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Chapter 1

The kayak didn't belong there. That was the first thing I noticed.

It was a rental, still tagged with the outfitter's yellow waterproof sticker on the bow, and it was half-dragged up the beach at the edge of the Callaway property with the paddle laid flat across the cockpit like whoever beached it had done it in a hurry and couldn't care less about the hull getting scratched on the rocks. I crouched at the water's edge and stared at it with my coffee mug pressed between both hands and the steam rising off the surface of the mug curling up past my face in the morning cool, and I tried to convince myself it was nothing. Maybe it drifted. Maybe there's a simple explanation. Maybe I imagined the noise I heard at two in the morning coming from the main house that had been sitting empty since the Callaways left for Lisbon twelve days ago and wasn't supposed to have anybody in it for another week and a half.

I stopped trying to convince myself, stood, stretched my lower back out until it popped, and drank off the last of my coffee looking at the main house up the sloped lawn from where I stood on the rocks by the water. The lawn was still wet with dew. My boots were going to be soaked before I got up there. Above the peaked roofline, one single thin thread of gray smoke lifted out of the stone chimney and vanished into the pale blue dawn sky like it had been let out on parole.

I had been hired as the property caretaker for the summer. Roy Callaway, who was in his late fifties and looked it in every possible way a man in his late fifties can look it, had found me through his handyman, who I'd done side work for in the spring. Roy's thing was the grounds. The dock needed re-staining. The boat engine needed looking at. There was a section of stone wall along the western edge of the property that had partially tumbled over the winter. Also, the irrigation system, the boathouse roof, fourteen or so outdoor fixture bulbs, and a furnace filter situation. I'd figured it would be maybe three weeks of actual work stretched luxuriously over four months of summer at the most beautiful property on the lake, living rent-free in the studio apartment above the boathouse, using the small fishing boat anytime I wanted, and spending the rest of my time doing a whole lot of absolutely nothing, which was a situation I was fully prepared to embrace.

Roy's daughter, Ellie, who I had never met, apparently rented out the main house starting mid-summer, after her parents were settled overseas. I knew this. What Roy had either not known or not thought to tell me was that mid-summer was apparently now, that the renters were three young women, and that one of them had taken a solo kayak out before seven in the morning and appeared to have abandoned it on the rocks like a crime scene.

I set my empty mug down on a flat rock at the water's edge and pushed my hands into the front pocket of my hoody and stared at the chimney smoke. I'm a deliberate kind of person. I'm the kind of person who finishes all his coffee before dealing with a problem. I'm also, if pressed, the kind of person who will admit that he prefers to have the full situation clearly in mind before he walks into it, because I've found that once you're in it, the situation tends to take over and you lose the thread. I needed the thread this morning. I was twenty-three years old and I had been living above the boathouse in total, uninterrupted, absolute and magnificent peace for twelve days, and I was not psychologically prepared for company.

So: renters. Women. Young, I guessed, based on the kayak. Nobody over the age of forty takes a solo kayak out at six forty-five in the morning on day one at a rented lake house. Probably friends. Probably here for the summer or some part of it, the way the lease usually went out there. That meant they were either going to be the kind of renters who ignored the groundskeeper completely, which was my strong preference, or the kind who were going to want to interact with me, which was going to make the whole situation complicated in ways I didn't need.

I pulled my hands out of my pocket and spread them wide and then pressed them together in front of my face and breathed over my knuckles.

Then I set my shoulders and walked up the wet lawn toward the house.

The front door was unlocked, which it shouldn't have been, and slightly ajar. I pushed it open with two fingers and listened to the hinges I'd oiled two days ago ease it back without so much as a murmur. The interior was quiet. Warm. Someone had been busy in the kitchen, I could smell coffee and what might have been toast or maybe something baked, cut with the faint mineral smell of wood smoke from the fireplace. In the main living space, which ran across the front of the house and faced the lake through four massive windows, there were three duffel bags and a roller suitcase in various stages of being opened, clothing escaping from all of them, draped over the arm of the long couch and pooled on the hardwood and spilling out of half-open zippers. A pair of sandals. Another pair. A small pile of books on the coffee table next to a phone face-down and a mostly empty glass of orange juice.

Three people's worth of entropy in one room, and the whole house otherwise silent except for the creak of the building warming up in the early sun.

Then the deck door slid open.

She came in barefoot off the back deck with a mug held in both hands and her hair still wet and darkened from a swim, hanging in two heavy ropes over each shoulder. She was wearing a long gray tee shirt that came down to about mid-thigh over a pair of navy athletic shorts, the shorts barely visible below the hem of the shirt. She hadn't seen me yet. She was looking down at the mug between her hands, frowning slightly, thinking about something entirely unrelated to me. Her feet were tan and her ankles were slim. She had very precise collarbones.

She looked up.

She made a sound that was not quite a word and took three rapid steps backward into the sliding glass door she'd just come through, and the mug tipped sharply and coffee ran over her knuckles and hit the floor.

She recovered faster than I would have, I'll give her that.

One sharp inhale, a quick look down at her coffee-soaked hand, then back up at me. Her eyes, dark, nearly black, wide from the scare, narrowed down to something cooler and more deliberate. She set her jaw. She shifted her weight to one hip. She looked me over once, top to bottom, the way you look at something you haven't decided yet whether you're afraid of or annoyed by, and she landed back on my face.

"Who," she said flatly, "are you."

It wasn't a question, exactly. It was more like an accusation waiting for confirmation.

"Cam," I said. "Caretaker. I live above the boathouse." I kept my hands visible and my posture loose, because I was a large enough person in a stranger's living room at seven in the morning that I felt some obligation to make myself appear non-threatening. "I saw the kayak on the rocks and the smoke from the chimney," I said, "and the front door was open."

She stared at me. She pressed her lips together. A very small muscle moved in her jaw.

"Roy didn't mention a caretaker," she said.

"Roy didn't mention renters," I said.

She looked at me another beat, then she looked down at her hand, turned it over, and wiped the coffee off on the hem of her long tee shirt with a pragmatism that told me she wasn't the kind of person who made a production of small inconveniences. Then she looked back up at me with an expression that was somewhere between resigned and assessing.

"Jess," she said. Just her name, offered like a handshake.

"Cam," I said again, even though I'd already said it.

"You said that," she said, and one corner of her mouth curled almost imperceptibly. Almost.

I looked at the coffee on the floor between us. She looked at it too. There was a brief shared silence on the subject of the coffee on the floor, and then she walked around it and went into the kitchen and came back with a wad of paper towel and crouched down and cleaned it up with the same businesslike efficiency. I watched her do it because I didn't know what else to do, and because when she crouched down, the hem of her long tee shirt rode up the backs of her bare thighs and I had to make a very concentrated effort to fix my gaze somewhere neutral. The back of the couch. The lake through the windows. The ceiling.

She stood up, dropped the wad of paper towel in the direction of the kitchen, and crossed her arms over her chest.

"So you've been here the whole time," she said. "Since we arrived."

"Got here before you arrived," I said. "Been here twelve days."

"We got here at midnight," she said. "We saw the boathouse light on."

"I was reading," I said.

She looked at me in a way that suggested she was revising some internal picture she'd already formed. Then she uncrossed her arms and pushed a wet rope of dark hair back over her shoulder with one hand. Her collarbone caught the early light through the windows. She was, I was doing my level best not to notice, extremely pretty in a way that had nothing to do with effort, no makeup, no preparation, just-out-of-the-water pretty, which is a different and substantially more dangerous category.

"Well," she said. She exhaled through her nose. "I guess that's fine. I mean, Ellie said there might be someone doing some work on the property."

"There is," I said. "Me."

"Right." She looked around the room at the three duffel bags and the clothing explosion and the general evidence of arrival chaos, and something shifted in her face that might have been embarrassment if she'd let it get that far, but she stopped it short of that. "We kind of took over the place last night," she said.

"I noticed," I said.

She looked at me sharply, but I kept my face neutral, and after a beat she made a short sound through her nose that was, I think, the beginning of a laugh she didn't fully commit to.

"The others are asleep," she said. "There are three of us."

"I gathered," I said. "Three bags."

She glanced at the bags and back at me. "You're observant," she said, in a tone that I couldn't fully read; it was either a compliment or a mild indictment. Possibly both.

"Occupational," I said.

The silence that followed that exchange was the kind that either collapses awkwardly or settles into something else. This one settled. Jess looked out the wide windows at the lake for a moment, mug still held in both hands though it had to be nearly empty, and her posture relaxed incrementally, degree by degree, like a door being eased open rather than pushed.

"Can I ask you something?" she said, still looking at the lake.

"Sure," I said.

She turned back. "The kayak."

"On the rocks," I said.

"The rocks," she said. She winced once, quick. "I beached it in the dark. I misjudged where I was."

"You went out in the dark?" I said.

"I couldn't sleep," she said. The way she said it closed the subject. Not defensively, just closed.

I nodded. I understand not being able to sleep. I understand going out in the dark by yourself because the inside of your head needs somewhere to put itself. I didn't say any of that.

"The hull's probably okay," I said instead. "I'll pull it up properly and check it."

She studied me for a moment. "Thank you," she said, and she meant it, not in a reflexive, polite way, but with a plainness that made it land differently. She looked like she was about to say something else when the sound of footsteps hit the ceiling above us and moved across it and down the stairs.

The second one appeared on the staircase.

She came down the stairs the way some people enter a room, like the room had been waiting for her and was now getting what it was owed.

She was taller than Jess by a few inches, with the kind of effortless posture that made her seem taller still, shoulders back and chin up without any apparent awareness of either. Her hair was dark red, thick, and thoroughly disordered from sleep, piled and spilling in roughly the direction of the back of her head, and she was wearing an oversized white waffle-knit thermal top with the sleeves pushed up past her elbows and a pair of cotton sleep shorts in a small sage-green check pattern, very short, the waistband rolled once at her hip so the shorts sat low. Her legs were long and pale and she was wearing thick wool socks that went up to just below her knee, which should not have been as attractive as it was, but here we were.

She had one eye more open than the other and she was carrying a phone in one hand and pressing it against her collarbone, scrolling something, and she made it four steps into the living room before she registered me standing there and stopped dead.

She looked at me. She looked at Jess. She looked back at me.

"Okay," she said slowly.

"Mara," Jess said, "this is Cam. He's the caretaker. He lives above the boathouse. Roy apparently didn't tell anyone anything about anything."

Mara continued looking at me with one eye still more open than the other. She pressed her lips together, then released them. She looked me over with a candor that was wholly unapologetic and seemed to be simply the way she processed new information, visually, directly, without particular embarrassment about doing it. Her eyes were a light, clear hazel that caught the morning light through the windows and threw it back.

"Caretaker," she said.

"That's right," I said.

"So you've been out there the whole time," she said, gesturing in the general direction of the boathouse with her phone.

"Twelve days," Jess supplied.

"Twelve days," Mara repeated. She blinked once, slowly, like a cat deciding whether to move. "And you just live out there. In the boathouse."

"Above it," I said. "Studio apartment."

She tilted her head a fraction. "Cozy," she said.

I couldn't tell if she meant it as a dig or not. I decided to take it at face value.

"It's enough space," I said.

She held my gaze two beats longer than was strictly necessary, and then she unfolded herself into the far corner of the long couch and pulled her knees up, tucking her wool-socked feet beneath her, and she picked up her phone again in a way that suggested the conversation was either over or merely paused, not concluded, not dismissed, just set aside temporarily while she reformatted her expectations for the morning.

Jess looked at me with an expression I couldn't fully decode and then looked at the kitchen. "Do you want coffee?" she said. "I made too much."

It was an olive branch or something like one, and I recognized it as such. "I already had mine," I said, "but thank you."

She nodded. She moved toward the kitchen and then stopped with her hand on the doorframe and looked back at me over her shoulder. Her hair had begun to dry and was lifting slightly at the crown, softening from the flat wet ropes of before into something less severe. "We're planning on being here for six weeks," she said. "I want to be straightforward with you about that."

"Roy mentioned mid-summer through August," I said. "I wasn't expecting it quite this soon, but it doesn't change my work schedule. I'll mostly be outside. I'll stay out of your way."

From the couch, without looking up from her phone, Mara said: "You don't have to stay out of our way."

The delivery was so offhand, so flat and casual, that it took a half-second to register as anything other than logistical. I looked at her. She was still looking at her phone. The tiniest shift at the corner of her mouth.

Jess leaned her head back around the doorframe from the kitchen, looked at Mara, and then at me, and said nothing.

I cleared my throat. "I'll be on the dock this morning," I said. "Re-staining. If you need anything, there's a number on the fridge, that's the property manager. But you can also just come find me."

"Noted," Jess said from the kitchen.

I moved toward the front door. I was almost out when the third set of footsteps hit the upstairs floor, lighter than Mara's, quicker, more energetic even in its first three steps than either of the other two had been. I slowed involuntarily. Behind me on the couch, I heard Mara make a small sound, a sort of anticipatory exhale, and she said quietly to nobody in particular: "Here we go."

The footsteps came down the stairs fast, one hand trailing on the banister just barely, and the third one arrived in the living room like punctuation at the end of a sentence.

She was shorter than the other two, compact and quick-looking, with honey-brown hair that fell in loose waves to just below her jaw, and she was wearing a white ribbed spaghetti-strap camisole tucked into a pair of plaid flannel pajama pants in red and cream, the kind with a drawstring and a small fob at the end of it. Her feet were bare and her toenails were painted a chipped coral. She had a constellation of freckles across the bridge of her nose and her cheeks that no amount of sun was going to diminish, and her eyes were a warm, bright, amber-flecked green, and they found me immediately, the way eyes do when their owner is the kind of person who always immediately finds whatever is new in any room, and they went wide and electric and she spun fully toward me with her whole body, her flannel pants swishing, and her face broke into an entirely unguarded, uncomplicated, unambiguous grin.

"Oh my god," she said. "Who are you?"

"Cam," I said. "Caretaker."

She stared at me with that grin still fully deployed. It was the kind of grin that didn't require a reason to be there, it was just her default, apparently, the setting she returned to when nothing was actively overriding it. She had her arms crossed loosely over her camisole and she was bouncing very slightly on the balls of her bare feet, which I don't think she was aware she was doing.

"Tully," she said. She pointed at herself with both index fingers. "That's Mara." She pointed at the couch without looking. "You already met Jess, I'm guessing, since she's the one who went out at the crack of dawn being athletic."

"I was not being athletic," Jess said from the kitchen. "I couldn't sleep."

"She's always athletic," Tully said to me conspiratorially, as though Jess wasn't eight feet away. "It's her whole personality. Some people have hobbies. Jess has cardiovascular events."

"I can hear you," Jess said.

"I know," Tully said pleasantly. She looked back at me. "So you live here? Like, on the property?"

"Above the boathouse," I said. "Studio apartment."

"Oh that's so cool," she said, and she meant it with a totality that was startling, no performance in it, just genuine, immediate enthusiasm. "Can you see the whole lake from up there?"

"Most of it," I said.

"I want to see that," she said. She turned to Mara. "Don't you want to see that?"

"Desperately," Mara said, in a tone calibrated with great precision to be indistinguishable from either sincerity or dry sarcasm. She still hadn't looked up from her phone. Her wool-socked feet were now propped on the coffee table.

