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" The lake keeps what it's given. It only waits for spring to give it back."
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PROLOGUE — THE MARCH ICE

March 19, 1994

The lake creaked like an old floorboard that night, and nobody wanted to hear it.

Nora Mercer stood at the edge of the ice, where the packed snow of the landing gave way to the bare blue surface of Black Pine, and she listened. It was a sound you learned in Harrow's Bend before you learned to read: that long, almost musical moan rising from the depths when warm air worked the freeze from below. Her mother said the lake was talking. Her father, before he left, said the lake was lying. That year, the winter had been too mild, a winter of false promises, and the ice no longer had the dry, clean voice of a good January. It had a slack voice, waterlogged, a voice that pleaded.

On the point — Sable Point, which everyone just called the Point — a fire burned in a rusted steel half-drum, and around the fire stood the older kids. Nora was sixteen, which placed her, in the cruel and precise hierarchy of the small town, just below them: the eighteens and nineteens, the ones with pickups, fake IDs, and that loud confidence cheap beer gives you. The air smelled of kerosene from the big Coleman lantern set on a stump, of wet woodsmoke, and of beer. Cans of Genesee half-buried in the snow glinting under the moon like eyes. A transistor radio spat Tom Petty between sheets of static, because reception on the Point had never been worth much.

Out in the middle of the lake, two hundred yards out maybe, the Sentinel stood.

It was the tripod of the Thaw Pool: three timbers bolted into a pyramid, an old station clock bolted to the top, a black cable that snaked across the ice to the shore, all the way to the hardware store on Main Street, where it would trip the stop of the hands the day the ice gave. The whole town had laid a bet. A dollar a square, the day and the hour scratched in chalk on the big blackboard at Marsh's. The old folks bet on late April, careful. The young ones felt the early thaw in the soft air and bet big on the end of the month. Nobody, that night, would have bet on March 19. Nobody would have thought the ice treacherous enough to open so soon.

"It's solid all the way to the Sentinel," Russ Marsh called.

He was standing near the fire, a can in one hand, and the orange light carved his eighteen-year-old face into something harder, older. Russ already had a logger's shoulders, and a way of talking loud to cover the fact that he wasn't sure of anything. Nora didn't like him. She didn't yet know how right she was.

"My ass it's solid," Hal Brody said.

Hal was nineteen, a Bruins cap pulled down to his eyebrows, and he was the real leader of the group, the one the others watched before they laughed or went quiet. He crouched, picked up a stone, threw it. The rock skidded across the ice with a singing whine, that high whistle, that pew-pew-pew that travels all the way into your gut, and far off you could hear a crack answer back. Gwen Lattimer, sitting on a log, tightened her arms around her knees. The doctor's daughter never said much. Marlene Quist laughed too loud at everything. Dale Furman and Cy Voss were passing a bottle back and forth, and Tom Eddings — who was already talking about going into seminary, which the others ribbed him for — watched the lake with a worry that he alone dared show.

And there was Caleb.

Nora should have left him at home. That was the sentence she would repeat to herself for thirty years, the first of all of them, the one that came back at waking and shut off the light at night: I should have left him at home. But their mother was having one of her bad nights, one of those nights when she sat in the dark of the kitchen with a cold cup of tea, and Caleb had begged, and he was ten, and he was her little brother, and he worshipped her, and she worshipped him. So she'd brought him. He was wearing his too-big red anorak, handed down from a cousin, and his blue mittens, the ones their mother had knitted, jay-blue, with a white stitch in the shape of a snowflake on the back of each hand. Caleb hated them. He wore them anyway, because their mother had made them.

"I want to see the clock up close," he said.

His voice carried in the cold, clear, delighted. He bounced on his feet. The mist of his breath rose straight and came apart. Nora caught the smell of the cocoa he'd had before they left, still sweet on him.

"You stay here," she said. "We watch the fire, we go home."

"Let him," Russ said.

There was something in the way he said it — that heavy, drunken carelessness that was fishing for the circle's approval. Hal smirked. Marlene giggled.

"The kid wants to see the Sentinel," Hal said. "Go on, kid. It's solid. You got the balls?"

"Hal," Tom said, quietly.

"What? It's solid."

And Caleb, who was ten, who wanted more than anything to be big enough for these big kids, looked at his sister with that ear-to-ear grin, the grin she would see again in every black window, every dark screen, every puddle, for the rest of her days — and he took off across the lake.

"Caleb!"

She shouted his name and the sound went out and lost itself in the night with nothing to catch on, because there was nothing on that expanse to hold it. He was already running, light, his boots smacking the bare ice, laughing, arms held wide for balance like a tightrope walker, and the big kids were laughing with him, and Russ was shouting go on kid, go on, and the radio was spitting its music, and Nora launched after him and at once felt, under her own soles, that something was wrong. The ice wasn't hard. It was soft. It rippled, faintly, like the stretched skin of a drum, and the water groaned underneath, alive, patient.

