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The Obituary Nobody Wrote

UNIDENTIFIED MALE

Unknown – Unknown

An unidentified man, believed to have been between twenty-five and forty-five years old, was found on the morning of Monday, August 3, in the cellar hole of the old creamery at Esker Falls, a village that has lain under the Esker Falls Reservoir since 1914. The drought had taken the water lower than anyone living could remember, and he came up with the stones.

He stood about five feet ten. He had once broken his left wrist, and it had healed. Somebody had once paid a dentist to fill three of his teeth. He wore work boots, size eleven, and a brass belt buckle with a locomotive on it, and he had a quarter in his pocket.

He was a stranger to Esker Falls. Nothing in the village's records holds a place for him — not the city's 1912 maps of the taking, not the roll of families the historical society keeps, not the list of graves carried up the hill in 1913. As far as the records show, no one ever came looking for him.

He is survived by no one anyone has been able to name. He was predeceased by a whole town.

Services will be held when he has a name.

— Drafted by Greta Hollenbeck, Kinfinder Research, from what the records seemed to say


Chapter 1: Below the Waterline

The mud had dried into plates. They ran out from the shore as far as I could see, each the size of a dinner platter, and every one had curled up at the edges the way wallpaper curls in a house nobody has heated for years. I saw them first through Rosa Quintero's windshield, when the hemlocks on the left fell away and the reservoir opened below the road, and for a moment I did not understand that I was looking at the bottom of it.

"That's supposed to be water," Rosa said.

"How much of it?"

"All of it. Out to where it's still wet."

Where it was still wet was a gray-green lake lying in the middle of the valley like something left in a basin to soak, inside a broad bathtub ring of pale rock that seemed embarrassed to be looked at. And between the ring and the water, the land had come back. I could see the line of an old road, a dark thread of creek, and low gray walls running off at angles and stopping, the way fences stop on a farm.

We had left Kettle Kill at 7:40. I had said goodbye to Dex at seven on the cool linoleum of Pim's kitchen, red bandana on, water bowl brimming, Pim's box fan aimed at both. The forecast said ninety-one by nine, and no dog of mine was going to stand on a lake bed in that. Pim had said "Go on" in the voice he uses for boats that take too long leaving a dock. By the Ferry House door the tin parrot said RAIN. It had said RAIN every morning for a month. Nobody had the heart to tell it.

Rosa drove the way she talks, fast and without wasted motion, her WORLD'S OKAYEST MOM travel mug in the cup holder.

"There's a folder on the back seat," she said. "Read the first page. Don't read the second. The second is the budget, and it'll hurt your feelings."

The first page, on Bureau of Criminal Investigation letterhead, said in the prose of an office that has never been in a hurry that a request for genealogical consulting services in connection with unidentified human remains had been approved.

"It says 'consultant,'" I said.

"That's you. The Bureau doesn't approve things, Greta. The Bureau tolerates things. I had to get a captain to say the word genealogy out loud, in a meeting, in front of people."

"And the rate?"

"The rate is the state's."

I had met the state's rate before. It is a number arrived at in Albany by people who believe ink is free and the Thruway is a short walk.

"It says 'on behalf of,'" I said, "and then it doesn't say who."

"The state's paying, and my client is the man in that hole. Find his name."

For twenty-two years I wrote obituaries for a newspaper in New York City, and I never once wrote one for a man without a name. Unidentified male was a police phrase. It came across the desk in the briefs, two lines and an age range, and went nowhere. I looked down at the mud plates sliding by below the guardrail and found that I had already said yes and was only waiting for my mouth to catch up.

"Tell me what you know."

"The caretaker found him yesterday at dawn. Dr. Feld's team took him out yesterday afternoon. Feld won't tell me anything until two o'clock in Kingston." Rosa made a face at the windshield. "She said 'adult' and 'male' and 'two o'clock,' in that order, and hung up on me."

"That's two more facts than most of my clients start with."

"Don't get attached. None of them is a name."



