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PROLOGUE

There were dark places in the forest.

Some were pockets of natural shadow, where the trees grew tall and close and cheated the ground of sunlight. But the other places… Their darkness had little to do with simple degrees of light and shade.

It was that way in the deep woods beyond the Chalako Lakes, along the tributaries and backwaters that snaked lazily through the mostly uncharted wilds. There were nooks and crannies in the Precambrian Shield that seemed somehow older than the surrounding lands, where even the animals would not go. And despite the long presence of mankind throughout the region, such places had seldom felt the tread of human feet. From the native Cree and Ojibwa to the coming of the French trappers and voyageurs, they all avoided the dead spots where the chill hung year round and the silence called their names…

But the forest was eternal. The forest could wait.


ONE

Steven Wilhoit scrunched down behind the wheel and grumbled to himself as he drove. He had only been up for an hour or so—it was barely after six in the morning and not even light out yet—but the day was already turning to shit. And who do we have to thank for that, he thought, glancing over at his wife. She sat thin-lipped and brooding in the passenger seat, staring out the window at scenery too dark to see. The tension was still there, just as thick between them as when they’d argued the night before. A few hours’ sleep had done little to relieve it. But he’d never really expected it would. One thing he’d learned after ten years of marriage, it was that Janet could nurse a good grudge for days at a time.

He peered over the edge of his glasses for a longer look this time, studying her profile in the dim glow of the dash lights. And despite the early hour and his less-than-sterling mood, he couldn’t help but appreciate just how natural her beauty was. She had pulled her nape-length blond hair into an abbreviated ponytail, and that accentuated her flashing green eyes and firm-set jaw. She would have looked more herself with a smile on her lips rather than a frown. But even anger was becoming on her. In fact, she was more fetching now than when they first met…

His mind drifted back there for a moment, to their college days, and a bit of nostalgia seemed to temper his exasperation. Isn’t there something else I could say? he wondered. Something that might soothe her feelings or at least make her understand my side of the story? But he knew better than to try. He’d said everything there was to say, argued his logic time and again for the past week and a half, ever since he’d accepted the old man’s invitation for this fishing trip. What’s the big deal, he’d thought at the time. It’s just a fishing trip, one lousy week. Surely Jan will understand.

Oh, surely… Jeez, Steven. After ten years you’d think you would know better.

His foul mood reasserted itself. Well, I can be stubborn too, he thought. So he said nothing and they drove on in silence, and the test of wills continued.

The sun was just peeking over the Hoosier hills when he turned their Dodge Caravan onto the main drive of the Monroe County airport. It was a relatively small facility as airports go, certainly not in the same league as Indianapolis International some fifty miles to the north. But it was getting there. There were new runways going in and more small jets were making use of the facilities, including a regular shuttle that carried passengers to Indianapolis and Chicago. A few of the local Bloomington businesses had even established their own aviation wings on the airport grounds to handle shipping and company flights. And that was where Steven headed—past the small terminal building, nearly empty this early in the morning, and all the way to the end of the drive where the Tucker Aero hangar was located. The flight office took up only one small corner of the large structure; the rest housed the two Lear jets belonging to the parent company, Tucker Pharmaceutical. Which happened to be Steven’s employer as well.

He pulled through the open gate and parked in the private lot to the side of the office. The bay doors of the hangar were standing open and one of the Lears was already outside, fueled and checked, ready to pull onto the tarmac.

Steven looked the jet over and felt a familiar queasiness in the pit of his stomach. Janet must have sensed his unease because she picked that time to say, without turning to look at him, “Did you remember your Dramamine?”

“I’ve got one of these instead,” he answered, reaching up behind his ear to make sure the medicinal patch was still in place and hidden by his hair. “The guy at the drugstore said they really work. I sure hope so. It wouldn’t do to blow my oatmeal all over the old man’s plush interiors, right?” But Janet did not chuckle as she normally would have. She did not bother to respond at all. The warming spell was apparently over, and the cold front had slid back into place.

Steven fumed. “For Christ sake, Janet, it’s just a fishing trip. I’ll just be gone a week, one lousy week. I mean, what’s the big deal? I’ve had business trips that lasted longer than that and you didn’t pitch a fit like this.” He stopped, waited for her defense. But there was only more of the tense, irritating silence. “Dammit, it’s not as if I have a choice in the matter.”

“You don’t, huh?” Janet finally replied, still without looking in his direction. “C’mon, Steven. You’re a grown man. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want.”

“It’s not that simple, Jan,” he sighed. “You don’t know how things work around here.”

“I know enough. I know that you work as hard as anyone else in this company, probably harder, and you’re damn good at what you do. You shouldn’t have to brown-nose the boss like this to get along.”

“I’m not brown-nosing!”

“Then what do you call it?”

Steven just looked at her and simmered a minute or two, unable to mount a defense or at least vocalize one. Janet often had that effect on him, for her arguments invariably had an edge of truth to them. Just enough to slip past all his own logic and excuses and hit home. “Look,” he said, measuring his words to make the reasons sound more justifiable, even to himself. “Your freelance work is finally starting to pay off. You’re building a solid career. I’m glad, I’m tickled shitless. But don’t deny me the same thing, okay? This is my career, Janet. It’s what I do. I’ve got five years invested in a company that’s on its way up. I mean, we’re moving, hon, we’re nipping at the heels of the big boys—Eli Lilly, Letterle, Upjohns. This is my chance, maybe my only one. I’m not getting any younger, you know. I’ve got to keep climbing or I’ll slide. And if that means camping with the boss and playing his little games, so be it. It’s a small price to pay.”

“Except for your self-respect, you mean.”

Steven flinched at that. “Cold, Janet,” he whispered. “Very cold.”

She turned to look at him for the first time. Her head was bowed slightly and her gaze had softened since he’d last felt it. She knew she’d counterpunched a bit too effectively, struck a little too deep. “Steven,” she said, this time without venom, “why don’t you stand up to him for once? You don’t belong on this trip. Let’s face it, you’re no Daniel Boone.”

“What, you don’t think I can cut it down in the Smokies?”

“On a weekend with some friends, sure. But this isn’t a vacation, remember? You told me yourself, Elton Tucker’s a competition freak. You’ll be hustling the entire time—who can catch the most fish, who can make the best fire, who can pitch the best tent. Give it two days out there and you’ll be taking bets on whose dong’s the longest. Is that what you really want to get in to?”

