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Thinking of Thad Beaumont and George Stark




        

“Sometimes I feel that the stories were written by them to me, asking me to communicate their sorrows and explain their dreams.”

—Kenneth Millar

Presque vu:

“The phenomena and events in the visual field point in a certain direction; that is, they suggest an end which is not quite reached, or they lack proper completion…”

—Heinrich Klüver

“He also added, somewhat apocalyptically, that the dam would represent a perpetual menace to towns downstream.”

—Bob Steuding, The Last of the Handmade Dams: The Story of the Ashokan Reservoir
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October 20, 2000

UPSTREAM

1

Molly packed a black silk bag that could be worn as a hood, because she did not want her eyes to open again until she was back in Galesburg.

The bag was soft and lovely but it was also thick and dark, a stronger shield than the burlap sack or simple white pillowcase that she’d considered. And a kinder shield than the black garbage bag.

She put the silk bag inside her purse beside the spools of heavy saltwater fishing line and the long stainless steel hooks. The iron chains and padlock were already hidden on the bluff above the lake.

The sight of the hooks quickened her pulse, but she didn’t pause, simply folded the silk bag on top of them and closed the purse. She was a stoic woman and took pride in it. Unflappable, her father had called her once when she was a girl, and she’d taken pride in that, too. That was back when the town was emptying out, fewer families left each day, and each night her father took to his chair on the front porch and sat with his shotgun across his lap, prepared for the looters. He was wary of them but not enraged by them. He insisted the real looters had come from the state, and that the dam across Cresap Creek was the real theft.

The rest of this, he said, all rippled out from that first crime. Condemn a town and what did you expect to happen? Sin would flow downhill then, and the town would be left lawless and ungoverned after the ribbon-cutting was held.

She didn’t know if he slept at all those nights. In the mornings, he kept the gun in hand while he walked Molly to school. They would pass the ancient one-room wooden structure where he’d been educated, and he would nod at it or gesture with the barrel of the 12-gauge and tell her how much better it had been back then. Less greed, he always said. Less greed and more principles. Back then, Galesburg was a community rather than a place.

Then he would walk her to the top of the concrete steps in front of the new but already condemned brick school, watch her open the door, and give her a smile and wave, the shotgun held in his free hand.

She would smile back, refusing to show fear, not even in the final days when she was the only pupil in the school, when she sat alone at her desk in the two-story brick building with all of its strange sounds. Or, stranger still, its absence of sounds.

She was Molly Mathers, and she was unflappable. Stoic.

Decades had passed since then, but her temperament hadn’t changed. When she left her bedroom, she was tempted to pause and look in the mirror, to stare at her own image as if it were another person and offer that woman a farewell. That was overly dramatic, though. Unnecessary. She passed by the mirror, knowing that the only face she needed to see today was her granddaughter’s. Of course, that meant a stop by the school. Molly dreaded setting foot in the school, but it had to be done.

She walked out of the bedroom, shut the door behind her, and went down the narrow hall with its antiquated floral wallpaper and then down the creaking stairs to the foyer. To her left was the dining room and, to her right, the library. A formal, stuffy room, a heightened version of the rest of the house, more museum than home. She’d always liked the walls lined with bookshelves, though.

She passed through it now, crossing to the far wall, where a weathered wooden sign read THE GALESBURG SCHOOL. Her father had pried it off the original one-room schoolhouse before the building burned.

Molly hooked her fingers under the molding of the shelf below the sign and pulled. The wall swung inward on oiled hinges, the only door in the house that was always silent. She could smell the smoke and dampness on the other side before she could see the room.

She paused to let her eyes adjust to the darkness before stepping inside. It was too dark in here despite the numerous lanterns that hung from hooks embedded in the center beam. In all directions of the room, in every corner, the walls were lined with old photographs. Mostly photographs, at least. Some of the oldest were sketches. She was aware of each photo or sketch, knew precisely where and when it had been taken. It had been years since she’d allowed herself to study them closely, and she still knew them by heart.

She saw her granddaughter beneath the lantern light. Gillian sat at the desk, facing the chalkboard. Once it had been Molly’s desk.

Gillian didn’t notice her. She was immersed in a book. Brunette head down, blue eyes flicking left to right, nibbled fingernails—her one unbreakable bad habit—drumming off the empty inkwell at the front edge of the desk. Its emptiness was a tribute to Molly, symbolic of one of the few battles she had won with her own mother. Molly had promised she would attend to the lessons of the Galesburg School, but she’d also insisted that her knowledge of the contemporary world wouldn’t be denied. Respect the past but don’t live in it. The Pentel gel pen that rested near Gillian’s hand was a monument to Molly’s victory, relegating the old school desk’s inkwell to pointless status.

Looking at the desk now, though, Molly wasn’t so sure she’d won. Yes, the inkwell had been rendered pointless, but still it was present. The past was always present. It lived in antiques and memories, war stories and warnings, but it was never gone.

And never passive.

Molly left the bookshelf door ajar, casting a thin beam of gray light into the schoolhouse, and walked to her granddaughter’s side. As she walked, she glanced at the ceiling uneasily. The worn poplar planks above were always dark with char marks. Back when Molly sat beneath them as a student, they’d dripped as they slowly dried out, the water coming down in fat, chilled drops. She remembered when her own mother had first hauled them up from beneath the lake, working in a johnboat and using a grappling hook. Molly had been sure the terrible old planks would dry out eventually. They never seemed to, though. Even now, after the driest summer and early autumn in years.

Gillian turned a page in the book and read on. She still hadn’t looked up. She was through the portal now, transported to a fictional world. Molly loved to watch her when she was like this. Loved to know that she’d been carried away so completely.

“Do you like this story?” Molly whispered.

Gillian nodded without speaking. “Gill-ian, Gill like the ones on a fish,” her granddaughter would say indignantly when anyone softened the G and called her Jillian. Her right hand crept toward her mouth, a fingernail aiming for the edge of her teeth, that nail-biting habit that she couldn’t seem to outgrow. As if anticipating Molly’s correction, she stilled her hand and used it to turn the page instead.

The book was a battered paperback from Molly’s own childhood, The House with the Clock in Its Walls by John Bellairs, a lovely story that her mother had proclaimed an endorsement of witchcraft. That statement was made shortly before the family took the old homemade tincture to ward off flu season. What was the tincture if not witchcraft? Molly asked.

Tradition, her mother had said. Tradition and common sense. The world will forget them both until the world is reminded. Now take your medicine.

Now the book rested in her granddaughter’s hands, beside the empty inkwell.

The past was never passive.

Beneath the book were the worksheets that Gillian was supposed to be focused on. Molly could see some of the questions—Galesburg history, with multiple choice options, filled with old names and dates, people and places long forgotten to the world outside of this room. Then there were the math and science assignments. The formulas were advanced for a student of Gillian’s age, asking a lot of her, yes, but Galesburg had unique demands.

F = P x A

Beneath the formula, Gillian had sketched a picture of water pressing up against a wall. Beside the sketch, she’d written force on the dam = pressure of the water (x) area.

Molly tapped the worksheet with her index finger.

“Remember to think of this one as if you’re swimming underwater,” she said. “You know how your ears feel like they’re going to pop the deeper you go? That’s pressure. It’s the weight of the water above you.”

“Okay,” Gillian said, her attention still on the book.

“Which means,” Molly said patiently, determined to refresh this last lesson, “that the pressure increases when… Gillian? When does the pressure increase?”

Gillian finally looked up from the book. “When the depth increases.”