Old Dam Road ran east along the north shore toward the dam, past mailboxes and shingled houses facing water that had walked away from them. The cicadas in the hemlocks sounded like a power line.

The city's access gate was a green steel pipe across a gravel track near the dam end of the road, with a city padlock the size of a cupped hand. A DEP Police SUV sat beside it with its engine running, and a man in a uniform so creased it could have stood up without him got out to meet us. He wore sunglasses, a clipboard and, somehow, a second hat, invisible, made entirely of jurisdiction.

"Investigator," he said to Rosa, with a small exact nod. "Sergeant Keith Barringer, New York City DEP Police." The nod turned a few degrees. "And you'll be Ms. Hollenbeck. You're on city property, Ms. Hollenbeck." He said it kindly, the way a doctor says you may feel a pinch. "The death investigation is BCI's, and we're glad to support it. If you'd both sign the visitor log. Time in, please. It's eight twenty-six."

Sergeant Keith Barringer of the New York City Department of Environmental Protection Police was born on city property, a fact he could cite by section and subsection, and saw no reason ever to leave it. He deferred to everyone with perfect courtesy and yielded to no one at all. In lieu of flowers, the family asks that you sign the log.

I write one in my head for nearly everybody I meet, almost always fondly. It's a habit left over from the desk. Under Purpose of Visit Rosa had written BCI. Under that I wrote his name.

"Mr. Tice will take you down," Barringer said. "He knows the bed better than the city does." He considered this, and amended it with care. "Better than the city's maps do."

Harlan Tice was already coming up the service road, not looking where he put his feet. He was lean and sunburned to the color of a clay pot, with a gray crewcut under a DEP cap so faded the letters were more a memory than a word, and rubber boots dried pale with mud to the shin. He was sixty-four, Rosa had told me, the keeper at the dam, and the cap had been on his head since 1984.

"Investigator." He looked at me. "Ma'am."

"Greta Hollenbeck."

"Yep," he said, as if he had heard of me and was reserving judgment. Then he turned and walked back down the hill, and we followed, and Barringer stayed with his gate.



The service road went down through a cut in the pale rock, and then there was no more road, and we were walking on the bottom of the reservoir.

The plates gave a little underfoot and held, ticking against each other like pages turned in the next room. The air smelled of baked weed and silt. The haze sat right on the ground, and the far shore wavered in it as though it hadn't decided to stay.

Harlan didn't speak until we reached the road. Then he put the toe of one boot on it.

"That's Mill Street."

It was a pale track of packed gravel running down toward the creek, with two wheel ruts worn by wagons more than a hundred years gone. Houses had been burned, a church moved, the dead carried up the hill and a valley filled with water, and the ruts had held.

He walked us down Mill Street and named what we passed, the way you introduce people at a wake. A cellar hole: "Parsonage." A square of stone with a dead sumac standing in it: "Store." At the bottom the Esker Kill ran thin and brown in its old channel, and over it stood a bridge.

It was one stone arch, dry-laid, not a lick of mortar in it, and the keystone still sat at the top of the curve like a held breath. Silt filled it to the haunches. It had carried wagons for most of a century and then carried nothing over nothing, under the water, for longer than that, and it was still perfectly round.

"Somebody knew what they were doing," I said.

"Somebody did." He pointed with his chin up the slope. "Church steps."

There were four of them, granite, set into the hillside above the old street. They climbed to the top step and stopped, and above them was nothing at all but haze.

"Church went up the hill in 1913," Harlan said. "On logs. They rolled it. It's up in West Esker now, steeple and all." He looked at the steps a while. "Steps stayed."

On the near side of the bridge the mud was oddly black, a patch of it, gritty as cinders under my boots, and Harlan stepped around it without a word. Beside the bridge a stone-lined channel ran along the bank, dry as a gutter. "Mill race," he said, and we went on along the creek toward the white tent.

