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    Try to walk this earth an honest man




    but evil waves at me its ugly hand.




    The radar watches me from above, shoutin’ down:




    “I hope you make it on this earth.”




    Sometimes this world will leave you, Lord,




    kickin’ and a-screamin’, wonderin’ if




    you’ll see the next day through.




    But as for me I do believe




    that good luck comes from tryin’,




    so until I get mine




    I’ll work the whole day through.




    —Jim James, “Honest Man”




    The river is within us, the sea is all about us.




    — T. S. Eliot, The Dry Salvages
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    The rain had been falling with a pounding meanness, without ceasing for two days, and then the water rose all at once in the middle of the night, a brutal rush so fast Asher thought at first a dam might have broken somewhere upstream. The ground had simply become so saturated it could not hold any more water. All the creeks were conspiring down the ridges until they washed out into the Cumberland. There was no use in anyone going to bed because they all knew what was going to happen. They only had to wait.




    The day dawned without any sign of sun—a sky that groaned open from a black night to a dull, purpling gray of morning—and Asher went out to walk the ridge and get a full eye on the situation. The news wasn’t telling them anything worthwhile. He could hear the flood before he reached the top of the ridge. There he saw the massively swollen river supping at the edges of the lower fields, ten feet above its own banks, a foamy broth climbing so steadily he could actually see its ascent, and then he knew he had to go get Zelda.




    They had all thought the last flood was as bad as things could get but the water hadn’t risen half this quickly. He maneuvered his Jeep across two bridges whose undersides were being caressed by the river and by the time he got to her house the water was nipping at her porch. He had to park on the rise at the top of her driveway and wade into waist-deep water that took his breath with its iciness. Zelda stood on the porch like a statue of an old woman, clutching a stack of picture albums. That was all she had grabbed.




    “Come on!” Asher hollered. The river raged so loudly he wasn’t sure if she could hear him and she made no motion to acknowledge she had.




    But then Zelda took a step forward and froze; he could see she was terrified. Zelda had been on this very porch the first time he ever met her. She had risen from her chair to embrace him, holding him the way his own mother never had. Another memory, too: they had gone wading in the Cumberland on the hottest day of the year. “You’re like a son to me,” she had said, gathering her yellow dress tail in one hand so it wouldn’t get wet, and he had realized then that had been one of the main reasons he had married Lydia: to have a mother, to have arms around him to let him know he mattered.




    The muck sucked at Asher’s legs as he offered his hand to help Zelda off the porch. He fought with his feet to keep from going any deeper. Finally she reached out, resigned to silence because of the swollen river’s roar. He pulled her toward him and latched his arm around her waist as they made their way back up to the rise where he had left the Jeep. Her body was hot and doughy to his touch. She sank in the mud and he had to pull her along and then carry her in some places. Butterscotch-colored water frothed around their legs, filled with tree limbs and garbage and all manner of debris they had to dodge. He helped her up into the vehicle and her fingers trembled in his grip.




    Still the rain was falling in a torrent, washing across his windshield in a violence of nature he had never before witnessed. He had never seen it rain so hard, ever, and certainly not for this long.




    Asher knew he shouldn’t drive through the water overtaking the first bridge, but they made it. The vehicle coughed up the hill, the engine choked with river but managed to recover just before it sputtered out. By the time they reached the second bridge it had disappeared beneath a pasture that had become a lake. Asher knew the land well so he switched back around and pulled onto the railroad tracks where they racketed along—the Jeep shaking like it might fall apart, Zelda letting out little yelps every once in a while—until they had reached the road to his house. The whole valley was under water. From where they drove along the ridge-line they could look down and see it all spread out before them like the end of time had come to Cumberland Valley.




    They watched a trailer home being swept away, the roof of a house, a pickup truck. Cows struggling to stay afloat. “Oh no! Asher!” Zelda said at that, as if he might be able to dive in and help the cattle to find higher ground, but they both knew there was nothing to be done. So many trees, all with the lush full leaves of late June. Chickens sitting in a calm line down the length of a white church steeple. It must have been swept from far up the river as it wasn’t familiar to him; he knew by heart the looks of every church nearby.




    Asher saw the brick walls of a house collapse and then the roof was swept down the widening Cumberland while two men stood on the hill, watching. He knew the house had only recently been built by a songwriter from Nashville. He hadn’t lived in there more than a couple months and now the house was altogether gone. Asher kept driving. He had to get back to make sure their house was still high above the water line, to see that Justin was alright.




    And there he was, waiting right on the porch for them. Justin leaned against the banister with his arms crossed. Still miffed because Asher had not let him go along, not knowing how dangerous the roads would be. He was eight, but small for his age, and more like an old man in his bearing and thinking. Just as they pulled in, Lydia stepped out of the front door as if she had been watching at the window, and went to put her arm around Justin’s neck but he scrambled away from her, running out to greet his granny.




