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    Act One

    Severing

  

  
    Chapter One — Homecoming

    The fog began twenty miles outside Ashford Hollow, as if the town had sent it to meet him.

    Adrian Cole drove with both hands locked around the wheel and the window cracked despite the November cold. Wet pine came through the gap. So did the mineral smell of the river, though the river was still hidden beyond the hills. The rented sedan hummed beneath him with the blank, upholstered calm of a waiting room.

    At every bend he expected the fog to thin. Instead it gathered in the road, pressed pale hands across the hood, and erased everything beyond the reach of his headlights. Once, a shape moved along the shoulder at the same speed as the car. Adrian looked directly at it and found only weeds folded under the weight of water.

    He told himself he was tired.

    Three months had passed since his last shift. Two since the department psychiatrist had suggested the phrase extended leave. Six weeks since Adrian had stopped correcting anyone who called it resignation.

    He drove on.

    The county sign emerged without warning: ASHFORD HOLLOW POPULATION 3,800. Someone had painted over the final zero with white paint and then painted it back in a different hand. Below the number, the town motto had faded until only two words remained legible.

    WE KEEP.

    Adrian remembered the full sentence. We keep faith with one another. It had been printed on school programs, utility envelopes, and the little paper sleeves the bakery used for cider doughnuts. As a boy, he had thought every town made promises at its borders.

    The road dipped. Ashford Hollow appeared in pieces: the black ribs of the abandoned paper mill; slate roofs glossy with rain; a gas station whose red sign had not changed since 1998. The hills cupped the town so tightly that twilight arrived early here. Saint Brigid's bell tower rose above everything, a dark finger pressed into the low cloud.

    The clock on the tower showed 4:17.

    The dashboard showed 4:24.

    Adrian watched the tower as he passed. The minute hand did not move.

    "Still broken," he said, and disliked the relief he heard in his voice.

    He had left Ashford Hollow at nineteen with two duffel bags and a promise never to live anywhere that knew his grandparents' names. Fifteen years later, the town received him without surprise. Porch lights burned behind curtains. Faces turned in the diner windows. A man outside the hardware store paused with a broom in his hands and watched the sedan crawl past. Adrian recognized him a second too late as Dale Mercer, who had taught shop at the high school and lost two fingers to a jointer. Dale lifted his three-fingered hand in greeting.

    Adrian raised his own, then put it back on the wheel.

    His sister waited at the house in a yellow raincoat, a ring of keys looped over one finger. Nell was thirty-one now, though in Adrian's memory she remained twelve and furious, throwing crab apples at his bus the morning he left for college. She had cut her hair to her jaw. Rain jeweled the dark ends.

    "You made it," she said when he got out.

    "That was the general plan."

    "You took the north road."

    "GPS did."

    "GPS doesn't know about the washout at Bell's Run."

    "There wasn't a washout."

    Nell looked toward the road behind him, where the fog had already closed over the sedan's tracks. "They fixed it, then."

    They hugged with the caution of people carrying breakable things. Adrian felt her hold tighten after he was ready to let go. He let his arms stay around her.

    The Cole house stood at the end of Larch Street, narrow and gray, with a porch that sagged toward the lilac hedge. Their mother had died six years earlier. Nell had kept the taxes paid and the pipes warm, but no one had lived there since. A square of lighter paint marked the place beside the front door where the brass C had fallen away.

    "I aired it out," Nell said. "As much as a house can be aired out in November. Furnace works. Hot water has moods. The back bedroom window still swells in the frame."

    "You didn't have to do all this."

    "I did almost none of it. I made Owen Bell do it. He owes me for a pie."

    "One pie bought plumbing?"

    "It was a very good pie."

    He smiled because she wanted him to. It felt unfamiliar but possible.

    Inside, the house had preserved their childhood in smells. Dust, cedar, the iron heat of radiators. Their mother's lavender sachets had gone sour in the drawers. On the hall wall hung the oval mirror before which Adrian had learned to tie a necktie for his father's funeral. He did not look into it as he carried his bags upstairs.

    His old room waited beneath the eaves. Nell had made the bed with clean white sheets and placed a glass of water on the nightstand. The baseball pennant he had left above the closet was gone. In its place the wallpaper showed a darker triangle, like the shadow of something no longer there.

    He set his phone beside the glass. No service.

    "Comes and goes," Nell said from the doorway. "You remember."

    "I remember pretending it would be better someday."

    "It is better. Now it comes before it goes."

    She said it lightly, but her gaze had settled on his hands.

    Adrian put them in his coat pockets. He knew what she saw: the fine tremor in the right thumb, worse when he had not slept. He had spent years training his hands to work while the rest of him panicked. Tear foil. Seat the mask. Find the vein. Twist the cap off the endotracheal tube. During his last call, those hands had become foreign objects at the ends of his arms.

    "You hungry?" Nell asked.

    "Not really."

    "That wasn't the question."

    "It contained the word hungry."

    "Come on. I brought soup."

    In the kitchen, she heated potato soup in their mother's blue enamel pot. Adrian sat at the scarred table and watched steam blur the window over the sink. Through it he could see the backyard and the leaning fence and, beyond both, the vague rise of Saint Brigid's hill.

    He had forgotten the chapel was visible from here.

    "You can stay as long as you want," Nell said.

    "I know."

    "That means longer than two weeks. It also means shorter. I'm not laying a trap."

    "Would you tell me if you were?"

    "No. That's basic trap management."

    She put a bowl in front of him. The spoon clicked against the china because of his hand. He gripped it harder.

    Nell sat across from him without serving herself. Her eyes were Cole eyes, nearly black, too direct for lying. "Do you want me to ask?"

    "No."

    "Do you want me not to ask?"

    "For tonight."

    "All right."

    The gift of her silence nearly undid him.

    He lifted the spoon. For an instant the steam smelled not of potato and thyme but of hot plastic. Burned insulation. The back of an ambulance after rain. He saw a small red sneaker on the rubber floor and a child's gray face between the rails of a stretcher.

    Adrian set the spoon down.

    "Too salty?" Nell asked.

    "Hot."

    He drank water until the image withdrew. It never vanished at once. It receded by degrees, leaving details behind like wreckage after a flood. Evelyn Pike had been eight years old. Her mother had screamed the child's name so many times that Adrian heard it whenever a monitor gave a continuous tone.

    Evelyn.

    He had reached the apartment six minutes after dispatch. Six minutes was within protocol. Six minutes was excellent. Smoke inhalation, thermal injury to the airway, no pulse. His partner, Luis, had cut the pajamas from her chest while Adrian tried to place the tube. The swelling closed faster than he could see. He had felt resistance, withdrawn, tried again. The second attempt had bled. The third had never happened because the captain ordered transport.

    Seven minutes into the resuscitation, the monitor showed a narrow rhythm and no pulse.

    Twenty-four minutes later, the emergency physician called it.

    No review board blamed Adrian. Luis did not blame him. Evelyn's mother wrote a letter thanking the crew for trying.

    Adrian had found that letter more unbearable than accusation.

    Nell reached across the table but stopped before touching him. "You don't have to be all right here."

    "I don't know what I am here."

    "Then be nothing for a while. It's a quiet place to do it."

    A bell sounded through the rain.

    One deep note rolled over the roofs and entered the house as vibration. The window glass hummed. Adrian felt the sound in the bowl beneath his palms.

    Nell looked toward Saint Brigid's hill.

    "Five o'clock?" he asked.

    "Must be."

    The kitchen clock read 4:31.

    Adrian checked his phone. It had found one bar of service. The screen read 4:31.

    "Tower clock's broken," Nell said too quickly.

    "The bell isn't attached to the hands."

    "Abram has his own ideas about time."

    "Abram? Reverend Kettering?"

    "Still there. Older, obviously. Somehow taller."

    "He was already nine feet tall when I left."

    "Ten now. All bone and sermons."

    Another note sounded. The spoon trembled against the side of Adrian's bowl.

    "Is there a service?"

    "Monday prayer."

    "It's Friday."

