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Content Warning

This novel contains themes that some readers may find distressing, including: death, violence, drowning, emotional abuse, institutional corruption, parental neglect, substance abuse, grief, and depictions of a missing person case involving a young woman.

Reader discretion is advised.

“Every lake has a memory. The trouble is, it keeps better records than the people who live beside it.”

— Eleanor Voss, The Cartography of Silence

For the ones who stayed, and the ones who couldn’t.
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The lake gave her back on a Tuesday.

Not all at once. Not with any mercy or ceremony. First the roof of the car broke the surface—a dark ridge of metal pushing through the cracked mud like a bone through skin. Then the hood, streaked with twenty-six years of silt, algae blooms calcified into a greenish crust that made the steel look ancient, geological. By the time Marcus Wray called the county sheriff’s office at 6:47 a.m., the entire driver’s side was exposed, the window a shattered mouth clogged with dried lakebed.

Marcus had been walking his dog. That was the detail that would end up in every retelling—the ordinariness of it. A retired mail carrier, sixty-three years old, bad hip, a black Lab mix named Boomer who liked to chase geese along the receding shoreline. The drought had pulled Harrow Lake down nearly four meters over the summer, farther than anyone could remember, farther than the old-timers at the Lamplighter Diner said was possible. The boat launches were useless now, sitting thirty yards from the waterline on shelves of dried clay that cracked in patterns like shattered glass. Kids had started exploring the exposed lakebed, finding old tires, a shopping cart, a rusted bicycle, beer cans from breweries that no longer existed.

But no one had found a car.

Marcus told the dispatcher he thought it was a Pontiac. He was wrong about that—it was a 1994 Honda Civic, green, though the years underwater had turned the paint the color of a bruise. He was right about the other thing, the thing that made him sit down on a flat rock and hold Boomer’s collar with both hands while his breath came in short, dry pulls.

There was someone inside.

What remained of someone. The forensic pathologist from Columbus would later describe the skeleton as “remarkably well-preserved for extended submersion,” which was a clinical way of saying the cold, deep water near the dam intake had kept her intact. Her. The remains were female. Young. Late teens or early twenties. She was in the driver’s seat, seatbelt still fastened, hands—what was left of them—at roughly ten and two on the steering wheel. As if she’d driven herself in.

The car was registered to Veronica Landis. Vero, to everyone who’d known her. Nineteen years old in the summer of 1998, the last time anyone in Harrow, Ohio, had seen her face. She’d left town. That was the story. Packed a bag after graduation, told her mother she was heading to California, and vanished into the vastness of the American West the way young people from dying towns sometimes did. Her mother, Pauline, had waited for a phone call that never came, then waited for a letter, then stopped waiting. People in Harrow had offered the usual explanations—she’ll come around, she’s probably fine, some kids just need distance—and eventually Vero Landis became one of those names that surfaced only at class reunions or in the soft, half-drunk conversations at the Lamplighter after midnight. Whatever happened to Vero? Nobody really knows. She always was a little wild.

Twenty-six years, and nobody had looked in the lake.

Or nobody had wanted to.

Cal Brewer heard about it the way he heard about most things in Harrow—from Denise at the front desk, before he’d finished his first coffee. She said it fast, the way people do when they’re excited and trying not to be. “They pulled a car out of the lake. There’s a body.” Cal set the coffee on his desk and didn’t pick it up again for three hours.

He drove out to the site with his window down, August heat already thick at seven in the morning, the kind of heat that sat on your chest. The road to the eastern shore ran past the old paper mill—Harrow Pulp & Fiber, shuttered since 2004, its smokestacks like dead fingers against the white sky. Past the mill, the road turned to gravel and then to dirt, and then there was the lake, or what was left of it: a diminished, glittering thing surrounded by a widening ring of gray mud.

Yellow tape. Two county cruisers. A tow truck from Petersen’s, its cable still taut, hooked to the Civic’s rear axle. The car sat on the mud flat like something the earth had coughed up, water still draining from its undercarriage in thin brown rivulets. Cal ducked under the tape and walked toward it, his boots sticking in the clay with each step.

He saw the skeleton through the open driver’s-side door, which the tow crew had pried loose. She was sitting upright. That was the part that hit him—the posture. Not slumped, not thrown. Upright, seatbelt across the clavicle, jaw slightly open, as if she’d been about to say something when the water came in.

Deputy Ellen Marsh was standing by the tape with a clipboard, her face the careful blank Cal recognized from his own mirror on bad mornings. “Ran the plates,” she said. “Veronica Landis. Reported missing, August 1998.” She paused. “Your dad’s case.”

