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CONTENT NOTE

This is a gothic slasher romance and contains material that may be distressing to some readers. Please read with care.

Contains: supernatural horror and sustained dread; murder and drowning, including on-page death and peril; the historical drowning of a man and references to the murder of children (described, not depicted graphically); grief and bereavement; mob violence and small-town complicity; and open-door sexual content between the central couple.

The central romance resolves in a guaranteed happily-ever-after. This is a standalone novel within an ongoing series.

Hold the line, boys. The lift is not set yet.

— Amos Calder, foreman, to his pour gang, 1961



PROLOGUE — The Last Pour

We are pouring the last lift the day the dam takes us, and the thing I want understood, before any of the rest of it, is that I am happy.

I am the youngest on the gang and the last hired and the least of them. They call me Tobe. I have spent the whole long summer at the bottom of this valley learning to be a man among men, carrying water and carrying forms and learning the names of tools by having them thrown to me, and today is the last lift. Today the wall closes over the gap we have been filling all season, and then the dam is a dam and not a hole in the world anymore, and Mr. Calder says we will all be paid out by Saturday. I have more coming to me than my mother has seen in a year. So I am happy. I want that set down somewhere a person might find it. Whatever they write in the company book about us after, whatever they decide we were, the last thing I am before the dark is a boy glad of his work on a bright fall morning, standing at the bottom of a wall he helped to build.

There are nine of us in the gap. I know it is nine because Mr. Calder counts us at the whistle, every shift, the way he has counted us all summer, his eyes going down the line and his lips moving and then the little nod when he gets to the end and finds us all there. Mr. Calder is the foreman. He has a brass whistle on a bootlace around his neck, green at the edges from his sweat, and when he puts it to his teeth and blows, the whole valley stops and listens, the way you listen to a thing that has decided your day. Dawn whistle to start. Noon whistle to eat. Dusk whistle to climb out and go home. He blew the dawn whistle this morning the same as every morning, and we came down into the gap, all nine, and he counted us, and he nodded, and we went to work on the last lift.

I would follow Mr. Calder off the edge of the earth. I want that understood too. He hired me when no one else would take a boy with no trade, and he taught me with his hands and not his mouth, which is the only kind of teaching that ever stuck to me, and when the older men were rough he had a way of stepping his shoulder between me and them that did not look like anything but always worked. He is hard and he is fair and he holds the line. That is the thing they say about Amos Calder up and down this valley, that his gang holds the line, that his pours come out clean and true and on the day they are promised, and I have been proud all summer to be a thing of his, a tool he picked up and taught the use of.

So when I see him talking to the man from the company that morning, low, off to the side, before the pour, I do not think anything of it. The company man is the superintendent, Mr. Mercer, the one in the clean hat who comes down from the top with papers, and he and Mr. Calder stand with their heads close by the staging while the rest of us get the chutes set, and Mr. Mercer is saying something fast and quiet and Mr. Calder is looking up at the forms, up at the tall wet wooden forms that hold the gap shut so the concrete will not push out, and his jaw is working. And then Mr. Mercer puts his hand on Mr. Calder’s shoulder, the way a man does when he is asking a thing and calling it telling, and after a minute Mr. Calder nods, the same nod he gives the counting, and Mr. Mercer climbs back up to the top, and Mr. Calder turns around to us and claps his hands once and says, all right. Last one. Let us hold the line and finish her clean.

I have had a long time to think about that nod. I will get to that. Not yet.

*   *   *
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The forms are sweating.

I notice it because noticing is most of what a water-boy does, and I have learned the forms all summer, the great timber boxes that shape the wall, and a good form stands quiet and dry and a bad form weeps at the seams where the wet concrete leans on it from inside. And the forms in the gap this morning are weeping. There is a dark line coming down the timber where the water is finding its way out, and the braces, the big diagonal timbers that hold the forms against the push, the braces are not quiet either, they are talking, a slow tired creak that comes and goes with the load, and I have heard that talk before and Mr. Calder taught me what it means. It means more push than the bracing wants. It means the pour is coming faster than the forms can take, or the forms are tired, or both.

