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For my sons

The lake remembers everything.

What it does with the things it holds, it does in the dark,

and it does them deep, and someday, when the rain stops,

it has to give them back.
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Prologue
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The Sinking

Lake Halcyon, 2003

The lake was never louder than on the nights it was about to take something.

Danny Keller had learned that in his twenty-four years of living on its shore, the way a man learns the moods of a thing he loves and does not trust. In daylight Halcyon lay flat and bright and gave back the mountains and the clouds and the long green throat of the forest, an obliging mirror that asked nothing and kept nothing. Tourists photographed it from the marina and went home believing they had seen the lake, when they had seen only its manners, the wide blue agreeableness it wore for people who would be gone by Labor Day. But at night, when the wind came down off the high passes and dragged its fingers across the water, the lake found its other voice; it slapped at the pilings and worried the hulls and made a sound under the docks like something turning over in its sleep, a deep wet shifting you felt in the soles of your feet before you heard it, and Danny had always thought, listening to it on the nights he could not sleep, that the lake was not reflecting the world at all. It was only pretending to. What it did with the things it actually held, it did in the dark, and deep, and it never gave back.

He had loved the lake, in his way, the way you love a thing you have grown up beside and learned to respect, and that was the cruelty of his last hour, that the lake he loved was the lake that took him, and that he had known, in the trees, with the headlights coming, that this was the end of the love and the beginning of the taking, and had loved it anyway, helplessly, the way you cannot stop loving a thing that is killing you. Two years he had spent learning that night voice, and he had come to believe the daytime agreeableness was a performance, the mirror a lie. And he had been right, more right than the men who killed him, because they believed the lake would keep his forty pages forever and it was only keeping them, the way it held everything, until the day the water fell. Danny Keller would have taken, if he could have taken anything, a bitter comfort in the one thing he had gotten exactly right, which was that the lake remembered, and that someday, when the rain stopped, it would have to give it back.

He thought about that now because he was afraid, and because thinking was the only thing left that he could still do well.

The notebook was zipped into the inside pocket of his jacket, against his chest, where he could feel the squared-off shape of it through his shirt like a second, smaller heart. Forty pages. Names and dates and a sum of money and a photograph of a letter he should never have been allowed to find, all of it copied out in his cramped and patient hand because he had not trusted any of it to a single set of pages. Paper burned and tore and could be taken off a man, and the only insurance a person without money or family or a name that meant anything had against the people who possessed all three was redundancy, the same truth set down in more than one place so that destroying it became a labor instead of an errand. There were two more, hidden. He had been so careful that the carefulness itself had become a kind of pride, and he understood, standing on the quarry road with the cold coming up off the water, that the pride had been the thing that killed him. He had wanted them to know that he knew, had let it be seen on his face across the marina lot three days ago, that small unbearable flicker of I have you, the look of a man who has spent two years assembling a thing and cannot, in the moment of completion, entirely hide that he has assembled it, and they had read it the way men like them read everything, instantly and without mercy, and they had begun, that same afternoon, without a single word he could ever have proven, to make their arrangements.

He had thought he would have more time. People always thought that. It was, he would have written if he had been given the chance, the last great delusion, the one underneath all the others: that the powerful, having decided a thing must happen, would nonetheless grant you the interval you needed to get clear, because surely the world did not move as fast as your fear said it did. It moved exactly that fast, for everyone the lake had ever taken, and Danny understood now, too late, that the margin he had counted on had never existed, that he had invented it to let himself keep breathing while he finished the work.

Behind him the green Ford ticked as its engine cooled, the small intimate sound of metal giving up its heat to the night air, a sound he had heard a thousand times and would hear, he understood with a strange detachment, perhaps a handful more. He had driven up the quarry road because it was the only way to the north shore that did not pass the Lodge, and tonight he had needed his headlights unseen, because the Lodge saw everything, was the eye the whole valley turned toward without knowing it. He had a copy for the girl, had been going to put it in her hands and tell her to drive until the mountains were behind her and never to speak his name in this town again, and they would meet over the pass in a week, in a different life, in the future he had let himself believe in because a man cannot do two years of dangerous work without believing in some version of it on the far side. He had got as far as the turnout above the old workings before the second set of headlights had come up the road behind him and stopped, fifty feet back, and simply waited there with the engine running, patient as the lake.

He knew the truck. Everyone in Cedar Hollow knew the truck. It was the kind of fact that meant nothing and then, in the space of a single held breath, meant everything, the way the most ordinary objects in a life can turn, all at once, into the instruments of its ending.

For a while nothing happened, and the nothing was the worst of it. The two engines idled in the dark, his and theirs, breathing at each other across fifty feet of gravel and pine dark, and the lake muttered below, and Danny stood with one hand on the cold roof of the Ford and watched the headlights and felt the notebook against his chest and understood, with a clarity that was almost peaceful, that there was not going to be a conversation. He had imagined a conversation, had rehearsed it through two years of nights, lying awake in Ruth Pell's back unit listening to the same lake mutter: the clever things he would say, the leverage he would name, the copies he would mention were elsewhere, the consequences laid out so reasonably that even men like them would have to see that killing him cost more than letting him go. He saw now that he had been rehearsing for the wrong night, for a civilized place where power could be reasoned with because it answered, in the end, to something above itself. Cedar Hollow had never, not once in its pretty hundred years, been that place. Here the power answered to nothing, because it had spent a century making sure nothing stood above it, and a man who came with leverage and reasonable arguments was a man bringing a balance sheet to a drowning.

