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The lake did not look like a place that could keep a secret. In daylight it was the color of weak tea, ringed with cattails that bent whichever way the wind decided, and in summer the Hollow kids swam out to the diving rock and back without a second thought. But at night, when the mist came up off the water the way breath comes up off a body left too long in the cold, it looked like something that remembered everything and told no one.

The boy was ten years old and he was not supposed to be there.

He had followed her because that was what he did, trailing two years and one grade behind, close enough to hear her laugh at things he did not understand yet. She had walked to the lake with her shoes in her hand and her jeans rolled to the knee, and she had not seen him crouched behind the sumac at the tree line, because nobody ever saw him. That was the whole shape of his childhood, not being seen.

There was another shape on the dock. A grown shape. The boy did not know the word for what he felt when he saw it, only that his stomach dropped the way it did on the rope swing, that half second before the ground came back.

He heard her voice first, easy and unafraid, the voice of a girl who trusted the adults of her town the way you trust a floor to hold you. Then he heard the dock groan. Then he heard the water take her, not loud, not the way it happened in movies, just a long low swallow, and after that the lake went back to being quiet, the ordinary quiet of frogs and wind, as if it had not just done what it did.

The grown shape stood on the dock for a long time. Long enough that the boy's knees went numb in the dirt. Long enough that the moon moved. Then the shape turned and walked back up the path toward the road, unhurried, the walk of a man going home from an evening that had gone exactly as planned, or exactly as it had to.

The boy did not move until the birds started. He told himself, the way children build small rooms to survive in, that he had seen a shape and not a face, that the dark had blurred everyone into the same tall stranger, that maybe, maybe, the girl had simply misjudged the dock in the low light and gone under on her own, the way the whole town would agree to believe by the end of that terrible week.

He never told. Not his mother, who would have believed him and then spent the rest of her life afraid for him. Not the sheriff, who patted his shoulder at the funeral and said what a shame, what a shame, in a voice that did not shake at all. He carried it the way you carry a stone in a coat pocket, forgetting it is there until the weight pulls the seam.

Twenty years is long enough for a town to agree that a story is true simply because everyone has stopped arguing about it. Twenty years is long enough for a boy to become a man the town is proud of. It is not, as it turns out, long enough for a lake to finish keeping a secret.

The water was already lower that autumn than anyone could remember. Nobody thought much of it. Droughts came and went in the Hollow the way grief did, in cycles nobody wanted to name out loud.

It would take one more girl, and one more low season on the water, before the lake decided it was done remembering alone.
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DETECTIVE MARA KESSLER
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Mara Kessler had been a state police detective for sixteen years, long enough to develop a private taxonomy of the dead. There were the ones the water was gentle with, and there were the ones it was not. The girl on the bank outside Alder Hollow belonged to the second category, and Mara made herself look at all of it before she let herself feel any of it, because that was the order that kept her steady.

Seventeen, they thought, though the coroner would confirm it later. Blond hair gone the color of wet rope. A denim jacket that had ridden up around her shoulders like it was trying to protect the back of her neck even now. She had been in the water three days, maybe four, caught in the tangle of a fallen cedar near the north inlet of Lake Marrow, which was the only reason she had not drifted out toward the dam and into the deep water where the department's single dive team would have had a much harder morning.

"Local girl," said Sheriff Boyd Larsen, standing a few feet back from the tape with his hands in his jacket pockets like a man waiting for a bus he did not particularly want to catch. "Lily Ferris. Reported missing Tuesday."

"Four days," Mara said. "That's a long window for a town this size not to find her."

Larsen did not answer that directly, which told her something. He was a heavyset man in his late fifties with the sunburned, permanent squint of someone who had spent thirty years outdoors and still hated the sun for it. "We searched the woods. Nobody thought to drag Marrow. Kids don't come out here much anymore, not since the county put the new pool in over in Danville."

