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PROLOGUE



About What Happened a Long Time Ago 
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The enormous cavern was a library, with holes carved as far as the eye could see, each housing a scroll. A man unrolled a large manuscript as the gray moon illuminated a tree tattoo on his left hand, making it look like gnarly roots growing along a weathered parchment. He read.

“The Knowledge was too great for her, and she died. It burst forth from her and spread throughout the entire world. But the world could not contain it, and the world died. Like fine dust, the Knowledge settled upon the world, and the world was reborn once more. But it was not the same ...”

“The last one,” he said in half-whisper. “Salachar would be pleased.” He stuffed the parchment into his satchel and was gone.
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About Anna & Beatrix 

[image: ]




The watch had been in the family for generations. In plain sight, then hidden, lost, and finally forgotten. Oh, indeed, they talked about it and searched high and low. At first. But no one could ever find it. Eventually, the secret of where the watch was hidden died with Ivan, Grand-Peter’s father. The story of the watch became a tradition. But traditions are growing things. Like wild vines, they spread over truths, adding, tangling, embellishing, and hiding. So it was: the truth was mostly forgotten, and the story slowly grew into a myth, enriched with rituals and family lore. Indeed, it was Grand-Peter who established the ceremony of giving the letter to a son of sixteen. At the time, his twin sons were little, and sixteen years of age seemed reasonable to carry the weight of a mystery such as this. Why always a son, you ask? Well, didn’t you know? It was always a boy, as no girl had ever been born into this family. That is, not yet.

However, Odette and Albert would not stand for the tradition of having a boy. Not that they minded having a boy, but they did mind it being a tradition.

“We ’ave to be open-minded. We could ’ave a girl, you know,” said Odette flatly, her French accent more pronounced than usual.

“Well, statistically speaking—” started her husband, but he didn’t finish.

“Oh, please, Albert. Forget ze statistics! What about providence? Destiny? I can feel eet in my bones! A girl.” Odette was quite decided on the matter.

Gregory, Albert’s father, who lived with them, watched the scene with amusement, shoving chocolate eclairs into his mouth with astonishing rapidity. Now that Albert and Odette were expecting their first child, they’d decided the best way to be surprised was to expect a surprise in the event one was coming. As a result, the doctor was strictly instructed to inform them only of the healthfulness of their baby and alert them to any potential problems, but not to give any hints regarding the baby’s gender. The day came, and with it came the surprise. Albert watched anxiously as the doctor extracted the baby. To everyone’s shock—everyone’s, of course, except the doctor’s—another little hand had a firm grip on the first baby’s heel.

“Mon Dieu!” exclaimed Odette.

“Twins! Like Grand-Peter and Marge!” Albert was ecstatic.

But the cry that shattered the birth room did not belong to twin boys or even a boy at all. Instead, the smooth-skinned little bundles were girls. Like peas in a pod, they were, and their mother called them Anna and Beatrix.

“Well, I am dashed!” said Albert. 

He and his wife, Odette, were the first in many generations to have twins since Grand-Peter and Marge. They were also the first couple to have a girl, and not one but two! Odette, quite superstitious, said it was not a good sign, as Grand-Peter and Marge had lost one of their twins rather tragically.

“They didn’t have girls, darling,” pointed out her husband, beside himself with happiness.

Anna and Beatrix grew as most twins generally did, with a special connection that only twins could understand, and they went together like peanut butter and jelly. Anna was pensive, measured, analytical, and bookish. Beatrix had a great sense of humor, was a trickster, and the life of any company. They got into mischief together, covered for each other, fiercely protected each other from real and perceived misfortunes, and were thick as thieves. Only two people were allowed in their inner circle: Sam, a boy who lived in the neighborhood, entertained the girls with his mechanical wonders and participated in their extravagant theatricals, and their grandfather, Gregory. The grandfather happily partook in all their tomfoolery and pretended to be an adult.

Unlike many of their ancestors, Anna and Beatrix were not born into great wealth. Time changed, and so did fortune. A combination of poor management, occasional bad economy, and an incorrect assumption that wealth had no limits led the family to nearly complete ruin. The family still owned their clock company, which had been passed down through generations, but few were interested in the mechanics of a clock in the digital world. Unless entirely digital, watches were out of style. Their sizable company had been reduced to a tourist attraction and a place for collectors. To reconcile with tough times, the family sold all their vast real estate holdings, except for the New Hampshire home. The house and the twins’ many-times great-grandmother’s tufted armchair, which had been reupholstered five times, were the only possessions the family could preserve. The chair was quite a large wing armchair upholstered in deep malachite-colored velvet. When the twins were little, they sat on it together. As they grew, they would sit on the arms of the chair, leaning against each other and dangling their feet.