He shook his head silently.

“Then just say no. Tell him you’re sick or take some vacation time. We’ll go out of town. Christ, he won’t fire you for spending time with your wife.”

“Tell that to Art Griffin,” he finally replied. “You remember Art, don’t you, from the office parties? Fortyish, balding? Looked like he starched his underwear? He was the golden boy when I hired on. Everyone thought the sun rose and set in his ass. But then Tucker invited him to go on some rock-climbing trip and Art turned him down—he had a softball tourney that weekend or something like that. Within six months he was buried under the shittiest accounts they could dig up, and when he couldn’t keep up with the workload, they busted him back to the mailroom. I mean, Jesus, the mailroom? Is that where you want me to end up?”

Janet still held his gaze even though her reply did not come immediately, and for an instant Steven thought he’d finally gotten through to her. But then her lips pursed, thinned to a hard line, and she returned to staring out the window. “Do what you want,” she told him in a dull sigh that signaled the end to another round. No winner. Only casualties.

Steven frowned with frustration. “Okay, have it your way,” he snapped impatiently. “The others should be here pretty soon. I’d better get my gear out.” He left the keys in the ignition and got out, stretched his legs, reveled in the clean morning air and even more so the lack of tension in it. It was good just to distance himself, escape all the bickering they’d done of late. Who knows, he thought. After the last week, maybe this trip won’t be so bad after all.

With Elton Tucker? Please!

He went around to the back of the van and opened the door to the storage area behind the rear seat, then started to stack his gear on the pavement. First the North Face backpack with internal frame (easier on your back that way, the salesman at J. L. Waters had said), then the Kelty Nimbus sleeping bag (good to ten degrees, the salesman had said), and the Daiwa fishing kit and expanding tackle box (from K-Mart, where there were no salesmen and the cashier just snapped her gum). He had all the popular lures from the TV fishing shows, the spoons and jigs and spray-on fish scent and every rubber insect known to man. He’d even bought a copy of the Pocket Encyclopedia of Fishing, which he now carried in his back pocket and quizzed himself on religiously. All told, the whole outfit, including the new clothes in the pack’s main compartment and the overpriced hiking boots on his feet, had set him back more than he cared to admit or even think about for very long. But it was a necessary evil, he figured. After all, he had no comparable gear to take along—he’d never been camping in his life, and the old bamboo pole he’d fished with once or twice with his dad and grandpa had been discarded long ago with the rest of the souvenirs of adolescence. And besides that, this wasn’t just any camping trip, was it? It was as much a beauty contest as anything else. Whoever makes the best impression, right? A picture popped into his head, a skewed vision of himself in his spanking new outdoor clothes, wearing a tiara and a big ribbon across his chest that read Mr. Pharmaceutical as he paraded down a runway… Steven grimaced at the thought. It would have been funny had it not been so close to the truth.

“Can I help you with that stuff?” said an older man who came out of the open hangar bay, wiping his hands on a rag. He was an unkempt sort, at least for a Tucker employee, dressed in stained coveralls with the name Jerry stitched in gold above the Tucker Aero logo. He approached with a lanky, long-legged gait and a friendly grin, picked up Steven’s gear, and slung them over a shoulder. For a moment he stood there, looking the young executive over a time or two and none too subtly at that. “So you’re going fishing with Mr. Tucker, huh?” he asked, his grin looking more and more like a smirk.

Steven looked down self-consciously. Maybe I should have worn some of the new stuff, he thought, conceding that his faded jeans and torn IU sweatshirt were more suited for a pickup game of sandlot ball than a trip to the wilds. But it shouldn’t have marked him as that conspicuous an amateur. For that matter, neither should his physical condition. Steven Wilhoit was not a complete desk jockey, or at least he didn’t look it. He kept trim and fit, still had his college waist size and a chest that he wasn’t exactly ashamed of. So what’s the guy getting at, he wondered, suddenly a little irritated. He glared back at Jerry, trying to match his contemptuous expression. But now it was not there, if it had truly ever been. Too defensive, Steven told himself. Get a grip, man. “So,” he muttered, shifting the conversation, “when are the others coming?”

Jerry shrugged, checked his watch. “Shouldn’t be long. Mr. Tucker said to be on the runway by six-thirty sharp, and he’s never late. Never.” He grinned again, touched his forehead as if doffing a hat, then carried the gear toward the waiting jet.

Steven turned to close the van doors and noticed that Janet had already moved over into the driver’s seat, preparing to leave. He walked toward the front of the vehicle, trying to think of something witty or calming to say, anything to let them part on a decent note. Then he saw the lit cigarette dangling from her lips. “I thought you were going to give those up.”

“I said I’d try,” she snapped back at him. “So sue me, okay?”

“Okay, okay, excuse the hell out of me.”

She took a long silent drag in defiance, then stubbed it out on the ashtray. “So… I’ll pick you up a week from Sunday.” It was as close to a question as she was liable to get.

He nodded. “I’m not sure what time. I’ll just have to call you when I get in.” He leaned on the windowsill a moment, reached in and traced his fingers across the back of her hand on the steering wheel. “Look, Jan,” he whispered, “I don’t want to leave it like this, you know? I’ll tell you what. When I get back we’ll take a long weekend, just you and me. Maybe we could even go up to Wisconsin to see your folks. Would you like that?”

Janet turned and looked at him, straight in the eye. But her manner remained cool. “We’ll see,” she replied with a complete lack of enthusiasm as she turned the key and slipped the van into gear. Steven had to do a quick two-step to save his toes as she backed out of the parking space and left the Tucker Aero compound.

Steven stood and watched her leave the airport until the Caravan’s taillights disappeared down Kirby Road into the morning gloom. She never failed to surprise him—he knew she was mad at him, but not that mad. Well, it was plainly obvious to him now, for she had committed the cardinal sin: she had forgotten, or refused, to kiss him good-bye. A trifling thing, perhaps, a mere detail to most. But not to him. He knew his wife well enough to be bothered by it, for it was one of her little rituals. No matter where he was going, across town or across the country, she always kissed him goodbye—sometimes a peck on the cheek, often deeper and more soulful than that, but always a kiss, without fail. “Just in case,” she would say, meaning that if his plane went down or an eighteen-wheeler went out of control on the bypass and mashed him to a fine paste, at least he’d go knowing she loved him. He’d always thought it a bit silly and old-fashioned and played along just to keep her happy. But now he began to realize how much he’d come to count on it.