"Caleb, come back, come back right now —"

He was thirty yards out. Forty. He was slowing down, because now he was hearing it too: that crack that was no longer a stone thrown for fun but a long, deep tearing rising from the bottom like a door being forced. He stopped. He turned around to her. And on his small face the laughter was fading, slowly, replaced by something else, something no child should ever know.

"Nora?"

The lake opened under him with no thunderclap, nothing spectacular. Just a soft plop, almost polite, and the red anorak vanished.

What followed, Nora would never relive in order. Memory would cut it into shards: the black water slapping at the edge of the hole, so black it looked solid; her own dash, flat on her belly now, because she'd been taught that, if the ice gives, you lie flat, you spread your weight; the cold of the surface against her cheeks; and Caleb's hand coming back up, beating the water, hunting for a grip on the rim that broke off the moment he touched it. His blue mitten, drenched, black with water. His eyes.

"HOLD HIM!" she screamed. "A POLE, A BRANCH, ANYTHING —"

Russ was coming. He'd grabbed a hockey-stick shaft that had been leaning against the drum, and he was crawling on his belly, and for a second — one single, terrible second — Nora believed. The wood scraped the ice. Caleb, at arm's reach, closed his mitten on it. Their eyes met across the hole, the eighteen-year-old man and the ten-year-old child, and Nora saw the exact moment Russ understood what he was about to risk. The ice was cracking under him too. A fissure ran, quick as a snake, from Caleb toward Russ, and the black water surged up through the crack, and behind, on the safe edge, the others were shouting Russ, Russ, it's giving, back off, BACK OFF — and Hal had him by the ankles, and Hal was pulling.

Russ let go of the stick.

He would say, afterward — he would say it at the inquest, to the insurance, to his confessor, and one day to his own daughter, thirty years later, on another rotten ice — that it had been ripped out of his hands. That the ice had taken it. But Nora was there. Nora was watching. And she saw Russ's fingers open, one by one, deliberate, and the shaft slide toward the hole, and the child go with it.

The blue mitten stayed in Russ's hand.

Caleb didn't scream. That's the worst of it, the thing nobody believes when you tell it: there was no scream. Just the face going under, the mouth open on a word that never came out, and the black water closing over him like a lid, and then nothing. The lake took its slack voice back. The radio played. Somewhere on the shore, Marlene was already crying, that hysterical, ridiculous sob, and Tom Eddings was saying my God my God my God on a loop, and Nora was crawling toward the hole, screaming her brother's name into water that gave nothing back.

Arms grabbed her. Pulled her back. She fought, bit, clawed, and the ice danced under all that weight, and a voice — Hal's, low, reasonable, terrible in its calm — said in her ear:

"Stop. Stop, Nora. You'll kill us all. He's gone. He's gone."

They dragged her to the Point. She would remember the smell of someone's wet wool against her face, the taste of blood in her mouth, the kerosene, the smoke. They set her down by the fire like a parcel. And around her, while she hiccuped on her knees, eyes fixed on the black hole out there already closing into a thin gray skin, the others held council.

She heard every word. That's what they never understood: she heard every word.

"Who do we call?" Tom was saying. "We've got to call. We've got to call rescue, the police, we've got to —"

"There's no phone booth before the Sunoco station," Cy Voss said. "Twenty minutes. He'll be dead before we pick up the phone. He's already dead, for Christ's sake."

"What do we say?" Gwen said. Her voice was shaking but she was talking, the doctor's daughter, already thinking like a doctor, coldly, about what would be left. "What do we say, that we watched him sink? That we pushed him out onto the ice, that we bet on it? We'd been drinking. We're all underage or close to it. Russ let go of the —"

"Russ didn't let go of anything," Hal cut in.

The silence that followed that lie was the longest of Nora's life. It was in that silence, she would understand much later, that everything was decided. Not in the water. In the silence, after.

"Russ didn't let go of anything," Hal said again, slowly, breaking the syllables apart, and each of them filed them away as a new truth. "The ice gave. The kid went out there on his own. We were on the shore. We didn't see anything. That's what happened. That's what always happened."

"And the body?" Dale said, very low.

Nora raised her head.

"The body," Hal said.

And he looked out toward the deep, toward the edge of Sable Point, where the lake bottom dropped away all at once to sixty feet, the blue hole the fishermen avoided because nothing ever came back up out of it. Where what sank stayed sunk.

They took the ice auger out of the bed of Russ's pickup. They took the lashing chain and the two cast-iron pigs they used to sink the nets. They found the body faster than they would have wanted to — he had drifted under the skin of ice, barely, the red anorak like an inkstain moving under frosted glass. Nora saw what they did. She was forced to see, or maybe she forced herself, out of some atrocious loyalty, so that at least one being in the world would know. They widened the hole. They lifted Caleb out. And when the small soaked body appeared, streaming, already so heavy, so strangely heavy, Gwen Lattimer — eighteen, the future doctor of this very town — knelt down and, with a hand that was no longer shaking, passed the chain under the child's arms and locked it.

