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  Before You Begin
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As a thank-you for joining my newsletter, I'll send you an exclusive, full-length mystery novella that isn't available on Amazon—or anywhere else.
The Last Supper at Hargrove Hall
A celebrated food critic hosts one final dinner at a crumbling Yorkshire estate. By morning, he's dead. The menu he left behind contains eight hidden messages, each revealing a piece of a decades-old secret that someone has been willing to kill to keep buried.
It's a complete Carter Bryson mystery written exclusively for newsletter subscribers and unavailable anywhere for purchase.
You'll also receive occasional updates about new releases, cover reveals, advance reader opportunities, and subscriber-only content. No spam. No daily emails. Just the stories and news I think you'll genuinely enjoy.
Join today and claim your free exclusive novella at:
www.GlassCreekPress.com
Now turn the page.
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  Dedication


For those who believe every story leaves something behind— 
a clue, a question, a secret,
or a reason to turn one more page.
And for every reader who has ever looked at the ending
and wondered what they missed.
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  Chapter 1: The New Member


Ispent twenty-two years reading other people's manuscripts, which is a polite way of saying I spent twenty-two years watching for the moment a thing stopped being what it claimed to be. A sentence that promised one idea and delivered another. A character who walked into a room warm and left it cold, and hoped nobody would ask why. You learn to read the seams. You never quite learn to stop. 
So on the first cold Thursday of the autumn, setting out the folding chairs in their loose circle, I noticed we had one too many. I'd counted for seven. There were only ever six of us.
I left the extra chair where it was. It seemed rude to plan for someone's absence before they'd even had the chance to show up.
The cold snap had come to Ashcombe the way it always did, without apology, and taken the lake down with it. By four o'clock the water had gone the color of pewter, and the maples along the shore were dropping their leaves into it one at a time, as if they were being marked absent. I noticed things like that. It was a professional hazard.
The library sat right at the water's edge, an old stone building that the town kept meaning to renovate and never quite got around to renovating, which suited me fine. The reading room faced west. At dusk the whole lake came through the tall windows and laid itself across the floor in a long gold panel, and for about twenty minutes the room looked like something you'd want to write a book in rather than merely discuss one. Then the sun went behind the far hills and the gold drained out and you were left with lamplight and the smell of old paper, which, in my opinion, is the better half of the evening anyway.
I was the one who unlocked the room on Thursdays. That made me the host, more or less, though nobody had ever voted on it. It was simply that I had the key, and I liked being early, and I liked the ten quiet minutes before the others came in when the books on the shelves were the only company and none of them talked back.
Rebecca arrived first, as she nearly always did, carrying a tin.
"I made the lemon ones," she announced, before she was fully through the door. "Don't let Diane take four. She'll take four and then say she's watching her sugar, and we'll all have to pretend we didn't see."
Rebecca ran on warmth and confession in roughly equal parts. She'd tell you her whole week inside of a minute and then ask about yours with such open hunger that you found yourself telling her more than you'd planned. She set the tin on the low table in the center of the circle and pried the lid off, and the room filled up with lemon and butter, and I thought, not for the first time, that half of what kept the club alive had nothing to do with books.
"They smell wonderful," I said, because they did.
"They're a little flat. I ran out of baking powder and I thought, well, Sarah won't judge me." She looked at me hopefully. "You won't, will you."
"I never judge a person's baking. Only their prose."
Diane came in on the tail of that and took, I counted, three of the lemon squares before she'd so much as sat down.
"I heard my name," she said. "Whatever it was, I didn't do it."
Diane had taught high school chemistry for thirty years and had retired into a kind of restless contrarianism, as though all that time spent insisting on the right answer had left her unable to let a wrong one pass. She disagreed with things on principle, warmed up the book by arguing with it, and was, underneath all of it, one of the most loyal people I knew. She'd once driven ninety minutes in a snowstorm to bring Maggie soup. She would deny that story if you brought it up.
"You're eating the lemon squares you're not supposed to be eating," Rebecca told her.