The obituaries of towns are written by engineers, and they read like specifications. Esker Falls, settled about 1794, condemned in 1912; in 1914 the dam closed and the water came up over all of it. I had known the shape of that. I had not known it would look like a town that had only stepped out, and left its steps for when it came back.



The tent stood on the creek bank past the bridge, square and white and blindingly bright, its sides tied up for air. Orange flags on wire stems stood in rows in the mud around it. Under the roof was a rectangular pit lined with fitted stone, about the size of a generous kitchen. Strings had been stretched across it in a grid, and a few stones from its floor lay stacked at the edge, each one numbered in grease pencil.

"Creamery," Harlan said. "The Co-operative. That's the cellar."

That was all there was to see. Dr. Feld's people had taken him out the afternoon before, by the inch, and what was left was a stone room with no ceiling and a net of string across it. I stood at the edge with my hands folded in front of me, which is what my hands do on their own at gravesides.

The next morning, at the map table in the Ferry House, I would write that he came up with the stones. It was the one line in that draft I never had to take back.

"You walk the bed every morning?" Rosa asked.

"Since it came up. Morning and evening." Harlan didn't look away from the pit. "People come down with metal detectors. Shovels. They think it's a yard sale."

I asked him one question, which is all I usually ask the first time.

"What time was it, when you found him?"

"Found him just before six."

He said it to the strings. Then he took off his cap and wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist and put the cap on again, and looked across the cove to the point of land where the trees came down to a shingle beach and a screened porch showed among them.



Rosa's phone found one bar at the corner of the tent, so she stood very still and spoke to the medical examiner's office as if to a nervous horse. Then she covered it.

"Greta. There's a cooler in my trunk. Bring all of it."

"I'll go," Harlan said.

"Stay, Mr. Tice. I want to walk the edge of this with you when I'm off."

So I went back up Mill Street and through the cut, and by the gate my shirt had stuck to my back. Barringer got out of his air-conditioned SUV the moment he saw me, which I took to be procedure rather than courtesy.

"Ms. Hollenbeck. You'll want to sign out and in again."

"I'm only getting water."

"Then the log will say so."

I signed out at 8:57 and in at 8:58, and he watched me with the satisfaction of a man watching a clock strike correctly. "Ninety-one degrees," he said. "Weather service has it at ninety-one. At nine."

"Sergeant," I said, lifting the cooler out of Rosa's trunk, "how did it come in yesterday?"

"Mr. Tice reported remains on the creamery flats. By landline, from his house on the point. Cell service out here is what you see." He nodded across the water toward the porch among the trees. "He called it in at six thirty-one."

He said it the way he said everything, a spoken clock time, a fact on city property.

I sat on the guardrail in the SUV's strip of shade with the cooler on my knees, and took out my Pelikan and a card. Just before six, a man says, and he means ten of, or a quarter of. He does not mean twenty to seven. From the tent to that porch was a quarter hour's walk if you dawdled. Less, if you had found what Harlan Tice found and were in a hurry to tell somebody.

I wrote it in green. Green is for drafts. Black is for what I can prove.

Found ~5:50. Called 6:31. Forty minutes is a long time to stand next to a dead man.

It would go under my saucer that night, where the first card of every case goes.



When I got back down with the cooler, Harlan took a bottle and drank half of it without stopping, then held the rest against the side of his neck. Rosa was off the phone.

"Feld sent me a picture from yesterday," she said. "I want you to see it before two." She turned the screen toward me and kept it close at her hip, the way you show a hand of cards.

It was a belt buckle on a gray tray beside a little scale bar, the mud cleaned away. Brass, an oval longer than my palm. On its face a steam locomotive came around a curve of track that bent away behind it, raised in relief, every rivet on the boiler picked out. There had been lettering along the bottom edge, and most of it had gone green.

I didn't hear Harlan move. But his shadow came over my shoulder onto the screen, and his hand went out and took hold of the tent pole at the corner, and held on.

"Never seen it," he said.

It came a beat too soon, the way a man says I'm fine to a doctor who has only just come into the room. Rosa didn't look up from the screen, and that is how I knew she had heard it too.