"She's not a morning person," Tully told me. "Neither am I, actually, but I woke up and smelled coffee and my body just launched itself out of bed. I have very low agency around coffee." She was already drifting toward the kitchen as she said it. "Do you want coffee?" she called back over her shoulder.

"He already had some," Jess said.

"I'll have more," Tully said, apparently to herself, and she disappeared around the kitchen doorframe.

I looked at the room. Jess reappeared from the kitchen with her mug refilled and she leaned against the doorframe with her shoulder and looked at me with that same unresolved expression she'd worn earlier, like she was still working out which category to put me in and wasn't ready to commit. She had a way of looking at you that was direct without being aggressive, steady without being hard. It made you want to say something worth saying.

"We'll figure out a system," she said. "About the space. Who's where and when."

"It's your rental," I said. "I work around you."

"That's not what I mean," she said. "I mean something that works for everyone. You were here first." She said it simply, like it was a fact that carried weight and she thought facts should carry weight.

I looked at her for a moment. "I appreciate that," I said.

From the couch, Mara said: "What's the dock situation? For swimming."

"It's safe," I said. "I'll be staining the far section today, so stay toward the house end of it, but the water's fine. Deep enough off the side for diving."

She looked up from her phone for the first time since she'd settled onto the couch. Her hazel eyes moved over me with that same direct appraisal from earlier. "You dive?" she said.

"Sometimes," I said.

She held the look for a beat. "Good to know," she said, and went back to her phone.

I had a feeling that with Mara, good to know meant something, but I wasn't sure yet what.

Tully reappeared from the kitchen with both hands wrapped around an enormous mug, taking a first careful sip with her eyes closed, and she made a small sound of profound satisfaction that seemed to come from somewhere near her sternum. She opened her eyes and found me still standing by the door and smiled again.

"Are you leaving?" she said.

"Work to do," I said.

"On the dock."

"On the dock."

She nodded gravely, like this was weighty and important information. "We'll come watch," she said.

"You absolutely will not," Jess said.

"I might," Tully said.

"Nobody is going to go watch the man stain the dock," Jess said.

"I find manual labor very soothing to observe," Tully said, with great dignity. "It's meditative. Like watching a fire."

I got myself out the front door before any of that resolved itself.


Chapter 2

Outside, the morning had warmed up by a few degrees and the lake was flat and colorless and wide in the early light, and the lawn was still wet under my boots as I walked back down the slope toward the dock. I could hear, faintly, through the open windows of the main house, the three of them in conversation, not the words, just the sound of it. Tully's voice the most frequent, quickest, brightest. Jess's lower and measured, every few exchanges. Mara's the most infrequent but somehow carrying the farthest, each time she spoke landing with an audible weight that made the conversation briefly reorganize itself around whatever she'd said.

I crouched at the dock box and pulled out the stain and the brushes and the knee pads and laid them out on the dock planks and listened to the lake make its small, persistent sounds against the pilings.

I had been looking forward to a quiet summer.

I was beginning to suspect I wasn't going to get one.

I pressed the back of my wrist against my mouth and looked out at the water, and the water looked back, wide and cool and completely indifferent to my situation.

I got down on my knees and started staining.

I was on my third plank section and well into the meditative rhythm of it, brush loaded, long stroke with the grain, short stroke back against it, move the knee pad, reload, when I heard the dock creak behind me.

I didn't look up.

The creak moved closer, cautious and deliberate, testing each plank before committing weight to it. Then it stopped. I kept staining.

"Is it okay to walk on?" Tully said. "The part you haven't done yet."

"The part I haven't done yet is fine," I said. "Don't walk on the part I have done."

"Which part is that."

"The part that's darker."

A pause. "They look about the same to me," she said.

"Give it ten minutes," I said.

Another pause, longer this time, and then the creak resumed and she picked her way around me with the kind of exaggerated caution of someone very committed to following a rule they don't fully understand, and she sat down at the end of the dock with her legs hanging off, feet skimming the water. She was still in the camisole and flannel pants. She'd put on sunglasses, large, round, bronze-framed, and she was holding her enormous mug with both hands again. She sat and looked at the lake and said nothing for what was, for her, I suspected, an unusually long stretch of silence.

I stained another plank.

"It really is beautiful out here," she said finally.

"It is," I said.

"Have you been here before? Before this job, I mean."

"No," I said.

"So you just showed up and it was like, this," she said, and she gestured at the lake with one hand, expansive and slightly reverent.

"Pretty much," I said.

"That must have been a good moment," she said.

I thought about it. I'd pulled in on a Tuesday afternoon, late, with my truck loaded, and I'd come down the gravel drive through the treeline and the lake had appeared, silver and enormous, and I had sat in my truck for a while before I got out. "It was a good moment," I said.

She turned and looked at me over her shoulder and the sunglasses had slid down her nose and her green eyes came over the rims of them and she smiled at me, but it was a smaller smile than the one from earlier, quieter, like she was agreeing with something private.

She turned back to the lake.

I kept staining.

She swung her feet gently over the water and the flannel of her pants pulled up over her bare calves with each forward swing and she hummed something tuneless and half-conscious under her breath. I became very focused on my brushwork.

"How old are you?" she said.

"Twenty-three," I said.

"Same," she said. She nodded like this confirmed something. "What do you do? Like, when you're not doing this."

"Finish this first," I said.

She looked over her shoulder again, confused.

"This is what I do right now," I said. "The summer."

"Oh," she said. She sat with that. "And then?"

I shrugged at the dock plank in front of me. "Fall," I said.

She laughed, short and genuine. "Fair enough," she said. She pulled her feet up from the water and crossed her legs under her on the dock, turning halfway toward me without fully turning, and she pulled the drawstring fob of her pajama pants through her fingers in a slow, absent loop. The morning light was on her face and her collarbone above the ribbed edge of her camisole. She had a small scar above her left eyebrow, barely visible, a thin pale line. "We just finished," she said. "All three of us. University. Same school, different everything. Jess did engineering. Mara did philosophy, of all things."

"Of all things," I said.

"Well," she said, "you meet her and you'll understand why I say that."

"I met her," I said.

Tully turned fully around now, re-crossing her legs and setting her mug on the dock planks beside her. "She talked to you?" she said. "Like, actually?"

"Some," I said.

She narrowed her eyes behind the sunglasses, and there was something underneath the amusement that I couldn't quite name. "Mara doesn't usually talk to people," she said. "Right away like that."

"She said four things," I said.

Tully tilted her head. "What were they?"

I kept my eyes on the plank. "Caretaker. Cozy. You don't have to stay out of our way. Good to know."

Tully was quiet for several seconds.

"Huh," she said.

"What," I said.

"Nothing," she said, and she picked up her mug and looked at the lake and her mouth did something complicated that the sunglasses half-obscured and she said nothing else about it.

I moved the knee pad and loaded the brush again and the dock was quiet except for the water and the distant call of something in the trees and Tully's occasional soft humming. There was an ease to the silence that was different from the one I'd had before they arrived, different in quality, different in temperature, not worse, not better, just unmistakably different. Inhabited where it had been empty.

I was midway through a new plank when the dock creaked again from the direction of the house and I heard bare feet on the wood and I looked up.

Jess had changed into a black athletic tank top and dark running shorts and she'd pulled her hair back and she was carrying a water bottle and a phone, the working posture of someone with a plan for the morning. She walked to the undone end of the dock without asking about wet stain because she'd already clocked the color difference herself, and she stood beside where Tully sat with her hands on her hips and looked at the lake.

"I'm going to run the perimeter road," she said. "I saw it on the property map. Is it looped?" She was looking at me.

"About four miles," I said. "It loops back past the eastern wall. There's a section on the north side where the road goes close to the drop-off so watch your footing at the curve."

She nodded, filing it precisely. "Any dogs?"

"Property next door has two," I said. "But they're behind a fence."

"Good." She looked at the lake once, the way you look at something you're going to come back to, and then she looked at Tully. "Don't let him work the whole time," she said.

Tully turned her face up to Jess with her sunglasses pushed down. "What does that mean?" she said.

"It means what it means," Jess said, and she turned and walked back up the dock and broke into an easy, long-strided run across the lawn without any apparent warm-up requirement, like her body simply understood that it was time now and complied without negotiation.

Tully watched her go and then looked at me.

"She means offer you a coffee," she said.

"She didn't say that," I said.

"No," Tully agreed, and she smiled at the water. "She didn't say that."

The afternoon came in hot.

By noon the lake had gone from silver to a deep, hammered blue and the light off the water was sharp enough to make you squint looking at it. I had finished two-thirds of the dock and my knees were telling me about it. I straightened up and rolled my shoulders back and looked at the main house up the lawn and then at the water and then I pulled my shirt off over my head and dropped off the side of the dock.

The cold hit me like a door swung open in winter and I went under and let myself sink and hung there in the green dark for a moment with my eyes open and the cold pressing in from every direction, equalizing something. Then I pushed back up and broke the surface and exhaled hard and swam out twenty strokes and back and hauled myself up the dock ladder with my hands and stood dripping on the planks I hadn't stained yet.

When I turned around, Mara was sitting in one of the Adirondack chairs at the top of the lawn.

She had a book open in her lap but she wasn't looking at it. She was looking at me. She had changed into a loose linen button-front shirt in pale yellow, unbuttoned to the third button and knotted at the front hem above a pair of high-waisted olive green shorts that showed a long stretch of pale leg. Her red hair was up now, loosely, with pieces falling at her jaw. She had sunglasses pushed up onto her head as a headband. When I looked at her she looked back down at her book without any particular hurry, the way you look away from something you were always going to look away from eventually and the timing was incidental.

I pulled my shirt back on and went back to the dock box for more stain.

Jess came back from her run somewhere around one, flushed and breathing controlled and evenly, the sweat dark on the back of her tank top in a stripe down her spine. She slowed to a walk at the bottom of the lawn and came down to the dock with her water bottle and stood drinking from it and watching me work for a moment.

"How much left?" she said.

"Hour," I said. "Maybe less."

She nodded. She looked at the lake, then at the dock, then at me. "You eat?" she said.

"I'll eat when I'm done," I said.

She considered this like it was a logistical problem she was running calculations on, and then she went back up to the house. Forty minutes later, when I was cleaning the brushes at the dock box, she appeared at the top of the lawn and called down.

"Come up when you're ready," she said.

I squinted up at her. "You don't have to do that," I said.

"I made too much," she said, and she went back inside before I could respond, which I suspected was intentional.

I washed my hands at the outdoor spigot on the side of the boathouse and went up to the main house. The back deck table had been set, not formally, just practically, plates and glasses and a cutting board with bread on it and a bowl of something cold that turned out to be a pasta salad with tomatoes and herbs, and another bowl with greens. Tully was already sitting with her chair pulled sideways and her feet up on the chair beside her, eating with the focused pleasure of someone who'd skipped breakfast, and she looked up when I came around the corner of the deck and pointed at me with her fork.

"He's here," she announced, to no one in particular.

Jess came out from the kitchen sliding door with a pitcher of water and she set it on the table and gestured at the empty chair without ceremony. Mara was already seated with her book flat on the table beside her plate, one finger holding her page, and she glanced up at me over the top of it when I pulled the chair out and sat.

"Dock done?" she said.

"Done," I said.

She went back to her book.

I helped myself to the pasta salad because it would have been strange not to and I ate and listened to Tully tell a story about a road trip she'd taken the previous fall that had involved a wrong turn, a regional pie competition, and an overnight stay in a town so small it had one of everything, including one motel that also served as the town's notary public. The story was long and detailed and several times seemed about to arrive at a conclusion before opening unexpectedly into a new chamber of itself. Jess listened to it with the attentive patience of someone who had heard many Tully stories and had made a private peace with their architecture. Mara turned a page.

I ate and said very little, which was comfortable, because Tully did not appear to require conversational reciprocation, she was generous that way, running on her own fuel, and it wasn't performance, just abundance.

"And then," Tully said, arriving at what appeared to finally be the actual conclusion, "we find out the pie we'd been eating for two hours was actually an entry. Like an official competition entry. That we just ate."

"What kind of pie," I said.

She turned to me with an expression of delighted surprise, like she'd been hoping someone would ask exactly that. "Rhubarb," she said. "Which I don't even like. But it was incredible." She pointed her fork at me again. "That's the thing about context. Changes everything."

Jess was watching me from across the table with the rim of her water glass touching her bottom lip. When I glanced at her she didn't look away. She just lowered the glass slowly and looked at me with those steady dark eyes and said, "What do you do when you're not working?"

"Today I swam," I said.

"I saw that," Mara said, without looking up from her book.

The table went briefly quiet in a way that had texture to it. Tully looked at Mara and then at me and then found something absorbing to do with her bread.

Jess kept her eyes on me, neutral and patient.

"I read," I said. "I fish sometimes. Mostly I like it quiet."

Jess nodded slowly, like that answer went somewhere useful for her. "Six weeks is a long time to share a property," she said. Not unkindly. More like a fact she was handing me to see what I'd do with it.

"It's a big property," I said.

She looked at me a moment longer and then a small, unhurried smile moved across her face, the first real one I'd seen from her, not the near-laugh from earlier or the restrained almost-smiles, but an actual one, brief and undefended.

"Fair enough," she said.

Tully made a quiet sound of satisfaction that had nothing to do with the food.

I was up at five-thirty the next morning out of habit, which was the same time I'd been getting up since I arrived, and I made coffee in the boathouse kitchen and sat with it at the small table by the window that faced the lake and watched the light come up the way I'd been watching it come up for twelve days, which should have felt the same and didn't.

The main house was dark and still.

I drank my coffee and looked at the dark windows and then I looked at the lake and told myself to look at the lake.

I had work to do on the stone wall today. The western boundary, where a section about eight feet wide had tumbled over the winter, the stones rolling down the shallow slope into the grass and sitting there in a patient pile waiting for someone to stack them back. It was satisfying work when you got into it, heavy and deliberate and requiring a kind of spatial logic that occupied the part of your mind that otherwise wandered. I loaded the wheelbarrow from the boathouse shed with the mortar mix and the trowel and the level and the rubber mallet and I pushed it up the western lawn in the early cool.

The wall was in a far corner of the property where the treeline came close and the grass grew longer and there was a smell of pine and cold earth that was stronger than anywhere else on the grounds. I crouched at the tumbled section and began sorting stones by size the way you have to before you can start, because the first course is everything and if you don't get the base right, nothing that goes on top of it will hold.

I was on my second course when I heard the gate in the wall, the old iron one, twenty feet south, swing open on its hinges.

Jess came through it in running gear, already moving, not a warm-up pace but full stride, and she would have gone straight past me and into the path without stopping except that she pulled up short when she saw me crouched at the wall with a stone in both hands and she stopped and put her hands on her hips and looked at what I was doing.

"Early," she said. She wasn't winded at all, which meant she'd been running long enough to find her pace before she reached me.

"Always," I said.

She looked at the tumbled stones and the two courses I'd laid. "That's going to take a while," she said.

"Three days," I said. "Maybe four."

She nodded. She looked at the path ahead of her, then back at me. Something in her expression moved, briefly, before settling again. "The path through there," she said. "Does it loop?"

"Cuts through to the north road," I said. "About a mile. Then you can pick up the perimeter from there."

She nodded again and looked at the path and then at me and then she said, "You were up before five," and it wasn't quite a question.

