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structural support.
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EDITORIAL SUMMARY

*What the Water Kept* announces itself, in its opening pages, as serious literary fiction with a

confident and genuinely distinctive voice. The writing is precise without being cold, emotionally

intelligent without being sentimental, and Mara is immediately rendered as a fully inhabited human

being rather than a protagonist-shaped vessel. The central setup — a daughter returning to a lake

house after her mother's death, only to discover Elin's life contained unexamined architecture — is

not a new premise, but the author handles it with enough specificity and restraint that it feels earned

rather than borrowed. The lavender-and-clinical-underneath description of the soap alone does

more character work than most writers accomplish in ten pages.

The primary concern at this stage, based on the excerpt provided, is structural momentum. The

prose is doing a great deal of atmospheric and psychological work, which is exactly right for the

opening, but the narrative stakes need to sharpen before the reader has fully settled in. The final

beat — the wedding ring for a husband "who died before she was born" — is a strong mystery hook,

but it arrives almost casually, tucked at the end of a list of room-by-room inventory details. This is a

pivotal revelation and it deserves more weight. The author may be deliberately understating it in

keeping with Mara's controlled affect, but there's a risk that readers will absorb it at the same

emotional temperature Mara does, which is to say, not quite feel its full gravity.

WHAT'S WORKING

The narrative voice is exceptional — controlled, wry, and emotionally precise, with Mara's
interiority woven seamlessly into observation rather than delivered as explanation

The mother, Elin, is rendered with remarkable economy; "even dying, she'd been tidy about it"
characterizes an entire person and a complicated relationship in eleven words

Sensory and environmental detail is specific without being decorative — the bruise-colored lake,
the jar of Rue Ambrose's strawberry preserves, the refrigerator curated for absence all do
genuine narrative work



AREAS TO DEVELOP

HOOK & OPENING ANALYSIS

The opening sentence is excellent. "The lake house smelled like her mother's hand soap, and that

alone nearly sent Mara back to the car" accomplishes everything a first sentence should: it

establishes place, character, emotional stakes, and conflict in twenty words, and it does so through

sensation rather than exposition. The specific physiological logic of smell bypassing eleven years of

therapy is both psychologically accurate and immediately telling about who Mara is — someone who

has done the work, who is not naive about her history, and who is still not immune to it. This is a

character readers will trust.

The stakes, however, take longer to clarify than the voice does. We understand that the mother-

daughter relationship was complicated and that Mara has deliberately exiled herself from Halcyon

Lake, but the nature of what she is actually afraid to find remains vague through the end of the

excerpt. The wedding ring is the first concrete mystery — a father who died "overseas" in "an

accident," a story Mara has apparently never questioned in thirty-four years — and it reads as though

it may be the engine of the entire novel. If so, it needs to arrive with more narrative weight. Consider

whether a small adjustment in Mara's reaction to the ring, even one sentence of something off, a

pause, a recognition that she has always not-thought-about this, could signal to the reader that this is

the thread to pull.

The structural stakes need to surface more urgently; the wedding ring revelation is the first real
mystery hook and it is currently buried rather than foregrounded

Cal is introduced as a named character through a parenthetical joke ("someone is always Cal")
with no grounding context — readers need at minimum a felt sense of who he is and why he
matters before that line can land with full resonance

The transition from present-tense arrival to past-tense backstory (she opened the refrigerator
"four days after the funeral") creates a subtle temporal confusion; clarifying the timeline
architecture will prevent readers from losing their footing in the opening pages



VOICE & TONE

The voice is the manuscript's greatest asset and its most commercially viable quality. It is literary

without being inaccessible, and it has a wry, architectural quality that feels distinctly Mara's own —

not a generic literary narrator, but a person who thinks in terms of load-bearing walls and what's

structural versus cosmetic, who files memories under "not useful," who approaches grief like a

renovation site. This is sophisticated characterization through voice rather than description, and it is

rare. The line "she'd told herself she was staying one night; knew already it would be longer" is a

small perfect example: it trusts the reader, it reveals character, and it doesn't editorialize. The author

should be careful not to let the voice become too controlled as the emotional temperature rises in

later chapters. Mara's armor is interesting precisely because we sense what it costs her to maintain

it.

PACING & STRUCTURE

Within this excerpt, the pacing is measured and deliberate, which suits both the genre and the

protagonist's character. The movement from threshold to interior, from smell to memory to grief-

management list, has a natural logic. The author is doing the right thing in taking time here —

establishing the house as a living organism, establishing Mara's coping mechanisms, establishing the

texture of Elin's absence before revealing anything that will complicate it. This is patient, confident

scene-setting, and it reads as intentional rather than slow.