That was either true or it was the first small brick in a wall, and Mara had been doing this long enough to know that towns like Alder Hollow built walls out of true things all the time. She had been called in from the regional office two hours after the body surfaced, which itself was unusual. Small departments guarded their jurisdictions the way dogs guarded yards, and Larsen had a reputation, she'd been told on the drive up, as a man who did not care for outside help.

"Your call to bring me in," she said, "or your county's?"

"County's," Larsen said, too fast. "We don't get bodies out here, Detective. We get the occasional truck off the road in winter. I run four deputies and a part time dispatcher."

Mara crouched near the tape, close enough to see the girl's hands, which were the part of a drowning she always looked at last and most carefully. No defensive marks that she could see without the coroner's better light, but the left hand was closed in a way that untethered hands under water usually were not. Closed around nothing now. Whatever had been in it was gone, dissolved or dropped or taken.

"There a reason," she asked, standing, "this lake's water is down eight feet from where it should be this time of year?"

Larsen followed her gaze out across Marrow, where the old flood line sat pale and exposed along the rock like a bathtub ring on a giant. "Dam authority's been letting it draw down since spring. Inspection year. They're taking it near empty come October, redo the spillway gates. Whole town's talked about nothing else since March."

October. Mara filed that the way she filed everything at a scene, without deciding yet what it meant. A lake with a closing date. A department that had waited four days to drag it. A sheriff who kept looking at the tree line instead of the water, as if the answer he was afraid of was behind him and not in front.

"I'll need everything you've got on the missing persons report," she said. "And I'll need to talk to the family today, before this gets any further from them than it already is."

"Elaine's not going to want to talk," Larsen said. Then, quieter, almost to himself, in a tone Mara noted and did not yet understand: "Nobody in this town's ever wanted to talk about a girl in that lake."
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ELAINE FERRIS
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Four days before they found her, Lily had eaten cereal standing at the counter because she said she hated the sound of her own chewing in a quiet house, and Elaine had laughed and told her she was the strangest child God ever made, and that had been, God help her, an entirely ordinary Tuesday morning.

Elaine kept coming back to it now, turning it over the way you'd turn over a stone looking for the mark that should have warned you. The cereal. The gray hoodie Lily wore even though it wasn't hers, an old one of Josie's that had migrated between their closets for two years the way things did between girls who loved each other like sisters. The way Lily had paused at the door, actually paused, hand on the frame, and looked back at her mother with an expression Elaine had filed under teenager and moved on from, because you could not stop and interrogate every look your daughter gave you or you would never get out the door yourself.

She wished now she had stopped. She wished she had asked what are you not telling me, because there had been something. There was always something with Lily that last month, a kind of held breath Elaine had chalked up to boy trouble or the ordinary turbulence of being seventeen in a town where nothing ever happened and everyone knew your business anyway.

The lie sat in Elaine's chest like a swallowed stone, and she had gotten so practiced at carrying it that most days she almost forgot it was there. She had told the sheriff, and she had told the search volunteers, and she had told her own sister on the phone at two in the morning, that she had no idea where Lily might have gone Tuesday night, that her daughter had never once given her cause to worry about where she was.

That was not entirely true.

Lily had asked her, three weeks before she disappeared, whether Elaine remembered a girl named Dana Whitcomb. Elaine remembered saying something useless, something like why on earth are you asking about that, and Lily had looked at her with an expression Elaine had never seen on her daughter's face before, not quite fear, something more like the look of a person doing math they did not want to finish.

Elaine had let it go. She had let it go because the alternative was walking back into a summer she had spent twenty years walking away from, a summer when she had been sixteen years old and the whole town had decided, quickly and with something like relief, that Dana Whitcomb's death in that lake was a tragic accident and nothing more, and Elaine, who had known things, small things, a fragment of a conversation overheard through a screen door, had said nothing, because she was sixteen and frightened and it was easier to let the grown-ups decide what was true.

Now she sat in her kitchen
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