"Five-thirty," I said.

She held my gaze a beat. "Me too," she said. And then she was gone into the forest at a pace that made the branches shiver briefly in her wake and then settle back to stillness.

I turned back to my wall.

I worked through the morning with the lake appearing and disappearing through the tree gaps as the mist lifted off it, and by nine I'd made progress enough to feel good about the day. I was mixing a second batch of mortar when Tully appeared at the gate in the wall with two mugs, picking her way through the grass in rubber sandals and the same flannel pajama pants from yesterday, a different camisole this time, pale pink, with a thin white cardigan thrown over it that she'd neglected to button.

She held one mug out toward me from a distance of about ten feet, her arm fully extended, like an offering at a shrine.

"I don't know how you take it," she said. "So I just made it the way I like it. Which is too sweet. So I apologize in advance."

I straightened up from the mortar pan and walked over and took the mug. She watched me take a sip with the focused anticipation of someone who has brought a gift and needs to know immediately how it landed.

It was extremely sweet.

"It's good," I said.

Her face opened up. "Really?"

"Really," I said, and I took another sip to demonstrate.

She beamed and wrapped both hands around her own mug and looked at the wall with wide, earnest interest. "Can I watch?" she said.

"It's not very exciting," I said.

"I told you," she said. "I find it soothing. The repetition." She settled herself on a nearby flat stone that was too large to be part of the wall repair and pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them, cardigan falling open, and she looked at me over the rim of her mug with those amber-green eyes. "Jess came back from her run and said you were up here," she said.

"Did she," I said.

"She mentioned it," Tully said, in a tone that suggested the mentioning had been casual and the casualness had been considered.

I crouched back at the wall and picked up the trowel and she watched me work in silence for a few minutes, genuine silence this time, the comfortable kind, broken only by the scrape of the trowel and the sound of the birds moving through the treeline and the small distant sound of the lake.

"Can I ask you something?" she said.

"You asked me that yesterday," I said.

"I ask it a lot," she said. "It's more of a verbal tic than an actual request for permission." She paused. "What do you think of us? First impression. Honest."

I set a stone and checked it with the level. "I think you're going to be fine neighbors," I said.

She tilted her head at me. "That's not what I asked."

I picked up the next stone and turned it in my hands finding its face. "Jess knows what she wants and she goes straight at it," I said. "Mara thinks before she talks and means everything she says. You say everything you think and you mean most of it."

Tully sat very still for a moment.

"That's very accurate," she said quietly. "That's actually a little unsettling."

"You asked," I said.

"I did," she said. She looked into her mug. "What about you?"

"What about me," I said.

"What's yours?" she said. "The thing. Jess goes straight at things. Mara means everything. What do you do?"

I pressed the stone into the mortar and tapped it level with the rubber mallet.

"I pay attention," I said.

She looked at me for a long, still moment with the cardigan slipping off one shoulder and the morning light in her hair and her bare feet tucked up under her on the flat stone.

"Yeah," she said softly. "I can see that."

The afternoon brought heat and the three of them down to the water.

I was replacing a rotted cleat on the dock when they came down the lawn, Tully first at her quick pace, then Mara, then Jess, all three in swimwear and carrying the particular cargo of a lake afternoon, towels and water bottles and a small speaker and sunscreen and a paperback. Tully was wearing a two-piece in a bright canary yellow, high-waisted bottoms and a bandeau top with a small gold ring at the center, and she was already talking before she reached the dock, something about the speaker and whether it was charged. Mara was in a one-piece, deep green, with a low back and thin straps, her red hair loose on her shoulders. She moved with a slow, deliberate ease that was different from Jess's economy of motion, less purposeful, more like water finding its level. Jess had on a black one-piece, athletic cut, and she was carrying the most, both the speaker and a towel over each shoulder, and she was already looking at the water.

They spread out at the far end of the dock, the end I'd stained yesterday, now fully dry and a deep warm brown. Tully arranged her towel with architectural precision. Mara sat at the edge and lowered her feet into the water and opened her book.

I kept working on the cleat.

"Is the water deep enough to jump from here?" Tully called to me.

"Yes," I said. "Twelve feet off the end."

"Perfect," she said, and she walked to the end of the dock and without any deliberation or preliminary bouncing she stepped off the edge and dropped straight down into the water feet-first with a clean vertical splash and disappeared.

She came up laughing, hair flattened to her face, and grabbed the dock ladder.

"It's so cold," she said, with the euphoric outrage of someone who knew perfectly well it was going to be cold and did it anyway. She pulled herself up the ladder and the yellow of her suit was darker wet, and the water ran down her legs and over her feet and she pushed her hair back with both hands and looked at me with sparkling eyes. "Your turn," she said.

"Working," I said.

"You already swam today," she said. "I saw you from the window. Before breakfast."

I looked at her. She grinned.

"Tomorrow," I said.

She narrowed her eyes like she was filing that as a binding commitment, and she went back to her towel and collapsed onto it face-up with her arms out and her face turned to the sun.

Mara turned a page.

Jess stood at the end of the dock looking at the water for a moment, arms at her sides, and then she dove, a clean, shallow dive, barely any splash, the dive of someone who'd done it ten thousand times, and she surfaced twenty feet out and began swimming parallel to shore in long, even strokes.

I set the cleat and tightened the bolts and tested it with both hands and it held, and I sat back on my heels and watched Jess swim without watching Jess swim, the way you watch the lake and it's just that she happens to be in it, her dark hair against the water and her arms turning over with that quiet efficiency.

"She swam competitively," Mara said. "Until second year."

I looked up. Mara was looking at me over the top of her book, her feet still in the water, one ankle crossed over the other.

"I wasn't staring," I said.

"I know," she said. She looked back at her book. "I was just providing context."

I packed up the dock box. Jess came back to the ladder and pulled herself up and stood at the end of the dock shaking water from her hair, and she wrapped the towel around herself with her back to me and she pushed her wet hair back from her face and looked out at the lake, and then she looked at the sky, and then she turned and walked back up the dock toward the chairs, and when she passed me she slowed almost imperceptibly, and our eyes met for a fraction of a second, and something in hers was asking something that her face wasn't, and then she was past me and up the dock and settling into one of the Adirondack chairs with the towel still around her shoulders.

I carried the dock box up to the boathouse.

At the boathouse door I turned and looked back at the dock. Tully face-up in the sun with one knee bent. Mara reading. Jess watching the water with her chin on her fist.

I went inside.

I stood in the middle of the boathouse studio and looked at the ceiling and exhaled slowly through my nose.

Six weeks, I thought.


Chapter 3

The stone wall took four days, as it turned out.

On the second day, Mara came and watched for nearly an hour without saying anything, which I only knew because I heard the gate and looked up and she was there, leaning against it with her arms folded and her book tucked under one arm, and when I looked at her she didn't look away or explain herself, she just watched me work with those hazel eyes moving from my hands to the wall to my face with the unhurried patience of someone who had decided this was where she was going to be and didn't need a reason beyond that.

On the third day she brought a blanket and sat closer.

She'd traded the linen shirt for a thin-strapped white cotton sundress that tied at each shoulder in a small bow, and when she spread the blanket out on the grass and settled onto it with her knees drawn up, the hem fell to mid-thigh and she smoothed it once with her palm before opening her book. The ties at her shoulders were the kind that looked like they'd come undone with a single casual tug, and I became very interested in the precise placement of the stones in the third course.

"You never use the level anymore," she said, without looking up.

"Don't need it," I said. "I can feel if it's right."

She turned a page. "That must be useful," she said. A pause, perfectly timed. "Knowing when something feels right."

I tapped a stone with the mallet.

"Generally," I said.

She turned another page.

I reached for the next stone, which happened to be in the pile closest to her blanket, and I had to lean across the near distance between us to get it. She didn't move. The sundress had a very faint pattern in it, small white-on-white flowers, invisible from any real distance, visible from where I was crouched. She smelled like sunscreen and something underneath that, warm and faintly botanical, like cedar and something green.

I straightened up with the stone and she looked up at me from the level of my thighs with those clear hazel eyes, unhurried, and then she looked back at her book.

I set the stone.

On the fourth day she brought two coffees and didn't explain that either.

Jess had established a rhythm that I noticed because I notice rhythms. Run at first light. Swim mid-morning. Work of some kind in the afternoon, she'd brought a laptop and she used it at the deck table with the focused intensity of someone with actual deadlines, which I respected and didn't ask about. In the evenings she cooked, mostly, or organized things, and the organizing wasn't anxiety, it was just how she operated, things in their right places, the day shaped so it held.

What I also noticed, because I pay attention, was that her runs were getting longer.

The first day, she was back in forty minutes. By the end of the first week she was gone for over an hour. The perimeter road was four miles. I knew this because I'd walked it myself in the first days. I did the math and it didn't add up to an hour-plus at her pace unless she was stopping somewhere or running something twice.

On the fifth morning I was replacing a section of irrigation line along the eastern edge of the property, prone in the grass with my arms in a shallow trench, when I heard her footsteps on the path above me and they slowed and stopped.

"What's down there?" she said.

I looked up over the edge of the trench. She was in her running gear, navy shorts and a white technical tee with a thin horizontal stripe across the chest, and her hair was back and she was barely breathing hard despite being a mile from the house at pace.

"Busted irrigation line," I said. "Third one I've found."

She crouched at the edge of the trench with her forearms on her knees and looked at what I was doing with the particular focused attention she gave everything. This close, her dark eyes had fine amber threads in them that I hadn't seen from further away. Her shirt was damp at the collar.

"How long does that take?" she said.

"I'm almost done," I said.

She watched my hands work the fitting for a moment. "You're good with your hands," she said, and it came out entirely plainly, as pure observation, which was somehow worse than if she'd meant anything by it.

"It's not complicated," I said.

"Most things that look simple aren't," she said.

I pressed the fitting home and held pressure on it.

She was still crouched at the edge of the trench, close enough that when she shifted her weight the toe of her running shoe came an inch from my shoulder. She looked at the line of the irrigation trench, then at me.

"Come swimming when you're done," she said. It wasn't a question and it wasn't quite an invitation, it landed somewhere between an assumption and a preference, like she'd decided it was a reasonable thing and was simply informing me of the reasonableness.

She stood and resumed her run before I answered.

I backfilled the trench, rinsed my hands at the spigot, and went swimming.

I came off the end of the dock in a flat dive and surfaced to find Tully floating on her back in the middle of the dock's shadow with her arms wide and her face to the sky, the yellow of her suit bright in the green water, completely motionless except for the small movements of her hands that kept her level.

She opened one eye. "You came," she said, to the sky.

"Jess told me to," I said.

"Jess tells everybody to do things," she said, still looking at the sky. "The thing is, she's usually right."

I swam out past her and turned over on my back and floated, and for a while we were both just there in the water, the sky enormous overhead.

"She likes you," Tully said, out of nowhere and into the open air, in the tone of someone thinking out loud.

"We've met four times," I said.

"Jess decides fast," she said. "She doesn't advertise it. But she does." A pause, just the water. "I like you too, for what it's worth. But I advertise everything."

"I noticed," I said.

She laughed and her feet splashed. "Is that bad?"

"No," I said.

She was quiet a moment. I could hear the speaker on the dock, something low and unhurried with a piano in it. "What about Mara?" Tully said, casually, which meant it wasn't casual.

"What about her," I said.

"She sat with you three days in a row," Tully said.

"She was reading," I said.

"Mara reads everywhere," Tully said. "She reads in the car, at restaurants, in line for things. She doesn't need a stone wall to read next to." A pause. "Just something I observed."

I let that sit on the water between us and didn't pick it up.

Tully rolled upright and treaded water and looked at me with her wet hair smooth against her head and her eyes catching the light. "You're going to be very interesting to watch this summer," she said, with a directness that made me look at her.

"I'm a groundskeeper," I said.

"Cam," she said, gently. "You're really not."

She swam to the ladder and pulled herself up and I watched, involuntarily, the way the water ran off her as she climbed, down the back of her thighs, off the hem of her yellow suit, off her calves. She reached the top and reached back to wring out her hair and the motion pulled her suit taut and I looked away at the far shore and breathed carefully.

I heard her feet on the dock planks. I heard her pick up her towel. Then she said, quietly, not calling it, just saying it, barely loud enough to carry to the water:

"The view's good from up here too."

When I turned she was already face-down on her towel with her chin on her folded arms and her eyes closed and her expression serene.

Jess came down from the house in the mid-afternoon, after her laptop time, in a different swimsuit than the morning, this one a deep rust-red bikini, the top a simple triangle, the bottoms high-cut, and she stood at the top of the dock steps with one hand on the post and looked down at where I was sitting at the end of the dock with my feet in the water and my shirt off, and her gaze moved across me in a way that was measured and brief and she came down the dock and sat beside me.

Not close, but closer than the situation required.

She put her feet in the water next to mine.

The water off both our feet sent small intersecting ripples out across the surface and they crossed each other and kept going.

She looked at them too.

"How's the wall coming?" she said.

"Done tomorrow," I said.

She nodded. She was close enough that I could see the freckle below her left collarbone, a single dark point. She reached up and pulled the tie from her hair and shook it loose and ran her fingers back through it slowly, elbows up, which pulled her shoulders back, and she resettled it behind her and lowered her arms. She looked at the lake.

"Do you get lonely out here?" she said. "The boathouse."

"I didn't," I said.

She turned her head and looked at me and the directness of it was close enough to knock me sideways. "And now?" she said.

The ripples from our feet crossed and recrossed.

"Different," I said.

She held my gaze for what was, from the inside, a much longer moment than it probably looked from the outside, and something in her expression was doing something I couldn't fully name, not quite deciding, not quite asking, something prior to both of those.

Then Mara called from the lawn: "Jess. Speaker's dead."

Jess held my eyes one beat more. Then she looked at the water. She pushed herself up from the dock smoothly and walked back up, and I watched her go the same way I'd been trying not to watch Tully earlier, the rust-red against the deep brown of the stained dock, the way she moved.

I looked at the water instead.

The ripples had reached the edge of the dock's shadow and were gone.

The evening of the sixth day, it rained.

Not a dramatic storm, no lightning, just a steady gray curtain that moved in off the lake around five and settled over the property like it had always been there and planned to stay. The temperature dropped fifteen degrees in an hour and the lake went from blue to the color of old pewter and the smell of it came up the lawn and through every open window in the main house.

I was in the boathouse doing paperwork, Roy liked weekly updates on the work log, itemized and dated, when I heard a knock at the exterior staircase door, which nobody had knocked on before because nobody had come up here before, and I sat still for a moment like I'd misheard it, and then it came again.

I opened the door.

Tully was standing on the small landing at the top of the exterior stairs with rain darkening her shoulders and her hair and her arms crossed over her chest against the cold. She was wearing a large cream-colored fisherman's knit sweater over what appeared to be very short denim cutoffs and her bare legs were wet from the rain and she was wearing absolutely nothing on her feet, which struck me as the most immediately pressing problem.

"Your feet," I said.

"My feet are fine," she said, peering past me into the studio. "Can I see?"

I stepped back and she came in and stood in the middle of the space and turned slowly, taking it in with her arms still crossed. It was small and clean, a bed against the far wall, a small kitchen, the table where I worked, bookshelves Roy's wife had installed years ago and left partially filled, a woodstove in the corner that I hadn't needed until tonight.