A door opened. The dome light did not come on; someone had thought of that, had reached up and pressed the little plastic switch before the door ever swung, and the small premeditation of it told Danny more than any threat could have, because a man does not disable a dome light for a conversation. A shape came down the gravel into the throw of the Ford's taillights, unhurried, and another behind it, and the second was a man Danny had known his whole life in this town, who had stood next to him at the counter of the Sutton hardware store and complained about the price of galvanized nails, who had nodded to him at the marina and asked after the fishing, an ordinary man, and the ordinariness of him there in the red light, being part of this, was the thing that finally broke something loose in Danny and made him run.

He did not run well. No one runs well on a quarry road in the dark, downhill, toward water. The slope took his legs out from under his thinking and he went down through the brush and the loose shale toward the lapping black edge of the lake, branches taking his face, his own breath loud in his ears, and the lake came up to meet him glad and cold, and somewhere above him a voice said his name, just his name, Danny, the way you would call a dog you meant to put down, not unkind, only certain, and Danny Keller went into Lake Halcyon under his own power, gasping, the water closing over his shoulders like a held breath, and he thought, in the last clear moment before the cold took the thinking too, of the girl waiting in the trees on the north point, don't come down, don't make a sound, stay where you are and live, as though he could send it across the black water by wanting it hard enough.

What came after, the lake would keep.

*   *   *
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There is a mercy in the way deep water erases an order of events. The men who stood on the shore that night would each remember it differently for the rest of their lives, and each would believe his own lie, because the dark and the speed of the thing made witnesses of no one, not even the men who did it. There was a struggle that was not much of a struggle, because the cold does most of the work and a man fighting cold water has nothing left to fight a second thing with. The older of the two, who had given the order without ever raising his voice and had not come down the slope and would not, stood at the very lip of the water with his good shoes in the mud and watched and did nothing, and the doing nothing was itself the order, restated, the way it had been restated on a dock fourteen years before: he did not act, he permitted, and the permitting left no fingerprints. The younger man, who had been a boy at a summer party once and was a boy no longer except in the eyes of the man who gave the orders, had hands shaking so badly that he dropped the chain twice before he got it around the axle, and he was weeping, silently, the whole time, which neither helped the dead boy nor exempted the live one.

Because they did not leave it to chance. That was the part the lake would hold most jealously of all, the part that turned a drowning into something with a colder name, that no amount of fourteen years of telling themselves it had been an accident would ever quite cover. They put the chain on the car, ran it through the frame and around the cinder weights that had been waiting in the bed of the truck since the afternoon, weights a man does not happen to be carrying but brings, and they pushed the green Ford down the boat ramp at the old quarry where the bottom dropped away to ninety feet within a single car length, and they did it with the headlights off and the engine running so that the water flooded a living machine, and the Ford went down nose-first into Lake Halcyon trailing a chain of silver bubbles that the dark swallowed before they reached the surface, the headlamps glowing green and then dim and then gone as the lake took the light down with everything else.

And in the inside pocket of a jacket, against a chest that was no longer a heart, forty pages of cramped and patient handwriting went down with it into the cold and the silt and the dark, where ink does not last and paper turns to pulp and the names of guilty men dissolve, the founders of the silence had every reason to believe, forever.

They were wrong about that. But they had more than two decades before the lake would teach them so, time enough for a man to convince himself that the water is on his side, to mistake a postponement for a pardon, to forget that the only thing the lake had ever promised was that it would keep what it was given for exactly as long as it kept the water, and not one day more.

*   *   *
[image: ]


When it was done they stood on the ramp and listened. This was the thing none of them ever told another living soul, not a wife, not a priest, not the bottom of a bottle in the smallest hour of the worst night: that they had stood there, three men in the dark, and waited for the lake to go quiet again, the way you wait at a graveside for the dirt to settle, except that there was no dirt, only the slow flat healing of the surface as the last of the disturbance worked itself out and the water remembered how to lie. The wind had died, as though the lake had asked it to. The ripples spread and weakened and the chop smoothed and the surface knit itself back together from the edges inward, and within two minutes there was no seam anymore, only Halcyon, black and smooth and giving back the few hard stars, indifferent and obliging, the perfect mirror once more, and the three men watched it become a lake again over the place where it had just become a grave, and not one of them could have said how long they stood there, only that none could be the first to move.

Across the water, on the far north point where the good families kept their cabins, a single window burned yellow in the dark. It was the only light on that whole shore. One of the men looked at it for a long moment, that warm square hung above its own broken reflection, and could not have said why a lit window two hundred yards off across black water should reach into him and find the place the rest of the night had not touched. He did not know, that night, whose window it was, did not know that there had been a girl in the trees, that she had seen, that she was even now backing away through the cedar dark with both hands pressed over her own mouth, that the window would matter more than anything else on that whole shore. He only knew what it did to his throat. Then the light went out, as it does when someone in a house decides it is late, and the far shore was as black as the near one, and there was nothing on all of Lake Halcyon to suggest that the night had been anything other than ordinary.

The men got into the truck. The truck went up the quarry road. The taillights swung away through the pines and were gone, and the road was empty, and the lake was empty, and Cedar Hollow slept the deep untroubled sleep of a town that has just successfully decided not to know a thing.

This is how a secret heals over a place. Not all at once, but the way the surface healed that night, the disturbance working itself smaller and smaller until the eye can no longer find the seam, until the people who live above it forget there was ever anything to close over, until the lie is simply the landscape and the landscape is simply home. The lake held what it had been given and gave nothing back, and the town grew its summer business and buried its other small shames in the ordinary ground, and the families on the north point passed their cabins and their gravity and their silence down to their children the way other people pass down silver, carefully, a thing the next generation would learn the weight of only when it was already in their hands.

