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Preface

Spring

The winter held the mountains through March and into April, until the last storm of the season came roaring down through the mountains and across the frozen lakes. The snow fell and the wind howled. Then the storm moved on as suddenly as it had arrived. The sky cleared and the snow began to melt.


The ice on the lakes also began to melt. It cracked with a sound like a primeval moan as if an ancient monster was being released from beneath the ice. It was a sound that had echoed through the mountains every spring and had for centuries since the ice age, when a glacier first formed the lakes and the mountains.


At the base of the mountains was the smallest lake—and the deepest lake. The lake was called Kanakondah and it was rumored to be a lake so deep that its depth could not be measured. The rumor had begun one spring day in the nineteenth century when the depths of all the lakes had been measured. On that faraway spring day, three men had sat in a rowboat in the middle of Kanakondah and looked solemnly at each other, when they realized that the end of their measuring line had not reached the bottom of the lake. “Bottomless?” asked one, pushing his cap back on his head and looking at his companions. No one disagreed and in the years that followed no one had tried to prove him wrong.


One hundred and fifty years later, on the first day of May, the last large sheet of ice disappeared from the surface of Kanakondah and, as it sank slowly without a sound, a long dark shape moved below the surface of the water and above the path of the sinking ice. If someone had been watching, they might have thought it was only the shadow of a cloud passing overhead. But no one was watching. The few cottages sitting along the shore of the lake were empty. Not even a deer, moose, fox, or loon was there to watch as the dark shape sent ripples across the water and then disappeared slowly in the wake of the sinking ice.
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Alex the Good

“Lake Kanakondah?” Together, Alex and his older sister Samantha repeated the name. They had been setting the table in the dining room in their family’s small apartment in New York City, when their father had begun to talk about their summer vacation plans.

The evening was cool for the first day of May. Alex’s father had turned on the gas fireplace and lit the candles on the dining room table. He had told Alex and Samantha the dinner was a special occasion. “And not just because I’m home for dinner for the first time in months,” he had added, smiling at his children.

At the mention of Lake Kanakondah, Alex and Samantha had stopped and looked at their father, the table only half set and the candlelight and firelight flickering in patterns on the dining room walls and ceiling.

“We’re going to a lake for the summer?” asked Alex. “What about the beach?”

“We’re not going to the beach this year,” said his mother, walking into the dining room carrying a large wooden salad bowl. She placed the salad bowl in front of their father, who had sat down in the chair at the head of the table. She stood beside him, her hand resting on the back of his chair.

Alex looked at his parents in disbelief. Why were they changing their vacation plans? They had been going to the beach every summer for years. Alex liked the beach and couldn’t remember going anywhere else for the summer.

Why did his parents keep making all these changes? Last year, they had moved to a new apartment, and last fall they had moved Alex to a new school. He didn’t like the new school, and now he didn’t want to go to a new place for summer vacation—but Alex said nothing.

Samantha spoke instead. “I can’t go,” she said with her usual quick defiance. “I’m already signed up for soccer camp. We’ve paid the deposit and I promised Kate I was going, and …”

“Hold on Samantha, you’re still going to soccer camp,” interrupted her father. “But after soccer camp you’ll be coming up to the lake for the summer. Your grandfather left us his cottage on Lake Kanakondah. I don’t know what condition it’s in, because I haven’t been there in years, but when I was young I stayed there every summer with my grandparents. I loved it,” he added.

“Oh,” said Samantha. She placed one of the plates she had been holding on the table in front of her. “Okay, just as long as I can still go to soccer camp.” She walked around the table and put down another plate. “It might be fun to go someplace new. What’s it like?”

Alex stared at his sister. Okay? Okay had never been a word in Samantha’s vocabulary. She always had jumped in to argue and fight their battles—both his and hers. Come on, Sam, do it for me, thought Alex, but then realized he couldn’t remember the last time Samantha had argued and fought for him.