    Theirs was one of the lucky houses, situated on the ridge where the water couldn’t reach them, although the river was far too close to put Asher at ease. The last flood had destroyed so much, but it had not threatened them. This one was licking awfully close and if the rain kept falling the Cumberland would have no choice but to keep rising until the water was seeping into their home. His church had been built on the highest point in those parts more than a hundred years before. But many in his congregation would be homeless. Some of them had only recently rebuilt from the last flood. He had no idea how he would handle all the care they would need.




    Throughout the day Zelda and Lydia watched the useless television news while Asher and Justin watched the river rise, watched the rain fall. Justin would not leave his side.




    “Are we gonna be okay?” he asked, his green eyes latched on to Asher’s green eyes.




    “Yes, buddy,” Asher said, his hand capped over his son’s head. “Don’t you worry.”




    But Asher was worried.




    Even worse than the rising water, even worse than the fact that he had not heard one siren or seen one helicopter or any sign of help from the government (they were alone out here, then, he realized, until the storm was over; help from the law always came after it was needed), even worse than when the electricity blinked out of being, even worse than Lydia doing nothing but praying in the shadowy cave of her room—was that they couldn’t find Roscoe anywhere.




    Asher stood in the doorway until Lydia said her quiet “Amen” then told her he was going out to look for the dog again. Although it was early afternoon her room was very dark; she hadn’t opened the curtains. He could barely see her as she knelt beside the bed. Just when he was about to say that he was leaving he could make out that she had extended her hand toward him. “Won’t you come here and pray with me?” she said.




    He stepped into the shadows with hesitation; he wanted to tell her that faith without works is dead, that God doesn’t hear those kinds of prayers. He knelt beside her at the bed and felt foolish in doing so. She had already bowed her head but now she lay her hand palm-up atop the bedspread. When he didn’t respond right away she turned to look at him.




    “What is it?” she whispered.




    He intertwined his fingers with hers and bowed his head. She followed suit, the words trembling quietly on her lips: “Lord, we come to you to ask that you help our little dog . . .” In their tradition he was expected to say his own prayer aloud as well, their words mingling into a sort of woven chant. But he didn’t pray aloud. He kept his head bowed and felt her sweaty hand in his own and all while she pleaded with God he could think only Please please please. That was the only kind of invocation he possessed now.




    He imagined the worst possibilities: Roscoe being swept away in the flood, his little front legs paddling furiously to stay afloat; even worse, Roscoe washed ashore somewhere, drowned, no more. This was one reason prayer was so hard for him these days—stillness was a danger for him, causing his mind to conjure the worst scenarios and dreads.




    He listened to her—“We know you can do all things, Heavenly Father, we believe that you know all and see all”—and wanted to believe that this might have some impact on them finding the dog, but he didn’t think it would. Not anymore. The way they thought of God and prayer and worship was so different now that it might as well have been a wide river between them, further widened by floodwaters. Asher remained patient throughout her long prayer but as soon as she finished he let go of her hand and bolted from the room and went outside.




    He roamed back and forth beneath the cover of the porch, hands cupped around his mouth, hollering the little dog’s name again and again. He kept expecting Roscoe to race into the yard—zigzagging around the three dogwoods in his showing-off way—and then skip up the steps and wend his wet body between Asher’s legs, jumping up to lick Justin on the mouth. But he did not come.




    “He probably got turned around because of the water being over his path,” Asher said to Justin when he came out. They both knew of Roscoe’s love for wading in the shoals in the mornings, rain or not. Asher found himself lying to his son again, something he had promised himself he would never do. “He’s smart. He’ll find his way back.”




    Justin turned his attention back to the sopping yard. He squinted his eyes to see through the spears of rain, watching for his dog.




    The house had grown hot. They opened all of the windows but this did little more for the heat than to add dampness. Zelda and Lydia cooked supper on the gas stove. They used what they could from the freezer since it would all thaw out and be ruined anyway. The adults picked at the pork chops and fried corn, nudging the food around their plates with forks, picking up their slices of bread only to sit them back down, uneaten. Only Justin was able to eat.




    After supper Asher stood at the window and watched the rain lash at the glass as greenish-gray clouds loomed overhead. Lydia came up behind him without warning and put her hand on the soft meat of his upper arm, causing him to draw away in a startled flinch.




    “Why couldn’t you pray aloud with me?” she asked, quietly. “For Roscoe.”




    “I said my own kind of prayer, Lydia.”




    “But you couldn’t pray with me,” she said. “Y’all everyone cut me out. Push me away. You, my own little boy, my own mother.” Her brow was knitted with grief. “Feels like I’m all alone in this world.”