Their enormous library was also something they couldn’t part with. It held more books than their house could orderly keep, stacks filling every nook and cranny. Their house was old in every sense of the word. It looked like something from a different century. Indeed, it was, in terms of its construction. But it was also an old-world sort of house, an old-fashioned sort of house, a house that looked tiredly upon the world, wondering what it was still doing there and serving its inhabitants dutifully like an old, faithful butler. There was a museum-like quality to the house, and being there generally made people feel as though they’d been transported back in time, which added to the eccentricity of the family in the small town of Alderwoods. 

Although the family did lose most of its fortune, their reverse  “rags to riches” effect did not strip them of their firmly rooted belief that there was nothing more valuable than a family, community, intricacies of human relationships, and a sort of care that only people could provide. This particular belief was difficult to maintain and even more challenging to practice in the 2050s. It was a world primarily governed by technology, which, in many instances, replaced human bonds in favor of more efficient ways of living in the world.

But no technological advancements could have prepared the twins and their families for what awaited them. When Anna and Beatrix turned ten, Beatrix got ill and aged nearly eighty years within days until she looked small, feeble, and astonishingly old. And once she got old, she died. Anna had lost a lot of her heart that day. It was a strange and rare disease of extremely accelerated aging, and little was known about it.

It was a sunny day, annoyingly so, as Anna wished it were raining. It was frustrating when the weather was cheerful while her soul was in such great pain. Ten-year-old Anna and her mother stood dejectedly at the gravesite, waiting for Anna’s father to bring the car around. Sam and his mother, Evelyn, were right beside them.

Anna felt Evelyn’s arm around her. “From one twin who lost her sister many years ago to another,” whispered Evelyn into Anna’s ear, squeezing her shoulder and placing something into her hand.

Anna opened it and saw a thin silver chain with a charm shaped like a wave.

“Evelyn, zat eez extraordinary. You ... you shouldn’t—” Anna’s mother said.

“Please, Odette, let her keep it. Please ...” pleaded Evelyn.

Odette peered into her eyes for a bit and said, “Oui, of course.”

There was silence for some time.

“Merde!” Odette forced through gritted teeth. “Maladie du temps.”

Anna’s mother swore but rarely. But why did she say ‘time disease?’ wondered Anna. It would be a few years before Anna would understand the meaning of what her mother had said that day at Beatrix’s gravesite.

Anna had lost a great deal of spontaneity and cheerfulness, and something dark and sad had crept into her heart. Beatrix had been her fiercest cheerleader, supporting Anna in all her bookish pursuits. “One day, you’ll change the world, sis. You are so smart,” she’d say. Anna adored her sister, though she always felt a bit inadequate compared to Beatrix, who had a great sense of humor and was fearless, or at least, that was what Anna thought. 

Once Beatrix died, Anna withdrew deeper into what she understood best—books, puzzles, and all things academic. Beatrix was naturally confident, and Anna was learning to be. For a few years, the family existed in a sort of fog, going through a routine yet not fully participating in the business of living. Anna had vowed never to celebrate her birthday again.

“Maman, it will never be a happy one, not without Beatrix,” lamented Anna.

“Your birthday will never be the same—C’est vrai. But eet will be happy, at some point. You must remember something important, ma cherie: Beatrix eez no more, but you are alive and must truly live. Not merely exeest.” She sighed and added, “And we must do the same.”

Anna and Beatrix had been born precisely at midnight on New Year’s Eve. Although Anna refused birthday presents, she accepted that she could not take away New Year’s festivities from everyone. Her family kept with her wishes for six years and pretended not to celebrate her birthdays. They made their New Year’s Eve celebrations extra special, and Anna’s presents increased in number, though she seemed not to notice.

She never sat on her many-times great-grandmother Polina’s armchair. It had been her and Beatrix’s chair for the first ten years of their lives, and now she couldn’t bear to look at it.

“I can’t!” Anna shouted. “It was mine and ... and it was Beatrix’s. I can’t sit on it by myself. Can’t we ... get rid of it or something?”

And her mother nearly did.

“Wait, dear,” urged Anna’s grandfather. “She is angry and sad, but one day, she’d wish we’d never gotten rid of it. Odette, why don’t you hide it in a garage ... or something, until such a time that she can enjoy it again. I’ll help pay to reupholster it if it gets damaged.”

