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Discussion Guide

The Sequence
A brief account of the eight days, for readers who want

to orient themselves before discussion.
Day 1 — Tuesday, February 8 Elias arrives at 8:43

AM. He explores the Fortress: the three corbeled chimneys,
the kitchen wear path (8¾ inches), the stopped clock. The
hinge on the summer kitchen door cries G-sharp. Samuel
names it “the VanDeusen Overture.” A 1958 flashback:
Donald alone after Lizzie’s death, stopping the clock.

Day 2 — Wednesday, February 9 Holly Public Li-
brary and the Historical Society. Elias traces the Schwartz
“Primerose Estates” proposal (1960) and the Rose Vistas
refusal (1968). A 1910 chimney flashback; the 1960 con-
frontation between Donald and John.

Day 3 — Thursday, February 10 Elias moves to
Samuel’s cottage. They discuss the iron pin. A 1964 flash-
back: Donald signing the oil lease against the truck hood.
A second flashback: Donald’s last morning in the Fortress,
January 1981, before the fire.

Day 4 — Friday, February 11 The copper seal
revealed: Donald brazed the contaminated well shut in
November 1965 and began hauling creek water. The 1965
brine blowout and its aftermath.

Day 5 — Saturday, February 12 Gloria arrives. The
wintergreen tin discovered: the smell that carries July 1978
back into the cold parlor. A 1978 flashback: Mae Graves
and Donald’s surrender. Evening: the Holly Hotel Comedy
Club. Elias’s set crosses into real testimony. Art Garrison
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leaves silently. Gloria names Elias “Peter.”
Day 6 — Sunday, February 13 Gloria departs. Elias

visits Art Garrison and apologizes. Samuel arrives with the
Story Box: lightning whelk, lead token, bone button, gran-
ite oval, brass safety pin. The Vigil: Elias alone in the house
finds the oilcloth bundle in the dead north flue, discovers the
piano’s dead zone, reads the photographs.

Day 7 — Monday, February 14 Samuel extracts The
Witness — six hand-sewn ledgers — from the piano. They
search the East property fieldstone heap. Elias recovers the
Dragon Stone. The Bowens arrive for their walkthrough.
Evening: the mason jar sealed in the flue, the Story Box
and Bugle interred in the attic vault.

Day 8 — Tuesday, February 15 Elias departs at 8:43
AM — the same hour he arrived — carrying The Witness.

Coda — Early October 2025 Forty-two years later.
Elias visits the Fortress and gives Sarah the names on the
photographs: each figure in sequence, until he reaches the
porch portrait and says Clara aloud. Sarah shows him the
tin in the hallway drawer — the rosary, the Thérèse card,
the Guardian Angel card. Elias tells her the location of the
attic access panel and what it holds: the walnut Story Box
and the Gardner bugle, where he and Samuel left them on
February 14, 1983. Then: Elias in a cabin at the Fen, writ-
ing. The Coda re-sees Gloria’s departure on February 13,
1983 — the scene Elias lived at the time, now seen through
forty-two years. He sets the pen down. The third law: wa-
ter.
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Discussion Questions
Questions are organized by theme, not by chapter.

Stewardship and Refusal
1. Donald VanDeusen refuses the subdivision proposals,

the pipeline check, and eventually all social conven-
tion. At what point, if ever, does his refusal cross
from fidelity into something else — rigidity, obsession,
a form of pride? Does the novel judge him, or only
describe him?

2. Donald’s act of hauling creek water for thirteen years
is presented as penance, not practicality. What is the
difference between a symbolic act and a practical one
in this novel? Does the penance “work” — and what
would working mean?

3. When Elias decides not to record the mason jar’s con-
tents, he is making a preservation decision rather than
a documentation decision. What is the difference? Is
his choice an act of stewardship or an act of withhold-
ing?

Memory and Evidence
4. Elias’s method — observation, inference, re-seeing —

is forensic. But the house keeps producing evidence he
wasn’t looking for. What is the novel saying about the
relationship between the method you bring and what
you are able to find?

5. The photographs in the oilcloth bundle have no names
written on most of the backs. What does unnamed
photographic evidence mean in this novel? What is
different about a face without a name?

6. Donald asks Elias to give the Dragon Stone to Ben
East — not knowing the stone is already sealed in the
house. Is the novel asking us to feel this as tragedy, or
as the right outcome?
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The House as Character
7. The novel describes the compound as a structure writ-

ten in additions, patched foundations, altered open-
ings, and rooms that have outlived the purposes for
which they were first made. What does it mean to
read a building the way you read a text? What gets
lost in that analogy?

8. Edna Bowen appreciates the house; she feels the settle
on the cellar stairs. But she cannot hear the ques-
tion the house is asking. What is the difference be-
tween feeling something and understanding it? Is un-
derstanding required for stewardship?

The Investigator’s Transformation
9. Samuel uses the phrase “forensically optimistic” to

name something precise about what Elias can do and
what he cannot. By the novel’s own terms, is forensic
optimism a gift, a limitation, or a precondition for
what the house eventually asks of him? What does the
investigation require that the method alone cannot
supply?

10. Gloria names Elias “Peter” in the moment of the crow’s
cry. The allusion is explicit — the novel does not soften
it. Is his failure in Chapter 6 presented as a necessary
condition of his eventual witness, or as a genuine moral
failure that the witness does not redeem?

11. Elias arrives as what Samuel calls “forensically opti-
mistic” — capable of reading surfaces without yet de-
serving what the house offers. He departs carrying The
Witness. What is the specific instrument of change —
the accumulation of objects, the read-aloud in the dark
kitchen, the comedy set, the vigil alone in the house?
Does the novel locate the transformation in a single
moment, or refuse to?
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Faith and Matter
12. The novel never explicitly names its theological regis-

ter. It uses Catholic objects — the rosary, the Thérèse
card — but does not resolve into a denominational
framework. What kind of faith does the novel actually
express?

13. The novel’s last words concern a pen being set down.
Elias is beginning to write The Witness. Is this an act
of faith — a belief that the record will reach the right
reader — or only an act of duty?
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