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Prologue: The Day the Town Looked Away


	“Your receipt printer is making that dying goose sound again.”

	Martha Gillespie had one hand inside the stubborn little machine beneath the front counter and the other braced against a stack of new-release paperbacks she had not yet shelved. Thermal paper curled over her wrist in a shiny white ribbon. The printer clicked twice, whined, and spat out half a receipt with the customer’s total cut clean through the tax line.

	Across the counter, Elisa Warren leaned on her elbows and watched with the practiced sympathy of a best friend who had seen Martha fix everything from a leaking ceiling tile to a drunk tourist’s wounded pride.

	“It is not dying,” Martha said. “It is expressing a boundary.”

	“It has been expressing a boundary since March.”

	“It likes attention.”

	Elisa snorted into her coffee. The cup had the logo from the café two doors down, a blue gull with a chipped beak from too many dishwasher cycles. The smell of burnt espresso clung to the paper sleeve. Outside the bookshop windows, the Friday lunch crowd moved along the sidewalk in bright coats and office shoes, all of them too close to one another because the town had built its main street for horse carts and then refused to admit cars existed.

	Martha tugged at the printer roll. “If it breaks today, I’m writing receipts by hand and pretending it’s rustic.”

	“You own a bookshop with a poetry alcove and a bell over the door. People already think you’re rustic.”

	“Curated,” Martha corrected.

	The bell over the door gave its thin, familiar ring.

	Martha looked up with the automatic smile she used for customers, the one that said welcome without promising conversation. For half a second, she thought it might be Justin. He had a way of arriving between meetings, tie loosened, sleeves rolled, carrying apologies for being late even when no appointment had been made. He liked to stand in the doorway first, taking in the shop as if it belonged in one of his sketches.

	It was not Justin.

	A woman stood inside the door with one hand resting high on the curve of her pregnant stomach. She wore a camel coat too fine for the salt-stained floorboards, and her hair was pinned back with the kind of care that took time even when life did not leave much of it. Her face was pale except for two hot spots high on her cheeks.

	Martha’s smile faltered.

	Elisa straightened slowly. Her coffee cup came down onto the counter without a sound.

	“Clare?” Elisa said.

	The woman did not look at her.

	Martha knew the name. Not personally, not properly, but as part of the town’s background noise. Clare Love. Elisa’s cousin. Married to some architect whose restored summer homes appeared in magazines left on dentist-office tables. Pregnant, according to Elisa, though Martha had never asked much because pregnancy had a way of making people speak softly, as if happiness itself could be frightened off.

	Clare’s eyes stayed on Martha.

	“Are you Martha Gillespie?”

	Martha wiped her hands on the front of her apron. There was black ink on her thumb from pricing used books in the back room.

	“Yes.”

	The shop seemed to keep moving for a few seconds without her. A man in the history section turned a page. A teenage girl near the window lifted a bookmark from the display. The receipt printer made one last irritated click beneath the counter.

	Clare took three steps forward.

	Elisa moved around the counter. “Clare, what’s going on?”

	Clare opened her handbag and pulled out a folded sheet of printer paper. No shaking hands. No raised voice. That was what Martha noticed first. The woman had walked in with her pain arranged into clean lines, held together by force.

	She placed the paper on the counter and smoothed it flat.

	A photograph.

	Martha stared at it, not understanding the image at first because her mind refused the arrangement of familiar pieces.

	Justin at the harbor festival eight months ago. Justin with his arm around Martha’s waist. Martha laughing up at him, her face open in a way she barely recognized. The edge of the pier lights blurred behind them. He had taken her home that night. He had said he hated crowds but liked them with her. He had traced the hinge of her wrist in bed and told her she made him feel less alone.

	Clare placed another paper beside it.

	An email printout.

	Martha saw Justin’s name. Hers. Dates. A hotel confirmation in Portland from February, though he had told her he was at a conference in Boston. There were lines from a message she had sent him, private lines, tender lines, stripped of context and laid under fluorescent shop lights.

	Her mouth went dry enough that her tongue stuck to the back of her teeth.

	“I need you to tell me,” Clare said, and her voice held its shape with effort, “how long you’ve known my husband.”

	Someone near the front display stopped pretending not to listen.