Cal didn’t answer right away. He looked at the car, then at the lake, then at the line of trees on the far shore, dark pines motionless in the windless air. His father, Dale Brewer, had been sheriff of Harrow County for twenty-two years. A solid man, a fair man—that was the consensus. Coached Little League, ran the toy drive every Christmas, knew every resident by name. He’d handled the Vero Landis disappearance himself. Filed the report. Interviewed the mother. Concluded, after a three-week investigation, that Vero had left of her own volition. Case closed. No forwarding address, no follow-up, no further questions.

Dale Brewer was in a memory care unit in Akron, seventy-eight years old, his mind dissolving into the fog of dementia. He'd been sheriff of Harrow County for thirty-one years. Everybody in town still said what a good man he was. What a good sheriff. Cal hadn't visited in three months.

Cal looked at the skeleton in the car and thought about the summer of 1998, when he was sixteen and Vero Landis was the most alive person he’d ever met.

The seatbelt was fastened.

That was the first wrong thing. If you drove your car into a lake—deliberately, the way a person might if the world had gotten to be too much—you wouldn’t buckle your seatbelt. And if someone forced you into the car, you wouldn’t sit there with your hands on the wheel. The seatbelt meant something. Cal didn’t know what yet, but he could feel it—the way a sentence changes meaning when you move the emphasis to a different word.

He pulled out his phone and called the Bureau of Criminal Investigation in London, Ohio. Requested a full forensic team. Then he called Judge Wexler for a warrant to access the 1998 case file, which should have been in the county archive but which Cal already suspected would be thinner than it ought to be.

By noon, the temperature had hit a hundred and two. The tow truck had hauled the Civic to the county impound lot, where it sat leaking the last of its lake water onto the asphalt. The forensic team wouldn’t arrive until the next morning. Cal stood in the impound lot alone, looking at the car, and tried to inventory what he knew.

Vero Landis. Nineteen. Graduated from Harrow High in June 1998. Parents: Pauline Landis (mother, living, age seventy-one, still in Harrow) and Ray Landis (father, deceased 2003, cirrhosis). One younger brother, Tommy, who’d left for the Army in 2001 and never moved back. Vero had worked at the Dairy Queen on Route 33 the summer after graduation. She was supposed to start community college in September. She never showed.

Cal’s father had written in his report that Pauline Landis came to the station on August 14, 1998, to say her daughter hadn’t come home the night before. Dale noted that Vero had recently expressed a desire to leave Harrow. He noted that her bedroom showed signs of packing—drawers half-empty, a missing duffel bag. He noted that Vero’s car was also gone, which was consistent with voluntary departure. Three weeks of interviews—neighbors, coworkers, a boyfriend—and Dale closed the file. Vero Landis: gone. Not missing. Gone.

Except now her car was here. Had always been here, fifty feet from shore, in thirty-two feet of water. And Vero was in it.

Cal ran his thumb along the edge of his phone case, a habit he’d developed in place of the cigarettes he’d quit four years ago. He thought about calling his mother, Linda, who lived in a condo in Dublin now, forty minutes south. She’d want to know. She’d have questions. But the questions Cal had were the kind you didn’t ask your mother over the phone—specifically, the kind that started with Did Dad know and ended somewhere neither of them wanted to go.

The lake glinted in the distance, pale and shrunken, a hole in the landscape where a larger body of water used to be. They’d built the dam in 1962, flooded the valley to create the reservoir. The town of Old Harrow—or the lower half of it, the part near the creek—was still down there, people said. Foundations, roads, the old church steeple. The lake had swallowed them, and for sixty years it had kept them, and now the drought was pulling back the curtain.

Cal had the thought—not for the first time that morning, and not for the last—that maybe the lake had been waiting. Holding its breath. Deciding when to open its mouth.

He locked the impound gate and drove back to the station. On the way, he passed the Lamplighter Diner, and through the window he could see the counter full, every stool taken, faces he recognized—old faces, Harrow faces. They were talking about it already. He could tell by the way they leaned in, by the way they didn’t look up when his cruiser rolled past.

In a town of eleven thousand, news traveled at the speed of guilt.

By nightfall, everyone in Harrow would know that Vero Landis had come home.
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The Surface Breaks
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Thirty-Two Feet Down

Mud has a smell that people from cities never learn. Not dirt—dirt is dry, clean, almost sweet. Mud is biological. It smells like the inside of something alive, and Cal Brewer had it on his boots, his pants, the cuffs of his sleeves, as he stood in the county impound lot at seven the next morning and watched the BCI forensic van roll through the gate.

