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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.
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Stay in your seats, children, until I come back for you.

— Della Ashby, to her class



PROLOGUE — Wait Here

The morning of the last day, Miss Ashby lets me ring the bell, and so I decide it is going to be the best day of my whole life.

It is not a big bell. It sits on the corner of her desk, brass gone soft and gold with all the hands that have held it, and it has a little wooden handle worn smooth, and when you turn it over and shake it just right it makes a sound like a laugh. Every other morning Miss Ashby rings it herself, standing in the doorway with the light behind her, and we come running up from the shore road and the orchard lane and the houses along the water, and we line up smallest to tallest the way she likes, and she counts us. She always counts us. She touches the top of each head as we go past her into the room and she says the number out loud, soft, just to herself, one two three, all the way to seventeen, and when she gets to seventeen she smiles like she has found something she was afraid she had lost.

This morning she is tired. I can tell because the smile takes longer. And when I come up the steps last, because I am always last, because my legs are short and the shore road is long, she crouches down so her face is even with mine and she puts the bell in my two hands and she says, Birdie, will you do my counting for me today.

I am seven years old and I have never been trusted with anything, and now I am being trusted with the counting and the bell, both, and I think my heart is going to come right up out of my mouth.

So I ring it. I turn it over and shake it the way I have watched her do a thousand mornings, and it laughs, and the others come up the lane, and I count them. I touch the tops of their heads with my hand that is not holding the bell, the way she does, and I say the numbers to myself, soft. One is Tom Hendry who is mean but not today. Two and three are the Castle twins who you cannot tell apart and who like that you cannot. Four is little Sutton Pruett who cries at everything and is crying now, though I do not know at what, his face all red and wet, and I touch his head extra gentle and tell him it is all right, and he goes in. On and on until sixteen, and then me, sixteen and then me, which makes seventeen, and I look up at Miss Ashby to tell her, and she is not looking at me.

She is looking at the water.

I had not noticed it from down the lane. But from the top of the school steps you can see the whole valley, the church and the orchard and the long bright reach of the river, and the river is not where it is supposed to be. It is up in the orchard. It is standing in the orchard between the trees, flat and brown and patient, and it is in the schoolyard at the bottom of the slope, just touching the bottom of the slope, where this morning there was grass.

I have heard the grown-ups talk about it for a week now, the way they talk about a sickness in the family, in the kitchen, low, stopping when I come in. The dam. The new dam down the valley that is going to make the lake. They are going to make a lake out of Mercy, my father said, and I pictured a lake the way you picture a treat, blue and far off and someday. I did not understand that to make a lake out of a town you first have to make the town go under. I did not understand that a lake is just the patient shape of water that has been let in and will not be let out again.

*   *   *
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MISS ASHBY GETS US all inside and she shuts the door, and it is a good door, a heavy door, and with it shut I cannot see the water anymore and so I stop thinking about it. We do our sums. We do our letters. Miss Ashby’s voice is the same as always, even and clear, and when Sutton Pruett will not stop crying she sits him at the front and lets him hold the chalk, which is a great honor, and he stops.

But she keeps going to the window. Just for a second, between the sums. She goes to the window and she looks down the slope and she comes back, and each time she comes back her face has done a little more of a thing I do not have a word for yet, a thing that I will have all the time in the world, later, to find the word for. Her hands are very still. That is how I know. A teacher’s hands are never still, they are always pointing or writing or touching the top of your head, and Miss Ashby’s hands have gone still at her sides like two birds that have heard something.

Around the middle of the morning a man comes. He bangs on the heavy door and Miss Ashby opens it just a crack, and there is wind in it now, and the smell of the river where there should not be a river, and the man talks to her low and fast. I hear pieces. The bus. The high road. They said noon, the man says, they swore to me it would hold till noon. And Miss Ashby says something I cannot hear, and the man says, just keep them here, keep them off the road, the road is gone, just keep them here and dry and we will come for them, I am going for the truck, and then he is gone and the door is shut again and Miss Ashby leans her back against it for a moment with her eyes closed.