"I'm sampling. There's a difference." Diane dropped into a chair and looked around the circle. "Where's the new one. The intense one."
"Melissa," I said.
"That's the one. She stares. Has anyone else noticed she stares?"
"She listens," I said. "It's not the same thing."
Diane made a noise that meant she reserved the right to be unconvinced.
Maggie and Laura came in together, mid-conversation, which was how they usually came in. They'd found each other early on in the life of the club and formed the sort of two-person alliance that made the rest of us feel, pleasantly, like we were watching a friendship happen in real time.
Maggie was the youngest of us by a decade, soft-spoken to the point where you sometimes had to lean in, and she said the smartest things in the smallest voice, so that half the time her best observation would sail past the group entirely and I'd have to catch it and hand it back. "Say that again, louder," I'd tell her, and she'd flush and say it again, and Diane would pretend she'd thought of it first.
Laura had three kids and a job and a husband who traveled, and she treated book club as the one hour of the week that belonged to her and to nobody else, and she guarded it accordingly. She was funny in the flat, deadpan way of a person who no longer had the energy for anything ornamental.
"I finished it in the school pickup line," Laura said, dropping into her chair. "Which tells you either something about the book or something about my life. I haven't decided which."
"Both," said Diane.
"Probably both."
Judith came in last, which was unlike her, and she came in already talking, which was not.
"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I got waylaid by the returns cart." She had a way of arriving that made her lateness feel like a small gift she was bringing you. Judith was the one among us who actually knew things, knew them the way you know your own kitchen in the dark. She'd worked in publishing, years ago, in some capacity she was always modest about, and she could tell you the history of a book, the year it came out, the reviews it got, the reputation of the house that put it out, all in the same even, unhurried voice, as though she were reading it off the inside of her own eyelids.
If the club had an expert, it was Judith. When one of us got lost in a book, she was the one who found us and walked us back out.
"I've been looking forward to this one," she said, settling in and folding her hands. "The Silent House is better than people gave it credit for. Much better. It got buried when it came out. Wrong season, wrong cover. That happens more than you'd think."
"It happens all the time," I said. "Good books drown quietly."
Judith looked at me for a second, something passing behind her eyes that I didn't stop to read, and then she smiled. "That's very well put, Sarah. Yes. Quietly. That's exactly it."
I opened my own copy to the passages I'd flagged and got ready to start us off. And that was when the seventh chair stopped being a mistake in my counting. I had not miscounted at four o'clock. I had only been early to the answer.
Melissa came in fast, out of breath, letting the door fall shut behind her a little too hard, so that the sound cracked across the quiet room and everyone looked up at once.
"Sorry," she said. "Sorry. Traffic on the county road. There was a truck."
She'd been coming to us for three weeks. In that time I'd learned almost nothing about her, which, in Ashcombe, is its own kind of information. People here arrive with a whole biography attached, delivered to you by three separate neighbors before you've shaken their hand. Melissa had arrived with nothing. She'd said she was renting the Cotter place out past the orchard, and she'd said she loved to read, and she'd said very little else, and she'd watched all of us across those three Thursdays with the patient, unblinking attention of a woman doing sums in her head.
She took the extra chair. Of course she did. It had been hers all along, and I simply hadn't known it yet.
"You didn't miss anything," Rebecca assured her, holding out the tin. "We haven't started. Lemon square?"
"No. Thank you." Melissa's eyes went once around the circle, touching each of us in turn, and came to rest, for a beat longer than the rest, on Judith. Then she looked down at the book in her lap, and I looked down at it too, because I could not have looked anywhere else.
It was a first edition of The Silent House. I knew the jacket at a glance, the muted gray of it, the small house set back among the trees. But this copy had been read the way a doctor reads an X-ray. The margins were a thicket of red ink. Whole lines underscored, twice, three times. Words circled. Arrows running from the text out into the white space and back again. Here and there a passage boxed off entirely, walled in on all four sides, as though it had been quarantined.
I have handled a great many marked-up books in my life. Writers mark them one way, students another, cranks a third. This was none of those. This was someone arguing with the book. Or arguing with the person who wrote it.
