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CHAPTER ONE
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Mia Hale color-coded her life in five-year increments. The current spreadsheet — savings goals, lease renewal dates, the slow accumulation of a 401(k) she checked more often than was healthy — lived on her laptop under a folder labeled simply Plan, and on Friday nights she liked to open it, top off her tea, and confirm that everything was still where she'd left it.

That was the plan, anyway. Status update for the Drennan acquisition done by six. Leftover pad thai for dinner. A nine o'clock call with Trent, who was in Cleveland for a conference and had texted that afternoon to say he might be too tired to talk, which she'd read four times trying to decide if it meant anything.

At 7:42, her phone buzzed against the kitchen counter, and it wasn't Trent.

Jake: Found something of my dad's. Need to show you. You free?

Jake: Ashgrove bridge. Tonight if you can.

Mia set down her mug. She hadn't heard from Jake Reyes in eleven days, which by their current standards was almost attentive — six weeks had been the longest gap that year, after a stretch in February where he'd gone quiet for reasons he later described, unhelpfully, as "a thing with my mom's house." Rosa Reyes had died in October. Mia had gone to the funeral, had hugged Jake in a church basement that smelled like coffee and carpet cleaner, and had told him to call her if he needed anything, the way people do.

He hadn't called. Not really. A handful of texts, each shorter than the last, the kind of silence that Mia recognized because she'd done the same thing herself once, a long time ago, in the other direction.

Found something of my dad's.

Marcus Reyes had been dead for twelve years. Mia did the math without meaning to — she always did the math without meaning to, March of her sophomore year of high school, four months before her own mother — and felt the familiar cold drop in her stomach that she'd gotten so good at not showing on her face.

She texted back: Give me twenty minutes.

* * *
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The Ashgrove Bridge crossed Coyle Creek at the narrow point where Cedar Hollow used to back up against the old rail yard, before the rail yard became a self-storage complex and a discount furniture outlet and, more recently, nothing at all — a chain-link rectangle of weeds with a faded FOR LEASE sign that nobody had updated in years. The bridge itself was iron, riveted, painted a green that had gone the color of an old bruise, and it had been closed to vehicle traffic since before either of them were born. As kids, they'd ridden bikes across it anyway. As teenagers, after Marcus died, it had become the place Jake went when he didn't want to be at home, and Mia had gone there to sit with him, not always talking, just sitting, until it got too cold and they walked back to her house because her mother always left a light on.

Mia hadn't been back to the bridge in years. She noticed, walking up the gravel path from where she'd parked, that someone — the city, probably, or nobody, more likely just time — had let the lamp at the near end burn out. The far end was lit. The middle was not. It gave the whole structure the look of something receding into itself.

Jake was already there, sitting on the low rail with his feet braced against a support strut, a battered canvas messenger bag beside him that she didn't recognize. He looked up when her shoes hit the iron decking, and for a second, before he arranged his face into something more casual, she saw something she hadn't seen on him before. Not grief, exactly. She knew what grief looked like on Jake — she'd watched it happen to him once already. This was something tighter. Something that hadn't decided yet whether it was hope or fear.

"Hey," he said.

"Hey." She sat down a careful distance from him, the way you do with someone you've known your whole life and also haven't really talked to in months. "You said you found something."

"Yeah." He didn't move for a second. Then he unzipped the bag and took out a small wooden panel, maybe eight inches by ten, wrapped in a dish towel that still had a faint smell of cedar. He unwrapped it carefully, like it might be hot, and held it out to her.

It was a painting. Oil, by the look of the texture, though dulled with what might have been years of dust under a thin coat of varnish — a riverbank scene, willows leaning over dark water, and along the near bank, a scattering of wild roses, pink and white, rendered with more care than the rest of the composition. Competent. Not exceptional. The kind of thing you'd find at an estate sale and walk past.

"My dad painted this," Jake said. "There are four more like it. I found them three days ago, in a storage unit out by the airport. My mom had the key in her sewing box this whole time — eight years, since we moved back, and she never said a word about it."

Mia looked at the painting again, more carefully this time, because something about the way Jake had said it — four more like it — told her this wasn't really about the paintings. "Okay," she said slowly. "What else was in there?"