I look at the line of dark on the timber and I look at the chutes up above us where the concrete is coming down grey and wet and steady, more of it than I have seen come down all summer, and I look at Mr. Calder, because that is what you do, you look at the foreman and the foreman tells you whether to be afraid. And Mr. Calder is looking at the forms too. He has his hand flat on the weeping timber, the way you would lay your hand on a horse to feel it breathe, and his face is doing a thing I have not seen it do, gone still and far, and the whistle is in his other hand though he has not lifted it to his teeth.

Mr. Calder, I say. The braces are talking.

And he says, without looking at me, I hear them.

The pour does not stop. That is the thing. The grey keeps coming down the chutes, faster if anything, because the men at the top cannot see the braces and they have been told to pour and so they pour, and the gap fills around our boots, around our shins, wet and heavy and cold the way the bottom of a hole is always cold, and the forms weep harder, and the braces stop talking and start to scream, the high splitting sound of timber going past what it can hold, and the older men have heard it too now and they have stopped working and they are looking at Mr. Calder, all of us looking at him, nine men in a filling box waiting for the one with the whistle to tell us what we are.

And Mr. Calder lifts the whistle to his teeth and he blows it.

I think, even now, that some part of me believed the whistle would save us. That is what a whistle is for. The whistle is the thing that stops the world, and surely if he blew it the chutes would stop and the grey would stop coming and we would climb out and brace the forms and finish tomorrow, paid a day later, all of us alive. But the whistle does not stop the pour, because the men at the top cannot hear one whistle over the noise of the mixers and the chutes, or because they have been told by the man in the clean hat to keep pouring no matter what they hear, I do not know which, I have had sixty years to wonder and I do not know. The whistle goes up into the noise and the noise eats it. And Mr. Calder takes it from his teeth and he turns to us, to his nine, and he does not tell us to run, because there is nowhere in a filling box to run to, and he does not scream, because he never screams. He says the only thing he has left to give us, which is the thing he has said to us all summer, the thing his whole life is made of.

Hold the line, he says. Stay at your posts and hold the forms and they will hold. They are coming. The company knows we are down here, they will not let the gap go, they will cut us out, I swear it to you. Hold the line, boys. Help is coming. Wait for me to call it and do not one of you bolt.

And we hold the line. Because he tells us to, and because we are his, and because Amos Calder does not lie, and his pours come out clean and on the day they are promised. The older men set their backs against the screaming braces. I take my place at the lowest corner where the boy is always put, and I push, with my whole small weight I push the form against the grey that is pushing back, and the concrete comes up over my knees and over my waist, cold and heavy as a live thing leaning on me, and I hold the line. We all hold the line. Nine men holding a wall against the inside of a mountain because the foreman said help was coming, and the grey comes up, and the braces let go one after another with a sound like the valley breaking its own bones, and the forms do not fail outward the way a form fails. They fail inward. They come down on us, and the gap closes, and the last thing I hear in the light is Mr. Calder’s voice, not the whistle, his voice, saying my name. Tobe. And then the grey is over my mouth, and it is in me, cold and gritty and tasting of stone, and the light goes out the way a lamp goes out, all at once, and I am inside the wall.

*   *   *
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I want to tell you it was quick. For some of us it was quick.

For the rest of us there was a while in the dark, in the setting grey, when we were still ourselves, sealed in the lift in our own places where we had held the line, close enough to hear each other and too held to move, and we did what Mr. Calder said. We waited. We held. Down the dark I could hear him counting us, the way he always counted us, his voice gone thick and far through the stone, one and two and three and on to nine, and then the nod I could not see but knew was there, and then his voice again, steady, the voice that hired me. Hold the line, boys. They are coming. They know we are here. Hold on and wait for me to call it.