    Nell's expression changed. Not much. A pause in the muscles around her mouth, a moment of listening.

    Then the bell struck a third time, and the kitchen clock jumped forward.

    4:32.

    "They test it," she said. "Owen has been working on the mechanism."

    Adrian knew Owen Bell only as the skinny, freckled boy who had rung the chapel bell on dares. "The pie plumber."

    "Among his talents."

    They ate while rain ticked against the window. Nell told him about her shop on Market Street, half bookstore and half coffee counter, and about the council's plan to turn the mill into expensive apartments no one in Ashford Hollow could afford. She gave him the names of people who had married, divorced, vanished into Florida, or returned with money. In her telling, the town sounded ordinary enough to survive.

    Adrian let her talk. He asked questions at the right intervals. The old rhythm between them returned, awkwardly at first, then with warmth. By the time she stood to leave, night had filled the yard.

    "Monday prayer is open," she said while buttoning her coat.

    "That invitation came out of nowhere."

    "Abram asked me to mention it if you came back."

    "He knew I was coming?"

    "Everybody knew. Mrs. Vale saw my car here yesterday, and by lunch the town had decided you were either moving home or selling the place to a cult."

    "Why would I go to prayer?"

    "You used to."

    "I used to eat crayons."

    "You were four."

    "Still not a reason to start again."

    Nell smiled, but the smile did not settle. "You don't have to. I told him I'd ask. Now I have."

    At the door she hugged him again. "Call if the house makes old-house noises."

    "What will you do?"

    "Tell you they're old-house noises."

    He watched the yellow coat fade down the walk. Her taillights disappeared into fog before the engine sound reached the corner.

    Alone, Adrian moved through the rooms turning on lamps. The bulbs made islands without illuminating the spaces between them. In the parlor, dust lay over the piano. One key depressed when he passed, a soft wooden complaint. He pressed it down and heard nothing. The string had broken years ago.

    He checked the back door, then the front. He opened his suitcase and left his clothes folded inside. Unpacking implied a decision.

    The closet held a cardboard box Nell had labeled ADRIAN SCHOOL. Inside were debate medals, a cracked stethoscope from an anatomy kit, and the blue plastic ambulance he had carried until one wheel disappeared. His mother had saved these proofs that a child could announce a life before understanding its cost.

    At the bottom lay his first-aid merit badge booklet. On the cover, twelve-year-old Adrian had written a promise in block capitals: I WILL KNOW WHAT TO DO.

    He sat on the floor with the booklet open across his knees. Splints, burns, shock, rescue breathing. Every procedure ended with the same instruction to call for help. He had believed help was a place people reached if they acted fast enough.

    His phone found service and delivered a voicemail from Luis. Adrian listened without putting it to his ear.

    "Cole, payroll says you never returned your winter jacket. I told them to consider it emotional damages. Call me. Or don't. Just text a period so I know you made it."

    The message was four days old.

    Adrian typed a period. Before he could send it, another message appeared from an unknown number.

    YOU WERE SIX MINUTES AWAY.

    He stared until the words blurred. Then the screen refreshed and showed only his unsent reply to Luis.

    He sent the period.

    A moment later, three dots appeared beneath it. Luis was typing. Adrian switched the phone off before the answer came, placed it face down, and returned the booklet to the box. He put the toy ambulance on the dresser with its missing wheel toward the wall.

    The toy rolled by itself.

    It traveled the width of the dresser on three wheels and stopped at the photograph of Kettering. Adrian checked the floorboards with his bare foot. They slanted toward the window, away from the dresser's center.

    He moved the ambulance back. It remained where he placed it.

    "Old house," he said.

    From inside the box, paper rustled. The merit booklet lay open again. His childhood promise had been crossed out. Under it, in handwriting too narrow to be his, appeared a second sentence.

    YOU WILL KNOW WHEN.

    Adrian closed the box and placed a chair against the closet.

    In the parlor, a narrow cabinet held the family photographs Nell had not wanted. Adrian switched on the brass lamp and opened the warped doors. His father's Navy portrait leaned against school pictures and tintypes whose subjects had never been named. The dead accumulated without order. Here was their mother at sixteen, sitting on the hood of a car with one bare foot raised behind her. Here was Nell in a paper crown. Here was Adrian at nine, scowling beside Reverend Kettering after some Christmas pageant he had refused to enjoy.

    Kettering had looked old even then. The photograph gave him iron-gray hair, a long mouth, and hands too large for the boy's shoulders. Adrian held it closer to the lamp. Saint Brigid's altar stood behind them, dressed in white for Advent. On the wall above it hung a carved circle divided by seven spokes.

    He did not remember that carving.

    He turned the photograph over. His mother's handwriting identified the date and added, Adrian as the stubborn shepherd. Beneath that, in pencil, someone had written 1.

    The number was small enough to be an inventory mark. He rubbed it with his thumb. Graphite smudged his skin.

    The telephone rang in the hall.

    Adrian dropped the photograph. Its glass struck the rug but did not break.

    The landline had been disconnected after his mother died. He knew this because the beige cord ended in a clean plastic plug four inches from the wall.

    The phone rang again.

    He stood in the parlor doorway and watched it. The old machine sat on a shelf beneath the mirror, yellowed by years of sunlight. On the third ring he crossed the hall and lifted the receiver.

    Static breathed against his ear.

    "Hello?"

    The static sharpened. Somewhere within it, a monitor alarm chirped twice.

    Adrian squeezed his eyes shut. "Luis?"

    A child's cough came down the dead line.

    He tore the receiver away and let it fall. It swung against the wall, knocking softly while the cord twisted. The dial tone that followed was clear and ordinary.

    He put the receiver back, then unplugged the cord from the telephone too. His fingers were steady now. Fear could do that for him. It burned away tremor and narrowed the world to tasks.

    He returned to the parlor. The photograph lay face down. When he lifted it, the penciled number had disappeared from the back.

    He called Nell on his cell. The call failed before it rang.

    On the second attempt, a man's voice answered.

    "Cole residence."

    Adrian looked at the dead landline.

    "Who is this?"

    "You've reached the Cole residence."

    The voice sounded recorded, but no recording he knew paused to breathe. Behind the words came the low murmur of a crowd saying something together.

    "Who is this?"

    "No one is here at present."

    "Put Nell on."

    "Please call again."

    The connection ended.

    Adrian checked the screen. He had dialed his own childhood number, a sequence his hands remembered though he had selected Nell's name. His call history showed no attempt at all.

    He stood very still, resisting the urge to throw the phone. Objects had rules. The house had rules. A telephone without power did not ring. A disconnected number did not answer itself. When such rules failed, the failure was usually in the observer.

    Visual hallucinations could accompany sleep deprivation. Auditory hallucinations could accompany trauma, depression, medications, fever, neurological disease. Adrian had run patients who heard relatives in air vents and devils under their beds. He had spoken gently while police searched rooms he knew were empty.

    He had never understood how humiliation mingled with their terror until now.

    The phone vibrated in his hand. This time Nell's name appeared.

    "Hey," she said. "You called?"

    Adrian looked at the parlor cabinet. "Bad signal."

    "Welcome home."

    "Did Mom ever keep a picture of me with Kettering? Christmas pageant, maybe ninety-nine."

    "The stubborn shepherd? Sure. You hid baby Jesus in the boiler room."

    "I don't remember doing that."

    "Abram found him before the service."

    "Was there a wheel carved over the altar? Seven spokes."

    Nell went quiet long enough for him to hear a grinder working in the coffee shop behind her. She had not gone home. He imagined her under the pendant lamps, counting the register while rain silvered the front window.

    "There's a Saint Brigid's cross," she said.

    "That's woven from rushes. This was a circle."

    "They renovated after the roof leak. Maybe it was decorative."

    "Somebody wrote a one on the back of the photograph."

    "Mom wrote on everything."

    "Not in her handwriting."

    "Adrian." Nell lowered her voice. "What's happening?"