Harlan let go of the pole. He set his water carefully on the cooler and walked off along the flags to straighten one that didn't need straightening. Behind him the four granite steps went on climbing toward a church that wasn't there, and across the cove the screened porch of his house sat in the haze and looked back at us.

Rosa slid the phone into her pocket. "Nobody asked him," she said, very low.

"No," I said.

In twenty-two years of listening to families talk about their dead, I had learned that people almost always answer the question they are afraid of first, before anyone can ask it. I opened a bottle of the state's water and stood in the shade of the tent and watched Harlan Tice straighten a flag that was already straight, and wondered what his question was.


Chapter 2: Remains

The medical examiner's office in Kingston was kept at the temperature of a root cellar. By the time Rosa had signed us in, my shirt, which had been stuck to my back since the access gate, had gone cold against me, and I was standing with my arms folded in a way that had nothing to do with decorum.

Dr. Joanna Feld noticed in the hallway. She was a small, quick woman with cropped gray hair, half-glasses on a cord, and the forearms of someone who has spent a career lifting things carefully. Without breaking stride she took a cardigan off a hook beside her door and handed it to me.

"It's the building's," she said. "Every detective in the county has borrowed it. Not one of them has ever washed it."

It was gray, pilled at the elbows, and smelled of other people's coffee. I put it on gratefully.

"Investigator. Ms. Hollenbeck. Come in," she said. "We're in here."

That was the first time I heard her say we. It was not the royal we, or the we of a department. She meant herself and the man on her table, as though the two of them had been working on the problem together since Monday and were glad of company.

The room was white and steel and smelled of nothing at all, which takes effort. He lay on the table under a sheet, a long low shape, and Dr. Feld did not lift it. She set her hand on its edge, about where a shoulder would be, the way a nurse rests a hand on a patient while she talks to the family. Along the counter, under a lamp on a jointed arm, a row of steel trays waited.

"I'll give you what we have, in order," she said. "Then you can ask me the things I won't answer."

"She does this," Rosa told me.

"I do."

I took out my Pelikan and a card and used the end of the counter for a desk.

"Adult. Male. Twenty-five to forty-five, and before you ask, Investigator, that is as narrow as the bones will go and stay honest. About five feet ten." She moved her hand an inch along the sheet. "We broke our left wrist once, a long time before. It knit well. Somebody set it, or we were young enough not to need much setting. Three filled teeth. Somebody took him to a dentist, more than once."

"Can you use those?" I asked.

"Fillings are wonderful if you have a chart to hold them against. We don't have a name to ask for a chart with. So for now they're just a kindness somebody did him."

I wrote that down word for word. People who talk the way she did hand you the sentence, and if you let it go by you never get it back as good.

The first tray held what was left of a pair of work boots. The leather had gone to dark curls, like burned paper, but the soles had kept their shape.

"Size eleven," she said. "Molded sole, and a modern tread. Leather goes in water and stone; this compound mostly doesn't. Taken with what the cellar has and hasn't done to him, I'll give you a range. So: not a hundred years — fifteen to thirty."

I thought about what that meant and did not say it. The water had closed over Esker Falls in 1914, and whoever this was had come long after the water. Sometime in those fifteen to thirty years, the bottom of that reservoir had been dry enough to walk on, and somebody had walked.

The second tray held a coin on a square of white paper, corroded green-black.

"Front pocket of the jeans," Dr. Feld said. "What was left of the denim held it." She slid a magnifier under the lamp, and Rosa and I leaned in together like two people sharing a hymnal. Under the crust there was part of an arch, and a date. "Missouri. One of the state quarters. Two thousand three."

"So he was alive in 2003," Rosa said.

"Not before 2003. After, any time."

I liked her for saying it so plainly. A coin is a floor, not a date. Quarters ride around in pockets and cup holders for years. That one could not tell us when he died, only the years he certainly had not, and in my trade that is not nothing. I wrote it in green: Quarter, 2003. A floor. Not a date.

