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  Chapter 1 

[image: ]
Bones Beneath the Chapel



"Mary." Pastor Abigail Brooks's voice was warm even when it was worried, which it was now, unmistakably. "I'm sorry to call so early. I need to ask a favor, and I'm afraid it's not a small one."
Mary said nothing, which was her way of saying: go on.
"The renovation crew found something yesterday afternoon. Beneath the floor near the side chapel—stones that weren't on any of the plans. And underneath those, bones. Human bones." A pause, and Mary could hear a sound in the background that might have been gravel shifting underfoot, or just the outdoor hush of October. "Ben Carter's here again this morning—he's the county's investigator for anything like this—and they've had the site sealed since last night. But there are pieces—furniture, two paintings, the baptismal font—that were displaced during yesterday's demolition, and they need to be out and properly assessed before the recovery team brings in more equipment. The diocese will want a proper assessment, and I can't trust just anyone with—"
"I'll come," Mary said.
"Oh, thank goodness. Mary, I—"
"Give me twenty minutes."
She hung up and stood for a moment at the bench, the glue skinning over at the joint's edge. She pressed the clamp another half-turn, more from habit than necessity, and went to find Sika's lead.
Sika was in the back room, taking up the center of the dog bed with the confidence of an animal who knew exactly how much space she was entitled to. She lifted her head at Mary's approach, read the lead in Mary's hand with one dark, alert glance, and was on her feet before Mary had crossed the threshold—the blue bandana knotted at her throat from the morning walk, her nose making a quick inventory of the air around Mary's knees. Whatever she found there apparently confirmed the general significance of the moment, because she stilled and let Mary clip the lead, no sideways dodge this time.
The canvas tote was packed—loupe, condition sheets, a pair of cotton gloves, the folding knife she rarely used for anything but cutting tape, a pencil she inevitably lost within the first twenty minutes of any job. She checked the tote twice anyway and locked the shop, loading Sika into the passenger footwell of the truck, the tote on the seat above her.
The drive to St. Anne's took six minutes. Not enough time, Mary had found, to build a convincing argument that she was coming purely in her professional capacity. The request was legitimate—displaced antiques, a site sealed off, a client who trusted her—and yet the speed of her agreement nagged at her slightly—an edge that hadn't been sanded flush, unresolved but impossible to dismiss. She had said yes before Abigail had finished asking. She did not examine that too carefully.
October had settled into Willow Creek in its quietest mode: no wind, the trees past their brief blaze, holding their color a little longer, the sky a flat, even grey that flattened everything beneath it into two dimensions. The fieldstone walls of St. Anne's Chapel, when she pulled into the gravel lot, looked older than usual in that light—less picturesque than they sometimes managed to be in summer, simply very old, and a little tired of it.
Ben Carter's cruiser was parked across the lot at a diagonal, angled with the settled confidence of a vehicle that expected to be there a while. Two deputies she recognized by their jackets were unspooling yellow tape from a roll, working their way around the chapel's side entrance with the unhurried focus of people doing a thing they had done before.
Ben himself stood near the cruiser's hood with a coffee cup, settled into a patient calm — years of practice had taught him to wait while looking like a man in no hurry at all. He watched Mary park. He didn't move toward her.
Sika's paws hit the gravel. The change was immediate—not the quick investigative casting she did in unfamiliar places, nose swinging wide, but a change slower and more deliberate. Her whole body dropped lower to the ground as if she were decreasing her profile, and she pulled left, hard, toward the cemetery wall at the lot's far edge, the lead going taut against Mary's hand with a steady, insistent pressure that was nothing like excitement.
"Sika." Mary shortened the lead. Sika did not look up.
She corrected her again, a light check, the lead angled back toward the chapel entrance. Sika's head swung briefly in Mary's direction—a glance of acknowledgment rather than compliance—and then turned back to the wall.
Mary let her go.
She followed Sika along the length of the cemetery wall for a full minute, watching her work the seam where fieldstone met packed earth—the narrow, shadow-damp line where the two materials met at the base of the wall. Sika moved at an easy, unhurried pace, pausing at intervals, pressing her nose hard into the stone joint, then moving another foot before stopping again. A scent tracked inward, toward a source — Mary thought she knew what she was looking for and was simply confirming the extent of it.
She did not let herself think about what the bones beneath the floor might mean, or why Sika was mapping the perimeter of the dead in preference to the living problem waiting inside. She thought instead about condition assessments, about the order in which she would work through the displaced pieces, about whether the font would need climate-stable wrapping before transport. These were reasonable, manageable thoughts, and she clung to them.
"All right," she said, finally, and coaxed Sika toward the chapel entrance with a slight pressure on the lead and a tone that meant: not yet, but soon.