    He could have told her. The need rose so quickly it hurt. But saying the child had coughed into a disconnected phone would make the experience real in the wrong way. It would place Evelyn in this house with them.

    "Nothing," he said. "Jet lag without a jet."

    "You drove across one time zone."

    "It was a difficult time zone."

    She did not laugh. "I can come back."

    "Don't. I'm going to sleep."

    "Take the little blue pill Dr. Shah gave you."

    "You promised not to manage me."

    "I promised no such thing. I promised you could stay. Managing is included with lodging."

    "Good night, Nell."

    "Keep a light on."

    "You say that to all your guests?"

    "Only the brave ones."

    He waited for her to hang up first. The line clicked, but he continued holding the phone to his ear. Far beneath the silence, he thought he heard a congregation whispering. The sound ceased when he lowered the phone.

    Adrian carried the photograph upstairs. He propped it on the dresser facing the bed. In the lamplight, young Reverend Kettering seemed less to stand behind the boy than to restrain him. Adrian studied the altar in the background until the white cloth and shadows lost their depth.

    There were seven figures carved around the wheel. He could see them now, each no taller than a grain of rice in the photograph. Six knelt with their heads bowed. The seventh stood.

    He brought the picture close enough that his breath clouded the glass.

    The standing figure had no face.

    At ten he lay in his old bed and listened to the furnace struggle. Pipes knocked in the walls. Branches brushed the roof. Each harmless sound arrived with a medical explanation his body refused to accept. His pulse ran high. His jaw ached from clenching.

    He took the white-noise machine his therapist had recommended from his bag. Ocean surf filled the room. After five minutes, the repeating waves began to resemble breathing through an oxygen mask. He switched it off.

    In the silence that followed, someone walked along the first-floor hall.

    Three steps.

    A pause.

    Four more.

    Adrian sat up. The floorboards downstairs creaked beneath a measured weight.

    He reached automatically for a radio that was not clipped to his belt. His hand closed on his shirt.

    "Nell?"

    No answer.

    He took the heavy flashlight from the nightstand and went downstairs. The beam moved over framed photographs, the oval mirror, the staircase rail polished by generations of hands. The front door remained locked. So did the back.

    In the kitchen, a wet footprint darkened the linoleum.

    It was narrow and longer than his own bare foot. There was no second print. No water around it. The impression seemed to begin and end in the middle of the room.

    Adrian crouched without touching it. Cold rose from the mark. His breath showed briefly in front of his face.

    The furnace clicked off.

    From the hill, Saint Brigid's bell sounded once.

    The wet footprint vanished.

    Adrian remained on his knees until his legs began to ache. He told himself he had seen a patch of tracked-in rain evaporate over a heat duct. He told himself the bell was being repaired. He told himself the last months had taught his brain to assemble danger from noise.

    When he stood, the kitchen clock read 11:53.

    His phone read midnight.

    For seven seconds, neither display changed.

    Then the kitchen clock gave a small mechanical tick and moved to 11:54.

    Adrian went to the window.

    Fog lay thick across the backyard. Beyond it, where the chapel hill should have been invisible, a single amber light burned at the top of Saint Brigid's tower. A figure stood beneath that light, impossibly clear at such a distance. Tall. Thin. Motionless.

    Adrian blinked.

    The tower was empty.

    On the dark glass, his reflection lifted one hand a fraction after he did.

  

  
    Chapter Two — Monday Prayer

    By Saturday morning, the wet footprint had become a problem of condensation.

    Adrian decided this while standing over the clean patch of linoleum where he had seen it. The heat duct beneath the floor made a faint ticking sound. Rain had found some route from his coat or Nell's boots to the middle of the kitchen. Grief had supplied the rest.

    The telephone remained unplugged.

    He slept until noon, woke ashamed of it, and walked into town under a sky the color of tin. Movement had once been his reliable cure for thought. In the city he had run before dawn, five miles along the river with ambulances passing on the avenue above him. In Ashford Hollow, the streets climbed and narrowed without logic. The town had been built by people who expected to walk and wanted every journey to feel earned.

    Market Street occupied four blocks between the courthouse and the old mill canal. Nell's shop was called Dog-Eared, the name painted in gold across a window crowded with used hardcovers. The coffee counter took up the back third. A chalkboard promised strong coffee and weak opinions.

    Nell looked up when the bell above the door rang. "You survived."

    "Barely. Your furnace tried to kill me."

    "It likes to test newcomers."

    "I grew up with it."

    "It holds grudges."

    Three people sat at tables among the bookshelves. All three turned toward him. A woman in a red knit cap smiled openly. The old man beside her lowered his newspaper and stared over its edge. At the window, a teenage girl stopped writing in a notebook.

    Adrian unzipped his coat. "Do I have something on my face?"

    "Your face," Nell said. "People remember it."

    "I was hoping it had improved."

    "Debatable. Coffee?"

    She made it without waiting for an answer. Adrian carried the mug to a shelf labeled LOCAL HISTORY. The books were the sort printed in small runs: sepia photographs, stapled genealogies, a bicentennial volume with a cracked green cover. He found Saint Brigid's in the index of the town history and opened to a picture of the chapel taken in 1912.

    The altar was too far away to show detail. Above it hung the seven-spoked wheel.

    "That used to be there," he said.

    Nell glanced over. "Okay."

    "You said it might have been decorative."

    "Decorations can be old."

    "What is it?"

    "I sell books, Adrian. I don't absorb them through my hands."

    The old man folded his newspaper. "It's the pilgrim's sun."

    He wore a tweed cap and a hearing aid the same pink as the shell of his ear. Adrian recognized Walter Peale, who had been town clerk when their father was alive.

    "A pilgrim's sun has twelve rays," Walter continued. "That one has seven. It isn't a sun."

    The woman beside him touched his wrist. "Walt."

    "He asked."

    "Do you know what it is?" Adrian said.

    Walter studied him with rheumy, furious eyes. "A thing put away."

    The woman gathered their cups. "He's having a difficult morning."

    "I'm having the morning they gave me," Walter said.

    She steered him toward the door. As they passed Adrian, Walter leaned close enough that wool and old tobacco filled Adrian's nose.

    "Don't let him pray over you," he whispered.

    The bell above the door gave a frantic shake. The couple went out.

    Nell busied herself wiping a clean section of counter. "His wife died in March."

    "What did he mean?"

    "He means many things. Usually before breakfast."

    "Nell."

    "He's eighty-six and angry at God. Leave him the dignity of being strange."

    The teenage girl had resumed writing, though Adrian could feel her attention. He slid the town history back onto the shelf.

    "I heard the disconnected phone ring last night," he said quietly.

    Nell stopped wiping.

    "It sounded like the call. Evelyn's call."

    For a moment she was his little sister again, wide-eyed and trying not to show fear because he had shown it first.

    "Did you take the pill?"

    "No."

    "Maybe you should."

    "Probably."

    "Do you want to stay with me?"

    "No. I want you to tell me old wiring can make a phone ring without a line."

    "Old wiring can do anything. It has seniority."

    "Good."

    She put the cloth down. "I'm serious about staying over."

    "And I'm serious about being fine."

    "That's never reassuring when anyone says it."

    The front door opened again. Reverend Abram Kettering ducked his head as he entered, though the frame was tall enough to clear him. Age had narrowed him without diminishing his height. He wore a black wool coat buttoned to the throat and carried no umbrella. Rain silvered his shoulders.

    "Speak of the devil," Nell said.

    "You do me too much honor," Kettering replied.

    His voice had changed less than his face. It remained low and textured, a voice that made children sit still and adults forgive pauses. He took Nell's offered towel, then looked at Adrian.

    Warmth came over his features with such force that Adrian stepped back.

    "The lost Cole," Kettering said.

    "Just visiting."

    "Of course."

    The reverend held out both hands. Adrian offered one. Kettering enclosed it between his palms and did not let go at once.

    His skin was cold.

    "I am sorry for what brought you home," he said.

    Adrian's fingers stiffened. "Nell told you?"

    "Only that you had suffered."

    "She didn't tell me anything," Nell said.