For twenty-two years it rained, and the lake stayed full, and what was beneath the surface stayed beneath it.

And then, in the twenty-third year, it stopped raining.
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The Water Recedes
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Low Water

The call came on a Tuesday, which Nora Sutton would later decide was the lake's idea of a joke, since nothing in her life had ever come undone on a Tuesday, and the lake had always had a way of doing the thing you least expected at the moment you were least braced for it.

She had not slept well in years, and had stopped counting that as a problem, the way you stop counting a limp once it becomes the way you walk. The work fed on the not-sleeping and the not-sleeping fed on the work, and somewhere between them was a woman who had built a reputation and a small careful apartment and a circle of people who admired her at a professional distance, and not one person who would have known to worry if she did not turn up for a week. She had arranged it that way. She would not have called it loneliness, because loneliness implied a wanting, and she had spent two decades sanding the wanting down to nothing, the way her sister had sanded herself down to Karen Vale, though she did not yet know that and would not have welcomed the comparison. She had a thing she did instead, and the thing was the paper, the patient following of other people's buried lives to the place where they stopped being able to hide, and it had carried her out of Cedar Hollow at eighteen and across four cities and a marriage that had ended, amicably, in a decent man's recognition that he had married a closed room with a light on. It would carry her, she assumed, all the way to the end. She had assumed wrong. She did not know it yet, sitting at the long table with the cold coffee and the four hundred pages, but the assumption had a crack in it the width of a phone call, and the phone was about to ring, and the woman she had built was about to discover that a dam is not a wall, and that the difference between them is only a matter of time.

She was at her desk in the converted warehouse off Western Avenue with the gray Seattle light coming flat through the high windows, three weeks into a story about a county assessor who had spent a decade quietly reclassifying his friends' lakefront parcels, and she was happy, in the specific and limited way she allowed herself to be, which was the happiness of a person with a paper trail and the patience to follow it. There were four hundred pages of property records spread across the long table that served as her office, organized in the system she had refined over the years, the chronological stacks and the cross-referenced stacks and the small flagged stack of documents that contradicted each other, which was always the one that mattered, because the truth lived in the contradictions the way a fault line lives between two plates each insisting, for years, on a different story about where the ground is. She knew where every page led, and she had reached the part she loved best, where the documents stopped being a defense and started being a confession, where a man's own careful paperwork turned, in her hands, into the rope he had woven for himself without ever once looking at what it was for. A mug of coffee went cold at her elbow, the third of the morning, each abandoned at the same point in its life as the last, because she forgot them the moment the work took her. Her phone lay face-down; she did her best work when the world could not reach her, when there was nothing in the room but herself and the paper and the slow accreting certainty. She almost let it ring out.

She would reconstruct that hesitation many times in the year to come, the way you worry at the small hinge a whole life turned on, and she never could decide whether answering had been a choice or only a reflex, the body reaching for the 509 prefix the way it reaches for a hot stove, before the mind has weighed anything. It frightened her a little, in retrospect, how close the whole of it had come to not happening, how a tired woman's idle decision to turn over a phone had set in motion the draining of a lake and the return of a sister, and how easily, on another evening, she might have let it ring out and gone back to the assessor's pages and never known, lived out her whole closed life nine hundred miles from the thing it was actually about. She did not believe in fate; she believed in records; and yet she could not look at the moment without a kind of vertigo, the sense of a door that had stood ajar her whole life, that she had walked past eyes forward ten thousand times, and through which, on one ordinary Tuesday, for no reason she could name, she had finally happened to glance, and seen, on the far side, the lit room of everything she had arranged not to see.

The number was a 509 area code. Eastern mountains. She knew it the way you know an old scar, without having to look, and her hand was on the phone before she had decided to answer, which was its own kind of answer, the same one her hand would give her again before the week was out.

"Is this Nora Sutton?" A woman's voice, careful, official, the particular flatness of someone reading a name off a screen. "Eleanor Sutton?"

"It's Nora." No one had called her Eleanor since her mother died. It had been her grandmother's name, and her mother had used it only in the full-dress version that meant trouble was coming, Eleanor Margaret, and to hear the first half of it now, in a stranger's mouth, on a Tuesday, was to feel the years fold over on themselves like a map.

"Ms. Sutton, my name is Eve Ramirez. I'm the sheriff up in Cedar Hollow." A pause that the woman seemed to weigh before she spent it, the pause of a person who had thought about this call before making it, who had decided in advance how much of it to give and in what order. "I'm calling because your name is on a file here. A missing-persons file. Your sister."

Outside, two stories down, a delivery truck was backing up, and the small electronic warning of it climbed into the silence Nora was not filling, the patient idiot beeping of the ordinary world going about its Tuesday. She looked at the four hundred pages of someone else's secrets and found that she could not read a single word on any of them, that the language of documents, which had been her native tongue for twenty years, had gone all at once strange and meaningless, ink on paper, nothing.

"Lily," she said.

"Lily Sutton, yes. Disappeared in the summer of two thousand three. The file's been open the whole time, technically. Nobody ever closed it." The sheriff said technically the way a person says it when they have read between the lines of a thing and not liked what they found there, and Nora, who had spent her life listening for exactly that note in exactly that kind of voice, heard it, and filed it, and felt the first cold stirring of the thing that was not yet a story and would consume her year. "Ms. Sutton, I want to be straight with you, because I'd want someone to be straight with me. We've had a development up here, and I don't want you hearing it from anyone but me, and I especially don't want you hearing it wrong."

"Tell me."