"Goodness," said Rebecca, peering over. "You really did your homework."
Melissa's hand closed a little over the cover. "I like to pay attention," she said.
Diane leaned in from the other side, unable to help herself. "What are all the marks. Are those corrections. You can't correct a novel, dear, it's already been published, that ship has rather sailed."
"They're notes," Melissa said. "For me. They don't mean anything to anyone else."
"Well, they'd better not be in a library copy," Diane said, and laughed at her own joke, and Rebecca laughed too, and the small awkward moment dissolved the way small awkward moments do, into lemon squares and the shuffle of pages, and we began.
I have to be honest that I remember very little of the discussion itself. I remember it was a good one. I remember Diane hated the ending and said so at length, and Maggie defended it in her small voice and turned out, once I made her repeat it, to be exactly right, and Laura said the mother in the book reminded her of her own mother and then declined to elaborate, which was somehow more affecting than any elaboration could have been.
"I didn't believe the sister," Diane announced, at one point, tapping the cover with one finger. "The whole thing turns on the sister, and I didn't believe her for a second. People don't keep secrets that long. They can't stand it. Ask anyone who's ever tried."
"Some people can," Judith said mildly.
"Name one."
"You wouldn't know them if I did." Judith said it lightly, and it got a laugh, and only afterward, much afterward, did I take that sentence out and turn it over and see the edge that had been folded inside it.
Maggie said something then about how the house in the book wasn't really silent, that it was full of noise the whole way through, and everyone was just choosing not to hear it. She said it so quietly that the group moved on without her, and I made her say it again, and when she did, the room went still for a second the way a room does when someone's told the truth by accident.
"That's the book, isn't it," I said. "That's the whole book. Well done, Maggie."
She went pink and looked at her lap and said it was probably obvious. It was not obvious. Nothing true ever is until somebody says it out loud.
And I remember Judith was luminous that night. She always knew a little more than the rest of us, but that Thursday she seemed to know the book from the inside, the way you know a house you used to live in. She told us where the author had likely gotten the idea. She told us which chapter the critics had singled out and why they'd been wrong to. When Diane pressed her on some fine point of the plot, Judith answered without a pause, and I watched Melissa watch her while she did it, and I thought nothing of it, because there was nothing yet to think.
That is the part I keep going back over. There was nothing yet to think. Everything that would matter was already sitting in that room, in plain sight, in red ink, and I discussed the ending of a novel and ate a lemon square and did not think a single thing about any of it.
The discussion ran long. They usually did. By the time we'd talked ourselves out the lake had gone black in the windows and the lamplight had taken over completely, and Rebecca was pressing the last two lemon squares on anyone who'd have them, and Laura was checking her phone with the particular guilt of a woman whose hour was up.
I stood to start stacking chairs, and Melissa was suddenly at my elbow.
I hadn't heard her cross the room. She had her coat on already and the marked book was in her hand, held against her chest with both arms folded over it, and she stood close, closer than the evening had earned, and when she spoke her voice was pitched under the general noise so that it reached me and no one else.
"I need you to do something for me," she said.
"Of course," I said. "What is it."
"Read it again." Her eyes held mine. Up close they weren't intense so much as tired, the eyes of someone who had been carrying a thing a long way and was nearly out of road. "The book. Read it again. But read it differently than the others do."
I waited for the rest of it. There's always a rest of it. A joke to follow, or an explanation, or the small laugh people use to walk a strange sentence back.
None came.
"Differently how," I said.
"You'll know how. You're the one who sees things." She glanced, once, over her shoulder at the room, at the circle of chairs and the women laughing in it, and something crossed her face that I would spend a long time afterward trying to name and never quite manage. Not fear. Something older and more settled than fear. "You look at people the way you look at a page. I've watched you do it for three weeks. That's why it has to be you."
Behind us Rebecca called out, "Melissa, take a lemon square for the road, I insist, I made far too many."
"I have to go," Melissa said to me, quietly, and louder, to the room, "Thank you, everyone. Really." And she was moving already, toward the door, the book clutched to her chest.
