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The estate came in three cardboard boxes and a plastic milk crate, all of it smelling of a kind of house - older building, good wood, not damp, someone's lavender sachets failing slowly against time. Raymond had photographed the lot before pickup, sent her the images at six in the morning with no message attached, which was his version of enthusiasm. She'd looked at them on her phone standing over the bathroom sink- furniture oil, a set of pressed flower frames, bundled household accounts held with a rubber band that had fused into the paper.

Someone organized. Someone who believed the record mattered.

Raymond was in the back with the bigger furniture piece - a writing desk that required actual assessment, a question of damage versus patina - and Felicity had the boxes. The shop was empty of customers in the late-afternoon way, the winter light going orange and flat through the front windows, the street outside in that quiet suspension before people came home from work. She liked this hour. It asked nothing of her.

She worked methodically. Took each item out, set it in sequence on the sorting table, made notes on the sheet Raymond had attached to the crate- provenance from the executor, confirmed estate of one Marguerite Oullette, 1934–2021, longtime Moncton resident, no surviving children, items released from a house on Cameron Street that had been sold to a developer. The executor's phrase had been contents of consequence sorted and removed prior to demolition. She had written it in her notebook when Raymond read it to her.

Contents of consequence.

She worked through the pressed flowers (Victorian revival, popular in the seventies, not especially rare but well-kept), the household accounts (hydro, grocery, dentist, 1978–1984, written in a precise left-leaning hand), a tin of buttons someone had sorted by colour. A box of photographs, but the executor had already pulled the faces - protocol, privacy, the dead entitled to that much - so what remained were the incidentals- a street she recognized as somewhere downtown before the one-ways, a backyard with a garden that had been serious about its beans, a dog she would never know the name of.

The objects made a kind of map. A woman who had lived carefully. Who had kept things because things held the shape of time.

She was thinking about this - the persistence of the record - when she reached the bottom of the second box.

The pamphlet was folded once and then again, like something tucked into a coat pocket in a hurry. The paper was different from the household accounts, older, with the brittleness that meant it had gone through some damp at some point, maybe more than once, and been dried without care. She got a pair of cotton gloves from the drawer, put them on, and unfolded it the way Raymond had taught her in the first weeks- slow, following the existing creases, never introducing new ones.

It opened to a single broadsheet, dense with type, two columns, the masthead set in block capitals that had started to feather at the edges from an overused plate.

THE COMPILER.

Underneath, in smaller type- A Journal of Reform and Civil Inquiry. And then a date she worked out to be late spring, 1889. And then the place- Saint John, N.B.

She knew she was supposed to be cataloguing, not reading. Raymond's sorting protocol was clear - content assessment was secondary to condition assessment, and condition assessment first required photographs, and photographs required the camera on the tripod, not her phone, and the tripod was in the back with Raymond and the writing desk. She stood there anyway and read.

Reform politics, late 1880s, Maritime. She recognized the shape of it - she'd handled enough from the period to know the genre. The concern with labour conditions in the mill towns. The question of what the city owed to the men who built it, and whether it would ever choose to answer. There was a piece on municipal water infrastructure that was angrier than it appeared to be if you understood the year and the context. A letter about public libraries that was, after a paragraph, actually about who was allowed to read and who was told they were welcome but never quite made comfortable.

The second interior column concerned the practice of municipal record-keeping - the question of what the city chose to preserve, what it chose to allow to moulder, who controlled the archive and who was kept out of it. It was a precise, slightly furious piece. It understood that the archive was not neutral. It understood that the absence of a record was itself a record, of what someone had decided not to see.

She was not superstitious. She did not believe in signs. She had been very careful, since the crossings, not to believe in signs - to hold the historical objects with both curiosity and skepticism, to love them without becoming credulous about them. She had written about this in the notebook. It was a position she held seriously.

