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​CHAPTER 1
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​What the Water Keeps

The water in the Drowned Adit is not like other water. It does not move. It waits.

I drop into it the way a coin drops into a well. Slow. Final. The light from the surface gives up on me at forty feet, and after that there is only the beam of my torch and the white rope running through my glove.

The rope is everything. The rope is the only honest thing down here. I follow it the way some people follow prayer.

Cas is below me. I cannot see him yet, but I feel him on the line. Every diver has a weight to the way they move, and after all these years I know my husband's weight the way I know my own pulse.

"Status," his voice crackles in my ear. Flat. Calm. The voice he saves for the dark.

"Good," I say. "Holding."

That is a lie, and we both know it. My breathing is wrong. I can hear it in my own mask, fast and shallow, the sound of an animal that wants out of a small space. I press it down. I always press it down.

We are going after a man. Nobody has said his name to me yet, just the where and the how deep. A recreational diver who went into the flooded mine to see the drowned streets and did not come back up to tell anyone what he saw. The sheriff called us at four this morning. Marsh and Marsh. The only two fool enough, or skilled enough, to go where the rescue divers will not.

The Adit was a town once. An iron mine and the people who fed it. When the company walked away the water came in slow, over years, and it took the streets and the church and the little schoolhouse, all of it, down into the dark where it sits now like a memory nobody is allowed to forget. We dive over rooftops. We swim down lanes where children used to walk. I have never gotten used to it. I hope I never do.

"Twenty more feet," Cas says.

I let myself sink. The cold finds the seam at my wrist and slides up under the suit, a thin cold finger pressed to the inside of my arm. The silt below us is the real danger, not the cold. One careless kick and it lifts off the floor like smoke, and then there is no down and no up and no rope, just brown nothing for twenty minutes until it settles. I have been blind in this water before. I would rather not be blind in it again.

My torch catches him then. Cas. Suspended in the black like a man who fell asleep standing up. He is hovering beside an old doorway, one glove resting on the frame, and beyond him in the dark is the shape we came for.

The man is sitting. That is the thing about the drowned. They do not lie down the way the living imagine. They settle. This one has settled against a wall with his knees drawn up, and his mask is gone, and his eyes are open to a ceiling of water that goes up and up forever.

I feel the breath go out of me. Not from fear this time. From the old grief that never fully leaves this work.

Cas turns his head. Through two panes of glass and forty feet of cold, he finds my eyes. He lifts one hand and presses it flat against the water between us, palm out, how you will would press a hand to a window. It is our oldest sign. It means: I am here. It means: breathe.

I press my palm out too. I am here. I breathe.

He moves to the body the way a man moves to something sleeping, careful not to wake it. This is his part. He touches the dead. He unhooks them from whatever caught them and he brings them home. I navigate. I hold the map of the dark in my head and I keep the rope true so that we both find the way out. That is our marriage, down here. He carries. I guide. Neither of us has ever once let go.

"Got him," Cas says softly. "Easy. He's loose. No snag."

"Copy."

The work is slow and patient and terrible. Cas slips the recovery line beneath the man's arms with the gentleness of someone tucking in a child. I hold steady above, lighting the space, watching the silt, watching my husband's hands. There is a tenderness in the way he handles the dead that he has never once shown to anything alive. I noticed it the first year we worked together. I married him partly for it.

Then it starts. My chest tightens, sudden, like a fist closing around the breath I just took. The walls of the doorway seem to lean in. My torch beam shakes, just a little, just enough.

Not now. Please. Not down here.

I count. Four in. Hold. Four out. The trick my first instructor taught me, back when this water was just a job and not a marriage. Four in. Hold. The panic loosens its grip, slow, unwilling, like fingers being pried open one at a time.

Cas does not notice. That is the thing I keep coming back to later. He is two feet away from me in the dark, and he does not notice that his wife just nearly came apart.

"Ascending," he says. "Stay on my left. Watch the floor."

I tug the rope twice. Two tugs means alive. Two tugs means I am still with you. He tugs back, twice, and we begin to rise, the dead man between us, the white rope feeding up into a light that is still a long way off.