Ben had not moved from the cruiser's hood. He had not taken his eyes off her, either, in all the time she'd spent following a corgi along a cemetery wall at nine in the morning. He said nothing. His expression offered nothing. But he watched — attentive, as if cataloguing a fact he didn't yet know how to classify.
Mary did not acknowledge him, which was its own kind of answer, and went inside.

      [image: ]The nave of St. Anne's had been cleared in a hurry, the look of a room emptied by people asked to leave quickly, no ceremony to it. Pew sections were stacked against the north wall in uneven columns, their seat cushions removed, their bare wood pale against the stone. The baptismal font stood near the crossing wrapped in moving blankets, its shape legible beneath the padding. Two oil paintings leaned face-in against one of the nave columns, their backing boards scuffed and their hanging wire coiled on the floor beside them. The clerestory windows admitted the October sky exactly as it was, grey light that fell straight down and illuminated nothing warmly.
Mary paused just inside the entrance long enough to let her eyes adjust and to take an inventory. Then she set the canvas tote on the nearest clear surface, pulled on her cotton gloves, and began.
Condition first. Provenance second. Nothing touched unless cause demanded it. These were not rules she had posted anywhere or repeated aloud; they were simply the order of things, as settled in her as the angle at which she gripped a loupe.
The oil paintings she did first, working from smaller concerns outward. Mid-century, both of them—the visible brushwork competent, nothing more, the subjects pastoral in the generalized way of work acquired for institutional spaces. One had a stress crack beginning at the lower left corner, minor. The other was sound. She made her notations and leaned them back, face-in, as she had found them.
The font she treated differently. When she folded back the moving blanket from the top and ran her gloved hand along the rim, she felt the density of age in the stone before she saw it—the slight unevenness of hand-carving, the basin worn smooth at the center from use across generations. Eighteenth century at the earliest, possibly older. She noted the dimensions, the carved rope border at the base, the hairline fracture running from the eastern face down through the pedestal that someone had attempted, at some point in the last hundred years, to stabilize with an iron pin now rusting slowly into the stone around it. This needed documentation before the recovery team's equipment came through. She spent longer at the font than she had allotted for it in her mind, and she did not particularly apologize for that.
The pew sections she left for last.
There were seven of them, each removed from its original position and stacked against the north wall with varying degrees of care. She worked through them in order, noting the pine grain and the institutional varnish, the standardized dimensions that suggested a single commission sometime in the middle decades of the last century. The sixth was identical to the first five in all the ways that mattered.
The seventh stopped her.
It was darker than the others—noticeably so, even in the flat light, the grain running in long, dense lines that pine could not produce. Black walnut, she thought, and older by at least a generation, possibly two. The varnish was different as well, amber, unlike the clear coat of the later work, worn entirely away along the back rail, leaving the wood exposed and smooth from decades of hands, the same palms crossing the same surface year after year. Someone had sat behind this pew, or gripped it in the repeated gesture of devotion or distress, for longer than Mary had been alive.
She should have kept her gloves on. She knew it as automatically as she knew the location of every tool in her tote, efficiently and plainly, no sentiment in it. She reached out anyway—she always did, eventually, when a surface insisted on being properly known—and laid her bare hand along the rail.
The nave went dark before she had finished the thought.
She stood in near-darkness—a different kind of dark than the nave's grey light, the dark of a space lit by a single source that was failing. A young woman stood perhaps six feet away, her back three-quarters toward Mary, wearing a white dress that was wrong for the season and the hour both. Her hair was long and loose, an auburn that caught the last of the lantern light. She carried the lantern in her right hand at hip height and a leather journal hard against her sternum with her left, gripped, as if she were afraid of having it taken. Her whole body was rigid with the effort of listening.
The man's voice came from somewhere behind her—behind Mary, behind the darkness—low and controlled and absolutely certain of itself, the voice of someone accustomed to speaking once and being obeyed.
"He lied," it said.
The lantern went out.
Mary came back to the nave with both hands locked around the back rail of the pew, her knuckles blanched, a fine tremor running from her wrists to her elbows, shock traveling through a system loaded beyond its intended tolerance. The gloves were in her pocket. She could not immediately remember removing them.
Sika was pressed against her shins, body rigid and low to the ground, emitting a sound that registered less as sound than as vibration—a sustained frequency at the lower edge of what a person could hear, felt more in the sternum than the ear. She was not looking at the pew. She was looking up at Mary.
Mary did not move for several seconds. The nave was exactly as she had left it—the paintings, the font, the stacked wood, the grey light falling straight and indifferent through the clerestory windows. Nothing had changed except the temperature of her hands, and the attention she was now paying to the thing she'd been carefully not looking at since she walked through the door.
