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High Water Marks

––––––––
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THE FIRST THING MAEVE Carlisle did every morning of a flood was write the number. She chalked it on a scrap of masonite she kept clipped to her clipboard, big as a headline: **Paducah Gauge: 49.2 ft and rising**. It steadied her. Numbers carried the cold mercy of being true whether anyone liked them or not.

The town had already shifted into its flood gait. Shopkeepers were lifting merchandise to upper shelves. Ferry horns had turned anxious. The murals along the floodwall—steamboats and quilt blocks and the river’s remembered faces—looked damp around the seams, as if history itself were wicking water.

Behind the public panels ran the private wall, the one Maeve knew by joint and weep hole and hairline. A floodwall was an argument with water, and the water always won eventually; her work was to extend the argument long enough for people to finish their lives.

She walked the line with Patch O’Neill from Pump Station Two, his boots making a tired percussion. “We’re flirting with fifty,” he said. “Buy me dinner first.”

“Get the station checked and the spare impellers staged,” Maeve said. “If we hit fifty, we exercise the stop logs.”

They worked the morning in a choreography of competence: inspect, note, radio, move. The river smelled like rain and battery acid and a penny pressed too long in a palm. When she came to **Joint M-17**, she brushed grit from the vertical seam with her glove. The joint felt... cool, thrumming faintly under the concrete’s damp chill, like the wall had swallowed a beehive.

By noon the bulletin confirmed a major crest. She wrote the new number over the first: **49.8 ft**.

That night, long after the last coffee in the thermos, she stood alone at M-17 and pressed her ear to the seam. The river’s growl had a high thread in it, like a radio just below signal. “Hello?” she whispered, and felt foolish. The seam breathed cold across her skin.

She left her palm there until it steadied too.
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Joint Number Seventeen

By afternoon, the stormline knuckled over the river and the whole town smelled of spilled sump vaults. Maeve signed for two pallets of sandbag cloth and sent volunteers to the high school gym for assembly lines. She returned to M-17 with a small experiment in her jacket pocket: a three-by-five index card sealed inside a thin waxed paper sleeve, both stamped in hard pencil with **Maeve Carlisle, 1997-03-**—she left the day blank.

Expansion joints were ordinary miracles—concrete needed to breathe, and the joint let the slab expand and contract without cracking the whole wall. This one had a slightly offset lip where the mural panel had been mounted. A careless installer had left a finger’s width of shadowed cavity behind the seam. Enough for a card. Enough for a secret.

She slid the waxed sleeve in until the seam’s draft tried to pull it from her fingers. It didn’t go far. No magic opened, no firefly flicker. She wiggled it back out. The sleeve carried a film of iron-smelling damp and a faint, impossible chill.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she told herself. She was a levee engineer, not a mystic.

She tried again, this time threading a thin cotton ribbon through a punched hole so the end of the ribbon could be pinched under the mural flange. If she lost the card, she’d at least know where it went.

The radio crackled: “Carlisle, you near Pump Two? We’ve got a vibration on the right-hand bearing.” Patch.

“On my way,” she said, clipping the ribbon under the flange. When she walked away, the ribbon trembled in a current of air she couldn’t feel against her face.
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Sandbag Algebra
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THEY MET OVER NUMBERS.

“Your roughness coefficients are wrong for this reach,” the man said, not unkindly. He was mud-spattered like everyone else and carried himself with the tired animal grace of someone who’d slept in a truck enough to know better.

Maeve looked up from the clipboard. “Show me.”

He took the pencil, flipped to the notes section, and wrote **n = 0.035** next to her **0.030**, talking as he wrote. “Those willows on the right descending bank. They’re submerged enough to matter once we cross fifty. You’ll lose two inches off your freeboard on that profile.”

“Assuming debris doesn’t rack on the piers,” she said, chin tipping toward the bridge. “Then it’s worse.” A smile tugged at her without permission. “Thanks.”

“Elias Kemp,” he said. “Geotech. Memphis for now.” He extended a glove. She shook it. His palm was warm through the neoprene.

“Maeve Carlisle.”

They walked the next blocks together, revising numbers and talking in the shorthand people use when the room is burning but still orderly. He knew soil like she knew water. He made a joke about sandbag algebra—“X bags plus Y volunteers equals Z bad backs unless we stage the pallets here instead.” She laughed, which made Patch raise an eyebrow as they passed.

At M-17 she stopped, as if the wall had whistled. Elias glanced at the seam’s thin shadow and, perhaps because he was new, asked, “Why is that one humming?”

She heard it too: a faint, not-wind note. “Thermal,” she said. “Probably.”

He ran a knuckle over the flange. “Feels like a transformer.”

“Don’t fall in love with my wall,” she said, and surprised herself with the softness of it.

“Too late, Carlisle,” he said, but he was looking at the river when he said it, reverent as a parishioner.
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Telltales
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BY LATE EVENING THE gauge ticked to **50.1 ft**. The word **major** landed in her gut like a wrench. Sirens wailed once, twice—testing. Volunteers with fresh blisters rotated in under sodium light. The town had the brave, sleep-starved look she recognized from pictures of 1937.

Maeve checked the ribbon at M-17. It was still pinched where she’d trapped it. When she tugged gently, there was the sensation of thread drawn over the rim of a bottle—something inside resisting, then letting go in a wet slip. The sleeve came free into her hand.

The waxed paper was colder than the air, beaded with a fine sweat. A dark diagonal smudge slashed the index card within, like a high-water line in miniature. Along that line, the pencil date she’d left blank now bore a ghostly **7** pressed into the paper fibers, as if the mark had been made elsewhere and mirrored here. The hair on her arms lifted.

Elias stood a pace behind her. She hadn’t heard him come up. “That supposed to happen?”

“No,” she said quietly. “And yes.”

They took the sleeve to a dry patch under a lamp. The faint impressed **7** might have been a trick of damp and hope; it might have been. She wanted it not to be.

“What are you thinking?” Elias asked.

“That we’re going to run stop logs when this rides another three tenths. And between now and then I am going to decide whether to say an idea out loud that makes me sound like Patch when he quotes omens.”

“And the idea is?”

“That the wall is listening. And it answers on flood time.”

Elias looked at M-17, at the ribbon, at the way the seam’s draft tugged at the frayed cotton. “Then we’d better ask our question clearly.”
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