“Excellent,” Molly said, and leaned down and kissed the top of her granddaughter’s head. She wanted to linger, wanted to hold the touch, but knew she could not. She had rehearsed for this moment, had cried behind closed doors for years simply imagining this moment, and thanks to the pain of that preparation her eyes were dry now, and they would remain dry.

So long the planning, and so difficult the action.

“I’ll be gone for a while,” she whispered, giving Gillian’s left shoulder a squeeze.

“The store?” Gillian asked without looking up. Who could blame her for not looking up? As far as she knew, Molly was running nothing more than a mundane errand on a mundane day, and meanwhile Gillian had a great story in front of her, albeit an imaginary one.

Oh, how Molly wished her granddaughter might live forever in those imaginary stories. The real world waited, and the real world had sharp teeth. Each day apart from it was a treasure.

But the past wasn’t passive, and the past wasn’t patient.

Yes, the store, Molly thought, but in the end she could not lie.

“The lake,” she said.

Gillian looked up then. Turned up her earnest nine-year-old’s face, which had the dark complexion of her black father but the blue eyes of her mother’s Dutch roots, and looked into Molly’s eyes with the first of the questions rising, raindrops ahead of the flood, and only then did Molly succeed in recovering the focus of her long-rehearsed mission.

“I need to take a walk,” she said, managing a smile. “I need to take a walk by the lake.”

And so her last words to her granddaughter were honest ones.

She kissed Gillian once on the forehead. It could be only once, because Molly feared that any lingering show of affection would attract Gillian’s attention and then more questions.

When Molly stepped back, though, Gillian merely nodded and turned her face to the book once more.

Molly left the schoolhouse then, walking beneath the lanterns and the charred and water-stained ceiling. You could smell the water. It wasn’t a cellar odor, damp and musty, but the scent of a wild brook or spring, fresh and clean.

Fresh, at least. Hardly clean, though. Hardly that.

She made it out of the house before she began to cry, and even then it wasn’t bad. She let the tears fall but there were not many of them. Stoic.

She walked northeast through the woods, shunning the road and following the ridgeline, shortening the trip to the lake. The ground was blanketed in fallen leaves, so dry from weeks of drought that they crackled beneath her feet like kindling in a fire. The day was dull and gray but the leaves were a brilliant assortment of orange, yellow, and red. A long, lovely summer with its throat cut.

She came out of the trees on a high bluff overlooking the lake’s tailwaters, just below the dam. At the edge of the bluff a fist of bluestone jutted out of the earth. She sat on the stone, took her cell phone out of her purse, and made the call she had to make.

The dispatcher with the Torrance County Sheriff’s Department was both confused and concerned when Molly made her request for a welfare check and provided the address of her home.

“Why do you think something is wrong, ma’am?”

“It’s not what I think,” Molly said. “It’s what I know. Please send someone to that house right away. But I wouldn’t use the lights and sirens if you can help it. The little girl in there doesn’t need to be scared any worse than she will be already.”

The dispatcher pressed with more questions, but Molly disconnected. She made her second call then, and no one answered this one, which was not a surprise. Gillian’s father would be somewhere deep underground at this hour, somewhere beneath the sidewalks of New York City. He would understand the message she left for him, though. Molly didn’t know much about the man, but she knew that he would understand the message.

She knew that he would come quickly.

When she was through with her calls, she tossed the cell phone into the water below, then emptied her purse onto the rocks and threw the purse in after the phone. The purse stayed on the surface for a moment, and she watched as it was swept downstream, pulled hurriedly, hungrily, by the current before it sank.

She wrapped the fifty-pound-test monofilament fishing line around her belt, tied off the large hooks to the free ends, and let them dangle. They were probably unnecessary, but she was a thorough woman. There were plenty of timber snags in the water below, and between those and the weight of the chains there was little risk of being swept too far downstream, but she had to be sure. Go too far, too fast, and it might all be for naught.

Who really knew, though? There was no ritual for this moment. She’d created one because she wanted rules to support the promise. All she really had was the promise. The one made to her as a child. Galesburg waited for her.

Galesburg needed her.

When the hooks and lines were tied, she leaned forward, scraped leaves away from stone, and found the chains where she had hidden them. She wrapped these around her ankles, moving swiftly now, her breath beginning to tighten, her pulse accelerating. When the padlock snapped closed she felt her lungs loosen, as if this last step had been the relief of a burden. She felt better now. Not fearless, but not fearful, either. Just brave enough. That was all she had to be.

She stayed seated on the rock while she slipped the black silk bag over her head. The fabric was soft and smooth against her cheek. She secured it with a cinch and twist of the twine, a fast motion because she did not want to feel the trapped warmth of her own breaths while she could still rip the hood away. Her eyes were closed now, although it would not have mattered either way once the hood was on. She could feel the silk against her eyelashes like dust, something that could be blinked away.

Four steps to the edge of the bluff. The chains would keep her from taking full strides, of course, so she expected it would require eight steps, shuffling forward. Ten at the most.

She sat perfectly still for one long moment, feeling the cool hardness of the rock beneath her and listening to the rippling water below, and she reminded herself that she’d been grateful for each day of grace in this world and steadfast against each horror.

That was the job of living.

Molly Mathers had worked hard at it.

When she moved, it was in a single, fluid motion, rising and taking the first shuffling step forward. She counted the steps, curious about this final question: How many were ahead of her?

The answer was seven.

Then she was falling, the weight of the chains spinning her as she tumbled, a whirling pirouette of motion, like a leaf blown free.

The water was a savage shock, but it didn’t rip the black silk bag from her head.





October 27, 2020

DOWNSTREAM

2

Deshawn Ryan came out of one hole in the ground and walked thirteen blocks through the rain to reach the next.

Around him, the city of eight million people was a chaotic but soothing serenade of engines and exhaust, voices and shouts, horns and machinery. For thirteen blocks he would enjoy the sounds of the city, and then he would disappear from it once more.

This was the rhythm of his days. Descend into the subway, ride through the tunnels below the city to reach his stop, climb back into the daylight, walk the thirteen blocks, and descend again into different tunnels.

Usually he enjoyed the walk. Today, though, he hustled with his head down as cold rain fell from a washed-out sky that had hung above the city for a week at least, it seemed. Bleak. The rain came and went, but for the most part Deshawn wasn’t aware of it: he was six hundred feet belowground. A hurricane could blow through and he might not know. The twin towers had crumbled and he hadn’t known until he and the rest of the sandhog crew were rushed to the surface, birthed into the chaos and terror of that day.

Life could pass you by down in the tunnels, that was for sure. The tunnels kept life going up above, but up above, people didn’t give much pause to consider all that lay beneath. So long as things worked. When the lights went out or the water stopped flowing or the gas cut off, that was when they’d remember what went on down below.

Once out of the subway tunnel and down his thirteen blocks of crowded sidewalks, everyone jostling with heads down or umbrellas held close, taxi tires spraying water on people with outstretched hands at the curb, he made a right turn and walked another half block to a place that looked like any of a hundred other construction sites in the city. Tall aluminum fences, CAUTION and KEEP OUT signs, orange cones and reflective tape.

And cameras. Some easy to spot, others concealed.

A security guard let him through the gates. Inside were earth-moving machines, monstrous stacks of pallets, piled rebar, and wooden spools that stood taller than Deshawn and were lined with cable thicker than his forearm. There was so much crap stacked just inside the gates that the northwest corner of the lot didn’t draw your eye until you were almost up to the hole.

The hole was twenty-two feet in diameter and looked both innocuous and dangerous, like an oversized manhole missing its cover. That was how it seemed, at least, until you stepped into the cage.

The cage of green metal bars always made Deshawn think of the suet feeders he’d seen up in the Catskills, the ones that drew woodpeckers and nuthatches and ambitious squirrels. It was suspended by a steel cable that ran through a crane and down to a winch.