Day by day, six years passed slowly and uneventfully, with much healing and growth.
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About Anna Turning Sixteen

& the Day of the Letter
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Anna’s sixteenth birthday was not far away. And, certainly, she’d heard about the watch and the significance of the sixteenth birthday, but not all the particulars and nothing about the time disease.

One day, her grandfather said he had something important to share with her.

“Anna, your sixteenth birthday is coming up,” he started.

“Grandpa, please, you know how I feel about birthdays. We have done great without them for the last six years. We’ll celebrate the New Year ... and, well, I’ll read the letter, and ...” replied Anna.

“And now you are older and must understand more things, dear. You see, a child’s birthday is not only for the child but also for the parents and others who love them. It was a significant day for your parents when you and Beatrix were born, and it was monumental for our family overall, as no girl had ever been born in our family line before. To be sure, it was a lot of grief for a ten-year-old to have lost her sister, but you are older now. Give a present to your parents, my dear. Let them celebrate the birthday of the one child they have left. Let me! You are my only granddaughter.” Anna’s grandfather’s eyes were sparkling with tears.

“Oh, Grandpa,” Anna broke down, “how will I ever ...” Anna felt something crack somewhere deep within her, and the dark, sad part of her soul felt a beam of light for the first time in six years.

“Oh, deary, you will, and it’ll feel good. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but you will ... eventually. Anna, there is something important waiting for you on your sixteenth birthday,” said her grandfather.

“Yes, yes ... the letter. I am to learn about the mysterious watch that has been in our family for generations, though no one knows where it is. Yes, I do remember.”

“That ... and ... er ... what caused Beatrix to die ...” said Grandfather slowly. “It may be a ... hard birthday after all.” 

Anna was about to pepper him with questions. Anger welled up inside her. They knew what caused it? They knew all along and didn’t tell me!

Her grandfather seemed to have guessed her thoughts and took her by her shoulders. “You were ten, and it wouldn’t have made any sense. It doesn’t make much sense even now, come to think of it—however, not today. I won’t tell you today. You must read the letter to have a better understanding, darling. You must wait, but I wanted to prepare you.”

‘The day of the letter,’ as Anna called it, arrived. Anna slowly walked into the living room and gasped in surprise. There it was, her many-times great-grandmother’s tufted armchair, the very one she, Anna, and Beatrix used to share. It wasn’t, however, the malachite velvet that had adorned it but lush turquoise-colored leather. It must have cost a fortune, she thought. She knew her family saved for a while to afford it. They must have. There was bustle and hustle, and the atmosphere was casual and happy. Anna slowly walked to the chair and ran her hand over the rich upholstery. It felt slick and new. She stood for some time, then sat down, put her face into her hands, and cried freely as she hadn’t cried for quite a long time.

“Thank you,” said Anna through her tear-streaked face. “I am glad you ... you didn’t get rid of it. I ... I missed it. And I am sorry. I’ve been selfish. I couldn’t—” She didn’t realize how much she missed the chair until she saw it. Despite its new attire, it was unmistakably her great-grandmother Polina’s chair. It was her and Beatrix’s chair. And yet, it was not the same, and Anna was glad for it.

“Oh, ma cherie!” Her mother was beside her in an instant. “Zat eez your chair. Eet was given a new life ... your favorite color, ’ope you like eet. And you must begin anew. Eet was yours and your sister’s, but eet eez yours now, and eet eez okay. You know Beatrix would agree with me on zat.”

Anna did know. Beatrix was not sentimental and, for a child of ten, hardly had any sense of “mine.” She was laid back in an unchildlike way. Her mother was right. No, Beatrix wouldn’t care.

At sixteen, Anna was a lovely sight to behold. By now, she had reached a medium height, and her figure was slender and graceful. Her dark brown eyes presented a great contrast with her fair skin and thick blond hair that moved like a field of wheat in the wind when she walked. Anna loved clothes and was always impeccably dressed. She was a classical, simple dresser and as elegant as her family could afford. However, simple was often as far as their income would stretch, as true elegance was often out of budget. This affinity for clothes came to her from her father, Albert, who possessed the only outfit he believed was worth wearing: an old three-piece suit. Albert had purchased it twenty years ago, but it was in surprisingly good shape, considering he wore it more than twice a week and on all special occasions. He was tall and slim with an aristocratic nose and a full head of thick blond hair. Albert was quite fit, despite his sweet-toothed father and his plump, French sous-chef wife, because the choice was always relatively simple: “eat what you like” or “fit into the three-piece suit.” Since buying another was not much of a possibility, he chose to eat what was necessary to fit into the suit, and that same suit was what he wore on this momentous evening.

