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My house, the damkeeper’s house, sits above the lake on Pierce-Arrow
Point. The dam juts out of the end of the point and curves away across
the cove into the ridge on the other side of the channel. On this side is the
water,  feet deep at the base of the dam, and on the other side is air: the
gorge, the river starting up again, rocks far down below, a vista. Seen from
my windows, the dam looks like a bridge. There are houses on hundredfoot lots all the way around the lake, and too many real estate brokers.They
all have jangling pockets full of keys, and four-wheel-drive station wagons
with coﬀee cups sitting on the dashboards. The coﬀee cups are bigger at
the bottom than they are at the top. Sometimes, at night, the real estate
brokers pull up each other’s signs and sling them into the lake.
A family on Tryon Bay has a Labrador retriever that swims in circles for
hours, chasing ducks. Tourists stop on the bridge that crosses the bay and
take the dog’s picture. You can buy postcards in town with the dog on the
front, swimming, swimming, the ducks always just out of reach. There is
a red and white sign on the Tryon Bay Bridge that says   
  , but teenage boys taunting each other and drunk
on beer climb onto the rail and ﬂing themselves oﬀ. I could drop the water
level down a foot and a half any summer Saturday and paralyze all I wanted.
Sometimes rednecks whoop and yell Nigger! and throw beer bottles at Junie
Wilson, who walks up and down Highway  with a coat hanger around
his neck. Junie drops a dollar bill into the water every time he crosses the
bridge.
The Prophet from Jupiter brings his ﬁve young sons to the bridge to
watch the Lab swim. The six of them stand in a line at the guardrail and
clap and wave their arms and shout encouragement to the dog.The Prophet

drives an ancient blue Lincoln that is big as a yacht. He says he drove it
in another life, meaning Florida. Down in the water, the ducks let the dog
get almost to them before they ﬂy away. They ﬂy maybe thirty, forty yards,
that’s all, and splash back down. The townies call the dog Shithead. You
may not believe me, but I swear I have heard ducks laugh. Shithead, as he
paddles around the bay, puﬀs like he is dying. This is where I live and this
is what I think: a dam is an unnatural thing, like a diaphragm.
The most important part of my job is to maintain a constant pond level.
But the lake rises all night, every night; the river never stops. This will
worry you after a while. When I drive below town, coming back toward
home, I’m afraid I’ll meet the lake coming down through the gorge. When
Lake Glen was built, it covered the old town of Uree with eighty-ﬁve feet
of water. As the dam was raised higher and higher across the river, workmen cut the steeple oﬀ the Uree Baptist Church so it would not stick up
through the water, but they did not tear down the houses. Fish swim in
and out of the doors. Old Man Bill Burdette, who lived beside the church,
left his  chain-drive Reo truck parked beside his house when he moved
away.
The diver who inspected the dam in  told the Mayor that he saw a
catﬁsh as big as a man swimming by the ﬂoodgates. It is a local legend,
the size of the catﬁsh the diver saw. At night I ﬁsh for it, from the catwalk
connecting the ﬂoodgates, using deep-sea tackle and cow guts for bait. It
hangs in the water facing the dam, just above the lake’s muddy bottom. Its
tail moves slowly, and it listens to the faint sound of the river glittering on
the other side of the concrete. The Prophet from Jupiter says, When you pull
your giant ﬁsh out of the water, it will speak true words. When they tell history,
people will remember me because of the ﬁsh, even if I don’t catch it.
The Prophet from Jupiter’s real name is Archie Simpson. He sold real
estate, and made a fortune, in Jupiter, Florida, until nine years ago, when
God told him—just as he closed a  million condominium deal in Port St.
Lucie—that he was the one true prophet who would lead the Christians in
the last days before the Rapture. The Prophet says his ﬁrst words after God
ﬁnished talking were, Jesus Christ, you gotta be kidding. He is not shy about
telling the story, and does not seem crazy. He has a young wife who wears
beaded Indian headbands and does not shave under her arms.
Old Man Bill Burdette’s four sons hired divers and dragged their father’s
Reo truck out of the lake ﬁfty years to the day after the water rose. It was
almost buried in mud, and hadn’t rusted at all. The Burdette boys spent six
thousand dollars restoring the old Reo and then said to anyone who would