    Kettering released him. "Pain announces itself. We needn't pry into its name."

    Adrian disliked the sentence because some part of him wanted to believe it. "I'm not looking for counsel."

    "Then I won't offer any."

    "Or prayer."

    The warmth in Kettering's face did not fade, but it seemed to move farther away. "Not without permission."

    "Walter Peale told me the same thing."

    Nell made a warning sound.

    Kettering looked toward the rain-streaked window. Walter and his wife were already out of sight. "Walter has reasons to distrust whatever he cannot command."

    "He called the carving over your altar a thing put away."

    "It was removed after the roof repairs."

    "What was it?"

    "An old emblem. Older than Saint Brigid's. People have supplied it with many meanings."

    "What's yours?"

    Kettering looked at him. His pupils seemed unusually large, swallowing most of the gray iris. "A warning mistaken for a promise."

    The coffee grinder screamed to life behind Nell. Adrian flinched. Kettering did not.

    "Monday prayer begins at six," the reverend said. "You would be welcome."

    "Nell already delivered the invitation."

    "Then I have repeated myself. One of the privileges of age."

    He bought a paper cup of tea and left without drinking it. Through the window Adrian watched him cross Market Street. People greeted him from beneath umbrellas. He raised one hand to each without breaking stride.

    "He knows," Adrian said.

    "That you're back? Everyone knows."

    "About Evelyn."

    "He knows something happened."

    "He said suffered. Past tense. Like it was finished."

    "You're interrogating grammar."

    "It's more cooperative than people."

    Nell came around the counter. "Abram visited Mom every day when she was sick. He washed her hair when I couldn't get her out of bed. Whatever else he is, he's not careless with pain."

    "Whatever else?"

    "A pastor. Which is enough."

    Adrian drank the coffee. It had gone cool.

    He spent the afternoon replacing two porch boards at the house. The physical work helped. He measured twice, cut badly once, swore, and cut again. When dusk came, he had a repair that would hold and a blister opening beneath his thumb. The pain was clean and local.

    Sunday passed without a telephone call or footprint. Adrian drove to the cemetery with Nell and cleared wet leaves from their parents' stones. Their father had died when Adrian was fourteen, struck by a drunk driver on County Nine. Their mother had survived him by thirteen years and spoken to him every night after the house went quiet. Nell knew because she had heard the conversations through the heating vent.

    "She thought he answered sometimes," Nell said, kneeling to pull grass from the base of the marker.

    "She knew he didn't."

    "Knowing isn't one thing."

    Adrian brushed rain from his father's name. "You sound like Kettering."

    "Take it back."

    On the path behind them, an elderly woman stopped. She wore a clear plastic hood over tight white curls and carried flowers bundled in newspaper.

    "Adrian Cole," she said. "Home before winter."

    "Hello, Mrs. Vale."

    Ruth Vale had run the church nursery when he was small. She smelled exactly as he remembered: rose powder and peppermints. Her gaze moved over his face, then his chest, as if searching for something through his sweater.

    "Will we see you tomorrow?"

    "I'm not sure."

    "You should come."

    Nell rose. "Don't recruit over the dead, Ruth."

    Mrs. Vale's smile tightened. "The dead don't mind. They know the importance of an open door."

    She continued along the path without visiting a grave. Adrian watched her until the fog took her plastic hood.

    On the walk back, Nell persuaded him to stop at the Lantern House for dinner. The tavern occupied the ground floor of a former coaching inn, all low beams and brick worn hollow near the hearth. Adrian remembered stealing cherries from the bar garnish while his father played darts. Now the wall above the taps held photographs of flood years and championship teams. A brass ship's clock hung among them with no hands.

    Conversation dipped when they entered.

    Nell kept walking until the room recovered. She chose a booth beneath a carved wooden saint whose hands had been broken off. Adrian sat with his back to the wall.

    "If you're going to notice every silence," she said, "you'll never eat."

    "Did it always do that?"

    "Small town. New face."

    "Not a new face."

    "Worse. A face people can compare with its seventeen-year-old version."

    The server, a woman named Jo Cask, remembered Adrian's high school order. She brought him a burger with mustard only and seemed disappointed when he asked for onions. As she left, Adrian heard her whisper to another server, "He looks like Peter did."

    "Who was Peter?" he asked Nell.

    Her water glass stopped halfway to her mouth. "I didn't hear."

    "She said I look like him."

    "There are a dozen Peters in town."

    "How many look like me?"

    Owen Bell appeared beside the booth before she answered. He held a beer in each hand and set one in front of Adrian.

    "Welcome home," he said. "Properly this time."

    "We met at the chapel."

    "Doorways don't count."

    He slid into the booth next to Nell without invitation. Up close, the broken veins around his nose and his oil-stained fingers made him look older than forty. A tattoo disappeared beneath his left cuff: part of a circle, crossed by a black line.

    Adrian nodded toward it. "Church symbol?"

    Owen covered the tattoo. "Mistake from my Navy years."

    "You were never in the Navy," Nell said.

    "Merchant Marine. Same water."

    "You worked two summers on the ferry."

    Owen drank. "Same water."

    Adrian turned the untouched beer between his palms. "Why is Walter afraid of Monday prayer?"

    "Walter is afraid of Tuesday breakfast."

    "That's nearly word for word what Kettering said."

    Owen's smile collapsed at one corner. "Abram is good at words."

    "He called the seven-spoked carving a warning."

    "Did he?"

    "What do you call it?"

    "Gone."

    "The useful answer would be what it was before it was gone."

    Owen looked at Nell. "You bringing him tomorrow?"

    "He decides where he goes."

    "Of course. Just wondered."

    "Everyone wonders," Adrian said. "Mrs. Vale asked at the cemetery. Kettering came to Nell's shop. You asked before sitting down."

    People at the nearest table had stopped pretending not to listen.

    Owen leaned close. Beer soured his breath. "Your mother asked us to remember you. Every Monday for years, she said your name. Some habits hold after the person who made them is gone. That's all."

    "Why Mondays?"

    "Church calendar."

    "There's no weekly Monday observance on the church calendar."

    "Then local calendar."

    "What happens at prayer?"

    Owen's eyes moved to the handless clock. "Mostly waiting."

    He stood too quickly and left one beer behind.

    Nell watched him cross to the bar. "He hasn't been right since his brother drowned."

    "Did everyone in this town lose someone?"

    "Yes. That's what time does."

    "You're defending them."

    "I'm asking you not to take a chisel to every cracked thing you see."

    Their food arrived. Jo placed Adrian's plate before him, then glanced toward the handless clock.

    "He liked mustard too," she said.

    "Peter?"

    The color left her face. "Your father."

    "My father's name was Daniel."

    Jo snatched the napkin from beneath his fork. "I'm sorry. Long day."

    She fled to the kitchen.

    Adrian looked at Nell. "You want to explain that?"

    "I can't explain somebody else's mistake."

    "Who was Peter?"

    "I don't know."

    "You're lying."

    "I am tired." Her voice sharpened. "You came home and now every bad floorboard is evidence, every confused old person is a witness, and every pause I take means I'm hiding something. Maybe I pause because I don't want to say the wrong thing to my brother who hasn't spoken to me honestly in months."

    Adrian sat back.

    The surrounding conversations resumed with exaggerated volume.

    "Fair," he said.

    "I know something is strange. I live here. But strange is not the same as arranged for you."

    "Kettering knew I was coming."

    "Because I told Mrs. Vale."

    "And the picture?"

    "An old church carving."

    "The phone?"

    "A bad night in an empty house."

    She reached across the table. "You are allowed to have those."

    Adrian looked down at her hand, then placed his own over it.

    Above the bar, the brass clock gave a single loud tick.

    Every conversation stopped.

    Owen crossed the room, lifted the clock from its hook, and carried it through the kitchen. No one commented. A minute later the room was noisy again.

    "A handless clock," Adrian said.

    Nell ate one french fry. "Old mechanisms keep tension."

    "That sounded rehearsed."

    "It was. We all asked the first time."

