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Seneca was written and arranged by Chad Jewett. The songs that comprise this album 
were constructed and recorded beginning in the summer of 2007 and ending in the 
spring of 2010. Early sessions were held at the Goldman residence in New Haven 

Connecticut, recorded and engineered by Jacob Goldman. Beginning in the winter of 
2008 sessions were held in the childhood home of Chris Grabowski in Granby 
Massachusetts, before being completed at the Grabowski residence in Chicopee 
Massachusetts. The album was produced by Chad Jewett and Chris Grabowski.  

 
Seneca is an album about many things: life, death, God, faith, love and our collective 
past, present and future. It has meant the world to me from the day I began writing it 

in 2005. It continues to be the piece of work I am most proud of, and I truly hope 
you enjoy it and thank you for listening. Don’t wait too long to fall in love. 

 
- Chad Jewett 

Cambridge Massachusetts 
June 2010 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 



Our Indian Blood: The Wisdom of Lion Cub’s Seneca 
 
There’s an old story in my family, on my mother’s side, that says we have a Native American 
ancestor. Somewhere in the wilderness of colonial French Canada, two human beings of vastly 
different backgrounds fell in love and married. And I am a reverberation of their meeting. 
 
I never put much stock in this bit of apocrypha. Predictably, the church that was supposed to 
have housed the records establishing the tie burned down long ago, and no one’s been able to 
prove it true since. But more importantly, the story is a familiar one. It seems like every white 
American has a similar connection to a displaced minority culture to claim, and such assertions 
can often be insulting, even when they are true. I thought it best therefore to let the rumor die. I 
couldn’t reconcile the two halves of my history – the European victor and the Indian victim – 
and so I let that history be re-enacted. And that, presumably, was that. 
 
You’ll understand then why I was so intrigued when Chad Jewett told me he was calling the first 
Lion Cub album, Seneca – the name of the tribe from whom I am allegedly descended. He had 
never mentioned any connection to the people, and the songs I was familiar with at that point 
made no reference to them. I would have to wait for the album’s final track to comprehend the 
scope of the record and to re-examine the part of myself, and American culture generally, that 
has been lost or burned down or deliberately forgotten. 
 
Seneca, as he appears in Seneca, is an individual. Yet his name’s function as a marker for an 
entire people  – the Seneca – imbues it with a certain expansiveness and gravity. Jewett’s Seneca 
is deified, transcendent. He holds the answers to a weary narrator’s questions, but for the first 
half of the song that bears his name, he remains silent. Thankfully, the movement of the piece, 
through the more terrestrial scenes of the verses, eventually returns us to him, “talking with that 
tongue of gold.” But the task Lion Cub sets before us is to adequately digest what he says. My 
aim here is to establish how we can get Seneca – a god or conscience we’ve disappointed, some 
ancient wisdom locked away by our selfishness, the ghost of a way of life we quite literally ran 
out of town – talking again, and how we can learn to listen. 
 
Seneca is, at its core, a meditation on time. Chad Jewett writes from atop its steep, pinpointed 
ridgeline, drawing equally from the dappled twilight of youth and the hazy dawn of adulthood, 
and his poignant musical vignettes – though they are models of economy, rarely exceeding a 
hundred words apiece – capture that entire span. With a single brief scene, he allows us to see 
each of his characters at every point in her life at once: one narrator observes his wife as she 
wistfully washes dishes in “the dress [she] wore her confirmation day;” another meditates on an 
animal his grandfather shot and stuffed in his youth; a third recalls the illustrations he made on a 
wall whose owner has long since moved out and on; and a fourth attempts to resurrect childhood 
memories with a brother who can’t (or won’t) recall them. Even natural spaces acquire their 
value by the stories that have them for their setting, as if all human acts leave marks indelible – 
each moment relived from successive vantage points of progressing age, through thought and art, 
in what the philosopher Henri Bergson called the “eternal present.” There exist only two events 
that can bookend Seneca’s palimpsestic ruminations, and they loom large over the entire work: 
as Jewett sings in “Other Names for Saints,” “The only books I've understood were on Life and 
Death.” 