{  }
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one’s the same. She always squeezed her longings onto a piece of plain
white paper, ﬁve-inch by seven-inch, according to my measuring. At the
top she’d put Monday Morning or Monday Evening, but never any dates.
Never signed her name. Lilly said it didn’t matter about the dates because
Richard would have kept them all in order, week by week. I myself wasn’t
so ready to see him as being all that tidy a man. So we’d disagree now and
again, me and Lilly, about what goes where. But that wasn’t near as bad as
when we got to arguing about what they meant. Lord. I’ll show you what
I mean. Here’s one we never did see eye-to-eye on. I don’t believe we ever
could.

You can see for yourself what a ninny Lilly was about this letter. To my
mind, it’s plain as soup that Richard and this You Know Who girl were full
lovers, that’s what I’d call them. When she says here ‘‘so close that way’’ I
know enough to know which way she means. It’s as close as a woman can
get with a man. I tried to get Lilly to see how the girl makes no bones about
saying that they’d been doing a whole lot of something that’s not talking.
Then I said how I liked that part about the foot, but the part about the pen
was all silliness, seems to me.
Lilly was all the while turning purple as a turnip left too long in the
ground. She said there was nothing speciﬁed about them being full lovers.
That’s what a ninny she is, like I told you. As far as she’s concerned, it’s
all in my mind, which is a dungheap. She tried to show me how it was all
spiritual. That when the girl writes about them being one in body it’s only
a manner of speaking. Same as when they talk about us eating the body of
Christ and don’t mean that at all. Lilly acted as if the case was closed when

she said, ‘‘and besides, this letter was written on Tuesday afternoon.’’ To her
this meant that the two of them would have been doing their whatnot in
the morning. And that’s an idea Lilly can’t think of and never will.
But I’ll tell you, it makes sense to me. There were some mornings out
there on our hill—it’s been years and years since I was up there. On some of
those mornings there’d be a perfectly middling breeze, the kind that sways
right there between cool and warm, and now and again presses your skirt
against your legs. New sunlight would seem about to lick the petals clean
oﬀ the stems of the violets. It would have been on such a morning. I can’t
see the wrongness of it. Depends on how you look at a thing. After all, I
said to Lilly, when it’s morning in Vermont, it’s nighttime in China far as
I know. But Lilly just shook her head. Then she packed up the letters and
wouldn’t let me see any again for a week. Not a one.
I calculated the whole thing between Richard and that girl lasted about
eight months altogether, right up to his going oﬀ in the winter sometime.
Father had already gone oﬀ, I remember, and left us to ourselves. I won’t
say abandoned. He’d come around every so often, we didn’t know from
where. Besides, me and Lilly were over twenty by then.The last time we saw
him was after we’d gotten word about our brother, how he’d been killed
over there. They never did tell us what killed him or why they couldn’t send
the body back. We thought maybe Father knew, but we didn’t ask him.
Father had got some money somehow, more than he ever thought he’d
have, in connection with the war. He gave us enough so we could pay oﬀ the
farm and go on living here. He didn’t want our thanks, he said. We never
could ﬁgure him out. He conﬁscated even on that last day. Went on into
our rooms and took up the little bit of jewelry our mother left with us. He
said unmarried women didn’t need any jewelry. And no one would want to
marry us anyhow. I guess he was right.
According to that girl of Richard’s, marrying wasn’t all that needful fora
woman. She told him as much. Must have been hewas feeling on edge about
them not being married. It would be just like him to worry about not offending, doing what others wanted. He once told Lilly and me, a long time
ago, afterdinnerone night, I think—yes, it was afterdinner, and we’d eaten
some pheasant he’d brought home that same afternoon, and Lilly cooked
up the best stuﬃng we ever ate. It was nobody’s birthday, but it seemed like
it that night. Anyway, Richard said it was positively proper we weren’t married because no man in our whole neck of the woods was worthy of either
one of our hands in matrimony. Told us we were both princesses in a land
of dullards and brutes. That’s how he talked. So high-minded and poeti-

