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"The deep calleth unto the deep at the noise of thy waterspouts: all thy waves and thy billows are gone over me."

Psalm 42:7

"If you stare into the abyss, the abyss stares back at you."

Friedrich Nietzsche
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Chapter One: The Tape That Should Have Burned
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The envelope arrived on a Tuesday in March, which was the same day the heating packed it in and the same day Clara's editor called to tell her the Donner piece was, and she used the word categorically, unpublishable. So Clara Voss had been having a shit Tuesday long before she found the padded envelope wedged under her door, brown and creased and smelling of something she could not immediately name. Something old. Something that had been shut inside a drawer for years.

She left it on the kitchen counter while she dealt with the editor. She stood at the window and watched a pigeon navigate the frozen gutter of the building across the alley and said yes and I understand and I can rework it while what she was actually thinking was that she had three hundred and twelve dollars in her checking account and a lease renewal sitting on the counter next to the envelope and a twelve-year-old who needed new school shoes and a new school bag because the old one had a busted zip and who expressed her need for these things with the particular brand of cold and precise contempt that only a twelve-year-old daughter could deploy against a mother who had given up everything for a career that now paid her nine hundred dollars a month when it paid her at all.

The editor hung up. Clara put her phone face down on the counter and looked at the envelope.

Her name and address were written on it in blue biro, the handwriting tight and a little shaky, the kind of handwriting that came from someone who had stopped trusting their own hands. There was no return address. The postmark was Harrisburg, PA, and the date stamp was four days ago.

She opened it over the sink out of some habit she could not explain, the way you hold a suspicious thing over a surface that can be cleaned.

Inside was a USB flash drive, a small yellow sticky note, and an unlabeled mini DV tape. The tape was sealed inside a ziplock bag. The bag had been sealed with electrical tape at the corners, the kind of extra sealing that meant the person doing it was frightened and wanted the frightened thing to stay contained.

The sticky note was written in the same tight handwriting. It said:

Clara. Do not watch this alone. Do not let Maddie see it. There are things inside this that I cannot explain in a letter but you will understand once you see the research on the drive. I am sorry for dropping this on you. I am sorry for everything. Please just watch it once and then call me. I know what comes next. I know how to stop it. Please call me. Marla.

Clara stood in her cold kitchen with a mini DV tape in a ziplock bag in her hand and felt the day arrange itself around her in a way she did not like. She set the tape down and thought about Marla Quinn.

She had not thought about Marla Quinn in almost two years.

Marla had been a source. One of those sources you picked up at the edges of a story, peripheral, useful for colour and local detail, not central. The story had been about a family in Harrisburg, three kids taken by a father during a custody dispute, found eventually in a storage unit in Bethlehem, alive but changed in ways the reporting had danced around carefully because two of them were minors. Clara had interviewed Marla because Marla had been a neighbour of the family. Had seen things. Had told Clara things that ended up not making the final piece because the editor at that time, a different editor, had wanted it cleaner and less speculative.

Clara had used Marla. That was the honest word for it. She had taken what she needed and then she had stopped calling.

She picked up her phone and called the number she still had in her contacts under MARLA Q HARRISBURG. It rang seven times and went to voicemail. The voicemail greeting was Marla's voice, but it sounded different from how Clara remembered. Tighter. Quieter. The kind of voice that had been frightened for a long time and was starting to forget what unfrightened sounded like.

Hi, this is Marla, please leave a message, please, she had added that please like an afterthought or a prayer.

Clara left a message saying she had received the package and to call her back. She put the phone down and looked at the mini DV tape for a while. Then she looked at the USB drive.

She told herself she would eat first. She ate standing up, cold leftover pasta from a pot she had not bothered to refrigerate, because the heating was off and the apartment was cold enough to serve as its own refrigerator. She listened to the building around her. Upstairs, the man she thought of as the Shuffler moved his particular slow drag across the floorboards, back and forth, back and forth, the way he did every evening between six and nine as if something in his life required that precise repetitive geography. From outside came the sound of the city doing what cities did in March, which was sit in the grey light and endure.

She connected the USB drive to her laptop.

There were two folders on the drive. One was labelled RESEARCH. The other was labelled WATCH FIRST and then in caps: WATCH ALONE.