They gave him back to the lake right over the deep edge. He sank without a ripple, the red anorak turning black, then gray, then nothing, and the blue of Black Pine closed over Caleb Mercer as if he had never existed.

Hal came and crouched in front of Nora. The fire was nearly dead. To the east, the sky still held that pre-dawn dark that is neither night nor day.

"Listen to me," he said. "Your mother is half gone already. You know it. If you talk, here's what happens: nobody believes you, because there'll be seven of us saying the opposite, and you'll be alone. The weird Mercer girl, the one who let her little brother drown and made up stories so she didn't have to take the blame. That's what they'll say. They'll take from you what little you have left. Or" — he paused — "you keep quiet, and the kid ran away, like so many kids do from this town, and one day the pain wears down, and you get a life. You choose, Nora. Right here, right now. You choose."

She said nothing. He took it for surrender.

They put something in her hand before they walked her home. Russ, without looking at her, the way you get rid of evidence. The blue mitten. Soaked, already stiffened by the cold, the little white snowflake still visible on the back. He probably meant to be rid of it. He couldn't have known he had just handed her the only thing that, for thirty years, would keep her from dying altogether.

The sheriff's report, filed six weeks later, would speak of a runaway minor, Caleb Mercer, ten years old, last seen on the evening of March 19, presumably gone off toward the state highway. The Sentinel stayed planted on the ice. The thaw, that year, came on April 11, and somebody pocketed the pool, and the town forgot, because that's what towns do: they forget so they can keep living at the edge of what they've drowned.

Edith Mercer didn't make it. Her daughter found her a year later, almost to the day, at the place where Crow Creek runs into the lake, her shoes lined up side by side on the bank. They didn't bring up her body either. Black Pine keeps what you give it.

Nora stayed one more season, and then she was gone, and Harrow's Bend crossed her out of its memory with the same distracted relief with which it had crossed out her brother.

But that morning — that gray March morning, alone in the cold kitchen where her mother was rocking herself without a word — Nora Mercer set the little blue mitten on the table in front of her and looked at it a long time. The white wool snowflake. The stitch her mother's fingers had tied. Outside, the lake had gone silent. It had digested. It was waiting, as it would always wait, for the next spring and the one after that, for the hour when the warmth would force it to open its mouth again and give back what it had taken.

She didn't cry. Something in her had gone under the ice with Caleb and wasn't coming back up either.

When she finally spoke, it was very low, to no one, to the seven names she knew by heart and would not say aloud again for a very, very long time.

"One day," she said, "it'll be your turn to watch the water close."

Outside, the lake did not answer. But it had all the time in the world. They thought they did too.





 


CHAPTER 1 — THE SENTINEL

Her father's pickup always smelled the same: sawdust, cold coffee in the stainless travel mug wedged on the dashboard, and underneath, faintly, the chain-grease smell that worked its way into anything that came out of Marsh Hardware & Feed. Devon Marsh held the mug in both hands, less for the coffee than for the warmth, while the pickup bounced over the landing road, and she watched Black Pine Lake appear between the pines.

The lake was the wrong color.

She didn't know how else to put it, and at twenty-three she had spent enough winters here to be entitled to her judgment. A healthy frozen lake in March should have the tint of clean slate, a hard blue-gray, almost white where the wind had swept the snow off. Black Pine, this morning, was dark. A greenish black under the skin of frost, like over-steeped tea, and in places the surface gleamed with an oily sheen that should not have been there before the end of the month.

"You're making your lifeguard face," Russ said.

He drove one-handed, the other resting on the gearshift, and didn't take his eyes off the road. Forty-eight years old, shoulders that still filled the plaid jacket, and lately a heaviness in his face that Devon put down to tiredness, the store, the years. Her mother would have known. Her mother always knew how to read her father. But her mother had died two years before, on a March morning too, of a cancer that had taken six months to undo her, and what remained between Devon and Russ was that clumsy father-and-daughter language of people who don't know how to say the things that matter.

"I'm making the face of someone looking at ice that's too thin," she said.

"It'll hold. It always holds for the Sentinel."

"This year it's a month behind itself."

He didn't answer. But she saw his fingers tighten on the gearshift knob for a fraction of a second, and she stored that away somewhere without yet knowing why.

It was for mornings like this one that she had trained. Two summers earlier, the fall after her mother's funeral, while she was drifting through the silent house with no idea what to do with her hands or her life, she had seen the notice pinned at the firehouse: volunteers wanted for the county's cold-water rescue team. She had signed up that day. She had learned to plunge an arm into the black water of a hole and bring out a weighted dummy; to read thickness, color, fissures; to tell white bubbled ice from the black ice that holds; to crawl on her belly toward someone struggling without being pulled in with them. Most of all she had learned what nobody tells civilians: that cold water doesn't kill the way you think, that it doesn't drown you first, that it steals your breath in a single gulp, paralyzes your muscles within minutes, and that past ten minutes it's less a question of rescue than of recovery. That knowledge lived in her body now, and it was speaking to her this morning, looking at the black lake.