"We're in a drought. You may have seen. Worst the state's had in a hundred years, and up here in the basin it's worse than anywhere, because the lake's the only thing that feeds the town and the lake is going down like somebody pulled a plug." A breath, and Nora heard the sheriff gather herself, heard her move from the part she had rehearsed to the part she had dreaded. "Halcyon's dropped near forty feet, Ms. Sutton. There's shoreline out there nobody alive has ever seen. And four days ago a man walking his dog out on the new flats found a car."

Nora closed her eyes. She had spent twenty years building a life in which this telephone call could not find her, a life with no Cedar Hollow in it, no lake, no Ashbys, constructed the way an engineer constructs a thing to hold back water, with care and redundancy and a deep professional understanding of pressure, and she understood, in the half-second before the sheriff went on, that it had been a dam and not a wall, and that all a dam ever does is decide the hour of the flood. The water is always there, rising, patient, on the other side of everything you build, until the day it comes anyway, all at once, on a Tuesday.

"There were remains inside the vehicle," Ramirez said. "We don't have an identification. It's been a long time down, and that does things, and the lab's going to need a while. But the car was reported into the system the summer it went under, and the timing, and the fact that your sister was never," the sheriff chose the word, and Nora heard her choose it, heard her set aside found and recovered and reach for the colder, more accurate one, "located, I have to look at everything. I have to look at the possibility. And I wasn't going to do that and leave your family to find out from a reporter."

I am a reporter, Nora did not say. I am worse than the one you are worried about, the reporter who is also the family, and you have just handed me the one story in the world I have spent twenty years being unable to write. She said, "What kind of car."

It was the wrong question and the right one. It was the question of a person who could not yet hold the large thing and so reached for a small one, a stone to grip while the flood went over her, and it was also that of the only Sutton left who knew how to work a fact, the reflex of two decades, get the specific detail, the specific detail is where the lie lives, and Ramirez, to her credit, did not treat it as the deflection it half was. She answered it.

"A Ford. Late nineties. Green, what's left of it." A beat. "Your sister didn't have a car, did she. The file says she was nineteen, lived at home."

"No," Nora said. "She didn't have a car." Lily had not even had a license that last summer; she had failed the test twice, laughing about it, in no hurry, a girl with no particular reason to learn in a town you could cross on foot in fifteen minutes, who got where she was going by being the kind of person other people were glad to drive. The specificity of the memory arrived with the violence such memories always had, unbidden, complete, Lily in the passenger seat of their father's truck with her bare feet up on the dash and her arm out the window, and Nora had to put her free hand flat on the cold table to hold the warehouse still.

"No," Ramirez agreed, gently, and let the contradiction sit there between them on the line, two states apart, the first loose thread of a thing that neither of them could yet see the shape of, a green Ford that is not your sister's, in a lake your sister vanished beside, the same summer, and Nora felt the old town reach out across nine hundred miles of mountain and high desert and close its cold hand around her ankle, the way it had been waiting to do for twenty-two years, patient as the water that had finally given the car up.

*   *   *
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She did not decide to go. That was what she would tell people afterward, the few people she told anything, and it was true the way the most dangerous things are true, which is to say it was a fact arranged to hide a choice. She did not sit at the long table and weigh it, did not make the list of reasons for and the list of reasons against that she made for every other decision in her ordered life. She simply found, an hour later, that she had stopped working, and that she was standing at the high window watching the rain Seattle had in such ridiculous abundance, falling on this side of the mountains in gray generous sheets while a town nine hundred miles east cracked open in the heat for want of it, and that she had already, somewhere below the level of conscious thought, decided.

She called her editor before she could reconsider, because second-guessing was a thing she was good at and did not trust herself to survive. Dana picked up on the second ring and listened in the way that had made Nora love her across fifteen years, which was completely, without interrupting, and when Nora had finished the short flat version, my sister, the lake, the car, I have to go, Dana was quiet for a moment and then said the thing a lesser editor would not have, which was not are you sure and not be careful but, "You've been writing around this your whole career, you know. Every buried thing in every other town. I always wondered when you'd run out of other people's." A pause. "Go. The assessor keeps. Call me when you know what it is. And Nora. When it turns out to be a story, and it's going to turn out to be a story, you're going to have to decide whether you're the one who writes it, because you can't be both the woman in it and the byline over it, and you've never in your life let anybody else have the byline on a thing this size. Start making peace with that now. It'll hurt less than making it later." Which was, Nora would think much later, the most useful thing anyone said to her in the entire first week, and she had not been ready to hear it, and had hung up half-annoyed, the way you are half-annoyed at the one person who tells you the true thing before you want it.

The assessor story would keep. Men like him never went anywhere, which was their whole strategy and their whole weakness, that they had built their lives to be permanent and thereby built them to be found. She wrote two emails, one to her editor confirming what she'd said on the phone and one to herself, the second a list, because lists were how she kept her hands from shaking. Pull L's case file. Coroner timeline. Who was sheriff in 03. Property, Ashby holdings, lakebed, who owns the recovery. She stopped on that last one. She had written it without thinking, the reflex of the work, who owns the ground a body comes up out of, the question she would have asked about any town but her own, and she looked at the name she had written and felt the warehouse tilt very slightly around her, because she had not written the word Ashby in twenty years and her hand had produced it without consulting her, the way a hand will produce an old phone number or the steps of a dance you swore you had forgotten, the body's archive that does not honor the mind's amnesties.