Then she opens her eyes and she smiles at us, the regular smile, the whole one, and she claps her hands once and says, well. Who knows a song.

We all know songs. She has taught us a hundred. But the one we sing is the counting one, because it is everyone’s favorite, the one that goes one for the gate and two for the gate and three for the children waiting late, and you clap on the numbers, and it goes faster and faster until everyone is laughing and missing the claps, and Miss Ashby stands in the front and conducts us with the chalk like it is a grand thing in a hall somewhere and not seventeen children in a wet valley singing while the river comes up the schoolyard. We sing it through three times. By the third time the light in the windows has gone the wrong color, gray-green, like looking up from underneath, and the floor at the back of the room near the door has gone dark and shining, and I understand, the way you understand a thing in a dream, without being told, that the dark shining is the water, that the water has come in under the heavy door, that it is in the room with us now and singing along.

Miss Ashby understands it the same second. I see it cross her face. And she does not scream and she does not cry, and because she does not, none of us do.

She has us stand on our chairs. She makes a game of it, who can stand the tallest, and we stand on our chairs in our wet shoes and the water comes up under them, brown and so cold it does not feel like water, it feels like a hand. And she goes around the room fast now, and she opens the cloakroom.

The cloakroom is the highest part of the school. It is up two steps at the back, where our coats hang on the low hooks and the floor is a little raised, and Miss Ashby has us climb up into it, all seventeen, into the small dry dark that smells of wool and our own lunches, and it is crowded and warm with all of us and it is almost nice, it is almost like a secret, like the best game.

She crouches in the doorway of it with the water already at the top of the two steps behind her, lapping, and she takes my face in her two cold hands. Birdie. You are the biggest in here now. I need you to keep them all together and keep them up high and keep them quiet, and I need you to wait. The truck is coming. The road is bad and so it is slow, but it is coming, and I am going to go and stand where they can see me so they know where we are, and the moment they come I will come straight back for you. Do you hear me. You stay in your seats. You wait for me. I am coming back for you.

And she takes the bell out of my hands, the brass bell, and she sets it on the high shelf in the cloakroom above the coats, up where the water cannot reach, and she says, if you get frightened, you ring it, and I will hear it wherever I am, and I will know to come faster. All right. All right, my loves. Wait for me.

Then she shuts the cloakroom door.

I think she shut it to keep the cold out. I have had a long time to think about why she shut it, and that is the kindest thing I have been able to land on and the thing I have decided to believe, that she shut it to keep the cold water from coming up the two steps after us, that she could not have known the latch on the outside would swell in the wet and seize, that she meant it as a wall and not as a lid. I have decided to believe that. I decided it a long time ago and I have not let myself unbelieve it, because she put the bell up where I could reach it, and you do not give a child a bell to ring for you if you are not coming back.

We wait.

I keep them together like she said. The Castle twins on my left and on my right, and Sutton Pruett in my lap with his face in my neck, and the little ones in the middle where it is warmest. We are very good. We are so good. We are quiet and we keep up high, standing on the bench under the coats with our chins lifted, and the water comes up under the cloakroom door in a flat cold sheet and climbs the wall in the dark, and I tell them what Miss Ashby told me, the truck is coming, the road is just slow, we wait, we wait for her, she is coming back. And they believe me because I am the biggest and because she trusted me with the counting, and that is the thing I cannot put down, even now, even after everything, that they believed me. Sixteen of them believed me because I told them what she told me, and what she told me was true, she did mean to come back, she was standing down at the waterline screaming our names into a valley that was filling up like a cup, I know that now, I know it was not a lie, and it does not help, it has never once helped, because true or not she did not come, and I was the one holding them, and I was the one saying wait.

When the water reaches the shelf, when it is at our chins in the cold and the dark and the wool, I do the last thing she trusted me to do. I reach up and I find the bell.

I ring it. I turn it over in the black water and I shake it the way she taught me, the way I did that morning on the steps when it was the best day of my life, and it laughs, that same gold laughing sound, here in the dark where there is nothing to laugh at, and I ring it and ring it so she will hear it wherever she is and know to come faster.

She does not come.