	Martha’s fingers closed around the edge of the counter. “Your husband?”

	Clare’s face changed. Not much. A tiny shift around the eyes, the first break in the structure she had carried in with her.

	“Justin Bowers,” Clare said.

	Martha heard Elisa inhale.

	No ring. That was the first useless thought that came to her. He never wore a ring.

	“I didn’t know,” Martha said.

	Clare’s hand flattened against her stomach. “Don’t.”

	“I didn’t know he was married.”

	“Please do not make me stand here while you insult me too.”

	The words landed in front of Martha, and she could not get around them. She saw customers now, fully. Mrs. Haskell from the bakery, holding a cookbook against her chest. Two college boys by the sale cart. Kori Robbins, who ran the florist shop, half-hidden behind a shelf of local travel guides, phone already in her hand.

	Elisa looked from Clare to Martha, her face pulled between blood and friendship.

	Martha forced herself to speak carefully. “He told me he was divorced.”

	Clare let out a laugh, one sharp breath with no humor in it. “We had our anniversary dinner last month.”

	The room pressed closer.

	“He said,” Martha began, but every sentence she could offer sounded like something a guilty woman would invent. He said he lived alone. He said the house felt empty. He said he had forgotten what it felt like to be wanted for himself and not for what he could provide. He said he was lonely in a way that made Martha soften her voice and pour him tea after closing.

	Clare’s eyes shone now. She blinked hard once, twice, refusing to give the shop the satisfaction of tears.

	“I am six months pregnant,” she said. “He was with you the night before our anatomy scan.”

	Martha’s hand went to her throat. The memory arrived with ordinary details attached, cruel because they were ordinary. Rain on Justin’s coat. Red wine he had brought because he said she worked too late. His sketchbook open on her kitchen table, the corner stained with sauce from the pasta she made. He had left before dawn, kissing her shoulder, telling her he had an early site visit.

	She had believed him.

	Of course she had believed him. Love, if it deserved the name, had seemed impossible without trust. She had mistaken that for proof of goodness.

	“I’m sorry,” Martha said.

	Clare stepped back as if the words had touched her skin.

	“Do you know how many nights I sat beside him while he said work was eating him alive?” Her voice grew louder, not wild, worse than wild. Clear. “Do you know how many times I asked if there was someone else and he looked me in the face?”

	Martha could not answer.

	Elisa moved closer to Clare. “Come outside with me.”

	Clare shook her head. “No. Everyone can hear it. They were going to hear it anyway. I would rather they hear it while she’s standing in front of me.”

	Martha flinched at the pronoun. She had become she. A shape in another woman’s catastrophe.

	“I did not know,” Martha said again, and hated how small it sounded.

	Clare looked at her for a long moment. Her gaze moved over Martha’s apron, the ink on her thumb, the plain silver studs in her ears, the life she had been living in complete ignorance of the one she had helped damage.

	“I hope that’s true,” Clare said.

	It should have been mercy.

	It was not.

	Clare gathered the papers, but the top photograph slid free and fell faceup on the counter between them. Justin’s hand at Martha’s waist. Martha’s head tipped back. A woman in love with another woman’s husband.

	Elisa picked it up before Martha could move.

	Clare turned toward the door, then stopped. Her shoulders lifted once beneath the camel coat. Martha thought she might say something else, something that could be answered or repaired or at least held.

	Instead Clare walked out.

	The bell rang above her.

	For a few seconds, nobody moved. The shop smelled of coffee, ink, old paper, and the sugary cinnamon rolls from the bakery vent next door. Normal smells. Friday smells. The kind of details that had no decency, because they went on existing while a life split down the middle.

	Martha looked at Elisa.

	“El,” she said.

	Elisa’s mouth trembled. She still held the photograph.

	“You really didn’t know?”

	Martha reached for the counter because the floor seemed too far away. “No.”

	Elisa looked toward the door where Clare had gone. Her cousin. Her pregnant cousin, humiliated in front of half the town. When she looked back, something had changed, not into cruelty, but into distance. A door closing quietly from the other side.

	“I have to go after her.”

	“Yes,” Martha said. “Of course.”

	Elisa hesitated, and for one small, foolish second Martha thought her friend might touch her hand. She did not. She left the photograph on the counter and followed Clare outside.