We surface into rain.

The rain in Quill does not fall so much as hang. It hangs in the air like a held breath, fine and gray and constant, and it has been hanging there my whole life. I break the surface and the gray hits me and I am almost grateful for it. Anything is better than the dark.

Cas comes up beside me. He pulls his regulator and sucks in the wet air and lies back against the float for a second with his eyes shut. His face is older in the rain. We both are. The work does that.

"You held your breath on the descent," he says. Eyes still closed. "You don't do that."

I work my own mask up onto my forehead. "I do now, apparently."

He opens his eyes at that. Just for a moment, something passes over his face, a flicker of the man who used to read me like the back of his own glove. Then it is gone, swallowed by the work, by the body bobbing on the line between us, by the shapes moving on the dock.

"Tell me later," he says.

"Sure," I say.

I will not tell him later. I already know that. The knowing sits in me like a swallowed stone.

We bring the dead man in. There is a way you do this so it keeps its dignity, and we do it that way, slow and quiet, and the figures on the dock come forward to meet us through the rain. The first one I see is June.

June Vasko has worked the county's drowned for thirty years. She is past sixty and built like a fence post and she has a face that has made peace with grief without ever going cold to it. She crouches at the edge of the dock with a tarp in her hands and her gray hair plastered flat, and she does not flinch at what we bring her.

"Morning, divers," June says. Her voice is gravel and warmth. "Took your time."

"It's a long way down," I tell her.

"It always is." She helps us guide the line in. Her hands are steady and sure. "Sheriff's not here. It's just me and the family liaison and one very brave widow who would not be told to stay home."

I follow her eyes to the far end of the dock.

There is a woman standing there. Not coming forward. Just standing, in a coat too thin for the weather, with her arms wrapped around herself and her hair coming loose in the wet. She is not what I expected. I do not know what I expected. Someone louder, maybe. Someone who would scream when she saw what the water gives back. This woman does not scream. She just watches, and the watching is worse.

"That's her," June says, low. "Greer. Greer Ostrander. The man down there is hers. Theo."

So the dead man has a name now. Theo. And the woman on the dock had a whole life with him until very recently, and now she is standing in the rain watching strangers haul his body up out of a flooded mine. I feel the wrongness of it in my teeth.

Cas climbs onto the dock first. He always does. He turns and offers me his hand and pulls me up, and the strength in his grip is a comfort I have stopped noticing until this exact moment, when I watch it leave me.

Because the widow takes a step toward us. Just one. And Cas sees her.

I expect him to do what he always does with the families. The nod. The few flat words. The kindness held at arm's length, because he learned long ago that you cannot carry every grief and still do this job. He has a voice for the dead and a voice for the living, and I have heard the living one a hundred times. It is gentle but it keeps its distance. It is a closed door with a soft knock.

That is not what he does.

Cas crosses the dock to her. He does not stop at a polite distance. He goes all the way to her, and then he does something I have never once seen him do for a stranger. He crouches. He lowers himself down so that he is below her eye line, looking up, in such way that you would do for a child or for someone you were afraid might break.

"Greer," he says.

And his voice is the soft one. Not the careful living one. The other one. The one he saves for nobody.

"Was he," she starts. Her voice catches and tears and starts again. "Was he scared. At the end. Could you tell."

I watch my husband look up at this stranger in the rain. I watch him take a breath. And I watch him give her something true.

"No," Cas says. "The cold takes the fear first. By the time it matters, you're already somewhere quiet. He wasn't scared, Greer. I promise you that."

She makes a sound. Half a sob, half relief, the sound of a person handed the one thing they came for. And she nods, fast, over and over, and the rain runs down her face and mixes with everything else there.

I stand six feet away and I file it. That is all I do. I file it how you file a strange noise in the night, something you will think about tomorrow, something that is probably nothing. He is kind. That is all. My husband is kind, and a woman is hurting, and he gave her a soft word in the rain.

But I have known this man through two marriages, the first one we broke and the second one we built. And I have never heard him use the soft one on a stranger.

June touches my arm. "You all right, Sabine?"