She opened the RESEARCH folder. Inside were PDFs, scanned newspaper clippings, a series of audio files, and several folders within folders labelled with dates going back to 1998. She opened the oldest date folder.

Inside was a single document, a scanned photocopy of a local newspaper from Bellwether, West Virginia. The paper was called The Bellwether Gazette. The masthead gave the date as August 18, 1998. The front page headline read:

DAM BREACH: EVACUATION ORDERED AS WATERS RISE

The story below it was short and factual, the kind of local journalism that described disaster in the same neutral register it used for county fair results. The Bellwether Reservoir dam had suffered structural failure during a period of heavy rainfall. Residents in the lower town had been ordered to evacuate. County emergency management had coordinated with state authorities. The article mentioned twenty-nine confirmed deaths. It mentioned eleven individuals listed as missing. It mentioned that several buildings in the lower valley had been submerged.

There was a photograph. A black and white aerial shot of what had been a town. The buildings at the edges were still standing, intact, ordinary. But the lower section was water. Just water. Dark and flat and patient, the way water is when it has taken a place for itself and does not intend to give it back.

Clara read through more of the clippings. More of the same story in different voices. State investigation. FEMA response. Funeral notices. A brief mention in a Pittsburgh paper. She found one article from a small regional news site, dated October 1998, that referred to the ongoing investigation into the dam failure and mentioned, in the third paragraph, that the engineering report had been sealed pending litigation.

She found a folder labelled CHURCH OF THE OPEN SIGNAL.

Inside were more scans. Photocopies of newsletters, typed on what looked like a very old typewriter, the ink faded and uneven. The newsletters were titled THE VOICE OF THE VALLEY and were published by something called the Church of the Open Signal, address given as River Road, Bellwether, West Virginia. The newsletters were religious in character but strange in their theology. They spoke about frequencies. About the living signal. About God speaking through the spaces between human sound. One newsletter had a section titled THE LOWER CHOIR which Clara read twice because it did not quite make sense on the first pass.

The Lower Choir, the newsletter explained, were those among us who had been gifted with the capacity to hear what ordinary hearing could not receive. The Lower Choir did not need instruments. The Lower Choir were instruments. God's voice came through storm hiss and radio interference and the deep tonal frequencies beneath running water and the particular pitch of an emergency broadcast tone. The Lower Choir heard it all. The Lower Choir opened the channel.

Clara put the laptop down and picked up the USB drive and turned it over in her fingers. She thought about calling Marla again. She thought about putting the whole package back in the envelope and mailing it to someone else, a colleague, a fact-checker, someone with more appetite for things that smelled like old storage units and bad history.

She thought about three hundred and twelve dollars.

She thought about Maddie's shoes.

She opened the WATCH FIRST folder.

The file inside was called BELLWETHER_EMERGENCY_BROADCAST_AUG14_1998.mov and it was 7 minutes and 23 seconds long. The thumbnail was grey static.

Clara put her headphones on. She turned the volume to about half. She pressed play.

The footage began with black. Then a grey screen, the particular institutional grey of emergency broadcast interruption, the grey that meant something official and urgent was overriding normal programming. The emergency alert tone started. That tone, she had heard it her entire life, every American had heard it, that two-tone rising whine like the world clearing its throat before delivering bad news. It was deeply familiar and it still made her shoulders rise slightly, some animal instinct that associated that sound with danger, with get inside, with something is wrong.

A text card appeared over the grey background. White letters:

THIS IS AN EMERGENCY BROADCAST

RESIDENTS OF BELLWETHER COUNTY SHOULD EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY

PROCEED TO HIGHER GROUND

DO NOT RETURN TO YOUR HOMES

The alert tone continued. And then it changed.

It was subtle at first. The two-tone pattern stretched slightly, the second tone holding a fraction longer than it should. Then longer. Then the two tones began to bleed into each other, the frequency of one seeping into the other, and the sound that resulted was not quite either of them but something in between, something that sat in the chest cavity in a way the alert tone never quite did, something that found a resonance behind the sternum and vibrated there at a frequency that was not exactly sound.

The text card disappeared.