    “I’m sorry it feels that way,” he said, and after a time she stepped away into the shadows.




    Asher went back out to help the closest neighbors but there was nothing to do except watch their lives float away or pray that their houses would be spared. This was too much, they said. This one felt like a judgment. They stood on the ridges together as the night gathered in, black and thick. The electricity was off as far as they could see, a total darkness unlike any Asher had ever known. He wondered about the two men he had seen earlier, and felt guilty that he had not offered them a ride while some of the roads were still navigable. Nobody would be going anywhere now.




    Back home they all sat in the living room without saying much. There was little to be said. Justin slept off and on, leaned against Asher on the couch, but he awoke at the slightest sound and sometimes at his own dreams.




    Around midnight the rain fell only in thin lines for a time and then it finally stopped, just like that, like someone had snapped their fingers, the night’s stillness somehow more threatening than the showers had been. Now they could hear the roaring river, churning with trees and houses and animals. They might have heard the cries of calves or the terrified whinnies of horses right through the walls of the house itself but all the other debris was too loud for that, a cacophony of loss. They didn’t know it yet but the flood had killed more than forty people and soon, once the floodwaters began to drop, corpses would be revealed in the treetops, trapped in houses, or washed up on the banks of the Cumberland River.




    Now that night had capped itself down around the world, Justin had grown more upset and was unable to go back to sleep after being awakened by a low, Rapture-like thunder.




    “I can’t stand it,” Justin said. There were tears in his eyes and he was struggling to not shed them. “He’s lost out there.”




    Sometimes Asher worried the boy might always be able to get along better with animals than other people. Other times he thought that might not be such a bad fate. If there was anything he had learned so far in life it was that dogs often made better friends than folks did.




    “It’s alright, little buddy,” Asher whispered against his son’s forehead, patting his small back. “He’ll make it home.” As long as he kept telling Justin everything was okay everything would be okay. He felt his own assurances might be the only thing holding the entire world together at this moment.




    “Hush crying, now, honey,” Lydia said, her voice sudden and stark in the darkness of the living room. Her face was lit with the glow from the candles. “Boys don’t cry and go on like that.”




    Asher set his eyes on her in a way to warn her against saying more. Why shouldn’t the boy be able to grieve over his dog?




    Zelda looked from Asher to her daughter, letting them both know that this was no night to argue.




    Lydia made her voice tender, quieter: “If he doesn’t toughen up I’m afraid the world’ll eat him alive.”




    Asher rose and took his son with him out to the porch.




    They stood listening to the moan and groan of the impregnated river. No lights anywhere. The threatening convulsions of lightning, way off in the distance back toward Nashville. Asher looked up. The clouds had drifted away and with all electricity gone there were more stars than he had ever seen in his life, stars strewn out in such a mass that they looked like shimmery silver clouds.




    “Look, Justin,” he said. “Look at all the stars.”




    “God,” Justin whispered.




    And then: he was gone.
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    Asher ran to the ridge first. Justin’s favorite place. He hoped that’s where he had gone instead of down to the boiling river that had spilled over into the lower yard. He knew that Justin was trying to find Roscoe.




    Asher raced behind the house and past the toolshed, one corner being devoured by the saturated ground, past their ruined garden—his bushy tomato plants beaten down into the rich black dirt by the rain, full ditches between each destroyed row—and onto the path that led up the ridge. Here the earth was so wet it sucked at his shoes. Up ahead were the thick woods crowding the ridge behind their house. Asher stopped at the mouth of the path to allow his eyes to adjust.




    The woods were all blackness, the full trees of high summer blocking out any starlight that might have guided his way. But he knew these woods so well he could walk through them with his eyes closed. The noise down at the river seemed larger now, a wall of grinding and moaning. Trees and cars rubbing up against refrigerators and the roofs of houses. Still Asher was sure he had heard Roscoe barking. Perhaps Justin had heard this, too, and was following the deceptive sound. Hearing has a way of fooling itself to believe what it wants.




    The night smelled like a rotten log, the kind that mushed under his foot on their evening walks together. Asher had taught his son the names of trees and how to identify them. The feel of the bark, the shapes of the leaves. The hickory trees were scaly-barked, the tulip poplars possessed greenish-yellow flowers in the early summer. Sometimes Asher would stop and put his hand out to rest against Justin’s upper chest. “Hush, listen,” Asher would say dramatically, trying to drill into Justin’s head the importance of this world up on the ridge. Then he’d tell Justin that birdie birdie birdie call was a redbird’s. “Remember that song, now,” he’d say, and the little boy would eat it all up, big-eyed and openhearted. Those days wouldn’t last forever. He thought of the way Justin carefully tucked feathers or bits of quartz or buckeyes into his nature collection when they found them and then hid them in his Prince Albert cigar box when they returned home.