    On the walk home, fog thickened between the streetlamps. Adrian glanced back once. Owen stood outside the Lantern House holding the clock against his chest.

    Though it had no hands, he was whispering numbers to it.

    "Friendly town," he said.

    "They mean well."

    "Why does everyone want me at that prayer?"

    Nell pressed her lips together. "Because your mother put your name on the prayer list for fifteen years. Because you left wounded and came back worse. Because people here don't know how to care for anyone without making it public. Pick one."

    "Which do you pick?"

    "The third."

    He knew she was lying. He let her.

    That night, Adrian dreamed he was fourteen again, standing beside his father's coffin in Saint Brigid's. The chapel was empty except for Nell, who sat in the last pew with her knees drawn to her chest. Each time Adrian walked toward her, another pew appeared between them.

    Kettering's voice came from inside the coffin. "You may keep one."

    Adrian opened the lid. His father lay with one hand closed over an old square nail. The fingers loosened, and the nail rolled toward Adrian through folds of white lining.

    "One what?" Adrian asked.

    His father opened his eyes. "Monday."

    Adrian woke before dawn with his fist clenched. When he opened it, four rust-colored marks crossed his palm where fingernails had broken skin.

    He washed the blood away and found no wound beneath it.

    Downstairs, the brass clock from the Lantern House sat on the kitchen table.

    Adrian did not approach. Moisture shone across its handless face. A note had been tucked under the case in Owen's handwriting.

    IT WAS YOUR FATHER'S.

    He called Nell. The call went directly to voicemail. He called Owen and reached a recording that recited the time.

    "At the tone," the recording said, "it will be 4:17."

    A chime followed.

    "At the tone, it will be 4:17."

    Adrian hung up. Through the kitchen window he saw Owen's truck idling at the curb, driver's door open. No one sat inside.

    The clock gave one tick.

    Adrian carried it outside with both hands. It was heavier than brass should be and warm around the rim. Owen's truck vanished into the fog as Adrian reached the porch, though he never saw the door close.

    He set the clock on the top step.

    "Take it back," he called.

    From somewhere near the corner, Owen answered, "It came back already."

    By sunrise, the clock was gone. A perfect circle of dry wood remained on the wet step.

    Monday arrived in rain.

    Adrian woke before dawn with the taste of smoke in his mouth. He had dreamed of Evelyn on the stretcher, but this time the ambulance doors opened onto the nave of Saint Brigid's. Kettering waited at the altar in turnout gear. When Adrian tried to lift the child, her body had been made of wet soil.

    He showered until the water ran cold.

    At breakfast, the kitchen clock lost seven minutes. Adrian watched the second hand move, went to rinse his cup, and found the display behind his phone when he looked again. He reset it. At noon it had lost the same seven minutes.

    He took the battery out and placed the clock facedown in a drawer.

    At five thirty, Nell knocked.

    "I'm not going," he told her before opening the door.

    "I came to bring you bread."

    She held up a paper bag. Her eyes went past him toward the kitchen drawer, though she could not have known what was inside.

    "Are you going?" he asked.

    "To prayer?"

    "Is there another event nobody will explain?"

    "Sometimes I go."

    "That's not an answer."

    "Yes. Tonight."

    "Why?"

    Nell looked down at the bag. A dark drop of rain spread through the paper near her thumb. "Because Abram asked."

    "That isn't like you."

    "You haven't lived here in fifteen years. You don't know what's like me."

    The words landed harder than she intended. Adrian stepped back.

    "You're right."

    "I didn't mean it that way."

    "It's still true."

    "Come with me. Sit in the back. If it feels strange, we'll leave."

    "It already feels strange."

    "Then you'll have evidence. You like evidence."

    The bells began.

    One note, then silence long enough for its echo to leave the house. A second. A third.

    Adrian felt each in the hinges of his jaw. By the fourth, the ache behind his sternum had begun. It was not pain exactly. It was pressure, a thumb pressed to the hard plate of bone.

    "Does it always ring seven times?" he asked.

    Nell's face had gone pale.

    "No."

    The fifth note rolled over them.

    "How many?"

    "Usually one."

    The sixth.

    Adrian stepped onto the porch. Along Larch Street, doors were opening. People emerged into the rain with coats held over their heads. They did not look toward the bell tower. They looked toward him.

    The seventh note sounded.

    The pressure beneath his sternum released.

    For the first time since he had entered Ashford Hollow, the fog drew back. A clear corridor opened from the Cole house to the chapel hill, straight through yards and fences and buildings. At its far end, Saint Brigid's doors stood open. Amber light spilled down the steps.

    Nell took his hand. "We can stay here."

    But Adrian had already moved.

    They joined the people climbing the hill. No one hurried. Shoes whispered over wet pavement. A woman carried a sleeping infant beneath her coat. Men Adrian had known as boys walked with their hands folded in front of them. Market Street emptied into the procession until the road behind seemed darker for their absence.

    "Is this normal?" Adrian asked.

    Nell did not answer.

    Saint Brigid's was smaller than memory and older than stone had any right to look. Moss furred the north wall. The bell tower leaned slightly toward the graveyard. Above the doors, the niche that had once held a statue of the saint was empty.

    Owen Bell stood at the entrance. He had grown broad and bald, with grease beneath his nails and a leather brace around one knee. He greeted Nell, then stared at Adrian with the stunned tenderness of a man seeing someone rise from a coffin.

    "You're here," Owen said.

    "Apparently."

    "I kept the house warm."

    "Thank you. Nell said you did."

    Owen's gaze dropped to Adrian's chest. "Nothing yet."

    "What?"

    "Your coat. You're soaked through."

    He stepped aside before Adrian could question him.

    The chapel smelled of wet wool, candle wax, and something sweetly rotten beneath the floor. Every pew was filled. People moved closer together without complaint to make room for Adrian and Nell near the back. When Adrian sat, those in front turned one by one. Some smiled. Some crossed themselves. A young man took one look at Adrian and began to cry.

    At the altar, Reverend Kettering wore plain black instead of vestments. The old seven-spoked carving was gone. In the plaster above him remained a circular stain, darker at the edges, exactly its size.

    No cross stood on the altar. Adrian remembered one made of dark oak, plain and heavy, but its base now held the seventh candle. Six others formed a line across the stone. None had been lit.

    He counted the doors instead. Front entrance, vestry, sacristy, choir stair. Four. The two narrow panels beside the altar might conceal cupboards. Six. A low door beneath the pulpit brought seven.

    The moment he reached the number, every latch settled with a soft metallic click.

    Nell heard it. Her eyes found his.

    "Don't," she whispered.

    "Don't what?"

    "Keep track."

    Around them, coats rustled as people shifted closer. Adrian felt the aisle narrow though no one left the pews. He placed both feet flat on the floor and located the main exit without looking back.

    Above the chancel, rain found the roof and tapped seven slow points across the plaster. Adrian followed the sound from left to right. When it reached the circular stain, the tapping ceased. A drop landed on his hand though the ceiling above him was dry. It smelled of pennies. He wiped it on his coat before Nell could see. The cold drop left one red circle on the dark wool beneath.

    Kettering lifted his head.

    The room quieted.

    "Thank you for answering," he said.

    He did not look at the congregation.

    He looked at Adrian.

    "I didn't," Adrian said, too softly for anyone beyond Nell to hear.

    Kettering smiled.

    "Let us begin," he said. "We have been waiting."

  

  
    Chapter Three — The Collapse

    Kettering began without a hymn.

    There were hymnals in the racks, their red cloth covers softened at the corners, but no one reached for them. Instead, ushers moved along the walls and closed the iron covers over the heating vents. The sweet odor beneath the floor strengthened. Adrian thought of apples left to rot in a cellar.

    Owen carried a shallow brass basin down the center aisle. Each person dropped something into it. Coins at first, then objects too quiet to identify. A button. A ring. A folded piece of paper. When Owen reached their pew, Nell removed the silver barrette from her hair.

    "What are you doing?" Adrian whispered.

    "An offering."