Alex saw his parents relax and he knew exactly what they were thinking. If Samantha, who argued with them about every decision, was okay with their decision about the summer vacation, then of course Alex, Alex the Good, would be also.

Alex looked around the dining room. He had a brief and fleeting thought that this was not his family. In the flickering candlelight and firelight, everyone looked different. His mother, her face softened by the candlelight, looked younger; his sister looked older. Until that moment he hadn’t noticed that Samantha, now fifteen, was as tall as their mother. For a moment Alex, stepping outside of himself and no longer a son or brother, saw his mother and sister as others saw them: tall and graceful, a queen and a princess.

At the head of the table, his face half in shadow, his father looked older. His dark brown hair had begun to turn gray. In the dim light, Alex thought he looked more like his own father, Alex’s grandfather, who had died the previous fall.

Alex felt guilty that he didn’t miss his grandfather, but his grandfather had dominated their lives. When his grandfather, Haverhill Owen Harrington III, had become ill, he used his illness to make Alex’s father leave his job at a non-profit organization and return to work at his investment company. And, last year, his grandfather had persuaded Alex’s parents to move Alex to the new school.

Suddenly, Alex remembered the night Samantha had stopped fighting his battles. It was over a year ago. For two days she had argued with their parents about their decision to move Alex to the new school. That night their grandfather had come to dinner. When asked what he wanted to do, Alex, standing in front of his father and grandfather, had lied and said he wouldn’t mind going to the new school. Samantha had looked at him in disgust. His grandfather had patted him on the back and called him a good soldier. His father had said nothing.

His father should have said something, thought Alex. His father should have stood up to his grandfather and said, “No, I will not send my son to the same school you sent me, just because you want him to go there.” But his father had said nothing.

Without warning, as if caught by the flickering shadows in the room, the anger inside Alex bubbled over, unstoppable. “I won’t go,” he said, his voice loud in the quiet room. He hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, but now he couldn’t take them back. Alex dropped the silverware he had been holding and ran out of the room.

“Alex, come back,” said his father, but Alex, Alex the Good, did not come back.

The candlelight and firelight continued to flicker in patterns on the dining room walls and ceiling. Alex’s parents and sister remained in the room, staring in surprise at the empty dining room doorway. If they had been a clairvoyant family, or at the very least a more perceptive family, they might have realized that the change in their summer vacation plans was only one more on a growing list of changes in their lives.

They didn’t know it, but far to the north Lake Kanakondah was waiting for them, dark and quiet on a moonless night.
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Life No Longer Normal

In the days that followed the dinner on the first day of May, file boxes filled with papers began to appear in the apartment on the Upper East Side. Strangely, the more file boxes that appeared in the apartment, the less Alex’s parents tried to talk to him about Lake Kanakondah and their summer vacation, which was fine with Alex.

Stranger still, with the appearance of the file boxes, his father began to spend more time in the apartment. After two years of not being home in the evenings, he now was home every night. Then, just as Alex got used to his father being home in the evenings, he began to appear in the afternoons. Often, when Alex returned home from school, he found his father sitting at the dining room table, typing on his computer surrounded by stacks of paper on the table and boxes on the floor.

Alex didn’t know if the work his father was doing was office work, because none of the boxes in the dining room were labeled with the name of his grandfather’s investment company. Instead, the boxes were labeled ‘HOH’ or ‘HOH/Personal Papers’. HOH could be his father’s initials, or his grandfather’s initials or even his great-grandfather’s initials. Alex, who had been named after his mother’s father, Alexander Moore, had been the first son in generations of the Harrington family not to be named Haverhill Owen Harrington.

Alex tried to talk to Samantha about their father and the boxes, but she was too busy with other things. Samantha, who had never had a boyfriend, now had a boyfriend named Ben. So Alex worried alone about what was happening.

As the days went by, the number of file boxes and the amount of paper grew. At first, his parents made an effort to clear off the dining room table for dinner, but as the piles of paper grew higher and the boxes grew in number, they gave up. Instead, they allowed Alex and Samantha to eat dinner in the living room, sitting at little tables in front of the television.