 
There is a curious process by which time is mapped onto landscape, as though the speed of 
development has left those in rural areas literally living in the past. By it’s very nature, Jewett’s 
project with Seneca entails an engagement with modernization. Through his settings and his use 
of recollection as a trope unto itself, his songs feel like the past. Seneca’s scenes are quaint; their 
details tender and freighted with subtle meaning. But that bucolic life – exemplified perhaps by 
the pleasant domestic sketch that opens the album – forever runs up against something harsh and 
modern, whether that “something” is industry – a train roaring by or the equally-damaging loss 
of factories and mills once a town ceases to be a profitable store of resources  – or the distance of 
maturation, or nature itself, become foreign and opposed, as in “Poison Tree” and the Southern 
Salt Baptist EP b-side “American Buffalo.” Like the novelist William Faulkner, a major Lion 
Cub influence whose writing can be heard in the apt audio sample that closes “Paintings of 
Hungry People,” Jewett charts this tragic turn as it tears across the continent; his characters age 
with America – child to man, rustic to urban, innocent to fallen – and something is lost. 
 
The key to understanding this loss, I believe, lies in the generational and inter-natural conflict at 
the heart of many of the songs on Seneca. Nearly all of Jewett’s works make reference to human 
interaction with the land. Indeed, he seems to take after his coincidental namesake, Sarah Orne 
Jewett, a 19th Century master of New England regionalism and local color fiction. His incredible 
ear for natural description and colloquial speech are not so surprising to me, since I know him as 
the seasoned author of a novel, Barn Owls, and countless short stories; but they may be 
surprising to those who know him only for his role in several prominent Massachusetts bands. 
Jewett merges both of these skill sets in Lion Cub to great effect. 
 
As we have seen, nature is ever-present – a character almost – in Seneca, but it is those songs 
which feature fauna, rather than just flora, that prove the most affecting and illuminating. The 
narrator of “The Bird on Your Sill,” for example, feels bound to uphold the heirloom values 
emblematized by a taxidermied bird. He has misgivings about the human encroachment on 
nature entailed in sport hunting, and this is only exacerbated by the experience of living in a 
town that has been bled dry by an industrialism underwritten by the same attitudes. The narrator 
of “Other Names for Saints” is similarly haunted by a bird – yearning, in adulthood as in his 
youth, to have been able to aid “a swan, broken-armed on [his] lawn” who was “gone before [he] 
made a splint:” that is, to nurture the very thing he is expected to conquer and subdue. In both 
cases, the rub seems to be that we’ve regressed in our progress, that we’ve made a Devil’s Deal 
in which we’ve lost our connection to the land and gained only our own destruction in trade. 
Whether Jewett pairs these observations with a wounded lovesong or a tale of fractured family or 
a stanza of desperate soulsearching, what remains common is a palpable uneasiness about 
growing up, which in turn becomes a byword for modernization. The band’s name, after all, is 
Lion Cub – a perfect symbol for ferocity inchoate, for corruptive development arrested. 
 
Although Jewett establishes deliberate contrasts between pairs of terms, I do not mean to suggest 
that he engages in the naïve, dichotomous juxtaposition typical of less experienced artists, 
lauding only one idealized side in word and tune. If that were true, he would likely be a folk 
purist, strumming out ballads in the old style without a jolt of electricity. But that is far from the 
case. Rather, Lion Cub is a loving marriage of organic and synthetic sounds, a stirring hybrid – 
like our Indian blood. Jewett’s songs may begin with traditional folk, country, and rock and roll 



foundations, but they are quickly complicated by experiments with contemporary technology – 
by keyboards, digital programming, and electronic loops and samples: the pastoral and the 
ultramodern, a horse and a locomotive. We can therefore learn as much from Seneca’s form as 
from its content. For while that blending – an acoustic guitar and a drum machine, say – proves 
the perfect aural illustration of that clash, it is carried out so skillfully that “marriage” remains 
the appropriate word. Rather than drifting into nostalgia, rather than reverting to some 
impossibly Edenic past, Jewett urges us to reconcile these two inherent halves of ourselves, 
however we wish to denote them – young and old, male and female, rural and urban, victor and 
victim, ancient and modern, natural and synthetic. As the album’s final track reaches its 
thunderous pitch, Jewett sings out the newly communicative Seneca’s wisdom, “Bury your 
hatchet at the bottom of a well,” while the band erupts behind him – past and present, native and 
newly arrived. Instead of seeking a mere inversion of binary hierarchies, he wishes to see their 
terms united, like my ostensible forebears, and he and his Lion Cub collaborators – foremost 
among them multi-instrumentalist Chelsey Hahn and player/producer Chris Grabowski – see to it 
that the wedding is a hell of a time. 
 