Two technicians climbed out—a tall woman with cropped gray hair and a younger man carrying a case of equipment that looked like it belonged in a hospital. Cal introduced himself, shook their hands, led them to the Civic. The car sat on a plastic tarp that was already stained dark with sediment. In the morning light, the damage was easier to catalog: the windshield intact but hazed with mineral deposits, the driver’s window shattered outward, both rear tires flat and fused to their rims. The passenger door was dented inward, a deep crease that ran from the handle to the wheel well.

The tall woman—Dr. Lena Kaplan, from the state forensic lab—crouched by the open driver’s-side door and studied the skeleton without touching it. Cal watched her eyes move. She looked at the seatbelt, the hands on the wheel, the angle of the skull. She looked at the ignition, where a set of keys still hung, corroded into a single mass.

“Keys are in it,” she said.

“I noticed.”

“Window’s broken from inside out. See the fracture pattern?” She pointed without touching. “Radial cracks propagating outward. Consistent with internal pressure change during submersion—or with someone trying to get out.”

Cal wrote it down. He’d been writing things down since yesterday, filling a yellow legal pad with notes in his tight, left-handed scrawl. The pad was already half full. He’d been up most of the night, sitting at the kitchen table after Sarah and the boys had gone to bed, in the house on Elm Street—three blocks from the house where he’d grown up—reading through the digital scans of his father’s 1998 case file.

The file was thin. Seventeen pages. For a missing nineteen-year-old, it should have been ten times that. Cal had counted the interviews: seven. Pauline Landis, the mother. Ray Landis, the father. Two coworkers at the Dairy Queen. Vero’s high school friend, a girl named Dana Hickman. The boyfriend—a name Cal recognized with a slow, cold lurch: Nate Pruitt. And one neighbor, Mrs. Geary, who’d reported hearing a car start around two in the morning on August 13. That was it. No follow-up interviews. No search of the lake or the surrounding area. No canvass of Route 33, where Vero would have driven if she’d actually left town. Dale Brewer had concluded his investigation in twenty-one days and filed the report with a single-paragraph summary: Veronica Landis departed Harrow voluntarily. No evidence of foul play.

Cal set the legal pad on the hood of his own cruiser and watched Kaplan work. The younger technician—his name was Huang—was photographing the exterior, circling the Civic in slow, methodical laps. Cal’s phone buzzed. A text from Ellen Marsh: Pauline Landis is at the station. She wants to talk to you.

He’d expected that. He’d been expecting it since yesterday, the way you expect a sound you’ve already heard in your head—the specific, inevitable knock.

He told Kaplan he’d be back in an hour, drove the six minutes to the station, and found Pauline sitting in the plastic chair outside his office. She was seventy-one. Cal hadn’t seen her in years, maybe five or six, and the time showed in the usual places—the deepened lines around her mouth, the thinning of her hair, which she wore short now and the color of old snow. But her eyes were the same. Dark, steady, with a directness that Cal remembered from childhood. Pauline Landis had never been the kind of woman who looked away.

“Sit down, Mrs. Landis,” Cal said, holding his office door open. “Can I get you water? Coffee?”

“I don’t want coffee.” She sat. Her hands were in her lap, one folded over the other, the knuckles pronounced. She wore no rings. “Is it her?”

“We don’t have a positive identification yet. The forensic team is—”

“It’s her car. Everybody’s saying it’s her car.”

Cal closed the door and sat across from her. His office was small—a desk, two chairs, a filing cabinet, a window that looked out on the parking lot. He’d pinned a county map to the wall behind the desk, but otherwise the room had the provisional feel of a place where someone worked but didn’t intend to stay.

“The vehicle is registered to Veronica Landis,” he said. “We found remains inside. We’re waiting on dental records for a formal ID. I know this is—”

“It’s her.” Pauline’s voice didn’t crack. It was flat, definitive, the voice of a woman who’d already done her grieving in some private, incremental way over twenty-six years. “I told your father she didn’t leave. I told him. She wouldn’t have gone without telling me. She wouldn’t have gone without taking the photo albums. She was—” Pauline stopped. Something moved behind her eyes, fast and subterranean. “She was sentimental about things like that. Pictures. Letters. She kept everything.”

Cal nodded. He thought about asking his first real question—the one that had been sitting on his tongue since yesterday—and decided to let it wait. Not because the timing was wrong, but because Pauline Landis was already answering it, obliquely, with every sentence. She’d known. For twenty-six years, she’d known the story was wrong.

“Mrs. Landis, I need to ask you some things about that summer. About Vero, about who she was spending time with, about anything unusual in the weeks before she disappeared. I know it’s been a long time.”

“I remember everything.” She said it the way a person describes a medical condition. Not a boast. A fact.