    "For Monday prayer?"

    "You give something you can live without."

    "Why?"

    "To prove you can."

    She placed the barrette in the basin. Without it, dark hair fell across her eyes. Owen held the brass bowl toward Adrian.

    "I don't carry ritual objects," Adrian said.

    "Anything."

    "I have a wallet."

    "Something personal."

    "No."

    The basin remained before him. Inside lay a child's lost tooth, a wedding photograph torn in half, and a brass key rubbed bright by use. Adrian felt the congregation waiting without turning.

    He took the hospital identification card from his wallet. It had expired with his leave, but the photograph still showed him in navy uniform, clean-shaven and impatient. On the back were the codes that once opened ambulance bays and medication rooms.

    He almost dropped it into the basin.

    Then he put it back.

    "I said no."

    Owen's hands tightened around the rim. For one second anger changed his broad face. Then he continued down the aisle.

    "You could have given a coin," Nell said.

    "You said personal."

    "I said what people do."

    At the front, Owen placed the basin under the altar. Kettering did not bless it. He covered it with the red cloth and set a small iron nail on top.

    The sight troubled Adrian. The nail was old, square-headed, and too large for the chapel's finished wood. Rust marked the cloth beneath it in the shape of a cross.

    Kettering raised both hands. "What do we close?"

    The congregation answered, "What should not open."

    "What do we keep?"

    "What should not leave."

    "What do we give?"

    "What we can lose."

    Adrian looked at Nell. Her lips moved with the others.

    "You know this?"

    "Everyone does."

    "I don't."

    "You left before Abram changed the service."

    "Changed it from what?"

    She did not answer. On the opposite side of the aisle, Mrs. Vale lifted her face. Tears had made pale tracks through her powder. She watched Adrian with a tenderness that frightened him more than the old man's warning.

    Kettering asked, "How long do we wait?"

    Silence.

    The congregation did not answer this question. Several people shifted in the pews. Owen looked at the floor. Dr. Mira Sloane, seated in the front row, closed her eyes.

    "How long?" Kettering repeated.

    From somewhere near the rear came a child's voice.

    "Seven."

    Parents turned. A little boy sat between them with both hands over his mouth. His father pulled him close and whispered sharply in his ear.

    Kettering lowered his hands. "There is no appointed measure for grace."

    Walter Peale laughed.

    The sound was dry and brief. His wife was not with him. He occupied the aisle seat four pews ahead of Adrian, his cane laid across his knees.

    "You wrote the measure yourself," Walter said.

    No one looked at him.

    Kettering continued. "We do not ask for signs. We do not test the boundary placed before us. We remember those beyond our help, and we release what cannot return."

    At the last word, the nail beneath the altar rolled across the brass basin.

    The chapel floor was level. Adrian checked the hanging candle flames. None bent in a draft.

    Kettering saw the nail move. His next breath stopped halfway into his chest.

    "Abram," Owen said.

    "Continue."

    "Maybe we should -"

    "Continue."

    The warmth had gone from Kettering's voice. He stood rigidly behind the altar, one hand braced on its stone edge. Adrian noticed a dark stain spreading through the reverend's shirt over his sternum.

    The child at the back began to count under his breath.

    His mother covered his mouth. The counting continued anyway, audible from beneath her hand.

    One.

    Two.

    Three.

    The father lifted the boy and carried him toward the doors. Owen blocked the aisle.

    "Prayer isn't over."

    "He's sick."

    "Then sit with him."

    "Move."

    Kettering struck the altar with his palm. The report silenced them all.

    "No one leaves during remembrance."

    Adrian felt Nell's hand close around his. "That isn't normal," she whispered.

    "Finally."

    The little boy had stopped struggling. His eyes fixed on Adrian from over his father's shoulder. When his mother's hand loosened, he spoke one more number.

    "Six."

    "He skipped," Adrian said.

    "What?"

    "He counted three, then six."

    Nell's grip hurt. "Don't count with him."

    At the altar, the old nail stood upright on its square head.

    Adrian blinked. It fell against the basin with a metallic click.

    Kettering gathered himself. When he spoke again, his voice was calm, but the calm required effort.

    He asked the congregation to lower their heads and remember those who had died beyond the reach of comfort. The wording was strange enough that Adrian looked up. Around him, chins sank toward chests. Nell's hand remained in his, cold and tense.

    "Those who departed in fear," Kettering said. "Those who departed alone. Those who waited at a threshold and heard no living voice call them home."

    The old chapel answered each pause with a settling groan. Rain dragged fingernails down the stained-glass windows. The saints in the glass had lost their faces to generations of mineral bloom, their robes and halos floating around white vacancies.

    "We remember what was taken," Kettering continued. "We remember what was lent."

    The congregation murmured, "We remember."

    Adrian turned to Nell. "What is this?"

    "Prayer."

    "For who?"

    "Everyone."

    Kettering's eyes lifted. "For Evelyn Pike."

    The name entered the room without force. Adrian felt it as a physical breach.

    Nell whispered, "I didn't tell him her name."

    All across the chapel, heads remained bowed.

    Adrian stood. The pew creaked sharply, but no one looked at him. "How do you know that name?"

    Kettering extended one hand, palm upward. "Come here."

    "Answer me."

    "I will."

    "From there."

    Kettering's hand did not move. Behind him, candles guttered in a draft Adrian could not feel. The circular stain above the altar seemed darker than it had a moment ago. Fine lines radiated from it through the plaster, seven faint spokes reaching toward the walls.

    "Adrian," Nell said. Her grip tightened. "Let's go."

    The aisle behind them had filled.

    People stood shoulder to shoulder between the final pew and the doors. Owen Bell was among them. His broad body blocked one side of the entrance, and Mrs. Vale blocked the other, small and resolute in her wet plastic hood. None of them looked threatening. That made it worse.

    "Move," Adrian said.

    Owen blinked. "The prayer isn't over."

    "It is for us."

    "Abram should finish."

    "Move."

    The pressure returned beneath Adrian's sternum. A thumb at first, then the heel of a hand. He pressed his fist to his chest.

    Nell stood beside him. "Are you okay?"

    "Indigestion."

    "You didn't eat."

    "Then efficient indigestion."

    She touched two fingers to the side of his neck. Adrian caught her wrist, embarrassed by the instinct and by the fact that his own fingers had already gone to the same place.

    His pulse was fast. Regular. No skipped beats. No radiation to the arm or jaw. The discomfort sharpened when he inhaled, which suggested muscle or lung rather than heart. He assessed himself automatically, building a differential while a quieter part of his mind watched the chapel close around him.

    Kettering stepped down from the altar. "Let him come."

    The people in the aisle separated.

    Not toward the door. They formed a passage between Adrian and the altar.

    "No," Adrian said.

    Something in the floor answered.

    It was not a sound. It was a pull, gentle and absolute, as if gravity had tilted toward the chancel. Adrian caught the back of the pew. The wood vibrated beneath his hand. His feet shifted forward.

    "Adrian?" Nell said.

    He tried to step backward. His right knee locked. The muscles of his thigh contracted without permission.

    "I'm cramping."

    "Sit down."

    He could not.

    The congregation lifted their faces. Some looked frightened now. Others watched with an attention so naked it resembled hunger.

    Adrian moved into the aisle.

    "Don't touch him," Kettering said.

    Nell ignored him. She wrapped both hands around Adrian's arm and pulled. For a moment the pressure eased. Adrian turned toward her, and the world rocked under his feet.

    The bell sounded overhead.

    Dust descended from the rafters.

    On the first note, every candle went out.

    On the second, Adrian lost feeling in his left hand.

    On the third, the chapel doors slammed shut.

    People cried out. Someone began reciting the Lord's Prayer too quickly. The words broke apart as other voices joined, each at a different place.

    "Call emergency services," Adrian told Nell.

    She already had her phone out. No signal.

    The fourth note rang.

    Adrian's vision narrowed. Darkness closed from the edges, leaving Kettering's face at the center. The reverend no longer looked warm. He looked terrified.