And yet. The writing caught her - not for its argument, though the argument was good, but for its texture. Someone in it was trying very hard. A clear intelligence and a clear anger working within a form that demanded neutral authority, a god's-eye voice of civic inquiry - and you could feel the effort of it, the discipline, the places where the feeling pushed against the structure and the structure held, barely, but held. The voice of someone who had learned to make themselves sound like a different kind of person in order to be heard.

She had written like that once. She had not thought about that in a long time.

At the bottom of the column, in the same small print used for all the bylines- a dash, and then two initials.

F.G.

Felicity stood with the pamphlet in her cotton-gloved hands and felt something move in her sternum. Quieter than recognition. Like hearing, from another room, a song you didn't know you'd memorized.

She photographed it with the proper camera before she did anything else. She noted it on the catalogue sheet, assigned it a number, wrote- Political broadsheet, Saint John NB, 1889. Condition- fair-to-good, some water damage, structural intact. Provenance- Oullette estate. She wrote the date. She wrote her own initials as cataloguer. She put the pamphlet in an archival sleeve and placed it with the other items requiring Raymond's attention.

But she had the photographs on her phone, and the feeling in her sternum, and she had - checking her notes - spelled the cataloguer initials wrong. Over a year working here and she had never made that error. She crossed it out. She wrote F.G. over it.

Raymond came out from the back wiping his hands on a cloth. "Good box?"

"Thoughtful person," she said. "Kept everything."

"The desk is a problem," he said, which meant the desk was in good shape and he was pleased about it. He looked at the sorted items. He looked at her, briefly, in the way he sometimes did - not reading, exactly. More like taking a bearing. Then he moved to the shelf behind the register and she heard him logging the day's photos.

***
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THE CITY WAS COLD IN the December way that Moncton had - not the worst cold, not prairie cold, not cold that claimed you, but a persistent grey cold that asked you to feel it and keep feeling it without relief. The kind that made you aware of your own outline. She had her coat. She had the heavy boots she'd had to resole twice since arriving. She walked the long way, past the place the creek had been before it was buried, past the block of old commercial buildings in their perpetual intermediate renovation, past the street where she sometimes bought groceries from a man who charged too much for pears but whose pears were worth it.

She thought about the voice.

The thing about hiding yourself in your own writing was that it never quite worked. The self had a way of insisting. You could sand down the first-person, substitute the passive construction, reduce the personal to the civic, and still the self persisted in the choices- what you found worth arguing for, what made you angrier than the argument warranted, what you knew without quite being able to explain how you knew it.

F.G. had known how to sand herself down. Had been good at it. You wouldn't notice unless you were looking, or unless you'd done it yourself.

She thought about the initials and then tried to stop thinking about the initials and thought about them anyway. Her old name's initials - her mother's family name, the one she'd carried until twenty-two and then stopped carrying. She had been F.G. for exactly twenty-two years. F.G. when she wrote the pieces she didn't publish, when she was twenty and believed in being read, before she understood what the believing cost. F.G. when she wrote the essay about her grandmother's house, sent it to three journals, deleted the draft, tried to recover it, couldn't. That essay. She had not thought about it in years.

F.G. in a reform pamphlet in 1889.

It was coincidence. Obviously it was coincidence. Initials were not unusual. Maritime New Brunswick in the 1880s was full of people whose surnames began in G - the surnames of Scottish and Irish and Acadian and English settling, all the G-names carried across water and set down here and buried in the municipal record that someone like F.G. had been so angry about.

She turned onto her street. The lights were on in the upstairs window - Carol was home.

I know what it costs to sound like that.

I wonder if she was afraid, or just strategic, or if those are the same thing.

She went inside. She hung up her coat. She fed the pothos - it had new growth along the eastern runner, extending toward the window with the slow optimism that plants managed and she found, despite herself, affecting. She stood in her kitchen and ate bread with butter and thought about the press - the smell of ink and hot metal that she could not have known yet somehow felt at the edge of her thinking, the way a word in another language sometimes surfaced before you remembered you'd learned it.