"Marsh! Gear in your bed?"

Otis Lund crossed the parking lot in his stiff-legged walk. Seventy-one, retired deputy a decade now, and still the first one at the landing on Sentinel days, because he didn't trust anybody else anymore to check the thickness. He had an old hand ice auger in his fist, a wooden-handled drill worn smooth by three generations of palms.

"Ropes, harness, board, it's all there," Devon said. "I'm coming out on the ice with you."

"You're not coming," Russ said.

"I'm the rescue volunteer, Dad. It's literally my job to be on the ice when somebody else is."

"You volunteer weekends with Marc and an eight-foot pole. That isn't the same as walking out to the middle of a lake that's rotting."

Otis raised a calm hand between them, the old-cop gesture that defuses without seeming to.

"She's right, Russ. And I'm not alone this year." He caught Devon's eye. "We core every twenty paces. First hole that comes up under six inches, we stop and the Sentinel waits until tomorrow. Deal?"

"Deal," Devon said.

Her father didn't say anything, which from Russ Marsh counted as agreement. But he watched her put on the harness with an intensity she didn't recognize, as if he were watching her walk toward something bigger than a morning of coring, and when she met his eye he turned his away, toward the water.

The landing was already crawling. It was Sentinel day, after all, and in Harrow's Bend Sentinel day was practically a holiday. Thirty or so pickups and station wagons parked at angles in the packed snow, thermoses going hand to hand, bundled-up kids running and shrieking along the edge of the lake while the mothers yelled at them to stay on dry ground. Someone had wheeled out a hot-dog cart way too early in the season, and the smell of grilled onions mixed with woodsmoke and chainsaw exhaust. On a blue tarp, the three timbers of the Sentinel waited, bolted into their pyramid, repainted last fall in highway-crew orange.

Devon climbed down from the pickup and the cold took her cheeks, but it was a slack cold, damp, a cold with no edge. In March, at this latitude, the air should have bitten the inside of her nose with every breath. It didn't bite. It wrapped her like a wet mop, warm and clammy, and that was precisely what she didn't like about it.

They geared up by the cart. Devon checked the two ice picks hanging from her neck on a lanyard — the picks you stab into the surface to haul yourself out of the water, if. She had sharpened them herself the night before with a file, on the workbench at the store, under the lamp, and the action had done her good the way precise and useful jobs always did her good now that her mother wasn't around to fill the silences of the house. She slung the rescue board strap across her back. Otis led the way, auger in front.

The ice, under her boots, didn't sound right.

A good March ice felt dense, full, it threw the weight of your foot back at you with a mineral firmness. This one had give in it. A faint elasticity, a softness almost of flesh, and when Otis cored the first hole twenty paces from shore, the measuring tape came back up coated with a milky water, not clear, and the number he read aloud — nine inches — was acceptable, but the texture wasn't.

"White," the old man muttered.

"What?"

"White ice. Snow that melts in the day and refreezes at night, that's what makes white ice. Bubbled. Carries half what black ice does, the real stuff, the kind that sets in one go in a hard freeze." He stowed the tape. "Nine inches of white is like four and a half of black. We keep going, but slow."

They moved on. Behind them, on the landing, the noise of the festival thinned, and soon there was nothing but the sound of their footsteps, the squeak of the auger biting the surface every twenty paces, and the voice of the lake.

Because the lake had a voice, and Devon had never gotten used to it. A long moan rose from the depths at intervals, a sound of stretching, of tension, sometimes followed by a low boom that took off under their feet and ran out toward open water, pioum-pioum-pioum, fading away who knew where. Each time, her stomach clenched. Otis didn't flinch.

"He's talking a lot, this morning," she said, to keep her fear busy.

"He's warm." Otis cored the fourth hole, read it, nodded. "A lake works when it thaws. The layers don't expand at the same rate, so it strains, so it cracks. Just noise, mostly." He paused, and something passed quickly across his old face like a cloud over a field. "Most of the time it's just noise."

"Most of the time?"

But the old man had already started walking again, and he didn't answer, and Devon stored that away too, in the drawer that had been filling up since morning with little things that wouldn't explain themselves. Her father's hand on the gearshift. The color of the lake. And now this silence of Otis Lund's, who knew Black Pine better than anyone in town and who, for once, didn't want to finish a sentence.