The concrete sets around a man slow. It gets warm first, which no one tells you, a strange fevered warmth as it cures, almost kind, and then it goes hard, and then it goes cold for good, and somewhere in the warm and the hard our voices stopped being able to reach each other through it, one by one, the way lamps go out down a line at the end of a shift. I kept the whistle going in my head after I could not hear it anymore. I held my line. I was the youngest and the least but I was the best at waiting, because waiting is most of what a water-boy does, and I waited for the company to cut us out, the way Mr. Calder swore they would.

They did not cut us out.

Nobody came. The wall went up over us, lift after lift, and the river came in over the town, and the water rose up the face of the thing we were inside until there were sixty feet of lake standing on the gap where we held the line, and the company wrote in its book that nine men drew their pay and left the valley, and our people were told we deserted them, and that is the wound that has kept us awake down here in the cold longer than any drowning would, that they were told we ran. We did not run. We held the line. Mr. Calder told us help was coming and we believed him because he does not lie, and I have held to that the way I held the form, with my whole small weight, for sixty years, because the other thing, the thing about the nod, I have not let myself look at straight. Not yet. There is time. There has been nothing but time.

*   *   *
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And now the time is moving again.

Something is changing in the stone. There is a humming in it, far off and high, a drill, I think, the way a drill comes through a wall to a man on the other side, and the water that has stood on us for sixty years is going down, I can feel it lift off the face of the dam the way a blanket lifts, and there is a cold new seam where the cold gets in, a weeping seam, and through it, faint, the way Mr. Calder’s voice came thick through the setting grey, I can hear feet up on the crest of the dam. Real feet. Living feet, walking the top of the wall we are inside, coming down toward the gap where the drill is biting, coming toward us at last.

They are coming to cut us out. After sixty years. The company is sending men to open the wall, the way Mr. Calder swore they would, only late, so late, and we are still here, all nine of us, still at our posts, still holding the line.

I find the whistle in the dark. It is on its bootlace still, around the neck of the man who hired me, and I have learned in sixty years to make it sound without a mouth, the way you learn anything when you have nothing else to do. I put my whole small weight behind it, the way I held the form.

Hold the line, I tell them, the way he told me. Stay at your posts. Do not one of you bolt. They are coming back for us at last, and when they open the wall, we go up.

Come and cut us out. We have held so long. We have been so good.

Bring us up.



PART ONE: 
BREAKING GROUND
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CHAPTER ONE — The Job
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Iris

The first time I see the dam with the water down, I understand why my great-grandfather spent the back half of his life refusing to talk about it.

I have seen it a thousand times in photographs. There is one framed in my mother’s hallway, black and white and gone the color of weak tea, my great-grandfather Howell Mercer in a clean hat and a clean collar standing on the crest of a thing that is only half a thing, a wall rising out of a valley that is not yet a lake, men below him small as punctuation, and on the back in my grandmother’s hand it says Daddy’s dam, 1961. I grew up on that photograph. I grew up on the word Mercer meaning a man who built something that held, in a family that did not hold much else, and when the email came through the firm with Pruett Dam and Power in the subject line and the words structural rehabilitation under it, I did a thing I have never once done in eleven years of engineering, which is want a job for a reason that had nothing to do with the job. I wanted to stand on my great-grandfather’s wall and put my hands on the thing my name was supposed to mean.

So I am not prepared for how it looks with the water down.

You come to it from the north, off the state road, down a grade through black pine, and the trees fall away and there it is across the throat of the valley, and the reservoir behind it has been pulled down for the rehab so that the dam stands up out of its own lake the way a tooth stands up out of a gum that has receded from it, too tall, too pale, showing the part that is meant to stay buried. There is a band of bare ground all the way around the shoreline where the water used to be, gray mud and stumps and the suggestion of a drowned road going down, and the face of the dam below the old waterline is a different color than the face above it, dark and streaked and wrong, sixty years of underneath suddenly in the air. It is the largest thing in the valley by an order of magnitude and it is beautiful the way a blade is beautiful, and standing at the overlook with my drawings under my arm I feel the family pride go through me exactly as I expected it to, and then, half a breath behind it, something I did not expect at all, which is dread, plain and animal and out of nowhere, the specific dread of a thing that is too big and has been uncovered.