"I love it," she said, with that uncomplicated totality. "It's like a ship's cabin."

"Essentially," I said.

She looked at the woodstove. "Is that on?"

"Just lit it," I said.

She drifted toward it with the inevitability of a cold person near a fire and she crouched in front of it and held both hands toward the glass and the orange light of it played across her face. Her sweater had slipped off one shoulder and the cutoffs were, I looked at the woodstove. They were very short. The kind with frayed hems that had started as something longer.

"Why'd you come over?" I said, going back to the table.

"Mara and Jess are doing that thing," she said, still looking at the fire.

"What thing," I said.

"Where they're in the same room being completely reasonable and pleasant and nobody says anything." She glanced at me over her shoulder. "It's fine. I just needed to move." She turned back to the fire. "Also Jess made soup and there's too much and she told me to bring you some but I left it on the counter."

"You forgot the soup," I said.

"The soup was an excuse," she said, to the fire, pleasantly.

I looked at the back of her head.

"Tully," I said.

"Cam," she said, in the same tone.

"What are you doing," I said.

She turned around from the fire and sat on the floor in front of it with her back against the woodstove surround and her knees up, and she pulled the sweater back onto her shoulder and wrapped her arms around her knees and looked at me across the small room with those amber-green eyes lit warmly from behind by the fire, her face half-shadow half-glow.

"I'm warming up," she said. "Is that okay?"

It was so plainly and reasonably stated that there was nothing to do with it except accept it at face value, which I did, and I went back to the work log, and she sat by the fire and after a while she started talking, the way she did, nothing requiring response, just a current of it, comfortable and warm, about the summer they'd all planned this trip, how Jess had found the rental listing and sent it at midnight with no preamble, how Mara had said yes in two words and Tully had sent eleven consecutive voice messages, how the three of them had been doing some version of this since they were nineteen and first-years and Tully had knocked on the wrong dorm room door and found Jess inside doing something with a spreadsheet, and Mara had been the next door over and come to investigate the noise Tully made when she realized her mistake.

"What noise?" I said, not looking up from the log.

"I screamed," she said. "A little bit. Jess opened the door and I screamed."

"Why did you scream," I said.

"I startle easily," she said. "And she opened it very fast."

"And Mara came to investigate," I said.

"She knocked very quietly," Tully said, "and then she just stood there until we looked at her, and then she said 'I heard something' and Jess said 'she screamed' and I said 'I startled' and Mara looked at me for about four seconds and then she said 'I have wine' and that was it." She paused. "Four years later, here we are."

I put the pen down and looked at her across the room. She had her chin on her knees and the fire threw her shadow long and warm up the wall behind her.

"You three are close," I said.

"Dangerously," she said, and she smiled but it was a different kind of smile, the quieter private kind. "We know everything about each other. Which is sometimes a lot."

I looked at her a moment longer. "Is that what tonight is?" I said. "Too much knowing."

Her eyes held mine for a beat. "Something like that," she said.

The rain on the roof was steady and low and the woodstove ticked as it expanded in the heat and the light in the studio was the warm amber of the fire and the single lamp on the table. Tully unwrapped her arms from her knees and stretched her legs out in front of her and crossed them at the ankle, leaning back on her palms, and tilted her face up to the ceiling with her eyes closed.

Her bare legs were dry now. The frayed hem of the cutoffs sat high on her thighs where she'd stretched out. The sweater slipped off her shoulder again.

I did not look at her legs.

I looked at the rain on the window.

She made a small sound of contentment, deep in her throat, and said, to the ceiling, "What are you reading these days?"

I reached to the bookshelf and held up the spine toward her. She opened one eye.

"Is that good?" she said.

"Getting better," I said.

She smiled at the ceiling. "That's the best kind," she said. "When you can feel it getting better as you go."

I walked her back through the rain.

She protested that it was only forty feet and she didn't need walking, but her feet were still bare and the lawn was cold and wet and I brought an umbrella that was barely wide enough for one person and she tucked herself against my side to fit under it without discussing whether she was going to or not, and her hand found my arm and held it to keep herself close under the umbrella's edge and her fingers were warm from the fire and her hair smelled like woodsmoke.

We went across the dark lawn at a pace that had nothing to do with urgency, the rain pattering on the umbrella above us, and she kept her hand on my arm and said nothing and I said nothing and we were both entirely aware of the forty feet being longer than forty feet.

At the back deck door she turned toward me in the narrow shelter of the umbrella and looked up with rain at the edges of the circle of dry air between us, her face tilted up and close, and she looked at my mouth for a fraction of a second the way people do when they're deciding something, and then she looked up at my eyes and she grinned, not the full-deployment one, the other one, smaller and more considered.

"Thank you for the fire," she said.

"Thank you for the soup you didn't bring," I said.

She laughed against my shoulder and squeezed my arm and let go and turned and went inside, and I stood on the dark lawn with the umbrella and listened to the rain.

Inside, through the glass of the deck door, I could see the three of them in the kitchen. Jess was at the stove with her back to me. Mara was at the counter with her hands curled around a mug and she was looking at Tully and Tully was saying something and gesturing with her hands. Mara's eyes moved past Tully's shoulder and found me through the glass with an accuracy that was startling, like she'd known exactly where to look.

She looked at me steadily for a moment.

Then she looked back at Tully.

And she said something.

Tully's gestured stopped mid-air and she glanced back at the deck door, but I'd already turned and was walking back through the rain toward the boathouse.

Behind me, the light from their kitchen laid itself across the wet grass in a long warm rectangle all the way to the edge of the dark lawn.

The next morning the wall was done by eleven.

I was cleaning the tools at the boathouse spigot when Jess appeared around the corner of the boathouse from the direction of the main house, not from the wall, which meant she'd already been up to look at it and had come back around to find me here, and she stood with her hands in the front pocket of a gray hoody and looked at me.

"It looks good," she said.

"It'll hold," I said.

She watched me clean the trowel with a deliberateness that I recognized now as her version of building up to something. She had her dark hair down today, which was unusual, I'd only seen it down when it was wet from swimming, and it fell straight and heavy to her shoulders and she looked different with it down, softer at the edges, less assembled.

"What's next on the list?" she said.

"Furnace filter," I said. "Couple of fixture bulbs. Boathouse roof needs patching on the north side."

"How long for the roof?" she said.

"Half day," I said. "Maybe less if the weather holds."

She nodded. She was quiet for a moment. Then: "I could help," she said. "With the roof."

I looked at her.

"I've done it before," she said, without any defensiveness, just the fact, cleanly stated. "My dad's house. I know how to patch a roof."

"It's not complicated," I said.

"You said that about the irrigation fitting too," she said, and there was something in the way she said it, not quite a challenge, not quite an invitation, something precisely between the two, that made the air between us do something.

"Tomorrow morning," I said. "If it's dry."

She looked at me for a moment with those steady dark eyes and something in them was doing the same thing they'd done at the end of the dock, that prior-to-deciding thing, that question that wasn't formed yet.

"Tomorrow morning," she said.

She pushed her hands deeper into the hoody pocket and turned and walked back around the boathouse toward the main house, and I watched her go and she didn't look back and I went back to cleaning the trowel and told myself to keep my attention on what I was doing.

The trowel was already clean.

I cleaned it anyway.

That evening they ate on the deck despite the residual cool from the night before, with the outdoor heater lit and the citronella candles that Roy kept in the deck box, and Jess appeared at my boathouse door at six-thirty and said, simply, "Come eat," and went back without waiting.

I came.

The table was fuller this time, Mara had cooked, apparently, and cooking for Mara meant abundance: a wide flat dish of roasted vegetables with some kind of grain underneath them and herbs over the top, and bread, and a salted butter, and a bottle of wine that was already open. The candles threw a warm unsteady light over the table and the heater hummed behind them and the lake was a black mirror below the dark lawn.

Mara poured me wine without asking if I wanted it, which I did, and she set the bottle back down with a precision that was characteristic. She was wearing a long-sleeved fitted black top and dark jeans and she'd left her hair down and loose, and the candlelight made her hair less red and more amber and she looked, I took a drink of wine.

"Try it before you drink that," she said.

I looked at her.

She was looking back at me with the faintest elevation at one corner of her mouth. "The food," she said. "I want to know if it's good."

I put the wine down and served myself and ate while she watched me with that hazel-eyed patience and then she looked at the table and her mouth did the thing it did when she was trying not to let a smile get further than she wanted it to go.

"Well?" she said.

"It's very good," I said.

"Obviously," she said, and she picked up her wine.

Tully made a sound across the table that she converted very quickly into a cough.

Jess was looking at the flame of the candle nearest her with her chin in her hand and a small private expression on her face, and when she felt me looking at her she moved her gaze from the candle to me and held it there in the warm unsteady light and didn't look away and didn't explain the expression.

Mara refilled my wine.

The rain had stopped. The lake was still. The heater hummed and the candles moved and above the treeline the first stars were coming through the break in the clouds.

I looked around the table.

Three of them and one of me in the warm pool of the candlelight with the dark summer night pressing in from all sides, and something in the shape of the evening was different from anything the first six days had been, thicker in some quality I couldn't have put a word to, like the air before a storm except nothing was threatening, everything was just, charged. Held at some particular pressure.

Tully was saying something about the stars. Jess had turned her face up to look at them. Mara was looking at me.

She dropped her gaze when I met it, but slowly, without apology, and she turned the stem of her wine glass between her fingers and there was a small, almost invisible color in her cheeks that the candlelight may or may not have put there.

I drank my wine and looked at the stars.


Chapter 4

The morning was dry and clear and cold the way only a morning after rain can be cold, the air washed entirely clean and the lake sitting in it like a mirror somebody had just polished.

I was up on the boathouse roof by seven-thirty with the patching compound and the putty knife and the replacement shingles and the roofing nails and the hammer laid out on the flat section below the pitched peak, and I was examining the damage, three shingles lifted and cracked along the north face, flashing pulled away from the chimney pipe by what looked like a winter's worth of freeze-thaw, when I heard the exterior stairs and Jess came up over the roofline edge on the extension ladder with her hair back and a thermos looped over one arm and she was wearing a faded canvas work jacket over a thin cream henley and old jeans with a small tear at the left knee, and she looked like someone who had dressed for actually working.

She stepped off the ladder onto the flat section and looked at the damage without comment, reading it the way I'd been reading it, and then she looked at what I'd laid out and she picked up the putty knife and tested the flex of it between her hands.

"Flashing first," she said.

"Flashing first," I agreed.

We worked for an hour before we said anything else that wasn't about the roof.

It was good work to do together. She had the instincts I said she'd have, she understood the sequence without being told it, flashing before shingles, compound before nails, and she worked with a clean economy that matched mine without crowding it, each of us in our own section with a shared sense of the whole. I handed her things before she asked for them. She held things steady before I asked her to. The thermos turned out to have coffee in it and she poured two cups at the flat section without discussion and we drank them looking out over the lake below us.

From the roof of the boathouse the lake spread wide and long in both directions, and the main house was visible through the trees with its morning smoke still threading up, and the dock ran out into the water brown and straight.

"You can see everything from up here," she said.

"Almost," I said.

She looked at me with the cup at her mouth.

"You said that about the studio," she said. "Almost."

"It's a big lake," I said.

She turned back to the view and drank her coffee. She was standing close on the flat section, close enough that our shoulders were nearly touching, and she had one hand tucked in her jacket pocket and the other around the cup and she was looking out at the water with an expression I hadn't seen from her before, something looser than her usual, something the morning and the height and the coffee together had opened up.

"I had a plan for this summer," she said, not like she was telling me, more like she was observing it from a distance.

"Did it involve a roof?" I said.

She made a short sound that was almost a laugh. "It involved finishing something," she said. "That I started in the winter." A pause. "Something I've been thinking about."

"The laptop," I said.

She glanced at me. "The laptop," she confirmed. She looked back at the lake. "I thought being out here would help. The quiet."

"Has it?" I said.

She turned and looked at me then, fully, and we were close enough on the flat section of the roof that it required a minimal angle, and her dark eyes in the sharp morning light had all those fine amber threads in them that I kept noticing and kept telling myself I wasn't cataloguing.

"It's not as quiet as I expected," she said.

"I can be quieter," I said.

She looked at me for a moment in which several things seemed to cross her face in quick and organized succession, and then she looked back at the lake and something at the corner of her mouth moved.

"I don't think that's what I meant," she said.

I picked up the hammer.

We finished the north face by ten and moved around to check the east face, which turned out to have two loose shingles that I hadn't known about and she found by pressing her palm flat against each one in sequence and feeling for the give. She found the second one and looked up at me from where she was crouching and her hand was still flat on the shingle and her face was tipped up at me.

"This one too," she said.

I crouched beside her to see it and we were close enough that her shoulder was against mine and she didn't move and I didn't move and I pressed my own hand flat on the shingle beside hers to feel the give and felt the warmth of her hand through the roofing material, which was not possible but was what happened.

She was looking at the shingle.

I was looking at her.

She turned her face and found me looking and we were very close on the sloped roof with our hands flat side by side on the shingle and the sharp morning light on both of us and her breath was a small visible cloud in the cold air between our faces.

She didn't move back.

I didn't move forward.

"Loose," I said.

"Yes," she said, and she looked at my mouth for one precise and unmistakable second and then she looked at the shingle and stood up and handed me the putty knife.

I fixed the shingle.

Neither of us said anything about any of it, which was its own kind of conversation.

We came down the ladder at half past ten and she gathered the thermos and the leftover materials and looked at the roof from below, hands on her hips, assessing.

"It'll hold?" she said.

"It'll hold," I said.

She looked at it a moment longer. Then she looked at me and she did something she hadn't done before, she reached out and brushed something off the shoulder of my jacket with two fingers, a bit of debris from the roof, and her fingers stayed on my shoulder for a fraction of a second longer than the brushing required and then she took her hand back.

"Good," she said.

She walked back toward the main house with the thermos under her arm and she didn't look back and I stood at the base of the boathouse with the ladder and looked at the roof and then at her receding figure and the tear in the left knee of her jeans and the canvas jacket and the straight heavy hair and I pressed my hand flat on the cold wood of the boathouse wall and breathed once slowly through my nose.

The roof looked good.

Mara was at the stone wall when I came to collect the last of the tools I'd left there the day before.

She was standing at the repaired section with her arms folded and her head slightly tilted, examining the work the way you examine something when you want to understand how it was done and not just that it was done. She was wearing a long camel-colored cardigan over a white fitted turtleneck and narrow dark trousers and low ankle boots, and her red hair was loose in the cool morning air and the light in the trees beyond the wall was the sharp clean light of the washed morning.

She heard me coming and turned but didn't move away from the wall.

"It matches," she said.

"That's the point," I said.

"I know," she said. "I mean it really matches. You can't tell where the old ends and the new starts." She reached out and ran her fingers along the mortar line between the old section and the new, tracing it, and her touch on the wall was the same as her touch on everything, deliberate, interested, like she was reading something.

"That took patience," she said, not removing her fingers from the wall.

"It took time," I said.

"Same thing," she said.

She turned from the wall and looked at me and she was less than an arm's length away and her hazel eyes were very clear in the morning light, all the green in them more green and all the gold more gold. She was holding my gaze with that characteristic stillness of hers, not pushing anything forward, just, holding it there, like a door she'd opened and was standing in the frame of.