The third tray held strips of something bright blue gone pale and brittle, and a tangle of coarse orange cord.

"Plastic tarp, fragments. Baling twine," she said. "The kind every farm in the county buys by the spool."

Nobody said what a tarp and twine meant. Nobody needed to. A man does not wrap himself up in a tarp and tie the knots.

The fourth tray held the buckle.

I had seen it that morning on Rosa's phone, held close at her hip. On the tray, under the lamp, it was heavier than it had looked on a screen: a brass oval, a steam locomotive coming around a curve of track. The relief was worn soft on the high places, the way a doorknob wears. Somebody had worn it a long time.

"You got more of the lettering," Rosa said.

"Some." Dr. Feld turned the tray a quarter turn and set the magnifier over the bottom edge. Most of the letters there were still green, but she had coaxed a run of capitals out of the corrosion: HORSESHOE CURVE, and something after it that had gone the way of the rest. "It's a Horseshoe Curve souvenir. The locomotive on the curve of track, that's the design. They sold these to visitors for years. My father-in-law had one in a drawer with his cufflinks and never once wore it."

"Where is the Horseshoe Curve?" I asked.

"Somewhere a railroad bends very hard." She took off her half-glasses and let them drop on their cord. "I do bones, Ms. Hollenbeck."

I wrote Horseshoe Curve — where? on a fresh card, because I did not know, and I have never found it useful to pretend to.

Then she came back to the table and set her hand on the sheet again, and her voice did not change at all, which was its own courtesy.

"There is one injury to the head," she said, "consistent with a blow, or with a fall against something hard; I won't say which."

"Can't, or won't?" Rosa asked.

"Won't, until I can."

She did not say more, and I did not ask.

"Last thing," she said. "I've taken a molar for the lab. It goes out tomorrow and should be there by the weekend. They'll try for a DNA profile we can put into the genealogy databases that allow law enforcement to compare. About ten days, if we're lucky."

"We're never lucky," Rosa said.

"Then we'll be patient." Dr. Feld looked down at the sheet. "We've had practice."

At the door I gave back the cardigan. She hung it on its hook for the next person who came in out of August, and looked at me over the half-glasses.

"The Investigator says you're the one who finds names."

"When the records will let me."

"Good," she said. "He's been waiting longer than the paperwork has."



The parking lot had been baking since noon, and Rosa's gray sedan had become an oven with a steering wheel. She started the engine, turned the air all the way up, and stood with the door open, letting the heat roll out of the car like something that had been living in it.

"The buckle stays out of the paper."

Rosa said it to the roof of the car, not to me, the way you say a thing out loud to make it policy.

"The quarter too," she went on. "The press office will put out that remains were recovered from the reservoir bed with some personal effects, and the investigation is continuing, and that's all it'll say. No boots, no tarp, no train."

Personal effects is one of the great phrases of my old trade, right up there with suddenly and after a long illness. It means we know more than we are going to tell you. I had typed it a thousand times at the desk in New York and never been on the side of it that knew.

"You think somebody will recognize it," I said.

"I think if anybody ever says the word locomotive to me about this case, and they weren't in that room or on those flats, I want to know who told them." She looked at me over the roof. "That's what holding a thing back is for. It's not secrecy, Greta. It's bait that doesn't know it's bait."

"Harlan saw it," I said.

"Harlan saw it."

She got in. The air was finally coming out cold, and I sat with my hands under my knees and thought about a man who had grabbed a tent pole and said never seen it before anybody asked.



By seven the shade of the Ferry House had crept far enough across the landing to count as evening, and Pim brought Dex home.

They came across the gravel at Pim's pace, which is the pace of a man who has docked boats for sixty years and sees no reason to arrive before the boat does. Dex wore his red bandana and the look of a dog who had spent the day on cool linoleum under a box fan. He drank half his water bowl, sneezed, and folded himself onto the old ticket bench with a groan of satisfaction.