I put the dread away. I am an engineer. Dread is not data. I have a compromised monolith and failing gate seals and a rehabilitation schedule that the company wants closed before the autumn rains, and the wall is just a wall, the most honest object a person can build, a thing that does exactly what its geometry says it will do and nothing else, and I drive down off the overlook to go and read its geometry.

*   *   *
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The site office is a trailer on the crest, and the man who meets me is the company liaison, a tired courteous man named Pell who has the careful manner of someone working for an outfit that has recently learned humility the hard way. I know the broad strokes of why. Everyone in my field knows them now. The inspection that flagged this dam two years ago turned into something the trade papers could not get enough of, a drowned schoolhouse, a founding family’s sixty-year-old crime, the young Pruett heir who opened his own company’s books and let it all out into the daylight. It is why the rehab is happening honestly instead of quietly. It is why a Pruett signed off on bringing in an outside engineer of record instead of keeping it in the family, and why that engineer is me, and I will be honest, when I took the job I thought of that scandal as weather, as the unfortunate climate I would be working in, and not for one second as anything that had to do with my own name. Daddy’s dam, 1961. My great-grandfather built it clean and true and on the day it was promised. That was the whole of what Mercer meant. I had no reason yet to think it meant anything else.

Pell walks me out onto the crest. The wind up here is its own animal, the wind that lives on top of any big water, and the drawn-down reservoir lies gray and diminished on the upstream side while the downstream face drops away to the tailrace in a sheer dizzying gray. He shows me the gate towers standing up out of the low water like the funnels of a sunken ship, the works we are here to dry and inspect and repair, and he shows me the core-drilling rig set up over the central monolith, the great section of the dam we will bore into to assess the concrete from the inside, and I feel the pleasure I always feel at the start of a hard job, the pleasure of a problem big enough to disappear into. And then he shows me the seam, and the pleasure goes out of me like a held breath.

It is on the downstream face, low, in the part the water has just given up, and it is weeping. There is a vertical line in the concrete of the central monolith, hairline, running maybe twenty feet, and water is coming out of it, not much, a dark wet darkening of the gray, beading and running and darkening again, and Pell says, this is the one that has the office worried, this is why they pushed the schedule, and I crouch and put my fingers to it the way I put my fingers to everything, and the water is cold, colder than the reservoir, cold the way the inside of a thing is cold, and it is gray. Not clear. Not lake-brown. The water coming out of my great-grandfather’s wall is gray, faintly gritty between my fingers, the color of the dam itself, as though the wall is not leaking the lake but weeping some inner water of its own, and the engineer in me says that is fines, that is cement particulate, that is a sign of internal erosion and exactly the kind of thing we are here to find, and the other part of me, the part that felt the dread at the overlook, says, in a voice I do not like, that is a wall crying, and I make that part be quiet, because it is not data.

A monolith does not have an inner water, I tell Pell, more to hear my own competence than because he has argued. A seam like this means a crack communicating with the reservoir. We will know more when we core it.

That is the thing, Pell says, and he has the look now, the look I will come to know on every face in this valley, the look of a person deciding how much to tell the outsider. We cored a test hole two days ago, up there. He points to a patched spot higher on the monolith, above the old waterline, well above anything the reservoir could reach. And it wept too. Same gray water. Out of dry concrete forty feet above the lake. He does not meet my eyes. The drill crew did not love it. We lost a man off the prelim gang that afternoon. Not lost, he corrects himself, quickly, because lost is a bad word on a dam. Quit. He just walked off. Said he was not going back near the monolith. Said he heard the shift whistle blow at dusk and there is no shift whistle, Miss Mercer, we do not run a whistle, and I checked, and there is not a horn or a hooter or a timer on this whole site that makes that sound, and a grown man with twenty years on dams walked off my crew over it and would not take his last check.