She’ll get over it, he thought. Besides, what’s she got to be so mad about, anyway? After all, she’s not the one being forced into this fool’s errand of a trip. She’s not the one having to…

Go on, say it. Brown-nose.

He could at least admit it to himself, and he didn’t like it one bit. But it wasn’t like he had a choice in the matter. He liked his job, despite that hairy asshole of a boss, and he intended to keep it, fight for it if need be. Or fish for it, to be more precise. Because the alternative—pounding the pavement with résumé in hand—was just unacceptable. He was thirty-five now, too damn old to cut loose and drift with the flotsam and jetsam of the business world. There was just too much competition these days, too many feral MBAs on the prowl. They came into the complex all the time, new graduates from the business school at Indiana University and other nearby colleges, sniffing around for internships or entry-level positions, any little flap of skin they could get a tooth into and hang on for dear life. Steven knew them well; he saw that steel glint, that hunger in their eyes, and he knew it was something he no longer possessed. Not to that keen degree. And experience? That wouldn’t help him much either. Because his résumé would be just a scrap of paper without a good reference from Elton Tucker to cover the last five years. And if the old man suspected he was leaving just to avoid one of these trips…

Bye-bye, executive level, hello, McDonald’s. And would you like some fries with that?

Buck up, an inner voice tried to cheer him. Look on the bright side—at least it isn’t rock climbing this time. Just a little camping and a little fishing in the Smokies of Tennessee. Hell, the Cub Scouts do it all the time. You can take that, can’t you? Who knows, maybe it won’t be so bad. Maybe you’ll have a good time, come out of this smelling like a rose.

Or like a mailroom attendant, he thought ruefully.

The roar of an engine brought him out of his reverie. He turned, half expecting the minivan and Janet returning for that forgotten kiss. But it was a black Trans Am this time, a car he didn’t recognize from the executive lot. If this is one of my new fishing buddies, he thought sarcastically, the old man must be culling his prospects from completely different sections of the company. He watched the sleek sporter wheel through the gate as if expecting a checkered flag, then whipped into a parking space and stopped with a screech just shy of the chain-link fence. The driver’s door swung open and the young man behind the tilt wheel unwedged himself, sort of rolled out onto the ground, and barely got a leg under him to catch his weight. Steven didn’t recognize him any more than his car. But he sighed with relief nonetheless. For one reason he’d been dreading this trip was his fear of embarrassment—what if the others are more experienced, what if I look stupid trying to keep up? But he didn’t feel quite so bad anymore.

The stranger looked over at Wilhoit and smiled, came toward him. Steven could see now that the young man wasn’t quite as large as he’d first thought; two hundred forty pounds maybe, no more than that. He just looked larger, because of his shorter stature and an ample gut that preceded him everywhere. It was invariably the focus of initial impression. But overall he was not that large or obese; he did not have flabby arms or wide hips or an undulating succession of chins. Just the distended abdomen, and a penchant for wheezing if he moved a bit too quickly. Steven patted his own firm, flat stomach, silently thanking Janet for the racquetball club membership on his last birthday. I might not be Daniel Boone, he thought, but at least I’m in decent shape. If there are any forced marches in our immediate future, I doubt I’ll be the one bringing up the rear.

“Hiya, Steve.” The man smiled and came forward with a meaty hand outstretched. Despite the morning chill in the air, he had already worked up a thin sheen of sweat just getting out of the car. “I didn’t know you were in on this thing.”

“Well, I wasn’t expecting to see you here either,” Steven replied. And he wasn’t lying; he simply had no idea who the younger man was. He kept hoping a name would pop up in the back of his mind to match the face. But so far it was a total blank. So he tried to keep the conversation as general as possible. “So… how have you been doing?”

“Oh, fair to middlin’,” the other said. “How about you?”

“Okay, I guess.” And that’s where the conversation died. Steven scrambled for something to fill the uncomfortable void, until he saw the man smile knowingly.

“You don’t remember me, do you?” He held out his hand again. “Andy Church. I’m a plant foreman at the Pharm. We met at the office party last year. Remember?”

“Oh, yeah,” Steven said, lying. It still wouldn’t come. Office party… he’d gotten a little looped that night, so the whole thing was still a bit fuzzy. Janet would have known; she had a much better memory for names and faces, and she could hold her liquor better, too. A plant foreman, huh? What would he have been doing at an office party? It just didn’t jibe. But Steven was the picture of diplomacy, so he never let his confusion show through. “Yeah, that was a wild night, wasn’t it?”

“Boy, you’re telling me.” Church smiled. But it didn’t quite match the sad look in his eyes. He glanced back toward the road. “Wasn’t that your wife I passed on the way in? I waved, but I doubt she’d remember me.” He leaned closer. “I could be mistaken, but she didn’t look particularly happy.”

Steven shrugged. “She’s not real hot on this fishing trip idea.”

“I can believe it. That’s what wives are for, right? To piss and moan about every little thing?”

“I suppose. You’re married, I take it?”

“Was. Been divorced about six months now. You probably remember Connie from the party.” He didn’t catch the blank look on Steven’s face. “Yeah, I’m a free man these days. I can stay out late every night. I can drink all the beer my poor bladder can hold. I can piss off the back porch if I want to. And best of all, I can go fishing with the boys. What more can a man want, right?” There was a hint of sarcasm in his voice, a lack of conviction. Even he must have detected it, for he turned away, moved back toward the Trans Am. “Better get my gear unloaded,” he said over his shoulder. “You do much fishing, Steven?”

“Are you kidding? I don’t even like fish. I guess I’m more of a Chicken McNugget man, you know?”

Andy laughed as he turned the key in the lock and popped the trunk lid. “Oh, I like the taste, all right. But it’s a lot easier to do your trolling along the frozen food aisle than to fly off to some godforsaken lake in the boonies and do it the hard way. On the other hand, this trip has very little to do with fishing, right? More like a stroke party for the old man’s ego.”

“You don’t like him, do you?”

Church grinned. “Who does?” He dumped an old duffle bag onto the pavement next to his backpack and a small Igloo cooler. Jerry came back about then to pick up the gear and transport it to the plane while Andy went for his spincasting rod between the bucket seats up front. “Who else is coming on this little shindig, do you know?”