"Walk with me," she said.

It wasn't a question. Neither was it a command. It occupied some particular territory between the two that was entirely Mara's and made arguing with it feel beside the point.

We went through the iron gate and onto the path, the one Jess ran every morning, and we walked at a pace that had nothing to do with exercise. The path was narrow enough that we walked close, our arms occasionally touching with the movement of walking, and she had her hands in the pockets of the long cardigan and she looked ahead at the path and sometimes at the trees.

"Tully told me about last night," she said. "The woodstove."

"She came over in the rain," I said.

"She does that," Mara said. "Goes toward warmth. Literally and otherwise." A pause, a gap in the trees showing the lake. "She likes you very much."

"I know," I said.

Mara looked at me sideways. "You're not uncomfortable with that," she said.

"No," I said.

"Good," she said, as though she'd been genuinely checking. "She deserves someone who's not uncomfortable with it."

We walked in silence for a moment, the path bending toward the lake view.

"You're very protective of them," I said.

She considered this without denying it. "They're worth protecting," she said, and then she looked at me sideways again. "Don't mistake that for a warning."

"What is it then?" I said.

She looked ahead at the path and something moved across her expression, something that went through several phases too quickly to read completely, and then settled into something quieter. "An explanation," she said. "Of how I am."

We came to a place where the path widened and the trees opened up and the lake was fully visible, broad and still and catching the morning light in long flat ribbons. She stopped there and looked at it, and I stopped beside her, and we stood close in the widened path.

"I think about things a long time before I do them," she said, to the lake. "It can look like nothing's happening."

"I know," I said.

She turned to look at me with an expression that had something surprised in it, quickly managed. "You know," she said.

"You've been at the wall for four days," I said. "With your book."

She looked at me steadily. The surprised thing in her face hadn't fully resolved, and underneath it was something else, something that might have been the particular expression of someone who has been seen clearly and is deciding how to feel about that.

"Yes," she said quietly. "I have."

She looked back at the lake, but she hadn't moved away and neither had I, and we were standing close enough in the widened path that the sleeve of her cardigan was against my arm and the warmth of that was entirely disproportionate to the physical fact of it.

"What are you thinking about?" I said. "That takes a long time."

She was quiet for long enough that I thought she wasn't going to answer.

"Whether something is worth it," she said.

"And?" I said.

She turned and looked up at me and the morning light was in her hair and on the fine angle of her face and in those layered hazel eyes, and her lips parted slightly like she was about to say something, and then she didn't say it.

Instead she lifted one hand from her cardigan pocket and she placed it, open and flat and deliberate, against the front of my jacket over my sternum, and she left it there. Not pushing. Not gripping. Just, placed there, feeling whatever she was feeling through the fabric.

I looked down at her hand.

I looked up at her face.

She was watching me with an expression that was entirely composed and entirely undone at the same time, and her hand was warm even through my jacket, and the lake was very still behind her.

"Getting there," she said quietly.

She took her hand back, both hands back into her cardigan pockets, and she turned and walked back up the path toward the house, and the path was narrow again and the trees closed back over it.

I stood in the widened place where the lake showed through and breathed the cold clean morning air and looked at my own chest where her hand had been.

That afternoon, Tully knocked on the boathouse door and brought the soup she'd forgotten two nights ago, reheated in a jar with a lid on it, and she handed it over with enormous ceremony and a slight bow.

"Belated," she said.

"Thank you," I said.

She was in the camisole again, different color this time, a soft sage green, and the same cutoffs, and she was wearing the cardigan again too but she'd pushed the sleeves up to her elbows and her forearms were warm-toned from a week of dock afternoons. She leaned in the doorframe with her shoulder while I ate the soup standing at the kitchen counter and she watched me with her arms folded and her head tilted.

"How's the soup?" she said.

"Good," I said.

"Jess made it," she said. "She'll want to know."

"Tell her it's good," I said.

Tully smiled to herself in a way that had something layered in it, looking at the middle distance. "I'll tell her you said so," she said. She looked back at me and there was a warmth in her eyes that was direct and uncomplicated and underneath it something that was neither.

"You were on the roof with her this morning," she said.

"She offered to help," I said.

"She doesn't offer things she doesn't mean," Tully said.

"I know," I said.

Tully unfolded her arms and pushed off the doorframe and she took two steps into the studio toward me and she reached up and her fingers touched the side of my jaw briefly, turning my face a fraction as though checking something, the way you check if someone has something on their face, and she found whatever she was looking for or didn't find it and her hand dropped.

"You have good instincts," she said quietly, very close now, close enough that I could smell the woodsmoke still in her sweater from two nights ago. "Don't waste them."

"On what," I said.

She looked up at me for a long beat with those amber-green eyes and the sage camisole and her arms back at her sides and the afternoon light through the boathouse window warm on her bare forearms.

"On being careful," she said.

She stepped back and picked up the empty jar from where I'd set it down on the counter, because she'd already finished the soup, and she held it against her chest and she looked at me one more time.

Then she turned and went down the stairs, and I heard her bare feet on the wooden steps, and then the door, and then the sound of the wet grass as she crossed back to the main house.

I pressed both palms flat on the counter and looked at the kitchen wall.

Outside, the afternoon light was doing something extraordinary to the lake, turning it the color of hammered copper in the early decline of the sun, and somewhere in the main house across the dark lawn a window was open because I could hear music, low and unhurried, and beneath it the sound of voices, three of them, layered and warm and carrying just far enough.

I stayed where I was for a long time.

Then I went and sat on the exterior landing with my back against the boathouse wall and my forearms on my knees and my face tilted up at the sky, which was doing what it does at that hour, bleeding the blue out slowly at the edges, taking its time, not rushing toward dark.

I was going to need to be very careful.

About being careful.

Three days later, Jess kissed me.

It happened the way things happen when they've been building long enough that the actual moment is almost incidental, not a surprise so much as an inevitability that finally stopped waiting for permission.

We were in the boathouse.

She'd come over after dinner on the pretext of borrowing a specific kind of screwdriver she'd asked about at the table, a Robertson, she said, there was a loose hinge on one of the deck chairs and she wanted to fix it herself. I found it in the tool drawer and held it out to her across the small kitchen counter and she took it and looked at it and set it down on the counter and looked at me.

That was all the preamble there was.

She came around the counter and she took my face in both hands the way someone handles something they've been thinking about handling for a long time, and she kissed me, not tentatively, not with any of the cautious almost-quality of everything that had been leading up to it, but with the same directness she brought to everything, certain and complete, her mouth warm and firm against mine and her hands steady at my jaw.

I brought my hands to her waist and she made a small, low sound against my mouth that was barely audible, a sound of recognition more than anything, like finding something where she'd expected it to be.

We stayed like that for a moment that had no reliable length, her hands still cupping my jaw and my hands at her waist and the small warm studio around us and the dark lake out the window behind her.

She pulled back first.

She looked at me from a few inches away, her dark eyes moving over my face with that reading quality, and her thumbs were still at the corners of my jaw and her breathing was slightly altered, the only evidence.

"Okay," she said quietly, to herself as much as to me.

"Okay," I said.

She looked at me a moment longer. Then she picked the Robertson up off the counter and she turned and went down the exterior stairs, and her footsteps went across the wet grass, and the light of the main house took her in.

I stood in the kitchen and pressed the back of my wrist against my mouth and looked at the ceiling.

She didn't come to the boathouse the next day and I didn't go to the main house except briefly in the afternoon to replace a fixture bulb in the front hallway, and when I did Jess was at the deck table with her laptop and her back to the glass door and she didn't come inside and I didn't linger.

Tully was in the kitchen making something elaborate and she handed me a piece of something sweet off a cooling rack without asking if I wanted it.

"What is it?" I said.

"I don't know yet," she said. "Tell me."

I ate it. "Good," I said. "Cardamom?"

She pointed at me with the spatula. "Yes. And?"

"Lemon," I said.

She beamed. "Exactly." She handed me another piece. "You're eating for Mara too, she won't come in while I'm baking because I make her taste everything and she says I'm insufferable about it."

"You are a bit insufferable about it," I said.

She spun toward me with the spatula raised and her mouth open in outrage and then she laughed. "Finish those and go," she said. "Before I make you taste the next batch."

I took the pieces and went.

On my way back past the deck, I slowed without entirely stopping and Jess must have sensed the change in light through the glass because she looked up from her laptop and we looked at each other through the door for a moment, her face unreadable at this angle, and then I moved and she looked back at her screen.

I went back to the boathouse and climbed the exterior stairs and sat at my table and opened my book and read the same paragraph four times.

It was Mara who broke the shape of things.

On the evening of the second day after the kiss, she appeared at the boathouse door at the hour when the light goes copper and the lake goes dark at the edges, and she knocked twice, lightly, her characteristic knock, not asking permission but announcing intention.

I opened the door.

She was wearing the white sundress with the shoulder ties again, and she had a light denim jacket over it and her hair was loose and she was carrying two glasses and a bottle of wine, and she looked at me with those hazel eyes in the evening light and she held the bottle up slightly.

"I thought you might want company," she said.

"Come in," I said.

She set the glasses on the table and poured without asking how much, which was the right amount, and she settled into the chair opposite mine with her legs crossed and her hands around the glass and she looked around the studio in the particular way she had of looking at spaces, reading them.

"You've added things," she said. There was a small plant on the windowsill, a paperback on the arm of the chair.

"A few things," I said.

"Making it yours," she said.

"Temporarily," I said.

She looked at me over her glass. "Things can be yours temporarily," she said. "That's still being yours."

I drank my wine.

She looked at the lake out the window for a moment. "Jess told me," she said.

I looked at her.

"Not details," she said. She turned her glass slowly in her fingers. "Just that something happened." A pause. "She doesn't usually tell me things like that."

"What did she say exactly?" I said.

Mara looked at me steadily. "She said she did something and she didn't know yet what it meant and she needed to think." She paused. "For Jess that's a significant disclosure."

"She thinks carefully," I said.

"She thinks about everything carefully," Mara said. "Sometimes too carefully." She took a slow drink of wine. "But not this time, I don't think."

I looked at the table. "Mara," I said.

"I'm not here about Jess," she said, simply. "I'm here because I wanted to be here. Those are separate things and I'm capable of holding them separately."

I looked at her.

She met my gaze with that particular quality of hers, completely still, completely present, not pushing forward or pulling back, just there, in the frame of the door she'd opened, waiting to see what I'd do with it.

"Okay," I said.

"Good," she said.

We drank our wine in the evening light and the lake went slowly from copper to pewter to dark, and she talked, which was different from Tully's talking, less continuous, more considered, each thing she said with weight and space around it, and she said something about philosophy that made me laugh and she looked at me with a startled pleasure, like a laugh from me was a thing she'd been quietly curious about.

"What," I said.

"Nothing," she said, but she was still looking at me. "You should do that more."

"Laugh?" I said.

"Yes," she said, plain and direct and without any coyness. She was watching me with the candle lit between us on the table, the same way she'd watched me over the dinner table on the sixth night, that particular Mara attention, which was total and unhurried and made you feel simultaneously assessed and wanted, a combination I had no prior experience of and no reliable defense against.

The wine was almost gone.

She reached for the bottle and refilled both glasses and when she sat back she was slightly closer than she'd been, the incremental closing of distance that happens when two people are in a small warm space long enough and neither of them is moving away.

"I want to ask you something," she said.

"You don't usually ask permission," I said.

The corner of her mouth moved. "No," she said. "But this one I'm asking." She looked at her wine and then at me. "Did it mean something? With Jess."

"I think so," I said.

She held my gaze. "To you, or to her?"

"Both," I said.

She nodded slowly, processing this in that interior way of hers. "Good," she said again, and she meant it, and underneath the meaning was something that was not quite pain and not quite longing, something more complex than either that she had clearly decided to sit with rather than from which to look away.

"Mara," I said.

"Don't," she said, quietly. "Don't explain anything. I'm not asking for an explanation." She picked up her wine. "I'm just, orienting myself."

"To what," I said.

She looked at me for a long moment.

"To how things are," she said. "And how they might become."

The wine was gone after that and she stood and gathered the glasses and the bottle with her usual precision and she carried them to the small kitchen counter and set them down. She turned back toward the door and she was crossing the few feet between the counter and the door when she stopped beside my chair, very close, and she looked down at me where I still sat and her loose red hair fell forward over one shoulder and her hazel eyes in the candlelight were all gold.

She reached down and she touched the side of my face, not the way Tully had, not checking, something more deliberate, her fingers against my jaw and her thumb at the edge of my mouth, and she looked at me with an expression that had several unspoken things in it and was not trying to hide that.

She didn't kiss me.

She held it there for a breath, that touch, that look, that proximity, and then she took her hand back and straightened and she went to the door.

"Goodnight, Cam," she said.

"Goodnight," I said.

She went down the stairs.

I sat in the chair for a long time after that without moving.

The next morning Jess was at the boathouse door at six.

Not running gear. Just jeans and the canvas jacket and her hair down and her hands in her pockets and a directness in her posture that I recognized as her having decided something.

I let her in.

She stood in the middle of the studio the way Tully had that first rainy night, but where Tully had drifted toward the fire, Jess stood in the center of the space and looked at me and she was very still.

"I thought about it," she said.

"I know," I said.

"I think about things too much," she said. "I've been told that."

"You think about things the right amount," I said.

Something in her face changed, a brief, deep shift. She crossed the few feet between us and she kissed me again, but differently from the first time, not less certain, but warmer, something in it that hadn't been there before, something that the thinking had added or uncovered, and her hands came to my chest and gripped the fabric of my shirt and I brought my arms around her and pulled her in and she made that same low sound but closer now, less restrained.

When she pulled back she kept her hands at my chest and looked up at me and her dark eyes were open and clear.

"I don't know what this is yet," she said.

"Neither do I," I said.

"Is that okay?" she said, and the asking of it, coming from her, who asked for very little, landed differently than it would have from anyone else.

"Yes," I said.

She exhaled slowly and leaned her forehead against my shoulder and we stood there in the early morning studio with the lake coming up pale through the window and neither of us said anything for a while.

I walked down to the dock with my coffee at seven and Tully was already there.

She was at the end of it, feet in the water, facing the lake, and she heard me come down the planks and she looked over her shoulder and she took me in, all of me, in that quick comprehensive way she had, and she turned back to the water.

I sat beside her and put my feet in.

"Morning," she said.

"Morning," I said.

We sat with the cold water around our feet and the lake moving in small silver ridges and the early light making everything look new.

She said nothing for a long time, which was unusual enough to mean something.

"You okay?" I said, finally.

She turned and looked at me and her amber-green eyes were very direct and she reached over and took my free hand in both of hers and she held it in her lap and looked at it, turning it over once, examining the palm.

"I like you," she said. "An unreasonable amount, for two weeks."

"Tully," I said.

"I'm not asking for anything," she said. "That's not what this is. I just wanted to say it because I mean it and I don't not say things I mean." She looked up. "You should know where I stand."

I looked at her hands around mine.

"I know where you stand," I said, quietly.

She squeezed my hand once, compact and certain, and then she let go and looked back at the lake and picked up her own coffee and took a long sip and when she set it down she exhaled and her shoulders dropped and something in her relaxed, visibly.