The bell goes under with my hand still on it. The laughing turns to a dull bronze knocking, the sound a bell makes when it is trying to ring under the water and cannot, and that is the last sound, and then there is only the cold and the dark and the seventeen of us holding each other in the cloakroom of the Mercy school, waiting, because our teacher told us to wait, and our teacher does not lie.

So we wait.

I want you to understand that we are still good children. That is what nobody up there ever understood about us, in all the years, when they crossed the street from our names and would not say the word school out loud and pulled their own little ones close when the water got low. We are not angry, in the dark. We are not waiting to hurt anyone. We are only waiting the way she told us to, all of us together and up high and quiet, sixteen of them and then me, which makes seventeen, and when I get frightened I ring the bell, and the bell is the only sound in sixty years of black water, a gold laugh going dull, over and over, so she will hear it and know to come faster.

*   *   *
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SHE IS COMING BACK. She said so. You do not give a child a bell if you are not coming back.

And now, after so long, something is changing in the dark above us. The water is going down. There is a kind of light up where the light has never been, gray-green and far, the color of looking up from underneath, and it is getting closer, the way a face gets closer when it leans over your bed in the morning to wake you. The water is going down and the light is coming and somewhere up there I can feel feet on the shore road again, real feet, the slow short steps of someone whose legs are tired from a long walk, coming down the lane, last, the way I was always last.

I take the bell in my two hands.

Sixty years I have kept them together and kept them quiet and kept them waiting, and I am so tired, and here at last is someone coming down the lane.

I ring it.

Wait for me, I tell her, the way she told me. We are all still here. We have done our counting. We have been so good.

Come back for us.



PART ONE:
THE DRAWDOWN
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CHAPTER ONE — New in Town
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Cora

I come down into the valley at the wrong time of day, which is the only time the map will give you. The state road lets go of the ridge in a long brown curve, and the light is doing the thing light does at dusk in deep country, going from gold to gray without ever passing through anything you could call evening, and then the trees fall away on the right and there is the lake, and I take my foot off the gas without deciding to.

It is the kind of view they put on a postcard, except that something about it is wrong, and I am three miles closer to the water before I can say what. The lake sits in the bottom of the valley the way water sits in a held hand, dark and still and ringed all the way around by trees, and a dam stands across the south end of it, gray and enormous and patient, and the whole thing is beautiful. But there is a band of pale ground all the way around the shoreline, between the tree line and the water, a wide bright ring of mud and stone and the bald stumps of things, as though the lake has pulled back from its own edges. As though it has shrunk in the night and not told anyone. From up here it looks like the bathtub ring in a tub somebody started to drain and then forgot.

I have spent eleven months learning to notice what is missing from a thing, so I notice it. That is what grief teaches you, if you let it, and I have not had much choice about letting it. You learn to hear the rest you cannot see, the held note under the chord, the empty chair, the year that is gone. My grandmother died in the spring and took the last of it with her, the last of the not-knowing I had grown up inside, and I drove down out of my life with one suitcase and a guitar I cannot really play anymore and a photograph in the glovebox, and now here I am, looking at a lake that is lower than it should be, in the only town in the world that ever meant anything to my family and never once let us speak its name.

Mercy. The sign comes up out of the dusk in reflective green. WELCOME TO MERCY, it says, and under that, POP. 2,140, and under that, in smaller letters, EST. 1961, which is a strange thing to be proud of, a town that started the same year it should have ended.

I know more about that year than the sign does. I know that in 1961 the county finished the dam and let the river in, and the old town went under the water I am looking at, and the new town climbed up onto the high shore to start again with a clean face and a clean story. I know it because my grandmother knew it, though she would have died before she said it out loud, and in the end she nearly did. The most she ever gave me, in eighty-six years, came at the very last, in a hospital bed two states away, when she was mostly gone already and her hand was a bird in mine. She said, you are not to go there. I said, go where, Gran. And she looked at me with the one eye that was still hers and she said, they let the water in early. She didn’t say where. She didn’t have to. The whole rest of my childhood had been a house built carefully around that one locked door, and I had spent my whole life walking past it pretending I could not feel the cold coming under it.