"Case files. His old notebooks — the spiral kind, like a hundred of them, going back to when he was still on the force. And this." He reached into the bag again and brought out a journal, smaller than the painting, bound in cracked brown leather with a rubber band holding it shut, and a single loose page tucked under the band like a bookmark. He didn't hand it over. He just held it, turning it slightly in his hands like he was deciding something. "Mia, I need you to actually look at this before you say anything. Because I know how it's going to sound."

"Jake—"

"He didn't kill himself." He said it flatly, like a fact he'd already gotten tired of arguing with people about, even though, as far as Mia knew, he'd never said it to anyone. "I know that's what everyone decided. I know that's what I decided, eventually, because it was easier than the alternative. But I read forty pages of this thing last night and it doesn't read like a man who's about to—" He stopped. Started again. "It reads like a man who's scared and getting somewhere. Those aren't the same thing."

Mia didn't say anything right away. Below them, Coyle Creek made its low constant sound against the bridge supports, the same sound it had been making the last time they sat here, the night before Jake left for good — except he hadn't left for good, he'd come back eight years later with his mother in a U-Haul and a silence around the subject of his father so total that Mia had eventually stopped expecting it to break.

"Show me," she said.

He handed her the journal. The rubber band had gone brittle and snapped when she tried to slide it off, and she apologized out of habit, and Jake said it didn't matter, and she opened to the loose page first because it was already half out.

It wasn't a journal entry. It was a photocopy of a memo, the kind with a letterhead and a routing stamp, dated almost thirteen years back. Most of it was the dry language of internal corporate correspondence — re: Cedar Hollow site remediation timeline — but someone, presumably Marcus, had underlined a single sentence near the bottom in pencil, hard enough that it had scored through the paper, and written a single word in the margin.

Confirmed.

Mia read the underlined sentence twice. It mentioned a company she half-recognized — Halcyon, something Halcyon — and a phrase about "interim handling procedures" for a substance whose name she didn't know, in a location she did. Cedar Hollow. Three blocks from where her elementary school used to be, before they tore it down and built the magnet school on the other side of town, the year half her class transferred with no real explanation beyond consolidation.

"What is this?" she asked.

"That's the part I haven't figured out yet." Jake took the journal back gently, flipped to a page he'd clearly marked, and turned it so she could see. The handwriting was small, cramped, slanting hard to the right — urgent handwriting, the kind people use when they're writing faster than they're thinking. "He kept notes in a kind of shorthand. Dates, initials, places. But there's a section near the end — the last three weeks before he died — where the entries change. They get more specific. Names. And then they just—" He turned to the final written page. Below the last entry, there was nothing. Not even a torn-out page. Just the soft cream of unused paper, going on for two-thirds of the journal.

"He stopped writing," Mia said.

"He stopped writing four days before he died." Jake's voice was very even, the way voices get when someone has rehearsed staying calm and is doing it on purpose. "And then for twelve years everybody told me he was depressed, and my mom packed us up and we left the state for eight years for no reason she'd ever give me, and now I'm sitting in a storage unit with five paintings I never knew existed and a memo with my dad's handwriting on it that says confirmed next to a sentence about Cedar Hollow, and I don't—" He stopped, ran a hand through his hair, and for a second looked sixteen again, in a way that made something in Mia's chest tighten painfully. "I don't know what I'm supposed to do with this, Mia. I really don't."

Mia looked back down at the painting in her lap — at the careful little roses along the riverbank, five-petaled, pink and white, rendered in a way that now, looking again, seemed almost too deliberate. Too even. Like someone counting.

And something surfaced in her, unbidden, that she hadn't thought about in years: her mother's locket, gold, oval, with a tiny enameled flower on the front — five petals, pink and white — sitting in a cedar box on the top shelf of Mia's closet, where it had sat, unopened, since the week of the funeral.

She didn't say anything about it. Not yet. It was probably nothing. People put flowers on jewelry; it didn't mean anything; the world was not, in fact, full of secret messages waiting for her specifically.

But she found herself looking at the painting for a long moment, and then back at Jake, and what she said was: "Can I see the others? The other paintings."