The footage that replaced it was not a recorded emergency. It was live. Or it had been live. A room in black and white. High contrast, the blacks very black and the whites burning. A chair in the centre of the frame, wooden, straight-backed, the kind of chair you found in church basements. In front of the chair was a basin on a stand, the old enamel kind, wide and deep, filled with dark water. To the right of the chair was a television on a trolley, the old boxy kind, its screen dark. The television had no power cord. Clara could see quite clearly that there was no cord. The back of the set was visible at the edge of the frame and there was nothing attached to it.

Off frame to the left, a man was speaking. Clara could hear him. He was speaking very quietly, close to a microphone, and the reverb on his voice suggested a small enclosed space with hard surfaces. He was reading scripture, but slowly, turning each phrase over as if testing its weight. She could not make out the words entirely. She caught fragments. The waters. Before the face. Moving. The deep calling unto the deep.

No one was in the chair.

The room was empty.

Clara watched for two minutes. The man kept reading. The emergency tone beneath his voice kept stretching, kept finding that resonance between the tones, the thing that sat inside the chest. The enamel basin sat on its stand with the dark water in it, perfectly still.

Then the water moved.

Not much. The way water moves when someone steps quietly into a room several feet away. A ripple from nowhere. Clara leaned forward despite herself.

A girl spoke.

The voice came from everywhere in the recording, not from one side or the other but from all of it at once, from the grey walls and the black water and the dead television, from the emergency tone itself. It was the voice of a child, maybe ten years old, maybe younger, and it said:

Seven.

Clara sat back.

The room on screen was empty. The chair was empty. The basin held its dark water. And then the footage cut to static, and then to black, and then it ended.

Clara took the headphones off. She was breathing slightly faster than normal. She told herself this was the natural response to an effectively constructed piece of horror media, to a recording someone had processed and edited and designed to unsettle. She was a journalist. She had covered murders. She had stood in rooms where people had died and she had been professionally unsettle-proof for years.

She got up and poured herself a glass of water and stood at the kitchen sink and drank it looking at the dark window above the faucet, at her own reflection in the glass. The alley outside was black. The street lamp beyond it threw a yellow circle on wet concrete. Nothing moved.

She washed the glass and set it on the rack and turned around.

Her television was on.

The television at the far end of the room, the old 32-inch set she kept on the stand in the corner and had not turned on in three weeks because the picture had started stuttering and she was saving up to replace it, was on. The screen showed a room. A black and white room. High contrast. A chair. A basin. A dark window.

The room was different from the footage. In this room the window was different. The angle was different. This was not the recording she had watched. This was something else.

At the far end of the room in the television screen, barely visible in the deep shadow near what might have been a doorway, something pale moved. Small. Low to the ground. The movement was wrong. Not the movement of a person walking. Something else. Something that moved with its head down, the way a person would move if they were very cold or very afraid, or if they did not quite remember how upright movement worked.

Clara crossed the room and turned the television off at the wall.

She stood in the silence of her apartment and listened to the building. Upstairs the Shuffler had stopped shuffling. The city outside was doing its usual thing but it seemed further away than before. The apartment was cold. It had been cold since the heating went out but it felt colder now, the particular cold of a place that has been looked at from the outside.

She picked up her phone and called Marla Quinn's number again.

Seven rings. Voicemail.

She called again immediately.

Seven rings. Voicemail.

She sat on the couch with her coat on because the apartment was cold and she kept her eyes on the television, which showed her only its dark screen, and she sat there until Maddie came home from her father's at ten past nine and let herself in with her key and dropped her bag in the hall and came into the living room with the particular expression of a twelve-year-old who expects nothing and plans to find exactly that.

Maddie looked at her mother on the couch in her coat and said: the heating's off again, isn't it.

Clara said yes. She said how was your dad's. She watched Maddie's face do the thing it did now when anyone mentioned her dad, a flicker of something and then the closed door.

Fine, Maddie said.

She went to her room. Clara heard her door close, not slammed but closed with intent, the sound of a person who had decided that walls were preferable to conversation.

Clara sat on the couch. She could see the USB drive on the kitchen counter. She could see the envelope. She could see the ziplock bag with the mini DV tape inside it.

