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Chapter 1

The Fenn Mountains road had a reputation for eating the unfamiliar. Nora Ellery knew this. She had known it at eighteen, the last time she drove it out, hands trembling on the wheel, the autumn still on her skin and the cold of the lake already in her fingers where they gripped, a permanent thing she had been learning to carry. Now she was thirty-six and gripping the same wheel on the same switchbacks with a coffee that had gone cold three hours ago in the cupholder, and the mountains had not changed their minds about her.

She had left Portland at six that morning. A straight shot on the interstate, then the state highway, then the county route that narrowed to two lanes and then, after Fenwick, to one-and-a-half, to the kind of road where you pulled onto the gravel shoulder when something came the other way and lifted a hand at the shared absurdity of meeting here. She had not called ahead. There had been no one to call except Del Ramsey, and Del Ramsey had already left two voicemails she had not answered. She knew from the first missed call what they would say. His voice on those messages would be professionally careful, the voice he'd learned for official functions, stripped of everything that was not information, and she would listen to both of them tonight in Vera's house and decide what she felt about them.

She would answer in person at the coroner's tomorrow. That was the plan. The plan covered everything. She would drive in, deal with Vera's remains, clear the house and put it on the market, and drive back out. Three weeks. She had cleared three weeks on her calendar and told her business partner Marcus she was handling a family matter, and Marcus had said take whatever you need in the even tone of a man who has watched you not take anything for eight years and has no expectations. This was one of the reasons she kept Marcus.

The road climbed. The trees pressed close on both sides, spruce and fir going dark in the early evening light, the pale birch trunks flashing between them like things that kept almost resolving into shapes. Somewhere in the third hour of mountain driving the chest tightness came on, the one she had always told herself was altitude. The elevation was nineteen hundred feet. She had looked it up once, wanting a number to attach to the feeling, and nineteen hundred feet was not enough to explain it. She breathed through it anyway. She was good at breathing through things.

Harrow Lake sat at the top of the valley. That was how you said it in the town, not at the bottom of the mountains or tucked into the range but at the top of the valley, because the valley had been flooded to make the reservoir and the reservoir was high ground now, conceptually if not geologically. The road to Harrow ran along the eastern ridge before dropping down, and the moment you crested the last switchback you could see the whole reservoir laid out below you. A long sheet of cold water between the hills, or that was what it had always been, what it was supposed to be.

She crested the switchback at 6:47 in the evening.

The lake was wrong.

She slowed without deciding to slow. The truck drifted to the gravel shoulder and she let it, sat there with the engine idling, hands still on the wheel, looking down at what used to be Harrow Lake.

She had a carpenter's eye for proportion. It had arrived with the trade, this habit of reading a structure against its intended form and finding the gap, the sagging header, the shifted foundation, the wall meant to be plumb and no longer plumb. She couldn't stop applying it. What she saw below her was a structure with too much of itself exposed. The shoreline had pulled back, far back, forty or fifty feet in some places, and what the water had been covering was visible now: a ring of grey-brown mud and dead stumps and pale river stones the lake had kept underwater for years, maybe decades. The mud was cracked at the outer margin where it had begun to dry. The stumps were stripped of bark and bleached the color of old bone left in a field. She had never seen tree stumps in Harrow Lake because the lake had always been above them. She had never known they were there.

The marina dock was visible from here too. She could see the weathered boards, the rusted cleats where summer people had tied their boats in the years when there were summer people. But the water that should have lapped the base of the pilings was not there. The pilings stood in mud. Someone had tied a flat-bottomed rowboat to the dock's end cleat and the boat sat tilted in the exposed mud flat like something that had simply been set down and forgotten. She looked at it for a moment. There was nobody in it. It had a number stenciled on the side in black, worn to near-illegibility, and below the number the hull showed a waterline of algae that ended many feet above the mud, marking where the water had last been before it began its retreat.

She might have sat there longer, cataloguing the damage the way she catalogued a structure she'd been asked to evaluate, drawing the scope of work in her head: mud flat, dead wood, cracked earth, exposed shoreline, what can be saved, what is already too far gone. She would have started running the numbers on how long the lake had been at this level, whether the dam situation was a problem or already past the category of problem and into something larger.

But something had caught her eye further out on the water. Two hundred yards from the mud-flat shore, where the lake was still deep enough to be dark, something broke the surface. A vertical line at odds with the horizontal of the water, a form rising two or three feet above the waterline, and at the top of it a cross-shaped ornament, corroded and hung with weed.

