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Introduction
Fog clung to the harbor in soft ropes that morning, blurring the line between sea and
sky until the gulls seemed to skim through cloud. Clare Mercer kept her hands
wrapped around a paper cup that had gone cold, the salt smell settling on her coat as
if it meant to keep her. The church bell on the hill tolled eight, then nine, and the
sound rolled across the clapboard houses and shuttered storefronts like a summons
she’d avoided for too long. The town looked smaller than she remembered, and
sharper too, as if the edges had been honed while she was gone.

In the chapel, they called Nora Mercer a fixture, a seamstress with a thimble that had
mended half the town’s childhoods. People lined up to press warm hands into Clare’s
and tell her their stories. She tried to hold each one, to stitch them into something that
would feel like her grandmother—pine soap and peppermint tea, the whisper of fabric
drawn through a machine—while the day slid past in a sequence of nods and
condolences. Near the back, Jonah Hale lifted two fingers in a quiet hello, the same
way he used to wave from the pitcher’s mound in high school. The mayor was there
too, sun-browned and camera-ready even in grief, speaking softly to a widow and then
resting a hand on Clare’s shoulder. “Your grandmother did a great deal for this town,”
he said. The words were right. The tone was too bright, like a ribbon tied too tight
around a package.

By afternoon the wake had folded back into the rhythms of a weekday. Clare walked
up Mercer Hill to the house that had never once been called a “property” until for-sale
signs began sprouting on other porches. The shingles were weathered gray, the porch
swing missing one chain, the mailbox still painted with a rose Nora had sketched from
a pattern. Inside, the rooms held the faint musk of lavender sachets and old paper. A
jar of buttons gleamed like hard candies on the sewing table, and beside it, a spool of
red thread waited, needle still caught in the last stitch. Clare set her bag down as if it
might startle something, and the quiet of the house seemed to inhale.

She hadn’t come to excavate, she told herself—only to settle accounts, make lists, see
to the legal things that lived in manila folders. But the past had a way of folding in on
itself in this house. Every drawer offered a memory. Every floorboard had the
particular complaint of a familiar ankle. By the time the light tilted toward evening,
she’d carried a box fan up to the attic and tugged at the stubborn cord to the pull-
down stairs. Dust spiraled like confetti above her head. The attic was heat and cedar
and the slant of the roof, cut through by a single round window that turned the harbor
into a coin.

Boxes were labeled in Nora’s compact hand: Patterns. Lace. Tax Receipts. Clare eased
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open the one marked Household and found things that didn’t belong to any
season—old ration books, a tin of film canisters, a wooden darning egg that fit
perfectly in her palm. Beneath a stack of oilcloth aprons lay a book, wrapped like
something that needed protection. The oilcloth crackled when she lifted it, as if it were
remembering the shape of the thing it had been asked to hide. The ledger beneath
was battered, the brown cover softened by use, its corners gone. It smelled faintly of
starch and salt.

The first page bore no name, only neat columns ruled in pencil and then ink. Dates
marched down the side like footfalls. The entries read like recipes if recipes could keep
secrets: sugar, thread, buttons, “hemming—Mrs. Pike,” and then, tucked beside
ordinary expenses, a notation that did not belong. Orchard—late. Another page:
initials clustered and repeated, small marks that felt more like a code than a list. In the
inner fold, folded tight enough to crease the paper, Clare found a stack of envelopes
tied with faded ribbon. The uppermost was addressed in Nora’s firm hand, but the
name on it belonged to someone else: Elise Thornton.

The name rang in the house like the echo of an old shout. Clare saw herself at twelve,
swinging her legs at the diner counter while whispers burned the air behind her. Elise,
older, beautiful in a way that made people talk about possibility and
then—after—made them talk in murmurs. She was the cautionary tale that had
become geography. The place where a girl had last been seen turned into a way to tell
directions: you’ll pass Elise’s corner, then go left. That a letter to her had been
bundled and hidden felt like a tug on a thread Clare hadn’t known was still tied to her.