    Asher hollered his name, over and over.




    He couldn’t see much except the black silhouettes of the trees closest to him. Once Asher had found Justin and Roscoe in a grassy bald back in the woods, asleep. Roscoe’s head rested on Justin’s arm like a pillow, his wet black nose touching Justin’s neck.




    Asher had come to the boundary fence and he was sure Justin wouldn’t have gone past that, so he took off at a jog until he had come back out into the starlit yard behind their house.




    He looked under the porch, in the toolshed (where he grabbed a great hank of thick rope, just in case, wrapping it around his torso from shoulder to hip), even in the doghouse. He cupped his hands and hollered his son’s name but his voice was lost on the wall of noise. He ran back into the house and told Lydia and Zelda to come help him look.




    “Vanished?” Lydia said.




    He had seen the lightning earlier and knew that it was most likely raining again to the east. More water back there could drive this flood up in seconds. Or Justin could just stumble into the water trying to save Roscoe. He was out there and they had to find him immediately. “We’ve got to look.”




    All three of them roamed the yard, calling Justin’s name. Lydia prayed aloud that he would be found. Asher felt sick to his stomach; they had lost him. He was gone. Just like Roscoe.




    “I’m going down to the river,” Asher called.




    “Asher, wait!” Zelda hollered, one hand out in front of her as if she were about to catch a ball being thrown to her. But Asher did not wait and didn’t realize for a moment that Lydia was right at his heels even though it would have made more sense for them to look in different directions to cover more ground.




    They had no other choice but to go to the flood. Here the tree cover was not so thick; the starlight managed to shine through the willows. Asher could see the flood growing before his eyes as if a tidal wave was sweeping toward them. He could see only the very tops of the concrete railings of the bridge and even they were disappearing as the water heightened.




    Then: the great screeching grind of the house pirouetting as it was swept down the Cumberland toward them, the surge of water unfolding itself across the valley, the three figures hollering as they ran toward them, the screaming of a child.
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    Asher didn’t know the two men running with Justin down the water’s edge, yelling and pointing to the floating house as if Asher and Lydia hadn’t seen it, hadn’t heard the people screaming from inside it. Asher didn’t know how he had the foresight to run to the nearest willow that wasn’t already submerged and tie the rope there. The men with Justin were shouting to him but he could not hear over the groaning of the floodwaters. He could see that the house was going to slam into the bridge and when that happened, the people inside might be forced into the water. He could make out two: a man, he thought, holding a child in his arms as he thrust his body out of a window that was crowded with tree limbs. The man was screaming and the child was crying and both were little more than silhouettes about to die.




    The larger of the two men with Justin saw what Asher was doing and ran to him. Asher thrust the rope into the man’s hands and hoped he would be able to hold it taut. Already the man had looped and tied the rope around his waist.




    Asher watched as the man disappeared into the water.




    They could no longer see the concrete bridge but it was clear to them when the house crashed into it. The lumber splintered and cried out. Trees and a car and cow corpses had been bobbing behind the house in the surge and now they all plowed into the side of it, the nose of the car bursting through a wall. The man and child were still in the window, the man folded over the windowsill like a towel, the child still holding on to him, still crying out. Now Asher could see only glimpses of them behind the building debris, but they were there. He did not think to pray and later he would remember this with guilt.




    The roped man had disappeared. Then, there was a jolt on the rope, like a monstrous catfish at the end of a fishing line, and the man was crawling along the top of the overturned car, hurrying but also careful in where he stepped across the underbelly of the vehicle. The child was screaming more loudly now, then pounded on the man’s shoulder to rouse him.




    The rope was burning Asher’s hands, cutting into his fingers and across the meat of his palm.




    Then, even though Asher had not prayed (perhaps someone else had, perhaps all of them had except him), the house turned in one ninety-degree angle so that the people in the window neared the bank. The rescuer wrested them out of the house and then pulled them across a few feet of the frothing water.




    When the roped man handed off the little girl—Asher could see her now—over his shoulder, the father in the window instinctively reached out for her as if the flood was carrying her away. He leaned out so far that he nearly fell from his precarious perch in the window. The rescuer pushed through the water—going under once, the child along with him, causing all of them on the bank to cry out and step forward.




    The father pushed himself out of the window and was swallowed by the river.




    The girl lay on the ground near Asher’s feet, Lydia and Zelda descending upon her as she coughed up floodwater and clutched at her throat as if being strangled. Only then did Asher see that most of her clothes had been ripped off and he looked away because she was older than he had thought, a teenager. He pulled his soaked tee shirt over his head and handed it to Lydia so she could cover the girl’s small breasts. The man with the rope turned to go back but then he collapsed, spewing forth a green spray of the river that had gulped down his throat.