It took her a long moment to name it. She was aware of her hands on the wheel and the cooling engine and the truck's slight tilt on the shoulder, all the ordinary machinery of being parked on a road. Then the word arrived.

Steeple.

Her hands were cold. She did not know how long she had been stopped. The evening was going gray and the light on the water was the flat silver of an overcast dusk and the steeple stood in it with the patience of things that have been somewhere for a very long time.

She had no memory of a steeple.

She had grown up in this town. She had swum in Harrow Lake from the age of seven, had been on that dock a hundred times, had once swum out past it with Lena, the two of them daring each other farther and farther from shore until their mother called them in. She had spent a full summer here at eighteen. She had not seen a steeple. There was no steeple in any version of Harrow Lake she could locate in her memory, and her memory of this place, even the parts she'd worked to suppress, was detailed in the way of places you carry against your will.

The position of the thing made no sense to her carpenter's reckoning. Where had it been attached? To what foundation, what floor plan? If a steeple stood above the waterline there should be a building below it, and if a building was below it the water depth there was not as she remembered it. She had thought she knew this lake. Where the shallows were and where the drop happened, fifty yards off the dock. What was out there.

She had been wrong. She had been wrong and the lake had been hiding it and now the water was low enough that the hiding was over.

The town below her was coming on its lights in the dusk. She could see the length of Main Street from the ridge, the storefronts and the streetlights clicking on one by one. The diner with its window-sign. The bar with a neon beer advertisement. A pickup truck moving slowly along the lakeshore road. Ordinary Tuesday evening in a small mountain town, the human-scale things happening as they had been happening since she left.

She pulled back onto the road and drove down into Harrow.

The streets had the quality of a set built from memory. The proportions were approximately right. The hardware store was on the corner it had always been on, and the post office was the post office, and the gas station had been repainted in a slightly different shade of green but was in the same location. Two storefronts on Main Street were vacant, brown paper in the windows. The grocery had moved half a block north. The elementary school, visible from the corner of Lakeview, looked smaller than it had. The ordinary corrections of returning to a childhood place. The world had not changed. Your scale had.

She drove the length of Main and turned onto Lakeshore Road and followed it south to where Vera's house stood above the old waterline, where it had always stood, a two-story white clapboard with a covered porch, dark windows, and the same weathervane on the peak that Nora had been watching since she was four years old.

She parked in the gravel drive and turned off the engine. The sudden silence was complete in the way of mountain towns at dusk, no traffic noise, no sirens, just the sound of the engine ticking as it cooled and, beneath that, the nearly inaudible sound of water, of the lake moving in its reduced basin.

The porch boards were soft. She could see it from the driveway, the way the boards had taken on moisture and begun to swell and separate at the joints, a repair she estimated at two weekends and three hundred dollars in materials if you did it right, less if you just wanted it to hold for a few more years. She made the note automatically and set it aside. She wasn't here to repair anything. She was here to clear the house and put it on the market and leave.

The key was in the mouth of the cast-iron frog on the porch railing. She had known it would be. Vera had kept it there for forty years, a piece of information that had lived in Nora's body without conscious retrieval, and its cool weight in her hand was the first thing since she'd crested the ridge that felt like something she knew how to hold.

The house smelled of old wood and lavender and something she didn't name immediately, a heaviness underneath the lavender, a stillness that was different from the ordinary stillness of an unoccupied house. She turned on lights as she moved through the front room. The braided rug. The rocking chair at the lake window, positioned to face the water, always positioned that way. The bookshelf with its careful arrangement of volumes she had known since childhood, the spines of them as familiar as faces. The glass lamp on the side table with the beaded pull chain.

She went through to the kitchen to get water from the tap, to do the ordinary thing of standing in a kitchen and drinking a glass of water. The refrigerator hummed. She opened it and inventoried: condiments, a carton of milk three days past its date, several containers of leftovers stacked neatly and labeled in Vera's handwriting. She closed it.

She stood at the kitchen window and looked out at the dark garden and the lake beyond the garden's back fence. Two hundred yards out she could just see the steeple as a vertical darkness against the last of the light. Not certain. At the edge of what could be called seeing. But there.

She had no memory of it. She was sure of this.

She drank her water and went upstairs to the room that had been hers as a child. The bed was made up with a clean quilt. Vera had been expecting someone to come. Either the ordinary preparation of an orderly woman who kept her house ready for guests, or the preparation of a woman who knew she would not be here herself. Nora chose the first, deliberately, as an act of will, and sat on the edge of the bed and took off her boots.

The house settled around her. Old houses made these sounds: the thermal contraction of wood at nightfall, the pipes adjusting, the slow conversation between a structure and the ground it sat on. She had spent the better part of eight years in old houses and she knew their vocabularies.