They planted the Sentinel in the center, where tradition required, directly over the deepest channel. Marc Suarez had joined them to carry the timbers, twenty-five, big easy smile and sure hands, and two highway-crew guys with him. They raised the pyramid, bolted the clock to the top — an old enamel-faced station clock recovered decades ago from the abandoned line, its black hands frozen for now on noon exactly — and unrolled the black cable that would run the whole length of the lake to the shore, all the way to Russ's store. The day the ice gave under the tripod, the Sentinel would topple, the cable would pull taut, and back there on Main Street a mechanism as old as Devon would stop a second clock dead. The exact hour of the thaw. The winner of the Pool.

"There you go," Marc said, brushing off his gloves. "Madam is served. All that's left is to bet on her death."

"That's a little dark," Devon said, "when you put it like that."

"It's a dark town that bets on the death of a lake, princess." He flashed her his smile. "Welcome home."

She laughed, because Marc could always get a laugh out of her, but as she turned to head back her gaze slid one last time toward open water, and the laugh died on its own. The center of the lake, around the orange feet of the Sentinel, was darker still than the rest. A great inkstain frozen under the skin, where the ice was thinning, where the black water was rising toward the surface. She didn't say anything. She thought: I wouldn't want to fall in there.

She didn't yet know how many times that thought would come back to her.

The store smelled of grain, of new rubber, and of wood. Marsh Hardware & Feed had been in the same brick building on Main Street for eighty years, and stepping inside, for Devon, was stepping into her childhood: the bins of nails sold by weight, the smell of rope cut to length, the floorboards that groaned at every step, and at the back, behind the counter, the other clock. The twin of the one out on the lake. Same enamel face, same black hands, linked by the long cable buried under Main Street to the Sentinel planted out there on the ice, ready to stop dead the instant its sister toppled. Beside it, the big Pool blackboard, already chalked into a grid: dates in columns, hours in rows, and in the squares the initials of half the town, one dollar a bet.

Her mother had run that board for twenty years. She was the one who'd written the bets up in her slanted handwriting, the one who kept the winners' ledger in a cigar box going back to the sixties. As a kid, Devon believed the Thaw Pool was the most magical thing in the world, that waiting clock, that deciding lake. She had grown up. She still found it magical, and now, also, vaguely sinister, without being able to say why.

Devon hung her damp coveralls on the peg in the back room and came back around to the counter. It was Saturday; the store would fill all afternoon with people coming in to lay their bet after seeing the Sentinel planted. The bell over the door was already ringing.

"How far do the columns go this year?" a woman asked, unwinding her scarf.

"This Sunday to April 30," Russ said from the ladder where he was stacking jugs of antifreeze. "Same as always."

"And if it gives before Sunday?"

Russ went still for a second on his rung.

"It's not going to give before Sunday," he said.

But Devon, who knew him, heard that this wasn't certainty. It was an order he was giving the lake.

The afternoon filled the way she'd expected. Devon took the dollars, wrote the initials in chalk, made change, and the board kept filling. She knew almost every name. Sheriff Hal Brody came through in uniform, broad and weighted with his duty belt, and put two dollars on the last week of April with the slightly too-eager good cheer of men who have power in small towns. Marlene Quist came over from her tavern, smelling of fryer grease and cigarette, and joked with Russ in a rasping voice while she ticked off April 18. Dr. Gwen Lattimer slipped in between two appointments, precise, polite, distant, and picked a date in the middle of the month without a smile. Pastor Tom Eddings wrote his square in while talking about the weather, about this spring coming on too fast, as if the Good Lord had advanced the clock, he said, and nobody picked up the image.

Devon watched them go by and saw only familiar faces, the faces she had grown up among, the patient pillars of a town that never changed. She had no reason to notice that they were all about the same age. No reason to notice the way each of them, on coming in, glanced through the window toward the lake at the end of the street before laying down a dollar. She didn't notice. Not that day.

Around the middle of the afternoon, the bell rang on a stranger.

Devon looked up and didn't recognize the face, which in Harrow's Bend was already an event. A woman in her forties, slender, in a dark green parka of good quality, steel-gray hair cut short, a long face with high cheekbones and the pale complexion of someone who spends a lot of time outdoors in bad weather. She wasn't in a hurry. She came up the center aisle of the store slowly, looking at the racks the way you read, and lingered for a long moment in front of the rope and ice-tool display before coming to the counter.

"Do you sell ice augers?" she asked.

Her voice was low, measured, with no local accent.

"Not many this time of year," Devon said. "There are two left at the back, on the blue pegboard. You fish through the ice?"

"I'm interested in ice," the woman said.

It was an odd answer, and Devon stored it away with no place to file it, the way she had stored away her father's hand on the gearshift. The woman set a coil of cord and a box of screws on the counter, and her gaze landed on the big Pool blackboard.

"And that," she said. "What exactly is it people are betting on?"

"On the thaw. The day and the hour the ice gives under the Sentinel — the tripod, out there, in the middle." Devon nodded toward the window. "When it goes, it stops both clocks at the same time. Whoever picked the right square takes the pot."