    Asher let go of the rope and ran to the edge of the thrashing water, where the father had made it to a shallow spot where he could lie with the top half of his body out of the flood. He wasn’t able to pull himself forward any farther but he reached for his child, his hands out to her even as he fought to find air instead of river in his lungs.




    Asher waded in, hooked his arms under the man’s armpits and pulled him out of the water. He stood over him, suddenly aware that he was out of breath himself. He bent, his hands on his knees as he tried to gather himself. When he turned his head he saw them. The other two men farther down the slope. The one with the rope cutting into his waist lay gasping for breath. The other squatted on the ground, leaning over him, and then kissed the rescuer’s face (forehead, under each eye, even on the mouth), begging him to be alright.
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    Of course they knew them once they were able to see their faces clearly: Caleb Carey, one of the deacons at Asher’s church, and his daughter, Rosalee, just five years older than Justin. Their house had been washed nearly two miles down the river. Asher and the stranger helped Caleb walk up the ridge to the house. The other man carried Rosalee in his arms. They had not gone far before Caleb vomited up floodwater. Only a trickle, but he heaved violently as if there was more that never came. He ate at great gulps of breath.




    “He’s having a panic attack,” Lydia said.




    “No, I think he’s in shock,” Asher said. He’d been a lifeguard at Montgomery Bell one summer and had not realized until now that he had retained some of his first-aid training. Caleb collapsed under their arms. They carried his deadweight up to the house and laid him down on the couch, stacking two pillows beneath his feet.




    Caleb’s skin was grayish, his eyes very narrow. “She’s drowned,” he mumbled. “She’s drowned, Asher.”




    “No, no, Rosalee is right here with us. She’s fine.”




    “No. She.” He couldn’t say more, but his eyes had become large, unfocused.




    Of course, Asher thought. Not Rosalee. Caleb’s wife. She was nowhere to be found.




    By candlelight the others put Rosalee in the guest bedroom where Zelda would tend to her.




    “Is he dead?” Justin asked, suddenly next to Asher.




    “No, he’s just exhausted, and in shock,” Asher said. “But he’ll be okay, buddy. There’s no getting him out to a hospital tonight.”




    “I thought I heard Roscoe,” Justin said. “That’s why I ran off. I thought he was down there, barking.”




    “He ran right into me,” said the man, who had tied the rope about his waist, and when Asher got a good look at him he saw that he was the songwriter who lived down the road. He had that look of country music singers who never become stars nowadays, but always used to: square-jawed, handsome, but with too much worry on his face, too much living through the hard times. These days those men were the songwriters but not the singers.




    “Thank you for bringing him back,” Asher said.




    The other one laughed in a good-natured way. He was black-headed, black-eyed. “He brought us,” the dark one said.




    “I’m sure glad he did,” Asher said. “I could have never gotten them out by myself.”




    “I’m ashamed,” the smaller one said, “that I froze down there. I couldn’t make my legs move. I just couldn’t move.”




    No one said anything. It seemed that if they did his shame would bloom larger.




    For a brief time they watched Caleb breathe, gulping at air, then breathing so shallowly they could barely see his chest rising. Then the songwriter said his name was Jimmy and his partner was Stephen and they had only recently built the house down the road, the one Zelda and Asher had watched collapse earlier. Since Asher knew a songwriter owned the place, at first he thought Jimmy meant Stephen was his songwriting partner. But the way Jimmy said the word let Asher know he was searching for a reaction. Then he remembered Jimmy kissing Stephen down there by the water. He had not imagined it.




    Asher said “Oh,” nodded. He had never met a gay couple in his life—that he knew of, anyway. More than one of his congregants today had blamed this new flood on the Supreme Court’s ruling. No coincidence that the rain had started the same day as the marriages started happening over in Nashville, they said. Asher had said nothing because how could he argue with people who had just watched their lives carried away on the river?




    “We lost our house today,” Stephen said. “We’d been following the water’s edge for the last couple hours, and then this little feller showed up.”




    “I told them they could stay with us, Dad,” Justin said.




    “You’re that preacher, right?” Stephen said. There was some amount of suspicion in his voice.




    Asher told him he was and saw the men’s eyes meet.




    Justin’s head came to rest against Asher’s arm.




    “Poor little feller,” Jimmy said. “He’s a sight, now, ain’t he?”




    “He sure is,” Asher said, and situated Justin on the seat so that his neck wouldn’t be cricked.




    “We didn’t know what else to do,” Jimmy said, “but to keep walking until we found somewhere—”




    Then Asher realized how tired they must be, standing in that rain since early this morning, wading along the muddy edges of the water, saving Caleb and his daughter, clad in soaking wet jeans that must have been rubbing their skin raw. And then it dawned on Asher that he was sitting there in muddied clothes, too. And that the skin had peeled away from his hands in a half-inch stripe where the rope had burned through. They all needed food. They needed to rest.