His morning commute ended, like it did for so many other New Yorkers, with an elevator ride. His just went down instead of up.

There were three men already inside, and about fifteen crates of dynamite. Josh Dunham was manning the controls of the winch, and he saw Deshawn and waited for him.

“Good day to go belowground,” Josh said as the rain sheeted down.

“Yeah, but that means I can’t keep a nice suntan like you.”

Josh laughed. He was an Irish kid who was so pale, he looked translucent. Forget sunburn; Dunham could get moonburn.

A lot of the guys were Irish. Plenty were Italian. Deshawn, the son of a black father and a Caucasian and Cuban mother, didn’t really fit the mold of the crew. The Irish guys and the Italian guys were mostly second-generation sandhogs. Some of them were third, and Matty Silvers was a fourth-generation sandhog. A lot of the old timers had turned it into a family affair. You were either born to go underground or you weren’t. You either appreciated the engineering majesty that was New York City’s Water Tunnel Number 3, or you didn’t.

Actually, you probably either appreciated it or didn’t really know that it existed. You just turned the tap and counted on the water to flow. Didn’t know that it was flowing down out of the mountains upstate, that nineteen reservoirs satiated the city’s thirst by funneling water through two tunnels that were tall enough to drive a bus through in some places.

Two tunnels for now. Three tunnels soon. That mattered, too, because the first tunnel had been completed in 1917, and the second in 1935, and those old boys needed some maintenance. Water Tunnel Number 3 would allow for the old tunnels to be shut off, inspected, and repaired, with many areas being seen for the first time since their construction. Water Tunnel Number 3 would allow for a crucial supply of fresh water in the event of any collapse of one of the others. Water Tunnel Number 3 had also been under construction for almost fifty years now, and more than twenty men had already died building it.

It was almost finished, though. Almost.

Deshawn would be glad to be done. As he stepped into the cage, heard the door clang shut behind him, and listened to Josh Dunham holler “Headed down!” he felt a pang of apprehension that was coming to him more and more frequently these days. He didn’t understand it. He’d worked in these tunnels for thirty years, and for twenty-nine of them he’d never been nervous on the descent.

Lately, though…

The sound of the rain faded to a faint patter drowned out by the mechanical hum and groan as the winch lowered them. The crew fell silent.

At one hundred feet belowground, the gray daylight was dimming rapidly above them, like a flashlight on dying batteries giving you one last memory of brightness. At two hundred it was full dark. The cable creaked, water dripped. Matty Silvers ripped a fart that echoed. Brian Bell told him to keep that pointed away from the dynamite. A few chuckles, then silence.

Four hundred feet. Five hundred. Cold air and moisture all around in the blackness. Deshawn’s hand on his flashlight but not triggering the light. Not yet.

Six hundred. The cable groaned, the cage shivered, and then they settled onto solid ground once more. The cage door opened, and everyone filed out. You moved fast leaving the cage, because lingering at the base of the shaft was one of many good ways to die down here. If anything tumbled into the hole, it was at killing velocity by the time it landed. Once a sandhog had been killed by an icicle. Thing broke off, fell noiselessly through the blackness, and impaled him like a sword.

Electric lights were strung ahead, but not many of them. That was why you always carried your own flashlight and headlamp. You relied on yourself for light when you needed it. At least, you did if you wanted to last.

Deshawn had lasted for three decades. He could retire now and he knew it. His muscled-up body, which had once sliced through high school defensive lines, was a constant chorus of aches. He was tired. He had savings, had a pension. He didn’t need to keep at the job.

But he wanted to see it through. Wanted to say he’d been here when it ended, when they finally opened up the valves and ran billions of gallons of cool Catskill water through these massive tunnels, and a half century of work was done. Lives had been lost down here, and too many limbs to count. Yeah, Deshawn wanted to say he’d been here when they opened it up and the whole damn job was done.

Lately, though… lately he was in a hurry. Not because of the fatigue or even the pain. No, it was his mind. His focus. He’d get to thinking about his daughter, who was with the city’s Department of Environmental Protection Police but stationed a hundred miles outside of it, guarding the reservoirs upstate, and then his mind would drift. Take him back to that strange weekend when he’d made the trip to see for the first time where, exactly, the water for his labors came from.

He would remember Gillian’s mother then. Kelly Mathers. Skin almost as pale as Josh Dunham’s, but with a glow. Eyes so blue they seemed like ice over water. But she had a shine about her, too. A pulse of energy, fully charged. And the passion? Damn, how he could still remember that. Passion wasn’t even the right word, maybe. Intensity. Her body lean and firm, powering against his, the way she’d swell with heat and the muscles in her thighs and ass would start trembling under his hands…

There’d been something different about that girl, no doubt. He’d known it from the first, but hadn’t understood the depth of the difference until too late. For twenty years now, he’d been wondering if he got his daughter out of the house in time. She never should have been left in that place, but that was exactly what Deshawn had done, overwhelmed by the sheer terror of responsibility that her tiny presence carried into his world. The need in her eyes. The scrutiny in them, like she knew he’d disappoint her.

I took her back, he thought, defensive and defiant, the same thought he’d had every day for two decades. Yeah, he took her back. As if the first nine years of Gillian’s life hadn’t mattered. Even after her mother died in the car wreck, he’d left his daughter in that strange house in that strange town. Entrusted her to her grandmother, making excuses that it would be temporary. If the grandmother hadn’t vanished, though, would he have ever come for his daughter?

You did. That’s what matters now.

He had gotten her the hell out of that madness, and she’d turned out so well. He was so damned proud of her. An accomplished young police officer; how could you not be proud of raising a woman like that? He’d found her the right tutors, the right schools, the right path.

As he walked through the cool concrete tunnel toward his day of blasting and hauling bedrock stone, the only thing he wasn’t sure of was that last part. Maybe he’d helped too much. Urging her to join the DEP police had made sense once, because it was the only department where Deshawn had contacts. She’d be guarding the city’s water supply, just like her old man. They’d both liked that idea.

At least he had until she’d requested the assignment upstate.

The academy was in Kingston, but he expected she’d be sent back to the city. The relocation to the Ashokan Precinct in the Catskills was unanticipated. The notion that she’d requested it was concerning. Did she have some desire to explore her old hometown, to remember old stories? He hoped not. He hoped he was the only one who’d—

“Deshawn?”

The voice came from over his left shoulder, back in the dim light of the bare bulbs that were hung along the concrete walls. Soft but not a whisper. Just low.

He stopped and turned toward the sound, expecting it was Matty Silvers back there, warming up to rip on Deshawn’s beloved New York Jets or share some dumbass joke or another.

It wasn’t Matty, though. The man who’d called his name was sitting astride a massive timber beam that held back the threatening press of loose dirt. He was at least fifteen feet in the air, way up above Deshawn’s head, and water dripped from his old leather boots and plinked off the timbers below. He was dressed in worn dungarees. A crushed-down, filthy felt hat rested on his head. He was young, no more than twenty-five, maybe not even twenty yet. Nearly a boy. Serious eyes, though, and they were locked on Deshawn’s.

“You gotta listen,” the kid said. “We keep tellin’ you things, and you gotta start listening to them.”

Deshawn was about to respond when he remembered that all the walls here were concrete, that no wooden timbers had ever been hauled down into or up out of this stretch of Water Tunnel Number 3. Then he hit the switch on his SureFire flashlight and sent two hundred lumens in the strange kid’s eyes.

The kid was gone. The light bounced harshly off the bare concrete walls, not a wooden timber in sight, and Matty Silvers lifted a hand and swore.