The structural concern is one of proportion and signposting. The refrigerator passage — "a jar of the

strawberry preserves Rue Ambrose made every August" — introduces a named secondary character

in passing, and the Cal reference introduces another. By the end of the excerpt, we have Mara, Elin

(deceased), an unnamed dead father, Rue Ambrose, and Cal, none of whom except Elin have been

given relational or emotional context. For a novel that appears to be building toward a mystery about

Elin's hidden life, it will be important to establish early which secondary characters are structurally

significant and which are texture. Readers need handrails. A brief additional beat grounding Cal —

even a single clause clarifying the relationship — would help the parenthetical land as the character

note it seems intended to be.



PUBLISHING PATH

Traditional submission

RECOMMENDATION: Traditional submission

This manuscript, based on the excerpt, has a genuine shot at traditional publishing. The voice is the

kind agents describe as "immediately distinctive," the premise sits comfortably in the literary fiction

space where books like *Ordinary Grace*, *Commonwealth*, and *Where'd You Go, Bernadette*

have found substantial readership, and the central mystery — who was the mother, who was the

father, what did the water keep — has commercial throughline without sacrificing literary ambition.

The writing is clean enough that it would not require developmental editing prior to submission; it

would benefit from it, but it could go out as is to a curated list of agents.

The caveat is that literary fiction is a difficult market and a slow one, and an author without existing

platform or credentials should be prepared for a long submission cycle. If John Doe has prior

publication credits, an MFA, or any industry relationships, those should be leveraged in the query.

The query letter itself will need to do careful work articulating the mystery hook, since the novel's

premise can sound quiet on paper in a way the actual prose is not. If traditional submission is

pursued and does not yield results within a full, exhaustive round, this manuscript would perform

respectably in the self-publishing market as well, particularly with readers who follow literary mystery

and women's fiction crossover titles.

LINE-LEVEL NOTES

The phrase "put her, instantly and without permission, back inside her twelve-year-old body" is

strong but the construction "without permission" does slightly redundant work — smell never asks

permission, and the reader already understands the involuntary nature of sensory memory from

context; consider whether "without permission" earns its place or whether "instantly and completely"

would be cleaner. The clause "the way she filed everything that didn't help her get out and stay out"

is excellent and should not be touched. "The house had the particular stillness of a place where

someone had died slowly enough to prepare it for their absence" is a sentence that should be quoted

in reviews — it is that good. The list format (Sort. Donate. Shred.) is an effective stylistic choice that

reveals Mara's character while keeping momentum, though the shift into Mara's internal voice within

the list ("because someone is going to ask, and someone is always Cal") is slightly tonally

inconsistent with the clipped imperative style; the joke is charming but may benefit from a cleaner

integration.



RECOMMENDED NEXT STEPS

A NOTE FROM YOUR EDITOR

This is genuinely good work — not "good for a first draft" or "promising with revision" good, but the

kind of writing that makes a developmental editor sit up and pay attention. The voice is already doing

things that many published literary novelists spend careers working toward: it is specific, emotionally

intelligent, quietly funny, and fully inhabited. Mara is a character worth following into whatever the

water kept, and the notes above are offered not because the manuscript needs rescue but because

the writing is strong enough to deserve the sharpest possible version of itself. John Doe has the real

thing here. The task now is simply to trust it, clarify it, and send it out into the world.

NEED HELP?

If something went wrong with your assessment or you have a question about your report, email us at
support@tinhousepress.com and we'll get back to you within 24 hours.

Revisit the wedding ring beat at the excerpt's end and add a single sentence — no more — of

Mara's internal response that signals this detail is more loaded than her controlled narration is

letting on; this will function as a reader promise that the mystery has begun

1

Give Cal one grounding clause on first mention — brother, ex-boyfriend, neighbor, whoever he

is — so the parenthetical reads as warm character shorthand rather than an unexplained

reference

2

Clarify the timeline of the opening scene: establish clearly whether the refrigerator discovery is

happening now or in summary of the past four days, as the current construction creates a

small but real temporal ambiguity that could disorient readers in an otherwise immersive

opening

3

Draft the query letter's core paragraph now, while the premise is fresh, focusing on the central

mystery (who was Elin, and what does the lake house know) rather than the emotional journey,

since the former is more immediately compelling to agents on paper and the latter is better

experienced in the pages

4
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