“It’s the only good thing that’s happened,” Alex told his friend Phillip.

One day, Alex returned from school to a quiet and, he thought, empty apartment. The door to the dining room was open and, in the dim afternoon light coming in through the only window, Alex could see the file boxes stacked on top of each other along the walls of the room.

Alex smelled the musty odor of old paper and cardboard and wondered if it came from the new file box sitting alone on top of the dining room table. The box was very old and the lettering written on the box—Lake Kanakondah—was brown and faded. The corners of the box had been taped over several times and even the tape was yellow and brittle with age.

Alex stood in the doorway, looking at the box. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the label Lake Kanakondah, as if the lake itself had come to sit on their dining table, but this file box bothered him more than all of the other boxes. Alex hesitated, then he carefully crossed the room and slowly lifted the lid of the box.

“I didn’t hear you come in.”

Alex jumped, dropped the lid back down on the box, and stepped away from the table.

“When did you get home?” asked his mother, pushing open the swinging door to the kitchen and coming into the room.

“I just got home,” said Alex.

“Well, your father’s home and needs to work in here,” she said.

“That’s right,” said his father, walking into the dining room from the hallway. “How was school?”

“Okay,” said Alex.

His father picked up the box labeled Lake Kanakondah and placed it on the floor. He retrieved a stack of papers off another box and sat down at the table.

“How’s work?” asked Alex.

“Good,” answered his father, not looking up.

“What are all these papers, Dad? Are they Grandfather’s papers?”

“Some of them.”

Alex waited, trying to think of something else to say. His father looked up from the paper he was reading. His cellphone rang. “Is there something you wanted, Alex, because I’m very busy?” Alex shrugged his shoulders. “No,” he said.

His father answered his phone. “Hi, Randolph,” he said. “No, I still haven’t found it.” Alex went into the hall and found his sister kissing Ben by the front door. He quickly escaped to his bedroom.

In May Alex decided his life was no longer normal. During the evenings his parents sat in the dining room with the door closed, and he and Samantha sat in the living room, often joined by Ben.

Alex didn’t like Ben, but his parents did—although he wondered whether his parents had really noticed Ben and how often he was at their apartment. His parents always greeted Ben warmly when he arrived in the evening, but then they disappeared into the dining room, closing the door behind them. He wondered if his parents had really looked at Samantha’s boyfriend, because they never had commented on Ben’s hair. Ben’s hair was cut close to his scalp and over each ear were sheared curving lines exposing white skin in a wave pattern. Alex had to admit to himself it was a cool haircut, but it was the only thing he liked about Ben.

Whenever Ben was at the apartment, Samantha insisted they have the living room to themselves after dinner so they could study. Now, in the evenings with his parents closed up in the dining room and his sister and Ben in the living room, Alex was left only with his bedroom and the bathroom. Out of boredom and a sense of territory, he decided to make full use of both.

One night at the end of May, Ben knocked on the bathroom door asking to use the bathroom. Alex, who was sitting on the bathroom floor reading a book, announced he was in there. Alex remained in the bathroom until he heard the front door to the apartment open and close almost an hour later.

After Ben left Samantha banged on the bathroom door. “That wasn’t funny, Alex,” she hissed, then went into her bedroom and slammed the door.

Alex felt bad, he hadn’t meant to make Samantha angry. He listened, but she didn’t come out of her room again. The apartment was very quiet, as if his family had left—left for Lake Kanakondah. Alex shifted uncomfortably on the cold tile floor. The small room with its white tile walls, which a moment before had felt like a cocoon to him, now pressed in on Alex, not allowing him to escape the thoughts he was trying to avoid.