Anna’s mother, Odette, was bustling about dinner. Not only was she a sous chef at a French restaurant, but she was indeed French, and the dinner was expected to be as superb as it always had been. Odette strongly believed that all events must be accompanied by great food and was mystified by people who would nibble on popcorn while watching a movie, as watching a movie was an event and not a frequent one. All she could say in such instances was, “Mon Dieu!” In her opinion, one either ate nothing or French food, though she made many allowances for Russian cuisine, considering her husband’s heritage. She called it a “necessary sacrifice” her palate was willing to make, which amused Anna greatly.

Odette had saved and prepared for this day for months. The dinner was of heroic proportions. Warm sliced bread seemed to impatiently wait to be coupled with the nearby caviar and rabbit pate, and additional yards and yards of baguettes were waiting to be consumed. There was cream of asparagus soup, an assortment of fish courses, duck peppered with herbs, a light watercress salad, and chateaubriand. Odette was not particular about courses as long as dessert was served last, which caused the grandfather to throw pouty fits, for which Anna loved him even more. Odette was firm on the fact that a grand dinner must have three desserts—something light to stir the appetite, something rich, the main dessert, and something light again to wrap it all up. The three-dessert part pleased Anna’s grandfather greatly, and she often had to remind him that the sacrifice of having to eat everything else before the dessert was worth it. Thus, pears, poached in red wine, were served to propel everyone to the mille-feuilles, a thousand-leaf cake, so that all would be adequately ready for crème brûlée, which Odette called a “nothing but air” sort of dessert, “a perfect finish for a grand dinner.” Cheese dotted with truffles and freshly roasted chestnuts would be passed around to accompany the after-dinner pastime. 

As Odette was going over the menu, Anna’s grandfather feebly said, “Considering the circumstances, can we—” 

He was interrupted by a firm “Non!” from Odette. 

Anna smiled in amusement. She knew where this was going. Her grandfather always believed dessert was best on an empty stomach and should be eaten first. Odette would not accept any such gobbledygook.

“Papa, you are fighting a losing battle. Be glad she humors you once a year for your birthday and lets you eat your dessert first! Besides, we have three desserts to consume!” Anna’s father said.

“Exactly my point! I’ll have to skip dinner nearly, to make sure there is room in my stomach for the most important course!” lamented the grandfather.

Anna breathed deeply. A strange sort of peace washed over her. Time to move on, she thought. She hugged her crestfallen grandfather. “Oh, Grandpa, you and your sweet tooth. When will you grow out of it?”

“Grow out of it? Grow out of it? What nonsense! I permanently grew into it! It took years to accomplish, mind you!” exclaimed her grandfather more cheerfully, studying Anna’s face.

Odette always won when it came to this never-ending argument. She was a lovely, spunky brunette with a pretty appearance, although Anna’s beauty was decidedly inherited from her father.

Though Anna’s family had spent many generations in the United States, it carefully preserved and vigilantly passed from one generation to another the Russian superstition that New Year’s Eve was the most magical night of the year. Everyone was expecting magical things. Albert opened his port, which he sipped, but on special occasions. Their sweet-toothed grandfather was as giddy as a little boy at his seventy years of age. He, too, had “the day of the letter.” Anna and her sister, Beatrix, used to listen to his stories about his birthday with great anticipation and repeatedly asked him to tell them the story.

A knock at the door announced Sam. He’d recently turned eighteen and, like Anna, grew in heart and maturity. You must understand from this point, my dear reader, that the grief of losing one of his best friends and Anna’s grief of losing her twin sister brought them closer, and their souls were bound up together in deeper ways than they yet knew. Sam was a new high school graduate and lived down the street. However, he spent quite a bit of time at Anna’s house. His only family was his mother—he’d never met his father—and it was rather lonely in his enormous house. Although Sam’s parent was a single parent, she single-handedly weaved a formidable bank account by owning and operating a ski resort in the winter, a sailing marina in the summer, and what was probably the most exceptional fulgurite gallery in the country, which was open all year round. The first two ventures she inherited from her late husband were in the start-up stage. In time, she’d turned both enterprises into remarkable money-making machines. 

Sam worked at both places and was as excellent a skier as he was a sailor. He didn’t, however, work at the gallery. The gallery was his mother’s favorite pastime, especially traveling and collecting fulgurites. His mother was determined to give him the best education. Therefore, when he did not work, he studied, and when he finished, he spent time in the garage attending to his hobby. This hobby gave him immense joy, and to engage in it, his academic performance had to be outstanding, and it was. The hobby was working on and perfecting a black 1958 Mustang, which he purchased for peanuts and which, at the time, looked no more than a heap of rust. It was important for Sam to do all the repairs on his own and at his own expense. Therefore, he saved slowly. 