"Good," she said.

She swung her feet against the water and they made small bright splashes.

Across the lawn, the main house was waking up, a light on in the kitchen, the smell of coffee reaching us on the morning air, and through the kitchen window I could see Mara at the counter, her back to the window, her red hair loose.

She turned as though she knew I was watching, which she did, somehow, always, and she looked out the window at the dock where we sat, me and Tully, and even at this distance I could see her register whatever she was registering, and then she looked back at the counter and picked up her mug.

Beside me, Tully was looking at the water.

Neither of them said a word about the other.

And the summer, which had been building toward something for two weeks now, seemed to gather itself quietly in the cool morning air, the lake and the dock and the lawn and the lit kitchen window and the three of them and me, and hold its breath.


Chapter 5

It was the end of the third week.

The days had found their shape by then, the way days do when you're living close to a place and its rhythms start to run through you whether you intend them to or not. I knew the lake at every hour. I knew the way the light fell differently on the dock in the morning than in the afternoon and differently again at evening. I knew which boards on the exterior staircase creaked and which didn't and I knew the particular quality of silence that meant the main house was asleep versus the particular quality that meant it was just quiet.

I knew other things too.

I knew that Jess came to the boathouse every second morning now, not every morning, she was too deliberate for that, too careful about the shape of things, and that when she came she always had a reason that was technically real but was not the reason. A question about the property. Something she'd found on the grounds. Once she brought a bird she'd found on the back lawn, a small one, stunned from hitting the glass of the deck door, and she held it in her cupped hands and showed it to me as though I might know what to do, which I did, and I took it from her and felt the smallness of it and the warmth of it in my hands and when I looked up from it she was watching my hands hold it with an expression that had nothing to do with the bird.

We kissed every time she came. Not only that, we talked, and that was its own thing, the conversation with Jess, which was not effortless the way Tully's was but had a different quality, a weight, like two people working something out that mattered to both of them. She told me about the thing on the laptop, eventually, a structural engineering proposal, the first one entirely her own, for a pedestrian bridge in a mid-sized city, and I listened and asked things and she answered with a precision that warmed and loosened as she went, and when she stopped talking she looked at me like she'd just put something down she'd been carrying.

I knew that Mara had come back to the boathouse twice more in the evenings with wine, and that each time we sat at the table and talked until the candle guttered, and that each time she left she stood close for a moment before she went, close enough that the decision about distance was entirely mine to make, and each time I held the distance and she looked at me and nodded once, almost imperceptibly, like she was noting a data point.

I knew that Tully touched me whenever the situation offered a reasonable excuse for it, a hand on my arm when she was making a point, a shoulder against mine when we sat at the dock, once her cold feet pressed against my leg when we were all three at the deck table in the evening, and that these touches were never accidental but were always deniable, and that she maintained this particular calibration with a consistency that suggested she'd thought about it.

I knew that none of the three of them had said anything directly to the others about any of it, and I knew this because I knew each of them well enough now to read the particular quality of their silences at the dinner table when all four of us were there together, the way Tully was slightly too bright, slightly too much herself; the way Mara was slightly too still; the way Jess watched the candle.

I also knew, because I paid attention, that the silences between the three of them when I wasn't there had a different quality on the evenings when I was near enough to hear them through the open windows of the main house. Not tense, they were never tense with each other, that was the one constant, but layered, charged, as though they were all three circling something they'd agreed without agreeing not to name.

It was a situation that was going to arrive somewhere.

I knew that too.

The night it shifted was a Thursday.

I know it was a Thursday because I'd been working on the boat engine that afternoon, the old outboard Roy kept in the boathouse, which needed a new fuel line and a carb cleaning, and I'd had Roy's schedule sheet pinned above the workbench and Thursday was circled in red for the marina service pickup, which I'd had to reschedule because the part hadn't arrived. I was thinking about rescheduling it when Tully's head appeared at the top of the boathouse stairs.

"We're making dinner," she said. "Something elaborate. You're required."

"Required," I said.

"Non-negotiable," she said. "Mara is doing a thing with fish and Jess is making three side dishes simultaneously and I'm in charge of the table and the music and moral support and we need a fourth person or the whole thing tips into something sad."

I looked at the carb in my hands.

"An hour," I said.

She tilted her head and looked at the carb. "Thirty minutes," she said.

I put the carb down and cleaned my hands.

She grinned.

They'd lit every candle in the main house, apparently.

The deck table was inside tonight, they'd moved it in for the weather, the forecast having called for rain that was building on the horizon in slow gray columns over the western end of the lake, and the table was in the main living space with the wide windows behind it showing the lake going dark under the approaching weather, and the candles were on the table and on the windowsills and on the kitchen counter and the whole space was warm and amber and smelled of fish and butter and wine and whatever Tully had been baking earlier.

Mara was at the stove in a black fitted midi dress with long sleeves, a wide shallow neckline that showed her collarbones and the hollow of her throat, and her red hair pulled up with pieces falling at her jaw, and she was doing something with a pan that involved a degree of focused attention I didn't interrupt. Jess was at the counter in a dark green fitted top with a low back, just visible as she moved between counter and stove, her hair pinned up, two thin strands loose at the back of her neck. Tully was at the table arranging things that were already arranged, in a way-too-short rust-orange slip dress with thin straps and a small lace trim at the hem, bare feet, hair loose, and she looked up when I came in and did a small sweeping gesture at the room.

"Right?" she said.

"Right," I said.

She handed me a glass of wine.

Dinner was, the word Tully had used was elaborate and she wasn't wrong. Mara's fish was a whole sea bass roasted with things inside it that made the entire room smell extraordinary and she set it on the table with the specific care of someone who has cooked something they're quietly proud of and doesn't need to say so. Jess's three side dishes were all good and each different from the others in a way that suggested they'd been chosen to go together rather than just assembled, which was entirely characteristic. Tully had made bread, two kinds, because when she'd asked Jess which kind Jess wanted and Jess had said she didn't mind, Tully had made both.

We ate and the storm came in over the lake behind us, visible through the wide windows, the lightning first, very distant, the white flicker of it out over the black water, and then the first low roll of thunder somewhere in the west.

"I love a storm over a lake," Tully said, turning to watch through the windows. "It's the only situation where being inside is genuinely better than being outside, and you can feel both at the same time."

"You can feel outside while being inside," Jess said, something careful in her voice.

"Exactly," Tully said. "The best of both."

Mara was looking at the lightning over the water and she said, without turning: "Sometimes you have to be all the way inside one thing to understand what it is."

The table was quiet for a moment.

Jess looked at the candle.

Tully looked at Mara.

I looked at the lightning.

After dinner, Tully cleared plates with an efficiency she only deployed when she wanted to create a situation, and she disappeared into the kitchen with the last of them, and Jess moved to the couch facing the windows and the storm and pulled her knees up and Mara poured the last of the wine into the two nearest glasses and carried one to Jess on the couch and settled at the other end of it, and I sat in the low chair at the end of the coffee table, and for a while we watched the storm without talking.

It was fully over us now. The rain on the windows was loud and the lightning was close enough that the gap between flash and thunder was short. The candles threw the room in warm amber and the storm threw it in white in intervals and the combination was something that made the room feel removed from everything outside it, sealed, private, like a room that existed only for the duration of the storm.

Tully reappeared from the kitchen and didn't go back to the couch. She settled on the floor in front of the coffee table with her back against it and her knees up, the rust slip dress pulling to mid-thigh, and she looked at the lightning and said nothing, which was its own indication that the atmosphere had registered.

Nobody spoke for a long stretch.

Then Jess said, quietly, to the window: "I have a question."

"Ask it," Mara said, equally quiet.

Jess looked at her hands around the wine glass in her lap. "Are we going to talk about it," she said. "Or are we going to keep not talking about it."

The room held the question.

Tully turned her face from the window and looked at Jess. Something in her expression was the mix of relief and apprehension of someone who has been waiting for a door to open.

Mara looked at her wine. "What specifically," she said.

Jess looked up at me.

I held her gaze.

"Him," she said.

The storm pressed in against the windows and the candles moved in the draft from somewhere and the lightning made the room white and then amber again and the thunder came ten seconds behind it and rolled away over the lake.

Nobody looked away from anyone.

Then Tully said, with a directness that was unusual even for her: "I told him I liked him."

Jess looked at her.

"Two weeks ago," Tully said. "On the dock. I said an unreasonable amount, for two weeks." She looked at me. "I meant it."

Jess looked back at the window. "I kissed him," she said, as plainly as she'd ever said anything.

Another beat of silence. Another white flare from the lake.

Mara was looking at her wine glass, turning the stem in her fingers. "I put my hand on his chest," she said. "And his face." She paused. "I've been trying to understand what that means for me for three weeks."

The room absorbed this.

I sat with my forearms on my knees and looked at the three of them and the storm was loud on the glass and the candles made everyone amber and the wine was almost gone.

Jess looked at me steadily. "Say something," she said.

"What would you like me to say," I said.

"Something true," she said.

I looked at her. I looked at Tully on the floor, her amber-green eyes waiting with that particular patient openness. I looked at Mara, who was looking back at me with those hazel eyes quiet and deep and asking nothing overtly and asking everything underneath.

"I've been trying to figure out how to be careful," I said. "How to not make anything worse. How to be the right kind of person in this situation."

"And?" Jess said.

"It's an incomplete strategy," I said.

Tully made a short sound that was almost a laugh.

Mara said: "What's the complete strategy?"

I looked at her.

"I don't know yet," I said. "But I think it involves being honest."

"Be honest then," Mara said.

I looked at all three of them in the amber and white light of the storm.

"I feel something with each of you," I said. "Different things. Real things. I'm not going to pretend otherwise and I'm not going to rank them because I can't and it wouldn't be true if I tried."

The room held that.

Jess looked at the window. Tully looked at her hands. Mara looked at me.

Then Tully looked up. "I've been thinking about this," she said, with the tone of someone who had genuinely been doing a great deal of thinking. "We're all adults. We're here for six weeks. We trust each other." She paused. "The three of us, I mean. We've trusted each other for four years."

Jess said nothing but she also didn't disagree.

Mara said: "What are you suggesting, Tully."

Tully looked at Mara, then at Jess, then at me. "I'm suggesting," she said carefully, "that we stop performing a situation that doesn't match what's actually happening."

Another long silence.

Then Jess uncurled her legs from the couch and stood up and she walked to where I sat in the low chair and she stood in front of me and looked down at me with her dark eyes and the storm in the windows behind her and her two loose strands of hair at the back of her neck.

She put her hand out.

I took it and stood up.

She was very close and her eyes moved over my face with that reading quality and then she kissed me, there, in front of the other two, and it was different from the boathouse kisses, warmer, more open, something in it that the privacy of before had kept contained.

When she pulled back she looked at me and then she looked at Tully and she said: "Okay."

Tully exhaled like she'd been holding it since the beginning of dinner.

Mara was looking at the window.

"Mara," Jess said.

Mara turned. She looked at Jess for a long moment and something passed between them that had four years of history in it and didn't need words.

"I know," Mara said. "I just need." She paused. "A minute."

"Take it," Jess said.

Mara set her wine glass down and stood and she walked to the deck door and she pressed her forehead against the cold glass and looked out at the rain and the lightning over the lake, and the rest of us waited, and the storm was very loud.

Then she turned around.

She looked at me from across the room with those steady hazel eyes and the black dress and the loose pieces of red hair at her jaw and the candlelight behind her, and she said my name, just my name, in a tone I hadn't heard from her before, lower, more open than her usual, something in it that she'd been keeping further back and wasn't keeping further back anymore.

I crossed the room.

I stopped in front of her and she looked up at me and I could feel the cold still radiating from the glass behind her and the warmth of the candles from across the room and her breath was slightly unsteady for the first time since I'd met her.

I brought my hands to her face, both of them, and I kissed her slowly and she made a sound against my mouth that was quiet and brief and deep and her hands gripped the front of my shirt with both fists and she kissed me back with everything she'd been thinking about for three weeks.

When we separated she kept her fists in my shirt and looked up at me and her hazel eyes were dark and very bright.

"Okay," she said, which was the same word Jess had said and meant something different in Mara's voice, less decision, more arrival.

Behind us, Tully said, softly and with great feeling: "Finally."

We stayed in the main house until the storm passed.

Nobody was performing anything anymore and the room was different for it, lighter in some essential quality, like a window had been opened that everyone had been pretending not to notice was closed.

Tully sat on the floor with her back against the couch and at some point she leaned sideways and rested her head on my knee and I put my hand in her hair without thinking about it and she made a small sound of contentment and stayed there. Jess sat on the arm of the chair with her hand at the back of my neck. Mara had taken the couch cushion and was on the floor too, sideways against my other leg, her chin on her hand, watching the last of the storm move east over the lake.

The candles burned down.

The storm passed.

The four of us sat in the warm quiet of the room and the lake was still and the windows were clear and the candles guttered one by one and went out.

I woke up in the main house.

This was not something I'd planned and was entirely the result of the storm having passed at two in the morning and none of us having been willing to be the one who said it was time to stop, which nobody said, and so we'd all drifted, gradual and unhurried, from the living room floor to various configurations that I don't think any of us could have described afterward with full accuracy except that they were warm and close and felt entirely natural, and at some point sleep came for all of us in the quiet aftermath of the storm.

I was on the main couch when I woke, in the gray predawn light. Tully was beside me, on her side facing me with her knees drawn up, one hand tucked under her cheek and the other curled loosely at her throat. She'd pulled the throw blanket over both of us at some point in the night and it covered her to the shoulder and her hair was loose and her slip dress had ridden up while she slept and her bare legs were warm against mine and the lace hem was at her hip and she was deeply, completely asleep with her lips barely parted and her freckles vivid in the early light.

Jess was in the armchair with her feet tucked under her and her canvas jacket over her shoulders like a blanket.

Mara was not in the room.

I lay still and looked at the ceiling and listened to the house. Through the open window above the couch I could hear the lake, post-storm, very calm, a small rhythmic sound against the dock pilings. The air through the window was cold and clean. Tully made a small sound in her sleep and shifted closer without waking, her forehead coming against my shoulder, and I lay still and did not move.

Presently I heard the coffee maker in the kitchen.

I eased out from under the blanket and off the couch with a care that was mostly successful, Tully stirred once, frowned without opening her eyes, and pulled the blanket tighter around herself. I picked my jacket up from the floor and went into the kitchen.

Mara was at the counter with her back to me, watching the coffee maker with both hands flat on the countertop. She'd taken her hair down and it fell loose and thick to her shoulders and she was still in the black dress from last night. She heard me come in and she didn't turn, but her shoulders dropped a fraction, relief, or something close.

I came and stood beside her at the counter and looked at the coffee maker with her.

"How long have you been up?" I said, quietly, because the house was still sleeping.

"An hour," she said. "Maybe more."

I looked at her profile. "Thinking," I said.

"Always," she said, and the corner of her mouth moved.

The coffee maker finished and she poured two cups and she turned and handed me one and she leaned back against the counter and looked at me and the kitchen was very quiet and the light coming through the window above the sink was the particular pale gray of five in the morning.

"Are you alright?" I said.

She looked at me steadily. "I'm not fragile," she said.

"I know," I said. "That's not what I asked."