    "Not him," Kettering whispered.

    The fifth note.

    Adrian's knees buckled. Hands reached toward him and stopped, obeying Kettering's order. Nell went down with him, cushioning his head before it struck the floor.

    "Pressure," Adrian said. The word came out wrong, thick and distant. "Chest pressure. Aspirin. AED."

    He saw comprehension flare in Owen. The man shoved through the aisle toward the vestibule.

    The sixth note.

    Pain opened inside Adrian.

    This was not the crushing fist patients described. It was heat, a thin wire drawn from his breastbone through his spine. His back arched. Air left him in a sound he did not recognize.

    Nell's face appeared above his. "Stay with me."

    He almost laughed. The instruction belonged to him. He had said it in wrecked cars and bathrooms and alleys, as though staying were a courtesy a dying person might extend.

    "Count," he managed.

    "What?"

    "Pulse. Count."

    Her fingers searched his neck. He watched her expression change.

    The seventh bell sounded.

    His heart stopped.

  

  
    Chapter Four — Seven Minutes

    He knew the instant it happened. Not because of pain, which vanished, or breath, which had become irrelevant. He knew because the world lost sequence. Nell's mouth opened, but the cry reached him before her lips moved. Owen returned carrying the red AED case, but Adrian saw him both entering and kneeling, two positions overlaid. Kettering turned away and covered his face with both hands.

    Then the chapel withdrew like a tide.

    Darkness remained.

    It was not the darkness of closed eyes. Adrian had been trapped in a collapsed parking structure during training and knew what total absence of light felt like. Even then, darkness had shape. It lay against the skin and suggested walls.

    This had no walls.

    He could not feel his body. He tried to inhale and discovered there was no need, no chest in which to hold breath. Thought continued without location.

    Somewhere far away, Nell shouted his name.

    Pressure struck the center of his chest.

    One compression. Two. Three.

    He counted because counting was work and work was what he knew. Thirty compressions, two breaths. Keep the rate between one hundred and one hundred twenty. Allow full recoil. Minimize interruptions. He recited the algorithm, but the numbers would not arrange themselves. After six came eight. After twelve came twelve again.

    A voice whispered, "Begin."

    Adrian stopped counting.

    The voice had no direction. It moved through the dark as a change in temperature, spoken by mouths too numerous to separate. Some were old. Some were children. One sounded like him.

    "Who are you?"

    He did not know whether he formed the words or only intended them.

    The darkness listened.

    Far away: Stand clear.

    A shock tore through the place where his body had been. White light spread in a net, outlining nothing. The dark absorbed it.

    No change. Resume compressions.

    Nell was crying. Adrian wanted to tell her to switch with Owen before fatigue made her compressions shallow. He wanted to tell her to lock her elbows. He had told families not to stop, had guided strangers over the phone while sirens approached.

    His thoughts began to scatter.

    The voice said, "One."

    Something moved near him.

    Near had no meaning here, yet he felt approach. A disturbance passed through the dark, tall enough that his mind invented height for it. He sensed joints bending where the human body had none. He sensed attention without eyes.

    "One," the voice repeated.

    A hand touched the center of his chest.

    Pain returned in a single exquisite point. It was small at first, the heat of a match held near skin. Then the point widened into a line. The unseen finger drew downward, stopped, crossed itself.

    Adrian tried to move away. The darkness moved with him.

    Other presences gathered beyond the reach of perception. Adrian did not see them, but he heard the small betrayed sounds of bodies rediscovering pain. A man coughed. Another sobbed through clenched teeth. Somewhere, someone prayed in a language Adrian had heard from a patient dying in the back of his ambulance.

    "Can you hear me?" Adrian called.

    The coughing stopped.

    A voice answered from his left. "Don't let it count you."

    "Who are you?"

    "I was first."

    Another voice, farther away, said, "We were all first."

    The darkness folded. Adrian sensed the speakers move without changing distance, as if the space rearranged itself around his attention.

    "Where are we?"

    "Between."

    "Between what?"

    The first voice began to laugh. The sound aged as it continued, starting with a boy and ending with an old man.

    "Ask the shepherd," he said.

    "Kettering?"

    Every unseen presence inhaled.

    The hand pressed harder against Adrian's chest.

    "Names are doors," someone warned.

    "He already opened yours," said another.

    Whispers rose around Adrian. They did not speak to him. They repeated fragments of their own lives: a wife's name, a debt, the smell of cut hay, a hymn number, an apology. Six distinct voices emerged, then multiplied until hundreds seemed to remember through six mouths.

    Adrian tried to count them and lost the number each time he reached seven.

    "Are you dead?" he asked.

    The question silenced them.

    At last the boy-old man answered. "Not enough."

    The hand traced the line again. Adrian felt the shape fix itself somewhere deeper than skin.

    "Why me?"

    "Because you hear endings."

    "I was a paramedic."

    "Because you call them times."

    The word brought back every death Adrian had pronounced. He had written times on forms while families watched, reducing the moment a person became a body to four digits and a colon. 02:11. 16:43. 23:58. Numbers gave order to the worst room of someone's life.

    "Time of death is documentation," he said.

    "Time is ownership."

    The layered voice spoke now, and the others retreated from it.

    "Who are you?"

    The dark opened around a height too great to measure.

    "Not yet," the voice replied.

    Something cold encircled Adrian's wrist. Fingers, perhaps, though too many joints closed around him. It turned the hand he could not see and pressed his palm against a surface that yielded like skin.

    A heartbeat moved beneath it.

    Slow. Immense. Each contraction changed the pressure of the void.

    "One," the presence said.

    The heart beat again.

    The unseen people cried out. One begged for mercy. Another told Adrian to pull away. He tried, but the fingers held his palm flat.

    The next beat traveled through him and awakened his own heart for a single useless contraction. Pain flashed where his body waited in the chapel.

    "You are not dead," the boy-old man said. "That is the cruelty."

    "Then help me."

    "We are helping."

    "How?"

    "We remember you before it does."

    The great heart contracted a third time. Images burst behind Adrian's absent eyes: Saint Brigid's built over a ring of black stones; hands carrying a bound man through snow; Kettering as a child watching from beneath a pew; Adrian's mother hammering a nail into the Cole door while his father prayed.

    Then the images closed.

    "Are those memories?" Adrian asked.

    No one answered.

    The fingers released his wrist. The surface beneath his palm stopped beating. One by one, the other presences withdrew, each leaving a last breath in the dark.

    Alone again, Adrian heard a clock.

    The sound restored distance. Each tick came from farther away than the last, yet grew louder. Adrian followed because direction was the only mercy the void had offered. With every imagined step, weight returned to him. Feet first, then knees, hips, the ruined ache of his ribs beneath compressing hands.

    He tried to call to the unseen people. "Come with me."

    Their answers had faded, but one whisper reached him.

    "We already did."

    The dark under him changed texture. Floorboards pressed against soles he could not see. Along both sides, pews assembled from shadow. Heads bowed within them, too many to count.

    At the far end, a small amber point appeared.

    It might have been a candle. It might have been an eye.

    Adrian moved toward it until the hand on his chest pulled him still.

    "Not that way," the layered voice said.

    The light went out.

    For a moment the void held only Adrian and the unfinished pressure of a hand. He remembered telling families that hearing might persist after consciousness. He had meant comfort. Now every word from the chapel felt like a rope lowered toward someone without arms. It waited.

    Tick.

    Silence.

    Tick.

    Each interval lasted long enough for memory to enter.

    At the first tick he saw Evelyn's red sneaker.

    At the second he saw his mother asleep in the hospital chair while he sat beside her bed.

    At the third he saw Nell at twelve, crab apple raised in her hand, refusing to cry as his bus pulled away.

    At the fourth he saw his father beneath a white sheet on County Nine.

    At the fifth he saw Kettering in the Christmas photograph, both hands on his shoulders.

    At the sixth he saw six men kneeling around a wheel.

    The seventh interval opened.

    There was no memory inside it.

    There was a door.