Unlike Anna, who was surrounded and supported by family nearly all the time, Sam was mostly alone. Evelyn, his mother, was always busy. Even on this day, on New Year’s Eve, she was gone. Business travel took her away from the enchanting town of Alderwoods quite frequently. Working on homework after school was particularly lonely for Sam. Those times were incredibly isolating. Consequently, he would bring his books to Anna’s house, where they would study together under the constant eye of Anna’s watchful grandfather, whose sensibilities of propriety were older than time itself.

“Oh, Anna, do you think we ’ave enough to eat? I worry about Sam. Ees vegetarian ’abits always make me nervous. Eet eez not natural. Do I ’ave what I need to feed him? Oh, I know ee says eet’s not ees choice and zat ee ’as a condition, but I don’t want him to leave ... you know, underfed,” Odette lamented.

Anna snorted. “Maman! Sam eats fish. Considering your menu, you nearly depleted the ocean, and we will also be feasting on their progeny! Poor darlings.” Anna motioned toward the caviar on the table. “Honestly, Maman, is there anything left to fish? Besides, no one ever left our house underfed. By the end of the evening, he’ll be properly stuffed. You must remember that he is related to Grandpa through a sort of sweet tooth. Between the two of them, we’ll be lucky to get any dessert, and either of them can make an entire dinner out of sweets alone. You shouldn’t worry, maman.” Anna popped a kiss on her mother’s cheek, and Odette visibly relaxed.

“Eh, oui ...” Odette was in deep thought.

Anna was always baffled by her mother’s Provencal food habits and mystified by her constant worry that she didn’t have enough food. Anna’s mother didn’t grow up in a fashionable city like Paris, where portions were minuscule and served at fancy restaurants at exorbitant prices. No. She was from Provence, where meals were simple, portions large, and prices not high enough to ponder. Consequently, like a hawk, Odette watched her family and guests, ready to pounce on an empty plate with the sole purpose of refilling it once more. “Oui ...” said Odette, “Sam shouldn’t be hungry. I ’ave enough.”

“Hey there.” Sam gave Anna a side hug and slid his firm hand around her waist, drawing her toward him. “Happy Birthday! This is from my mom. She’s on a business trip. Well, she was until she got snowed in. Unfortunately, she’ll be spending her New Year’s Eve at the airport in Boston.”

Anna found a beautiful fulgurite in the shape of a tree that glowed blue.

“Wow, this is amazing. Fulgurites are randomly shaped, but this is a perfect tree. Look at the color! Your mom does find the most stunning fulgurites. There is a symmetry to them you don’t usually see. Thank you. I am sorry she is stuck at the airport and on New Year’s Eve, too,” said Anna.

“She’ll be all right. She is a tough cookie. And this is from me. I hope you like it.” Sam handed her a bag with a Steuerrad wood puzzle box inside. “Knock yourself out.”

Anna loved how he always seemed to know what gift to give her. “Oh, Sam, these are some of my favorites! Thank you!” She popped a hurried kiss on his cheek. “Come, Maman prepared a colossal dinner, best of France, I am sure, and here is the best part—”

“Your grandfather texted me. Three desserts! I couldn’t get here fast enough!” Sam grinned at Anna, and before she could respond, her grandfather walked into the hallway.

“You are in for a treat. Odette outdid herself again!” Anna’s grandfather said excitedly. 

Anna rolled her eyes. “Ah, the pair of you!” She left them in the hallway, discussing the upcoming desserts in great detail and smacking their lips. She stayed nearby to listen in on their conversation. It was entertaining for her to hear them talk animatedly about what the desserts were made of and how they were constructed.

Sam was considered a part of their family. Although having him included in the knowledge of something so peculiar was thoroughly discussed, it was never disagreed upon.

“Oh, mon cheri, do you think  ’ee would think us strange?” Anna’s mother said in a half-whisper to her father.

Her father snorted in response. “Darling, most townspeople already see us as rather ... unconventional. Sam is good and trustworthy. It’ll probably add more flavor to our eccentricities, as your maître d’ calls it. And Evelyn ... well, none of this would surprise her if you know what I mean.” Albert raised his eyebrow and gave Odette a knowing look. 

Anna had a good nose for mystery, and the look exchanged between her parents didn’t escape her. Hmm, a puzzle for later, she thought.

Over the generations, reading the letter had become a ceremonious affair. Naturally, a big meal was in order. But first, the letter would be read aloud by the recipient, and then everyone else would share stories about their sixteenth birthday, their excitement and investigations, and how the whole affair fizzled out.