She did not open the notebook.

She looked at the photograph on her phone- the small initials at the bottom of the column, the feathered type of the masthead.

THE COMPILER.

She locked her phone and set it on the counter.

***
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SHE'D BEEN WRITING about the caravan crossing for three weeks.

It was good. She let herself hold that for a moment before the second thing arrived- it was the kind of good she associated with novels she'd read in her twenties, the ones she remembered in atmosphere rather than event. The way a place felt without the topography. The quality of light over moving water, rendered from memory or imagination in a way that was transporting, real enough to trust. She'd read books like that and been grateful for them and had never, until now, wondered very precisely about what real enough to trust meant.

Gabriel was in it. She had written him carefully, from the inside, the way you wrote someone you'd known in your body - the weight of his silences, the way he held a disagreement at arm's length before deciding what to do with it, the maps and what the maps meant about the kind of mind he had, a mind that understood that the point of recording a landscape was not to copy it but to make it navigable for someone who would come after. She had written all of this with confidence. With the fluency of writing from the truest part of her memory.

She set down her pen.

The fear was not a new visitor. It had a preferred hour - late evening, which was why she'd learned to do her notebook work earlier in the day - and a preferred seat, and she had developed, over the months, a fairly reliable practice of naming it when it arrived and not letting it set up permanent residence. She knew the fear. She did not, on most days, let it run.

Tonight it was louder.

What if she had made it.

Not invented from nothing - she knew enough about herself to know she wasn't capable of pure confabulation, that her imagination worked by assembly and recombination rather than fabrication, and that what she assembled always left the seams visible if you looked. She would know if she'd invented from nothing. She would feel the seams.

But what if she had assembled it. What if she had taken the historical reading - and she'd done so much historical reading, in the months at Meridian, in the months before, in the long cold stretches of the first winter when she had nothing but library cards and the unstructured time that was either freedom or its precise opposite - what if she had taken all of that, and the loneliness, and the exhaustion of starting over in a city that did not know her, and assembled from it a set of experiences that felt like memory because she had built them from the same material as memory, and the feeling of truth was just the feeling of internal consistency?

You could do that. The brain was not a recording device. Memory was reconstructive; every recall was a rebuilding; the confidence you felt about a remembered thing was not correlated with its accuracy in the way you assumed when you were inside it. She had known people who were absolutely certain about things that had not happened. She had, in the worst years, been uncertain about things she could prove had happened. She knew what the machinery could do when the conditions were right.

The conditions had been right.

She'd been alone, and exhausted, and trying to survive a city indifferent to her survival, and she'd been handling historical objects every day at Meridian - feeling the weight of other lives in her hands, building an expertise in other people's pasts - and she'd been, underneath all of that, someone who had always responded to loneliness by going elsewhere in her mind. She had been doing it since childhood. She had excellent practice.

What if the crossings were that practice, refined to something she could no longer distinguish from experience?

She looked at the notebook.

It sounded like a novel she might have read and half-remembered. A good novel. An invented novel, written by someone who understood the period, who had the emotional vocabulary of the experiences being described, who cared about the people in it. She might have read it years ago and the details might have sedimented into the place in her mind where actual memory lived and she might have lost track, over time, of the difference.

This had happened with other things. Not the crossings - she was not so far gone that she confused the caravan crossing with a novel she'd read. But smaller things. A conversation she remembered having that she'd later understood was a conversation she'd imagined, completely, in detail, in a half-asleep state at three in the morning, and had then filed without realising. A place she was certain she'd visited that she'd only, on examination, seen in photographs. The machinery was capable of this. She did not need to be unwell for the machinery to do this. She had been, at various points, unwell, and she was now - she believed now, she mostly believed now - not that, but she knew enough to hold the question.

She got up. She went to the shelf by the east window and took down Gabriel's map.