"Cold," I say. "Just cold."

We get the body settled and covered. Greer Ostrander does not look at me once. Why would she. I am the woman who keeps the map. I am not the one who told her that her husband died somewhere quiet. I tighten the strap on my tank and I watch the rain and I tell myself the stone in my stomach is just the dive.

The dive is always hard. That is all this is.

We live at the end of Adit Road, in a house that leans a little toward the water, the way everything in Quill leans toward the water in the end. The woodstove is going by the time we get the gear hosed and hung. The whole house smells of drying neoprene and coffee and the particular damp of a town that never fully dries out.

I peel out of my base layers in the bathroom and stand under the shower until the cold lets go of my bones. When I come out Cas is at the stove, barefoot, his hair still wet, stirring something in the old dented pot that has fed us for years. He does not turn around. He does not have to. He always knows when I enter a room.

"There she is," he says.

"Here I am."

He hands me a mug without asking. Coffee, too strong, a splash of the whiskey we keep for dive nights and bad nights, which are often the same night. I take it and I lean against the counter and I let the heat of it move through my hands.

"Hard one today," I say.

"They're all hard." He turns then. Leans back against the stove and looks at me across the small warm kitchen, and there it is again, that flicker of the old attention, the man who used to find me at ninety feet in zero visibility just by the sound of my breathing. "You scared me down there, Sabine. The breath thing. That's new."

I should tell him. The whole truth is right there in my mouth. The panic that comes for me now at depth. The walls that lean in. The fist that closes around my lungs in the exact place I am supposed to be safest, with him, in our water, on our rope.

"It's nothing," I say instead. "I'm tired. I didn't sleep."

He watches me a moment longer. I feel the lie hanging between us, thin and cold. Then he lets it go, because he is tired too, because we have spent a whole day with death, because that is what you do at the end of a day like this. You let things go and you reach for each other instead.

He crosses the kitchen. He takes the mug out of my hands and sets it on the counter, careful, the way he sets down everything he means to come back to. Then he puts both hands on the counter on either side of me, and he is close, close enough that I can smell the rain still on his skin under the soap.

"Tell me one true thing," he says. "Just one. To prove you're still in there."

This is an old game of ours. Older than the second marriage. From back before Brindle, before all of it.

"I was glad it was you down there with me today," I say. "I'm always glad it's you."

Something in his face eases. He leans in and he kisses me, slow, and it is not the kiss of two tired people going through the motions. It is the other kind. The kind that remembers. His hand comes up to the side of my face, his thumb along my jaw, and I feel the day fall away from me piece by piece, the cold and the dark and the dead man and the stone in my stomach.

"You taste like whiskey," he says against my mouth.

"So do you."

He laughs, low, and the sound of it goes straight through me. He knows the map of me better than he knows the map of the mine. He knows where I am soft and where I am scared and where to press so that the breath goes out of me for an entirely better reason. His hands move under the hem of my shirt, warm against the cold of my skin, and I stop thinking about the water at all.

We do not make it to the bedroom. We rarely do on dive nights. There is a need on dive nights that does not wait, a need that comes straight up out of the dark with us, the simple animal fact of being alive when you spent the day with someone who is not. He lifts me onto the counter and I pull him in by the front of his shirt and the woodstove ticks and the rain comes down outside and for a while there is nothing in the whole world but his weight against me and his name in my mouth.

After, we lie tangled on the rug by the stove with a blanket dragged down off the couch. His heartbeat is slow under my ear. The fire throws long shapes on the ceiling.

"Stay home tomorrow," he murmurs into my hair. "We'll do nothing. Both of us."

"You don't know how to do nothing."

"I'll learn. For one day." His arm tightens around me. "I almost forgot how to do this. The us part. We let the work eat it sometimes."

"We do," I say.

I should tell him now. The panic. The breath. The way the dark has started to come for me in the one place we are supposed to be untouchable. He is right here, warm and open and mine, and the truth would cost me nothing.

But he knows the map of me better than the map of the mine. And tonight, for the first time, I do not want him to find the new thing in the dark. I do not want to be the diver who is breaking. Not tonight. Tonight I want to be the woman on the rug by the fire who has nothing wrong with her at all.

