon came off last.
He appeared at the top of the gangplank as the luggage was being handed across, and he stood for a moment before descending — not the hesitation of someone uncertain of the footing, but the pause of someone taking inventory. He was sixty-five. He was impeccable in the way that only becomes possible after decades of deliberate self-management: the coat pressed in defiance of ferry travel, the silver hair exactly as it had been in the photograph Mara had found in the newspaper archive from a professional conduct filing seven years ago, resolved in his favor. He had a solicitor's face — agreeable in its neutral state, giving nothing away that wasn't intended to be given.
He descended the gangplank and shook Mara's hand with the warm formality of a man practiced at making first impressions in professional settings. "Miss Vale. What a remarkable position this house has."
"It is," she agreed, and watched him turn from her.
He walked the dock perimeter before going up the lane.
Not a tourist's walk. Not a stretch-the-legs-after-the-crossing walk. He went to the east end of the dock first, looked at the harbor access from that angle, noted the boathouse and the service path that ran above it. Then the north corner, where the dock connected to the island's lower path system. He examined the approach to the chapel with the attention of someone assessing sightlines. He was not looking at scenery. He was mapping access.
It took four minutes. It was performed with the social cover of a man taking the air after a crossing, and it was very good. Eleanor, for her part, had already gone up the lane with Marcus and Sophie, and did not watch him do it.
Gideon appeared at Mara's shoulder. "The man who arrived last."
"I saw."
"He walked the perimeter before he came up." Gideon kept his voice at the register of ordinary conversation. He had a quality she'd noted from the beginning — the ability to communicate precisely without performing the communication. "The north corner. He looked at the service path access from the chapel side."
"Access assessment."
"That's what I thought." A pause. He handed the last case up to Owen on the van. "It's what you do, when you arrive somewhere for a reason."
Mara looked at the lane where James Reardon was now walking up with the easy confidence of a man who had just confirmed something. "Yes," she said. "It is."
The welcome drinks were in the sitting room at five, which was the guest house's established hour for the first gathering — early enough that the day's travel fatigue hadn't yet converted to social irritability, late enough that a drink was warranted. Nora had the fire going and the lamps lit against the afternoon gray, and the room had the quality it always had when occupied by a sufficient number of people: it became what it was built to be, a room designed for the management of social information.
Mara moved through it with the practiced attention of a hostess who was also running an interview. She had done this enough times now that the two functions no longer interfered with each other. She poured wine and remembered details and asked the questions that made people feel attended to while simultaneously cataloguing the answers and the spaces around them.
Marcus Reardon was genuinely warm, the way engineers sometimes were — comfortable with the mechanics of how things fit together, including people. He talked about the chapel restoration and how the original stonework had been maintained, and she could hear his professional appreciation beneath the social ease, the instinct of a man who built things that lasted assessing a building that had. He kept Sophie close without managing her, which was a distinction Mara found worth noting.
Sophie Vane asked good questions. Not the performative questions of a guest being polite, but the precise questions of someone who actually wanted the answers: about the island's history, about the guest house's original function, about the litigation Tessa Crane had mentioned in passing during the initial booking call. She asked the last one with the direct pleasantness of a woman who had been raised in environments where information was an asset and saw no reason to pretend otherwise.
"There's a property dispute involving the original conveyance," Mara said. "It's being handled through the courts. It doesn't affect the guest house's current operations."
Sophie nodded with the expression of someone filing the answer accurately. Not satisfied — filed. Mara liked her.
Clara had positioned herself at the east end of the room near the window that looked down to the harbor. She was present in the way she was present in the house — neither withdrawn nor performing, simply existing in a space with the quiet authority of someone who had come to understand that she had a right to occupy it. Marcus found her in the second half of the drinks hour, navigating through the room with the specific direction of a man who had been managing the wait.
Mara could not hear the exchange from where she stood. She watched it. Marcus said something that made Clara's expression change in the small, contained way that indicated significant information received and being processed. Clara stepped back slightly — not retreat, but the adjustment of someone who needed a half-inch more space to think. She recovered the composure within a moment, and she recovered it with the specific quality of a woman confirming something she had already suspected.
She did not tell Mara what he had said. She returned to her position at the east window and accepted a refilled glass from Nora and did not look at James Reardon for the rest of the evening.
James Reardon did not look at Clara either. Not once. Which was, in a room full of people looking at everyone, its own kind of information.
The sitting room thinned after seven, the guests sorting themselves toward their rooms and the particular quiet industry of people who had traveled and intended to make presentable decisions about dinner. Mara stayed to oversee the transition, refilling where needed, noting who went where, storing the evening's data in the particular mental architecture she'd been developing since October.