But there was something else under the settling sounds. Very low, below the threshold of certain hearing. A resonance, lower than the pipes and lower than the settling, a tone that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once, the way sound behaves in a building with good acoustics, where you can't find the source because the whole room has become the instrument.

She lay down with her jacket still on and stared at the ceiling and listened.

She heard it once more. Perhaps.

Then it was gone, and she told herself it was the refrigerator compressor or the wind finding a gap in the eaves. She had heard both before in old houses. Both would account for it if she needed them to.

The lake kept falling outside in the dark. The steeple she had no memory of stood above the water somewhere out in the black of it. And the mineral smell of the lake, cold and deep and faintly vegetal, the smell of things kept underwater and what they release when the water gets low enough, came through the window she had cracked without deciding to crack it and settled over the room, over her, like something that had been waiting for her to come back so it could find her again.
Chapter 2

The Harrow County Coroner's office shared a building with the county clerk and the DMV, a brown brick rectangle on the east end of Main Street with the particular institutional quality of a building designed to process people rather than shelter them. The parking lot was mostly empty at eight-thirty in the morning: three vehicles, an older Subaru with a handicapped tag, a county clerk's sedan, and Del Ramsey's sheriff's cruiser, the brown-and-tan livery of the county, mud on the undercarriage from the dirt roads.

Nora had driven past the lake on her way in. She had taken the long route, the one that ran along the north shore before coming down into town, and she had done it without quite deciding to, the way you pick a route for reasons you don't examine. The lake in morning light was worse than the lake at dusk. At dusk it had been a shape at the edge of visibility, a problem for the dark to hold. In morning sun it was a documented fact. The mud flat's edge was crisp in the low light, a precise line between what the water had kept and what it had surrendered, and the steeple was a clean architectural form against the sky, the corroded copper cross catching the sun.

She had kept driving.

The building's interior smelled of carpet cleaner and the dusty warmth of a copier that ran all day. A woman at the front desk looked up and directed her down the hall before Nora said anything, which meant they had been told she was coming, which meant Del had told them, which meant Del had been managing this for her in advance, knowing she would come without asking whether she would. She should have found it presumptuous. Instead she found it accurate. Del had always been accurate about her.

The coroner's name on the placard read DR. R. ALBRIDGE. Nora knocked. A voice said to come in.

Dr. Albridge was in her sixties, compact and precise, with reading glasses she wore on top of her head when she wasn't using them and a manner that was efficient without being cold. The office was neat. Diplomas and a few neutral landscape prints. A desk with two stacked folders and a pen set. Everything in its correct position.

Del Ramsey stood beside the window that looked out over the parking lot. He wore the uniform, the tan shirt and the brown utility pants and the sheriff's badge, and he held his hat in both hands by the brim the way men hold hats when they need something to do with their hands. He was taller than she'd been picturing. Eighteen years built up a model of a person and then the person stood in a room and you had to adjust the model, and the adjustment was always disorienting, the map and the territory the same thing but not quite.

"Nora," he said.

"Del."

"I'm sorry about Vera," he said. "She was a good woman."

"She was," Nora said, and sat down in the chair Dr. Albridge gestured to.

She had been probing for grief since Portland, the way you probe a tooth that should hurt. What she kept finding was a numbness, a density where feeling should have been, and she had decided this was shock and that the feeling would come later, in Vera's house, when there was time for it.

Dr. Albridge introduced herself and offered condolences with the grace of someone who had offered condolences enough times to wear a groove in them. She opened a folder and laid it on the desk and walked Nora through the documents. The death certificate. The medical examiner's summary. The transfer of remains. The funeral home in Fenwick had already received the paperwork; they were awaiting Nora's instruction on the service.

Nora took the pen.

"What date was she found?" she said.

"Tuesday morning. Five days ago." Dr. Albridge's voice was even. "The estimated time of death is Sunday evening, based on the medical findings. No earlier than Saturday."

"She was found at the lake."

"At the shore, yes. On the north mud flat, near the location of the old dock piers."

Nora kept her eyes on the paperwork. She was reading through it with the systematic habit of someone who read contracts for a living and did not skip clauses she didn't want to know about. She read to the block that held the cause of death.

The word was drowning.

The skin on her forearms rose in a wave from wrist to elbow, a crawling she could not stop. She looked at the word.

Drowning. Two syllables. A word she had a history with. It had been on another form eighteen years ago, a form she had not signed but had read over her father's shoulder in a different official office, and it had the same typeface now as it had then, or she was imposing the memory of the first time onto the sight of it.