“The hell you doing, Deshawn? Tryin’ to blind me?”

The others stopped and looked back. Deshawn lowered the light, feeling their eyes on him but also feeling the prickle of fear along the back of his neck, something between a premonition and a memory, a tingle that reminded him of the weekend fling he’d had nearly thirty years ago in a quiet Catskills village, when a blue-eyed beauty traced his flesh with her fingertip.

“Yeah,” he said. “Figured I’d blind you, give you a chance to play quarterback for the Giants. Seems to be their only requirement.”

Matty snorted and raised a middle finger and someone else gave a chuckle, which was more than the line deserved, and then they were all in motion again, just a group of men walking along to work, six hundred feet below a city that was famous for all of its crowded buildings reaching to touch the sky.

Nobody else aware that Deshawn Ryan, who had more experience than any of them, was hearing voices that weren’t there, seeing things that couldn’t exist.

Maybe I shouldn’t stick it out. Maybe I should start pulling my pension. They’ll finish this thing with or without me down here, and the way my mind’s been drifting, it could be time to go.

Deshawn kept the flashlight beam pointed at his feet and walked on beneath the city.





UPSTREAM

3

Steve Ellsworth’s grandfather had always feared the rain.

There was a time when Steve had found that funny. Back when the confidence of youth allowed him to laugh at the way his grandfather would pace the porch and stare at the western sky when thunderheads formed. In those days, when Steve asked what was so worrisome about a little rain, Ed Ellsworth would cast an aggravated glance his way and then nod at the massive old birch that stood a dozen paces from the house.

“That big bastard will come down in one of these winds.”

He referenced only the wind, but it was the rain that scared him. He might face into a howling gust for an hour without complaint, but when the first fat drops of a summer storm or the sleeting shards of a winter shower blew in, he’d hustle for the door.

As Steve drove through a late-autumn storm with his windshield wipers slashing, he couldn’t fathom why his mind was on the past. All that mattered today was his son. Why his mind kept drifting back, he didn’t know.

Just focus on Aaron.

Aaron, yes, Aaron—waiting on a $500 cash bond against a $5,000 surety. You paid that whether you were the county sheriff or not. In Steve Ellsworth’s county, you paid it whether you were the president or the pope. The fact that it was his own son didn’t matter. And the fact that his own son had been arrested in his own county once more should have mattered a lot. That should occupy his full attention, demand every emotion and every jangling nerve, and instead he was thinking of old times, remembering his grandfather’s uneasiness with the rain, and thinking of how much this flood season would have distressed the old man.

Relentless rain for days upon days.

Steve tried futilely to accelerate the wiper speed, which was already on high. It was pouring down in a torrent, the type of storm that had troubled his grandfather the worst, one of those car-wash rains.

His grandfather had been in the ground for thirty years now. And, truth be told, Steve was relieved. Ed Ellsworth was a good, God-fearing man, and if he’d ever seen the day that his grandson drove to the jail not on duty but to bond out Ellsworth family, it would have crushed him with shame.

Outside of the jail, Steve’s parking space was open, of course; the sheriff of Torrance County had a reserved space. He was embarrassed to pull into that for business such as this, so he passed by and parked on the street, where he had to walk through the rain like any other parent coming to post bail for their wayward child.

He was soaked by the time he hit the booking room, entering in a rush of wind and water, and Gretchen, the booking officer, looked at him with surprise. Then her lean black face filled with sorrow behind the bulletproof glass. She hit the lock button without a word and there was a hum and then a metallic crack as the bolts in the steel door ratcheted back. Steve took off his wide-brimmed hat and shook it, shedding water onto the tile floor as he crossed the room and pulled the door open. The sheriff’s star on his hat glistened.

“Morning, Gretchen. I’ve come for—”

“I know, Sheriff. We’d have let him out earlier, but they told me you didn’t want that.”

“They told you right.”

Gretchen had been working at the jail for nearly twenty years, and she’d watched Aaron Ellsworth pass through first in a stroller, then riding astride his father’s shoulders, and now, three times in these last ten months, in handcuffs.

“He was with the Riggins boy again,” she said in a low voice. “If you could keep him away from that boy, Sheriff, I wouldn’t see Aaron in here again. The Riggins family has been—”

“Trust me, I know the family. But, Gretchen? So does Aaron. He’s making his own choices.”

She looked away. “You wanna go back and get him?”

“No. And I want him brought out in cuffs.”

She tugged on one carefully twined braid and chewed her lip as if she wanted to object, but finally she turned, hit the intercom button, and told the jailer who answered to bring out Aaron Ellsworth and to keep him in cuffs.

“The sher— uh, his father is here,” she said. “It’s what he wanted.”

It wasn’t so long ago that Gretchen had put together a care package for Aaron during his days in boot camp with the Coast Guard. Steve had been so proud of him then. How had it unraveled so fast? The dishonorable discharge, the return home, the drugs, and the fights. What had Steve failed to do that might have stopped it?

Gretchen didn’t speak while Steve paid her the five hundred cash bond against the five-grand surety and filled out the paperwork. The charges were possession of stolen goods, and possession of paraphernalia. That it was only paraphernalia told Steve this time Aaron had been smart enough to dump the drugs.

The boy could still learn, after all.

The door at the far end of the hall opened with a clang, and Steve looked down to see a jailer named Mike leading Aaron out in handcuffs. Aaron was long and lean, still with the deceptive muscles of the world-class swimmer he might have been, broad shoulders and disproportionally thick traps and triceps offsetting a greyhound’s build.

Of course, you had to look past all the tattoos to notice the muscles. How many of those had he added in the last ten months? Steve hadn’t minded the first few—what business was it of his?—but when the ink crept out onto Aaron’s forearms and the backs of his hands he began to worry. Was he hiding track marks? No evidence of that, and yet in a strange way Steve would have been relieved if he’d found them. If he had something new to blame for his son’s spiral.

Mike kept his eyes downcast as he walked down the hall. Aaron didn’t bother with that, regarding Steve with slouching amusement.

What did I do wrong? Steve wondered. If his mother had lived, would this have still happened?

“Okay, Mr. Ellsworth. Let me get your hands,” the jailer said. Aaron stopped walking and offered the handcuffs with a practiced understanding that made Steve’s mouth go dry. It wasn’t just that his boy knew the routine; it was that he seemed indifferent to it.

“Tell the officer thank you,” Steve said, his voice tight.

“Thanks, yo,” Aaron said, and Steve’s hands clenched the wet leather brim of his hat. He couldn’t lose his temper. Not here. Not in front of Mike and Gretchen.

“I’ll see you both in a bit,” he said, and they nodded in silence as Gretchen buzzed the locks again and Steve opened the outer door and watched his son swagger by and back to freedom. Twenty-three years old and walking like some jackass kid in a locker room, thinking he was hard, thinking it was all a game.

They went out into the blowing rain and Aaron turned toward the police parking lot.

“Wrong way.” Steve headed toward the street.

“The hell did you park all the way out there for?” Aaron said.

Steve’s foot wavered as he brought it down, the simple act of finding solid ground suddenly difficult. He took a breath and tried to tell himself that it was the drugs speaking and not his son, and also that it wasn’t his fault. Mostly he tried to tell himself that it wasn’t hopeless.

“Because I’m not here on police business,” he said, and then he walked to the car without another word, his hand clenched so tightly around the keys in his pocket that the edges bit into his skin.

They didn’t speak on the drive home. It was nine miles from the jail to the house. They drove through the heart of Torrance and wound up into the Catskills, Maiden Mountain looming in the fog, and below it the Chill—or, technically, the Chilewaukee Reservoir. Nobody in Torrance County called it anything but the Chill. Steve lived above the reservoir, well outside of town.