She had grown up four hundred yards from Halcyon Lodge. She had served the Ashbys ten-penny nails and gallons of deck stain and copies of keys across her father's counter, had said yes Mr. Ashby and no Mr. Ashby and watched the whole town arrange its spine into the same small bow whenever the name came through the door. She had been sixteen and full of a sixteen-year-old's contempt the summer her sister walked out of Cedar Hollow and did not walk back, and she had spent the years since arranging her life so that she would never again have to stand on that particular shore, and now a green Ford had come up out of the lowering water with someone inside it, and that someone was almost certainly not Lily, who had not owned a car, and the almost was a hook set in the soft part of her that no amount of property records had ever managed to fill. She had built a whole career on the proposition that the truth was a thing you could find and set down on a page and walk away from, a thing that belonged, once you had it, to the public and not to you. She had never once found a truth she had to live inside. She was about to.

She thought about her father, and then made herself stop, because she did not yet have the strength for that particular flooding, and there would be time. There would be, she understood, looking east through the rain toward the dry country, more of it than she wanted, exactly as much as the town intended to take from her.

*   *   *
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She left the next morning before light, with a bag packed the way she packed for a long story, which is to say efficiently and for longer than she expected, and a banker's box of empty folders in the trunk because she did not yet know what she would put in them, only that she would.

The drive ate the day. West of the mountains the rain followed her like a thing reluctant to let her go, drumming on the roof through the long climb to the pass, and then she crested it and came down the eastern slope into a country the weather had abandoned, and she watched the world change through the windshield the way you watch a photograph develop in reverse, the green leaching out mile by mile, the rivers she remembered as broad and brown gone to braided trickles in beds of white stone, the irrigation pivots standing dead over fields the color of old bone, the dust hanging in the air where the wind worked the dry topsoil loose and carried it nowhere. She had not been east of the mountains in years. She had forgotten that this country had its own beauty, austere and unforgiving, a landscape that did not pretend to want you, that offered no shade and made no apology, and she found she preferred its honesty to the soft green lie she had just driven out of, the same preference that made her good at her work and difficult to love. Then she remembered where the road led, and it curdled, because Cedar Hollow was the dry country's one green lie, the single jewel of water in all that brown, the place the whole region drove to in August to remember what it was like to be cool and shaded and near something deep. The town had been telling that lie about itself for generations, that it was a haven, a good clean place, and it had got very good at it, and the polish was the thing she had spent her life learning to distrust in other towns and had never, until now, been able to face in her own.

She stopped once, for gas, in a town that was barely a town, a crossroads with a station and a shut café and a grain elevator going to rust, and she stood in the heat with the pump ticking and felt the dry air pull the moisture off her skin, off her lips, out of her eyes, the country drinking her the way it drank everything, and an old man at the next island looked at her plates and then at her face with the frank assessing interest of a place where strangers were an event, and she had the sudden vertiginous sense of having crossed not a mountain range but a membrane, of having passed out of the world where she was Nora Sutton, who told the truth about powerful men for a living and had won prizes for it and was, in certain rooms, a little feared, and into the world where she was Walt Sutton's younger girl, the one who left, the sister of the one who left first and worse. The membrane was real. She would feel it the whole time she was home, the pressure of the local version of herself, the one the town had kept on file and would hand back to her whether she wanted it or not. She got back in the car. She drove the last two hours into the gold of the failing afternoon, climbing again, the dead fields giving way to dry pine, the pine to the first dark stands of cedar that gave the town its name, the air through the vents going from dust to resin, and then the road bent around a granite shoulder the way it had her whole childhood, the one she had rounded a thousand times in the back of her father's truck with her face against the window waiting for the first flash of water, and Lake Halcyon opened out below her, and Nora took her foot off the gas and let the car coast and finally stop on the gravel shoulder at the overlook, because she could not, for a moment, have driven and looked at the same time.

The lake was dying.

She had braced for it and the bracing had been useless. From the overlook you could see the whole long body of the water, the shape she knew better than she knew her own hands, and around its entire shore ran a band of pale dead ground forty feet wide and more, the exposed lakebed, bone-white and cracked in the low gold light, a ring of new shoreline that no one had ever walked, marking the old waterline on the rocks above it like the ring left in a drained tub, the high-water stain of a fuller, kinder year. The lake had pulled back from its own edges. It crouched in the middle of its basin, darker and somehow more concentrated, as though everything it had ever been and ever taken had been distilled down into this lower, truer self, and Nora looked at the wide white margin of the things it had given up and thought, before she could stop herself, that it looked like a wound that had finally been allowed to drain. The drought had done to it what she had spent her career doing to other people's towns: pulled the water off the buried thing and let the light down to the bottom, and the bottom, exposed, was not the clean sand of the postcards. It was a graveyard of stumps and silt and whatever else a century of deep cold water had been quietly keeping.

Somewhere down there along that pale dead band a man had walked his dog and found a car.

She sat at the overlook until the gold went to rose and the rose to a blue that pooled in the basin like cold water filling a cup, and the lights of Cedar Hollow came on one by one along the near shore, the modest scatter of a small town settling into evening, the diner, the gas station, the houses on the hill, and last of all, far out on the dark north point where the good families kept their cabins, a single window came up yellow, one warm square hung above its own black reflection, the only light on all that distant shore. She watched it without knowing she was watching, the way your eye holds the one moving thing in a still landscape, and something in her, some sediment laid down long before she had words for it, shifted and did not surface.

She did not know why the one lit window should make her throat go tight. Then she put the car in gear and drove down into the town that had been waiting all those years for her to come back, that knew she was coming, and had already, in the patient way of such places, begun to make its arrangements.
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Chapter Two
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The Road In

The town came up around her the way a town does when you have not seen it in twenty years and have seen it every night of those years behind your eyes: smaller than memory and sharper, every building a negotiation between the place she had left and the place that had gone on existing without her. Memory had kept it in amber, fixed and lit and a little larger than life, the way the places of childhood always are, and the real town her headlights were finding now, block by block, kept failing to match it, and in the failing it opened small wounds.