So I let him think there is nothing new down there to find. I press my palm flat against his chest, the old sign, I am here, breathe, and I feel his hand close over mine.

"Two tugs," he says, sleepy, smiling, squeezing my hand twice.

"Two tugs," I answer. Alive. Alive.

The fire burns down. Outside, the rain keeps hanging in the air the way it always has. And somewhere on the other side of town, a woman named Greer Ostrander is lying awake in a house gone suddenly too quiet, holding onto the one kind thing a stranger told her in the rain.

I do not know that yet. That is the thing about the worst days of your life. They almost never announce themselves. They come in soft. They come in like a kindness on a dock. They come in like a held breath you forgot to mention.

I fall asleep on my husband's chest and I do not dream of the dark for once. I dream of nothing at all.

It is the last full night of sleep I will get for a long, long time.
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​CHAPTER 2
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​The Second Marriage

We do not take the day off. We never do. Cas means it when he says it, every time, and every time the sheriff or the county or the water has other plans.

This time it is paperwork. A recovery is not done when the body comes up. It is done when June's forms are filled and signed and filed, and June likes her forms filled in person, at the dive shed, with coffee she did not have to make herself.

So we drive into town the next morning instead of doing nothing. The rain has thinned to a mist. The lake sits flat and gray off to our right the whole way, and the drowned town sits under it, patient, the way it always sits.

The dive shed is ours. Marsh and Marsh, painted on the door in letters Cas did himself the spring we reopened it. Inside it smells of rope and rubber and the wood smoke that gets into everything in Quill. June is already there when we arrive. She has let herself in. She has made the coffee. She is sitting at our table with her boots up on the spare chair like she owns the place, and in a way she does.

"There they are," June says. "The famous Marshes."

"Don't start," I tell her.

"I haven't started anything." She slides two mugs across the table. "Sit. Both of you. I've got forms with your names on them and a long memory I'm in the mood to use."

Cas drops into the chair across from her. I take the one beside him. The table is small enough that our knees touch underneath, and I notice it the way I have started noticing everything since yesterday, since the dock, since the soft voice.

June pushes the first form at me. I sign where she points. She watches us over the top of her glasses while I do it, and there is a look on her face I know well. It is the look she gets when she is about to say something we have heard before.

"You know what the new liaison asked me yesterday," June says. "She asked how long you two have been married. And I had to laugh."

"Here we go," Cas says.

"I had to laugh," June goes on, "because how do you answer that. Married once. Unmarried. Married again. The girl wanted a number. There's no number for you two."

I keep my eyes on the form. "There's a number."

"There's two numbers." June takes her boots off the chair and leans in, elbows on the table, enjoying herself. "You two split over Brindle and remarried by lake thaw. Quill's still not over it. Half the town had money on you never speaking again."

Brindle. The name lands in the room the way it always does, like a stone dropped on a table everyone is trying to eat at.

I do not look up, but I feel Cas go still beside me. Just for a second. The smallest hitch in him, the same hitch I feel in myself. Brindle is a name we do not say much. It is not a place. It is a recovery. It is the recovery, the one that broke us the first time, the one that is the closest thing this marriage has to a scar with a name.

A boy. That is what Brindle was. A boy went into the Adit on a dare, and the call came, and we went down for him the way we always go down, and we did not bring him up in time. We were the team. We were Marsh and Marsh. And we came up empty, and we did not speak the whole drive home, and something cracked in the house at the end of Adit Road that did not heal for a long time.

You cannot blame the water. The water does not care. So you blame each other instead, because the other person is there, and the water is not. That is what we did. We took the worst day of the work and we turned it on each other, slow, over a winter, until there was nothing left to say and one of us moved out.

"You're quiet," June says. Gentler now. She has poked the wound enough to know it is still there. "I don't mean anything by it. You know I don't."

"We know," Cas says.

Then he does the thing. Under the table, his hand finds my knee. He does not look at me. He keeps his eyes on June and his face easy, but his hand wraps around my knee and squeezes once, and I know exactly what it means. It means: still here. It means: we came back. It means: lake thaw.