Steven was about to profess ignorance when he spotted another vehicle turning on the airport’s main drive. “I think we’re about to find out.”

An older Chrysler LeBaron came toward them through the gate. The man behind the wheel had a lean face, older than Steven, and wore reflective sunglasses and a golf hat tilted to one side like Frank Sinatra. Again, Wilhoit was at a loss. After five years he thought he knew the people at Tucker Pharms. But he was quickly realizing just how big a company it was.

Andy, on the other hand, had a different reaction. “Oh, no,” he groaned, then made a gagging sound. “Not Paul Covey.”

“You know him?”

“I know of him. He’s a drug rep—takes the samples around to doctors’ offices, brings in orders, stuff like that.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, with the job. Same as there’s nothing wrong with insurance salesmen and used-car dealerships and Amway distributors. But there’s always that one loudmouth that makes the rest of ‘em look bad. You know, a reptile, a real… salesman. Cloying, obnoxious, bad jokes, the whole shebang.”

“In other words, if he asks you to pull his finger, don’t do it.”

“Right.”

The new man was just getting out of his car. His sweater and dungarees seemed baggy hanging on that tall, lanky frame. He had bushy eyebrows and a long face, would probably develop jowls later in life. And when he doffed the golf cap to run a hand through his hair, they saw that not much of it remained. Still, he did not look particularly unctuous. Contrary to Church’s description, this guy looked more like a high school math teacher than anything else.

But just then the man looked over at them and smiled. And that one expression proved Steven a poor judge of character. For it seemed well oiled and insincere, a big horse grin that was a little too wide and a little too forced.

“Well, lookee here,” called the newcomer in a distinctive Hoosier drawl. “If it ain’t Lewis and Clark, heading out for Louisianie. Don’t you’uns tame too much of that wilderness now. Leave something for the rest of us pilgrims, okay?” He burst out laughing then, and despite a maturity that eclipsed them both, it still came out high-pitched and grating, a perfect Eddie Haskell imitation. He came over, holding out a hand. “Looks like we’re in this together, huh? I don’t think we’ve been introduced.” The three exchanged names, but mostly there was a lot of hand shaking. Real shaking, so that the whole arm got a workout. Steven could tell Covey did that for a living, and the overly aggressive pumping was probably his way of getting attention or marking a territory.

“This oughta be real interesting,” Covey was saying as he went back to the car to roll up the windows and lock the doors. “Nothing like taking a couple of greenhorns out into the woods. I won’t have to bait you boys’ hooks, now will I?” He cackled again, and the other two exchanged glances, each knowing intuitively what the other was thinking. After a week of this, which one of us will throttle him first?

Covey turned to get his fishing rod and tackle box from the trunk, but his attention was drawn away toward the road. He shaded his eyes against the glare of the by-now rising sun. “Look alive, boys,” he called to Church and Wilhoit. “The scoutmaster’s coming.”

It was one of the old man’s new Chevy Blazers that cruised onto the company grounds, the red one he drove on Tuesdays. It stopped a few yards away and the driver stepped out, all but silhouetted against the orange horizon. He was a big man, not as tall as Covey but wider, as powerfully built now as in his prime some forty years before, and he carried himself with a youthful swagger that most considered an act but few questioned. He stood there and looked them over silently, his squared jaw set, his eyes hidden beneath bushy grey brows as they moved from one man to the other like a commander inspecting his troops. The three were not surprised by this; they were used to Elton Tucker’s all-business demeanor, an analytical, almost-aloof manner that had made him very rich and successful and very few friends among his own work force. They had resigned themselves to these silent, scowling examinations sometime back. But they certainly were not expecting the smile that suddenly greeted them. “Ahh,” Tucker sighed. “Great day for a trip, huh?” He stretched like a cat, breathed in the crisp morning air, then clapped his hands with enthusiastic approval. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get this show on the road. Jerry! Come here, get this gear loaded.”

The three employees exchanged bewildered looks as the workman appeared yet again and hurried to do the boss’s bidding. Covey turned on a heel and went to gather his things from the LeBaron, while Church and Wilhoit followed Tucker toward the flight office. Steven leaned over to the younger man, whispered, “Have you ever seen him grin this much?”

Church shook his head. “Gives you the creeps, doesn’t it?”

Tucker glanced back over his shoulder, grinned as if he’d overheard their comments or at least inferred their meaning. “We’re gonna have fun, boys,” he told them with a laugh. “Don’t you agree?”

Together, “Yessir.”

“Please,” he said, mock-flinching a little. “This isn’t the office. Call me Elton, okay?”

“Okay. Elton.”

“That’s better. Now you three go ahead and get on board. I’ll get the pilot and then we’ll be going places.”

“How long will it take us to get to Tennessee?” Andy asked.

The old man stopped and slowly turned to look at Church, which made Andy retreat a step or two just from inference alone. But Tucker’s smile had not disappeared. In fact, it was wider than ever. “You let me worry about our destination, Andrew,” he said, even reaching out to pat the young man’s shoulder reassuringly. He glanced over at Steven, said “Nice boots, Wilhoit” in passing, and headed for the hangar office.

Steven looked to Church for an explanation, but Andy just shrugged. “Too weird” was all he would venture.

Paul Covey had just finished turning his gear over to Jerry and now stood at the small steps of the jet, waiting for the others to join him. “He’s pretty chipper this morning, huh?” he said, nodding to their now-absent employer. “He stays that way, and this trip might be fun after all. Hey, I’ll bet the bar’s well stocked. Anybody for a little nip?”

They gaped at him. “This early?”

Covey frowned at the lack of enthusiasm. “Pussies,” he muttered and went on into the cabin.

“This might be fun after all,” Steven said, repeating Covey’s words. He looked at Church. “You think there’s a chance of that?”

They both thought about it a moment, then answered in unison. “Nah!”

Andy went through the hatch while Steven hesitated on the steps, watching the roadway in the distance, hoping to see the Caravan there and Janet returning for a proper farewell. And he began to wonder if the goodbye kiss was just her ritual after all. Because right now he was the one with the real hinky feeling.

Just in case, she would have said. Just in case of what?