She held my gaze and something in her face shifted incrementally, inward, and she looked down at her cup. "I'm alright," she said. "I'm better than alright." She paused. "I'm just not used to things moving faster than I think them."

"Did things move fast?" I said.

She looked up. "For me," she said. "Yes."

I set my cup down on the counter and I turned toward her and she looked up at me as I came close and she set her cup down too, both hands free now, and I brought one hand to the counter beside her hip and the other to her face, my fingers at her jaw and my thumb at her cheekbone, and I felt her breath come differently.

"Tell me if I'm moving fast," I said, close.

"You're not," she said, and her hands came to my chest, both of them, not gripping this time but flat and open, feeling through the fabric, the same gesture as on the path but no distance in it now, no held-back quality. Her hazel eyes moved over my face and her lips were slightly parted.

I kissed her slowly.

She kissed me back with a care that had nothing timid in it, it was the care of someone attending to something they've wanted for a long time and are determined to do properly. Her hands moved up my chest and over my shoulders and she exhaled through her nose and the sound of it in the quiet kitchen undid something in me.

I brought both hands to her waist and she came forward off the counter into me and the black dress was soft under my hands and I could feel the warmth of her through it and the particular shape of her waist narrowing and the flare of her hips and she made a low sound against my mouth.

We kissed in the gray kitchen light until the sound of it and the warmth of it and the particular quality of her hands in my hair became something that required more than a kitchen in the early morning could hold, and she pulled back and looked at me with darkened eyes and her breath was different and color was in her face.

"Come with me," she said.

She took my hand and she led me down the hall.


Chapter 6

Her room was the one at the end of the hallway, the one with the window that faced the lake.

The curtains were thin and the gray morning light came through them and filled the room with a soft, even luminosity that was kind to everything it touched. Her bed was a wide low one, white linen slightly disordered from the night she'd spent somewhere else, and there were books on the nightstand and a small lamp and a glass of water and the particular organized quiet of a room that had her in it.

She turned at the foot of the bed and looked at me and she reached up with both hands and she unclipped the thing holding what was left of her updo and her hair fell fully down and she shook it once and it settled at her shoulders and the gray light was in it.

She looked at me.

I looked at her.

The dress had a concealed zip at the side, and she reached for it, but I reached first and she went still and let my fingers find it, a small metal pull, and the zip came down slow and silent from just below her arm to her hip. The fabric loosened. She let it go from her shoulders and it fell, and she stepped free of it, and stood before me in the thin morning light in a black lace bralette and a pair of small black lace underwear cut high at the hip, and she was, I had known she would be extraordinary and I still wasn't prepared.

She was pale and precise and beautiful in a way that the careful layered clothing had suggested and the reality of exceeded, and she stood with her chin up and her weight even and she looked at me with those hazel eyes and didn't cover herself and didn't need to.

I crossed the distance.

I brought my hands to her waist and she looked up and I kissed her and her hands worked my shirt buttons from the bottom up and she pushed it back over my shoulders and off and ran her palms up my stomach and chest with a deliberateness that made my breath catch.

We came down onto the bed.

She was underneath me with her red hair spread over the white pillow and her hands in my hair and her eyes open and I kissed her throat and the hollow of it and the sharp line of her collarbone and she arched under me and made a sound that was quiet and open and entirely unguarded, which from Mara was significant, I understood this, that what she was showing me cost her something, and I was careful with it.

I traced the top of the lace bralette with my fingertips and she drew a breath. The clasp was at the back and she lifted slightly for me to reach it and I unclasped it and drew it away and she lay back and I looked at her and she looked at me looking at her and did not look away.

I kissed her slowly downward.

She gripped the pillow above her head and her back came off the bed and her legs shifted and her hips moved with a restlessness that had a long patience finally releasing, and when I reached the lace of her underwear and traced its edge with my lips she made a sound that was helpless and brief and her knuckles were white on the pillow.

I looked up at her.

Her head was back and her chest was heaving and she looked down at me with those deep hazel eyes that had something blazing in them.

"Please," she said, which was the first time I had heard that word from Mara and understood that it was not a small thing.

I hooked my fingers at the sides of her underwear and she lifted for me and I drew it down over her hips, over the long pale length of her thighs, over her knees, off.

I came back to her and I kissed the inside of her knee and she shivered, and the inside of her thigh and she gripped my arm, and when I finally put my mouth to her she said my name in a voice that was nothing like her usual voice and everything like her.

She tasted warm and bright and her hips lifted immediately and her fingers twisted in my hair and I went slowly, deliberately, reading her the way she read everything, attending, patient, finding what undid her and returning to it. She came undone with a completeness that moved through her entire body, her spine arching off the bed and her thighs pressing and her breath stopping and then releasing in a long broken cry that she muffled in the pillow with the back of her hand.

I came up and she pulled me to her immediately and kissed me with everything still moving through her.

"I thought about this," she said against my mouth.

"I know," I said.

"Not adequately," she said, and her eyes had a warmth in them that I'd never seen from her before, which was the thing I would remember longest.

I reached for her hip and she shifted and I moved over her and we went slowly, this was important to me, the slowness, with Mara, and she pulled me in and her breath came in stops and starts and her nails pressed into my back and her eyes stayed on mine the whole time in that particular way of hers, not performing anything, just there, all the way inside this one thing, understanding what it was.

When it broke over her the second time she buried her face in my neck and held on.

Afterward we lay in the gray morning light with the lake audible through the window and her head on my chest and her hand flat on my sternum, the same placement as on the path, as on the first night, and I understood now that it was a gesture of confirmation for her, checking that something was real.

"Real?" I said.

She tilted her face up and looked at me.

"Real," she said.

I came back down the hallway quietly.

The living room was still early-morning dim. Jess was awake in the armchair, she'd been awake for some time by the look of her, feet on the floor now, jacket folded on the arm of the chair, and she was looking at the lake through the windows with her chin on her fist and when I came in she looked at me without surprise.

She stood.

She crossed the room and she stopped in front of me and she looked at my face with those steady dark eyes and she read whatever was there and something in her own expression settled, resolved, like she'd worked something out.

She took my hand and she turned and led me toward the stairs.

Jess's room was at the front of the house, the one with the two east-facing windows that would catch the morning sun when it came, and it was very like her, nothing excess, everything in its place, the work jacket hung on the back of the door and the running shoes set neatly beside it, the laptop on the desk in the corner, and a single photograph on the nightstand that I didn't look closely at because it wasn't mine to look at yet.

She stood at the window and looked out at the long slope of the pre-dawn lawn and the dark at the property edge and she had her arms folded in that particular way she held herself when she was thinking.

I came and stood behind her and she felt me there and she turned.

In the context of this room she was different, the same directness, the same economy, but softer at the edges, the assembled quality of her outdoors and in company giving way to something more interior, more undefended. She had her hair still up from last night but loosening, and she reached up and pulled the pin and let it fall and ran both hands back through it and looked at me.

I reached out and tucked a strand of it back from her face, slowly, and she went very still at my touch and her eyes dropped to my mouth.

I kissed her and she kissed me back differently than she had before, all the thoughtfulness still there but the restraint gone from it, and she put her arms around me and pulled me in with a strength that was characteristic and her body against mine was lean and warm and she made a sound against my mouth that was low and deliberate, as though she'd decided to let me hear it.

We came to the bed.

I undressed her slowly, which she allowed, and it was an allowance, I understood, she was someone who did things for herself and the act of allowing was its own statement. She was wearing a simple black cotton bralette and plain black underwear, practical and unornamented, which were entirely her and were more compelling for it.

I traced my fingers over the curve of her shoulder and down her arm and she watched my hand move over her skin with those amber-threaded dark eyes, watching the way she watched everything being done well. I unclasped the bralette at the back and she shrugged it forward and off without drama or performance.

She was beautiful in the way of something functional and perfectly made, the swimmer's shoulders, the clean line of her ribs, everything proportioned and present.

I laid her back and she looked up at me with her hair dark against the pillow and I kissed her jaw and her throat and the notch of her collarbone and she breathed carefully, controlling it, and then gave up controlling it.

I kissed down her sternum and across the plane of her stomach and she pressed her hand flat on the top of my head not pushing, just feeling, just, contact. When I reached the waistband of her underwear and traced it with my lips she made a short, sharp sound and her fingers tightened.

I looked up at her.

She was looking back down at me with her chest rising and falling and her expression stripped of everything except what was actually happening.

"Don't stop," she said, which from Jess, who asked for very little, was everything.

I drew her underwear down over the line of her hips, unhurried, and she lifted for me and I took them all the way off and I came back to her and I kissed the inside of her thigh and she made a sound that was all breath, and then I put my mouth to her properly and she arched off the bed.

She came with the same precision she brought to everything, her body gathered and then released, complete, and she said my name in a way that was different from how she'd said it in any other context.

I came up to her and she pulled me over her immediately and wrapped her legs around me and looked at me with those dark eyes from inches away.

"I don't want to think right now," she said. "Is that okay."

"Yes," I said.

"Good," she said, and she pulled me in.

She was tight and warm and when I filled her she exhaled a long slow breath against my jaw and her arms tightened around my back. We moved together with an ease that should not have been there on a first time and was, and she pressed her face into my neck and her nails pressed into my back and her hips came up to meet mine with that same focused exactness she applied to everything.

She came the second time without the gathering, without the warning, it simply broke through her and she gripped me and made a low broken sound and her whole body locked and released, and I followed her over and we held each other through it in the early quiet of the east-facing room.

We lay in the bed and she turned on her side and I curved behind her and she took my arm and pulled it over her and held my hand against her sternum with both of hers.

Outside the window the sky was lightening at the eastern edge.

"I still don't know what this is," she said, quietly.

"I know," I said.

"But I'm not sorry," she said.

"Neither am I," I said.

She held my hand tighter against her sternum and we lay in the growing light and said nothing else.

Tully was awake when I came back down.

She was in the kitchen in her slip dress with coffee already made and she was sitting on the counter with her bare feet swinging and when I came in she looked at me over the rim of her mug with those amber-green eyes and she said nothing for a moment.

Then she said: "Hi."

"Hi," I said.

She poured a cup and held it out to me and I took it and stood at the counter beside her feet and she looked at me and there was something in her expression that was complex and layered and also, underneath all that, very simply warm.

"You okay?" I said.

She considered this with her head tilted. "Yes," she said. "I think so." She looked at her coffee. "Is it strange that I am?"

"No," I said.

She looked at me. "They're my best friends," she said. "In the world. And you're . . . " she stopped and started again. "I want this to go right," she said. "Whatever this is."

"So do I," I said.

She looked at me for a long moment and then she set her mug down and she reached out and put both hands on my face, framing it, the way Jess had done that very first time, and she looked at me from close range with those direct amber-green eyes.

"I know what I want," she said. "I've known since the dock. I'm not confused about it. I just needed . . . " She paused. "I needed to know that you were . . . " Another pause. "That you're actually here. Not just . . . adjacent."

"I'm here," I said.

She searched my face for the truth of that and found it and her expression changed, the held quality of it releasing, something opening up behind the eyes. She kissed me then, and it was the first time, and it was Tully through and through, warm and direct and without any of the careful architecture of the others, no deliberation, no ante-chamber, just the thing itself, her hands still framing my face and her lips soft and full and tasting of coffee.

I brought my hands to her waist where she sat on the counter and she made a sound against my mouth that was immediate and bright and she pulled me closer by the face and kissed me harder and her bare legs swung forward and wrapped around me at the hips and she laughed inside the kiss and then stopped laughing.

She pulled back and looked at me from inches away and her eyes were dark and bright together.

"Come on," she said.

Her room smelled like her, warm and faintly botanical, cedar and something green, the smell I'd first noticed on the path the morning she'd appeared at the gate with two coffees, which felt like a long time ago and also like yesterday.

She didn't take her time with anything.

She pulled the slip dress over her head in one motion and she was wearing underneath it a pale blush cotton bralette with a scalloped edge and a pair of tiny matching cotton shorts, both so thin I could see the warmth of her through the fabric, and she tossed the dress and she stood in her bare feet and looked at me with her hair loose and her eyes bright.

"Your turn," she said.

I pulled my shirt over my head and she was at me before it hit the floor, her hands on my chest and her mouth on mine, and she was warm everywhere, that was the thing about Tully, she was warm as a physical fact, her skin and her hands and the press of her body and the sounds she made were all warm, generous, abundant.

She pushed me toward the bed and I sat on the edge of it and she put her knee on the mattress beside my hip and looked down at me and she reached behind her back and unclasped the bralette and drew it forward off her arms and dropped it and she was bare to the waist and her freckles went past her shoulders and down and her eyes were very bright.

I put my hands on her waist and she was warm and the skin there was smooth and she made a small sound when my thumbs pressed slightly in and I looked up at her and she was biting her lower lip.

I kissed her sternum and she gripped my hair.

I kissed down and across and she made sounds that were unguarded and immediate and she wriggled and pulled and wasn't particularly patient about any of it, which was entirely her.

When I reached the waistband of the cotton shorts she inhaled sharply and looked down at me and her eyes were enormous and dark.

I traced the scalloped edge of the waistband with my thumbs and she swallowed.

"Tully," I said.

"Yes," she said immediately, which made me laugh, and she laughed too, briefly, and then I drew the shorts down and off her feet and she pulled me back up to her mouth and kissed me with her whole body in it, arms and legs both, wrapping around me.

I laid her back and she looked up at me from the pillow with the freckles on her nose and her cheeks and her amber-green eyes and her loose honey-brown hair spread out and she looked, she looked like the dock in the morning, like the first easy silence, like the conversation where she asked what I thought of them and accepted the answer entirely.

I kissed down the inside of her arm and she giggled and went serious again immediately. I kissed her throat and her collarbone and the center of her sternum and her ribs and she made small sounds and twisted and her hands pressed on top of mine wherever they went.

When I kissed down the inside of her thigh she made a sound that was close to a word and when I reached the warmth of her and put my mouth there she said something that was not a word at all and her thighs pressed in and her back came off the bed and she was immediate and responsive and loud in a way she clearly wasn't trying to moderate.

She came in a rush that moved through her from her center outward and she gripped my hair and cried out clearly and her whole body shook with it and then she laughed, briefly, helplessly, and pressed her forearm over her face.

"Oh my god," she said, muffled.

I came up to her and she moved her arm and looked at me with flushed cheeks and wide eyes.

"I knew it," she said.

"Knew what," I said.

"That you'd be like that," she said. "I knew from the dock."

I smiled and she pulled me down and kissed me and reached between us and found me and wrapped her hand around me and I pressed my forehead to hers and she guided me and I came forward and she exhaled all at once as I pressed in and her eyes closed and then opened.

She was warm and close and her hips moved immediately, that impatient Tully quality even here, and she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me deeper and made a sound of pure satisfaction and I moved with her and she pulled me in by the hips with her heels and her hands and her whole body and she was open and generous and entirely present in a way that was, like everything about her, the best kind of abundant.

She came a second time with her arms locked around my neck and her face pressed into my shoulder, and I felt it move through her whole body against mine, and I followed her and she held on tightly and we stayed like that, folded together, while our breathing found its way back.

After a while she loosened and lay back and pulled me beside her and tucked herself against my side and pulled my arm around her and she sighed deeply, once, from somewhere near the bottom of her lungs.

"Good morning," she said, to the ceiling.

"Good morning," I said.