Across the nave, past the displaced furniture and the cold October light, a dark opening gaped in the chapel floor where the foundation stones had been pried back and set aside. The edges of the opening were ragged and damp. From where she stood, she could not see into it, only the darkness it contained, and the air above it, which sat differently than the air in the rest of the room.
Forty years — Abigail hadn't said it, though Mary thought it now, with a certainty she hadn't reasoned toward. The young woman with the lantern, the journal, the auburn hair, rigid in the dark, listening for the sound of a step that must have come—she had been waiting in that hole for forty years, and no one had thought to look.
Sika pressed harder against her shins and did not make a sound.
Mary let go of the rail. She straightened. She put her gloves back on.






  
  Chapter 2 
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A Bride Who Never Came Home



Ben left his post at the cruiser's hood, unhurried, and crossed the lot toward her. There was a difference in his carriage that she catalogued as well—less urgency than a certain kind of intent, a man who'd made a decision while waiting and had now come to carry it out. He was not holding his coffee cup any longer. He was holding a small evidence bag, sealed and labeled, the contents visible through the plastic.
He stopped at a distance that was professional rather than social and extended the bag at a distance she could see but not touch. Inside, a locket on a broken chain, corroded to near-black, its face tilted just enough that the engraving was legible through the tarnish: two letters, close-set, the curves of an E and C worked in a style she placed instantly—mid-century, most likely custom, the kind of thing given for an occasion.
"The locket had us fairly sure by last night," Ben said. "Two initials and a style like that, and this town's only had one missing-persons file open since eighty-four. Dental records confirmed it this morning. Emily Carter. She was twenty-two. Disappeared the night before her wedding, October 1984. Official report listed her as a voluntary departure." A pause in which the gap between the phrase he'd used and the floor she'd stood over became briefly, concretely present between them. "She was reported locally as a runaway."
Carter. The same surname he carried, and she waited, for one beat, to see whether he'd address it himself. He did, before she could ask. "No relation," Ben said, in the flat, practiced tone of a man who'd fielded the question more than once since sunrise. "Common enough name around here — half the county's got a Carter in it somewhere. I checked, the first hour, same as you're about to."
Mary looked at the locket instead. The chain had snapped—not cut, from the irregular edge visible through the plastic—and the tarnish was the deep, even black of metal that had spent a long time starved of air and then had been given some all at once. She did not reach for the bag.
"She was not," Mary said.
Ben said nothing to this. He watched her face patiently — he'd long since learned to wait for what a face does over what a mouth says — and his own expression offered nothing in return.
"Did you notice anything," he said, "while you were inside. During the catalogue."
His phrasing had the careful shapelessness of a question designed to mean everything and specify almost nothing. Mary's thumb moved once across the surface of the evidence bag before she was aware she had taken it from him. She set it back in his hand.
She told him.
She kept to the order of occurrence, which was the only way she knew to tell things she had not chosen to see—the walnut pew, the bare hand on the back rail, the dark that came before she had finished the thought. The young woman standing three-quarters away, her white dress wrong for the season, her back rigid, the frozen alertness of someone who's just heard a sound and is deciding, in the fraction of a second before the body can respond, what to do. The lantern carried at hip height in the right hand, the leather journal clutched at the sternum in the left, pressed there with the kind of grip that isn't cradling but refusing to release. Auburn hair in the failing light. And then the voice—not the woman's—from behind, low and controlled, a voice that had never once needed raising to be obeyed.
He lied.
The lantern going out.
Her fingers had found the edge of her tool belt by the time she stopped speaking, the habit so ingrained she was not aware of the movement until she felt the small cold shape of the loupe beneath her thumb. She did not remove her hand. She left it there, grounded.
Ben stood with the evidence bag in his left hand, his right hand at his jacket pocket. She watched him take out the small spiral notebook she had seen him carry—the cover worn at the corner, the pages thick with previous use—and uncap his pen. He wrote. She did not watch his face while he did it, only his hand — deliberate, unhurried, setting down words he'd decided to set down—no annotation, no caveat.
When he finished he looked at the page for one moment before capping the pen. Neither of them said what it meant that the page had words on it.
The wordlessness between them was specific. Not comfortable—too heavy for that, too aware of itself. His gaze moved to the chapel's side entrance, to the tape crossing it, to the deputies smoking at their remove, and then returned to her with the same unhurried travel that his walk had.
"Thank you," he said, two words, all of it accounted for.
"You could try sounding less thrilled about it," Mary said. "For my sake."
That got the corner of his mouth, briefly, before it settled back. "I'll work on my delivery." He turned and walked back toward the tape.