So of course I am here. Of course I am.

*   *   *
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THE PHOTOGRAPH IS THE only real thing I have. Everything else is the shape of an absence. The photograph I keep in the glovebox so I will not wear it out with my thumbs, and at the bottom of the ridge I pull onto the gravel apron by a closed bait shop and I take it out and look at it one more time, the way you touch a tooth that hurts.

It is small and soft-cornered and brown, and it shows a young woman standing on the steps of a building, a plain steep-roofed building with a little belfry, and around her on the steps are children. I have counted them more times than I will admit. Seventeen. She has dark hair pinned up and a high collar and she is not quite smiling, she is doing the thing teachers do in old photographs where they hold their face for the camera and let the children be the joy, and her hand rests on the shoulder of the smallest child in front of her as though she is keeping the child from running off down the steps. On the back, in pencil gone almost to silver, someone has written Mercy, and a year, and three words I have read so many times they have stopped being words and become a kind of pulse. Miss Ashby’s class.

Ashby is my name. It was my grandmother’s maiden name and it was her mother’s name, and her mother is the young woman on the steps, and her mother is the reason there is a locked door in the middle of my family that I have decided, at twenty-nine, with nothing left to lose and nobody left to forbid me, that I am finally going to open.

I do not know yet whether I am the granddaughter of a woman who was wronged or the granddaughter of a woman who did something to seventeen children. I have turned it over so many nights that I have worn it smooth and I still cannot read it. My grandmother’s silence could have been the silence of grief or the silence of shame, and those two silences sound exactly alike from the outside, and the only place in the world that knows the difference is at the bottom of that lake, and the lake is going down.

I put the photograph back. I pull onto the road. I drive into Mercy with my headlights coming on automatic against the gray, two pale cones going ahead of me into a town that has been waiting sixty years for an Ashby to be foolish enough to come back.

*   *   *
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MAIN STREET IS ONE street, the way these towns always are, a row of brick fronts with a war memorial at one end and a church at the other and everything a person needs in between, and it is handsome in the careful way of a place that has decided handsomeness is a kind of armor. The window boxes are full. The brick is repointed. There is a bank, and a hardware store, and a diner with a neon coffee cup that buzzes, and a library that is much too grand for a town of two thousand, a real stone library with columns and a name carved over the door, PRUETT MEMORIAL, which I will learn is not the only thing in this town with that name carved on it.

I park in front of the diner because the diner has lights on and people in it and I have not eaten since the last state. A bell over the door announces me, a real bell on a bent wire, and every face at the counter turns the way faces turn in a small town, friendly and total, taking the whole inventory of you in a single pass, and then turning back. I am used to it. I have spent my career being new in town, the music teacher they hire in August and let go in May when the budget comes back thin, eleven schools in seven years, and I have walked into a great many rooms that already had all the chairs taken.

The woman behind the counter is somewhere past sixty with a steel-colored braid and reading glasses on a chain, and she brings me coffee without my asking, which I take as a kindness until I understand it is a way of standing close enough to look at me.

You passing through, she says. It is not quite a question.

I tell her I might stay a few days. I tell her I am doing some family research, which is the careful phrase I have practiced on the drive down, and her hand stops for half a second on the coffeepot before it finishes the pour, and I file that away, because eleven months of learning what is missing from a thing has made me good at the small stillnesses.

Family from around here, she says.

A long time ago, I say. Before the lake.

The counter does not go quiet, exactly. It is more that the quiet that was already there gets a degree deeper, the way a room cools when a door opens somewhere out of sight. A man two stools down folds his newspaper. The woman sets the pot back on its burner and looks at me over the reading glasses, and her face is not unkind, that is the thing I will keep coming back to about all of them, none of their faces are unkind, and she says, there’s not much from before the lake, honey. They moved what they could move and the rest is under sixty feet of water. Folks here don’t dwell on it.

I say the name before I can stop myself, because I have carried it so long that it comes out on its own, the way you say a word in a language you are just learning and get it wrong and only hear the wrongness after. I say, did you ever hear of a teacher named Ashby. Della Ashby. She taught at the school.