She turned her face up to look at me.

"We're going to be okay," she said. "The four of us."

"I think so," I said.

"I know so," she said. "I'm good at knowing things like that." She turned back to the ceiling. "Jess overthinks and Mara undershares and I say too much, but together we're . . . " she paused. "We're good at it. Being with people we care about." She looked at me. "And we care about you."

"I know," I said.

"Do you?" she said.

"Yes," I said.

She studied me for a moment and then she nodded, satisfied, and settled back against my side and looked at the ceiling and outside the window the sun was coming over the trees and the lake was going from pewter to silver to the first pale blue of the day.

I came downstairs at eight.

All three of them were in the kitchen. Jess was at the stove making eggs with the focused attention she gave everything. Mara was at the counter with both hands around a mug, looking out the window at the lake, her red hair loose. Tully was at the table with her feet up on the chair beside her, eating toast, and she looked up when I came in and pointed at the coffee maker.

I poured a cup and stood at the edge of the kitchen and looked at the three of them in the morning light, Jess at the stove, Mara at the window, Tully at the table, and the kitchen was warm and smelled of eggs and coffee and the lake was silver through the window and the morning was entirely ordinary.

None of them performed anything.

Jess said, without turning: "How do you want your eggs."

"However you're making them," I said.

She nodded.

Mara turned from the window and looked at me over the rim of her mug and the corner of her mouth curled up and she looked back at the window.

Tully pushed the chair out beside her with her foot so I sat down. She fed me a piece of toast and I made like I was about to bite her finger.

Outside, the lake was calm and wide and the sun was on it and the dock ran out into the water brown and straight, and there were still four weeks left of summer, and the morning had the quality of something that was only just beginning.

I ate my toast and looked at Jess's back at the stove and the way the morning light came through the window above it and caught the steam rising from the pan and made it visible, and I thought about the roof and the shingle and her hand flat beside mine and the gap between the moment and the kiss that came later being exactly as long as it needed to be.

I thought about Mara on the path with her hand pressed open against my chest and the lake behind her and the particular quality of her patience which was not passive, had never been passive, was in fact the most active thing about her, the thinking, always the thinking, and then the arrival, and the arrival being worth every minute of the thinking.

I thought about Tully at the end of the dock on the first morning with her feet skimming the water and the enormous mug and the flannel pants and the way she'd turned and looked at me over the bronze frames of her sunglasses and said something so plain and so true that I'd had nothing to say back to it and she hadn't needed me to.

Jess set a plate in front of me and our eyes met briefly and she went back to the stove and made her own plate and came and sat across from me, not beside me, across, which was characteristic and meant she wanted to be able to look at me properly, which she did, briefly and directly, before she picked up her fork.

Mara came away from the window and sat at the end of the table between us and she set her mug down and she looked at the eggs and then at me and she said: "I don't cook eggs."

"I know," Tully said. "She makes everything else but not eggs."

"Eggs require a relationship with the pan," Mara said. "I don't have it."

"You could develop it," Jess said.

"I have other skills," Mara said.

Tully pointed at Mara with her toast. "She does," she said to me. "The fish last night. The thing with the pasta the first week."

"I remember the pasta," I said.

Mara looked at me and her mouth did the thing where it moved without committing to a smile and then did it anyway.

We ate in the morning light and the conversation came and went the way it does when four people are comfortable enough not to fill every silence and wise enough not to leave too many in a row. Jess talked about the bridge proposal, how a section she'd been stuck on for two weeks had clarified itself at three in the morning, which she said without particular emphasis but which landed with an emphasis of its own. Tully told a short story about a heron she'd seen from her window at dawn that had stood on the dock end post for forty minutes completely motionless and then left.

"Like it had business there," she said, "and completed it."

"Herons are like that," I said.

She pointed at me again. "Exactly," she said. "Purposeful."

Mara was looking at me. "What do you see when you watch the lake," she said. "First thing in the morning."

"Depends on the morning," I said.

"This morning," she said.

I looked out the window at it. Post-storm light on the water, the kind of clarity that follows a night of rain, everything rinsed. "Something that held a lot last night," I said. "And put it down."

The table was quiet.

Jess looked at the lake.

Tully looked at her toast.

Mara looked at me with those hazel eyes and then she looked at the lake too and she said nothing and she didn't need to.


Chapter 7

The day settled into itself naturally.

I had work to do, there was always work to do, the property had an endless patience for producing it, and I went to it after breakfast without making it a departure, just a shift from one thing to the next, the way the morning becomes the day when you're living close to a place. The boathouse roof had held through the storm, which I checked first, crouching at each repaired section and pressing my palm flat on the shingles the way Jess had done and feeling the solidity of them. The dock cleats were secure. The irrigation lines were quiet.

I was checking the boat engine, back where I'd left it the night before, the carb on the workbench, when I heard the exterior stairs at mid-morning.

Jess came up with her laptop under her arm and she looked at the carb on the bench and she looked at me.

"Can I work up here?" she said.

"It's a boat engine," I said.

"I know," she said. "I work better with background noise." She looked around the studio. "If it's okay."

"It's okay," I said.

She set up at the small table with her back to the window and the lake behind her and she opened the laptop and she worked and I worked and the boathouse was full of the sound of tools and keys and the water below and it was an entirely functional arrangement that was also, in its quiet way, something more than that.

At some point she said, without looking up: "The section I was stuck on. The bridge."

"What about it?" I said, not looking up from the carb.

"It was a load distribution problem," she said. "I was trying to solve it by adjusting the primary supports. But that's not where the problem was."

"Where was it?" I said.

"The connections," she said. "Between the supports. I was making them too rigid. They need to flex a little. To distribute properly." She paused. "It seems obvious now."

I looked at the carb. "Things do," I said. "After."

A long pause.

"Yes," she said, and went back to her typing.

We worked until noon and she closed the laptop and stretched both arms over her head with her face tilted to the ceiling and then she looked at me and said: "Lunch."

"I'll come down," I said.

She picked up her laptop and she paused at the top of the exterior stairs and she turned back and she looked at me with her hair loose and the lake enormous behind her and she said: "Cam."

"Yeah," I said.

She seemed to consider several things in rapid and organized succession.

"Nothing," she said. "Just, good." She nodded once, to herself or to me or to both. "Good."

She went down the stairs.

I put the carb down and pressed my hands flat on the workbench and looked at the wall and exhaled slowly.

Good.

Mara came to the wall in the afternoon.

Not the repaired wall, that was done, those stones settled and mortared and dry. She went to the gate in the iron fence and she pushed it open and she stood in the path and she waited.

I saw her from the western lawn where I was inspecting the property fence line and I walked over and she looked at me when I came through the gate and she turned and walked into the path without preamble and I fell into step beside her.

We walked the way we had before, at the pace that had nothing to do with exercise, close enough that our arms occasionally touched with the movement, and the afternoon light through the trees was warm and slanted and the storm had brought down some leaves and they were wet and dark on the path.

She had her hands in the pockets of a wide-leg linen trouser in a pale cream and a close-fitted dark navy long-sleeve top and her hair was up again in the loose way and she was, as always, impeccably and unselfconsciously put together in a way that was not effort so much as natural precision.

We reached the widened place where the lake showed through.

We stopped.

The lake was extraordinary in the afternoon post-storm light, the particular deep blue of it, the clarity, the small white points of reflection.

She looked at it and then she looked at me and she said: "I want to tell you something."

"Alright," I said.

"I don't . . . " she started and then began again. "I am not good at being in the middle of things," she said. "Emotionally. I'm good at the edges. The beginning, where I can think carefully before anything happens. And presumably the end, though I have less experience there." She paused. "The middle is where I make mistakes."

"What kind of mistakes?" I said.

"The overcorrecting kind," she said. "I get . . . " She looked at the lake. "Scared isn't the right word. I get . . . " She seemed genuinely to be searching for the right word and not willing to accept an approximate one. "Overcareful," she said finally. "To the point of . . . absence."

I looked at her profile. "You're telling me this in advance," I said.

She turned and looked at me. "Yes," she said.

"So I'll know," I said. "If it happens."

"So you'll know it isn't . . . " she paused. "So you'll know it isn't the situation. Or you. It's just . . . how I am." Her eyes were steady and the admission in them was clearly costing her something and she was paying it without flinching. "I wanted to tell you while I'm still in the beginning of it. While it's easier."

I looked at her in the afternoon light with the lake behind her and the wet leaves on the path and I thought about the wall, the old part and the new part and the mortar line between them that she'd traced with her fingers and said matched so well you couldn't tell where one ended and the other began.

I reached out and tucked one of the fallen pieces of hair behind her ear, carefully, and she went still at the touch.

"I pay attention," I said.

She looked at me for a long moment and something in her face did what it had done that very first morning on the porch when I'd told her what I thought of the three of them, that startled quality, quickly managed, and underneath it something that was purely glad.

She leaned into my hand for one brief second, her temple against my palm.

Then she straightened and looked at the lake and said: "Good. Now let's walk back. Tully is making something that requires oversight or it'll go sideways."

"Does it need oversight?" I said.

"Everything Tully makes needs oversight," she said. "That's also not true at all." She looked at me sideways as we turned back up the path. "She's the best cook of all of us. Don't tell Jess."

"Jess would agree," I said.

Mara looked forward at the path. "She would," she said. "That's what I like about her."

We walked back through the trees and the afternoon light shifted and the gate was ahead and she pushed it open and held it and we came out onto the western lawn with the main house ahead of us and the lake to the left and the late afternoon light doing what it does to everything at that hour, making it look briefly and purely like itself, no more and no less.

Tully was, as promised, in the kitchen.

She was making something that involved three different bowls and a considerable quantity of fresh herbs and she had flour on her forearm that she was apparently unaware of and she was singing something under her breath in the tone-perfect way of someone who has no idea they're doing it.

Mara went to the counter and stood beside her and looked at the three bowls and said: "What are you making."

"Flatbreads," Tully said. "With stuff."

"With what stuff," Mara said.

"Good stuff," Tully said. "Trust me."

"I always trust you," Mara said. "I just don't always trust the process."

"The process is fine," Tully said, and she looked up at me over Mara's shoulder and her eyes were bright and easy and she held my gaze for a beat longer than the conversation required and then she looked back at her bowls. "Cam, can you get the thing on the high shelf," she said. "The olive oil. I can't reach it and Mara won't climb for things."

"I climb for worthwhile things," Mara said.

"She really doesn't," Tully said to me.

I reached the shelf and brought down the oil and handed it to Tully and her hand closed around mine briefly on the bottle before she took it, warm and deliberate, and she looked at me with those amber-green eyes close and said thank you in a tone that was for the oil and for other things.

Mara was watching us from beside the counter and her expression was, not complicated, which was interesting. It was simply there, present and honest and without any performed ease. She looked at Tully with a warmth that was total and then at me with something that was also warm and also had an edge of the particular Mara thing, the attending, the noting, the storing away carefully.

"Set the table?" she said to me.

"Sure," I said.

She handed me the plates.

Jess came in from the deck as I was finishing the table, laptop under her arm and her hair down now and her face carrying the particular brightness of someone who has solved something hard.

She stopped inside the deck door and looked at the table set for four and she looked at Tully at the stove and Mara pouring wine at the counter and me pulling out the last chair and something in her face opened up in a way that the whole first week she had kept carefully assembled.

"Good day?" Tully said, without turning from the stove.

"Good day," Jess said. She set the laptop on the side table and she came to the kitchen and she stopped beside me where I was straightening the last place setting and she looked at me sideways and she was close and she smelled of the afternoon and whatever work she'd been doing and she said, quietly: "I finished the section."

"The bridge," I said.

"The bridge," she said. She looked at the table. "I've been trying to finish that section for two months."

"What changed?" I said.

She looked at me directly and steadily and the amber threads in her dark eyes caught the kitchen light and she held the look for a moment that had something entire in it.

"Perspective," she said.

She picked up a glass and went to where Mara was pouring wine and held the glass out and Mara filled it and they looked at each other briefly and something passed between them in the way it did when the four years of knowing each other spoke without any words.

Mara poured her own glass and held it toward Jess.

They touched the rims together, barely, a sound like a small clear bell.

Tully looked over her shoulder from the stove. "Are we toasting without me?"

"Get your glass," Jess said.

Tully abandoned the stove and got her glass and held it out and looked at me. "You too," she said.

I picked up my glass.

All four of us stood in the warm kitchen with the lake going dark outside the window and the flatbreads filling the room with the smell of good things cooking and the candles not yet lit but the kitchen bright and easy with the overhead light and Tully looked around at all of us with those direct and luminous eyes.

"To the four of us," she said. "And the summer. And things going right."

"And the roof not leaking," Jess said, which was so characteristic that Mara laughed, actually laughed, short and genuine and warm, which was something I'd heard very rarely and immediately wanted to hear again.

We touched our glasses and drank.

After dinner I walked back to the boathouse.

The night was clear and cold after the storm and the stars were extravagant overhead in the way they only are when the air is this clean and the nearest city is this far away. I stood on the exterior landing with my forearms on the railing and looked at the lake, which was doing what it does at night, holding the stars on its surface in long broken lines that shifted with the small movements of the water.

Behind me the studio was warm and familiar, the books and the small plant on the windowsill and the woodstove going low.

Across the dark lawn the main house was lit and through the kitchen window I could see the three of them moving around each other in the easy choreography of people who know each other's rhythms, Tully stacking plates, Jess wiping the counter, Mara at the table with her book already open, her feet tucked under her.

My phone was on the table inside.

I'd texted Roy that afternoon, the work log update, the engine status, a note about the fence line. He'd texted back a terse acknowledgment and a question about the boat.

I'd answered the question and then I'd sat with the phone for a moment and thought about the fact that in four weeks the rental ended and the Callaways came back from Lisbon and I finished the work list and the summer ended, the way summers end, which is completely and suddenly and without sufficient warning.

Four weeks.

I pressed my palms into the railing and looked at the lake.

Four weeks was a long time and no time at all and both of those things were true simultaneously, and I had the strong and specific feeling of being inside something, not on the edge of it or approaching it or just having left it but actually inside it, the middle Mara had named, where mistakes were made of the overcorrecting kind.

I was not going to overcorrect.

I was going to be here, actually here, all the way inside this one thing, understanding what it was.

The way Mara had said it.

Inside the main house, Tully said something that made Jess put down the cloth and laugh, and the sound of it carried across the dark lawn and over the water and up to where I stood on the landing in the cold clear night, and it was, it was the best sound.

I turned and went inside.

I left the curtain open so the lake was visible from the bed, the stars broken on the water, the lights of the main house across the dark grass.

I lay on my back and looked at the ceiling and thought about connections between supports that need to flex rather than hold rigid, and load distribution, and how the whole thing only holds together when you stop trying to make it something it isn't and let it be what it actually is.

Structural, I thought.

And I was asleep before I finished the thought.

Outside, the lake was calm.

The stars were on it and the night was on it and the dock ran out into it brown and straight and the boathouse sat at the edge of the lawn with one window lit and then not lit, and the main house across the grass was warm and awake for another hour. The three voices inside it moved through the rooms in their different registers, one quick and bright, one low and rare, one steady and clear, and the summer had exactly twenty-seven days left in it.

I made my slow, lazy way inside, not knowing which bed I was going to sleep in yet.
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