"Wait," I said. "Same time next week."
She didn't answer. She lifted one hand without turning around, a small backward wave that could have meant yes and could have meant goodbye, and then the door opened onto the cold and swung shut behind her, and the crack of it went across the room again, and Diane looked up and said, "That one is going to give me a heart attack, coming and going like a draft."
We finished stacking the chairs. We turned off the lamps. Rebecca made me take the last lemon square and I ate it in the car.
It was only later, at home, with the kettle going and the house settling around me the way an old house does, that I sat down to reread the opening of The Silent House the way she'd asked, and reached for the copy on my shelf, and realized two things at nearly the same moment.
The first was that I didn't have Melissa's phone number. I'd never gotten it. None of us had. Three weeks of Thursdays and I couldn't have told you her last name if you'd pressed me.
The second was that the book she wanted me to read differently, the one with the red ink bleeding through every margin, the one she'd never once let go of all evening, had walked out the door pressed to her chest.
And I had nothing to read but a clean copy, and no way in the world to ask her what she'd meant.






  
  Chapter 2: The Abandoned Car


Icalled her twice that night and three times the next morning, and the phone did the same thing every time, which was nothing. Not a ring. Not a voicemail greeting in her own voice, which is the small human thing you hope for and don't get. Just a mechanical woman telling me the person I was trying to reach was not available, in the flat tone of someone who has delivered that sentence a great many times and has stopped meaning it. 
I told myself there were a hundred reasons. She'd said she liked to pay attention. Maybe she was paying it to something else.
But I'd spent twenty-two years learning to distrust the reading that made me comfortable, and the comfortable reading here was that a woman who'd gripped my arm and told me to see things had simply forgotten to charge her phone. So I didn't quite believe it, and I slept badly, and in the morning the fog had come down over the whole valley like a dust sheet thrown over the furniture of a house nobody was using anymore.
Ashcombe fog is a particular thing. It comes off the lake before dawn and it doesn't lift so much as thin, grudgingly, an hour at a time, so that all morning the town exists in pieces. You see the top of the church and not its door. You see a mailbox and not the house behind it. You drive the lake road at twenty miles an hour with your hands too tight on the wheel, and the water is right there beside you the whole way, and you can't see it at all, only feel it, the way you feel a large animal breathing in a dark barn.
I was on that road because Rebecca had called me.
"There are police cars," she'd said, without hello, her voice pitched high and fast. "Out past the boat launch, at the pull-off, you know the one. Frank saw them on his run. Sarah, one of them is a car I think I know."
I didn't ask which car. I knew which car. I'd watched it pull out of the library lot the night before, its taillights smearing red in the dark, Melissa's silhouette small behind the wheel. I put my coat on over what I'd slept in and I went.
I drove the way you drive when you're afraid of arriving. Slowly, and too carefully, and with a running commentary in my head about how there was nothing to be afraid of. The wipers pushed the fog around without clearing it. Twice I nearly stopped and turned back, and both times I thought of her hand on my arm, that's why it has to be you, and I kept going.
It's a strange thing, driving toward news you already suspect. You keep the radio off. You notice you're holding your breath and you let it out on purpose and then you're holding it again a mile later. I passed the boat launch, gray and empty, the little dock lost from the halfway point outward, and then the light bars came up out of the murk ahead of me, blue then red then blue, and my foot came off the gas without my telling it to.
The pull-off is nothing much in ordinary weather. A gravel half-moon where the road bows out toward the water, room for three or four cars, a spot where people stop to eat a sandwich and look at the lake, or to let a slower driver pass, or to have the kind of phone conversation you can't have at home. In the fog it had become a small stage lit from the wrong angles. Two cruisers, their light bars turning, throwing blue and red into the gray and getting swallowed by it. A knot of people at the tape. And in the center of it, parked neatly, both front doors standing open, Melissa's car.
I have thought a great deal, since, about how neatly it was parked. Whatever else had happened, she had pulled in straight and square, the way you park when nothing is wrong.