Alexander Mazzaferro, June 2010 
Springfield, Massachusetts 

 
 
 
 

 



“Paintings of Hungry People” 
 
This song was primarily built up in the studio. The simple finger-picked acoustic guitar part that 
anchors the song and the chord changes were the only things established before we began 
recording. A Fender Rhodes Electric Piano, a Fender American Precision Bass and a Fender 
American Telecaster were used, as well as a Roland Organ and an SR-18 Drum Machine. We 
used several amps including a Vox combo. We also used a decades-old Yamaha synthesizer that 
Chris’ brother had somehow gotten a hold of for much of the more orchestral sections. This song 
isn’t about much other than love. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Acoustic Guitars, Electric Guitars, Bass, Synthesizer, Fender Rhodes 
Piano, Drum Machine Programming, Samples, Shaker 
Chris Grabowski: Acoustic Guitar, Samples 
Chelsey Hahn: Xylophone 
Alex Mazzaferro: Organ 
 
“Southern Salt Baptist” 
 
This song began as a much more rhythm-oriented song, with a Motown-like swing that slowly 
evolved into the more deliberate, power-pop song that it is now. The main riff was written on 
accident in the studio in New Haven. We doubled the acoustic guitars in the middle verse for a 
nice thick bed of sound that I think does a nice job of reflecting the more rural strains of the 
songs lyrics. Again, we used a Fender American Telecaster and Precision Bass, as well as the 
Roland Organ and a Fender Toronado and American Stratocaster. Trevor sings the last verse and 
does a nice job taking the melody to slightly different, energetic place than I do. This turned out 
to be one of my favorite songs. Both Chris and I play solos on it, which is the risk of too much 
studio time I suppose. This song is a companion piece to “Paintings of Hungry People”, the tape 
echo at the end of the first song is picked up by Wil’s drums in this song. Another song about 
being a grown up and being in love. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Acoustic Guitars, Electric Guitars, Bass, Organ 
Chris Grabowski: Electric Guitar 
Chelsey Hahn: Xylophone 
Wil Mulhern: Drums 
Trevor Johnson: Vocals 
 



 
“Meridian” 
 
This song was tough to nail down. One version we had early on was more of a country-shuffle, 
and Wil and I worked hard to get it to more of an island rhythm. I think we found a nice middle 
ground between the two. Chelsey says this is her favorite song. We often play this live with our 
friend Matt Dufresne on the drums, and keep it in that country shuffle that it began in. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Acoustic Guitars, Electric Guitars, Bass, Organ, Synthesizer, Marimba, 
Drum Machine Programming, Shaker, Whistling 
Wil Mulhern: Drums 
 
“The Bird On Your Sill” 
 
This is one of my favorite songs on the album. It was one of the last written, and a lot of credit 
goes to Wil for coming up with such an interesting beat, where I would have just written a 
shuffle. We used an American Telecaster and a ’72 Thinline Telecaster for the lead and rhythm 
tracks respectively. I really like the thick waves of harmony from the Thinline. Alex sings a 
lovely harmony in the second verse, as does Aubrey on the choruses. This song is about 
disappointment in one’s elders, in seeing that we’ve come a long way, but not far enough. It’s 
about the hope that we’ll do better when we get the chance. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Acoustic Guitars, Electric Guitars, Organ, Shaker 
Chelsey Hahn: Synthesizer 
Alex Mazzaferro: Vocals 
Wil Mulhern: Drums 
Trevor Johnson: Bass 
 
“Pilgrim” 
 
This is my favorite song on the album. I think it best summarizes what we’re going for as a band, 
that very distinct mix of the pastoral (acoustic guitars, harmonicas) and synthetic (digital 
samples, synthesizers). Everyone is at their best on this song, especially Chris who did an 
incredible job mixing all of the samples and effects that fill the track. The Grabowski synthesizer 
was used again, as was the Precision Bass, Telecaster Thinline and a synthesized bass, played by 
Alex. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Acoustic Guitars, Electric Guitar, Bass, Synthesizer, Organ, Samples 
Chris Grabowski: Samples, Voice 
Chelsey Hahn: Samples, Bells, Shaker 
Alex Mazzaferro: Vocals, Synthesized Bass 
Wil Mulhern: Drums 
Jacob Goldman: Drums, Harmonica 
Trevor Johnson: Vocals 