"You're sure," she said.

A pause. The length of the pause was informative.

"The evidence was consistent with drowning," Dr. Albridge said. Carefully. The precision of language chosen in advance.

"Vera didn't swim," Nora said. "She was eighty-two. She had arthritis in both hands."

"We found no other indication of cause," Dr. Albridge said. "No evidence of external trauma. No indication of cardiac event that would precede the drowning. The toxicology is still pending, but what we have is consistent."

"Consistent," Nora said.

"Yes."

She was still looking at the word on the form. Del Ramsey, at the window, had gone entirely still, a held breath in a room. There was a conversation happening in the space between them, one in which neither spoke and both said something, and the something was about the summer she was eighteen and a different drowning and the many years of not talking about it that had followed.

She signed the form. She kept her hand steady. She slid the pen back across the desk.

"The remains," she said.

Dr. Albridge walked her through the remainder of the paperwork with competence and tact. There was a brief moment of question about the service, which Nora dispatched: small, graveside, family only, which was to say Nora only, since there was no other family. Del would be there, she supposed. People from the town. Vera had lived here fifty years. There would be people.

The business was finished in twenty minutes. Dr. Albridge stood and offered her hand and said she was sorry again, and this time it was sorry about something specific: the word on the form, what it said and what it did not say. Nora thanked her anyway.

Del held the door. They went back down the fluorescent hall and out into the morning and stood in the parking lot in the sunlight, which was bright and clean and completely indifferent to both of them.

"Tell me how she was found," Nora said.

"Earl Kinney. He walks the lakeshore road every morning with his dog. Just after six, found her on the north mud flat, in the water. Six inches of water, where the water meets the exposed lake bed. She was face down."

Nora said nothing.

"The dog found her first," Del said, then stopped, apparently deciding that detail did not need to be in this. "I got the call at six-fifteen. I was on scene by six-thirty."

"And you locked the house."

A small hesitation. "I went through it first. Standard procedure when we have an unattended death. I walked the house, took some photographs, then secured it."

"The door was locked when you got there."

"Yes. Front door, locked. Keys on the hook inside, by the door."

The morning had the warm-sun-and-cold-air quality the mountains did in late September, the thermal inversion of a high valley, and Nora stood in it and thought about locked doors and keys on hooks. She had worked enough old houses to have a vocabulary for what people did and did not do when they were leaving a building for the last time. They did certain things. They did other things only if the leaving was not meant to be permanent.

"Was she dressed?" she said.

Del looked at her. "Yes. Outdoor coat. Boots. Dressed as if she'd stepped out."

"Not night clothes."

"No."

"So she went to the lake deliberately. In the evening."

"That's one reading," he said.

"What's the other reading, Del?"

He was looking past her, toward the end of Main Street where the lake was visible in a gap between buildings, a slice of water. His jaw was tight.

"I don't have another reading yet," he said. "That's what I'm working on."

The yet was doing work. She noticed it. She let it sit.

"She was eighty-two years old," Nora said. "She didn't leave her house after dark. She didn't go to the lake. She barely went to the lake in daylight." She paused. "She sent me a letter. Three weeks ago. I didn't call her back." She said it flatly, not as confession, as information. "She said she needed to talk to me. Said it was important. I told myself I'd call when I had time."

Del was looking at her now. His expression was carefully arranged into something non-committal.

"Did you keep the letter?" he said.

"In my bag. I'll bring it to you."

A truck came down Main Street and the driver raised a finger from the steering wheel at Del, the small acknowledgment of a town where everyone knew the sheriff. Del raised a hand in return.

"How long has the steeple been up?" Nora said.

Something moved in Del's face. The careful arrangement slipped and re-formed, but she'd seen what was underneath. Not surprise. Recognition. The expression of someone who has been waiting for a specific subject to arrive.

"Six, seven weeks," he said. "I'm not sure when it first came up. One of the Petrakis boys mentioned it. I drove down to the dock and looked."

"And?"

"And it's the Coldharbor chapel spire. The old town that was flooded to make the reservoir. The historical record says the structures were demolished to the foundation line before the dam went in, 1961. But apparently the chapel spire was left, or the records were wrong, or the dam went in faster than the demolition and they just let the water take it." He paused. "Nobody in town has seen it before. The water's never been this low since the reservoir was made."

"Sixty-three years," Nora said.

"Sixty-three years."

She looked at the gap between the buildings where the lake showed. Sixty years of water over a steeple. The weight of that water. The cold and the dark of it, and what sixty years underwater did to stone and copper and whatever was built around the base of the thing.