She had loved it once, this street, the way you love the first place that is wholly yours, before you know there are other places. She could still find, under the failing present, the lit map of her childhood town, the one that existed nowhere now but in her: the soda fountain where Lily had shared a malt with a boy and become, in an afternoon, a creature Nora could not follow; the alley behind the hardware store where she had learned to throw; the dock at the foot of the lawn where the whole of her early life had happened, in summers that had seemed, while she was inside them, to be the permanent condition of the world and not a thing that could end. The town had been the size of the world then. It had taken her years away to understand that it had always been small, that the bigness had been hers, the bigness of being a child in the only place you have ever been, and that what she was driving through now had not shrunk but had stayed exactly the size it always was while she grew large enough to see around it. That was the grief that had no name and no bottom, worse than the grief for a person: a place you have outgrown, one that did not wait for you, that wrinkled and emptied and lost its teeth while you were busy becoming someone it would no longer quite recognize, so that you arrive expecting a homecoming and find instead a deathbed, and the dying thing has your own face in its old photographs, and cannot be saved, and does not, particularly, want to be.

Main Street ran the length of the near shore, four blocks of brick and false front that the town had spent a century keeping just charming enough to photograph. There was the Mercantile, which had been the Mercantile when her grandfather was a boy and would be the Mercantile when the sun went out, its windows still full of the same improbable inventory, snowshoes and penny candy and fishing tackle and postcards of a full blue lake that no longer existed. There was the Halcyon Diner with its neon coffee cup, dark now, and she could not tell whether it was closed for the night or closed for good, because half the storefronts she passed had that look, a place still standing the way a tooth stands after the nerve has died, intact and white and finished. The drought had done that, or had finished what something slower started, because a town does not empty in a single dry summer; it empties the way a man goes broke in the old line, gradually and then suddenly, the gradually taking thirty years and the suddenly taking one, and Cedar Hollow had clearly had its long slow decades and was now, in the worst drought in a century, having its one fast year. Tourist towns lived and died on a single season, and a town whose entire reason for being was a lake could not survive the lake getting up and walking forty feet away from its own docks, the photographs of the dry marina surely circulating now, the cancelled reservations, the summer that did not come.

She slowed at the corner of Main and Lake without deciding to, the way she had stopped at the overlook without deciding to, her body steering her toward the things her mind would have spared her, and there it was, on the far corner, dark behind its dusty glass: SUTTON HARDWARE, the gold letters her grandfather had paid a sign painter eleven dollars for in 1951 still arched across the window, flaking now, the gold gone to a dull mustard and lifting at the edges, the apostrophe in the painted slogan beneath it, Everything to Build a Home, worn down to a comma, so that it read now, to anyone who looked, as a thing left unfinished, a sentence the town had stopped being able to complete. The lights had been off, she knew, for six years, since the stroke took the use of her father's right hand and the bank took the rest, and she had prevented none of it and learned about all of it in a single terrible phone call from a cousin she barely knew, a Tuesday call, she realized now, they had all been Tuesday calls, because by then she had built her dam so high that even the drowning of her own father's life reached her only as a distant report, a thing happening to someone with her name in a town she no longer claimed. She had sent money instead of coming, what the guilty competent always do; she had recommended a lawyer and called the facility's billing office and arranged everything that could be arranged from nine hundred miles away, and she had not come, because coming would have meant standing on this corner looking at these flaking letters, and she had known, with the deep cowardice that lived under all her courage, that she could face down a corrupt assessor or a stonewalling agency or a man who had killed people for money, and could not face down a dark hardware store on a corner in the town that took her sister.

She looked at the store for as long as she could stand to, which was not long, and then she drove on.

There was no family house to go to. That was the thing she had arranged her arrival around without quite admitting it. The house she had grown up in, the white two-story on Cedar Street with the porch her father built and the dock below it where the girls had spent every summer of their childhood, had been sold to cover the same debts that took the store, sold to a family from down-valley she had never met, and she had made herself drive past it on the way in, that one hard thing, and it had been worse and less than she expected, a house with a stranger's truck in the drive and a trampoline in the side yard and a string of patio lights her family had never hung, a house going on with its life, indifferent the way the lake was, the way everything that outlives you is. Her father lived now in a single room at a facility on the edge of town with a name like a real-estate brochure, and so Nora Sutton, coming home, had nowhere in all of Cedar Hollow to lay her head except the Cedar Rest Motel, eleven units in an L around a gravel lot at the east end of Main, where the VACANCY sign burned red against the deepening blue and the second letter of MOTEL had been dark so long that the bracket holding it had rusted to lace, so that the sign offered, to the dry night, a room at the M TEL, which struck her as about right, a town with a letter missing, a place that no longer entirely spelled itself.

The town had a way of telling you a thing without telling you, and Nora had grown up fluent in it and had forgotten, in her years away, how completely a small place communicates in the spaces between its words, so that her first evening back was a relearning of a native tongue, the dialect of the not-quite-said. Cal had not told her she was unwelcome; he had told her she would want the end unit, away from the others, and let her assemble the meaning herself. He had not told her the town was afraid of what the lake gave up; he had called some things better off down deep, gently, as a kindness, and let her hear the warning inside it or not, as she chose. It was a language built for a place where everyone had to go on living next to everyone else, one that let you say the dangerous thing while keeping your hands clean of having said it, and Nora understood, lying in number four with the lake breathing beyond the glass, that she would have to relearn it fast, because the whole truth she had come home to find was encoded in exactly this, in the things people almost said and then did not, and that her real work in the weeks to come would be less the reading of documents than the reading of silences.