Rebecca was already there, and Diane, who lived nearest, and a few others from town whose faces I knew and whose names the fog seemed to have taken. We stood at the tape and said the useless things people say. That it was probably nothing. That she'd probably just wandered down to the water. That the fog was the real culprit, the fog and the cold, as though weather could unlock a person's car and walk them off into it.
Nobody believed the useless things. We said them anyway. It's what the tape is for, really. It gives you a place to stand and a thing to hold onto while you decide whether you're allowed to be afraid yet.
"She was fine last night," Rebecca kept saying, to me, to Diane, to anyone. "She was fine. A little quiet, but she's always quiet. She took her book and she went home. That's all. People go home." She was gripping the strap of her bag with both hands and turning her wedding ring around and around under her thumb, and I don't think she knew she was doing either.
"You don't know she didn't go home," Diane said. "None of us knows anything. That's the trouble with a crowd. Everybody trades what they don't know until it starts to sound like a fact." But she said it gently, for Diane, and she'd moved so she was standing a little in front of Rebecca, between Rebecca and the car, and I don't think she knew she was doing that either.
Maggie arrived on foot, out of breath, her coat buttoned wrong, and when she saw the car she stopped a few feet short of the tape and didn't come any closer. She just stood there hugging her own elbows. Of all of us she was the one who looked the way I felt, which was that the ground had developed a slight and permanent tilt.
A young officer was moving people back, and I moved when he asked me to, and then I didn't move any farther, because from where I stood I could see into the car through the open passenger door, and I could see what was on the seat.
The book was there.
It lay open, face up, its red-inked pages fanned toward the ceiling. Even from ten feet away, even in that light, I'd have known it anywhere. The Silent House, that muted gray jacket, the margins bleeding. She had not taken it into the water with her, or wherever she had gone. She had left it behind, open, on the seat, the way you leave a thing you want found.
And beside it, on the pale upholstery, there was a piece of paper with writing on it. Her writing. I'd seen it the night before in the margins, that same cramped forward-leaning hand, and I could read it from where I stood because she had written it large, in block letters, pressed hard enough that even at that distance the words looked scored into the page rather than laid on top of it.
THIS IS HOW IT BEGINS.
I have edited thrillers. I have edited a fair amount of what the trade politely calls suspense, and I have red-penned a great many opening lines designed to do exactly what those five words did to me standing at that tape in the cold. Make the reader's stomach drop. Promise that everything after would be worse.
The difference is that on a manuscript I'd have written in the margin, too much, pull it back, and the writer would have pulled it back. There was no margin here. There was no writer to argue with. There was only a fogged-in gravel lot and a book open on a seat and a sentence that was not trying to be literature. It was trying to be true.
I did a thing then that I'm still not entirely sure I can defend, except that instinct is faster than judgment and mine has always run toward the page.
I took out my phone and I photographed it.
I did it without deciding to. I zoomed in through the open door, past the shoulder of the young officer who had turned to say something to his partner, and I got the open book and the note in one frame, and then I got the note closer, the five words filling the screen, and then, because the book had fallen open to a particular place and some old working part of me needed to know which place, I got the visible page as tightly as the little lens would let me. Two paragraphs, maybe three. Red ink laddering down the outer margin. A single passage boxed off on all four sides, the way she'd walled off passages the night before.
Then a hand came down over my phone. Not roughly. Firmly.
"I'm going to ask you to put that away, ma'am."
She was older than the others, unhurried, with the settled patience of a woman who had stood at a great many pieces of tape and understood that the fog and the crowd and the turning lights were all things she could simply outlast. Her jacket said WHITLOCK on a strip above the pocket.
"I'm sorry," I said. "I know her. She's in my book club. She was there last night."
Something in her face changed, not much, the way a still pond changes when you drop one pebble in it from a height. "You saw her last night."
"I did. I'm Sarah Cowen. I run the Thursday club at the library. She left around eight." I looked back at the car, at the book. "She said something to me before she left. I've been trying to reach her since."