She had a habit of borrowing one at a time from the flat drawer at Meridian - taking it home for the evening, returning it the following morning. Raymond had noticed, she suspected, because Raymond noticed the position of things, and had said nothing, which was its own kind of permission. The map she had tonight was one she'd had before, had returned, had asked for again by not-quite-asking- one of the smaller ones, a section of the caravan route through a valley, drawn in Gabriel's hand with the marks he used for water sources and the different marks he used for uncertain terrain.

She set it on the table under the kitchen light.

She had not made Gabriel's handwriting.

This was the thing she returned to, when the fear sat down and got comfortable. She knew her own handwriting in all its variations - the careful version she used for the catalogue sheets at Meridian, the faster version for the notebook, the version from ten years ago when she was someone else, the version from when she'd been learning to write again after the months when she hadn't. She knew the signatures of her own written hand the way she knew her voice on recordings, with that slight alienation that came from hearing yourself from outside.

Gabriel's handwriting was not hers. Not anyone's she had encountered before - not in the historical documents she handled, not in the estate ephemera that passed through Meridian. She would have recognised a similarity; she was good with handwriting as material record, the tics and habits that persisted across a person's written life. Gabriel's hand was Gabriel's. The way the r opened at the top, slightly, like a gesture that had started as something else. The shorthand for elevation change that he'd explained to her once and that had no precedent in any cartographic convention she'd found in the Meridian reference books.

She checked, sometimes. Quietly. With the library databases and the reference shelf. Looking for the shorthand. Looking for someone, somewhere, who had used it before him.

She hadn't found it.

She sat with the map under the kitchen light and drank her tea and let the fear settle without letting it decide anything. This was the practice. The fear was not nothing - she respected it, the way she'd learned to respect the things in herself that were trying to protect her, even the ones that went too far, even the ones that had, at various points, nearly succeeded. The fear was asking a real question. The question was- how do you know?

She didn't know the way you knew that two plus two was four. She had the maps, and the calluses she'd had for weeks after the caravan crossing that were not on her hands before, and the physical exhaustion that did not correlate to what her body had done in Moncton, and the smell of woodsmoke she'd found in her hair. She had the sensory residue. She had internal consistency so dense and detailed that even her own deconstructive reading of it had not found the seams. She had the way the fear itself felt - not like the fear of having lost her mind, which she also knew, which had a different quality, a different texture in the chest - but like the fear of someone who had something real and was terrified of losing it.

She had F.G.

She looked at the photograph on her phone - the initials at the bottom of the reform column, the feathered type, the date.

She put the map back in its sleeve. She closed the notebook. She washed the mug and set it in the rack and turned off the kitchen light and stood for a moment in the dark living room where the streetlight came through at an angle and lay in a long shape across the rug.
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If you came to Raymond with a problem you'd already solved, he confirmed it and moved on. If you came to him with something you needed him to look at, he looked. If you came to him with a feeling, he usually found the practical question inside it and answered that instead, which was, she had found, almost always what she'd actually needed. She waited until he'd finished the morning accounts. He did these at the counter with a physical ledger - she had initially found this eccentric and had come to find it clarifying. Something about the physical ledger said- this is the record, the record is here, this is not a temporary state. "Can I show you something from the Oullette box?"

He closed the ledger. That was a yes.

She had the archival sleeve on the counter. She opened it, put on her gloves, laid the pamphlet out. Raymond read faster without narration.

He looked at it for a moment without the glass. Then he reached under the counter for the magnifying glass - the good one, the heavy brass-handled one she'd priced once out of curiosity and decided she would never price again - and he read the masthead, leaning in without touching.

"The Compiler. Saint John."

"Yes."

He read for a while. She watched him read. His face did the thing it did with objects that interested him - a slight settling, a removal of the ambient expression he wore the rest of the time, as if it cleared a space. She had tried to describe this in the notebook once and found she couldn't do it exactly. Something became more present in him when he was reading an object. Like the object was a conversation and he was giving it the courtesy of full attention.