I have said the name out loud in this valley for the first time in my life, and I watch it land.

It lands like a stone in a still pond, in rings. The woman’s face does not change but something behind it closes, a shutter coming down in a window at the far end of a long house. The man with the newspaper gets up and leaves money on the counter and goes, and the bell over the door rings him out, and a girl clearing plates at the end of the counter goes still with a stack of them in her hands and stares at me until the woman says her name, low, and she startles and moves. And the woman behind the counter takes off her reading glasses and lets them fall to the end of their chain, and she leans her two hands on the counter across from me, and she says, very quietly, with what I will only later understand was something close to pity, where are you staying tonight.

I have not booked anything. I tell her so.

There’s the Lakeview up the shore road, she says. Tell Marguerite I sent you. And then, still quiet, still kind, in the voice you would use to tell someone the bridge ahead is out, she says, and honey, whatever you came to dig up. The lake’s already doing it for you. You don’t want to be standing here when it’s done.

*   *   *
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MARGUERITE AT THE LAKEVIEW is older than the woman in the diner and harder to read, a small upright woman with a man’s flannel shirt and white hair cropped close and a way of looking at you that takes its time. She has me sign a paper register, an actual book, and when I write Cora Ashby in the line her pen, which she has been holding out to take back, stops in the air.

She does not say anything about the name. That is almost worse than if she had. She looks at it on the page, and then she looks at me, the long unhurried look, and she takes her pen back and she gives me the key to room one, which is the room at the end nearest the water, and she says, you’ll want the curtains drawn at night.

I ask her why, because I am tired and because I have spent a whole day being managed by kind people and I am out of patience for it.

She considers the question as though it is a fair one and deserves a true answer, which I will come to learn is exactly how Marguerite treats every question, and she says, the water’s low. When it’s low it sits down there at the bottom of the yard all night being a lake, and people who aren’t used to it get to staring at it, and staring at that water in the dark is a habit that doesn’t do anybody any good. She hangs the key on my finger. Especially, she says, somebody named Ashby.

I stand there with the key cold in my hand and the office smelling of old coffee and propane heat and I make myself ask it plainly. You knew the name.

Honey, she says, not unkindly, this town has spent sixty years not knowing that name on purpose. That takes more knowing than the other kind. She turns back to her little television. You’re paid through the week. The ice machine’s broke. Draw your curtains.

Room one is clean and brown and smells of the lake even with the window shut, a green underwater smell that gets into the towels and the bedspread and, by morning, into my hair. I sit on the end of the bed with the photograph propped against the lamp, seventeen children on the steps and the young woman with her hand on the smallest one’s shoulder, and outside and below me the lake lies in the dark being a lake, and I do exactly what Marguerite told me not to do. I open the curtain. I sit in the dark and I stare at the black water at the bottom of the yard for a long time, looking for the bottom of it, looking for the shape of the thing my family will not name, and the water gives me nothing back but my own lamp, a small gold light floating out there on the surface as if it had sunk.

*   *   *
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I DO NOT SLEEP WELL, and so I am up before the light, and I take my coffee down to the water to see in the dawn what I saw wrong in the dusk.

The shore road runs along the east side of the lake, and the Lakeview Motel sits on a little rise above it, six rooms in a row and a vacancy sign and a view that earns the name. I walk down to the public dock with my paper cup going cold in my hand and I stand at the rail and I look at the lake the way I have learned to look at things, for what is not there, and in the gray morning it is even plainer than it was from the ridge.

The water is low. Not low the way a dry summer makes a lake low, an inch or a foot, a tide line of pale rock. The water is low the way a thing is low when someone is letting it out on purpose. The dock I am standing on was built for a waterline that is now a body length below me, so that the ladder at the end of it ends in air and then in mud, and out across the flats that the water has given up there are shapes I do not want to look at directly, dark wet shapes furred with old growth, a fence post, the rusted ribs of something mechanical, the suggestion of a road going down into the brown water and not coming back up. The whole drowned valley is lying just under the surface, and the surface is dropping toward it like a sheet being pulled slowly off a face.