I look at the patched test hole forty feet up the dry face, and I look at the gray water weeping out of the low seam at my feet, and I am a rational woman, and I want that on the record, because of everything that comes after. I say, men spook. Old dams make sounds. Wind across the gate towers can make a sound like a whistle, and a test core through fractured concrete can find perched water in a void, water that has been sitting in a pocket since the pour, and that explains the gray and it explains the height, and there is nothing on this site I cannot put a number to once we get inside it. That is what I say, and it is all true, every word of it is sound engineering, and Pell nods and looks relieved to have an outsider say it, and I build the explanation brick by reasonable brick the way I build everything, and it holds, and I believe it, standing there in the wind with my fingers gray and cold from the weeping seam.

It holds right up until I notice that I am standing exactly where the photograph was taken.

I know it the way you know a room from a dream. The angle of the crest, the line of the gate towers, the throat of the valley beyond. My great-grandfather stood on this spot in a clean hat in 1961 with his half-built wall under his boots, and the men were below him, small as punctuation, down in the gap where the monolith now stands solid and gray and weeping, and I stand in his exact footprint sixty years later with his wall crying cold gray water into my hand, and for no reason I can name the dread comes back, the overlook dread, and it brings a single foolish thought up out of the bottom of me before I can stop it. The thought is, what did you build over, Howell. And I put it away, because it is not a question an engineer asks a structure, it is a question a frightened person asks a grave, and this is a dam, this is the most honest object a person can build, and I have a job to do.

*   *   *
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The town is called Mercy and it does not want me.

I do not understand that the first evening, or I understand it as ordinary small-town reserve, the wariness any closed place has for the contractor who shows up to spend a season in it. I get a room at the only motel, a low brown row of doors at the end of the shore road called the Lakeview, run by an ancient upright woman named Marguerite who looks at the name on my company card for a long moment before she gives me the key, and says, you’re with the dam, then, in a voice with no welcome in it and no rudeness either, just a kind of weighing. And I say yes, I am the engineer, I am here for the rehabilitation, and her eyes do a thing, a flick, and she says, Mercer, reading the card again, and then she does not say anything else about it at all, which I will learn is how this town says the most. She gives me the room at the end nearest the water and tells me the ice machine is broken and tells me, as I am leaving the office, not quite turning from her little television, you’ll want your curtains drawn at night. The water’s low. People who aren’t used to it get to staring at it. And I think she is being odd in the way of old women who run motels at the ends of roads, and I say good night, and I do not draw my curtains, because I have never in my life been afraid of water.

I sit on the end of the bed with my drawings spread around me and the dam’s geometry going into me the way it does, the load paths, the thrust, the great patient arithmetic of a thing built to hold a valley of water still, and out the window and below me the drawn-down reservoir lies in the dark being a diminished version of itself, and the dam stands across the throat of it, darker than the dark, and I work. I am good at this. I have always been good at this, better than I have been at anything else a person is supposed to be good at, and there is a peace in it that I have never found in a kitchen or a relationship or a holiday, the peace of a problem that will answer you honestly if you are only honest with it. The seam is internal erosion. The gray water is fines. The test core found a void with perched water, which is unusual but not impossible in a continuous pour of that vintage, when they sometimes ran the concrete faster than the placement could keep up and trapped pockets in the lifts, and tomorrow we will core the monolith properly and I will see the void on the camera and put a number to it and design the grout program that fills it, and the wall will hold for another hundred years, and somewhere down the line a Mercer will have built it and a Mercer will have saved it, and that is a good thing to be, that is the only thing I have ever wanted to be.

I am most of the way to believing all of that when the whistle blows.

It is dusk. The last gray light is going off the water, and the sound comes across the reservoir the way sound comes across water, too clear, unattached to any direction, and it is a whistle, a brass shift whistle, a single long falling note, the sound that stops a working day and sends men climbing up out of a hole to go home, and it is coming from the dam. From the monolith. From the weeping seam, if a sound can come from a seam, low and clear and final across the dark low water, and there is no whistle on that site, Pell checked, a grown man walked off the gang over it, and I am on my feet at the window with my heart doing something my training has no number for, looking at the black shape of my great-grandfather’s wall, and the whistle falls away into nothing the way a held note dies, and the valley closes back over it like water over a dropped stone.