	The doorbell rang again.

	After that, the shop emptied in pieces. Mrs. Haskell bought nothing. Kori slipped out with her phone clutched in one fist. The college boys avoided Martha’s eyes. A woman from the parenting group returned a stack of children’s books to the nearest table and left without reshelving them properly.

	Martha stayed behind the counter because moving required decisions. She turned the photograph facedown. Then faceup. Facedown again.

	At three twenty-seven, Justin called.

	His name lit her phone where it lay beside the register.

	She watched it ring until it stopped.

	A minute later, a text appeared.

	Martha, please. I can explain.

	She picked up the phone, not to answer, only to make the screen go dark. Her thumb hovered above the message. There were eight months of him inside that small rectangle. Dinner plans. Apologies. Photographs of half-finished sketches. A message from two weeks ago: You are the only place I don’t have to pretend.

	Her stomach turned.

	He had been pretending everywhere.

	By closing time, someone had taped a handwritten note to the shop door. Not large. Not dramatic. Just a square of yellow paper pressed beneath the brass handle.

	HOMEWRECKER.

	Martha stood on the sidewalk with her keys in her hand, staring at the word until the letters stopped behaving like letters.

	Inside, the receipt printer sat open on the counter with its roll half-loaded. A stack of unsigned local author event posters waited by the register. In the back room, under a folding table, was a box she had brought from her grandmother’s cottage months ago and never unpacked. Old letterpress cards. Metal type. Cotton paper wrapped in brown twine. Things from another life, one that had survived hands more patient than hers.

	She locked the front door.

	The bell gave one small sound from the other side of the glass.

	Martha pressed her palm against the cool brass keyhole, then slid the key into her pocket. She did not take the note down. Not yet. If she touched it, she might tear it into pieces on the sidewalk, and the town would get one more thing to watch.

	So she walked to the back room instead.

	One box, she told herself.

	She could carry one box home.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1: Ink, Paper, and Quiet

	The lowercase e refused to sit level.

	Martha Gillespie bent closer over the chase, tweezers pinched between ink-stained fingers, and nudged the piece of lead type a hair to the left. Not too much. A hair was a measurement if a person did this work long enough. Half a hair, sometimes, if the bride had chosen thick cotton stock and a script font with opinions.

	The press stood in the back half of the studio with its rollers lifted and its black iron body polished where her hands touched it most. On the worktable beside her, cream envelopes lay in disciplined rows beneath a brass ruler, each one weighted at the corner with clean river stones she had collected from the beach after storms. The stones had cost nothing. The envelopes had cost enough that she counted them twice before cutting the twine.

	From the front of the shop came the soft scrape of the door opening.

	Martha did not look up at once. Looking eager at the wrong customer could be mistaken for need. Looking annoyed could become a review online before lunch.

	“Be with you in just a moment,” she called.

	Her voice carried through the studio, past the shelves of paper, past the cabinet of vintage type, past the front display where sample wedding suites stood clipped to linen boards. The studio smelled of ink, paper dust, lemon oil from the counter, and the cinnamon the bakery next door insisted on sending through the shared wall every morning like a personal attack.

	The lowercase e settled into place.

	Martha tightened the quoins, lifted the chase, and set it carefully beside the press. Only then did she wipe her fingers on a rag and step toward the front.

	A man stood near the display of place cards with his hands in the pockets of a dark work jacket. Not a tourist. Tourists touched things too quickly and turned price tags with their thumbs. This man was still in a way that looked practiced, his attention moving from the sample invitations to the exposed brick wall to the old cabinet where Martha kept monogram dies she almost never used because people liked to ask about custom work and then go quiet when they saw the estimate.

	He had sawdust on one sleeve.

	That was the first thing she trusted about him.

	“Hi,” Martha said. “Sorry for the wait.”

	His gaze came to her face. Gray eyes, not cold, just steady. He was maybe late thirties, tall but not careless with it, with dark blond hair that had been cut by someone competent and ignored by its owner since. There was a faint scar across the knuckle of his right hand.

	“No apology needed,” he said. “I was admiring your ampersands.”

	Martha glanced at the display before she could stop herself. “That may be the most specific thing anyone has said in here all week.”

	“I thought about saying paper.”

	“Paper is safer.”