He set the glass down. "Reform paper. Short-lived." He thought for a moment. "Eighty-seven to ninety-three, something like that. Maybe ninety-four. There were a few of them in that period in the Maritimes - labour conditions, municipal politics, temperance-adjacent but not entirely, some with a women's suffrage position. This one." He tapped the air above the masthead, not the paper. "This one I've seen referenced. I don't think I've held one."

"There's a byline."

"I see it." He looked at the column again. "Second page, second column."

"F.G."

"Yes." He straightened. "Women published under initials routinely. Could be anyone. Could be a man, for that matter, though the voice reads -" He stopped. "It reads otherwise."

"Yes."

He looked at her for a moment. Just a moment. She had become, over the months, able to read his looks fairly accurately, and this one was the calibrating look - establishing something, placing her, making some quiet assessment of what was happening in the room. Then he moved to the shelf behind the counter and began straightening the reference books, which she understood as his way of continuing a conversation while appearing to have ended it.

"The piece on the archive. The one about municipal record-keeping."

"What about it?"

"It's good."

He didn't respond immediately. He slid a book back into its proper gap. "The reform writers in that period were often better than their period. Because they had to be. The newspapers that would have published them readily didn't exist, so the ones who got into print were the ones who could justify the cost of the column with the quality of the argument."

She looked at the pamphlet in its sleeve. "Can I research the publication? The archive in Saint John might have issues. The New Brunswick Museum, the regional -"

"The estate box will be here. Take your time."

He moved back to his accounts.

She stood at the glass case with the compass and the pocket watches.

The compass was French, late nineteenth century, good condition, priced reasonably - Raymond priced compasses reasonably because he liked them and didn't want them to sit. The pocket watches were three different decades and two different countries of manufacture. She had written their descriptions herself, had spent a careful twenty minutes with each, learning the way this work asked her to slow down- not to appreciate, exactly, which was an end-state, but to look - to hold the object in attention long enough that she saw what was actually there rather than what she assumed should be there.

She thought about how much she trusted Raymond.

It was strange to think about directly. She'd learned to be cautious about people who asked for it explicitly, to prefer the kind that accumulated without announcement. But she found herself thinking it now- I trust him. Not with everything. Not with the crossings, not with the notebook, not with the shape of the fear she'd woken up still holding. But with the professional thing, with the objects, with the work. With this.

What he had done just now was not nothing.

He had looked at the pamphlet with the full quality of his attention. He had given her the history he had - genuinely, without embellishment, without the slight inflation that people sometimes applied to information they sensed you wanted. He had been precise about what he knew and approximate about what he wasn't sure of, and the difference was audible. He had seen the F.G. byline and not made it strange or significant or a mystery to be solved. He had given it its actual scale- a woman writing under initials in 1889, which was common, which was a choice made under conditions she would have understood as conditions, which was interesting and worth looking into and not more than that until it was more than that.

And then he had given her the box. The time. The implicit permission to look.

He had not asked what she was looking for. He had not gently noted that she'd seemed distracted yesterday, that the misinitialling of the catalogue sheet had been unusual, that she'd stood with the pamphlet longer than the sorting protocol required. Maybe he'd noticed all of that. Probably he had - he noticed everything in the shop, every object, every shift in arrangement. The noticing was part of how he knew what he knew.

He'd said nothing and given her the box and gone back to his accounts.

She looked at the compass in the case. North was north. The compass had been doing this since sometime in the 1880s, probably - pointing toward the thing it was made to point toward, through a hundred and forty years of hands and pockets and boxes and estate sales and the glass case in Meridian on a December morning.

She should find out if the New Brunswick Archives had holdings from reform publications.

She should find out who F.G. was.

Underneath both of these, the quieter thought she'd been carrying since last night, since the walk home, since she'd first held the pamphlet in her cotton gloves- let whatever is going to happen, happen.

She put the pamphlet back in its sleeve, in the Oullette box, in the back room on the second shelf where items pending further assessment lived. She went to open the shop.