The rain had lessened, but a low gray mist hung around the brick ranch house that Steve had bought twenty-four years earlier with his wife. The yard looked bleak in the autumn mist, the grass browning, the woods long past full leaf. The basketball hoop where he’d spent so many hours with Aaron, games of H-O-R-S-E and around-the-world and free-throw contests, still stood in the driveway, but the old net was rotting, just a few filthy threads dangling from a rusted rim. Steve kept meaning to tear the whole thing down. It was nothing but an eyesore, and driveway basketball games were not coming back to the Ellsworth house. He could never bring himself to do it, though.

He pulled his cruiser into the drive and parked beneath the ancient hoop. Cut the engine and spoke without looking at his son.

“I’ve got to get back to work and catch up on the time I wasted on you this morning.”

“Sure thing,” Aaron said, popping the door and starting to step out. Steve grabbed him by his collar and slammed him back into the seat with force that seemed to startle—scare?—them both.

“The fuck are you doing?” Aaron said, and his voice cracked, the hard-guy act fading. He looked like a child once more, and there was a hint of fear in his eyes that both disturbed Steve and pleased him. You didn’t want your own child to be scared of you, but when you needed him to care, wasn’t fear better than nothing?

“I will be at work, so that gives you the rest of the day,” Steve said, forcing himself to stare into his son’s eyes, “to pack your things. Whatever you want to take from this place, go on and take it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m evicting you,” Steve said, and suddenly he understood the reason those old stories had been floating through his mind on the drive to the jail. It wasn’t the rain; it was the knowledge of what he had to do, and knowledge of the way those things intersected. Once, his grandfather had been forced to evict an entire town in the interest of greater responsibilities.

“Evicting me?” Aaron echoed in disbelief. “I’m your son!”

“Yes, you are, Aaron. You’re my son, and I love you. But I do not know how to get through to you anymore.”

“Oh, come on.” Aaron rolled his eyes. If you could get paid for rolling your eyes, the boy would already be retired.

“You’re my son,” Steve said, “and you’re also supposed to be a grown man. Been back here nearly a year after you washed out of the Coast Guard, and you’ve got no job, you aren’t taking any classes, you aren’t doing a damn thing except getting arrested and bringing shame down on this family. And you don’t care. I can’t be the only one who cares. I can’t.”

“You’re throwing me out? You’re serious? You are throwing me out of my own house?”

“Your mother and I bought that house. Your name isn’t on the deed. But I am giving you an option if you want to stay. There’s paperwork on the kitchen table about Peaceful Passages.”

“Oh, you gotta be kidding me.” Aaron lifted one tattooed hand to his face. “I’m not going to rehab. I don’t need to go to—”

“If you’re willing to go there, I’ll pay for it, and I’ll welcome you back here when you’re done. I’ll also pay for a lawyer to argue that you don’t need to take up residence in my jail. I’ll put my name and your mother’s name on the line for you again, in the courtroom and as a job reference. If you go that route, I’m in your corner against all comers, son. Do you understand that?” Steve was talking fast now, and his voice was thickening. “That’s where I want to be, but you gotta meet me halfway, Aaron. You have to.”

“It was just a bad night, and you haven’t even bothered to ask a single question about what actually happened!”

“Peaceful Passages for three weeks,” Steve said. “You come out of there, and then you come home. But if you’re not going there, then you’re not staying here. You figure out where you want to lay your head down tonight. If you want it to be on Tyler Riggins’s couch with ten beers in your bloodstream and whatever you put in your lungs or up your nose, you can go that way. Your next bed will be in a cell. We both know that. And, Aaron? This morning was the last time I’ll put up bail. Believe me on that.”

“This is bullshit.”

“Sure. So was the arrest, I know. So was the dishonorable discharge. So was everything in life that hasn’t gone your way. It’s all bullshit, isn’t it, son? Never your fault.”

Aaron smirked. It was an expression he’d patented in the past few months, one that said, Old man, you just don’t get it, you don’t begin to understand, you’re so damn dense that all I can do is laugh about it.

“You used to work so hard,” Steve said. “You’d go down to the lake and swim in the cold, swim in the dark, it didn’t matter, you worked your ass off because you knew what you wanted in life and you cared. Look at yourself now. I bet if you went out to the Chill and tried today, you wouldn’t be able to keep your head above water.”

“Like hell I couldn’t.”

“Well, you can’t do it in any other aspect of your life!” Steve shouted.

For a moment they sat there staring each other down, Aaron’s face filled with hate, Steve dearly hoping his own was conveying both love and resolve. They were intertwined, always. When Aaron had headed off to basic, Lily sent him a photograph of a rescue swimmer in high, turbulent seas off the Alaskan coast, and beneath it she’d written You can’t spell resolve without love. Steve had told her not to send that. It’s corny, he’d said. Moms are allowed to be corny, she’d told him with a smile, both of them happy and proud that day, both of them blissfully unaware that a clot was slipping toward her brain.

“I want you to think about your mother today,” Steve said, and, damn it, now his voice was shaking and he was close to tears. He could not allow that—not today. Today he had to be hard.

“Get out of my car, Aaron,” he said. This time, he got the hardness.

Aaron hesitated, bristling, and Steve thought first that he was going to speak, and then that he was going to throw a punch. Instead he simply climbed out of the cruiser and slammed the door.

Steve watched him stride toward the house, head down, shoulders hunched.

The rain had started again.
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After he finished burning the paperwork from Peaceful Passages Recovery Center, Aaron Ellsworth found the spare key to his father’s Silverado and then jogged through the rain to the truck, thinking that he’d head to a bar before remembering that it wasn’t yet ten in the morning.

He wasn’t sure if Tyler Riggins was out of his cell yet. Probably not. Tyler’s family wouldn’t jump quite as fast as the good sheriff.

For the last time.

What an asshole. Never even asking Aaron for his version of how the night had gone, just doing that bullshit routine of Big Cop Man, setting him straight. No questions from Sheriff Ellsworth, because he always knew the truth.

Somehow the most aggravating, bone-deep-insulting thing was the accusation that Aaron couldn’t still keep his head above water. Never mind that his father had meant it to matter in the figurative sense; he’d offered it in the literal sense, too, and that was the only thing that had stuck.

Of course I can still do the old swims. Every one of them.

But could he?

After thirty minutes of aimless driving, Aaron found himself pulling into the parking lot beside the dam at the Chill. Once he would’ve run here from the house, following three miles of ridgetop trails that led down toward the lake. He’d swim, then run again, chasing those ridge trails away from the looming peak of Maiden Mountain.

Today he drove into the parking lot. There would be no running. He just needed to prove he could conquer the tailwaters below the dam at the Chill. Shove that in his father’s face.

The big reservoir was an important spot to his family—they’d had the job of evicting a handful of weird-ass hillbillies who’d refused their eminent domain money back when the reservoir was created. Aaron knew those stories, and he’d heard others as a boy, as everyone in Torrance had.

Most of the stories concerned the Dead Waters. It wasn’t even part of the lake itself but the flood control system built downstream. There was a place below the dam called a stilling basin, a sort of pond below the churning tailwaters, an area for the water to spread out in during flood season, to calm itself before it roared toward town. It was known as the Dead Waters because it was one of the few places where you could still see the remnants of the gutted, burned-out foundations of old Galesburg, which had been torched before the reservoir filled. Most of the area beneath the lake had been farm fields and isolated homesteads, but below the Dead Waters were the remains of an old town hall, two churches, and a school.