From the first evening his father had mentioned Lake Kanakondah, Alex hadn’t liked it. It was more than just the unhappy fact that they were going to a lake instead of the beach. He couldn’t and wouldn’t be able to explain his feelings to his parents or Samantha or even to Phillip, but Alex felt something was pulling him toward the lake in the mountains and he knew that no matter what he said or did, nothing would stop him and his family from going there.

Alex hugged his knees close to his chest and rocked back and forth. “What is it? What is making me feel this way?” he said out loud to the empty room, but no answer came back to him.
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The First Visitor

As Alex moved through May and into June he was buffeted, not only by strange feelings, but also by stranger occurrences. One night in the last week of May, Alex’s parents were in the dining room and, for the first time in weeks, Alex had the living room to himself. Ben had not been there for dinner, so Samantha was studying by herself in her bedroom.

Over the sound of the television Alex heard the apartment intercom buzzer. The intercom would buzz only when someone wanted to enter the building through the front door on the street level. Alex ran into the hallway. “I’ll get it,” he yelled, but before he could push the intercom button to find out who was at the front door, his father came out of the dining room.

“It’ll be Mr. Henry,” he said. “Buzz him in, Alex.”

Alex hit the buzzer button that would release the lock on the front door. Then he opened the front door of their apartment and looked into the hallway. Far below he heard the building’s front door open and close and then he heard the ancient elevator groan as it began to rise slowly to their floor.

Instead of going back to the living room, Alex waited with his father for Randolph Henry. He liked Mr. Henry, who was not only the family’s attorney but also an old family friend. He was the only person Alex could remember who had been able to make his grandfather laugh.

The elevator reached their floor and the wire door slid open. Alex felt his father’s body stiffen. The man in the elevator was not Mr. Henry. Instead, a short man wearing a thick gray wool coat stood in the elevator and, even though the evening was warm, the man had his coat buttoned up to his chin. The man’s thin neck and smooth oval bald head protruded out of the heavy turned collar of the coat, reminding Alex of the head of a turtle protruding out of its shell. The man did not move, but stared at them through pale, almost colorless, eyes.

“Mr. Blackendoff,” said his father. “I didn’t expect to see you tonight.”

Mr. Blackendoff stepped out of the elevator and moved swiftly and athletically down the hallway—not at all like a turtle.

“No, I’m sure you didn’t expect to see me, but you haven’t returned any of my phone calls this past week, so I decided to come here to speak with you directly,” he said. He then noticed Alex.

“You must be Alex.” He held out his hand and Alex took it, as he had been taught to do. Mr. Blackendoff should have been very warm standing there in his thick wool coat, but the hand that shook Alex’s hand was ice cold. Alex withdrew his own hand quickly and put it into his pocket.

“I can’t meet with you tonight,” said Alex’s father. “I have a meeting with someone else.”

“But,” began Mr. Blackendoff.

“I have nothing new to tell you,” interrupted Alex’s father. “We’re still sorting through my father’s papers.”

“I have an agreement of sale that your father signed, Mr. Harrington,” Mr. Blackendoff said firmly, moving closer to Alex’s father. “I’ve shown it to you.”

“But I’ve told you, my father’s attorney has never seen this agreement. And my father would never have signed any agreement without his attorney Randolph Henry reviewing it first,” said Alex’s father. “You claim you gave my father a deposit check, but we can’t find a check or a deposit of a check at his bank.”

“Be that as it may, I have his signature on my copy of the agreement and his signature has been verified.” Mr. Blackendoff raised his voice, “The property is mine.”

“I’m not sure the property was even my father’s to sell,” said Alex’s father.

“What do you mean?” Mr. Blackendoff leaned forward, glaring up at Alex’s father.

“I,” Alex’s father began and then stopped and looked at Mr. Blackendoff. Both men seemed to have forgotten Alex. “As I said we’re still going through my father’s papers, so you’ll need to be patient.”

The intercom buzzer sounded. Alex jumped.

“I’ll call you when I find out more information,” said Alex’s father.

Mr. Blackendoff didn’t move.

“Good night, Mr. Blackendoff.”
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