	“But less revealing.”

	That should have sounded polished. It did not. He said it like a man reporting a measurement.

	Martha moved behind the counter, putting oak and glass between them. “Are you looking for invitations, stationery, business cards?”

	“Wedding invitations.”

	Of course.

	She reached for the intake clipboard, the one with the neat form that kept conversations from wandering into personal territory. Names. Date. Venue. Quantity. Budget range if people were brave enough to admit they had one.

	“For yourself?” she asked.

	“My cousin.”

	The answer came half a beat late.

	Martha kept her eyes on the clipboard. “All right. Do they have a date set?”

	“September nineteenth.”

	“Venue?”

	“Harbor House Inn.”

	“Here in Camden?”

	“Yes.”

	“Guest count?”

	“Small. Sixty, maybe seventy.”

	She wrote the number down. Sixty meant a real order but not a monstrous one. Enough profit to cover the replacement rollers if she did not get extravagant with the envelope liners. Enough exposure if the couple had the right friends. Weddings fed the studio in ways birthday cards and condolence notes never could. Weddings made people believe paper mattered.

	They also made Martha careful.

	“Do they have a style in mind?” she asked. “Classic, coastal, modern, floral, minimal?”

	The man looked at the sample board again. “Not floral.”

	“You say that like flowers have harmed you personally.”

	“They’ve been overused in rural bed-and-breakfast bathrooms.”

	A laugh slipped out before Martha could make it smaller. She tucked it back behind professionalism and wrote not floral on the form.

	“Color palette?”

	“I was told blue.”

	“That narrows it to roughly half the state of Maine.”

	His mouth moved, not quite a smile. “The ocean one.”

	“Very helpful.”

	“I’m a carpenter. We have different vocabularies.”

	“That explains the sleeve.”

	He glanced down at the sawdust. “Occupational confession.”

	“Restoration?”

	The question left her too quickly. She had meant to ask only about the invitations, not him. But the jacket, the careful hands, the way he studied old wood before new paper, all of it pointed somewhere specific.

	“Historic homes mostly,” he said. “Some commercial work when I lose a bet.”

	“That sounds expensive.”

	“Losing bets usually is.”

	Martha wrote nothing. She was aware of him watching her hand, the ink smudge at the base of her thumb, the tiny correction she made to the word September because the first e had leaned too hard. People rarely noticed the corrections. They saw final impressions, centered and crisp, and assumed the paper had always wanted to be beautiful.

	“What’s your cousin’s name?” she asked.

	“Kelsey.”

	“And the other half of the couple?”

	“Andre.”

	She wrote both names down. “Kelsey and Andre. Do they know you’re here?”

	“They know I’m useful.”

	“That is not the same thing.”

	“No,” he said. “But it gets me sent places.”

	Martha looked up then. He was not smiling, exactly. His humor moved under the surface, dry enough to make a person lean closer if she was not careful.

	She set the clipboard flat. “I can put together three design directions. There’s a consultation fee that rolls into the total if they book. I ask for half the estimate up front before production begins.”

	“Good.”

	Most clients blinked at the deposit. Some asked whether the fee was necessary, as if paper ordered from Italy and ink mixed by hand could be purchased with optimism. Martha waited for the question.

	It did not come.

	“You haven’t asked the price,” she said.

	“I assumed you’d tell me.”

	“I will. Some people prefer to be warned before they like anything.”

	“I can survive numbers.”

	That, unfairly, made her like him more.

	Martha turned the clipboard so he could see the lower half of the form. “Contact information?”

	He stepped closer to write. Not too close. The counter remained between them, but his reach brought the scent of cedar, cold air, and faint machine oil with him. Not cologne. Martha hated how quickly she noticed.

	He wrote in block letters.

	Forest Saunders.

	The name sat on the page with practical weight. No flourish. No attempt to make the F interesting.

	“Forest,” she said, because she had to confirm it and not because she wanted to hear the shape of it.

	“My parents were optimistic.”

	“About trees?”

	“About my temperament.”

	This time she did not laugh. She looked down and capped her pen. “I’ll have preliminary sketches by next Friday.”

	“That fast?”

	“It’s a first round, not a miracle.”

	“Right.”

	The front window gave a rough wooden groan behind him.