He reached up out of habit to check the airsickness patch again, but this time his fingertips found only a sticky spot of bare skin. The damned thing had fallen off! He immediately started scouring the ground to no avail, then remembered the spares he’d stuck in a pocket on his backpack… but that was already locked away with the other cargo. Damn! He started down the steps, determined to find Jerry and have him open the storage compartment. But before he could reach the bottom Elton Tucker came out of the office door with the pilot in tow.

Time to leave.

With a sinking feeling he climbed into the belly of the Lear, found a seat and strapped himself into it, and got a death grip on the armrests. Take a deep breath, he told himself, in and out, in and out, nice and steady. You’re not going to be sick, you’re not going to be sick…

A bubble of queasiness broke loose and rose into his throat. He winced. The bitter acidic taste told him his stomach was already out of sorts, and the plane hadn’t even left the ground yet.

You’re going to be sick, he assured himself. Get used to it.


TWO

Janet sat at the drawing table in the study surrounded by the tools of her trade, the Berol pencils and the fine camel-hair brushes, the markers and T-squares and kneaded erasers. And she did nothing. She just sat, and the large pad of newsprint before her that she used for preliminary sketches was as blank as it had been two hours before. Her pencil hovered there unmoving, had yet to touch the page completely. Instead she swiveled gently back and forth on her stool and stared vacantly out the window above the table. Her gaze was fixed on the persimmon tree in the side yard, still clinging to its fruit in anticipation of a coming chill that, being September and being Indiana, might still be months away. She looked at the tree steadily, unwavering, but she did not really see it. Instead her eyes were focused well beyond that, past the boundaries of yard and city and county, till she seemed to traverse the wilds of the Smoky Mountains two states away, searching for pieces of downed aircraft…

Stop it, she mentally snapped at herself, breaking that stolid trance for the first time in hours. So he hasn’t called yet. Big deal. It doesn’t mean there’s trouble. Quit jumping to conclusions. It’s only been—she checked her watch—four and a half hours since he took off…

Four and a half? That long?

She shook herself as if to toss off the cold hands of worry or at least lessen their grip. You’ve got other things to think about. You’re under deadline for this book, remember? If you don’t get some painting done soon…

Okay, okay.

She ran her pencil into the electric sharpener again, even though it didn’t really need it, and then did the same for the three backup pencils lying within easy reach. She rearranged her erasers and the markers she used for color embellishing, and she swept any dust and eraser rubbings from the sketch pad. Then she took a deep breath and picked up her pencil.

And just sat there.

The blank grey newsprint glared at her knowingly, taunting her with the knowledge that her muse had departed, at least for the meantime. She tried priming her mental pump over and over in hopes that a spark of inspiration might spring full-blown from her mind and splash onto the page before her. But nothing would come. In desperation she looked to the samples of her previous work, hanging all around the room in carved wooden frames that Steven had specially ordered in nearby Nashville in Brown County. They were all scenes of her bread-and-butter characters, Chucklehead the stuffed moose and his heroic young owner, Teddy, from the three books in the series that she had already illustrated. She looked them over with a hypercritical eye and frowned; though they were in essence the genesis of her fledgling but so far lucrative career, they were also sources of continued consternation. Janet had always considered herself a writer as well as an artist, and she had many ideas of her own in mind, children’s projects she was proud of and eager to get started on. But unfortunately her first assignment was Chucklehead, a completely derivative cross between Winnie the Pooh and the Wizard of Oz, and she did her job a little too well. The resulting success of the first book had spawned three sequels, including the one she was presently contracted for, and, to Janet’s chagrin, had irrevocably identified her with a character she hated. Working with such second-rate material had stunted her creativity; it was becoming increasingly hard to squeeze any variation at all out of these stories. Each book was little more than a retread of the previous one, and she was always in danger of repeating herself. Let’s face it, she sighed. You’re bored with this. It’s time to move on.

But she’d said that before, right after the first book. And again after the second. And the third. And now this one. And if they waved a bigger check in front of her eyes for the next Chucklehead opus, the chances were good she’d be saying it again.

She leaned down and plucked several discarded drawings from the trash basket beside the desk, unwadded them, and smoothed the wrinkles with both hands. The first two were just wishful doodles—one had Chucklehead dressed as a hooker, complete with fishnet stockings, and another had the living moose-doll being strangled and de-stuffed by his beloved master Teddy. She discarded those for a second time and concentrated instead on the other she had retrieved. It was an actual scene from her latest assignment and the only honest attempt at illustration she’d made all morning, even if it was halfhearted at that. It was to have been the proverbial happy-ending scene, after Chucklehead and Teddy had rescued the princess from the Nogre King and returned her to the wondrous forest kingdom of Glitterwood. It was supposed to be a jubilant scene, festive, joyous. But what she had intended and what her pencil had eventually wrought were two entirely different things. The wrinkled scene was dark and foreboding, a sinister forest of shadow within shadow, and for a rough sketch it had a depth and mystery that almost brought a chill to her skin. The heroic moose and master looked all right in the center of the page—she could draw those two in her sleep by now—but the forest creatures gathered to greet them were very much out of character. Pixies and elves and fairies gathered there, all crouched and dark as if the very shadows were taking physical form and closing in around the intruders. And their furtive, grinning expressions, meant to be grateful at the princess’s return, could just as easily have passed for wicked, malevolent…

“Good, Janet,” she sighed. “Real good. That oughta scare the shit out of the little tykes.” She started to discard it, then took one last look at the puzzling drawing. It was so different from what she’d intended… Where the hell did it come from, anyway?

Her eyes slid slowly across the page and centered on Chucklehead, of all things. Something about him didn’t look right, stranded there in the middle of that haunted wood. It was a moose’s head and antlers, all right, but the face, the eyes…

Janet abruptly crumpled the paper again, harder and angrier this time than when she last saw Steven’s face there. She threw it all the way into the hall, where she wouldn’t be tempted to look at it again. Give it up, she thought, dropping her pencil in despair. You won’t get any work done today, not with this shitty mood you’re in. For no matter how hard you fight it, it’ll find a way of insinuating itself into every drawing and foul them up. Turn them against you.

She immediately reached for a cigarette again, the fourth in the last hour. But this time she did more than just stop herself with a mental reprimand. She grabbed up the whole pack and crushed it in her fist. “I promised Steven I’d quit, dammit,” she said. “And I’m not going to disappoint him.” No, she’d just have to find some other way of settling her jangled nerves.