"So," the woman said — and she gave a smile that didn't reach her eyes, a patient smile, almost gentle — "the whole town bets on the exact moment the lake is going to open."

"When you put it like that, it's a little morbid," Devon admitted, picking up Marc's phrase without realizing it.

"No," the woman said. She counted her change, coin by coin, laid out flat. "I think it's very honest. It's a nice town that at least knows what it lives off."

She took her bag. At the door, the bell already half rung, she turned.

"You're Russ Marsh's daughter, aren't you?"

Devon froze for a second. She hadn't told her her name.

"Do we look that much alike?"

"Everybody looks alike in a town like this one," the woman said. "That's what makes it so loyal. Have a good evening, Miss Marsh."

And she stepped out into the failing light, her green parka swallowed by the dimness of Main Street, and Devon stayed behind her counter with goosebumps on the insides of her arms for no reason at all.

"Who was that?" she asked her father when he came back from the stockroom.

"The new one. Sorel. She's been renting the cottage on the north shore since fall." Russ shrugged, but he was looking at the door she had gone out by, and his face had taken back the heaviness of the morning. "A loner. She doesn't bother anyone."

"She knew my name."

"Everybody knows your name, Dev. This is Harrow's Bend."

He was right, of course. It was the obvious answer, the true answer. Devon took it and tried to be satisfied with it, and almost managed. But when she turned to put away the chalk, she caught her father standing motionless in front of the Pool board, his gaze fixed, and he wasn't counting squares or dollars. He was looking, it seemed to her, at the lake drawn somewhere behind his eyes, and he had the look of a man who hears, in a neighboring room, a sound he had hoped never to hear again.

They closed at nightfall. Russ was counting the till, the Pool board now blanketed with filled-in squares behind his back, and Devon went to shut off the window neon. Outside, Main Street was deserted, slick with a wetness that shouldn't have been there in March, the snowbanks at the bases of the streetlamps slumped, gray, weeping. At the end of the street, over the rooftops, you could make out the dark mass of the lake, and dead center, tiny, the orange triangle of the Sentinel planted on the rotting ice, faithful, patient, waiting for the hour the whole town was trying to guess.

Behind her, in the silence of the store, the Pool clock kept its steady tick, and Devon, her hand on the switch, was struck by the absurd, cold-blooded certainty that the two clocks — the one here and its twin out there on the water — were not really counting the days to the thaw.

That they were counting something else.

That they had always been counting it, and that she alone, tonight, had just heard it.

She killed the window light. The image of the lake disappeared into the dark. She called herself an idiot, the way you call yourself an idiot at twenty-three when you still refuse to believe in premonitions, took her coat, and didn't hear — nobody ever heard — the first distant crack, very far under the ice, that answered the ticking like a promise.





 


CHAPTER 2 — THE POOL

The Thaw Pool, in Harrow's Bend, wasn't a game. It was a calendar, a religion, and a thermometer, and it had taken Devon twenty years to understand that it was also, underneath the festival, something like a prayer no one quite dared say out loud.

The next morning, the blackboard sat in all its glory behind the counter, and half the town filed past to take it in. Russ had pulled out the long ladder to unhook it from the wall, dusted it off, and rehung it straight under the ceiling light. One hundred and eighty squares. Thirty days in columns, from Sunday, March 10, to Tuesday, April 30; six time slots in rows, midnight to midnight. Each square was a dollar, and whoever guessed the exact window the Sentinel toppled in would pocket the whole pot. Last year, it had climbed to four hundred and thirty dollars. People were still talking about it.

"Will you look at this," Marlene Quist said, coming in, shoving the door open with her hip, a steaming coffee in each hand. "Not a single square left in the last week of March. Bunch of pessimists."

She set one of the cups in front of Devon without asking, the way she had been doing since Devon was knee-high, and kept the other. Marlene Quist had been running the Drift Tavern for twenty-five years, forty-eight years old and a voice sanded down by cigarettes, hair dyed a shade of red that didn't exist in nature. She always smelled of fryer and cold tobacco, and to Devon that was the smell of safety, the smell of childhood afternoons when her mother used to drop her off at the Drift while she did an inventory.

"People can feel it's going to give early," Devon said. "Otis says the ice is white all the way to the channel."

"Otis always says it's going to end badly." Marlene blew on her coffee. "He's seventy-one, sweetheart. At that age you bet on disasters because you've lived long enough to see a few come true."

But while she said it, Devon noticed, Marlene wasn't looking at the board. She was looking at the window, and the bit of gray lake visible at the end of Main Street, and her smile had unhooked at one corner.

The bell rang. Cy Voss blew in, his expensive wool coat dusted with the fine warm rain falling outside — rain, in March, in a town that was supposed to be locked in ice. Voss was a developer, the only man in Harrow's Bend who wore dress shoes, forty-seven years old, a sales agent's smile and a leather briefcase full of projects he never put down. He came in often to talk to Russ about the north shore, the lots, the untapped potential of the lakefront, and Russ listened to him with the polite patience of a man with no intention of selling.