“Other Names for Saints” 
 
This song was written early and recorded pretty faithfully; only when Chris and I began 
wrapping up the album did we begin deconstructing it and adding things like drum machines and 
samples until it got to be the more cerebral, modernist song that it is now. This song really holds 
a lot of the album lyrically, a big messy song about love and God and death. Alex plays an 
amazing solo that he nailed in one take if you can believe it. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Organ, Synthesizer, Synthesized Bass, Xylophone, Drum Machine 
Programming, Tambourine, Bells 
Chris Grabowski: Electric Guitar 
Chelsey Hahn: Samples, Voice 
Alex Mazzaferro: Electric Guitar 
Wil Mulhern: Drums 
Jacob Goldman: Drums 
 
“Poison Tree” 
 
This was one of the last songs written for the album. In fact, I wrote it after the sessions had 
already begun in Connecticut. For a long time it was simply my voice and an acoustic guitar 
before we added drum machine, electric guitar and Alex and Trevor singing. The image of a 
“poison tree” is a mysterious one to me, it seems very biblical, but even more like something 
from an American folk tale. I like the way the rural is interrupted by the synthetic on this song. 
It’s a contrast that I am really fascinated by. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Acoustic Guitar, Electric Guitars, Synthesizer, Synthesized Bass, 
Xylophone, Drum Machine, Shakers 
Chelsey Hahn: Bells 
Alex Mazzaferro: Vocals 
Trevor Johnson: Vocals 
 
“Narration” 
 
This was written pretty early and was constructed as a tribute to all of the Motown soul I grew up 
listening to. Everyone does a great job locking into that very specific rhythm. I really love Chris’ 
guitar over the bridge sections, tasteful and melodic and perfect for the song. We used the 
Telecaster, the Precision Bass, and a Roland Electric Piano. Chelsey plays a nice xylophone part. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Acoustic Guitar, Electric Guitar, Piano, Bass, Synthesizers, Bells 
Chris Grabowski: Electric Guitar 
Chelsey Hahn: Xylophone 
Alex Mazzaferro: Vocals 
Wil Mulhern: Drums 



“Cathedral” 
 
This was the very last song written for the album. During our down time recording at Chris’ 
house in Chicopee I simply played a C chord with the root note dropped in favor of an F, and the 
basic motif for the song was born. We reprised the drum machine beat from “Paintings of 
Hungry People”, and both songs are linked both musically and thematically, this being another 
love song about responsibility and solidarity. I used the Telecaster Thinline for the guitar parts 
and the Alesis SR-18 for all of the programming. Chris really rose to the challenge with all of the 
incidental sounds and sampling that make up the song. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Piano, Electric Guitar, Synthesized Bass, Organ, Xylophone, Drum 
Machine Programming, Shaker 
Chris Grabowski: Samples 
Trevor Johnson: Vocals 
 
“Our Hound” 
 
This, on the other hand, was the first complete song written for the album. It is very specifically 
about the Basset Hound that Chelsey and I always promise each other we will some day own. 
Potential names for this dog include “Faulkner”, “Eudora” and “Fluffernutter”. This song, along 
with “Pilgrim”, has the most players on it and it shows. It’s a very loud, raucous pop song. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Acoustic Guitars, Electric Guitars, Bass, Synthesized Trumpets 
Chris Grabowski: Electric Guitar, Vocals 
Alex Mazzaferro: Organ 
Wil Mulhern: Drums 
Aubrey Melanowski: Vocals 
Trevor Johnson: Vocals 
Julian Veronesi: Vocals 
 
“Seneca (Hatchet)” 
 
This is the last song of the album and one of my favorites. I love the odd pairings of sound that 
occur throughout, marimba and electric guitar, xylophone and drum machine. Wil once again 
provides a wonderful beat and Chris’ subtle editing is terrific. This song is one of acceptance and 
stoicism and I think it’s a lovely end to the album. 
 