Anna watched Sam closely as he walked toward the living room. She wanted to see his response to the chair. Due to its new upholstery, the was the brightest piece of furniture and looked somewhat imposing. 

“Is it ...” he started.

“Yes, it is. Maman had it reupholstered. What do you think?” 

“Well, Anna, it is about time. It is certainly your chair. Look at the color! Great job, Odette,” Sam was grinning.

“Merci,” said Odette.

Anticipation was growing. It finally became quiet, and to Anna, her heart beat so loudly, she was convinced everyone could hear it. Anticipation was growing. The stained-glass chandelier, which appeared to be missing pieces, cast a dim, colorful light. Though Christmas was gone, the house still sported wintery decorations. It was snowing outside, and a fire was roaring inside. It smelled of old books, awkwardly piled in the most precarious fashion, and food. There was a great sense of enchantment in the air. To Anna’s great disappointment, the letter was shorter than she had expected, though she read it hungrily. At the description of the time disease, she froze. Anna’s tears spilled out.

“Beatrix ... Beatrix died because of this? She is dead because we don’t know where the wretched seed is and don’t know how to return it?” Anna said in a near scream and stood up sharply. “I will find it and bury it! No one should have to die like this,” she said through gritted teeth. “I will find it, even if I have to spend my whole life searching!”

“I was afraid of that,” her father said quietly.

“Papa, it is our responsibility! We owe it to ... to Beatrix, to the world!” shouted Anna.

It was the most passionate Anna’s family had seen her in quite a long time.

“I know,” answered her father, “and yet no one in our family has ever been able to do it. Listen, Anna, you may ... or may not be able to accomplish this, and you must accept the latter and move on. It is far from a regular puzzle, my darling.”

“But you have our full support, deary,” said Anna’s grandfather quietly.

“Eh, oui,” added her mother.

Anna knew right then that returning the seed would be her life’s quest. No, it wouldn’t bring Beatrix back, but perhaps she could save others.

***
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WHAT DID THE LETTER say, you ask? Well, dear reader, be patient now. All will be revealed in good time—no need to hurry here.

***
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As the evening wore on, Anna’s eyes acquired a glimmer—she would not rest until she solved this puzzle. She went from sad and angry to excited and determined.

YES, PUZZLES HAD BEEN an obsession with Anna ever since she was a little girl, and she excelled in all manner of puzzles. Discovering, putting together, untangling, and bringing the unknown to light was what she did best. And although she and Beatrix were quite different, puzzles were a passion they both shared. After Beatrix died, Anna disassembled and reassembled every puzzle in the house, and there were many. It was her way of feeling close to her sister. Usually, Beatrix would take a long time to assemble her puzzles and work on several at a time. She’d get bored quickly and hop onto another. Eventually, she’d complete them, but it drove Anna bonkers seeing incomplete puzzles all over their room while Beatrix complained of boredom. This was always the struggle for Beatrix: her thirst for new, which delayed the completion of the puzzles she’d started, and her annoyance with half-done projects, which eventually drove her to complete them all quickly. 

There was one puzzle the twins never finished. It was a gift for Anna and Beatrix’s tenth birthday, a complex, wooden 3D puzzle of a castle, six feet by four feet. It was more of an architectural project, and even Beatrix, who craved entertainment and quickly got tired of sameness, labored diligently, anxious to see the final product. She died before they could finish it, and it sat in Anna’s room for these six years, a forlorn heap of wooden pieces. Anna couldn’t bring herself to work on it, yet she couldn’t bear to part with it either. Since then, Anna has become somewhat famous in the puzzle world, and puzzles have turned out to be the best antidote for her anxiety. Her family’s puzzle collection had become almost as extensive as their book collection, as there were puzzles of every kind imaginable. At sixteen years of age, Anna had quite a repertoire: she had won scholarships to two archeological digs in Egypt by winning national puzzle competitions and held a state record on puzzle-solving time. 

After her sister’s death, Anna’s passion for puzzles turned into a near obsession. Puzzles calmed her down and took her mind off her grief. Her parents knew that and made every effort to find complex puzzles.

Anna clung to the past, often looking through old albums in the attic. She had an uncommonly well-collected photojournalism portfolio, as researching her own family was an ongoing puzzle. She was the family historian, or so she called herself.

“Deary, you have seen that album every day this week, I bet. Are you looking for something in particular?” Anna’s grandfather would often say.

“Just looking ...” she would answer.