The man behind the counter was perhaps sixty, with reading glasses pushed up into white hair and a paperback splayed face-down on the register, a western, she saw, the spine cracked white, and he looked up at her with the automatic welcome of his trade and then it changed, subtly, into something more careful, and she watched him do the arithmetic that everyone in this town was going to do for the next however-many days, the arithmetic of her face. It had been a known quantity here once, a Sutton face, her mother's chin and her father's straight dark brows, and not even the years and a different life had changed it past recognition, and she saw the knowledge arrive in him the way it would arrive in dozens of faces over the coming weeks, the small flare of I know you, or I know what you are, followed at once by the shutter coming down.

"Help you," he said. It was not quite a question.

"I need a room. Maybe a few nights. I'm not sure yet how many."

"Got nothing but nights." He said it without humor, a man stating the condition of his business and perhaps of his life. He turned a registration card toward her and set a pen on it, and she filled it out in the small clean hand she used for everything, the hand her father had taught her, write it so the next man can read it, Nora, a thing worth writing down is worth writing down clear, and she felt the clerk reading it upside down as she wrote, which was a skill she happened to share, the trick of every reporter and shopkeeper and everyone whose business is knowing what is on the other side of a counter, so she did not begrudge it. She watched him get to the name. He went very still in the particular way of a person who has just had a suspicion confirmed and does not intend to say so.

"Sutton," he said.

"That's right."

"Any relation to Walt." Again not a question. In Cedar Hollow, she was beginning to remember, almost nothing was. Questions admitted you did not already know, and a town like this prided itself on knowing, on the dense web of who-was-whose that made a stranger an event and a returning daughter a small earthquake. To ask a real question here was to confess a gap, and the web did not like to admit any.

"He's my father."

The man nodded slowly and pushed the reading glasses further up into his hair, and he looked at her with an expression she could not immediately read, and then she could, and it was pity, and standing politely in front of it so she would not see was something else, a wariness, the look of a man watching weather build over a pass, someone who has lived his whole life in a place with one true power in it and has learned, in his bones, the difference between what is safe to be seen caring about and what is not. He knew why she was here. The whole town knew. A car had come up out of the lake with a body in it and now Walt Sutton's lost girl's sister had checked into the Cedar Rest, and you did not need to be a reporter to put those two facts in a line; you only needed to be someone who had spent his whole life reading his neighbors.

"You'll want number four," he said. "End of the row. Quieter. Folks have been," he turned a key off the board, taking his time choosing it, though they were all on the same ring of the same brand and the choosing was a way of buying a moment, "coming around, the last few days. Press out of Spokane, one of them. Lookie-loos. You'll want the end."

"Thank you," Nora said, and meant it, and took the key, which was a real key on a real diamond of green plastic with a 4 worn nearly to nothing, the kind of key that no longer existed in the world she had been living in, where every door answered to a card or a phone, and the heft of the real key in her hand was its own small message, you have come backward in time as well as east, and she had her hand on the door when he spoke again, to her back, in a different voice, lower, the counter-voice put away.

"It's a hard thing," he said. "What they pulled out of there. Whoever it turns out to be, it's somebody's hard thing." A pause. "I knew your dad. Good man. Square as they come. Sold me the same brand of paint forty years and never once steered me to the dear one when the cheap one'd do. You don't forget a man like that." Another pause, and into it he put the thing he had really stopped her to say, and he put it gently, and that was somehow worse than if he had not, because cruelty you can brace against and gentleness gets in under the guard. "Lot of people in this town loved your family, Miss Sutton. Lot of people'd just as soon the lake had stayed full. Not meaning any harm by it. Just." He spread his hands, an old man at a register, helpless before the size of what he was not saying. "Just that some things, you let the water have. You dig at a thing like this, you don't just dig up the one body, you understand. You dig up the whole town's twenty-two years of going on. Everybody that ever decided to be at peace with how it was. Some things are better off down deep."

Nora stood with her hand on the door and the red VACANCY light coming through the glass to lay a stripe across the linoleum between them, and she understood that she had just been given, by a kindly man who believed himself to be doing her a kindness, the first warning. It would not be the last. She had been in town nine minutes, and a man who had sold her father paint for forty years had already, gently, sorrowfully, told her to let the water keep its dead, and the thing that would keep her up that night was that he believed it was love. That was what made the wall so much harder to climb than one built of fear: it was built of love, decent ordinary love, of people for their own peace and their own children and their own ability to go on living in the only town they had, and you could not hate a wall like that. You could only grieve it, and grieve the climbing.

"Some things float, though," she said. "That's the trouble with deep water. You never can be sure what it's done with what you gave it. You think you've put a thing down at the bottom and it's down there for good, and then one dry year it comes up on its own, and it doesn't even have the decency to wait until you're dead." She opened the door. "I'm not the drought, Mr., "

"Cal," he said, after a moment. "Just Cal."

"I'm not the drought, Cal. The lake gave it back on its own. I just came to look at what it gave."