There is no shift whistle on this dam. I will stake my license on it.

But the men on a dam climb out at the dusk whistle. That is what a dusk whistle is for. It calls them up out of the gap. And I stand at the window I was told to curtain, looking at the wall my great-grandfather built clean and true and on the day it was promised, and the wall is crying gray water out of a dry seam forty feet above the lake, and a whistle that does not exist has just blown the end of a shift, and somewhere down in the cold of me the frightened thing I keep telling to be quiet says it again, says, what did you build over, Howell, and this time I do not have an answer ready, and I draw the curtains after all.
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CHAPTER TWO — The Cutter
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Jonah

I cut concrete for a living, which means I spend my days proving that nothing a man pours is as permanent as he thinks it is.

That is the part people never understand about the trade. They see the saws and the core rigs and the diamond chain and they think demolition, they think a man who breaks things, and it is the opposite of that. A wall does not want to come apart. A good pour wants to stand forever, that is the whole point of it, that is what the man who mixed it was praying for, and to open one cleanly you have to understand it better than he did, you have to find the cold joints and the rebar and the lines of stress he laid in without knowing, and you have to respect all of it right up until the second you cut through it. I am very good at my work. It is the one thing in my life nobody has ever been able to take off me or tell me I did wrong, and I have held onto it the way you hold onto the one dry thing in a flood.

So when the call came for a breach contractor on the Pruett dam rehab, a man to cut a working window into the central monolith so the engineers could get inside and look at their problem, I did not take it for the money, though the money is real. I took it because of the name of the dam and the name in my own family that goes with it, and because of a thing my grandmother said to me once when I was a boy and she was dying, with her hand in mine the way the dying take your hand, like a bird that has decided to land.

My grandmother’s father built this dam. He was a foreman on the pour, a man named Amos Calder, and in the autumn of 1961, three weeks before the job was done, the company says he drew his final pay and walked off the project and left his wife and his three children in a rented room with the rent owing, and was never seen again. That is the story. That is the story my family has carried for sixty years, that there was a Calder who ran, who took his pay and his shame and disappeared and left his babies to the county, and it is the kind of story that gets into a family’s blood and stays. It is why my grandmother grew up poor and hard. It is why my mother married badly and twice. It is why I have spent my whole life being the man who shows up early and stays late and never once takes a thing he has not earned, because somewhere under all of it is a boy who decided he would not be a Calder who ran, who would be the opposite of the man in the story, reliable to the point of stupidity, because the alternative is to be the kind of blood that walks off and leaves its own in a rented room.

But my grandmother, at the end, with her hand a bird in mine, said, my daddy did not run. She said it clear, out of the fog the dying go into, suddenly clear. She said, I was six and he kissed me at the door that morning and went to the dam and he did not run, Jonah, a man does not kiss his girl at the door and then run, somebody is lying about my daddy and I have carried it eighty years and I am out of time to find out. And then she went back into the fog and a week later she was gone, and I have carried that the way she carried the other thing, and when the Pruett dam came up looking for a man to cut into it, I understood it as the only kind of answer a man like me is ever going to get. I cannot make the company tell me the truth. But I can cut into the wall my great-grandfather worked, with my own hands, with the trade nobody can take off me, and I can see for myself what kind of thing they built down here, and whether a man could have walked away from it clean the way they say he did.

I come down off the ridge and I see the dam with the water pulled down off it, and I stop the truck, because the first thing I think, before family, before anything, is, that is a lot of concrete to walk away from.

*   *   *
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It is a beautiful pour. I will give the old men that. You can read a wall the way some people read faces, and this one was placed by people who knew their work, the lift lines clean and even all the way up, the face true. But it is weeping. Down low, in the part the water has just given back, there is a seam crying a thin gray water, and I am out of the truck and down the bank toward it before I have decided to, because a weeping seam is my whole business, and I crouch and put two fingers in it the way I would anywhere, and the water is cold and gray and gritty, and I rub it between my fingers and I know what it is. It is fines. It is the wall bleeding its own guts, the fine cement washing out of a void somewhere inside, and it means there is a hollow in there, a place the concrete never filled or a place something has eaten out of it, and that is a bad sign in a dam and it is exactly the kind of bad sign they have hired me to help them find.