There is a notice zip-tied to the dock rail, laminated, official, and I read it because reading it is easier than looking at the flats.

NOTICE OF SCHEDULED RESERVOIR DRAWDOWN, it says, by order of the operator, for inspection and maintenance of the dam structure and intake works. There are dates. There is language about water levels and public safety and keeping off the exposed lakebed. And at the bottom, where these things put the name of whoever is doing it to you, there is a logo, a clean modern logo of a dam and a wave, and under it a name in confident block letters.

PRUETT DAM & POWER.

The same name as the library. The same name, I will find, as the high school and the road that runs along the top of the dam and half the headstones in the part of the cemetery they bothered to move. The family that built the thing that drowned the valley, still here, sixty years later, still running it, and just now, for reasons of inspection and maintenance, pulling the plug.

I stand on the dock in the cold with my dead coffee and I look at that name and then back out at the flats, at the road going down into the brown, at the place where the water is peeling back off the past one patient inch at a time, and somewhere out across the dropping lake, faint, carried on the flat dawn air the way sound carries over water, I hear a bell. Just once. A small bright bell, the kind you would ring to call children in, and then nothing, and the morning closes back over the sound like water over a stone.

There is no school out there. There is no anything out there. There is only the lake, going down, and whatever it is getting ready to give back.

I should leave. The woman in the diner told me to leave. My grandmother told me to leave before I ever arrived, with the last clear words she had.

I go back up to the Lakeview and I pay Marguerite for the week.

[
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CHAPTER TWO — The Golden Boy
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Asa

The thing nobody tells you about being a Pruett in Mercy is how little of it you have to do. The name does the work. I walk into the diner on a Tuesday and there is coffee in front of me before I have got my jacket off, and Dottie does not bring me a check because there has not been a Pruett check at that counter in living memory, and the men at the far end lift their chins at me the way you salute a flag, out of a respect that has nothing to do with anything I have personally accomplished and everything to do with a dam my great-grandfather built before my father was born. I used to think I would grow into it, that one day the deference would feel like something I had earned. I am thirty-two now and I have stopped waiting for that. You do not earn the weather. You just live in it.

This particular Tuesday I am at the counter because I have spent the morning at the dam, signing the kind of paper that makes a thing official, and I want a second cup before I drive back up. The paper was the drawdown authorization. Pruett Dam and Power, operator of record, hereby schedules a controlled reservoir drawdown for the inspection and maintenance of the intake works and the spillway gates, and so on, my signature at the bottom in the same place my father’s used to go and his father’s before him. It is routine. The state requires a structural inspection of the gate works every so many years, and you cannot inspect a gate that is sixty feet underwater, so you let the lake down a few feet until the works are dry, and a man in a hard hat looks at them and writes a report, and then you let the water back up and everyone forgets about it for another decade. I have done it once before, eight years ago, when my grandfather first put the company in my hands. Nothing happened. A heron stood on the exposed flats for a week and ate frogs and the engineers found a little corrosion and we coated it and that was the whole of it.

So I am not thinking about the drawdown. I am thinking about my coffee, and about a leak in the number two penstock that is going to cost more than the board will like, and that is when I hear the new woman’s name, the way you hear your own name across a room, by some animal trick of attention. Except it is not my name. It is a name I have only ever heard the way you hear a draft, the cold edge of a thing that is mostly behind a closed door.

Ashby. Two stools down, Dottie is telling Bill Castle about her, low, the new one, staying up at Marguerite’s, came in last night asking after the old school. Asking after a teacher. An Ashby, Bill, of all the names to walk in here saying out loud. And Bill Castle, who is sixty-five and has the broad pink calm of a man who has never once in his life wondered whether he was on the right side of anything, sets down his fork and says, quiet, well. Somebody ought to point her back up the ridge.

I do not know yet why the name sits wrong in the room. I only know that it does, the way you know a chord is wrong before you can name the note, and I am a man who has spent his life being comfortable, and discomfort makes me curious before it makes me careful. That is a flaw in me. I will pay for it.