In a dry year, when the water was low and the sunlight slanted at the perfect angle, you could see the silhouettes of the ancient structures below, particularly one tenacious church steeple that reached for the reservoir’s surface like it was trying to gasp a last breath.

Or grasp someone from above and pull them down below.

His grandfather, a man who’d known Galesburg when it was a town and not an artificial reef, had forbidden him from fishing in the Dead Waters. Aaron had been happy enough to stay away, lunker walleye be damned. There was something undeniably strange about that area, particularly in the twilight, when the fish were active but the dimming sun also seemed to expose more of the buildings below than it ever could at high noon on a warm summer day.

Strange, how that worked.

Naturally, the place bred superstitions, and superstitions drew crazies. Aaron remembered at least a dozen times when his father had responded to some weird-shit trouble out there. A murder-suicide one year. A group of overdosed junkies another. The wife of a local doctor who’d been found standing on the ice, stark naked, in February. She’d gone into a psych ward and, to the best of Aaron’s knowledge, never come back out.

The area between the dam and the Dead Waters was a magnet for madness.

Or, if you were a swimmer, it was a first-class test course.

Down where the tailwaters thundered like a Rocky Mountain river between the dam and the stilling basin, Aaron Ellsworth had become the best swimmer Torrance County had ever produced. Night swims and cold-weather swims—those had been his secret.

He’d trained that way since boyhood, and when he shattered every Torrance County record and several state marks, it had been those swims in the dark and in the cold that gave him the edge.

The swims his asshole father didn’t believe he could still achieve.

Let’s see about that, Pop. Let’s see about that.

He parked the Silverado directly in front of a sign that banned everyone except for authorized personnel. Beyond the small parking lot was an eight-foot-high fence with razor wire coiled over the top, and beyond that a stark and dismal-looking stone tower that seemed like it should have been part of a Depression-era prison. That was where the dam operators worked, staring at computers and opening gates to allow water to flow through the spillway, or sealing them to keep the water in. Maybe there weren’t even computers inside; Aaron had no idea. He just knew it looked like an awful place to work. He’d never set foot in the gatehouse, just walked by it on his way to swim in the restricted area below, the only place in Torrance County that had any current.

Everything in Torrance was stagnant.

The tailwaters, though, could get intense. When the reservoir was high, the tailwaters could get downright mean, in fact, and that was how a kid from the backwaters of the Catskills had become the best in his Coast Guard rescue swimmer class.

Until they booted him from it.

There was only one car parked below the gatehouse tower, and Aaron recognized it as belonging to Arthur Brady, the dam operations supervisor since time immemorial and a friend of Aaron’s father. Old Arthur had spent years looking the other way when Aaron came down here to train. He was always edgy about it, making Aaron swear not to bring down friends, to keep it secret, but he’d allowed it. That probably had more to do with Aaron being the sheriff’s son than anything else, though.

There had to be cameras somewhere on the property, or at least a motion sensor, because you couldn’t pull into the lot without someone stepping outside pretty quickly. If an operator other than Arthur was working, Aaron had learned to park up on the shoulder of the road and walk through the trees. Today, though, it was just Arthur.

Aaron had barely gotten out of the truck before Arthur appeared, walking out onto the iron staircase that led to that single door and peering through the rain.

“Mr. Fleming?” Arthur hollered. “Is that you?”

“No. It’s Aaron.”

“Huh?”

“Aaron Ellsworth.”

“Aaron!” Arthur Brady put a hand on the railing and leaned out, and for the first time that day Aaron felt a pang of shame, wondering if the old man knew that he’d just bonded out of jail. He’d hated growing up the sheriff’s son, feeling exposed and disliked, but somehow Arthur Brady didn’t fall in with those memories of the town. He’d taken risks to give Aaron the best shot possible at getting out of this place.

“I sure didn’t expect to see you,” Arthur said, climbing down the stairs, boots clanging. “What’re you doing back in town, kid?”

I guess Arthur doesn’t read the paper. Or at least not the jail bookings.

“Just passing through,” Aaron said, not wanting any dialogue, not wanting anything except the press of cold, angry water. “I’m gonna take a swim. Old times’ sake.”

“Oh, not today, Aaron. You kidding me? Water’s runnin’ too high.”

“Not for me.”

Arthur gave him a forlorn look and nodded. “Sure, you’ll be fine, but I got a pain-in-the-ass inspector comin’ down here from Albany, lookin’ over my shoulder, all on account of the rain, you know? Last thing I need is for him to see somebody in the water.”

“I’ll be fast. Gone before he gets here.”

“He’s already late! I can’t risk it, Aaron.”

Aaron felt like he could hear a ticking in the back of his skull. “Arthur? Mr. Brady? I’m going to get in the water now.”

“Damn it, boy, this is not the day to screw with me. You can’t go—”

“Call my dad if you’ve got a problem with it,” Aaron said, and he turned and walked away, somehow feeling cocky and feeling like shit at the same time. Like throwing a punch or crying.

“If you see that inspector, you best stay out of sight, or I will call your dad!” Arthur shouted.

Aaron gave him a thumbs-up without turning.

He walked out of the parking lot and followed a footpath through the weeds and the small trees and then he came out alongside the spillway below the dam, where the water thundered and churned. There, in front of fencing and chains and signs that shrieked about trespassing penalties, he peeled off his hooded jacket, T-shirt, and jeans, until he was standing in his underwear in the rain. He rolled his socks and jammed them inside his shoes and left it all in a pile under the jacket as rain beaded on his bare skin. Already he felt better, stronger and cleaner. Meaner.

This place could do that to him.

He still wasn’t sure why he’d come here. Proving a point to his father? It was the wrong point, he knew that.

I’ll move out of the house and out of the town and find success, but first I’ll show him that I’m strong as I ever was. I’ll show him that much before I leave.

His father didn’t really care whether he could still make the swim or not, of course. He didn’t care about that at all. Neither did Aaron—not anymore. But this was the place where he’d long turned fear and doubt and fury into something productive, and some child’s impulse whispered that if he could do it once more, he could reverse course. He could become the man he’d once been destined to be. The man that he alone, apparently, still believed he actually was.

He ignored the pain of jagged rocks against his bare feet as he walked across the slick, treacherous riprap and down to the shore. Generations earlier this area had been home to the camps where construction workers lived in temporary housing, building the dam that would flood out the village of Galesburg. He’d heard stories of terrible fights between the Galesburg residents and the workers, but he wasn’t sure he believed them. After all, the workers had finished their task, packed up, and moved on. Who was left to tell the legend but the ones left behind? They tended to be a pissed-off bunch, too.

Aaron knew a bit about that.

But I’m leaving again, and this time I’m not coming back, he promised himself as he neared the water’s edge. One last swim to show the old man he’s wrong about me, on this count and all the others, and then I’m out of here. I’ll keep silent for a few months, make him rue the day he threw me out, and then, once I’m in good shape somewhere else, and he’s had time to chew on the loss of his own son, then and only then will I call him. I’ll invite him out to… to wherever the hell I’ve ended up—doesn’t matter where, because it will be better than here—and I’ll have him down for a nice dinner and I won’t say “I told you so”; I’ll just let him soak it all in. I’ll let him see how wrong he was.

He hesitated at the water’s edge. The current was really pulling today.

“Let’s go,” he said softly, unsure of the reason for his own pause and unsettled by it. Used to be, he’d hit the water without so much as a glance upstream.

If not for the hesitation, he might never have seen the photographer.

Had he just slipped into the water, as he’d planned, his eyes would have been down and he’d have had almost no chance to catch sight of the man in the gray vest standing against the gray-and-white backdrop of birches and oaks. Because he hesitated, though, he spotted motion—or maybe it was the flash of light reflected off the camera lens—and so he looked downstream and saw the photographer.