"I'll want to hear about that," Whitlock said. "All of it. But not here, and not now, and not while you're taking pictures of my scene." She said scene the way a doctor says the name of a thing you were hoping she wouldn't name. "I need you back behind the tape with the others, Mrs. Cowen. Please."
"It's Ms.," I said, which was not important, and I don't know why I said it, except that a person reaches for the small solid facts when the large ones have gone soft underfoot.
"Ms. Cowen." She almost smiled. She didn't have the room for it. "Behind the tape."
I went. I stood next to Rebecca, who had gone quiet in a way I'd never once heard her go quiet, and Diane, who had her arms folded so tightly she looked like she was holding herself together by main force, which perhaps she was.
"What was on the seat," Diane said, low. "You saw it. What was it."
"The book," I said. "The one she brought last night. And a note."
"What did the note say."
I didn't want to tell her. Saying it out loud in that gray air felt like agreeing to something. But Diane had driven ninety minutes through a snowstorm once to bring soup to a woman who wouldn't admit she was sick, and she was not a person you lied to for her own comfort.
"It said, this is how it begins."
Rebecca made a small sound. Diane said nothing at all, which from Diane was the loudest thing she could have done.
They worked the scene the way you'd expect, slowly, in the deliberate choreography of people who have been trained to move through a bad morning without stepping on it. Someone photographed the car from every angle, the real way, with a real camera and numbered markers set down on the gravel. Someone else stretched more tape. A diver's van arrived at some point, backing carefully down toward the water, and the sight of it did something to the crowd, a kind of collective settling, the way a congregation settles when the organ starts, because the van told us what they thought had happened even though no one had said a word.
A woman in a windbreaker crouched at the open passenger door for a long time before she touched anything. She looked at the seat the way I look at a first page, taking it in whole before she read it in parts, and I understood, watching her, that she and I were in the same line of work after a fashion. We both spent our days deciding what a thing was really saying underneath what it appeared to say. The difference was that her text had been left for her on purpose, and so had mine, and only one of us knew it yet.
I watched a gloved hand lift the book off the seat. I watched it slide into a clear bag, and the bag get a label, and the label get initialed, and the whole annotated argument that Melissa had pressed to her chest all through book club vanish into an evidence box in the back of a car.
For a moment I nearly called out. I nearly said, that book matters, she wanted it read, she told me so, please don't just file it. But there was no version of that sentence that wouldn't have sounded like a woman coming apart at a tape line, and Whitlock was watching me, mild and patient, in a way that told me she'd already decided I was a person worth watching. So I said nothing, and I let the book go into the box, and I kept my small stolen copy of it in my pocket like a coal.
And I stood there in the cold with that stolen photograph, and I felt like a thief, and I could not for the life of me have told you what I had stolen.
The fog started to thin around ten. It didn't burn off. It just gave up, the way it does, an inch of visibility at a time, until the far shore came back and the water showed itself, flat and iron-colored and giving nothing away. They asked most of us to go home. They took my name and my number first, and Whitlock's partner told me someone would call to arrange a proper conversation, and I said of course, and I meant it, and I did not tell them about the photograph.
I told myself I'd hand it over the moment they asked. That was true. It is still true. But there's a difference between what you'll give when asked and what you go home to look at first, alone, with the kettle on, and I knew even then which kind of person I was being.
Because I'd seen that page.
Not the copy. The page. That specific passage, boxed off in red on Melissa's seat, the two or three paragraphs the little lens had caught before Whitlock's hand came down. I knew it. Not the way you know a book you've read. The way you know a room you once stood in. A gallery, high white walls, a woman looking at a painting and a man watching the woman, and a particular cold turn in the prose right at the end of it, a sentence that had stopped me once, years ago, and made me set the pages down in my lap.
There's a kind of recognition that arrives before you can explain it, and then spends the next hour trying to talk you out of itself. That's the kind I had. All the way home the sensible part of me listed the reasons I was wrong. I'd edited hundreds of manuscripts. Gallery scenes are common. Watchers are common. Every third suspense novel has a woman looking at a painting while a man looks at her. I was a frightened woman assigning meaning to a coincidence, which is the oldest human habit there is and the one I'd spent a whole career warning writers away from.
