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A Note Before You Begin
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For about five weeks in the fall, on certain lakes in the northeast, the sun goes down behind the ridge and the water throws the last of it back up in a sheet. It comes at the shore from underneath, at an angle nothing else can make. If there is a building on that shore with old glass in it, the glass will do something for those five weeks that it does not do for the other forty-seven. Then the lake freezes and it stops.

That is a real thing. You can go and stand in it. Everything else in this book I made up, but I did not make up the light.

Here is the premise.

A stained glass restorer comes home to save the windows of a chapel that is scheduled to come down. She is good at this. It is the last thing her mother left unfinished. And when the first restored panel takes the light off the water, it puts a figure on the far wall — someone who once stood in that room and left a sentence unfinished.

The rules of the thing are simple, and I want you to have them before you start, because I think knowing the rules makes a book more frightening rather than less.

The glass keeps moments, not the dead. Anyone who stood in that room and broke off in the middle of a sentence is in there — including people who are still alive and living four miles up the road.

The figures cannot answer you. They repeat, and they stop in the same place every time, and there is no version of this where you get to ask a follow-up question.

And it is not free. Every panel brought back whole takes a memory from whoever did the work. The chapel is given back its past, and it is paid for out of the restorer’s. She does not get to choose which one. The glass chooses, and it always reaches for whatever memory carries the most of that particular room in it.

The town board meets on the eighth of December. That is thirty-five days. After that the glass comes out of the wall and goes into crates in the town barn, and crates in the town barn is how a window dies — not dramatically, it just never comes back out.

Some things I will not tell you. I will not tell you what the unfinished sentence turns out to be, though I will say it is not about dying and it is not a warning. I will not tell you why the largest window in the building was drawn fourteen times over eleven years by a woman who never once cut a piece of glass for it. And I will not tell you what the chapel’s caretaker has been looking at every sunset for six and a half years, or why he has never mentioned it to anybody.

A few content notes. A parent’s death from illness, remembered rather than shown. A funeral missed. An engagement left unanswered for seven years. Supernatural memory loss that is not reversed at the end. There is nothing graphic here; the intimacy in this book is written in light, from the first page to the last.

This is a book about a woman who has arranged her entire life so that she is always the one out the door first, and about what it costs her to stand still in one room until the sun goes down.

If you have ever walked out of the middle of a sentence because you could not stand to hear the end of it, and then spent years not being able to ask, I think this one is for you.

The light comes off the water at four fifteen. Stand where you can see the west wall.

— Wren Ashworth
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Chapter One
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The storm board came off the east window in one piece, and that told Mara more than the survey would.

Boards left up through nine or ten winters came down in pieces. The screws seized, the wood swelled around them, and you ended up prying the whole thing off in strips with the glass holding its breath eighteen inches behind your hands. This one had eight screws and all eight turned. Somebody had been taking the board down every spring and putting it back up every fall, backing the screws out a quarter turn before the last bite so the wood wouldn’t split, for seven years, on a building the town had already decided not to love.

She set the board against the pew end and got her light on the panel.

Green. She’d been telling herself green for seven years and it wasn’t green, not the way anything else was green. Her mother had logged it in the shop book as cathedral, mid-tone, probably Kokomo, probably 1878 original, and had underlined probably twice, because Eileen Doyle had never in her life written down a thing she couldn’t stand behind in front of a stranger. The glass had a shift in it. Straight on it read cool, almost gray. From the aisle it went warm at the bottom edge where the sheet had been rolled thinner, and at four in the afternoon in November it would throw a color on the stone floor that Mara had never found a name for and had stopped looking for one.

She wrote E-1, 42 lights, cathedral, orig. and started counting the failures.

Eleven cracked. Two missing outright, filled at some point with a putty somebody had painted green, and whoever had done it had matched the paint to the wrong end of the sheet, so the patch sat there smug and flat in a window that moved. The came was the real problem. She pressed her thumbnail into the lead at a joint near the sill and it took the mark like cold butter.

Behind her the door at the head of the nave opened.

She knew the sound. She’d have known it in a recording, in another state, ten years from now — the long draw of the bottom edge over the stone where the threshold had worn into a shallow dish, and then the catch, because the door had been hung a quarter inch out of plumb since before either of them was born and you had to lift it to close it.

She kept her thumbnail on the lead. She wrote came: soft at joints, E wall and her hand did it fine, the letters came out the way they always came out, and she thought, absurdly, that if she could just keep writing she would not have to turn around, and that if she never turned around this could go on being a job.

She turned around.

Owen was standing in the crossing.

Not near it. In it. On the flat stone where the two aisles met, six feet from the chancel step, in the spot, and he was not doing anything in the spot, he was just standing on it the way a man stands anywhere, with his weight on one leg and a work glove in his hand.

Seven years. He had gray coming in at one temple only, which struck her as unfair in a way she didn’t have time to think about. He had the same ring of keys on his belt. There were more of them now.

“Mara,” he said.

“Owen.”

That was the whole of it. She heard herself say his name in the voice she used for suppliers and county inspectors, level and a little warm at the end, and she watched him hear it too.

He didn’t move off the stone. That was the part she kept coming back to later, in the car, in the room above the Hollow’s one restaurant, at eleven that night with the light off — that he had not stepped off it. He’d stood there and let her look at him standing there, and she had no idea whether he understood what he was standing on or whether seven years had worn it down into just a place where the floor was, the way a threshold wears into a dish.

He would have to know. He was the one who swept it.

“Constance said Thursday,” he said.

“I moved it up.”

“Okay.”

“The light goes at four thirty now.” She heard the words coming and could not stop them, and out they came anyway, in her mother’s cadence, in the exact tone Eileen used to use on people who asked why she worked in her coat. “They put the clocks back yesterday. I lose an hour off the east wall every day I’m not here, and I’d rather lose it in December when I’ve got the tracings done.”

Owen nodded slowly, and she understood that he had heard the sentence she said and also the one underneath it, and that he was going to let both of them stand.

That was new. Or it wasn’t new and she had simply never given him anything to let stand before.

* * *
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HE WALKED HER THROUGH what he called the closed side, which was the sacristy, the stair to the bell chamber that nobody had rung since the eighties, and a low room behind the chancel that had been a vestry and was now four decades of folding chairs.

“I’ll want the sacristy,” Mara said. “For the bench. It’s the only room with a north window and a door that shuts.”

“It’s got her stuff in it.”

“I know.”

He took the keys off his belt. It was a serious ring, twenty or more, and he went through them without looking, the way you’d find a light switch in your own hallway. Brass ones for the doors that were still used. Steel ones, dark, some of them with the teeth almost gone, for doors that weren’t.

“This one sticks,” he said. “You lift and then turn. Don’t force it, the wards are worn, you’ll snap it in there and then we’re taking the door off.”

“Lift and turn.”

“There’s a trick to the—”

“I’ve got it.”

She hadn’t meant it to come out flat. It came out flat. Owen closed his hand around the ring, and the keys settled against each other with a sound like small change, and he said, “All right,” and went and unlocked it himself, lifting and turning, and held the door for her without any expression on his face at all.

The bench was under a tarp. Her mother’s soldering irons were in a coffee can with the labels still on, Chock Full o’Nuts, red and yellow, and Mara looked at the can and not at the irons and said, “The north light in here is good.”

Which was true, and which was also the kind of true you say instead of something else, and she knew it while she was saying it, and said it anyway.

* * *
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SHE GOT BACK TO E-1 at four ten.

The measure went the way measures go. Forty-two lights, eleven cracked, two dead, came soft along the sill and worse in the lower third where the water had been sitting since the first year somebody stopped
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