"The water's still falling," she said.

"Yes."

"How far?"

"We're at a record low by about eight feet. The drought, and the dam's been overdue for assessment for a while. There's a man coming from the water authority, Midvale regional. To look at the dam and talk to us about drawdown management."

"Drawdown management," she said.

"That's what they're calling it."

She looked at him for a moment. She had a great many things she could say and she was going to say none of them here, in this parking lot, at eight-forty in the morning, with the sun on them and the ordinary town going about itself.

"I'll be at the house," she said. "Come by when you can."

She walked to her truck. She heard him take the breath that preceded a sentence and then not say the sentence, and she was grateful for the restraint. When she was in the truck with the door closed she sat for a moment with her hands on the wheel and breathed.

Drowning. The word was still on the inside of her eyelids when she blinked, the official font of it, the bureaucratic certainty. She had known the word most of her life and now it had been set against another Ellery woman, a pattern beginning, or continuing, which was worse.

She started the engine.

She did not look directly at the lake as she drove north. But it was in the periphery. It was always in the periphery, here. The lake and what it kept, what it was showing now that it hadn't shown in sixty years, and in the corner of her eye the steeple was a dark line on the water, small and certain and already higher than she remembered, and the lake kept falling.
Chapter 3

Vera Ellery's house was two stories of late-nineteenth-century vernacular construction, built by people who needed shelter and not expression, and it showed in the best possible way: in the solidity of the foundation stones, the squareness of the window frames, the roof reroofed twice since the original cedar shake but keeping the lines of a structure built to remain. Nora walked the exterior before going inside. She did this at every job site, the inspector's circuit, reading the outside before committing to what was in. The habit was not going to let her off the hook just because this was not technically a job.

South porch, soft boards. She stepped on them carefully and they gave slightly. Not urgent; structural damage was still years away, but you didn't leave soft boards. The mortar at the chimney step-flashings was cracking, the differential thermal expansion of stone and mortar at this elevation, normal and fixable. A section of siding on the west face where the paint had peeled back to bare wood, the wood now grey and parching. Cosmetic. The gutter downspout on the northwest corner had separated from the bracket, a small thing, the kind of small thing that caused water infiltration over years. She made the note automatically.

The foundation stones were solid. No settling in the exterior grade. The house had been built on this hillside with competence and maintained with care, and it would outlast the people who cared for it by a century if someone kept caring for it. That was the thing about well-built houses. They kept going. They had a patience she respected.

There were flowers in the window box on the first-floor exterior, dead now, brown and papery in the box, but not dead-long. The petals had not fully deteriorated. The soil in the box was still dark. A week, she estimated. Possibly less.

Vera had watered these flowers a week ago, or close to it.

She went inside.

She had brought her green estimate notebook from habit, the spiral-bound card-cover one she used on sites, and she took it out and opened to a fresh page. She started in the front room.

The front room was orderly. This was the first thing and the most insistent thing. She had expected something. Some trace of disarray. Some sign of the disorder that preceded an ending. She had been in enough houses of the recently dead to read them involuntarily, the way the objects of a life arrange or fail to arrange themselves around a life suddenly over. There was usually, even in the neatest houses, a quality of incompletion: a project abandoned, a drawer left open, something left out that should have been put away.

Here there was nothing abandoned. The braided rug was straight. The two cushions on the sofa were placed with the symmetry of a person who cared where cushions went. The side table had been dusted recently; she could tell by the dust-free rim around the glass lamp base. On the windowsill, positioned to catch the light, a small vase held dried herbs: lavender and something else, a herb she didn't know, with narrow grey-green leaves. Placed with care, the way you place something you want to look at regularly.

She noted it all in the green book. Front room, orderly. Cushions placed. Dusted recently. Dried herbs in window, arranged with intention.

The bookshelf ran the length of the east wall. She read spines out of habit, as involuntary as checking the foundation: local history volumes, Harrow and Fenwick County histories, a monograph on the construction of the dam, several paperback novels, and on the highest shelf a row of older books with cloth or leather covers and no titles on the spines. She made a note: top shelf, unlabeled volumes, check before disposal. A book with no label on the spine was a book that didn't want to be found, and she noticed the things that didn't want to be found.

She moved through to the sitting room. Also orderly. A sewing basket sat open on the low table beside the reading chair, the project inside it current, a half-finished hem on a dark blue cotton skirt. The needle was threaded and tucked into the fabric at the point where the hemming had stopped, not the careless drop of a needle set down mid-distraction but the careful tuck of someone interrupting a task they meant to return to. You could read needles the way you read rooms. The needle said: I'm coming back. I'm only stepping away.