"He ate," Pim said. "He supervised. He slept." He looked at the river, low and glittering and flat as a tray. "Hot out there?"

"Ninety-one by nine."

"River's tired," he said, as if that settled it, and went home.

The Hudson was so low the pilings showed a band of green weed I had never seen before, and the glare came off the water hard enough to make the marble counter shine. The box fan turned in the doorway, and the parrot beside it said RAIN with what I can only call confidence.

Jonah came a little after seven. I heard the F-250 before I saw it, and then he was in the doorway with a level in one hand and his dented green thermos in the other, stone dust still in the creases of his knuckles.

"You said tonight," he said.

"I said tonight."

The frame had leaned against the microfilm reader since the end of June: Danny Szabo's corrected obituary, a clean copy of page eleven of the Ledger that Marcy Bonesteel had sent me, in the same plain black as the others. I had waited, because the nail was Jonah's, and so, I felt, was the hanging.

Above the counter the five frames hung in their row: Gussie Plass, who had run the Ferry Lunch from that very marble; Grietje; Joey Kowal; Ambrose Teller; Dinah Sands. At the end of them Jonah's old square-cut nail stood out of the plaster, waiting.

He didn't need a stool. He set the frame on the nail, laid the level along its top edge, and watched the bubble as if it might tell him something new. He moved the corner a sixteenth of an inch. Then another. Then he stood back beside me.

Six.

I had not expected it to matter as much as it did. Six people who had been written up wrong, once, and now were not.

"Good," Jonah said, which from Jonah is a eulogy.

He poured coffee from the thermos into its cap and handed it to me, black and hot in a room that needed nothing hot, and I drank some anyway. He leaned on the counter beside Lenny's stool.

"Where'd Rosa take you?"

"West. Up into the mountains. The reservoir's so low the old village has come up out of it. Esker Falls."

He went still.

It was not a large thing. Jonah is a still man in general; he can stand at a wall ten minutes deciding where a stone goes. But this was a different stillness, the kind that comes when a man hears a word he hasn't heard out loud in a very long time. His hand stopped halfway to the thermos and stayed there.

"My grandfather's farm is under that water," he said.

The fan turned its slow head toward us and away. On the ticket bench Dex lifted his chin.

"Which farm?" I asked.

"Don't know." He looked at the six frames instead of at me. "He never talked about it. Only the once."

I waited. That is most of my craft: knowing a sentence is not finished and keeping quiet until it is. But he didn't go on, and I understood that he wasn't going to, not tonight, and that if I pushed the way I push at a county clerk, I would get the clerk's answer, which is a form.

Dex got down off the bench. He crossed the floor in three unhurried strides, nails ticking on the old boards, and leaned his whole weight against Jonah's leg, as if Jonah were a wall that needed holding up and he was the only one available. Jonah's hand came down without his looking and found the place behind Dex's ear.

"Hey, Dex," he said quietly. "Hey, buddy."

We stood like that for a while, the three of us, with the river going gold and then gray beyond the door.

I said nothing else. But I thought it, with his coffee going cool in my hands. Somewhere in Kingston there would be a map. The city did not drown a valley without writing down whose valley it was. There would be names on it, and lines between the names, and somebody would have been paid and signed for the money. A farm a grandfather had talked about only once still had a deed, and a deed has a book and a page.

I would find it. I would find it and put it in his hands, and until I could, I would say nothing about it at all. It is the only kind of present I know how to give.

"I should let you work," Jonah said at last.

"I'm not working."

"You've got a card out."

I did. I hadn't noticed taking it from my pocket. It was the green one from the medical examiner's office, Horseshoe Curve — where?, and I looked at it and set it on the counter under the six frames.

"Tomorrow," I said.

He picked up his level. Dex, deprived of his wall, sighed and went back to the bench. At the door Jonah looked up once more at the six frames, square to the bubble, and nodded the way a mason nods at work that will stand.

Then he went out to the truck, and I stood in the Ferry House with a dead man's question on the counter and a living man's on my mind, while the parrot by the door went on promising RAIN to a river that had not seen any in weeks.