A bike ride? Janet almost smiled; that would surely do the trick. To be on her ten-speed out on some deserted country road, legs pumping, torso bent close to the frame to cut the wind. That would be great. But she just couldn’t leave, not yet anyway. Not until the phone rang.

Dammit, Steven, why don’t you call?!

He’s still angry, she tried to rationalize. You pushed too hard on this one, especially after he’d already made up his mind. Now this could be his way of getting back at you. After all, he knows how you always worry… But then she frowned. For it was that very reason that convinced her he would call. He would never put her through that on purpose. He was just too considerate for that. Way too considerate. This was the same guy who still held doors for ladies and shoveled his neighbors’ walks in the winter without being asked and thanked cashiers for thanking him in the first place. Sometimes it bordered on the compulsive, but it was always sweet and sincere and one of the main reasons she loved him so much.

But if he wasn’t doing this on purpose…

… Plane debris littering the wilderness…

She forced such macabre thoughts from her mind, refusing them weight and substance. But that was becoming increasingly difficult as the minutes ticked by. How much longer—

The phone rang.

Janet jolted as if shot; even though she’d been expecting it for hours and praying for it, the sound was still remarkably loud in the silence of her studio. She almost fell off the stool but regained enough of her balance to land on her feet and lunge for the handset. She wanted to yell his name into the mouthpiece but caught herself; now that the call was here and the urgency eased somewhat, a spark of unflagging pride said play it cool, be nonchalant or he’ll know you were worried. So she took a deep breath and her “Hello?” came out measured and unperturbed.

“Hi, honey,” came the voice from the other end of the line, but it was different from what she’d been expecting. Female. Throaty. Achingly slow.

Janet sighed wearily and sagged into the nearest lounge chair. “Hello, Mom. How are you today?”

“Oh, I’m all right,” her mother’s voice replied slowly, painfully. Dramatically so. “Except for my back, you know. Gave me fits all night. But I’ll be okay.” Her voice trailed off there for effect, which was as good a place as any since her arsenal of small talk was depleted. From there she cut right to the chase. “So,” she wondered nonchalantly, “did you let him go or not?”

“I didn’t let him do anything. He just went.”

“That’s what I figured,” her mother said knowingly. “He’s that much like your father, you know. Harry just lived for work. Never had any time for his wife or children. And Steven’s his spitting image. Your father up one side and down the other.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far, Mom.”

“You should’ve stopped him, Jan.”

Janet almost laughed. “He’s a grown man, Mother. Just how was I supposed to do that?”

“Just put your foot down for once. Tell him where you stand.”

“You mean give him an ultimatum? Over a fishing trip? Get real, Mom. This was just an argument. It’s not worth putting my marriage on the line. Besides, I don’t remember you ever telling Daddy anything like that.”

There was a pause at the other end of the line, and Janet could almost hear her mother pursing her lips in consternation. “Look, Mom,” she continued, “I’m just not so sure it’s worth making threats over. Now I’ll admit, I was mad that he decided to go. For two years he hasn’t taken any time off with me at all, no vacation, not even a weekend trip, just the two of us. But when Elton Tucker snaps his finger, boy… It made me furious, okay? But now… I don’t know, maybe I was being selfish. I mean, it is business. Sorta. And from what Steven’s told me, and some of the other wives as well, it could have an impact on his future with the company. And his career is his identity these days, especially since my illustrating has started to pay off. I think his male pride’s taken a few lumps, though he’d never admit it. He wants a promotion badly. I should’ve realized that from how stubborn he acted. Maybe I should’ve just accepted it.”

“But you’re his wife. He should have considered your feelings.”

“I didn’t say I agreed with him, Mother. I just have to respect his judgment, you know? He is my husband.”

“I suppose,” her mother sighed skeptically. The woman’s understanding did not stretch quite as far as her daughter’s.

“Look, Mom, I’m kinda expecting him to call anytime, so I’m going to let you go, okay?”

“Oh. Well…”

“I’ll talk to you later, okay? Bye-bye.” She hung up quickly, before her mother could rekindle the conversation and stretch it out any longer. In another few minutes it would have shifted from her insensitive husband back to her insensitive father, and Janet didn’t need another rehash of her parents’ marital woes, especially since the poor guy had been dead for six years now. Besides, she had her own troubles.

She pulled her feet up under her and set the phone in her lap, cradled it there like a bewildered child. “C’mon, Steven,” she whispered to it. “Call me. Now.” But no ring.

She hadn’t been completely honest with her mother. Yes, she was irritated with the way Steven followed after Tucker like a puppy. But in truth she was more worried than angry. Afraid that this trip was a sign of estrangement. Unlike other couples, she and Steven had never been just husband and wife. They were best friends. They spent almost all of their free time together. And she wasn’t tired of it, not after ten years. She missed every minute they weren’t together. But what about Steven? Did he still feel the same?

Quit being so insecure, she cursed herself. Steven loves you. Have a little faith.

She sat there, patting the phone on her lap. She was still angry, but now mostly at herself. She knew he’d been trying to clear the air before he left, to kiss and make up. But she had to be stubborn and make an ass of herself. And now she regretted it more than anything.

Kiss and make up… That may have been what bothered her the most. I didn’t kiss him, she thought, over and over. And now something bad’s happened, I know it…

The phone seemed to vibrate under her palm. And a split second later the ringing started.

She just sat there, shocked. Afraid to pick it up, afraid it might be Mom again or the publisher wondering about her paintings or… It rang three more times before she finally plucked the handset from its perch.

The operator’s voice was distant and impersonal. “I have a collect call from a Steven Wilhoit. Will you accept the charges?”

Janet immediately yelled “Yes!” into the mouthpiece, all but deafening the poor girl at the other end. “Steven? Are you there?”

The line crackled with long-distance static. Then came the voice… “Hi, Pud,” Steven said.

Janet sank deep into the chair cushions as if her muscles had all turned to liquid. Her relief was that pronounced, and for an instant she was so incredibly giddy that she almost laughed out loud. For she knew in that instant that he was not only alive and well but no longer angry with her. When he was upset, he always used her given name. But Pud—that was his affectionate nickname for her, short for Puddin’. She swallowed and took a deep breath, steadied her voice. “I was beginning to worry.”

“I’m sorry about that,” he sounded sincere. “But this is the first chance I’ve had to use a phone.”