She wrote down the skirt and the needle and the tuck.

Upstairs next. The stairs were sound, no give in the treads, a handrail that was solid in its mounting. The second floor held two bedrooms and a bath and a linen closet. The bath had been re-tiled at some point, the kind of competent but not distinctive mid-century ceramic work she saw in many houses of this age. The linen closet held fresh towels stacked with the precision of a woman who had always been precise about towels.

Vera's bedroom was a study in intention. The bed was made to a neatness that spoke of long practice, the quilt corners folded back at identical angles, the pillow centered. On the dresser: a comb and brush set, back-to-back. A cut-glass tray holding two rings, a small gold band and a larger filigree piece she didn't recognize. A folded handkerchief. A standing photograph frame, which she did not look at directly, not yet. She noted the objects and let the photograph wait.

On the bedside table: a reading lamp, a glass of water, a book face-down to hold the page. She tilted her head to read the spine. One of the local history books from the downstairs shelf. She would come back to which chapter it had been left open to.

The second bedroom, hers in childhood, was as she'd found it last night: clean quilt, aired pillow, fresh arrangement. Prepared for a visitor. Someone expected.

She stood in her old room for a moment. The same ceiling she had stared at for eighteen years. The same window, the one that looked out over the back garden and, past the fence, down to the water. She looked at it and then looked away.

Back downstairs to the kitchen. Last room. She pushed open the kitchen door and was met by the smell before she saw anything: the residual warmth of cooked food, the base note of lentils and bay and something earthy, the smell of a meal made on a Sunday afternoon in this kitchen. She knew the smell. She had grown up inside it.

The pot was on the stove. The old cast-iron enamel pot that had lived on the back burner for as long as Nora could remember, a deep red pot with a black lid and a chip on the rim from some collision decades ago. The burner beneath it was off. She crossed to the stove and touched the pot handle. Cool. Not cold. She lifted the lid. Lentil soup, thick and orange-red, enough for several days. The surface had developed a skin, the way lentil soup did when left to sit, and the skin was unbroken except for one small circle she would examine in a moment.

She turned from the stove and looked at the table.

At the table, one place was set. A bowl, a spoon, a folded cloth napkin with Vera's embroidered initial at the corner. The bowl held soup, portioned from the pot and partially eaten, perhaps a third of it gone. Then the eating had stopped.

The chair at the place setting was pushed back at an angle. Not the tidy push-back of someone who had finished and risen in an orderly manner. Not the careless push-back of someone who'd eaten in a hurry and was running late. Eighteen inches from the table, turned slightly toward the back door. The push-back of a person who had stood up fast, or been startled mid-meal, and turned toward whatever startled them.

Nora stood in the kitchen doorway and looked at the bowl, the chair, the pot, the back door. She was assembling the scene the way she assembled a structural problem, one element at a time, looking for the logic that connected them.

Pot of soup on the stove, size to last three days. One serving portioned. One-third eaten. Chair pushed back as if someone rose suddenly. Burner off, not just turned down but off, the deliberate turn of someone careful to kill burners even in the middle of whatever was happening, or who had been in the kitchen long enough before the interruption to finish cooking. Keys on the hook by the front door.

She walked to the back door and tried the latch. Latched. She went to the kitchen window. Closed. She checked it: latched from inside.

She tried to construct the sequence. The pot on the stove, the burner off. So Vera had finished cooking. She had portioned a serving. She had sat down. She had eaten perhaps a third of the bowl. Something had happened. She had pushed her chair back and stood up. And then she was outside, somehow, and she had gone to the lake without her keys, and she had drowned.

Unless she hadn't.

Nora stood beside the table and looked at the empty chair and thought about the word on the death certificate. Drowning. The door locked from inside. The keys on the hook. A woman who was eighty-two years old and did not go out after dark and did not go to the lake.

She thought about the letter Vera had sent her. Three weeks ago. I need to talk to you, it had said. I need you to come home. Not: I'm sick. Not: I'm dying. I need you to come home. She had put it in the stack of things she was going to get to, and she had not gotten to it, and now Vera was dead and the house was perfect and there was a half-eaten bowl of soup at the table and a chair pushed back as if someone had been interrupted by something they had not expected.

She sat down in the chair that was not Vera's chair. The one at the opposite end of the table, her back to the window.

She opened the green notebook and wrote: kitchen, pot on stove, burner off, one serving partial, chair pushed back, back door latched, window latched from inside.