Chad Jewett: Vocals, Electric Guitar, Bass, Organ, Fender Rhodes Piano, Synthesizer, Marimba, 
Xylophone, Drum Machine Programming 
Chris Grabowski: Samples  
Alex Mazzaferro: Acoustic Guitar 
Wil Mulhern: Drums 



 
 

 
 

 



- WORDS - 
 

“Paintings of Hungry People” 
 

You’re up at four before the moon’s been gone, and you set the table to set breakfast on 
And watch the fox pick the feathers out of the lawn 

And so forth and so on… 
 

I’m up at six before the smoke’s been gone, from the fire we built, cooling birch trees on 
And I watch you line the linens over the lawn 

And by eight you’ll wait by the stove till I saw so long 
And so forth and so on… 

 
“Southern Salt Baptist” 

 
We were leaving home at season’s end, and to all those well-wishers you said: 

“We’ve counted eggs and built a fence from every branch without a nest” 
And in truth I’ve met my share of men whose wives left home to find something 

Like Southern Salt Baptists, pouring salt out for them 
On their hands to keep away the cold 

 
Like when I first saw you, like when I first heard you say 

 
I once slept in a field broke ankle deep, with a church book cracked under the wheat 

And you’re dry as leaves and your hands open to the bulk of me 
And my mother tried hard to believe what my father had set out to teach 

Like Southern Salt Baptist pouring salt out for me 
On my hands to keep away the heat 

 
“Meridian” 

 
I was in the army once, I felt my new blood, like a hiccup, like a sudden love 

Born on a covered bridge, your mama singing hymns, like a toothache, like a broken limb 
 

We’ll fix every hole in your heart 
And we’ll pull out all those poison darts 

 
Mama I was married once, on the peninsula, all that water that you have to cook to touch 

I’ve watched you watching plates and putting them away 
In that dress you wore your confirmation day 

 
We’ll fix every hole in your heart 



“The Bird on Your Sill” 
 

Keep that bird that your grandpapa killed, and keep that dust from coming out his bill 
And keep him standing on the window sill 

You say that you don’t need me, but soon enough you will 
 

We saw your sister laying outside of the still, and we watched that fire as it burned on the hill 
When the town lost those factories, the seminary and the mill 

You say that you don’t love me, but soon enough you will 
 

“Pilgrim” 
 

I painted a pilgrim on your wall, with a green light in your window shaping your hands down the 
hall 

I painted a pilgrim on your wall, so the animals at your feet they never seemed quite so small 
 

I painted a pilgrim on your wall, with a golden hat and a heart bouncing like a rubber ball 
I painted a pilgrim on your wall, underneath that maple tree that never seemed quite so tall 

 
But you took that page folded it away, like the seed sewn in the apple shade 

And your mother aged like a martyred maid, Joan of Arc’s hair beneath a rusted spade 
Short and frayed 

 
And you don’t know, but who does? 

 
And you left that home rotting there alone, at the end of a broken service road 
In the moon it froze, cracked like eagle bones, and white in all that bitter cold 

Like blood on stone 
 

“Other Names for Saints” 
 

We spent our Saturdays writing new names for saints, coloring in that bible page 
A handful of change left under a train, the Word of God on an old man’s face 

And the only books I’ve understood were on life and death 
 

My brother found a swan broken armed on our lawn, it was gone before we made a splint 
And in those breaks of cane, cracked into our shapes, his wedding day and he’d forgotten it 

Till we cut back the reeds grown up to our knees, before the freeze and the ivy turned 
In his suit and tie looking me in the eye with his wife watching those briars burn 

And the only books I’ve understood were on life and death 
 



“Poison Tree” 
 

Poison Tree, sewn under the cotton that we broke across our knees 
All that Poison Me, rinsed clean in the river, grown out in the wheat 

That Poison Creek, where you floated on your back singing “Be kind to me” 
To that Poison Tree, that the birds all left bending at the dark end of the street 

 
Poison Tree, where my father cut a switch, where my brother cut his feet 

In that Poison Heat, where the church sweat and hands wiped the wine from the wreathes 
 

“Narration (At the Bottom of the Sea)” 
 

There was a thought of death waking me in my bed, with all my kin stood in that apple tree 
There was a thought of home, something burned down to gold, that fled the pages of books 

between my knees 
 

What’s in it for me? 
 

And from the bottom of the sea with coral binding my feet 
Till just my eyes float up when Jesus speaks, speaks to me 

 
There was a thought of sin, something drawn up in pen, when what was outdoors grew up in the 

dark 
There was a thought of love, broken hands hurt to touch, like the cracks we’re counting in the 

bark 
 

What’s in it for me? 
 

