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THE LAKE
Peter Stanley sat quietly in the bobbing boat, staring across the lake, his thoughts drifting with the small craft. He gazed at the lake's placid surface and decided that in spite of the old man's warnings, he was going down. He was diving into the town that lay submerged below. Stanley stared off into the hazy distance, barely able to discern the shape of the dam that created the lake that covered the town of Ellis.
The serenity of the lake lulled him and he thought about the discussion he’d had with the old man who ran the lodge…
*****
"I can't believe the Army Corps of Engineers just came in here and covered an entire town with over one hundred feet of water. Didn't they fight it?" Stanley had asked.
"Yup, that's what they done. Only it wasn't all that easy. Some of them folks never left; they’d lived in Ellis all their lives and they flat told them soljers they was stayin' put—wasn't no Army gonna run them off."
"You mean to say they stayed there and drowned with the town?"
"No. Eventually they left—all but one," the old man got a wistful look in his eyes and his craggy face became melancholy. The deep blue eyes drifted away. Stanley assumed his thoughts had taken him to some happier past. His voice dropped several octaves and he said, "We tried to get her to come out but she wouldn't have none of it. Nope, she wouldn't have none of it at all..."
He let the old man travel on his private journey of the mind, while indulging in a private soliloquy that he hoped would soothe a deep-seated loss. He felt himself drawn to the septuagenarian. If there was anything that Stanley understood it was loss; the kind of loss a man felt when everything that meant anything to him was gone.
Stanley had come to Lake Ellis in a do-or-die effort to escape the depression that engulfed him after a divorce and career crisis. He had come to this remote site hoping to regenerate some interest in going on with life. He too began to mentally drift. Thoughts would suddenly race through his psyche, pause for a chaotic second or two and then, like a run-away train, jump their tracks to open up the line for yet another painful memory. He realized he was day-dreaming and concentrated on listening to the old man again.
"Young woman," the old man continued on. He’d either missed Stanley's lapse in attention or had chosen (possibly through experience) to continue talking despite the apparent loss of his audience. "She was about your age...a real looker too. We tried everything to get her out of there but she wasn't havin’ none of it. She said that she was borned there and she was going to die there—sooner or later. Guess she decided that sooner was as good as later.
"You know son," the old-timer seemed to recover his wits, "there's times when I think the folks that die before they gets old is lucky. They go out on a high note; you know what I mean? They don't get all chewed up and spit out by life. There is a point in time where it becomes a struggle to keep goin’ on an' all the fun has just gone and left." He gave Stanley a questioning look that seemed to beg for understanding. "You know?"
"Yeah, I know," Stanley replied, his attention held because he really did know what the old man meant. He’d hoped a sabbatical to the north woods would reenergize him, but thus far it was not working; all he had succeeded in doing was to get cornered by this old man who was determined to reminisce and wanted an audience in doing so.
“Hell,” the old man abruptly returned to the subject of the young woman, “the sheriff even came out here to try an’ get her to leave. Didn't do no good though, Mary—that was her name, Mary Savage—turned on him with a shotgun and drove him off..." He chuckled. "She always had more nerve than a starving polecat. Every day we watched the water rise. Mary just sat there in front of the old town office, the water getting a closer hour-by-hour, but she never flinched. I guess she always thought the guvment would give in and open them gates on that dam. They didn't though. We got up one morning and it was all under water—the whole damned town sunk like a Spanish galleon. It was all under water—no more Ellis—no more Mary; just Lake Ellis where a town used to be."
"Then you didn't actually see her drown? Maybe she left while you were sleeping?"
"Oh, she's down there all right; there ain't no doubt." The old man wiped at his eyes and he popped his smoldering pipe into his mouth. He turned to Stanley and pointed at the SCUBA gear piled in a corner of the rented cabin. "Young fella don't you go getting no ideas about diving down there. That place ain't safe for a lone diver. Them buildings been underwater for nigh onto thirty years and they're most likely fallin’ apart by now. There was another young fella here a few years back. Like you he got real interested in the town, only he didn't listen to me like you're going to, and he went and got himself trapped in one of them old houses down there. Rescue divers barely got to him before his air gave out..."
The old man, satisfied that he had gotten his point across, stood up. "Yes sir, ain't safe at all." His shoulders suddenly dropped and without another word, he turned his back on Stanley and left.
*****
Stanley shook his head, dispelling the daydream and turned his attention to the lake. He reached into his cooler, grasped a beer, opened it, and swallowed half in a single drink. Unexpectedly, Stanley's mood switched again and he found himself adrift in yet another wave of hopelessness. He fought back the impulse to sob in frustration. His life had followed this pattern since his wife, Jean, had informed him she was leaving. The end of his marriage pushed him into a depression so deep that he lost the ability to concentrate on even the most mundane tasks. No sooner would he begin to ponder the solution to some problem, no matter how minor, in his life, or his career, than his mind would leap back to thoughts of Jean; who’d told him that he was incapable of making a woman feel needed and loved.
Another shudder of grief swept through him, his eyes began to burn and tears trickled down his cheeks. His mind's unforgiving eye mocked him, playing a mental photo of the cold look on his wife's face as she methodically dismantled his world. Stanley tried to put the image out of his mind and downed the last of his beer. He crushed the flimsy aluminum can and tossed it into the cooler. He sat for several moments, his head hanging. He sighed, resigned to his fate and then started the motor, and aiming the bow toward his destination. He took a quick, guilty glance over his shoulder at the lodge and then turned the small boat toward the center of the lake; where the town of Ellis lay sleeping in a watery bed.
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