    Asher took them into the house and then into his and Lydia’s bedroom and gave them pants and shirts, left them alone to change. Candlelight stuttered against the walls of Justin’s room as Asher passed and he could hear Zelda in there talking softly to Rosalee about her mother. Rosalee had seen her go under. “I had a hold of her hand,” Rosalee said, then could say no more. He eavesdropped long enough to hear that.




    The house seemed completely different with nothing more than candlelight. The ceilings higher, the rooms larger. All was shadows around Lydia as she stood in the middle of the living room.




    “Will he be alright?” she said, her eyes on Caleb, who was trembling in a kind of sleep.




    “I think so. His breathing is calmed down. I can’t find any wounds on him anywhere. He got bruised up a little, but that’s all.”




    “Did those men leave?”




    “No,” Asher said. “They’re putting on some dry clothes.”




    “We can’t have them in here, Asher,” she said quietly.




    “They don’t have anywhere else to go,” Asher whispered. “We’re the lucky ones.”




    “What would the congregation say? It’s not right—”




    “Not right to help people in trouble?”




    “I know who they are,” she said. “They’re—you know what they are, Asher. We can’t have them in here around Justin.”




    “So you wouldn’t want Justin around my own brother?”




    “That’s not the same.”




    “But you wouldn’t,” he said.




    She kept her eyes on his, unyielding.




    “They’ve lost everything they have,” Asher said.




    “I feel bad for them, but I don’t know what we’re supposed to do,” she said.




    “We give them a place to stay. That’s what. We be kind to them.”




    “Asher, you know as well as—”




    “Hebrews says to entertain strangers,” Asher said, thinking the Bible might have some sway on her.




    “Asher.” Lydia’s face was golden but hard-edged in the candlelight. “We can’t let them share a bed in this house.”




    Only then did Asher realize the men were standing in the hallway.




    “If you could direct us to the next closest place that didn’t flood, we’d appreciate it,” Jimmy said, his face lost to the shadows.




    “We’ve got plenty of room right here,” Asher said.




    Lydia started to speak, then put a hand to her mouth.




    “We won’t trouble you,” Jimmy said in his even way.




    “We don’t go where we’re not wanted,” Stephen added.




    They were all frozen there with silence between them: Jimmy’s hand on the doorknob, Stephen in the shadows, Lydia tucked behind Asher as if he were a shield, Asher in the middle of the room, feeling like a fool.




    “We appreciate the clothes,” Jimmy said.




    Stephen moved toward the door. “We’ll get them back to you.”




    Asher wanted to beg them to stay but he didn’t want to shame them any further.




    “At least let me get you something to eat,” Asher offered.




    “I can make you up a plate,” Lydia said, then, too late.




    They slipped out the door and Asher followed but they were down the steps and enveloped in darkness before he even got to the porch steps. He hollered and told them to follow the ridgeline north on up to their neighbor Kathi’s; she’d be good to them. He didn’t know then that the Cumberland had risen so high it had taken her home, too.




    “I’m sorry!” Asher called out above the roar of the flood.




    Asher looked up at all those stars again. It wasn’t right for such a sky to be shining above them when so many people had lost so much. But the sky doesn’t pay a bit of attention to the things that happen to us, the joys or sorrows either one.
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    When the water receded later that week, Asher took Caleb and Rosalee to Caleb’s sister in Nash­ville. Then he drove Zelda to her house, which had miraculously survived with nothing more than the front porch washed away. He made his way back in silence, weaving through Cumberland Valley to check on the members of his congregation and his neighbors. Most of the bridges had washed out, replaced with piles of brush and twisted guardrails, stoves, recliners, chunks of Sheetrock that had once been the walls of homes. The county roads had buckled under the weight of the water, and were now undulating strips of blacktop that occasionally broke away, as if the sides of the road had been bitten off. The bottomland along the river had morphed into ponds pocked with johnboats carrying people trying to find their belongings. Down near Greene’s Branch two men in a wobbly rowboat nearly tipped over as they pulled a body onboard. They were out in the middle of a cornfield and did not seem real until Asher caught sight of the corpse, a man whose clothes had been ripped away by the water, his side gashed open.




    He tried to pray but could not find it in himself to do so.




    Asher watched as his neighbors trod the soaked ground or waded the water, picking among the debris to see if there was anything that held some semblance of Before the Flood, picture albums whose photographs had miraculously not been destroyed, a stuffed animal, a pistol still in its lockbox.




    At the water’s edge, he found Roscoe.




    The dog’s coat was so matted with mud and dirt that Asher didn’t know him at first—but when Asher put his hand on Roscoe’s head and felt the familiar shape of his skull, he knew.