The man was wearing jeans and a dark green shirt with the gray vest on top, the wrong clothes to wear in the woods during hunting season. He had a thick shock of jet-black hair and a goatee that was every bit as unnaturally dark, as if inked on rather than grown. He was kneeling on a flat rock just downstream and had a camera on a tripod, pointed up at the dam.

Pointing at Aaron.

“Hey! What the hell you doing, man?” Aaron shouted, both embarrassed about being caught out here in his underwear and angry about it, as if the stranger had popped out of his bedroom closet and not a public forest.

The photographer looked up as if seeing him for the first time. He looked Aaron up and down and cocked his head like he was studying him as a potential subject, and now Aaron was less embarrassed and angrier.

“Yo, pervert. I asked you—”

“The name is actually not ‘Pervert’ but Curtis B. Haupring,” the man said brightly. “Photographer.” He chuckled. “As you might have guessed.”

“Terrific. Point that thing away from me, all right?” Aaron stepped into the water. Damn, was it cold. He felt his testicles shrivel and his cock duck for cover and looked back at the photographer like a shamed boy. The water’s cold! It’s the water!

The photographer was smiling at him as if reading Aaron’s thoughts, and this was even more infuriating.

“I’m not kidding. Turn the camera off.”

“I’m documenting the dam,” the man said softly. “Not you, sir.”

Autumn in the Catskills seemed to bloom morons with cameras. Out-of-staters or down-staters.

“Any interest in it?” the photographer asked.

“In the dam? No. I have zero interest in the dam.”

The photographer stared at him.

“No desire to help tell the story of Galesburg?”

The story of Galesburg? What in the hell is wrong with this guy?

“That town drowned about seventy-five years ago,” Aaron said, “and, no, I have no desire to help you.” He took another step into the water, now turning his body self-consciously to avoid the camera lens. There was something strange about the way the light reflected off it, glaring and harsh, when the day was so overcast. “I also don’t need any pervert pics, and this area is closed, so why don’t you move on down the road?”

“If it’s closed, then we’re both trespassing, correct? Or do you have some official capacity? If so, I apologize. I’m just not sure where your badge is kept.”

Where my badge is… Aaron took a deep breath, lifted his middle finger, and said, “Got your badge right here.”

The man studied him with that smile again, a wan, mocking smile, and said, “I don’t think you’re what I’m looking for, unfortunately. Enjoy your swim. Careful out there. Current’s strong.”

“No,” Aaron said, “it’s not.”

He took a breath and dove. He relished the frigid shock, the way his chest tightened and his lungs clenched.

Almost immediately, the current snatched him, and he allowed himself to be pulled down, down, down, before he finally began to move. He swam underwater for the first thirty meters and then broke the surface in a smooth ripple, arms stretched out, hands curved, legs driving, every motion a fine-tuned feat of perfect unison, the human body turned to engine. He waited until his lungs were begging for air before he surfaced, and when he finally did, the water was still beating on him, and it was hard to get a full, dry breath.

It took him a few moments before he realized that some of the pounding water was coming from above. The rain was really pouring down now.

He rolled onto his back and looked upstream. The photographer was gone.
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The drive to the Chilewaukee Reservoir should have been two hours from Mick Fleming’s house outside of Albany, but it took him nearly three because of the rain.

It fell unremittingly, and Mick missed an exit sign, which took him twenty miles off course. By the time he finally reached the reservoir he was late and frustrated, and that wasn’t good, because all of his preliminary calculations told him he was going to need full focus today.

If his math was right, and rains like this one kept falling, the Chilewaukee Dam could be in big trouble very soon. Mick badly wanted his math to be wrong.

His math rarely was, though.

His initial assessments were bad: the dam’s age and the rapidly rising water levels combined to make demands on the spillway intense, and the spillway had been on Mick’s critically endangered list for years now. If it kept raining? What was left on the scale of concern then? Dire? Catastrophic?

He was concerned when he left for Torrance County, annoyed by the drive in the rain and the time he wasted getting lost, then further disgusted to discover two vehicles parked in the lot when he finally arrived. He’d been promised that only the dam supervisor, Arthur Brady, would be on hand for this visit. If Mick’s inspection necessitated a more formal review with more parties present, that would happen soon, but for the first visit he was to be alone.

That was his only rule, and he was entitled to make it. As the section chief for inspections with the state’s division of dam safety of the department of environmental protection—try fitting all that on a business card—Mick was the front man, the reconnaissance scout. It was a position that he’d earned from years of hard work, yes, but also one that suited him. Many engineers liked a full team for inspections, wanting to engage in debate and hear alternate ideas, relevant memories, and obscure observations. Mick needed to be alone first, though. He’d learned that the hard way over the years. From childhood through college and on into the workforce, communicating with others had always felt like he was talking underwater while everyone else was on the surface. For all of his unique knowledge of structural engineering and a nearly encyclopedic recall of dam disasters and dam fixes the whole world over, Mick struggled to hold focus in a group with people talking all around him, and he struggled even more to communicate his own process. Any crucial discovery that Mick Fleming made was likely to occur in privacy, and thus his initial reviews were to be done solo. Arthur Brady certainly knew that, because Mick had spoken to him just yesterday.

Why the two cars, then? Who else was here?

He was flustered as he got out of the car, forgot his pencil in the cupholder, and then dropped his iPad when he reached back for the pencil. He was cursing and brushing water and gravel from the case when he looked up and saw the photographer.

The man was standing on a wide, flat rock just above the turbid, churning tailwaters. He had a camera on a tripod pointed at the spillway. Despite the pouring rain, he wore no jacket, just a soaked gray vest. No hat, either, his thick, dark hair streaming water, as if he’d just emerged from a swim. If the rain bothered him in the slightest, he didn’t show it. Just raised a polite hand in greeting.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he said. No trace of sarcasm. Mick looked from the photographer up to the dam and felt inclined to agree. It was beautiful. The massive stone blocks laid like steps, the gatehouse looming like something from another age. It was nowhere near as bland as the modern structures, with their blank faces of concrete.

It was also nowhere near as safe.

“Beautiful until it bursts,” Mick said.

This seemed to intrigue the photographer. “You think it will?”

Mick didn’t want to get into this conversation—any conversation, really—with a tourist who was apparently happy to trade pneumonia for photographs.

“It will if I don’t do my job,” he said curtly. “And I’m afraid part of my job will be asking you to leave. This is a closed area. The signs are very clear.”

“Apologies. I must have missed them.”

Mick waved at the Silverado. “You drove right past them.”

The photographer shook his head. Water sprayed from his hair and beard. “I didn’t drive in. I walked. Out of the woods.”

Out hiking, dressed like that? He really will get pneumonia.

“Nevertheless,” Mick said, “it’s a closed area.”

The man frowned, but it was the look of someone who was about to break bad news rather than someone who’d received it.

“Do you have some sort of official capacity? Or are we not both in the same trespassing boat?”

“We certainly are not,” Mick snapped. “My official capacity is that I’m the chief dam engineer down from Albany. Is that sufficient for you?”

The man’s eyes seemed to brighten. He tilted his head and looked at Mick with real interest for the first time.

“Chief dam engineer. I didn’t know there was such a thing.”

Mick was getting good and tired of him now.

“There is, and I’m it,” he said.

“I’m documenting the story of Galesburg,” the photographer said. “Do you have any interest in helping me tell it?”

“Galesburg?” Mick almost laughed. “What I have an interest in is helping keep Torrance from ending up in the same place.”