“Is everything all right?”

There was a hesitation at the other end of the line, and that caused Janet’s previous unease to sprout all over again. “Well,” Steven stammered, “yes and no. We’re okay. The flight was okay.”

“But?”

“Well… there was sort of a last-minute change in plans. We didn’t go to the Smokies after all.”

Didn’t what? “What do you mean? You’re not in Tennessee?”

“Nope.”

“Then where are you?”

Steven chuckled, less from humor than his own disbelief. “Would you believe… Canada?”


THREE

“Pud? You still there?” Steven shook the receiver, rapped it against the wall of the phone booth as if to jar it back into working order. “Janet? Did you hear me?”

A bare whisper finally sounded at the other end of the line. “Canada…” his wife muttered, as if saying it aloud might make it more comprehensible.

“It’s crazy, isn’t it?” he commiserated. “One minute we’re supposed to be headed for Tennessee, and next thing I know we’re pointed north and crossing into Ontario.”

“But… Canada?”

Steven smiled to himself and gave her a moment to let things sink in. It was a little hard to swallow, he’d admit.

It had taken him a while to adjust to the idea himself. He leaned back in the corner of the booth and dug into his shirt pocket for the pack of Rolaids he’d bought from a vending machine at the small country airport where they’d landed. He was already halfway through the roll and still his guts wouldn’t stop churning. But it was better now than it had been. It wasn’t until he’d emptied his stomach in the men’s room at the airport’s little terminal building that it showed any sign of subsiding at all. One thing’s for sure, he decided. When a Wilhoit gets airsick, he pulls out all the stops. He popped the antacid into his mouth and sagged against the pay phone and waited for the booth to quit spinning.

“Did you actually say Ontario?” Janet wanted to know.

“As far as I know, hon. It’s hard to tell just by looking. You know me and little towns. They all look alike.” He slowly turned all the way around in the booth and scanned his surroundings as if Janet might somehow witness the scene through his eyes. The town certainly qualified as small. He was standing on the main street, so named, and the buildings within his immediate view never reached beyond two stories. There were mostly shops lining the street, like Cherie’s Cafe and Sunset Country Sports Ltd. and Marsha’s Office Supplies, or the bar immediately behind him that everyone called Lannie’s but whose sign simply read Tavern. Steven wondered how much more town there was beyond this; he’d seen very little on the cab ride from the airport, or maybe he just hadn’t bothered to look. But that reminded him… He began to pat down his pockets, searching for the tourist brochures he’d picked up in passing through the little terminal building. They were in the cargo pocket on his left thigh, a folded two-color sheet and a larger, glossy brochure with color pictures. “I think this place has an Indian name…” he told his wife as he opened the booklets, and the word he was searching for jumped immediately to his attention. “Atikokan. It means Caribou Bones. See there, Pud, you learn something every day.”

Janet sounded impatient. “But where is Atikokan?” she kept after him.

“Well, gimme a minute,” he said, leafing through the literature faster and reading it aloud as he went. He picked out a detail here, a tidbit there, fitted them jigsaw-like and fashioned at least a passing familiarity with the town he had been thrust into. Atikokan had been an iron mining town from the mid-forties to about a decade before, when the mines closed and a big chunk of the population moved away. But the rest of the town refused to roll over and die. It hung in there thanks to the tourism of “nearby Quetico” and nowadays encouraged a growing industrial base…

“What’s a Quetico?” Janet asked, showing that she was indeed listening.

“I don’t know yet,” he said, going to the more colorful brochure. Flipping through the ads for canoeing outfitters and hunting camps, even coupons for local businesses (free soft drink offer at Cherie’s Cafe, ten percent discount on all meals at TJ’s…), he finally located a full-page map of the region. And there, outlined in red, was a massive tract of real estate labeled Quetico Provincial Park, the “canoeing capital of Canada.” “Hell, hon,” he said into the phone, “I’m right on top of the Canadian version of Yellowstone. This place is huge.” He traced a finger across the wilds of the park until he reached the southern border and realized it was the real border, where Ontario ended and the United States began. “Hey,” he said, “I’m not as far away as I thought. We’re just a stone’s throw from Minnesota. Well, it’d be a helluva throw, but we’re still fairly close.”

“Steven,” Janet said firmly to interrupt his little travelogue, “I still don’t get it. What are you doing there in the first place?”

“Tucker,” he sighed, “who else? I don’t know all the details—so far he’s been playing the whole thing close to the vest. But on the plane he mentioned that he’d bought some land up here. Chicano Lake, something like that. The fishing’s supposed to be great. And what the hell, it was probably just pocket change to him anyway.”

“He had this planned all along?”

“You know the old man,” Steven said with a shrug. “He gets a kick out of stringing people along. And right now he’s having a real hi-ho time.”

Janet was silent for a moment. “So,” she asked, a bit sheepishly, “what are you going to do now?”

You mean am I going to bail out and come home, he started to snap. But he knew it sounded defensive and stopped himself. She wasn’t baiting him this time. It was just a simple question, one she had every right to ask. So he softened his tone. “To tell you the truth, Pud, when I first realized we were changing plans I was apprehensive. I don’t like surprises like that. But now that I’m up here it is kind of exciting. I mean, fishing’s fishing to me, no matter where you go. And I’ve never been to Canada, and it is beautiful, at least what I’ve seen so far, mostly from the air. Maybe after I get back we’ll come back up here on vacation.”

“Not likely, buckaroo,” Janet said. “I don’t like cold weather, remember?”

“But it’s not cold up here, Jan. It’s just mid-September—it’s not much cooler than it is down home. It’s actually pretty nice. I think you’d like it. Look, I’d better be getting back before they start thinking something’s happened to me…”

“Wait a minute. Where can I get hold of you? Is there a number or something?”

Steven had been waiting for this part and dreading it. The shit was sure to hit the fan when he told her. “I don’t know yet. Right now we’re waiting for somebody to pick us up and then I guess we’ll be heading for the old man’s little slice of heaven, wherever that is. But I kinda doubt there’ll be a phone there. I might not be able to call again for a few days.” He gave her a moment, waited for the explosion. What if there’s an emergency, what if one of the kids gets sick, if we had kids, that is, or what if I can’t find where you put the checkbook… But to his amazement she didn’t say a word. “Pud,” he asked, “did you hear me?”