Eleanor Reardon had remained near the fireplace through most of the drinks hour, talking to Sophie's godmother — a woman named Constance Webb who had the compact, deliberate manner of someone accustomed to being correct and patient about it. Eleanor had the portfolio on the low table beside her chair and her hand rested near it without clutching it, the gesture of long acquaintance with an object one has learned to keep in arm's reach. She had been pleasant to everyone she spoke with. She had not initiated conversation with James for any of the two hours they were in the same room, which was, between a husband and wife at a social occasion, a variant of silence that said something.
The fire was burning low. The last of the wedding friends had gone up. Sophie and Marcus had retired to the Rose Room, which had the harbor view Marcus had specifically requested, with the cheerful practicality of a couple who had been sharing accommodations long enough to have preferences.
Mara was gathering glasses when she became aware that Eleanor was still in the room.
Not still — she had come to stand near the doorway in a way that communicated intention rather than hesitation. The portfolio was under her arm. She had put her jacket back on. She was waiting.
"Miss Vale," she said, when Mara looked up. Her voice was the same as it had been all evening: clear, unhurried, precise. "I wonder if I might have fifteen minutes of your time in the morning. Before the others are about."
Mara set down the glasses. "Of course."
"Here, or wherever suits you." Eleanor's gaze was direct, unburdened by the social softening that people often applied to requests of this kind, the hesitation designed to signal that the request could be refused. Hers could not. "I have found something I believe belongs to your case." She said it the way she would have said anything factual. Not anxiously. Not triumphantly. With the clear purposefulness of someone who has identified the right person for a piece of information and is in the process of delivering it. "I wanted you to know I was bringing it with the intention of being useful. Not to complicate things."
"I appreciate that."
Eleanor nodded, as though the matter was settled, which to her mind it evidently was. She did not add anything. She did not wait for a response beyond what she had received. She crossed the sitting room and went up the stairs with the unhurried step of a woman who knew what she was doing and had planned to do it.
Mara stood in the emptied sitting room with the fire going to coals and the wind working at the windows, and turned the word over in her mind. Belongs. Not related to. Not relevant to. Belongs. As though the thing Eleanor had found had an address, and the address was this case, and Eleanor had been carrying it to its proper location since she found it.
She did not seem afraid. She should have seemed afraid.
She seemed certain, which was something else entirely.
Outside, the wind off the harbor had shifted. It was coming from the southwest now, which was the direction the forecasters were watching.
James Reardon's light was still on in the Linden Room. Through the gap in the curtain, his silhouette moved from the window to the desk and stayed there.
Mara went to find Gideon.






  
  Chapter 3: The Rehearsal Dinner


Cecily Harrow arrived on the afternoon ferry, which was Mara's doing and Cecily's agreement, and neither of them had discussed with anyone else. 
The invitation had gone out ten days earlier, framed in the language of social courtesy — Cecily was the island's most established resident, the guest house's closest neighbor in terms of institutional history, and the wedding party's weekend would benefit from the presence of someone who could speak to the island's character with the authority of someone who had been here a long time. That was the reason Mara had offered. Cecily had accepted it with the dry precision of a woman who recognized a useful cover story and had no objection to employing it.
The real reason was that Cecily Harrow knew things, and she had been deciding since October how many of them to give away. The Reardon name on the guest list had advanced that timeline.
Mara met her at the dock in the mid-afternoon, leaving Nora to manage the kitchen preparations and Clara to manage the afternoon quiet of Lenora's office. Cecily came off the ferry in her good coat — the charcoal one, not the one she wore to the harbor in ordinary weather — and with the slightly braced quality of a woman entering a situation she had calibrated carefully.
"I saw the guest list," Cecily said, by way of greeting.
"I sent it to you."
"I know you did." She looked up at the guest house on the rise, which she had been looking at from Harrow House for sixty years and still regarded with the complex attention of someone for whom the view was never merely a view. "James Reardon. I have not been in the same room as a Reardon since his father's firm sent a letter to my father's solicitors in 1987 requesting a renewal of certain administrative arrangements. My father signed the renewal. I was twenty-two and not consulted."
They walked up the lane. "What did you know about the arrangements at that point?"