Clare sat on the attic floor with dust gritting at her knees and slipped the letter free
without untieing the rest. The flap hadn’t been sealed. Inside, Nora’s words ran calm
and plain, lines that tried to make sense of a storm. There was worry there, and a
plea, and something like apology. When Clare closed the envelope her fingers shook,
and the ledger’s page crinkled as if it were impatient. She turned another page and
found columns that cut slantwise across the ordinary—entries that pretended to be
milk and needles and cotton, but in their pattern suggested something else:
movement that didn’t belong in a seamstress’s book. A sequence of dates, paired with
initials, ended with a word that looked like a place, or a promise, or a threat:
Lighthouse.

Out the round window, the harbor stretched slate and silver under a deepening sky. A
buoy bell clanged. Clare could see the church steeple, and, beyond it, the new plaques
glinting on buildings the town couldn’t have afforded before the mayor began to give
them things. She thought of his hand on her shoulder, steady and light. In the ledger,
one set of initials recurred in a way that made the back of her neck tighten. It could be
any W, she told herself. It could be wrong. It could be nothing at all.

The house creaked, the old wood settling, and somewhere downstairs the heater
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clicked even though it wasn’t cold enough to run. Clare slid the ledger and the letters
into her bag without knowing why she was hiding them, only that it felt like a
necessary precaution. She stood, brushed dust from her palms, and listened to the
quiet return. In the quiet, grief shifted its weight and made a new shape: not just what
was lost, but what had been kept back. She had come home to bury her grandmother
and box up a life. Instead, she had found a record that didn’t balance and a name the
town preferred not to say.

Clare switched off the attic light and felt her way down the narrow stairs, the rope
rough in her hand. She paused in the kitchen, thumbed her phone awake, and thought
about the number she should call and the one she would avoid. The ledger lay heavy
in her bag, the letters whispering against one another like fabric. Outside, fog pressed
itself against the windows again, and the horn at the point called out as if counting.
Somewhere in those clean columns and neat initials was an answer. Somewhere in
those unsent words was a reason they had never gone.
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CHAPTER ONE: Fog, Funeral, and the House on
Mercer Hill
The fog rolled in from the harbor like a slow tide through the streets, swallowing the
tops of the masts and softening the edges of the gulls until their cries sounded lonely
instead of demanding. It was the kind of weather that made everything feel closer, as
if the town had pulled its own blanket up under its chin. Clare Mercer kept her hands
tight around a paper cup of coffee that had gone lukewarm the moment she stepped
out of the diner. The air smelled of salt and low tide and something else—sleep, she
thought, the town still sleeping off the winter even as it dragged itself into spring.

She had been gone twelve years. It felt both longer and shorter, like a shirt you put on
and found still fit, even if the buttons sat differently. The church bell rang eight, then
nine, each note pushing the morning toward the service she didn’t want to attend but
had to, because that was the kind of debt you paid no matter how far you’d run. The
town was smaller, or at least narrower, the houses seeming to lean a little more over
the sidewalks as if they’d grown tired of standing straight. A few new signs had
appeared in the windows of shops, glossy vinyl proclaiming low rates and fresh
renovations, but the paint on the old clapboards remained the same faded, salt-
washed white.

Inside the chapel, the pews filled with faces Clare recognized in the way you recognize
a song from the first two notes. Mrs. Pike, who had always paid for her mother’s
produce in jars of pickled beets. Mr. Leland, retired principal, his spine still as straight
as it had been in the hallway when he’d handed out detention for whispered jokes.
Jonah Hale sat in the back, hands tucked into the pockets of a decent jacket that didn’t
quite hide the bar owner beneath it. He lifted two fingers when she glanced his way,
the same casual hello he’d offered from the pitcher’s mound when they were sixteen
and invincible. His eyes held a question she didn’t have an answer for yet.