*   *   *
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AFTER THE DINER I DRIVE up to the dam, because the inspection crew comes Thursday and I would rather walk the works myself than have a stranger in a hard hat be the first to write a number against my family’s name. The crest road runs along the top of the dam, two lanes of company asphalt with the lake on one side and a sheer gray drop to the tailrace on the other, and I park halfway across and get out into the wind that always lives up here, the wind that comes off a body of water that has nowhere else to go.

The drawdown is two days old and already you can read it on the face of the thing. There is a dark wet collar of concrete standing exposed above the waterline now, a band the color of a bruise where the lake has always been and suddenly is not, streaked with sixty years of green. Out along the shore the flats have begun to show, that pale dead ring widening by the hour, and below me, where the intake towers stand up out of the water like the funnels of a sunken ship, the gates I am paying to inspect are beginning to lift their shoulders into the air for the first time since the last draw. It is, I will admit, a little eerie. It always is, watching a familiar thing get lower, the way it is eerie to see a face you know asleep. But it is also just engineering. I have a leak in number two and corrosion on the gate seats and a board that wants the inspection done under budget, and a lake is a tool, and a tool you sometimes have to drain to fix. That is the whole of what I let myself think, standing up there in the wind. That is how comfortable a man can be, right up until the floor goes out from under him.

I do not expect to meet anyone up here who is not on my payroll. But when I drive on across to the far overlook there is a dented hatchback with out-of-state plates parked crooked across two spaces, and a woman standing at the rail with her arms crossed against the wind, reading the interpretive sign the company put up thirty years ago, the one with the smiling cartoon water drop and the proud little history of the project, A GIFT OF POWER AND PROSPERITY, and she is reading it the way I imagine a prosecutor reads a thing. When she hears my truck on the gravel she turns around, and I will be honest, the first thing I think is not about the name at all. The first thing I think is that she has a face you would turn back to look at, not pretty exactly, too much going on in it for pretty, a wide serious mouth and dark unhappy eyes and a kind of held stillness, like someone listening for a sound under the sound.

Then she sees the logo on the truck door, the dam and the wave, and the stillness goes hard, and she says, you’re Pruett.

I am one of them, I say. Asa. And you would be the woman asking my town about a school that has been underwater since before either of us was born.

I mean it lightly. It comes out wrong, the way things do when you are used to your name making the sentence land soft for you. Her chin comes up.

Your town, she says.

It is a figure of speech.

Is it, she says, and she gestures with her head at the sign, at the dam, at the gray immensity of the thing my family laid across this valley, and she does not have to say the rest. PRUETT on the library and the high school and the road and the power that runs every light in this valley. My town. I hear it the way she hears it, for the first time, and I do not like the sound, and I cover not liking it the way I cover most things, with the easy authority that has always been there for me to reach for.

The lakebed is dangerous during a drawdown, I tell her. Unstable. There are signs posted. Whatever you are looking for out there, it is not worth going out onto those flats for.

I’m not looking for anything on the flats, she says. I’m looking for what happened to a teacher named Della Ashby and the school she taught at, and so far the most honest answer I have gotten in this town is a woman telling me to draw my curtains. So maybe you can do better. You run the place. She takes a step toward me, and the wind takes her hair across her face and she pushes it back without looking away from me, which I notice. What happened at the Mercy school, Mr. Pruett. Before the lake.

And here is the thing. I do not know.

I stand there at the overlook with the wind coming up off the spillway and a woman looking at me like I am the answer to a question, and I reach inside myself for the history I have been steeped in my whole life, the founding, the dam, the gift of power and prosperity, the proud cartoon water drop, and where the school should be there is nothing. Not a denial. Not a cover story. A blank, a smooth place, the suspicious smoothness of a wall that has been plastered over so many times you would never know there was once a door. I have lived in this valley my entire life and I could name you every turbine in that dam and I could not tell you the first thing about a school at the bottom of the lake or a teacher named Ashby, and standing there I feel the first cold finger of something I do not have a word for yet, the realization that a blank that clean does not happen by accident.