"Almost nothing specific. My mother had said, once, that the island had not come to the Harrow family honestly, and that the Reardons were part of the reason it had stayed. She said it in the way she said things she considered settled fact — not whispered, not confessional. Just stated, in the same register she used for everything she believed to be true." Cecily's cane found the familiar uneven stone near the gate. "I was twenty years old when she said it. I put it in the part of my mind where I kept the things I was not yet equipped to do anything about. And then the letter came in 1987 and I understood enough to know that my father was extending something that should have been refused, and I was twenty-two and not consulted."
"You've been consulted now."
Cecily looked at her sideways with the expression that was as close to warmth as she generally permitted herself in daylight. "Yes," she said. "I suppose I have."
The dining room held them all.
Mara had arranged the seating with the care of someone who understood that where people sat at a table determined what information moved and what stayed still. Sophie and Marcus at the center, which was their occasion and their right. The Vane family arrayed to Sophie's left with the comfortable formation of people on their own terrain. James and Eleanor to Marcus's right, with the slight gap between them that only Mara and, she suspected, Sophie had noticed. Clara in the middle distance — not isolated, but positioned where she could see the room without being the room's focus. Cecily at Mara's end, where she had a sightline to James Reardon across the full length of the table and could exercise it without appearing to.
Nora and Owen had done the kitchen proud. Roast lamb with the first spring herbs, a potato gratin with the mineral richness of something assembled by a person who had been doing it for decades, a salad that tasted of a north-facing island garden in April. The room was warm against the spring dark outside, the wall sconces doing their old work, the table's reflection duplicated in the black windows that looked out toward the harbor.
Mara performed hospitality and ran her interview.
Marcus Reardon talked about structural engineering with the enthusiasm of a man who had chosen his profession for genuine reasons and had not yet been made to regret it. He talked about the chapel's restoration — the original load-bearing assessment had been done by a colleague's firm, and he had reviewed the methodology with the professional interest of someone who could not help himself. He was easy to like. He was someone who made you want to tell him things, and Mara, who was also that kind of person, recognized the quality and gave it appropriate weight. It was not artifice. It was constitution. That was almost harder to work around.
Sophie Vane ate her dinner and watched the table with the attentive pleasure of a woman who found people genuinely interesting and had enough social confidence to simply observe rather than perform. She caught Mara's eye twice across the table — once when Marcus said something that made the younger Vane sister laugh too loudly, and once when James Reardon declined a second glass of wine with the particular precision of a man who did not intend to be anything other than fully composed for the duration of the evening. The look Sophie gave Mara the second time was brief and said nothing she could have been asked to defend.
James Reardon managed the dinner the way Mara imagined he managed most rooms: from a position of warm, general authority that required no assertion because it was structural. He asked good questions of the people around him. He remembered details from previous answers and returned to them, which was the technique of someone who made professional use of making people feel listened to. He was very good at it. He was also, Mara observed, almost entirely still — not the stillness of a relaxed man but the stillness of a man who had decided, at some point before arriving at the table, exactly how much he would move and had not exceeded the budget.
He was listening to everything. Not just to the person speaking to him. To the room.
Eleanor Reardon ate her dinner and was pleasant to the people beside her and did not look at her husband except twice: once when he said something that made Marcus laugh, and once at the end of the first course, when some shift in the room's sound caused her gaze to track to him involuntarily and she pulled it back with the specific effort of someone managing a habit. She had the portfolio on the sideboard behind her chair. She had not gone upstairs without it.
Halfway through the main course, Clara excused herself from the table.
Mara watched her go and watched Marcus watch her go and watched the thing that crossed Marcus's face when she left — not guilt, not calculation, but the complicated expression of a man sitting with something he had said and not yet determined whether he'd said it correctly.
He had found her before dinner, in the twenty minutes between the arrival of the last guests and the gathering in the dining room. Mara had seen them through the sitting room doorway from the hall: Marcus with his back to the door, Clara facing it, their voices too low to carry. What she had seen clearly enough was the moment Clara went very still — the cessation of the small movements of a person in ordinary conversation, the complete physical collecting of a woman receiving information that required all of her available attention to process.
She had come back to the table eight minutes later with the specific composure of a woman who had returned to a room carrying more than she'd left with. She had not told Mara what Marcus said. She had sat down and attended to the person beside her with the patient focus of someone who had placed a significant piece of new information in a temporary location and would return to it when conditions permitted.
She was gone from the table for six minutes now.
James Reardon had not watched her leave. He had continued his conversation with the Vane father with the smooth uninterrupted quality of a man whose attention was exactly where he was directing it. But he had heard the movement. Mara had watched him hear it — the fractional pause in his sentence, the recovery so practiced it was almost invisible.
Almost.
Clara returned. She took her seat. She ate her dinner. She did not look at James Reardon once for the remainder of the meal.