Mayor Douglas Whitcomb made his way through the crowd like a ship that owned the
harbor, his hand finding shoulders and then releasing them, his voice a practiced
murmur that carried comfort like a press release. When he reached Clare, he took
both her hands in his, warm and firm. “Clare,” he said. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Your
grandmother did so much for this town.” The words were right, and so was the smile,
but there was an efficiency to it, the practiced rhythm of a man who had said similar
things to a hundred different people in a hundred different rooms. She thanked him,
because you do, because even grief has etiquette.

They called Nora Mercer a fixture, a seamstress, a woman who hemmed and patched
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and let out seams and took in waists, who understood fabrics and the way people
carried themselves in them. People pressed their hands into Clare’s and told stories
about pants that lasted two summers and dresses that got saved for weddings and
funerals, and somewhere in the recitation Clare felt the shape of her grandmother
appear, not in full but in the outlines people provided—the parts she’d been careful to
let the world see. She nodded and nodded and tried not to think about the last time
she’d spoken to Nora on the phone, that clipped conversation about a car breaking
down and a bus ticket and the way both of them had chosen not to mend the tear. In
the third row, a woman whose name Clare couldn’t quite fetch whispered to her
companion, and the word “cancer” drifted across the aisle like ash.

After the service, they moved in a slow procession to the cemetery, the fog thinning to
a veil that barely hid the headstones. A few people Clare didn’t know at all stood at
the edge of the path, respectful but detached, as if they had come to watch a
performance rather than to mourn. The speeches were short. The stories were kind.
When it was over, Jonah caught her at the gate. “You staying at the house?” he asked.
She nodded. “If the roof hasn’t caved in,” she said, and he smiled, something careful
and old. “It won’t have,” he said. “Your grandmother kept everything nailed down.”

By mid-afternoon the wake had collapsed into the ordinary, and Clare found herself on
Mercer Hill, climbing the familiar incline toward the house that still wore its peeling
paint and its rose mailbox with a stubborn dignity. The porch swing hung by one chain,
a reminder that repair was something you intended and then postponed. Inside, the
rooms held the particular quiet of a place that had known a long presence and was
now experimenting with emptiness. There was the smell she associated with
Nora—lavender sachets, peppermint tea, the faint resin of pine soap—but over it lay
the dry scent of paper and the metallic hint of old heat.

She set her bag on the kitchen table, opened the window to let in the harbor breeze,
and began the slow, mechanical work of sorting. Laundry detergent to toss, expired
spices to toss, a jar of buttons to keep. The sewing machine sat on its table, a needle
still threaded with red, a piece of fabric pinned and half-finished under the presser
foot, as if Nora had only stepped out for milk. Clare touched the balance wheel and felt
the weight of the last stitch she had seen in the attic: a neat, straight line in red that
had, for reasons she couldn’t explain, made her throat close.

She moved to the living room, then the small study where Nora had kept accounts in a
ledger she’d bought at the hardware store every January like a ritual. Tax files were
stacked with envelopes held together by rubber bands that had lost their elasticity.
Clare made a list of utilities and account numbers, wrote down names of lawyers, felt
the small, adult satisfaction of making order from something that had threatened to
become a mess. Still, every time she opened a drawer, she half expected to find
something that would make her grandmother’s handwriting appear in the air like chalk
dust. She did not find it, not in the drawers, not on the shelves, not in the hall closet
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behind the winter coats.

By the time the light started to tilt toward evening, she had hauled a box fan up the
narrow back stairs and tugged at the cord for the attic pull-down. Dust rained down in
a slow, glittering curtain. The stairs unfolded with a groan like a complaint that had
been brewing for years. The attic was hot, even in the cool of the day, a small world of
cedar and heat and the round window that turned the harbor into a coin. Boxes were
labeled in Nora’s square, precise hand: Patterns. Buttons. Lace. Tax Receipts. Plastic
tubs held quilts with edges pinned in the hope of future attention. A dress form stood
in the corner, a pale, headless ghost wearing a pinned pattern that looked like it might
be a formal gown.