But I have cut a lot of walls, and I have never once had one weep gray on me from a dry seam two feet above where the water sits, and when I stand up and look at the patched test core they sank forty feet up the dry face, and understand that the engineers found the same gray water up there where no lake could reach, the hair goes up on my arms in a way that has nothing to do with engineering, and I do not have a word for it yet, so I call it a draft and I go up to find the office.

That is where I meet her.

She is on the crest by the core rig with drawings rolled under her arm, and she is giving a direction to the rig hands in the flat certain voice of someone used to being the smartest person on a job, and the first thing I think, God help me, is not anything I am proud of, because she is the kind of put-together that reads as money to a man who has never had any, clean boots that have never cut anything, a company coat, the unhurried way of a person who has never once worried that the job would not be there tomorrow. And the second thing I think, when one of the hands says her name to her, is colder, because the hand says it the way you say a name on a dam, with the little weight, and the name is Mercer.

I do not know yet what that name is. I want to be honest about that, because of everything that comes after. I do not know, standing on the crest, that Mercer is the name of the superintendent who ran this pour, the man in the clean hat who told my great-grandfather what to do. I only know it is a company name, a founding name, the kind of name that has a road or a building named after it in a town like this, and I am a Calder, I am the name they wrote down as a deserter, and something in me that has been clenched for sixty years takes one look at Miss Mercer in her clean boots on the crest of this wall and decides, unfairly, completely, that she is exactly the kind of person who would write a man off as a deserter and never lose a night of sleep over it.

You’re the cutter, she says, when Pell brings me over. Not a question. She has read the file. She looks at me the way an engineer looks at a tool she has been told is the best available and would still rather have chosen herself.

Jonah Calder, I say, and I watch her face when I say it, the way I have learned to watch faces when I say my own name in this valley, because it is starting to do things to faces, my name, and hers does nothing at all, which tells me she truly does not know the story yet either, and for one second we are just two people who do not know what we are to each other, and it is the last second of that we get.

I need a breach cut here, she says, and she unrolls the drawing on the rig deck and shows me, a window into the central monolith, a precise rectangle with precise dimensions, here, to this depth, no further, so the inspection crew can enter the void we believe is here. And I look at the drawing and I look at where she wants the cut, and the cutter in me, the part that is better at this than she is and we both know it, sees the problem in two seconds, and I make the mistake of saying so.

You cut there, I tell her, you are cutting straight across the line of weakness that seam is bleeding out of. You will be sawing into a wall that is already failing along that plane, with the reservoir still loaded behind it, drawn down or not. You want the window over here, I put my finger a body-length to the left, into the sound concrete, and you come at the void sideways, slower, but you are not cutting the wall’s last good intentions out from under it while three of my people are standing in the kerf.

The crest goes quiet. Pell looks at his boots. And Miss Mercer straightens up off the drawing and looks at me, and I watch her decide how to take it, and she takes it the worst possible way, which I will learn later is not arrogance but something more like a wound I have walked straight into without knowing it was there.

I am the engineer of record on this structure, she says, level, cold. I have modeled that monolith to a tolerance you do not have the training to read, and the window is where it is because the loads say it is safe there and unsafe where you are pointing, and I did not bring in a saw operator to redesign my breach. You will cut where the drawing says, to the depth the drawing says, and you will be very good at it, which is the only reason your opinion is on this dam at all.

And there it is. Saw operator. The little knife in it. The whole of it, the clean boots and the company coat and the name with the road named after it, all of it in two words, and I feel the old clench come up hot, the Calder thing, the disposable thing, and I want to tell her that I have forgotten more about how concrete fails than her model will ever know, that a model is a guess a rich man’s daughter makes about a thing a poor man’s son actually has his hands in, and I do not say it, because I need this job and the answer it might give me more than I need to win an argument on a windy crest with a woman who has already decided what I am.