He did not look at her either. Between the two of them, across the full length of the dining room table, an entire conversation was conducted in the medium of avoided eye contact, and Mara sat at the end of the table and read it like a document.
Dorian Vale arrived on the last ferry.
Mara had been expecting him — he had called ahead from the mainland, his voice carrying the careful neutrality he used when he was managing something he intended to deliver in person rather than at a distance. He came up the lane in the dark with a single case and the slightly drawn look of a man who had been holding something for a long time and was in the process of deciding it could now be set down.
Nora showed him to his room without ceremony. He was not a man for ceremony. He had loved Lenora Vale with the quiet conviction of someone who had known her for forty years and had no interest in discussing the shape of it, and he came to Harrow Isle now as he always had — as someone for whom the island's significance was never abstract.
He stopped in the hall when he saw the dining room light still on. The dinner had not fully concluded — several of the guests were in the late-coffee portion of the evening, the room settling into the comfortable looseness of people who had eaten well and were not yet ready to acknowledge that the occasion was ending.
"Tomorrow," Mara said, coming out to meet him.
"Tomorrow," he agreed. He looked at the dining room doorway. "The wedding party."
"Fourteen guests, plus the wedding coordinator arriving in the morning. The ceremony is Saturday."
"If the storm permits."
"We're optimistic." She took his coat. He had a briefcase as well, she noticed — not the traveling case but the document case, the one he used for materials he was treating as professional rather than personal. He had not had the document case last autumn. "Dorian. Is everything alright?"
He looked at her with the expression of a man choosing, with care, what to say in a hallway. "I have some materials I'd like to show you," he said. "When we have privacy and time. Not tonight."
"Tomorrow morning."
"Yes." He looked at the document case in his own hand as though briefly surprised to find it there. "I've been waiting on this for some months. I wanted to be certain before I brought it. I may have waited longer than I should have." He said the last sentence in the tone of a man delivering a verdict on himself that he did not intend to appeal. "But I'm here now."
He went up the stairs with his case and his briefcase and his careful silence, and Mara stood in the hall and added the document case to the evening's inventory.
The last of the dinner guests moved to the terrace despite the cold — the particular spring cold of the island, salt-edged and clarifying, one that made people want to stand in it for a few minutes after a warm room. Mara followed them out and did the rounds of the post-dinner conversation, gathering the information that people offered freely in the loosened state of late-evening satisfaction: Marcus confiding that the logistics of an island wedding had been more complicated than anticipated but that he would not have changed the setting; the Vane father asking about the property case with the frank curiosity of a man who considered legal disputes interesting rather than alarming; Sophie's friend describing the harbor view from her room with the specific enthusiasm of someone who had been prepared for something adequate and found something excellent.
James Reardon stood near the terrace railing with a coffee cup and looked at the harbor. His expression in the dark was the closest to unguarded she had seen it, which was not very close.
Clara went inside early. She did not make a production of it.
Cecily waited. She had been waiting all evening with the patience of a woman who had been waiting for considerably longer, and now that the terrace had thinned to the last few guests, she moved to stand beside Mara at the far end with the settled purposefulness of someone who had decided the moment had arrived.
"He and I have not spoken once this evening," Cecily said. She did not need to identify who.
"I noticed."
"He noticed too. He knows what it means that I'm here." She looked at the harbor, where the running lights of the ferry dock were their usual precise constellation in the dark. "Your aunt's files held the Reardon name for a reason. Not simply as a family that had stayed here — she had a notation I recognize from the conveyance materials. An anchor. She used it for the arrangements she was tracking."
"I know."
"Then you know that whatever Eleanor Reardon has found — and she has found something, it's visible in the way she's been carrying that portfolio since she arrived — the question is not only what it is." Cecily set her coffee cup on the railing. "The question is whether James knows she's found it." She was quiet for a moment. The wind moved off the harbor with the particular southwest weight it had been carrying all evening, the weight of a system building patience offshore. "He watched her at dinner. Not openly. In the intervals. The way you watch something you are managing the distance of."
Mara said nothing. The terrace was almost empty.
"Eleanor Reardon came to this island for a reason," Cecily said. "And so did her husband. I am not persuaded those reasons are the same." She picked up her coffee cup and turned from the railing with the manner of a woman concluding a conversation that had accomplished what she intended. "Whatever she has found — I think he already knows she's found it. And I think that is the thing worth being concerned about tonight."
She went back inside.
The southwest wind moved through the terrace furniture and lifted the edge of the tablecloth and set it down