 

From You Know Who

Tuesday Afternoon
Richard darling—
I still have the smell of your hair and your skin trapped here in my hands.
So I opened up my ﬁst just a tiny bit to let the pen in. I need more than
ever to write to you after we’ve been so close that way. I do love you
so. The times between the times when we’re together go so slowly they
would surely come in last against a snail. The way you touched the bottom of my foot, do you remember? I keep on feeling the broad smooth
tips of your ﬁngers on me. I love that it’s getting to be that we talk more
now. I have to know all there is to know about you, inside and out, and I
know you want the same. We are one in body and spirit and always will
be forever.
from You Know Who

 }

{ 

wich and coﬀee, and a peanut-butter cup. I bought her some aspirin and a
pint of milk, ﬁngernail clippers and a souvenir shirt.
I told her I had a place where she could come to rest and stay, as long
as she might want. I told her it wasn’t fancy and wasn’t but one room, but
what was mine was hers. I knew it was clean. I’d cleaned it up the day before
when I saw this girl hanging around.
She stroked my hair and said my heart was full of love. She said she had
to sleep about twelve hours and then she’d go away. I took her home. She
slumped down on the bed and cried—told me I was ‘‘so very kind.’’ And
then she slept like the dead. I lay down on the ﬂoor beside her, where I said
I’d stay. In the middle of the night I woke up on ﬁre, and the room was
turning. I couldn’t think. The air turned furry, where I crept up and slid in
bed beside her, that girl still completely dressed. She breathed like the sea.
I touched her skin, just her skin inside her clothes. She really never woke,
just sighed and turned. In the morning when I woke up in the bed, she was
gone.
I’ve worked here since , waiting for the right girl to come along. I
guess she did. Some good marriages don’t last long.

 }
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Thursday morning Paul Sartorius awoke to the certainty that something
would happen today to change his life. In the steam of the shower he recalled having the same feeling on the morning of the day he met his wife,
Connie, and on the morning of the day she died in traﬃc, ﬁve years ago
now, when he’d ﬁrst taken the archaeology appointment at State University. And that feeling had overtaken him like a virus on the morning of the
day his draft notice arrived in the mail.
But the feeling had been present on an equal number of mornings of
days on which nothing happened. He shut the water oﬀ as suddenly as
changing the subject and toweled vigorously, raising blood to the surface
of his skin.
Paul walked briskly the three blocks to campus clutching a hard-used
leather bookbag. He gave more attention than usual to his Introduction to
Archaeology class this morning. He was a good teacher and a popular one,
at ease behind a lectern or stalking the dais in restless pursuit of archaeological truth.
Nothing happened at lunch, except that Dean Willis came by to congratulate him on his book, The Speaking Creature, which would assure tenure.
In it he argued that, since the australopithecines developed modern locomotive apparatus and articulate ﬁngers long before their brain case increased in size, the evolution of the brain was directly caused by social developments, especially language, an oﬀshoot of specialized sign language
and play. After A. Africanus disappeared a million years ago, the human brain
mushroomed to three times its previous size.
‘‘Much obliged,’’ he said to Dean Willis, shaking his dog-eared hand,
wondering if this was all his premonition would amount to.
{  }

He picked up the papery necklace and handed it to her where she sat.
With a long ﬁngernail she slit open one of the compartments and emptied
it onto the coﬀee table. Hundreds of tiny, whitish whelk shells fell out,
perfectly conical, perfectly detailed miniatures even to the spiky nobs near
their tops.
‘‘You can imagine how many eggs there must be altogether,’’ she said.
‘‘I mean, rows and rows of these casings washing up onto the beach. And
each one has—what? Maybe a hundred of these little compartments?’’
He touched his index ﬁnger to his tongue and then to the table, so that
several of the little whelk shells adhered to it. He raised them to his eyes.
They were small and white, each one capable of a new life, and they struck
him as distinctly hopeful.

 }
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