Something in his shoulders loosened, just slightly, like he'd been bracing for her to tell him he needed to talk to someone, a professional, and was relieved she hadn't. "They're at my place. I didn't want to bring all of them — didn't want to carry five paintings across town on the bus." A short, humorless laugh. "I wasn't even sure you'd—" He didn't finish that either.

"I'm here," Mia said, and was a little surprised to find that she meant it as more than just a statement of fact.

They sat a while longer, the way they used to, not talking, the creek doing its low steady work beneath them. It was Mia who eventually stood, brushing off the back of her coat, and said she should get home — it was a school night, she said, by old habit, and Jake laughed properly this time, and for a moment it was almost like being seventeen again, except for the journal in his bag and the painting she was now, apparently, carrying home with her, wrapped back in its dish towel, tucked under her arm like something borrowed from a library that might need to be returned in a hurry.

They walked back up the gravel path together as far as the street, where Jake's bike was chained to the dead lamppost and Mia's car was parked half a block down. He said he'd call her tomorrow — said it like a promise this time, not like the last eleven days of silence — and she said okay, and they went their separate ways.

It was only once she was in the car, pulling out, that Mia noticed the sedan.

It was parked across from the bridge access road, lights off, engine idling — she could tell from the faint heat-shimmer rising off the hood in the cold air, and from the thin ribbon of exhaust drifting up into the streetlight. Gray, nondescript, the kind of car that existed specifically so nobody would describe it later. There was someone in the driver's seat, she thought, though she couldn't have said how she knew that, except that the car had that occupied stillness that empty cars don't have.

She told herself it was nothing. People sat in parked cars all the time — waiting for someone, finishing a phone call, killing time before a shift. It had nothing to do with her, or with Jake, or with a thirteen-year-old memo with the word confirmed written in the margin in pencil.

She drove home anyway a little faster than she needed to, and when she got there, she did not open her laptop, and she did not look at the Plan folder, and she did not call Trent back even though it was 9:14 and he'd said he'd try.

Instead, she went to her closet, took down the cedar box from the top shelf, and sat on the edge of her bed holding it for a long time before she opened it.

* * *
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CHAPTER TWO
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Jake had been sixteen the day his father died, and the thing he remembered most clearly — more clearly than the funeral, more clearly than the year that came after — was that it had been a completely ordinary Tuesday until it wasn't.

He'd come home from school to find his mother's car in the driveway at two in the afternoon, which never happened, and two unfamiliar cars behind it, which definitely never happened, and a man in a windbreaker standing on the porch who put a hand up — not unkindly, but firmly — when Jake tried to go inside, and said, "Hold on, son, just hold on a second," in a voice that Jake would spend years afterward being unable to hear in anyone else without his stomach dropping.

What he hadn't understood until much later — not until he was an adult, going through it again and again the way you do with the worst day of your life, looking for the seam where it could have gone differently — was how fast it had all moved after that. His father's body had been found that morning in his car, parked at an overlook twenty minutes outside the city, with a hose run from the exhaust through a cracked rear window. By the time Jake got home from school, the police had already been to the house twice. By the following week, there was a folder with a case number on it, and the folder said suicide, and that was, more or less, that.

Jake's mother had not argued with the folder. If anything, she'd seemed almost relieved to have a word for it — a single, terrible, but at least complete word — and had thrown herself into the logistics of grief with a focus that Jake, at sixteen, had mistaken for strength and only recognized much later as something closer to triage. She sold the house within four months. She took a job two states away, with a cousin's company, that nobody in the family had ever heard her mention before. She packed exactly four boxes of Marcus's belongings — Jake remembered counting them, remembered being weirdly fixated on the number — and put the rest into storage "for later," and later had never come, not in eight years, not until Rosa herself was gone and Jake was the one going through her things, and found, taped to the underside of a drawer in her sewing table, a small manila envelope with a storage facility's name on it and a key.

He hadn't told Mia all of this on the bridge. He'd told her the version that fit into twenty minutes — the paintings, the journal, the memo, the word confirmed — because that was the part that was new, the part that had a shape he could point to. The rest of it, the eight years of his mother flinching at the word Cedar Hollow and the way she'd refused, every single time, to explain why they'd left, that was old, and Jake had learned a
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