She kept an album of her and her sister’s pictures under her bed and would look through it every night. Her family viewed the exercise with sadness, and it took many years for Anna to realize that they were not thinking of Beatrix at the time but of her, worrying all the time.

All the photographs on the shelves throughout the house were compiled and restored under the tenacious governance of Anna’s inexhaustible drive to preserve the string that connected many generations of her family. Anna plunged from one activity into another with great determination and tenacity, but little true joy. Nevertheless, the letter from Grand-Peter and the information in it exposed a gap. Puzzle pieces were missing, and Anna was determined to find them.
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About the Shop’s Sign 
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Months passed with little progress. One day, as the grandfather entered the living room, he gasped. “Wherever did you find these? I haven’t seen these since I was a little boy.”

“Well,” began Anna, “our attic is a crazy maze of boxes. Sam and I labeled each with a number and a date by which we would go through them. It was in the first box we opened. Like it?” Anna was pleased because, though one box took a long time, a small piece of the past finally saw the light again. Unfortunately, some photographs were damaged, and Anna had to take them to a special photo-restoration shop.

“I love it!” said Grandfather. “You are missing two photographs, and these are a bit out of order, but I am sure, in time, you will find all that remains.”

Grandfather walked over and rearranged the photographs, muttering to himself. Anna watched him with curiosity.

“What do you mean by ‘order,’ Grandpa? These are architectural photographs. Everyone knows Grand-Peter and Marge loved architecture and took many pictures. Too many. We can probably wallpaper the entire house.”

“Yes, deary, that they were and that they did,” mumbled Grandfather, intensely studying the photographs. “Hmm, the first and the last letters are missing. Please, keep that in mind.” Grandfather wrote down their family name, Kraftsman. “Look at it and tell me if you see raftsma. Now that you've found these, you do need to uncover the rest, or else it looks a bit odd.”

“What are you talking about? A tree, part of a sign, looks like a street sign, a window, although it looks like it is upside down.” Anna was still somewhat confused.

Suddenly, she felt a strange sensation—a sort of jolt or shock of electricity—go through her.

“Anna, see beyond the obvious. Our name is in these photographs. See here. It’s not only a wrought-iron handle but also an S,” urged the grandfather.

Strange. I feel strange, thought Anna, and then she saw it. After Anna saw it, she discovered something, or at least, she thought she did. The letter O was represented by the round sign affixed outside their clock shop for many decades, first in New York and then in her hometown of Alderwoods, New Hampshire. Great-Grand-Ivan had fashioned the sign himself, and it looked like a clock mechanism complete with all sorts of wheels and grooves. The family name was spelled in the circle on the edge of the sign: “Kraftsman & Co.” Anna’s mind was exploding. Suddenly, the words ‘name’ and ‘sign’ mentioned in Grand-Peter’s letter danced a wild dance in Anna’s head, taunting her until they took hold. The sign had been taken down long ago, but it still looked formidable as a centerpiece in their living room over the couch.

“Grandpa, would you give me a hand? Let’s take that sign down. I want to look at it closely.” Anna’s excitement rose, and every layer of the mystery revealed gave her a thrill. If I am right, she thought, this will be the first time the watch will be out in over a century!

“Oooo, a mystery! An investigation!” said the grandfather with glee.

The sign wasn’t only a sign but an actual clock, although entirely out of order. Here they were: Grandfather—on the edge of the chair, giddy as a boy, waiting for his tea to brew, a large plate of blueberry scones to consume—and his granddaughter hunched over the sign with a giant magnifying glass.

“I need Sam’s mechanical expertise, Grandpa. I believe our lost watch is in here!” Then, she promptly texted Sam.

“Love, do you ... do you like Sam?” asked her grandfather gingerly.

Anna wasn’t fazed. “Grandpa, you know he always liked Beatrix. I am nothing like Beatrix. I am not his personality type. They would always leap off things and dive into things, but then again, we were not even ten years old at the time. Anyway, he is a good friend, Grandpa, and that is all. We are too much night and day to have any romantic ideas.” Anna felt quite awkward saying the word romantic. But why do I? she thought. She remembered how Sam hugged her when he came to celebrate New Year’s Eve. She’d felt his hand on her waist, drawing her to him. Well, not that unusual. I am his best friend. She waved contrary thoughts away as she peered through the magnifying glass, still remembering how his embrace made her feel. Her grandfather wouldn’t relent, however.

“Ah,” scoffed her grandfather, not taken aback by the mention of Beatrix, “night and day, night and day, and what of it? For instance, I have tea and cream here. Not much by themselves, if you ask me, but combine them,”—he sipped the first sip of his freshly brewed tea with cream—“mmm, combine them, and it's perfect! The real question is whether you like what you are like together, deary, TO-GE-THER!”