“Was Vero seeing anyone?”

“Nate Pruitt.” The name came out like a stone dropped into water. “They’d been together since junior year. On and off. More off, toward the end. He was—” She paused, choosing. “He was possessive. Not in the way you’d notice at first. He’d carry her books, open doors, the whole routine. But if she talked to another boy at a party, he’d go quiet for days. Punish her with silence.”

“Did he ever hurt her? Physically?”

“She never said so. But she stopped wearing tank tops that last summer.”

Cal wrote it down. Nate Pruitt. The name was familiar beyond the case file. Nate had been two years ahead of Cal at Harrow High—a big kid, varsity linebacker, the kind of boy who moved through hallways like he owned the geometry of the building. Cal remembered him as loud, confident, always flanked. The type whose popularity functioned as a kind of local gravity. Cal had never liked him, but in high school that hadn’t meant anything. You didn’t have to like the planets to feel their pull.

Nate Pruitt still lived in Harrow. He ran an auto body shop on the east side of town, Pruitt & Sons, though he had no sons—just a daughter, seventeen, and a wife, Carla, who taught third grade at Harrow Elementary. Cal had seen them at the Fourth of July picnic two months ago. Nate had gotten heavier, softer in the face, but his eyes still carried that flat, assessing quality. He’d nodded at Cal across the barbecue line. Cal had nodded back. Two men from the same town performing the mutual recognition of people who shared a geography but nothing else.

Now Cal would have to sit across from Nate Pruitt in this same small office and ask him about a dead girl in a lake.

“What about friends?” Cal asked. “Who was Vero close to?”

“Dana Hickman. They were inseparable. Dana still lives here too—she runs the flower shop on Main, the one with the green awning. But after Vero disappeared, Dana went—quiet. On the subject, I mean. I tried to talk to her a few times, in the first year or two. She’d change the subject or find a reason to leave. I stopped trying.”

“Anyone else?”

Pauline was silent for a moment. Her fingers tightened against each other in her lap. “There was a boy she’d started talking to that summer. Not a boyfriend—nothing like that. A kid from the lake houses. One of the summer families. I don’t remember his name. She mentioned him a few times. Said he was different from the Harrow boys.”

Cal made a note. Summer families. The lake houses on the north shore had been built in the 1970s—modest A-frames and ranch-style cabins bought by families from Columbus and Cincinnati who wanted a weekend place. Most of them came Memorial Day through Labor Day, then locked up and left. They were tolerated in Harrow the way seasonal visitors are tolerated in any town that needs their money but resents their ease—with politeness and a certain held breath.

“Mrs. Landis, I want you to know that I’m going to investigate this thoroughly. The original case file is—” He stopped. He’d been about to say thin, but the word felt like a judgment on his father, and he wasn’t ready to make that judgment out loud. Not yet. “I’m starting from scratch.”

Pauline looked at him. The directness again—her gaze had a physical quality, like a hand pressed flat against your chest. “Your father was a good man,” she said, and the sentence hung between them, unfinished, the word but audible in the silence that followed.

“I know,” Cal said.

“But good men make choices too.”

She stood, collected her purse—a small, worn leather thing she held against her ribs like a shield—and walked to the door. She stopped with her hand on the knob.

“When they told me she’d left, I packed up her room. Put everything in boxes. Clothes, books, her journals, her letters—everything. I put them in the attic and I have not opened them since.” She turned to look at him. “If you want them, they’re yours.”

After she left, Cal sat in his chair for a long time. The station was quiet. Through the thin wall, he could hear Denise on the phone, her voice a low murmur. Outside, the parking lot shimmered in the heat, the asphalt soft enough to leave prints.

He picked up the legal pad and read through his notes. The handwriting looked steady, professional, the notes of a detective doing his job. But beneath the clean lines of ink, in the margin where he’d been doodling without thinking, he’d drawn the same shape over and over—a small rectangle. A car, seen from above. Sinking.

Cal tore the page from the pad and started fresh.

He had a dead girl, a thin file, a town full of people who’d spent twenty-six years believing a comfortable lie, and the growing suspicion that his father—the man who’d taught him to bait a hook, change a tire, look a person in the eye when you spoke to them—had been the one who’d made the lie possible.

The coffee on his desk had gone cold hours ago. He drank it anyway.
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The Summer She Was Nineteen

The Dairy Queen smelled like fryer grease and fake vanilla, and Vero Landis had the scent in her hair, her clothes, the creases of her elbows, no matter how long she stood under the shower at home. Three months on the job and she’d stopped noticing it on herself, but she noticed it on the other girls—Tammy, who worked the register, and Jen, who handled the drive-through—the way you notice a shared affliction. They all smelled like the same place. Like Harrow. Like staying.