She wrote: not consistent with premeditated departure.

She thought about what was not consistent and what that meant and then she wrote the thing she wrote when she walked into a structure that was worse underneath than it looked from the street: Load-bearing. Assess before disturbing.

She sat with the notebook open in front of her and listened to the house.

The refrigerator hummed. Outside, in the garden, a bird moved through the back hedge. The house made the sounds a house made in the early afternoon, thermal adjustments, the slow conversation of old wood and old pipes. She listened past those sounds for the thing she'd half-heard last night and had attributed to the refrigerator and then to the wind in the eaves, the low resonance she had told herself was explainable.

The house held its breath. Or she held hers.

She crossed to the pot and looked down at the soup. The skin on the surface had broken in one place, a small circle the size of a quarter, near the edge of the pot's interior. She had not touched the pot or the spoon or anything in the kitchen since she came in. She had watched the bowl and the pot from the doorway before she came fully inside. The skin had been intact when she entered.

The broken skin showed the soup below it, darker, still liquid. The break was clean-edged, as if made by a drop falling from above.

She looked up. Plaster, old and very slightly uneven, no staining, no crack. The ceiling above the stove was dry.

She looked back at the circle.

Physics, she told herself. Settling. Surface tension releasing. Condensation off the lid she had lifted and set aside. A dozen ordinary explanations, and she should pick one and move on, and she would, but first she was going to stand here one more moment and admit that the circle had not been there when she came in.

A drop. Something had fallen into the pot.

She looked again at the dry ceiling, at the space above the pot, then around the kitchen at every surface she could see, the habit of a woman who found sources of water infiltration for a living, who knew where water came from and how it moved through a structure and where it appeared when it had no business appearing.

Every surface was dry.

She picked up her pen and did not write. She stood with it in her hand and looked at the circle.

The back of her neck went cold. Not the gradual cool of a draft, which she knew how to account for, but a sudden cold, the kind of stepping from sunlight into the shade of an unheated building. She turned to the back door. Latched. The kitchen window. Closed and latched. She turned in a full circle and assessed the room with the flat professional eye she turned on rooms for a living, and every surface was sealed and dry and there was no draft and the cold at the back of her neck did not go away.

She reached up and touched the spot. Her hand came away dry.

She sat back down.

She looked at the half-eaten bowl of soup. She looked at the chair pushed back at its telling angle. She looked at the circle in the pot's skin and the dry ceiling above it.

Outside, two hundred yards across the garden and the pale mud flat, Harrow Lake held what it held. The steeple stood above it in the afternoon light. Sixty-three years of deep cold water and something underneath it, and now the water was falling, showing what it had kept. And Vera Ellery was dead, and the word on the form was drowning, and the door had been locked from inside, and Nora sat in her dead grandmother's kitchen with a cold spot on the back of her neck that had no source.

From somewhere below the range of certain hearing, or below the water, or inside the structure of the house itself, something resonated. A low, spreading tone, felt before it was heard, a pressure behind the breastbone and in the inner ear. A bell's note, but wrong in its medium, the way water carries sound differently than air, the way you hear things underwater before you surface into silence.

It was there for perhaps three seconds.

Then the refrigerator cycled, and the bird left the hedge, and the afternoon light moved through the kitchen window across the table, across the half-eaten bowl, across the pushed-back chair. If Nora's hands were not entirely steady when she picked up her pen, she did not record it. She wrote only the assessed facts of the room, and when she was done she sat still and looked at the small open circle in the pot's surface, in the kitchen of a house that was not supposed to be haunted, in the town she had not come back to in eighteen years, and did not look away until the circle stopped looking back.
Chapter 4

The Harrow Diner sat at the bend where Route 9 curved away from the lake, and even inside, with the windows fogged from the griddle and the smell of bacon grease thick in the air, Nora could feel the water.

Not smell it. Feel it, the way you feel a window left open in an empty house across the hall, the cold arriving before you understand the source. A low, persistent pull at the back of her awareness, directional, a sound just below the range of hearing. She had woken with it at four in the morning, lying in Vera's guest bed listening to the house settle in the dark, and she had lain very still and told herself it was the unfamiliarity of the room, the new sounds, the way old houses speak to themselves in the cold hours. She was good at telling herself things. Eighteen years of practice.

She had driven down the hill in Vera's old truck at six-thirty, because she had given up on sleep and because the house, in the gray pre-dawn, had begun to feel like being watched by something that was not looking at you, only oriented toward you, which was worse. She needed coffee. She needed somewhere with other people in it. The diner had been the obvious choice, and she had made it without examining why she had chosen it over the gas station off Route 9, which also had coffee and would not require conversation.