Fine, I say. I will cut where the drawing says. And when it goes the way I told you it will go, I will be the saw operator who said so.

Something flickers across her face, fast, gone before I can read it, and she rolls the drawing back up with a snap and says, we start Monday, and walks off down the crest toward the trailer, and I stand there in the wind with my hands wanting their work, watching the engineer of record go, hating her with the clean uncomplicated heat of a man who has not yet found out that the two of us are the only people in this valley standing on the wrong sides of the exact same grave.

*   *   *
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I go back down to the seam at the end of the day, when the crew has cleared off, because I want to read it once more without anyone watching me read it.

The light is going. The drawn-down water lies gray and flat below me and the face of the dam goes up into the dusk, and I crouch at the weeping seam and lay my whole hand flat on the wet gray of it, the way I lay my hand on every wall before I cut it, the way you would lay your hand on an animal to feel it breathe, and I tell it, under my breath, the thing I tell every wall, which is, all right. Show me where you want to come apart.

And the wall, under my hand, is warm.

Not all of it. Just the seam. Just the line of weeping gray, where it should be coldest, where the inner water runs out cold enough to ache my fingers, there is a warmth coming through the concrete into my palm, faint, the warmth of a thing curing, the warmth a fresh pour gives off in the first day while it sets, which is impossible, because this pour set sixty years ago, because there is nothing in a cured wall to make heat, and I take my hand off it fast and my heart is going and I tell myself it is the last of the day’s sun in the stone, except the sun has been off this face for an hour, and the rational thing will not quite close over it.

And then, across the low water, at the dying of the light, a whistle blows.

It is a shift whistle. A long brass falling note, the sound that ends a working day and calls men up out of the hole to go home, and it comes from the dam, from the monolith, from somewhere near my own warm hand, and there is no whistle on this site, I have already clocked that there is no horn or hooter anywhere on the works, and I am a man who has spent his whole life on job sites and I know a dusk whistle in my body before I know it in my head, I am already half straightened up to climb out and go home before I catch myself, before I understand that I am answering it.

I stop. I make myself stop, with my hand still tingling from the warmth of a wall that cannot be warm, and the whistle falls away into the dusk the way a held note dies, and the valley goes quiet, and I stand at the foot of my great-grandfather’s dam in the last gray light and I say out loud, to the wall, to Amos, to whatever just called the end of a shift that ended sixty years ago, the only thing I have got.

I came to find out if you ran, I tell the warm weeping seam. So you go ahead and show me. But I am not climbing out of any hole I did not climb into, old man. You hear me. I answer my own whistle.

The wall does not say anything back. Walls do not. But the warmth is still there under the gray, patient, curing, sixty years late, and when I finally walk up the bank to my truck in the dark I do not look back at it, the way you do not look back at a thing you have just promised you are not afraid of.
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CHAPTER THREE — Low Water
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Iris

By the third morning the company has the reservoir down to a level it has not seen since the year it filled, and the valley comes up out of the water like a thing being unwrapped, and I learn that a drained lake is not an empty thing. It is a full thing that has had its cover taken off.

I am out on the crest before the crew, because I do not sleep well here, and I tell myself the not-sleeping is the strange bed and the wind, and I have nearly convinced myself, and I bring my coffee out to watch the light come up the face of the dam and read the structure while it is mine alone. The drawdown has bared a new band of the monolith overnight, a wide pale collar of concrete the water has stood on for sixty years, and it is the part of the wall I have come all this way to read, the lower lifts, the deep work, my great-grandfather’s deep work, and in the flat early light I can see the old construction waterline on it plain, a faint horizontal stain where the placement paused at the end of one long-ago day and started again the next. Lift lines. The whole history of the pour written in faint horizontal bands up the face, a day’s work and a day’s work and a day’s work, each one a shift of men who went home at
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