    It stood alone in the dark, narrow and wooden, its panels swollen with age. Amber light leaked beneath it. From the other side came the chapel congregation speaking in unison.

    "What was taken," they said.

    "What was lent."

    Adrian reached for the handle and felt, for the first time, the suggestion of a hand.

    The door opened before he touched it.

    Beyond lay the back of the ambulance. Evelyn Pike rested on the stretcher, clean and dry, her face turned toward him. No burns marked her skin. Her red sneakers dangled above the floor.

    "You were late," she said.

    Adrian tried to answer. Shame restored his body piece by piece: tongue, throat, lungs, heart. Each returned only so it could hurt.

    "I was six minutes away," he said.

    "You were always going to be seven."

    The child's mouth opened wider than speech required. Darkness filled it.

    The hand on Adrian's chest pushed.

    He fell through the door.

    In Saint Brigid's, Nell knelt astride her brother and drove the heel of her palm against his sternum. Owen counted compressions at her shoulder. The AED had advised two shocks and found no rhythm after either. Dr. Mira Sloane, who had been sitting in the front pew, had taken over the airway with a pocket mask. She had already told Kettering to unlock the doors twice.

    He had not moved.

    "Again," Nell said.

    "Switch with me," Owen told her.

    "I'm fine."

    "You're slowing."

    "I'm fine."

    Mira glanced at her watch. "Five minutes twenty. Owen, switch."

    Nell shoved his hands away. "I said I'm fine."

    Adrian could hear them. Their voices traveled down a long iron tunnel. He tried to follow, but the hand held him in the dark.

    "One," it said.

    The pressure on his chest deepened. He felt skin blister beneath a finger that had no heat.

    Six minutes.

    Mira checked for a pulse. Her own breath shook behind the mask. She had delivered babies in kitchens, opened a man's chest after a logging accident, and pronounced more people than she remembered by name. She had never watched a healthy man arrest without warning in a room full of witnesses.

    "No pulse. Resume."

    Owen took Nell's place. His compressions drove Adrian's body against the old pine boards.

    Kettering began to pray.

    Not aloud. His mouth moved around words he would not give the room. Mrs. Vale saw and crossed herself. A few others did the same. Walter Peale, seated alone near the center aisle, stared at the reverend with hatred.

    "Tell them," Walter said.

    Kettering's lips stopped.

    "Tell them what minute it is."

    "Be quiet."

    "You rang the bell."

    "I did not."

    Six minutes forty seconds.

    The chapel clock had stopped. Its second hand pointed straight down.

    Every wristwatch in the room continued.

    Six minutes fifty.

    Mira leaned over Adrian. Her fingers touched the hollow beside his windpipe. Nothing moved beneath them.

    "Prepare to analyze," the AED said.

    Owen lifted his hands.

    The machine considered the dead man.

    Seven minutes.

    The chapel bell struck once.

    Adrian opened his eyes.

    Air entered him with the violence of water breaking through a dam. He convulsed, rolled, and tore the mask from his face. A sound came out of him, half gasp and half scream. Owen caught his shoulders. Nell fell against the pew and began sobbing.

    "Don't restrain him," Mira said. "Adrian, look at me. Can you hear me?"

    He could hear everything.

    Rain struck individual panes. Blood moved through Owen's fingers where they held his coat. Thirty-seven people breathed around him. Beneath the floor, water moved through a pipe. Far below that came a slow scraping, like a nail being dragged over stone.

    "Adrian."

    Mira's penlight burned across his pupils.

    He looked past her.

    Reverend Kettering stood at the altar. Relief had collapsed his face. One hand covered the center of his own chest.

    "How long?" Adrian asked.

    No one answered.

    He gripped Mira's wrist. "How long was I down?"

    Mira looked at Nell, then at the watch on her arm.

    "Seven minutes," she said.

    Around them, the people of Ashford Hollow began to kneel.

    The first person to call it a miracle was Mrs. Vale.

    Adrian lay on the chapel floor with Dr. Sloane's fingers at his throat and the adhesive pads of the AED pulling cold at his skin. His heart had returned too fast. He could feel each beat land high against his breastbone, strong enough to blur the rafters above him.

    "A miracle," Mrs. Vale said again.

    No one corrected her.

    Owen Bell was still on his knees beside Adrian. Sweat ran from his bare scalp though the chapel had gone cold. "I felt his ribs move."

    "That's what compressions do," Adrian said.

    The words scraped his throat. Dr. Sloane bent close.

    "Don't talk yet."

    "How many shocks?"

    "Two."

    "Rhythm?"

    "Asystole. Then fine ventricular fibrillation. The unit advised both shocks."

    "That's not how -"

    "I know."

    Her expression silenced him. The machine had behaved impossibly. So had his heart.

    Nell crouched at his feet, both hands pressed to her mouth. Adrian reached for her. She seized his fingers and held hard enough to hurt.

    "I'm all right," he said.

    She shook her head.

    "Nell."

    "You were dead."

    Her voice was small and furious. He had heard that tone only once before, when they were children and he found her sitting outside the emergency department after their father died. You left me, she had said, though he had been down the hall.

    "An ambulance is coming," Mira said.

    Adrian looked toward the aisle. The congregation had parted, but they had not stood. Thirty-seven people knelt between him and the door. The posture was worse than staring. It turned his body into an altar.

    "Get up," he said.

    Mira thought he meant himself. "Stay down."

    "Not me. Them."

    Mrs. Vale bowed her head.

    "Everyone get up."

    The command came out in his old paramedic voice, the tone that cleared stairwells and made drunk drivers sit on curbs. Several people obeyed from reflex. Others remained kneeling until Kettering raised a hand.

    "Give him room," the reverend said.

    "You give me room." Adrian tried to sit. The chapel tipped sharply. Mira braced a hand between his shoulders. "You locked the doors."

    "The doors locked themselves."

    "Doors don't do that."

    "No," Kettering said. "They don't."

    The answer disturbed Adrian more than a denial would have.

    Sirens climbed the hill. The town ambulance stopped below the chapel because the old drive was too narrow for its wheelbase. Two EMTs came in carrying bags and a collapsible stretcher. Adrian knew them both. Priya Desai had been three years behind him in school. Cal Rourke had taught him to tie fishing flies before Adrian was old enough to carry a knife.

    Their recognition cost precious seconds.

    "Move," Adrian snapped.

    Training took over. Priya knelt, placed oxygen under his nose, and asked him the questions used to measure consciousness.

    "Name?"

    "Adrian Cole."

    "Where are you?"

    "Saint Brigid's Chapel."

    "What day is it?"

    "Monday."

    "What happened?"

    Adrian looked at Kettering.

    "Ask him."

    They carried Adrian down the aisle. Hands reached from the pews to touch his coat. Priya told people to step back. Mrs. Vale whispered a blessing over him. Walter Peale remained seated, his face gray with an emotion Adrian could not name.

    As the stretcher passed, Walter caught Adrian's sleeve.

    "It knows your time now," he said.

    Cal pulled his hand away. "Let him through, Walt."

    Outside, fog had buried the town. Amber light from the open doors ended at the chapel steps. Beyond it, the world was featureless.

    The ambulance smelled of bleach, vinyl, and warmed plastic. Adrian nearly tore free of the straps when the doors closed. For a second the roof lowered above him and Evelyn's sneakers hung at the foot of the cot.

    Priya saw his panic. "You're here," she said. "Look at me. You're in Ashford Rescue Four."

    He forced air through his nose. "I know."

    "Twelve-lead looks clean. Sinus tach at one-twenty. Pressure one-fifty over ninety-four. Oxygen ninety-nine."

    "Any ectopy?"

    "No."

    "Then take the oxygen off."

    "You're not in charge."

    "I hate that."

    "I remember."

    She smiled without humor and left the cannula in place.

    Ashford Hollow Medical Center was a brick clinic with six inpatient beds and an emergency room built to stabilize lumber injuries, winter crashes, and the occasional heart attack until weather allowed transport to the county hospital. On Monday night every chair in the waiting room
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