But recognition doesn't argue back. It just sits there, patient, certain, waiting for you to stop. And underneath all my sensible reasons was the plain fact that I hadn't recognized a scene. I'd recognized a version of one. I had the strong, uncomfortable sense that the page in Melissa's car and the page in my memory were not quite the same page, that one of them said a little more than the other, and I could not have told you yet which was which.
I had read that scene before it was ever a book. I was almost sure of it. And if I was right, then somewhere in my house, in one of the boxes I'd carried out of a career and never fully unpacked, there was a bound proof of The Silent House, the early uncorrected kind that houses send out before a book is finished, back when the ending could still change.
I got in my car. I sat for a moment with my hands on the wheel and the lake going quietly about its business beside me, giving nothing away, the way it had all morning.
Then I drove home to find out what my copy said that hers didn't.






  
  Chapter 3: A Death by the Book


Inever did get to the boxes that night. 
I'd gone home meaning to. I'd stood in the spare room with the closet door open and the ceiling light buzzing, looking at the stack of cartons I'd carried out of an old life and never fully unpacked, each one labeled in a version of my own handwriting I barely recognized anymore. PROOFS, one of them said. That was the one. I put my hand on it. And then Rebecca called again, and I didn't get to it, and by morning it didn't matter what my proof said, because they'd found her.
I've thought since about that hand on the box, and how close I came to opening it that night. If I had, I might have understood things a full day sooner. I've decided it wouldn't have saved her, because she was already gone by then, sitting neatly parked at the pull-off with a note she'd written in her own steady hand. But I can't be certain of that. Uncertainty is the tax you pay for having been one step too slow, and I've been paying it ever since.
They found Melissa at the old boathouse, at the foot of the stairs, at first light.
I know how they found her because Diane's neighbor is married to one of the men who volunteers with the fire company, and in Ashcombe that is the same as knowing it firsthand. She was at the bottom of the boathouse stair, on the concrete apron where the ramp goes down to the water. She'd gone off the landing at the top, or she'd gone down the steps, and either way she'd ended where she ended, and the fog that had hidden her car had hidden her too, all night, until a man walking his dog came down the path and stopped.
The old boathouse is the kind of place a town keeps without quite deciding to. It belonged to the rowing club two owners ago, and then to nobody, and now it belonged to the lake, which was slowly taking it back the way the lake takes everything given enough patience. The roof sagged. The dock had lost half its boards. The stair ran up the outside of it, steep and open, to a landing where the club used to store its shells, and the whole structure leaned toward the water with the tired posture of something that had stopped resisting.
Nobody went there anymore, which is worth saying plainly, because it is the first fact the comfortable story had to walk around. People don't end up at the old boathouse. There's nothing there to end up at. You don't pass it on the way to anywhere. You go to it, on purpose, or you're taken.
The word that went around town by nine o'clock was accident. It went around fast, the way the comfortable word always does, because a town wants an accident the way a reader wants a happy ending. An accident is a thing you can close the book on. An accident doesn't require you to look at your neighbors differently over the fence.
She'd been out at the water in the dark and the fog, they said. She'd been upset, they said, on no authority at all. The stairs were old and the rail was loose and the boards were slick, all of which was true, and none of which explained why a woman parks her car neatly at a pull-off half a mile away and walks to a boathouse in the fog to fall down a flight of stairs.
Whitlock let me see her. I want to be careful about how I say that, because it wasn't a kindness and it wasn't a mistake. She let me stand at the top of the boathouse path, behind a second line of tape, for the length of time it takes to answer three questions, and she watched my face the whole while I answered them. I understood later that letting me look was one of her questions. Maybe the main one.
"You said she spoke to you last night," she said. "Before she left. I'd like to hear it now, while it's fresh."
So I told her. I told her Melissa had come to me at the door with her coat already on and the marked book against her chest, and told me to read it again, differently than the others. I told her I hadn't understood it and still didn't. I