    “Oh, buddy,” Asher said, squatting down. Roscoe’s red collar had been ripped off, but it was certainly him, their good boy who had watched over Justin his whole life. Asher was overcome by a kind of grief he had never felt before, a feeling more like injustice. He carried Roscoe over to a patch of pinewoods and buried him with the shovel he had been using to dig out his neighbor’s belongings and he cried over the dog, over all the loss of today and before.




    But again he could not pray and felt no sense of that kind of prayer anywhere in him. He had spent his life finding words to make himself and others feel comforted. Always before the words were right there, without having to think much about them. Perhaps that had been the problem all along.




    So Asher kneeled and put his hand on the wet ground. “Roscoe, you were the best old boy that ever was,” he said. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”




    That was a kind of prayer, he supposed. There were different kinds of prayer and different kinds of belief and he might be able to figure all that out someday, but not yet.




    Asher roamed from one neighbor to the next, most of them members of his church. He embraced the ones who needed that, shook the hands of the ones who weren’t ready to be embraced. He helped them search for their belongings or push their vehicles out of the mud or stretch tarpaulins to sleep under. Anything to be near their house-seats. But he did not offer to pray with any of them.




    Asher walked up toward Kathi Hoskins’s house, situated on a shelf overlooking the Cumberland. In the aftermath of the last flood she had housed several of her homeless neighbors in her home high above the flood-line, and it was to her that Asher had sent the newly homeless men. But as he came up the ridge he saw Kathi’s house was gone. There was only the concrete foundation. A toilet and shower stall stood on it along with half a wall of crumbling Sheetrock. All else had been washed away. He found her sitting on the ridge with her three dogs crowded close, two of them curled against her and sleeping tired sleeps, one with his ears alert as if the house might come floating back and reassemble itself if he kept good watch.




    Asher sat down beside her, the two sleeping dogs stirring just long enough to make sure he was someone they knew and trusted. She did not speak but after a time she laid her head on his shoulder. Her eyes were fixed on the spot where her house had stood. Her flannel shirt was damp. He had never seen her without eyeglasses and wondered if she had somehow lost them in the race to get out of the house before the flood swallowed it whole. He sat with her and felt more at home here with the silence and his childhood friend and her dogs sitting in the pasture with the wet ground beneath them than he did back at his house.




    He reached home just as the sky was purpling into night. The dimming of the day yawned itself out over the troubled land as he stood looking at his house. He had to go in; Justin was in there.




    Just as his hand reached the knob, the front door swung open and Lydia stood large there. “Lord, Asher, you’re covered in mud. Won’t you undress here on the porch? I’ll get you a towel.”




    I have been on the road to Damascus, he wanted to say.




    He strode past her and Justin came bounding across the room, arms out to wrap around Asher’s waist. He knew the boy would be muddied and Lydia would have a fit, but he didn’t care. After what he had gone through today. The corpse. The dead cattle, eyes milky and bulbous. The people walking like ghosts. Roscoe. After all of that, he didn’t care about anything but this one moment of his little boy running to him.




    “Did you find him? Did you find Roscoe?”




    Asher told him that maybe Roscoe had gotten carried downstream and someone was taking care of him now and he was just fine and happy and was thinking of them but couldn’t get back. Asher told him that Roscoe dreamt of them when he slept. “I bet his new owner laughs at him for running and wagging his tail in his sleep,” he said.




    Lydia sat down on the ottoman with Justin and rubbed his back, round and round in a circle.




    “I bet they don’t know he’s thinking about playing with you,” Asher added.




    “I want him back, though,” Justin said.




    “The main thing is he’s alright,” Asher said. “Any day now he might come running through the woods and right up on the porch. If he can ever find his way back, he will.”
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    That night, Asher dreamt of his brother.




    Luke was caught in the dark, rocking waters, struggling to stay afloat among all the debris. Asher was standing on the ridge and he could see Luke out there, screaming, his face pleading with Asher to help him, to do anything. I’m drowning, he cried out. I’m dying. Yet Asher did not move. He wanted to, but his legs and arms would not cooperate. And then, the river swallowed Luke and he was gone.




    Asher shuddered awake, found himself slumped on the couch where exhaustion had overcome him. He remembered now, the weariness easing down over his body the way a midday cloud shadow can be seen, moving over a pasture. The tiredness, rock-heavy, from the top of his head to the soles of his feet. Justin had gone to sleep there with him, his legs stretched across Asher’s lap, mouth thrown open in complete rest, a soft little snore revving in his nostrils. Lydia had thrown an afghan over them.




    The house ticked with the kind of silence that happens only in the middle of the night.




    The dream had left him with a grief he could not shed. He slipped outside and sat on the top step of the porch, looking up at the night sky. No stars now, as clouds had moved back in. The valley was still and black; he could not even see the trees just past the porch.