Because that is the other half of the story, the half June loves more than the breaking. We broke over Brindle in the dark of one year, and we came back together the spring after, when the lake thawed and the first dive of the season came up clean and alive. He came to the dock that morning before the season opened. I was checking the gear alone. He stood there with his hands in his pockets and the new sun on the water and he said, "I can't do this work without you. Turns out I can't do anything without you. I tried."

And I said, "I know. I tried too."

And we married again by the slip with June as a witness and the lake running free of ice behind us. No big to do. Just the two of us who already knew exactly how it felt to lose this, choosing not to lose it twice.

I put my hand over his on my knee. I press his fingers. He presses back.

"See, that," June says, watching us, soft now, all the teasing gone out of her. "That's the thing nobody bet on. Coming back is harder than staying. Anybody can stay. You two came back."

"Sign your forms, June," I say, but I am not unkind when I say it, and she knows it.

She laughs and pushes the rest of the stack across. We sign. The coffee goes cold. The mist hangs outside the window over the flat gray lake.

I should feel safe in this. I should feel held by the story of us, the breaking and the coming back, the proof sitting right here in the warm hand on my knee.

Instead I keep hearing it. The soft voice on the dock. The way he crouched. "He wasn't scared, Greer. I promise you that."

A boy named Brindle broke us once. And we came back. I tell myself that. I tell myself it like a four count. I tell myself we are stronger for the scar.

But I am starting to learn something about scars. The skin grows back thinner over them. And a wound that has already opened once knows exactly where the seam is, and exactly how to open again.

She comes to the shed two days later.

I am alone at the front bench when the door opens, sorting reels, the small good work that keeps my hands busy. The bell over the door gives its tired little ring. I look up expecting June, or a customer, or the sheriff.

It is Greer Ostrander.

She looks different out of the rain. Smaller, somehow, and more put together, like she has spent two days remembering how to be a person who buttons a coat. Her eyes find me and there is a flicker of something there. Not unfriendliness. Just the awkwardness of a woman who does not know what she is doing here.

"I'm sorry," Greer says. "I should have called. Is. Is your husband here. Cas."

"He's in the back," I say. "I can get him."

"It's all right. I can wait." She stays by the door, hands in her pockets, looking around at the rope and the tanks and the whole strange world of what we do. "I just had a question. About. About Theo. There were things the report didn't say. Things I couldn't ask the sheriff. He uses these words. Decedent. He says decedent. I couldn't."

I understand that. The official words are a wall built to keep the family on the far side of the grief. Decedent. Recovered. Submerged duration. They are true and they are useless. They do not tell you the one thing you actually need, which is whether the person you loved was afraid.

"I'll get him," I say.

I go to the back. Cas is at the workbench with a regulator in pieces in front of him. I tell him she is here. Something moves across his face, quick, gone before I can name it.

"Greer," he says. "All right."

He wipes his hands and goes out front and I follow, but I stop in the doorway between the two rooms, because the front of the shed is small and three people in it is a crowd, and because some part of me, some careful animal part, wants to watch this.

I tell myself I am just being thorough. The new liaison, the open file. I tell myself a lot of things, standing in that doorway.

Cas crosses to Greer the way he crossed to her on the dock. All the way. No polite distance.

"You have questions," he says. "Ask me anything. I mean that. Anything you need."

Greer's hands come out of her pockets. She wrings them once, then makes herself stop. "Where was he. When you found him. The report just says the lower gallery. I don't know what that means. I keep picturing him somewhere awful. Trapped. I can't sleep for it."

And Cas tells her.

He does not give her the report words. He tells her like a story, gentle and slow, how you would tell a child why the dark is not as bad as it looks. He tells her Theo was sitting. That the drowned settle, they do not struggle at the end the way the living fear. That he was against a wall, in a quiet place, where an old doorway framed him almost like a window. That there was no panic in how he was found. That the cold takes the fear first, always, and after the fear there is only quiet.