Chapter 3: Taking Line

By eight the box fan in the doorway was moving the heat around the Ferry House without changing its mind about anything, and I was at the map table with the Pelikan filled green and a sheet of good paper squared to the edge of Gussie's marble.

Dex had taken the ticket bench at six, while the boards were still cool, and lifted his head only when the fan turned toward him. His water bowl sat full in the shade under the counter. My coffee sat on its saucer at my elbow, and under the saucer was the first card of the case, the forty minutes, where it had spent the night.

I write a draft for every one of them, before I know a thing, from what the records seem to say. Green is for what I think. Black is for what I can prove. No green draft of mine has ever survived into black without losing a sentence.

So I wrote him. UNIDENTIFIED MALE. Unknown – Unknown. I gave him his five feet ten and his healed wrist and his three fillings, because those were his and nobody could take them back. I gave him the drought and the cellar hole, and the stones he came up with. I gave him the buckle and the quarter too, because this draft was never going anywhere but the drawer under the counter. Rosa had said the buckle stays out of the paper. She had not said it stays out of my handwriting.

Then I came to the third paragraph and stopped, with the nib a quarter inch above the page.

He was a stranger to Esker Falls.

It had arrived on the drive home the day before, the way the easy sentences do, whole and confident and wearing a tie. A village under water since 1914; a man in molded-sole boots, not a hundred years in the ground. Whatever he had been, he was not one of the four hundred people the city moved out of that valley. The arithmetic said so.

But the arithmetic was mine. I had not seen the city's map of the taking, or the list of graves carried up the hill, or whatever roll of families a drowned town keeps. Every drowned valley in this state has a society that keeps one, and someone who keeps the society. I was writing what those records would say before I had opened one of them, which is the thing I tell clients never to do.

I wrote it down anyway. That is what green ink is for. And then, because I am who I am, I put a small green dot in the margin beside it, the kind that means come back here.

I was finishing the last line, the one about services being held when he had a name, when the screen door opened and my mother came in out of August carrying a tin of windmill cookies and a manila envelope, and I turned the draft face down on the marble without deciding to.

"Good morning," Rainey said. "You turned that over."

"It's a draft."

"You turned it over before you said good morning." She set the tin on the counter. "I am the administrator of a fourteen-thousand-member Facebook group, Greta. I know what a face-down piece of paper is. It is a post that hasn't been approved."

"It's police business."

"Then I don't want to see it," she said, in the tone of a woman who very much wanted to see it, and sat down on the third stool, Lenny's, with the dip that fits nobody. She wore a cotton blouse buttoned to the collar in ninety degrees and was not perspiring. I have never once seen her perspire; I believe she considers it a lapse.

From her pocketbook she took a dog biscuit for Dex, who crossed the floor for it and went back to the bench to eat it in private. From the envelope came clippings, cut square with her good scissors, from three weeks of the Ledger.

"Esker Falls," she said, laying them out in a row, the way she lays out hymn numbers. "The drought pictures. I've been saving them for the group, and now that you're up there, I thought it was time."

Somebody at the Ledger had stood at the overlook with a long lens. The bridge with its one arch. The four church steps going up to nothing. The old road line, pale as a part in hair.

Under the bridge picture, the caption read: Stone foundations exposed below the taking line at the Esker Falls Reservoir.

Rainey tapped it. "What is a taking line? It sounds like something out of the fishing column."



I explained it plainly, and once.

When the City of New York decided it needed the water of the Esker Kill, it drew a line around everything it would need: the whole valley floor, where the water would sit, and a margin of land above it, to keep the shore clean. Then in 1912 it condemned everything inside that line. Condemned means taken by law. You were paid for it, at a price a panel of commissioners set, whether you wanted to sell or not. That line was the taking line.