The man did not answer. She let herself out into the dry warm dark, and the door swung shut on its pneumatic arm with a long exhausted sigh, and she stood in the gravel lot for a moment under the enormous high-desert sky, more stars than Seattle ever showed her, the whole spilled wash of them that you forget exists when you live under a city's orange murk, and she could smell the lake. That was the thing the photographs never gave you and memory never quite kept, though her body had kept it: she could smell it on the night air, the cold mineral breath of deep water that had been the background of every summer of her childhood, and under it tonight, faint and wrong, a second note she did not at first place and then did, and the placing turned her stomach: the flat, fishy, mud-and-rot reek of exposed lakebed, of the bottom of a thing dragged up into air that was never meant to touch it, the smell of low water. The lake she remembered had been cold and stone and pine. This one smelled, underneath, of the grave, and she stood in the gravel and understood that the drought had not just lowered the water. It had opened the lake up, let the air at the parts that were never supposed to meet it, and those parts smelled exactly like what they were.

She got her bag from the car and carried it down to number four at the end of the row, past the dark windows of the empty units, and she let herself into a room that smelled of old smoke and pine cleaner and ran a glass of water from a tap that coughed before it ran, rust-colored for a second and then clear, and she sat on the edge of the bed in the lamplight and did not unpack, did not weep, did not call anyone, though she thought about calling Dana, and held the phone for a while, and put it down. She did take one thing out of the bag. She kept it at the bottom, under everything, a thing she had not looked at in years and had not been able to leave in Seattle: a single photograph, the only one she had of the two of them, the sisters, taken at the end of the Sutton dock in some lost July, Lily sixteen and Nora thirteen, both of them squinting and laughing at whoever held the camera, the full blue lake behind them and the light on the water and the whole of the unspent future in their stupid happy faces. She set it on the nightstand against the lamp, and she looked at her sister's face, and she said nothing, because there was nothing to say to a photograph, and then she lay back on top of the covers in her clothes.

Outside the window the town she had spent her whole adult life escaping went quietly about the business of knowing she was back. Somewhere out on the black water a loon called, the long broken laughing cry of it rolling in across the flats, the sound that had frightened her as a child until Lily told her it was only the lake laughing, lonely at night, and that you should laugh back, and Nora had believed it for years, had lain in the next bed and laughed softly across the dark while her sister breathed, asleep, three feet away, in the world where both of them were still alive and the lake was only a lake. She did not laugh back now. She listened to it breathe, the slow tidal shift against the distant docks, and did not sleep for a long time, and when at last she did, she dreamed, as she had known she would, of her sister's face going down into green water with the light still on it, the way it had gone down in her dreams ever since, except that tonight, for the first time, the face that turned up toward her as the water closed was not Lily's at all, but a stranger's, a young man's, his mouth open around her name, and she woke before dawn with the dream still on her and lay in the dark of number four and could not, for a long disoriented moment, remember which of them the lake had taken, the girl or the stranger, or whether, in the country the dream came from, there had ever been a difference.
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Chapter Three
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Sheriff Ramirez

The sheriff's department was a low brick building behind the courthouse, square and plain and built in some decade that did not believe in windows, and Sheriff Eve Ramirez was waiting for Nora on its steps at seven in the morning with two cups of gas-station coffee, which told Nora something about the woman before either of them had said a word. A person who brings you coffee to a thing like this has already decided to treat you as a human being and not a problem to be managed, and in Nora's experience that decision was rare. Most of the law she had dealt with handled the families of the dead with a professional sympathy that was really a way of keeping them at arm's length, and the two paper cups were a small but unmistakable refusal of that, a person saying, before any words, I am going to talk to you like a person, and let that cost me something.

Nora had learned to read the small things people did before they spoke, where the truth lived before a person had decided how much of it to give, and the coffee told her three things at once. That the sheriff had thought about this meeting in advance and decided its terms. That she was willing to spend something, a small public gesture in a town where it would be noted and reported up the wire, to signal which way she meant to treat the returning Sutton daughter. And underneath those, the thing that mattered most, that Eve Ramirez did not flinch from the cost of a decision once she had made it. Nora had spent her career learning to tell at a glance which people would hold a line and which would fold the moment holding it grew expensive, and she looked at the cups and revised her estimate of the next weeks, because she had come to Cedar Hollow braced to be alone in it, and she understood, taking the cup, that she might, against the entire grain of her solitary life, not be.

"You found it," Ramirez said, handing one across. She was a compact woman in her middle forties with black hair going iron at the temples and a stillness to her that Nora recognized, the conserved stillness of people who have learned that motion gives you away, that in a hard conversation the one who fidgets is the one who blinks first. "The motel. Cal said you'd checked in. Cal tells me most things." A flat almost-smile, there and gone. "That's the first lesson about this town, in case nobody's given it to you yet. Everybody tells somebody, and it all runs downhill, and it doesn't always run to me. Eight years I've been trying to map where it runs instead, and I've got most of it. The part I haven't got is the part that matters, which is about right for this place."

Nora listened to the sheriff talk and did the thing she always did, weighed not the words but the spaces around them, and what she heard there was a person who had spent years learning a town that would not learn her back, and who had decided, somewhere along the way, to treat the permanent outsider-status as a tool instead of a wound. It was a rare adaptation, and Nora recognized it because she had made a version of it herself, the conversion of exile into method. She understood, riding out along the falling shore, that she and Eve Ramirez were the same kind of animal, the from-away kind that sees a place clearly precisely because it does not belong to it, and that this was why the sheriff had brought her coffee instead of a press release. Not kindness exactly, or not only, but recognition, the instinctive alliance of the two people in any closed place who are free to see it because it has never quite let them in.

"He warned me off," Nora said. "Last night. Cal. Very gently. Told me some things are better left in deep water."

Ramirez looked at her over the lip of the cup, and the not-quite-smile went away, and what replaced it was the first thing that made Nora trust her, which was that she did not pretend to be surprised, did not perform the small theater of how dare he that a lesser sheriff would have performed to put a grieving sister at ease. "Yeah," she said. "You'll
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