The bell above the door rang when she pushed it open, and three people at the counter turned to look. She was an Ellery. She had the Ellery face, which Vera had always named with something between pride and apology. Dark hair, sharp jaw, recognizable as belonging to this town even after eighteen years away. The three at the counter registered her and turned back to their food with the careful neutrality of people who would be talking about this before she got to her car.

Mae Petrakis was behind the counter before Nora had her coat half off.

Eighty years old, or close enough that the difference didn't matter. Mae moved the way very old people move when they've been strong their entire lives and haven't accepted that the strength is leaving: with authority, with economy, no wasted effort. She carried two plates in one hand and set them in front of a pair of men in work boots with the efficiency of someone who had been doing this for sixty years and intended to keep doing it, and then she turned and looked at Nora.

Her eyes were dark and deep-set and clear as a much younger woman's. They found Nora's face and stayed.

"Sit anywhere," Mae said. Then: "Sit at the counter. I'll bring you coffee."

Nora sat at the counter.

Mae came back with a white mug and a pot and poured without asking, the coffee black and too hot and exactly right. She filled the mug at the far end for one of the work-boot men, said something low that made the nearer one almost smile, and came back and set the pot on the warmer and stood opposite Nora with both hands flat on the counter and did not pretend she was there for anything other than this.

"You look like her," Mae said.

"I know."

"More than you used to, even."

Nora wrapped her hands around the mug. The heat was grounding. "I take it you mean Vera."

"Who else." Mae pulled a cloth from her apron and wiped a clean section of counter out of old habit. She watched Nora with the care of someone doing the arithmetic of how much to say and in what order. Her face had lived through a great many things and kept track of all of them. "You sleep all right over there?"

"Fine," Nora said.

Mae accepted this the way you accept an obvious lie from someone you love enough not to press. "You'll want breakfast," she said.

"Eggs, if it's easy."

"It's always easy. Scrambled or fried?"

"Scrambled."

Mae called the order back and poured her own coffee from a separate pot near the pastry case and settled onto the stool at the end of the counter, the one closest to the register, the one that was clearly hers and had been for decades judging by how she sat into it. She looked at Nora. Then, once, past her, through the fogged glass of the window at the gap between the two-story buildings across the street where you could just see the lake.

It was that glance that put Nora on edge. Not the first one, but the quality of it. The reflexive nature of it. The way Mae looked toward the water without wanting to and then pulled her eyes back.

"Are you staying?" Mae asked.

"A month. Maybe less." Nora turned the mug in her hands, feeling the warmth move through her palms. "I need to sort the house. There's an estate lawyer in Dunmore I have to meet. Probably some work needed on the property before I can list it."

"List it."

"Sell it. Yes."

Mae nodded. Said nothing.

"I have a job waiting," Nora said. "In the city. A house in Clintondale I've half gutted. I need to get back before the contractor moves to another project."

"A month," Mae said again.

"Probably less."

The two work-boot men finished and paid. A woman came in with a child and took a booth near the door, and Mae glanced over and held up a finger, and the woman nodded and settled the child with the laminated menu. Outside the window the fog on the glass had begun to clear at the corners, and through it Nora could see the lake as a pale strip between rooflines, lower than she remembered it from childhood, the flat pewter gray of old metal instead of the dark blue she'd carried for eighteen years. The steeple was not visible from this angle. She had checked before she sat down.

"She didn't tell you anything?" Mae said, after a moment. "Before."

"Vera didn't tell me anything. We weren't in contact." Nora kept her voice level, informational. "I think you know that."

"I know she wrote to you."

Nora looked up. "How do you know that?"

"Because I was here." Mae's voice was quiet but not soft. "I've been here while you weren't, Nora. She came in for coffee on Tuesdays and we talked. She mentioned the letters. She knew you didn't write back, and she wasn't bitter about it. She just." Mae paused. "She wanted you to come back. She wanted it for a long time."

"She wanted me to come back and maintain the property."

"No." Mae said it without hesitation. "She wanted you back because she was tired, and because you're the last Ellery, and because she knew what she was leaving you. Not the property. What she was leaving you."

The child in the booth dropped the menu and Mae's eyes went there, and Nora used the moment to breathe and arrange herself. It was the sensation of a renovation showing you something wrong behind a wall you'd expected to be fine. The practical readjustment of expectations. The noting of what has to be addressed versus what you close up and paint over.

She knew which one this was. She had known since she drove into town and saw the shoreline.

"I'm not taking anything on," she said when
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