"Marsh, we have to talk about the shoreline," Voss called. "Tourist season, the dock, I'm telling you there's money in —"

"Not in front of Marlene's coffee, Cy," Russ said without looking up from the till.

"I'm just saying this lake is worth ten times what this town does with it."

"This lake," said a voice from over by the rope display, "doesn't care what anyone does with it."

They all turned. Devon hadn't heard the woman come in. Sorel was standing there, motionless between two racks, the shoulders of her green parka darkened by rain, and she was watching Voss with a calm, almost entomological interest, the way you watch a busy insect when you don't yet know whether it stings.

"Excuse me?" Voss said.

"You were talking about the value of the lake," Sorel said. "I was only observing that it doesn't know what its value is. A lake keeps. It doesn't sell."

There was a strange silence. Voss let out a small laugh to fill it, the laugh of a man used to taking the floor back, but Devon saw that Russ had gone still behind the counter, the receipt-tape roll motionless between his fingers, and that he was staring at the newcomer with an expression she couldn't name. Not fear, exactly. Something older and deeper, like the recognition you sometimes have of a face seen long ago in childhood, before memory catches up.

"You're the lady from the north shore," Marlene said, filling the gap her way, warm and head-on. "Sorel, right? We never see you at the Drift. Come on by. We don't bite."

"Claire," the woman said. She took a packet of candles from the shelf, because apparently that was what she'd come in for. "I'll try. I like places that have memory."

"Oh, memories we've got to spare," Marlene said, laughing. "Right, Russ? We all grew up here, we've known each other since the cradle. This town doesn't forget a thing."

"No," Claire Sorel said gently, setting her candles on the counter in front of Devon. "A town never forgets. It just decides not to talk about it anymore. That isn't the same thing."

And she paid, counted out her change coin by coin like the day before, and stepped out into the warm rain without adding anything else. The bell fell still. For a moment nobody spoke. Then Cy Voss let out a tired whistle.

"Charming," he said. "Really. Right — Marsh, the shoreline."

But Russ had set the receipt roll down, and he was looking at the door, and Devon, beside him, felt under her own ribs a small alarm light up for a reason she couldn't put into words.

The morning brought the others, one by one, as if the Pool board were calling them in. Sheriff Hal Brody arrived around eleven, filled the doorway with his bulk, and stood for a long moment in front of the squares without putting any money down, which was unlike him. Forty-nine, balding under the patrol cap, a campaign-trail joviality laid over something Devon had always found hard to read. He fixed too long on the March 19 column.

"You not betting this year, Hal?" Marlene called out.

"Bet yesterday," he lied — Devon knew, she'd had the chalk, he hadn't marked a thing. He turned away from the board. "Russ. You and me need to talk. One of these nights."

"About what?" Russ said.

"Nothing. The old days." Brody put on a smile that didn't fit him. "The season makes us all nostalgic, doesn't it?"

Pastor Tom Eddings came in right behind him, as if they'd planned it without planning it, and maybe that was the strangest thing — that way they all had, that day, of gravitating toward the store. Tom was fifty, a soft sunken face, hands forever fiddling with the button of his collar. He looked at the board, looked at the lake through the window, and his color went gray.

"This rain," he said to no one. "In March. It's unnatural." He almost crossed himself, an aborted gesture. "It's like something's getting ready to come back up."

"Pastor," Russ said, in a low warning voice.

Tom looked at him. Something passed between the two men, quick, mute, a current Devon caught without understanding, and the pastor lowered his eyes and bought a box of matches he clearly didn't need before going back out into the rain. Dr. Gwen Lattimer, coming in at the same moment, stepped aside to let him pass and followed him with her eyes, and on her practitioner's face, cold and crisp, Devon thought she saw, for the space of a heartbeat, something like fear held on a short leash.

Devon was registering all this the way you register a dream: with no logic, no way to connect the pieces, only the sense that they all belonged to the same drawing.

The rain kept up all afternoon, and that was the worst of it, Devon understood later: not a storm, not a sudden burst of heat, but this patient warm rain falling on a lake that should have been in the dead of winter. It got into everything. It dug gray channels into the snowbanks, turned the snow on the sidewalks into a slush that stuck to your soles, and out there on Black Pine it hammered the white ice and ate it from above while the warmth ate it from below.

Around four, Marc poked his head in the door, hood dripping.

"Dev. Need you to see something. Out on the lake."

She grabbed her slicker, told her father she'd be right back, and followed Marc out to the landing in the rescue-team pickup. Rain streaked the windshield. The lake, when they got there, had taken the color of molten lead under the low sky, and the Sentinel, far out, stood in the grayness like a tiny gallows.