Everything below it was bought, emptied and cleared. The houses and barns were sold for salvage, or moved, or burned where they stood. The trees were cut. The graves were dug up and carried up the hill. The church was put on logs and rolled to higher ground. Then, in 1914, the dam closed, and the water came up over whatever was left: the cellar holes, the stone walls, the bridge too well made to be worth knocking down, and four granite steps nobody had a use for.

Above the line, you could stay.

"So it's a property line," Rainey said.

"It's the line between the people who got to stay," I said, "and the people who got a check."

She looked at the bridge picture for a while. Then she squared the clippings again, though they were already square.



She wrote her post on her phone at the counter, lips moving slightly, the way they move when she is choosing between two hymns of the same meter. It went up at 9:14. By ten the comments had started, and Rainey read them aloud as they came, because she believes a thing read aloud in the Ferry House has been entered into the record.

Lorraine Hollenbeck (Admin): The Village Under the Water — Esker Falls Comes Up for Air. This summer's drought has brought the old village of Esker Falls back into the daylight for the first time in living memory: the stone bridge, the church steps, the old main street. Photos courtesy of the Mid-Hudson Ledger. Please remember that the reservoir is city property and the bed is closed to the public. There is also a police matter on the flats, and we will not be discussing it here. Share your family stories below.

Gene Terwilliger: Will there be a shad bake?

Lorraine Hollenbeck (Admin): No, Gene.

Marge Osterhoudt: My grandmother had a postcard of Esker Falls, the main street with the creamery and a wagon in front. Postmarked 1911, mailed to her sister in Saugerties. All it says on the back is "Hot. Cows fine." I'll dig it out.

Ray Vosk: Kayak for sale, ten foot, green, hardly used. River's too low to put it in anyway. Message me.

Lorraine Hollenbeck (Admin): Ray, this is not the swap page.

Bev Kortright: My mother always said they moved the church and left the steps. I thought she was making it up. I'm sorry, Mom.

Paula DuBois: Ask Marion Speer at the Esker Falls Historical Society. She knows every cellar hole up there.

Rainey read Paula's aloud twice, once for content and once for punctuation. "Paula has always been helpful," she said. "It's one of her worst qualities."

I was thinking about every cellar hole, and a white tent on a creek bank, and how a woman in Kettle Kill could type a kindness without the least idea where it would land. Paula meant only that someone up there knew the place by heart: exactly the someone I had told myself, an hour earlier, that every drowned valley keeps.

I took out a card and wrote, in green, Marion Speer — Esker Falls Hist. Soc. — "every cellar hole." Then I set it beside the saucer, not under it. Under the saucer is for the first card only.

"Is that a lead?" Rainey asked.

"It's a name of somebody who might know where the leads are."

"That's what Paula is for," my mother said, as if she had arranged it. In fairness, she had built the room Paula said it in.



The card from Kingston was still on the counter where I had left it the night before, under the six frames: Horseshoe Curve — where?

I took my laptop to the end of the counter by the ticket window and turned it a little away from the third stool. Rainey noticed. Rainey notices everything that is turned away from her.

"What are you looking up?"

"A railroad."

"You have never cared about a railroad in your life."

"I'm making a start."

It took less than a minute; the things you are afraid not to know are so often the easy ones. The Horseshoe Curve is a bend in the old Pennsylvania Railroad main line a few miles outside Altoona, Pennsylvania, where the tracks swing nearly all the way around on themselves to climb the mountain. It was laid out in the 1850s, and trains still go around it. People have driven out to watch them for generations, and for decades they have gone home with something to prove it: postcards, ashtrays, and brass belt buckles. A collector's listing showed one, an oval with a steam engine coming around a curve of track. It was not his. It was its cousin.

I sat back, and Lenny's stool creaked under my mother, and the parrot by the door said RAIN.

Altoona. I let myself have the word for the length of one breath. Then I made myself list everything it did not mean.

A souvenir travels; that is the whole point of one. A buckle sold at the Curve could belong to a man from Altoona or a man from Ohio passing through. It could have been a present, or a yard-sale find, or won in a card game. The quarter in his





