It was the second week of July, 1998. Vero was nineteen and working the soft-serve machine when Dana Hickman came through the door in cutoff shorts and a Smashing Pumpkins T-shirt, her dark hair pulled into a knot that was already coming undone.

“Get off early,” Dana said. Not a question. A directive.

“I close at nine.”

“Switch with Tammy. There’s a bonfire at the quarry tonight. The Wexler twins are bringing a keg. And before you say no—” Dana leaned across the counter, lowering her voice even though there was no one else in the dining area, just the hum of the fluorescent lights and the tinny radio playing Semisonic from the back. “Nate’s not going. I checked.”

Vero’s hands paused on the machine. She didn’t look up. “How do you know?”

“Because Carla Meyers told Jen who told me that Nate’s at his uncle’s place in Sandusky until Friday. He’s gone. You’re free. Come to the quarry.”

Free was an interesting word. Vero turned it over the way she turned over a lot of words lately, inspecting them for weight, for accuracy. She and Nate had broken up in May—her decision, announced in the parking lot of the Harrow Cineplex after he’d grabbed her wrist hard enough to leave a bracelet of red marks because she’d laughed at something another boy said. But “broken up” in Harrow didn’t mean what it meant in other places. In Harrow, where the population was small enough that you couldn’t avoid anyone for longer than a day, breaking up with Nate Pruitt meant entering a new kind of relationship—one defined by his absence, which was really his presence in a different key. He didn’t call her. He didn’t show up at her house. But she felt him—at the gas station, at the grocery store, at the football field where she walked sometimes in the evenings to feel the open space. His truck would be parked across the street. His friends would appear wherever she went. It was surveillance dressed as coincidence, and everyone in Harrow pretended not to notice because Nate Pruitt’s family had been in this town for four generations and his father, Boyd, sat on the town council.

“Fine,” Vero said. “I’ll switch with Tammy.”

Dana grinned. It was a good grin—wide, slightly crooked, the grin of a person who believed that most problems could be solved by leaving the house. Dana was Vero’s best friend and had been since seventh grade, when they’d been paired for a science project on erosion and discovered that they shared two essential qualities: a low tolerance for boredom and a conviction that Harrow, Ohio, was not the final destination.

They’d made a pact, once, at fifteen—lying on the hood of Dana’s mother’s Buick in the empty parking lot of the Methodist church, looking at stars that were genuinely visible out here, away from any real city. The pact was simple: get out. Both of them. Together or separately, but get out. Dana was going to cosmetology school in Dayton. Vero was going to—she hadn’t decided. Somewhere with an ocean. Somewhere you could stand on a shore and look at a horizon that didn’t end in trees.

Four years later, Dana was still in Harrow, working at her aunt’s flower shop and putting cosmetology school off until next year, which was what she’d said last year. And Vero was scooping soft-serve at the Dairy Queen and telling herself that community college in the fall was a stepping-stone, not a surrender.

The quarry was three miles outside of town, past the last farms, down a rutted fire road that ended at a chain-link fence someone had cut open years ago. It was an old limestone quarry, flooded since the sixties, the water a strange, opaque green that nobody swam in despite the heat because everyone’s older brother had a story about how deep it was, about the rusted machinery still down there, about a kid from Marysville who’d dived in and never surfaced. The stories were probably lies. But the quarry held them the way all abandoned places hold their myths—as a form of self-protection.

Vero and Dana arrived at dusk. There were maybe twenty people scattered along the quarry’s edge—a bonfire already going, the keg sweating on a bed of ice in the back of Corey Wexler’s pickup, music from a boombox that someone had balanced on a flat rock. The songs were the songs of that summer: “Iris” by the Goo Goo Dolls, Fastball’s “The Way,” Natalie Imbruglia singing about being torn. Vero knew every word to all of them and felt nothing. The music was wallpaper. It filled the space so nobody had to fill it with conversation.

She drank a beer, then another. Dana was across the fire, talking to Corey Wexler, who was twenty-one and worked at the lumberyard and had been trying to get Dana’s attention since high school with the dogged, unimaginative persistence of a dog returning a ball. Dana was laughing. It was her real laugh—the one that showed her back teeth—and Vero felt a flicker of something that wasn’t jealousy, exactly, but adjacent to it. The loneliness of watching your closest friend be happy in a way that doesn’t include you.

She walked away from the fire, toward the quarry’s edge, where the limestone dropped off in a clean vertical. The water below was black now, reflecting the first stars. She sat on the ledge, legs dangling, and listened to the party behind her become a murmur.
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