She thought: call Marla in the morning. Research the town. Find the story. Write the piece. Pay the rent.

She thought: three hundred and twelve dollars.

She went to bed at midnight. She lay in the dark and listened to the building and did not sleep for a long time, and when she did sleep she dreamed nothing she could remember, only that she was in a dark room and the room was full of sound, a frequency beneath sound, something that found the hollow parts of her and resonated there.

She woke at 3:17 a.m.

She knew the time because her phone was on the nightstand and its screen had lit up, but there was no notification. The screen was just lit. Glowing.

From the hallway came a sound she could not immediately place. A voice. Very quiet. She sat up.

She went to the hallway. The hallway was dark. At the far end of it, in front of Maddie's closed door, Maddie was standing.

Maddie was asleep. Clara had seen her sleepwalk twice before, at seven and at nine, and she knew the look, the slightly open mouth, the eyes that were open but not present, the particular stillness of a body running on something other than conscious instruction.

But Maddie's mouth was moving.

She was saying something, very quietly, and Clara crossed the hallway slowly so as not to startle her and bent down to hear it, and what Maddie was saying was:

The water is under the house. The water is under the house. The water is under the house.

Clara took her daughter gently by the shoulders and turned her and walked her back to bed and tucked her in. Maddie stopped talking. Her breathing deepened and slowed and she was simply asleep again, a twelve-year-old in her bed with her hair across her face.

Clara stood in the doorway of Maddie's room for a long time.

In the kitchen, something dripped.

She went to check. All the taps were off. The sink was dry. The sound had stopped.

She stood in her kitchen at 3:17 in the morning and she looked at the envelope on the counter and she thought: this is a story. This is a real story. There is something here that people need to know.

She thought: seven nights.

She did not know where that thought came from. It arrived complete, a fact delivered from somewhere outside her, and it sat in her chest at the exact frequency of that stretched emergency tone, and she stood very still in the cold kitchen until the feeling passed.

It did not entirely pass.

She went back to bed. She did not sleep again until morning.
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Chapter Two: Marla Quinn Dies With Her Eyes Open
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She tried the number eleven times the next morning, standing at the kitchen counter eating toast she had burned because she was distracted, scraping the black off over the sink with a butter knife, the carbon flaking down into the drain. Each call went to voicemail after seven rings. The same voice. The same please. By the eleventh call Clara was not leaving messages anymore. She was calling to hear the voice, to confirm the voice was still a recording and not something else, to confirm the number still worked and was still attached to a living person.

She did not call the twelfth time. She got in her car.

Harrisburg was two and a half hours from where she lived, from the rented duplex in the part of the city that had once been industrial and was now in the early and painful stages of becoming something else. She drove on the interstate in a car that needed a new timing belt and that she drove carefully as a result, never above seventy, always watching the temperature gauge. The sky was the flat white of early spring in Pennsylvania, the sky of a season that had not yet decided if it wanted to be winter or something better.

She thought about what she knew about Marla Quinn. Forty-eight years old, approximately. Social worker, retired on medical grounds, something with her back. Lived alone in Harrisburg in a rented apartment, one of those six-storey brick buildings from the seventies that looked like they had been designed to be temporarily depressing and had then been forgotten. Marla had given Clara a number of specific and useful details about the family she had reported on, details that Clara had verified and used without attributing them to Marla, which was the ethical version of what she had done. She had done the unethical version too, which was never calling Marla after the story died. Never following up. Taking and leaving.

Clara had done this with a number of sources over the course of her career. It was what the career required. You extracted what you needed and you moved on to the next thing and you told yourself the story mattered even when the story didn't make it and even when the people who had trusted you were left with whatever they had been left with.

She stopped for gas and a coffee just outside Harrisburg and sat in the parking lot with the coffee cooling in the cupholder and opened the RESEARCH folder on her phone.

She had read more of it the previous night after going back to bed and failing to sleep and getting up again at five. The more she read the stranger it got.

The Church of the Open Signal had been founded in Bellwether, West Virginia in 1979 by a man named Reverend Silas Vale. The church was not affiliated with any recognisable denomination. Its theology, pieced together from the newsletters and from several pages of what appeared
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