"There," Marc said, killing the engine. "By the edge. Otis spotted it this morning."

They got out. Otis Lund was already there at the end of the dock, motionless under the rain, his cap dripping onto his shoulders, staring at the ice at his feet without moving. Devon went over and followed his eyes.

The ice, by the edge, was weeping.

There was no other word for it. Along a strip three or four yards wide where it met the shore, melt and rainwater had pooled on top of the freeze, and it was running out through dozens of small black mouths, vent holes, fissures, with a liquid, continuous sound, a murmur, a seepage. From a distance, the surface of the lake looked like it was sweating. Up close, it was worse: you could see the water moving through the ice itself, in veins, in translucent channels, as if the freeze were no longer a solid lid but a porous, living thing, soaked through.

"Never seen it this early," Otis said, and his voice had lost all the reassuring firmness of the day before. "Never. White ice rots from the inside. It eats itself." He went silent, then added, lower: "Last time it was like this in March was thirty years ago."

"What happened thirty years ago?" Devon asked.

Otis didn't answer right away. The rain kept falling. Then:

"The thaw came early," he said at last. "That's all. The thaw came too early."

But that wasn't all, and Devon knew it by the way he avoided her eyes, by the way his old jaw locked down on what he wouldn't say. That was the second time in two days that someone had spoken to her of thirty years ago and shut the sentence down right after. Without meaning to, she started counting back. Thirty years. 1994. She hadn't even been born.

"Dev," Marc said.

He had crouched a little farther along the bank, where the ice met the frozen reeds, and was staring at something below the surface. She went over to him. Rain drummed on their hoods.

In the ice, a foot down or so, caught in the translucent freeze like an insect in amber, was a dark shape. Lengthwise. About the size of a forearm maybe, or a branch, or something else, you couldn't tell. The ice around it was clouded with bubbles and milky fractures that wouldn't let you see clearly. The shape seemed to be hugging something. A curve. A texture that wasn't wood.

Devon's heart started knocking without her being able to say why.

"It's a root," Marc said, but he didn't believe it, you could hear that. "It's a root, right, Otis? Piece of stump that drifted."

Otis had come over. He looked for a long time. In the rain, his face had taken the color of the ice.

"Sure," he said.

And he straightened up, and he turned his back on them, and he said in a voice he meant to keep normal and couldn't:

"Get back to your truck. You'll catch your death in this rain. There's nothing to see. It's the lake working, that's all. The lake giving back what it took in last fall. Branches. Silt. Nothing."

The lake giving back what it took. The sentence stayed with Devon the whole drive back, while the wipers beat and Marc drove in silence, uncharacteristically grim. She turned once to look at the lake through the rear window. The landing was receding into the gray, and Otis Lund was still planted on the edge, alone in the rain, staring at the dark shape in the ice as if standing guard over it. As if he were afraid it would leave. Or come up.

"You know the history of this town?" she asked Marc.

"What history?"

"I don't know. Thirty years. Everybody won't stop talking about thirty years today and then shutting their mouths a second later."

Marc shrugged, but it was a careful shrug.

"My family came when I was eight," he said. "We're transplants. There's stuff in old towns like this you never hear if you weren't born into it." He hesitated. "My mother, sometimes, when she'd talk about the lake, she'd say not to swim over by the Point. Sable Point. Said it was deep and brought bad luck. I never knew why. The old-timers around here, you ask them, they look at you and change the subject."

Sable Point. Devon filed the name with the others in the drawer.

That evening, the house was silent the way it had been for two years. Russ heated a stew, they ate at the small kitchen table under the lamp, and the warm rain kept falling on the roof with that soft, continuous sound, that springtime sound that shouldn't have been there. Devon watched her father eat. The heavy shoulders. The silence.

"Dad."

"Mm."

"What happened in 1994?"

Russ's fork stopped. Just for a second, but Devon, who was watching him, saw the second, saw the color leave the edge of his face. He set the fork down with exaggerated care.

"Why are you asking that?"

"Otis said something about thirty years, earlier, about the ice. Marc says there's something going on with Sable Point. Everyone's circling a date and nobody'll say it. So I'm asking. How old were you in '94? Eighteen?"

"Eighteen." His voice was flat. "Nothing happened in '94 that you need to know about, Dev. It was a winter. The thaw came early, like this year. That's it." He got up, took his half-full plate, set it in the sink. "The old-timers in a small town have their superstitions about the lake. Sable Point, it's deep, it's dangerous, people drowned there at one time or another, that makes for legends. That's all. Don't listen to Otis Lund. He rambles."

"Otis doesn't ramble. He was afraid, out on the ice."

"Devon." He turned around, and there was something in his voice she barely recognized, a hardness that trembled underneath. "Leave. The. Lake. Alone."

The silence came back, thicker than before. Outside, the rain. Russ stood for a moment with his back to her at the sink, his hands flat on the rim, and Devon saw
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