Mary stood in the lot with the grey sky pressing evenly down on everything, the chapel wall unchanged beside her, and she thought about a young woman gripping a journal in the dark with both hands she could not spare. She thought about October 1984, the word runaway, and the very specific distance between a word and the truth it was asked to cover.
Then she unclipped Sika's lead, let her make one brief pass of the perimeter, clipped it again, and went back to the truck.

      [image: ]Ruby's Diner had been on Clement Street long enough that the street would look wrong without it. By early afternoon, the narrow storefront packed in more people than it usually did on a Thursday, the laminate countertops worn pale at the edges with the smoothness of surfaces that have absorbed decades of forearms and coffee cups. The noise hit her at chest height the moment she stepped inside—dense more than loud, exactly, everyone in it talking around the same thing, none of them saying it directly.
The name Emily Carter was in circulation.
She could hear it, the sentences around it lost to distance—her own name across a room has that same distinct pitch. The booth by the window had it. The four-top near the till had it. Two women in the far corner had it between them like a stone they were turning over in their hands to examine from all sides, and when Mary found a stool at the far end of the counter and settled onto it, they looked up, assessed her, and lowered their voices by half a tone. She did not look back.
Sika went under the stool on her own, turned once, and lay down with her chin on her forelegs. By the time Mary had both hands around the mug Ruby set in front of her—the coffee arriving before any request had been made—Sika's nose was tracking a scent under the counter's far end. Ruby's free hand had moved in that direction, a practiced efficiency that bore no relation to the conversation she was simultaneously conducting with the man at the next stool about the price of lumber.
"There you go, sweetheart," Ruby said, to Sika, in a tone that had nothing in common with the voice she'd been using for lumber. The bacon scrap disappeared. Sika's tail moved once, compact and satisfied, and she resumed her position.
Ruby turned back to Mary with the coffee pot in her right hand and her silver bob tucked behind both ears. Her brown eyes did the thing they always did—moved across the room once, quickly, taking an inventory so habitual it had become involuntary—and then settled on Mary with the warm, alert attention that made people tell her things they had not planned to say.
"You were up there this morning," Ruby said. It was not quite a question. "Abigail called ahead."
Mary drank the coffee. It was good coffee, as it always was, and she did not need it, as she never did when she came here for purposes other than coffee.
"Awful thing," Ruby said, leaning forward on the counter with the coffee pot lowered to her hip. She had the look of someone managing the distance between sympathy and appetite, and managing it honestly, appetite plainly there. "I mean, Emily Carter. All those years."
She paused just long enough to let the gravity of it sit.
"Now, her friend is here—the maid of honor. Martha Ellis—you know, she never left. Lives out on Aldrich Road, the old farmhouse past the millpond." Ruby's chin lifted slightly toward the window. "I always thought that was something. Never left. Could be she'd talk to somebody."
"What about the man she was marrying?" Mary asked.
"Danny Osei. Moved to Portland that same winter, far as anyone knows, and never came back—not even for his own mother's funeral. That tells you something right there." Ruby shook her head. "Nobody ever seriously thought it was him. Broke his heart clean in half is what my mother always said, and then he just—went. Can't say I blame him."
The coffee pot moved and came back. Mary had not asked. Her mug was full again.
"And then there's the contractor." Ruby said it with the particular texture of a fact she had been considering whether to say and had decided for. "Henry Lawson. He worked that chapel—the eighties, it must have been. Did some foundation work, I think, or the side addition, one of the two. He hasn't left town. Out on Perch Lake Road. He's not what you'd call a talker." A small pause. "His wife was good people. She's gone now, though. Some years back."
The two women in the corner booth had stopped watching Mary and returned to each other, voices low and private, the name Emily Carter surfacing again in their conversation.
Mary looked at the mug in front of her.
The former bridesmaid on Aldrich Road, and the question of what she had carried for forty years. Henry Lawson, who knew what lay beneath the chapel floor and was not the talking kind.
She stayed until the coffee stopped being warm enough to pretend she was drinking it. The diner noise continued around her, and she sat in the middle of it and turned the two names over until they had substance, dimension, and the beginning of an order.
Then she set exact change on the counter, the coins placed deliberately on the laminate rather than dropped, and came off the stool. Sika was on her feet.
She was two steps from the door when Ruby's voice reached her again. "And there's Thomas Grayson, of course," she called out, easy as anything, then paused — her hand pausing on the counter's edge for a beat, brief, barely a hesitation — before she turned back toward the man at the near end who had lifted his mug. "Of course, his family's been part of every commission and committee since before anyone can remember." She was moving again, filling the other mug, and the sentence sat there behind Mary, set down and left.
The noise cut off cleanly as it swung shut behind her.
The three names turned in the cold afternoon air. She walked toward the truck with all of them and decided where to begin.
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