The man’s eyes seemed to brighten. “You know of Galesburg, then?”

“Of course. It was destroyed for the reservoir. Big news in a small town, long, long ago. My grandfather designed the dam, actually.”

“Your grandfather was Jeremiah Fleming?” The man seemed fascinated by this, and Mick was astonished that he’d ever heard the name.

“You’ve done your research,” Mick said.

The photographer smiled, tilted his head, and said, “I can see it now, yes. The jawline, mostly. And about the eyes. Yes, I should have recognized you.”

Mick felt unsettled by the scrutiny, this stranger talking about his resemblance to a man he’d never even met, a relative who’d been dead decades before Mick’s birth.

“If you say so. Listen, I really do not have the time to—”

“You know it’s important that the story of the place be remembered, then. Excellent. You’re one of the few with a personal connection.”

Mick took a deep breath. “Sure. But the way I’ll remember that story is by making certain it’s not repeated. We don’t need any more flooded-out towns in the Catskills. Now, please—”

“Of course.” The photographer lifted a placating hand. “I understand. You’ve got important work to do.”

“That’s right.”

The man looked from Mick to the spillway with a speculative gaze. “Crucial work, in this weather. So many days of rain.”

“Yes,” Mick said. “Crucial.” He was taking a breath to offer one last demand that the photographer hit the road, when the man spoke again.

“I’ll get out of your way, then, and with my apologies, but is there any chance I could take just one picture? Would you mind?”

“Of me?”

The man nodded. “It’s a striking background. And with your family connection and your own current role… it’s just very dramatic. You standing in front of all that water, and in the rain… Please, it will only take two seconds.”

Mick didn’t have many seconds to wait, but when he glanced back at the spillway he had to admit that it did look impressive. And while he wasn’t an egotistical man, he could imagine that the image of the chief engineer out of Albany standing in front of the Chilewaukee Reservoir spillway would be a dramatic photograph. You couldn’t blame the stranger for wanting that shot.

“One photo,” Mick said, “and then you’re gone. Deal?”

The man’s smile broke wide and white across his dark goatee.

“Deal,” he said, and then he lowered his eye to the camera. Mick faced it, standing a little straighter and sucking in his stomach. He had to squint; the lens was reflecting some trapped light that was otherwise missing in the lead-sky day.

There was a shutter click and a popping flash that turned into squares of brightness, disorienting orbs that floated through Mick’s field of vision. Then they were gone, and the photographer was already standing up with his camera in one hand and his tripod under his arm. Mick blinked at him, puzzled. How had he moved so fast?

“Thank you, sir,” the photographer said. “I appreciate it, and I wish you luck in the flood.”

“Sure.” It wasn’t a flood, just rain, but he seemed to be a dramatic fellow.

“Would you mind telling me your name? For my caption.”

“Mick Fleming.”

“Mick Fleming.” He spoke as if tasting the words. “Excellent. Chief engineer, you said? Grandson of Jeremiah Fleming?”

“That’s right. But I really do have to ask you—”

“I’m already leaving.”

And he was. He was walking right back into the woods, angled toward Maiden Mountain, which was very rough climbing.

“You ought to get a jacket,” Mick called out.

The photographer just laughed. Mick watched him go, frowning, and then said, “Hey!”

The photographer turned back. He was barely visible now, obscured by the birch saplings and the sheeting rain.

“What publication?” Mick said. He was thinking that he wouldn’t mind a copy of that shot. If he told Lori, his wife, she might even frame it. That would give him an excuse to put it up in the office and pretend that it wasn’t his own idea.

“No publication just yet,” the photographer called back. “I’m freelance.”

Mick nodded, trying not to show any disappointment. “Even freelancers can use a raincoat,” he said.

The laugh came once more, and then the photographer was gone, and Mick could finally get to work.
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The current was ferocious, just as Aaron hoped.

This was the test, see, this was what separated your average swimmer from Aaron Ellsworth. Anyone could swim in an indoor pool or off a Florida beach or in a summer lake. Give them a strong current and a chill that spread through every nerve and engulfed the heart and lungs, and then see what they could do.

It had been these lonely cold swims under a coal-black sky that convinced him that he wanted to be a Coast Guard rescue swimmer.

He’d been dominant in Coast Guard training, too. He ate it for lunch. It was supposed to leave you begging for a respite. He begged for more.

“Natural talent,” the same sergeant who would later kick him out had said on the day Aaron completed his first dark water search and rescue simulation.

Aaron had been annoyed by that. There was nothing natural about something hard earned, and too often the word talent suggested a gift that had been handed to you rather than a skill extracted from burning muscles and scorched lungs on miserable nights in frigid waters. He understood that a compliment was intended, but didn’t anyone know how damn hard it was to achieve natural talent status, how hard you had to work and how deeply you had to care?

Natural talent. Sure.

To say that he was the best swimmer in his class of twelve was a joke. He was better than the other eleven put together. Faster, yes, better endurance, yes, but what separated him was his ability not to panic. Nothing they threw at him in the water scared him, and everything was designed to. It wasn’t long before his instructors and fellow trainees alike realized one thing: Aaron Ellsworth had no fear of death in the water.

Still they’d sent him home.

It was panic training that got him, ironically. The drill was simple enough: one recruit would play the role of a hysterical victim, thrashing in the water, and the other would restrain and retrieve him, bringing him toward a basket in the center of the pool that was supposed to simulate a helicopter drop basket.

The guy they put in the water with Aaron was one of those hoo-rah, chest-thumping assholes who was always trying to be the group’s unofficial leader and morale booster, telling them they had to dig deep, telling them pain was weakness leaving the body, like a walking, talking Nike ad.

Johnny—that was the guy, a grown man who called himself Johnny—outweighed Aaron by probably thirty pounds, and when he went into victim mode, he went all out. Even if Aaron hadn’t caught him getting whispered instructions, he would have known what was coming. Johnny Brass Balls was going to give Aaron a real tussle, try to show him up.

Into the pool they went, and Johnny immediately took his panicked-victim role toward Oscar-nominee territory. He was thrashing like there was a downed electric line in the water, knees and elbows flying, hunting for Aaron’s groin, stomach, kidneys.

With the training officer barking at him incessantly from the pool deck, Aaron had gotten the prick secured with a rear-approach hold and was towing him back toward the rescue basket. It was then, just as they neared the basket, that Johnny decided enough was not enough, and he made a massive shake-and-roll, trying to shed Aaron, but instead dragging them both back underwater.

Aaron choked as he went under. They slid halfway down to the bottom of the pool, and now their roles had been reversed: it was Johnny securing Aaron in his grasp now, only Johnny was supposed to be playing the victim role, fighting for the surface, not holding Aaron beneath it.

Aaron’s lungs were scorching by then, the need for a breath urgent. He leaned forward, just enough so that he could see the other man’s eyes. For one instant, one fraction of a second, the communication between them was as complete as if they’d been at the surface and engaged in conversation.

Help, Aaron’s blue eyes screamed, I’m not faking anymore, I need air, HELP!

And Johnny’s eyes, dark as a lonely Catskill creek at night, answered: No.

Something snapped in Aaron then, something born out of fear and grown into rage. Fight or flight had merged and all that remained was a primal desire to be the last one left.

When Johnny Brass Balls began to turn into Johnny Blue Face, he pushed for the surface, satisfied that he’d won. Aaron didn’t let him go. Instead, he tugged him back down, and now it was Johnny’s panicked eyes looking into his, predator turned to prey.

Thought it was your show, didn’t you, Johnny? Thought you were in control. They remained on the bottom, arms and legs tangled together, eye to eye, linked in this pissing match gone terribly wrong.
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