***
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SHE SAT DOWN AT THE table with the notebook and opened it to three weeks ago.

This was the practice- she wrote, and then she let it sit, and then she read it back from enough distance that she could see it as a thing she'd made rather than a thing she was inside. Raymond did something similar with acquisitions - let them sit in the back room for a week before assessment, let his first impression settle into something more reliable. She'd adopted the practice without telling him where she'd gotten it. He probably knew.

She'd been writing about the caravan crossing for three weeks.

She read.

It was good. She let herself hold that for a moment before the second thing arrived- it was the kind of good she associated with novels she'd read in her twenties, the ones she remembered in atmosphere rather than event. The way a place felt without the topography. The quality of light over moving water, rendered in a way that was transporting, real enough to trust. She'd read books like that and been grateful for them and had never, until now, wondered very precisely about what real enough to trust meant.

She read further.

Gabriel was in it. She had written him carefully, from the inside, the way you wrote someone you'd known in your body - the weight of his silences, the way he held a disagreement at arm's length before deciding what to do with it, the maps and what the maps meant about the kind of mind he had, a mind that understood that the point of recording a landscape was not to copy it but to make it navigable for someone who would come after. She had written all of this with confidence. With the fluency of writing from the truest part of her memory.

She set down her pen.

The fear was not a new visitor. It had a preferred hour - late evening, which was why she'd learned to do her notebook work earlier in the day - and a preferred seat, and she had developed, over the months, a fairly reliable practice of naming it when it arrived and not letting it set up permanent residence. She knew the fear. She did not, on most days, let it run.

Tonight it was louder.

What if she had made it.

Not invented from nothing - she knew enough about herself to know she wasn't capable of pure confabulation, that her imagination worked by assembly and recombination rather than fabrication, and that what she assembled always left the seams visible if you looked. She would know if she'd invented from nothing. She would feel the seams.

But what if she had assembled it. What if she had taken the historical reading - and she'd done so much of it, in the months at Meridian, in the months before, in the long cold stretches of the first winter when she had nothing but library cards and the unstructured time that was either freedom or its precise opposite - what if she had taken all of that, and the loneliness, and the exhaustion of starting over in a city that did not know her, and assembled from it a set of experiences that felt like memory because she had built them from the same material as memory, and the feeling of truth was just the feeling of internal consistency?

You could do that. The brain was not a recording device. Memory was reconstructive; every recall was a rebuilding; the confidence you felt about a remembered thing bore no reliable relation to its accuracy. She had known people who were absolutely certain about things that had not happened. She had, in the worst years, been uncertain about things she could prove had happened. She knew what the machinery could do when the conditions were right.

The conditions had been right.

She'd been alone, and exhausted, and trying to survive a city indifferent to her survival, and she'd been handling historical objects every day at Meridian - feeling the weight of other lives in her hands, building an expertise in other people's pasts - and she'd been, underneath all of that, someone who had always responded to loneliness by going elsewhere in her mind. Since childhood. She had excellent practice.

What if the crossings were that practice, refined to something she could no longer distinguish from experience?

She looked at the notebook.

It sounded like a novel she might have read and half-remembered. A good novel. An invented novel, written by someone who understood the period, who had the emotional vocabulary of the experiences being described, who cared about the people in it. She might have read it years ago and the details might have sedimented into the place where actual memory lived and she might have lost track, over time, of the difference.

This had happened with other things. Not the crossings - she was not so far gone that she confused the caravan crossing with a novel she'd read. But smaller things. A conversation she remembered having that she'd later understood was a conversation she'd imagined, in detail, in a half-asleep state at three in the morning, and had then filed without realising. A place she was certain she'd visited that she'd only, on examination, seen in photographs. The machinery was capable of this without malfunction, without illness. She had been, at various points, unwell, and she was now - she mostly believed now - not that, but she knew enough to hold the question.
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