And from the bottom of the sea with coral binding my feet 
Till just my eyes float up when Jesus speaks, speaks to me 
And from the bottom of me, with all that salt in my teeth 

Till all that dead weight bows us with the breeze, that scarecrow me 
 

“Cathedral” 
 

I won’t sleep in this house no more, waiting in till the car was warm 
And since the day that I was born, hands in the briar waiting for that thorn to fall out 

 
I washed the dress from the department store, that we left on the living room floor 

With hands outstretched on our bedroom door, waiting for the ashes in the apple core to fall out 



“Our Hound” 
 

Follow your nose back to the garden you kept, back to the field where you ate, back to the car 
where you slept 

Back to the hare that you chased back to the house that you left when you were all alone 
Follow the days back to the leaves that you stacked, back to the grave that you sniffed, back to 

the nerve that you lacked 
Back to the path that you made that you made take you back when you were all alone 

So far from home 
 

Follow your nose back to a cold cellar floor, back to a receding crop, back to a revolving door, 
back to crumbling porch that you crawled under for a whole afternoon 

Follow that days back to a scent on the air, back to a blanket you frayed and left under the stairs, 
back to another week till they’d be getting there and you can howl at the moon 

 
But in a couple of years I guess it goes to days and places no one knows and we’ll all start 

getting old 
Your eyes get bad, your feet get cold, to the taste and smell of some old dirt road that went 

nowhere long ago, and we’ll all become whole 
 

But don’t wait too long to fall in love 
Because you just might forget what it is that you were so scared of 

 
“Seneca (Hatchet)” 

 
I saw you praying on the way back home, wanted to ask what you were asking for 

All these wishes like ribs on a broken horse 
You were born rich, you will die poor 

I thought that I’d ask Seneca, but he don’t talk no more 
 

I wish I was born on your dirt floor, so I wouldn’t be fooled that this world was warm 
And all these wishes like wormwood to our core 

I was born rich I will die poor 
I thought that I’d ask Seneca, talking with that tongue of gold 

 
Bury that hatchet at the bottom of a well 

 
And if the devil ever tries to tempt me, I’ll tell him “I don’t believe in hell” 

So you can bury that hatchet at the bottom of a well 
 

 
 



 



- EQUIPMENT - 
 

Guitars:  
Fender American Telecaster 

Fender ’72 Telecaster Thinline Classic 
Fender American Stratocaster 

Fender Toronado 
 

Basses:  
Fender Highway One American Precision Bass 

 
Keyboards: 

Roland Juno D 
Yamaha PSS 270 

Fender Rhodes Electric Piano 
Alesis Sr-18 Drum Machine 

 
Amplifiers: 
Vox AC30 

Fender Hot Rod DeVille 4x10 
Marshal MA50H 

 
Effects: 

Boss DD6 Digital Delay 
Boss RC-20 Loop Station 

 
 

 

 