Clare opened the box marked Household and found things that belonged to no
particular season—old ration books, a tin of film canisters, a wooden darning egg that
fit into her palm as if it had been carved for it. The bottom of the box was hidden
beneath a stack of oilcloth aprons, a smooth, heavy weight beneath the bright fabric.
The aprons crackled when she lifted them, stiff with age and the memory of starch.
Beneath them lay a book wrapped in the same oilcloth, bound carefully with twine, as
if it had been important to keep the cover from the air.

The ledger was worn, the corners softened, the spine bowed. It smelled of salt and the
faint sweetness of old thread. Clare untied the twine with her fingers and let the
oilcloth fall open. The first page was ruled in pencil, columns drawn neat as a soldier’s
line, then inked over, as if someone had decided to make the commitment permanent.
Dates, items, amounts. Sugar, thread, buttons, “hemming—Mrs. Pike,” and then, on a
line by itself, an entry that did not fit: Orchard—late. Another page held initials,
clustered together like small code: W.S., D.W., T.M., J.H., and others, some repeated in
patterns that felt deliberate rather than random.

In the inner fold of the ledger, a stack of envelopes had been tucked, the edges
aligned, tied with a ribbon that had once been pink and was now the color of a bruise.
Nora’s handwriting stood on the topmost envelope, firm and legible, but the name
beneath the address was not a Mercer. Elise Thornton. Clare’s breath came in a small
catch she tried to swallow. Elise Thornton was a name that hung in town like a bell left
to ring itself out, a story told in two parts: the girl who could have done anything, and
the girl who had vanished off the face of the earth.

Clare sat on the floor, dust pressing against the knees of her jeans, and slid the
envelope free without untying the ribbon. The flap wasn’t sealed. Inside, a single
folded sheet carried Nora’s hand, the ink faded to the color of a shadow. The letter
was calm in its lines but raw in its plea—please, if you get this, let me know you’re
safe. There was apology in it, a kind of careful blame that took responsibility without
claiming omniscience. Clare closed the envelope and pressed her thumb against the
crease, as if that could keep the words from spreading out into the attic air. Her
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fingers were shaking.

She turned another page in the ledger and found columns that ran slantwise, entries
that pretended to be about ordinary housekeeping but gathered themselves into a
different shape. Milk, flour, needles—then, every third or fourth line, something that
looked like shorthand for movement: deliveries, trades, amounts that were too round
to be exact. At the bottom of one page, a sequence of dates, paired with initials again,
ended with a word that made the round window seem suddenly too far from the
ground: Lighthouse.

Through the glass, the harbor stretched slate and silver, a buoy bell sounding its
hollow note. The town looked suspended in fog, the new plaques on the refurbished
buildings glinting where the light broke through. Clare thought of Mayor Whitcomb’s
hand on her shoulder, steady and light. In the ledger, one set of initials recurred with a
rhythm that made the back of her neck prickle. D.W. Not necessarily him. Could be
anyone with those letters. Could be nothing. Could be the kind of coincidence that
towns are built on and fall apart from.

The house creaked around her, old bones settling, the heater clicking on even though
it wasn’t cold. She slipped the ledger and the letters into her bag, the ribbon
whispering against the canvas, a sound like fabric being drawn through a needle. She
switched off the attic light and felt her way down the narrow stairs, one hand on the
rope, the other pressed to the bag at her side. In the kitchen, she thumbed her phone
awake and looked at the list of calls she should make and the ones she wouldn’t. The
ledger lay heavy, the letters a whisper tucked inside it.

A horn sounded from the point, the old lighthouse making itself known through the
fog. Clare stood at the window and listened to the town breathe in, breathe out.
Somewhere in the neat columns and careful ink was a ledger that didn’t balance.
Somewhere in the unsent letters was a reason someone had chosen to keep them
hidden. She closed her eyes and tried to think what to do next. There were people to
call, papers to file, a house to close, a life to pack. There was also a name she had not
heard spoken in years, and a book that had no reason to exist in a seamstress’s attic
unless it meant to tell a story someone had decided to end.
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