“I heard you,” she finally said, her voice surprisingly calm, “and I’m not real happy about it. But there’s nothing I can do, so that’s that.”

Steven was shocked. “But you’re not mad at me anymore?”

“Mad? Well… Maybe a little. But do me one favor, okay? If you can get to a phone, please call me. ’Cause I’m going to worry, whether you like it or not.”

He smiled. “You’re crazy about me, aren’t you?”

“I just miss having you under foot is all.”

“Honey, I’ve only been gone a few hours.”

“It seems like longer than that,” Janet confessed. “And I’ve been thinking… I forgot to kiss you this morning. So consider yourself kissed, okay? Just in case.”

Steven’s face flushed, and he felt stupid for having argued with her in the first place. Hell, he felt stupid for even being there. What sane man goes off tramping around in the woods with three bozos he barely knows when he has someone like that at home? “I love you too,” he whispered into the phone. “And I’ll tell you what. Maybe it’s a good thing to get away once in a while. Because it sure reminds you of what you’ve got at home, you know? Gotta go, Pud. See you a week from Sunday.” He hung up quickly, before she could say another word. It was bad enough when she was being adversarial, but now… Now he felt like more of a heel than ever.

From the corner of his eye he saw the door of Lannie’s open and a stomach come out, followed closely by its owner. Andy Church paused there to empty a small bag of Dorito crumbs into his mouth, then crumpled the package and threw it into a trash can beside the door. He glanced around the small, mostly empty parking lot as if looking for someone… Steven quickly stepped out of the phone booth and was halfway across the front of the building before Andy saw him coming. “Well,” he said, “we were starting to wonder about you, Steve. Where’d you disappear to?”

“Just out here, getting a breath of fresh air.”

Andy nodded. “Still sick, huh?”

Wilhoit was surprised. He was so positive he’d kept it to himself. He’d even tried muffling his heaves in the airport bathroom, flushing the toilet as cover. “How did you know?”

“On the plane,” the heavier man told him. “You turned a bright shade of green right after we took off. You know, my little brother used to look just like that when he got carsick on vacation.”

Steven groaned. “I was hoping no one would see. I’ll bet everyone had a good laugh over it.”

“Not really. I think I’m the only one who noticed. Covey was too busy raiding the liquor cabinet and Tucker spent most of his time in the cockpit, probably so we wouldn’t ask too many questions too early and ruin his little surprise.” Andy glanced over at the phone booth, jerked a thumb in its direction. “Calling the little woman with the good news?”

Steven cursed himself. So far he was batting a thousand; everything he’d tried to conceal seemed common knowledge. He looked at the other man defensively and felt as if he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. That’s exactly why he hadn’t called as soon as they reached Atikokan Municipal Airport. He wanted to wait and slip away, to phone in private so they couldn’t accuse him of being henpecked or pussy-whipped. But now he’d blown it. Church had made a logical assumption, and any excuses he gave would only make him look worse. “Yeah, I called my wife,” he admitted. “Big fucking deal.”

Andy shrugged off his belligerent tone. “No deal at all, man. If I were still with Connie, I’d’ve called her too. There ain’t much sense in letting them worry. Now, your wife is Jane, isn’t it?”

“Janet.

“That’s right. She seems real nice. And it doesn’t hurt that she’s one sharp lady, right?”

Steven smiled. “Then you do know my wife.”

“Are you kidding, friend? You two are legends around the company. One of the only happily married couples left. I’m jealous, I’ll admit. You know, me and Connie, we had some good times in our two years. But in the end, the bad just outweighed ’em. Like that party, right?”

Steven decided to admit that he didn’t know, that he didn’t remember Connie at the party or Andy for that matter, and that he’d just been placating him all day long. But then a memory came bubbling out of his subconscious. The sounds of an argument… There had been a squabble that night, between Jerry Burleigh’s secretary and her husband. It was volatile but short, over before Mr. Tucker ever got wind of it. But it was still embarrassing. And now that he thought about it, her husband had been from out in the plant…

“So… how did she take it?”

Steven snapped out of it. “I’m sorry?”

“Your wife,” Andy said. “How did she take the news of our unexpected little excursion?”

“Pretty well, actually,” Steven admitted. “I was really expecting some fireworks, especially after the donnybrook we had this morning. But she was pretty calm and collected, and I just don’t get it. You know, every time I think I’ve got her figured out, bang, she takes me completely off-guard.”

Andy gave a chortle, and his stomach jostled like an amateur Santa. “Get with the game, Wilhoit. You’re not supposed to understand them. That’s most of the fun, so enjoy it and hope it lasts. Because when you do have her figured out, that’s when the party’ll be over. Take my word for it.” He leaned back against the frame of the tavern door and stuck his thumbs in his belt loops, resting his gut on his forearms. It was either a philosophical pose or an attempt to keep his ill-fitting jeans from sagging down his hips any farther. “You know, if I were you, I’d be back in Bloomington right now instead of following a nut like Elton Tucker around.” He glanced cautiously through the window in the tavern door, suddenly worried that his voice might have carried inside. “It ain’t worth it, man. Not screwing with your marriage. No, sir.”

Steven was beginning to feel even worse—between Janet and Andy and his own conscience, he was being triple-teamed. But then, like a bolt of instant enlightenment, he realized what was happening. “Oh, boy”—he laughed wryly—“you’re slick, buddy. Really slick. You had me going for a minute there.”

Church looked puzzled. “What are you talking about?”

“This commiseration, that’s what. The sympathy, the you’ve-got-a-helluva wife, you-oughta-be-home bullshit. Trying to make me homesick, guilt me into turning back. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Thinning down the competition?”

The fat man laughed. “That’s hogshit, man.”

“Is it? Come on, Andy. We can drop the act. This trip doesn’t have anything to do with fishing. It’s business, pure and simple. Tucker has power and he likes to use it. He brings us up here to test us, to make us jump through hoops, and we’re all prepared to do it if he dangles the right job in front of our noses. Like the regional manager position for the new southwest branch? Yeah, it’d be real convenient if I’d pull out right now. That’d leave just you and Willie Loman in there.”

Church rubbed his face with exasperation. “Man, you yuppie types are pretty fucking paranoid, aren’t you? You looking at me, a plant foreman, as competition for an upper office position? It doesn’t usually work that way, chum.”
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