I have heard Cas describe a recovery to a family before. Many times. He gives them the kind version, always, because the kind version is also true and there is no reason to give them the other one.

But this is different. This is not the kind version handed across a wall. This is Cas opening a door inside himself and letting her walk in.

"I sat with him a moment," Cas says. "Before we moved him. I always do. I told him we had him. That he wasn't down there alone anymore. I don't know if that helps you. But I wanted you to know somebody said it to him."

Greer makes the sound again. The half sob. She presses a hand to her mouth.

And I stand in the doorway and I feel the floor tilt under me.

Because Cas has never told me that. I sit with them. I tell them we have them. In all our years, through all those recoveries, the boy at Brindle, all of them, my husband has been doing that, a private thing, a tenderness in the dark, and he has never once said it out loud to me. I knew he was gentle with the dead. I did not know he spoke to them. I did not know he made them a promise.

He told her the thing he never told me. And he told it like it cost him nothing.

That is what breaks something loose. Not that he told her. That it cost him nothing. The thing I would have given anything to be let into, the soft secret center of the man I have been married to twice, he just handed it over to a stranger in a buttoned coat, easy, like passing the salt.

I step back from the doorway before either of them sees my face. I go to the bench. I pick up a reel and I hold it and I do not sort it. My hands have stopped knowing what to do.

When Greer leaves she thanks Cas. She thanks me too, on her way out, a small soft "thank you" with her eyes already gone somewhere else. The bell rings. The door shuts. The cold comes in and goes back out.

Cas comes over to the bench. He picks up a reel like nothing happened.

"Poor woman," he says. "Can't imagine."

"You were good with her," I say. My voice comes out level. I am proud of how level it comes out.

"It's the least we can do." He starts winding line, easy, calm, the day already moving on for him. "Costs nothing to be kind."

Costs nothing. He says it himself. Costs nothing. And he is right, that is the worst part, it costs him nothing, the soft voice and the secret and the promise to the dead, he can hand it all out the door to a woman he met three days ago and not even feel the draft.

It costs me everything to stand here and wind this line and say nothing. But I wind it. And I say nothing.

"You're quiet," Cas says.

"Tired," I say. "Didn't sleep."

It is the second time in three days I have given him that lie. He takes it the second time as easily as the first. He does not notice it is the same lie. He does not notice that I have started keeping a tally of the things I do not tell him, and that the tally has started to grow.

You cannot understand Quill until you have been in the Crew Bar on a Friday.

It sits down by the water on pilings that have given up being level, and it has been the gathering place of every diver, fisherman, and water haunted soul this town has produced for longer than anyone living can say. The floor slopes toward the lake. The beer is cold and the talk is colder and warmer at the same time, the way talk is in places where everyone has buried someone.

We go because you go. After a recovery, the crew gathers, and you show your face, and you let the town fold you back into itself. To stay home after a bad dive is to let the dive win. So we go.

The place is full when we come in. Heads turn, the way heads turn for the recovery team, a kind of respect and a kind of wariness both, because we are the ones who do the thing nobody else will. Somebody buys our first round before we reach the bar. We do not see who. You never do.

I find us a table near the window. Cas goes for the drinks. I watch the room the way I always watch a room, out of habit, the navigator's habit of mapping the space.

Old Pell is at the bar holding court the way he does. Marta from the marina is throwing darts and losing. The young ones, the new divers, are clustered in the back being loud about water they have not yet learned to fear. And the talk, when it drifts over to me, is all about the same thing.

"You hear," Marta says, coming over with her darts done losing. "About the film fella."

"What film fella," I say.

"Coming to make a film. About us. About the town and the divers and the drowned." She drops into the chair across from me, uninvited, the way everyone sits with everyone in the Crew. "Some big names. Did the one about the cave divers down south, the one that won the thing. Lund. Soren Lund."

The name means nothing to me. "What's does he want with us?"

"What everyone wants. The drowned town. The bodies. The romance of it." Marta says romance like it tastes bad. "Says he wants the real story. The people who actually go down. Reckon he'll want you and Cas most of all. The famous Marshes."

"God help us," I say, and she laughs.

Cas comes back
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