“Oh, Grandpa, you and your tea and cream.” Anna laughed, and they heard a doorbell ring.

“Must be Sam.” She sprang up and kissed her grandfather on his forehead.

“Besides, Grandpa, I like my tea black, as you know. It was Beatrix who loaded it with cream and sugar as you do,” said Anna as she walked away to open the door for Sam, whose curiosity was already brimming.

Sam’s shirt was covered in car grease. “Got here as fast as I could. What do you got?” He lowered his suede bag and aviator jacket to the floor. “It is a bit cold today.”

“Yes ... I see that.” Anna sniffed and curved a smile, looking at his shirt. “How is the car coming along? Anyway, I think I may have located our watch.”

“It’s clean. It doesn’t wash out anymore,” said Sam, looking at his shirt. “I kinda like the smell, ” he said, grinning.

“You would.” Anna snorted, and they both walked into the living room.

“What a delicious sight the two of you are,” said her grandfather, sipping his tea.

“Grandpa!” Anna had a warning tone.

“Nothing, nothing at all. Well ... let’s get to work, I suppose,” said the grandfather resignedly.

Anna’s ears grew a tad hot, and embarrassment washed over her. She hated feeling that way and didn’t understand all the new and strange emotions. Perhaps it was the power of suggestion, she thought. Her grandfather had been pestering her for some time now about Sam. Today, however, she was determined not to think about it. Instead, she was determined to extract the watch, which she was convinced was inside their family heirloom.

Sam looked manly and exceedingly handsome, with his dark hair cut in a low pompadour style, his shirt outlining every muscle of his torso. Anna’s stomach gave a lurch. What is wrong with you? Focus on the clock. Anna forced herself to concentrate on the task at hand.

They examined it for hours until Anna’s parents arrived home and were subjected to the excited peppering of the day’s account from the Grandfather, Anna, and Sam, in that order. Anna’s parents, although thrilled and curious, were uneasy. Anna couldn’t help but notice worry spread across their faces.

“To have a generational mystery is all very well, but to have solved it is an entirely different matter altogether. I’m not sure we are prepared for what it means,” said Anna’s father, and plunged onto the couch as if utterly exhausted.

Anna didn’t expect a pocket watch to be quite as large as it turned out to be. It was nearly three inches in diameter and was craftily hidden behind two layers of wheels. It was hard to see, and after some careful extracting, the watch was out for the first time in well over a century.

“Looks like gold, but mixed with other alloys as it’s slightly tarnished, I think,” said Anna, turning a newly found pocket watch in her hands.

“Needs a good polish, and it’ll look amazing,” retorted Sam.

“Ah, good heavens! I’m spent!” exclaimed Anna’s father. “This was far more difficult than watching your mother give birth, I’ll say. I need a glass of port!”

“You should drink a whole bottle, as there is hardly ever a greater occasion!” said Grandfather excitedly, finishing the last of the scones.

“But ’ow can you be sure zat zees eez indeed zee watch?” asked Anna’s mother.

“Well, there is only one way to find out. Although not informative, Grand-Peter’s letter did have some useful information,” said Anna almost to herself, looking for a dial of sorts. She found it and barely touched it. 

In an instant, Anna felt swept up in the events of what had happened only a few hours ago. It was an unpleasant feeling. She was propelled through a sort of tunnel with great force and absolutely no control. She found herself discussing Grand-Peter and Marge’s photograph with her grandfather ... again. For a split second, she felt that there were two of her: one part was observing, and the other, completely unaware, was talking to her grandfather. She gasped. This is when I felt that strange sensation when Grandpa was rearranging the photographs. That weird feeling. Except she was holding the watch. Huh, I could stay here ... or ... what if I go back much further to bring Beatrix back? she thought. 

The thought was somehow illuminating, and yet it didn’t feel right. Anna felt sick to her stomach. She reached for the dial to travel around. The experience was frightening. In fact, it felt wrong somehow. She stopped herself. What was it again? She was trying to remember what she’d read in Grand-Peter’s letter: To travel to the future, one must turn the dial away from oneself. To travel to the past, one should turn the dial toward oneself, but to return to where one came from, one should put the watch on. Oh, I hope I’m right, I hope I’m right. She panicked. She traveled back. To all observing, her whole body blinked in and out of existence. Anna had disappeared long enough for all to gasp and was back again in a few seconds before anyone could panic. The experience was unnerving, and she didn’t care to repeat it.
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