    Ever since the men had come to the house he had been thinking of Luke.




    Ten years without his brother. He thought of their mother sitting at the yellow kitchen table while Luke danced across the red linoleum. Asher was laughing and clapping—only twelve, Luke four years older. Their mother’s mouth clenched into a wrinkled line, like a pink drawstring purse. “I Don’t Want to Know” on the radio—all those drums and that steering guitar and the hands clapping and the voices of Fleetwood Mac—and Luke was moving every part of himself, twisting, shaking, laughing with his head thrown back. Asher didn’t know what had come over his brother; he only ever danced like this when it was just the two of them. But the music had been too good and so he had jumped up to dance.




    Their mother darted up quick as a spider, snapped off the radio in one sharp click of her wrist.




    The word she had said to Luke then.




    (faggot)




    Luke ran from the room, from the house, down to the willow-shadowy banks of the Cumberland, where Asher found him later, watching the river.




    He remembered Luke’s whitish-blue eyes, the way a column of gnats had been churning above the Cumberland. The lush dark green of the trees, Luke’s clenched jaw, his refusal to cry. Up on the ridge a congregation of starlings arose in a great humming movement of blackness from the hickories, hundreds of birds becoming one undulating mass. A sign, he had thought back then. A wonder.




    The second time their mother had used the word was when Luke told her the truth.




    “It’s how I’m made,” Luke had said, his words even and calm, as if he were saying a blessing over supper.




    Their mother had run into her room and returned with their dead father’s pistol. She’d pressed the barrel against Luke’s forehead and Asher had been frozen in place as a strange calm overtook Luke’s face.




    “I’d rather see you dead than like this,” she said, her words cramped and close together like bad cursive. The pistol did not tremble in her hand. “Eat up with AIDS. An abomination. You’d be better off dead. You hear me?”




    “I’m alive,” Luke had said, and there had been no malice in his voice, only a statement of fact. “I’m here.”




    When she took the pistol away from his forehead a small red circle remained.




    Luke stood before her, his eyes trained on hers.




    “I was just trying to scare you,” she said. “Wasn’t even loaded.”




    “You’re the one who’s scared,” he said, and then he left. That was the last time Luke had ever spoken to their mother and he was long gone and unreachable by the time she died. Asher hadn’t seen him in ten years.




    He thought again of the two men, somewhere out there in the darkness, looking for a dry place to sleep. He could hardly stand the thought of it. He thought of Lydia, sleeping soundly back there in their bedroom, numbed by the church.




    Asher took note of how silent the night stood. Usually by this time of summer there would be a symphony of crickets, katydids, tree frogs, perhaps even early cicadas. But there was nothing except the black night and a complete quiet.




    He moved to a rocking chair and stayed there until the sky bloomed into dawn, a spell of stillness broken only when Lydia stepped out onto the porch.




    “Couldn’t you sleep?” she asked, very quietly, and sat in one of the rockers.




    He didn’t look at her. Across the Cumberland a jagged breath of mist was gliding along the ridge spine so he watched that instead. “I can’t do this anymore,” he said.




    “What are you talking about?” There was a little laugh in her throat at the last word.




    He turned to look at her then. She had closed her eyes and leaned her head against the back of the rocker. Her face was bathed in the pink golden light of the rising sun.




    There was a night he remembered, when they had first started courting. They had gone for a walk in the woods after church. Cedars breathing out their musk.




    “We don’t see eye-to-eye anymore,” Asher said, suddenly so tired, so weary.




    “We’ve got a partnership, Asher,” she said. She sprang up and went into the house, but he followed. In the kitchen she was scooping coffee into the filter with her back to him.




    He had been a sensation back when they first met, the preacher who was burning through all of the churches round these parts with his Holy Ghost revivals. He had visited her church and she had set her sights on him. After church they had stood at the door talking long after the last car left the parking lot, then he’d asked her to go to the Dairy Dart for milkshakes. She’d worn a dress decorated with little yellow Easter flowers. He liked the way she brought her fingers up to her mouth when she laughed, the determined way she had strolled into the restaurant, her shoulders back as if she owned the place. The next week they had walked through the woods and down to the Cumberland. She slipped her arm into the crook of his. Her laugh was big and full. The prettiest girl he had ever known, full of life and a desire to be of service through the church. The perfect pastor’s wife. They had only dated a couple of months before he asked her to marry him and they had run off to Nashville without telling anyone. She used to take hold of his hand and make him feel safe. She used to touch him and he had wanted that so much, to have someone reach out and put their hand on the back of his neck, to put their head on his shoulder.
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“Southernmost engages my most deeply hidden fears and hopes ...
love this book, and for it, | love Silas House.”

~DOROTHY ALLISON, author of Bastard Out of Carolina
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