I do not give her any of that. I say, I’m sorry for whatever brought you here. But there’s nothing left of the old town but what’s under the water, and the water’s coming back up in three weeks, and my honest advice, since you asked for honesty, is to go home before it does.

Everyone keeps telling me to leave before the water comes back up, she says. Like the water’s the thing that’s going to answer me. She looks past me, out at the lake, at the wide pale ring of mud the dropping water has bared all the way around the shore. Then maybe I’ll wait for it, she says, almost to herself, and something about the way she says wait raises the hair on my arms, though I could not tell you why, and she walks past me to a dented hatchback with out-of-state plates and she drives back up the shore road, and I stand at the overlook longer than I mean to, looking at the blank place in myself where a school should be.

Because that is the part that will not leave me, driving back down the crest road with the lake going gray on my right. Not her face, though that stays too. The blank. I went to school in this valley. I sat through the Mercy town history three separate years, the founding pageant in fourth grade where I played my own great-grandfather in a paper hat, the high school unit on the dam project with the company film and the proud narration. I have read the bronze plaque in the library lobby so many times I could recite it. And in all of it, in twelve years of being taught my own town by people who loved my name, there was never once a school in the old town. Never a teacher. Never seventeen anything. A town that size, in that year, would have had a school. Every town did. It is the most ordinary building a town can have, and somebody, somewhere back along the line, went to the trouble of sanding it out of the story so smoothly that I, the heir to the whole account, reached for it just now in front of a stranger and closed my hand on air. You do not sand a thing that carefully unless you are afraid of the splinter. I do not want to know that. I drive home wanting very much not to know that.

*   *   *
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MY GRANDFATHER IS NINETY-one and he runs the company the way a king runs a country from his sickbed, which is to say completely and through other people. He lives up at the old house above the dam, the first house the family built when there was a family to build it, a tall dark Victorian set into the slope with a porch that looks down the whole length of the lake, and I drive up that evening to brief him on the penstock leak because he likes to be briefed and because there is no one else left who remembers when the thing was built and might know where the bodies are, figuratively, in the engineering sense.

I find him on the porch with a blanket on his knees, watching the water, the way I have found him on that porch a thousand evenings of my life. As a boy I thought the watching was pride, a man looking out at the great thing his father made and he kept. As a younger man I thought it was just what the very old do, sit and look at a view because the view does not ask anything of them. It is only now, climbing the porch steps in the cold with the lake gone strangely low and pale below us, that I find myself wondering for the first time whether all those evenings were not pride or rest at all, but a watch. A man keeping one eye, every single night for sixty years, on a sleeping animal, listening for the change in its breathing.

I tell him about the penstock. He waves it off, it is money, money is the one problem the family has never had. Then he says, not looking at me, still looking at the water, you signed the drawdown.

Inspection’s due, I say. State requires it. Same as eight years ago.

How far, he says.

I tell him. Twelve feet, maybe fourteen, enough to dry the gate works, two more weeks of letting it down and then we close up and refill.

And for the first time in a long time my grandfather looks at me, really looks, turning his whole head, and his eyes are wet and pale the way very old eyes get but there is nothing soft in them, and he says, you bring it back up. You hear me. You stop the draw and you bring it back up now, tonight, you call the dam and you tell them no more.

I think he is confused. It happens, at his age, in the evenings. I tell him gently that we cannot inspect the gates without drying them, that this is routine, that nothing happened last time.

Last time it did not get low enough, he says, and his hand comes off the blanket and closes on my wrist, and his grip is terrible, it is the grip of a much younger man, the grip of someone holding on at the edge of something. There are things down there, Asa, that this family agreed a long time ago would stay down there. You let that water off them and you are not inspecting a gate. You are opening a door this town spent sixty years and a great deal of money making sure stayed shut.

And I, fool that I am, golden boy that I am, comfortable in my weather, I almost laugh. I think it is the past talking, the long strange guilt of old men who built big things in hard times. I pat his terrible hand and I tell him I will look into it, the way you tell an old man anything, and I ask him, half joking, what door, what is down there, and his face does a thing I have never seen it do.

It goes afraid.

There was a woman here today, I say, slower now, watching him. A woman asking about the old
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