PILGRIMS 
     by Chad Martin Jewett 
 
 This was after the town became a reservoir; after they had dammed up three rivers just to 
bust them loose seventy-two hours after what the county called “the Steward” for each street 
went up and down his quiet, dusky mile, knocking on doors to make sure no one had stayed, 
locked up in an attic, hidden below in a fruit cellar. People got stubborn. One of the Stewards 
found a family in a tool shed with the husband swearing oaths, hands at his sides, half frozen in 
uneven pieces. With a sundown and a sunup to go the Stewards would bust down each door, 
going top to bottom, and John Brown Carroll heard from more than one teller that each and every 
Steward ended up with at least a dozen dogs, cats and birds that were left behind. He rowed 
across what they now called New Canaan Reservoir. The county had promised roads up to the 
house for the first and second year, and on the third the selectman just shrugged and offered to 
make sure the grocer’s would keep the Carroll’s tab running. It was the best he could do. They 
left the car in a spot that John’s father called The Hovel, a tweedy corona of scrub pine fallen 
down to bend like a sylvan rainbow, licked with ivy and twisted fronds of gray-vine. From there 
he would head into Porter, the one town lucky enough to sit just far enough in from that bowl of 
a valley that was now a lake, miles across at all four points, for food and birdshot and kerosene 
and a week’s worth of newspapers, ordered in reverse and twined tight. 
 Ephraim Carroll was hired to watch the water. The same selectman knew enough to walk 
to their home, after the families got settled, leaving his car on the main road running kitty-corner 
and removing his hat before the bend in the lane, knocking gently on the sill until Eliza 
answered, saying no to both tea and coffee. It was the third time that month that someone had 
tried pouring gasoline in the reservoir, and when it wasn’t gasoline it was corn whiskey or soap 
or just plain poison, the kind left out for bats. It couldn’t do any real harm of course, hardly a 
drop in a bucket, but it didn’t mean that the selectman or anyone else was happy about it. It all 
just starts to snowball from there, until its men and women both marching down Shays Highway. 
 A man from the state sat on the hood of a black Ford and watched for weeks the moonlit coming 
and going of the same silhouette of a former land-owner, pitched to a hysterical fearsomeness by 
the shadow and the shimmer of the reservoir, moving animal-bent along the banks, pouring 
turpentine from a tub, looking a ghoul in the gloom. He made a call at the start of the fourth 
week. 
 The selectman knew that Ephraim’s church was under three hundred feet of water, as was 
the bookstore where he’d made the money to build it, but the selectman mentioned neither, just 
the thirty dollars a week and free room and board if he moved his family from the new houses in 
Porter to the clapboard two story on the hill that had suddenly become a beach. They took turns 
watching the lake, the silver pool stopping at the new-formed bank, a murky, baroque swath of 
pine and beech, birch and baby maple where the water still wasn’t used to touching, coughing up 
sand on the hill. When Ephraim saw anyone pass through that ribbon of jade he would hold his 
hands up in the air, above his shoulders as if in surrender or protest, and only lower them when 
the shapes across the water had vanished, back into the acadian haze. Ephraim had fire and 
brimstone hands, gray from the iron ore of a printing press and pocked with the word of God. 
The selectman let the man’s hand linger long in his own, feeling for the scriptures that local lore 
always maintained were imprinted like the letters over a temple door. John was named for a 
preacher who had led a raid on Harper’s Ferry with his three sons and a band of others, 



attempting to incite a slave revolt before being rounded up and eventually sentenced to hang. 
John Wilkes Booth attended the execution. 
 The roads soughed dirt, the last ribbon-curves of dust before the paved throughways, 
leading to a town and a mill, then a distillery and a university. John watched fence posts bent at 
the knee, hanging over their briar rope, barbs sticking on elm scrap, but otherwise all eaten up, 
just shapes between rock walls. Passing the last edges of what was once his birthplace John 
watched the sunken edges of the Shaker village swathed in fern. John had a great-grandfather 
who would buy tables and bookshelves from the Shakers, taking a horse hitched to a borrowed 
cart into the square of six or so buildings, what would eventually become a summer camp when 
the last of the Shakers had died or fled. They had come to the town early, in its first 20 years or 
so, and stayed for about as long, until, to hear his great-grandfather tell it, they simply up and 
left, at some point between sun-down and dawn, stopping five miles East of the towns farthest 
edge, and building a square of rough frame houses, quick and fevered, as if afraid of the darkness 
they had stumbled into, afraid to spend even one night out in it. The five miles seemed to grow 
up after them, thick and heavy and dark and cool, like an Old Testament jungle, a true and 
tumble-eyed wilderness that sounded out its own quiet like a fisher cat. They strung fences as far 
as they dared to go out into that vernal thick, leaving their tools behind to splinter in the dust. 
 It was a few months after Ephraim had moved the family into the house above the lake 
that the town began to rise. Amy was catching frogs when a wardrobe worth of dresses wafted in 
on the slack tide. Later it was straw hats, a rocking horse, a Sears-Roebuck catalog, ax handles, 
and ultimately, every last piece of Shaker furniture, chairs and stools and a small bedside table, 
flat and salient out at the center of the lake, they’re surfaces shining and oaken, a strange summer 
ball, moving slowly above the town. 
 His father performed the rites at a wedding ceremony the night before the flood. From his 
place in the Chrysler John watched the night-time shapes of the revelers, gloaming softly around 
the strung up coronas of paper lanterns, a couple slightly drunk bowing like Grecian figures on 
the steps of a gazebo. The lawn was ankle-deep, left long by the family who had already packed 
up their mower, who didn’t see much need in trimming the grass, that spiked in silhouette until it 
fell beneath the shadow of oaks. Eventually the mother of the family opened up the store-room 
and started handing out anything that would age: bread, apples, butter, pumpkin pie, crackers. 
His father performed a second blessing, on the foot of that gazebo, out into a darkness that was 
almost dizzying, frayed at the corners by the paper light, like singing into a canyon, and they 
headed back home. 
 
 