	Martha’s shoulders lifted before she could stop them. The tall sash window beside the display had been sticking for weeks, swelling in damp air, shrinking when the heat kicked too high, refusing to choose a problem she could afford. She had propped it open with a narrow block that now slipped, inch by inch, until the window shuddered down another two inches.

	Forest turned.

	“It does that,” Martha said.

	“It shouldn’t.”

	“No, but it’s consistent, and there’s comfort in that.”

	He walked toward it before asking. Martha came around the counter at once.

	“You don’t need to do that.”

	“I’m only looking.”

	“People who say that usually start touching things.”

	He paused, hand inches from the frame, and looked back at her. “May I?”

	The question landed in the room with unexpected weight. Martha had grown used to men who reached first and explained later. Men who picked up her samples with damp fingers, men who leaned over her press without permission, men who placed a hand on her lower back in crowded spaces and acted confused when she moved away.

	Forest waited.

	“It’s old,” she said.

	“So am I, depending who you ask.”

	“You’re not old.”

	The words came out before she dressed them in caution.

	His eyes stayed on hers. “Good to know.”

	Martha stepped to the side and made herself busy with the display cards. “You can look.”

	He tested the sash with careful pressure, not forcing it, thumb moving over the painted seam. “Who painted this shut?”

	“Someone with a grudge against ventilation.”

	“Recent?”

	“Before me.”

	“How long have you been here?”

	Two years, three months, and nineteen days. Long enough to know which customers paid on time, which landlord emails to answer immediately, which cafés would let her sit near an outlet with one coffee for ninety minutes when the studio heat failed.

	“A while,” she said.

	He glanced at her, and for one uncomfortable second Martha had the impression he heard the locked door behind the answer.

	He did not ask again.

	Instead he took a utility knife from his pocket, held it up for permission, and waited.

	Martha should have said no. Liability, paint damage, men with knives near windows. All valid. But he held the knife like a tool, not a threat, and there was no audience except the bakery’s cinnamon smell and the gulls arguing somewhere beyond the harbor.

	“Fine,” she said. “But if you break it, you’re buying enough apology coffee to bankrupt you.”

	“I’ll risk it.”

	He scored the painted edge with patient, shallow cuts. No showmanship. No commentary about the poor workmanship, though Martha saw him clock the wavy caulk and cheap hinges. He loosened the sash, lifted, adjusted the cord, then slid the narrow block back into place at a better angle.

	The window stayed open.

	A thin ribbon of harbor air moved through the studio, cold enough to raise the tiny hairs on Martha’s forearm. Salt, diesel from the boats, bakery sugar. Camden in one breath.

	Forest closed the knife and put it away. “That’ll hold for now. Needs a proper repair.”

	“Everything needs a proper repair.”

	“Yes,” he said. “But not everything gets one.”

	Martha looked at the window because looking at him had become too much work. “What do I owe you?”

	“Nothing.”

	“I don’t accept free labor.”

	“It was five minutes.”

	“That isn’t an answer.”

	He rested one hand lightly on the window frame, then removed it as if remembering not to claim space that was not his. “Add it to the consultation.”

	“That makes no sense.”

	“Neither does paying me for touching a window while I was supposed to be ordering invitations.”

	Martha folded her arms. “You’re difficult.”

	“I’ve heard that.”

	“Recently?”

	“Depends how you define recently.”

	There it was again, a door almost opening and then not. Martha recognized the technique because she used it herself. Offer a corner of truth. Keep the room locked.

	Her phone buzzed on the counter. She turned too quickly, already braced for a client cancellation, a late invoice, one of those bright little emergencies that could knock three hundred dollars out of a week. The screen showed a message from the Harbor House wedding planner.

	Need to confirm if you can handle another September suite. Bride nervous about local vendors after what happened with florist last year. Reputation matters. Can I send her your way?

	Martha placed the phone facedown.

	Forest had seen only the motion, not the message. Still, his attention sharpened.

	“Everything okay?”

	“Yes.” She reached for the clipboard, too brisk. “I’ll email the estimate this afternoon.”

	He accepted the dismissal without comment, which should have relieved her. Instead it made the space between them feel deliberate.

	At the door, he stopped beside a tray of small condolence cards printed on soft gray stock. He picked none of them up.
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