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  PRAISE FOR ROLLING BACK THE RIVER




  “In Rolling Back the River, Paul Guernsey crafts a moving, elegiac portrait of a man—and a world—struggling to hold onto what matters most. As Vincent Mapp fights to preserve wild waters, native fish, and old loyalties, he discovers that some currents cannot be reversed, no matter how fiercely we row against them. A powerful meditation on loss, resilience, and the beauty of letting go, Rolling Back the River speaks to anyone who’s ever loved a place—or a person—enough to mourn its passing.”—Joshua Caldwell, fly fisher and director of the feature film Mending the Line




  “A thoroughly enjoyable, absorbing, and darkly comic novel about the delicate balance of the natural world.”—David Coggins, author of The Believer: A Year in the Fly Fishing Life




  “Rolling Back the River is great fun, a crisp and rollicking read that artfully mixes humor and meaningful contemplation, often on the very same page.”—Monte Burke, author of Lords of the Fly, Saban, and Rivers Always Reach the Sea




  “I’ve never read anything quite like this. It grabbed me, compelled me, and made me assess all the reasons why I care so much about fly-fishing. The writing is nothing short of masterful and laden with legitimate substance. It is so deeply honest and imaginative, it left me speechless.” —Kirk Deeter, editor of TROUT magazine




  “Imagine Carl Hiaasen’s environmental urgency crossed with John Gierach’s dry wit and Norman Maclean’s quiet reverence for trout water. That’s the sweet spot Paul Guernsey hits in Rolling Back the River—a terrific novel celebrating friendship, fly fishing, and the tangled comedy of growing older and wiser on a rapidly changing planet.”—Tim Schulz, author of A Cast Away in Montana




  “In Rolling Back the River, Paul Guernsey has written a novel of nuance and meaning that brought me moments of laughter, joy, curiosity, and almost sentimental reflection. I loved this story.”—Steve Ramirez, author of Casting Forward and the Lyons Press Casting series




  “Great fishing novels capture anglers and non-anglers. They’re scarce as coelacanths, but one has surfaced here. With wit and superb writing, Guernsey takes us to beautiful places and develops characters who are real people, most of whom we want to know, all of whom we get to know.”—Ted Williams, conservation journalist, author, and guide




  “It doesn’t take more than a few sentences to realize that Paul Guernsey is a writer who fly fishes, rather than the other way around. When he is describing time on the water, the authenticity is clear, but what really carries the narrative are his skills as a writer—a fine eye for detail, an acute sense of life’s absurdities, and a profound sense of humanity. While anglers will certainly enjoy this book, its appeal goes far beyond its sporting subject.”—Phil Monahan, editor in chief of MidCurrent




  “A delightful book. The characters and their relationships are honest and believable. Well-known names in the fly-fishing community are seamlessly woven into the tapestry of the story, and there are rich literary allusions throughout. Most importantly, the descriptions of fishing are truthful and not overdone. I found myself rooting for the hero, and hope he makes a comeback in future books, like Joseph Heywood’s Bowie Rhodes, or Jim Harrison’s Brown Dog.”—Bob White, sporting artist, author, and Argentina and Alaska fishing guide




  “I’ve known Paul Guernsey since his days with Fly Rod & Reel magazine. Paul was promoting wild native fish and real conservation when doing so put readership and advertising at risk due to potential blowback from the industry and angling community. But Paul is also a fly fisherman, and he manages to find a balance between fish and fishing in his book, which is important.”—Bob Mallard, writer, former fly-shop owner, fly-fishing guide, and founding member and executive director of the Native Fish Coalition
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  For the gauchos, guides, and tango dancers.




  For every fishing friend I’ve had.




  And most of all, for all the fish.







  



  One of the penalties of an ecological education is that one lives alone in a world of wounds.




  —ALDO LEOPOLD




  I agree with a friend of mine who says that if fishing is really like sex, then he’s doing one of them wrong.




  —JOHN GIERACH, DANCES WITH TROUT




  




 



  CHAPTER ONE




  Maps and Mazes




  VINCENT MAPP WAS FREQUENTLY IMPULSIVE. IT WAS A QUALITY THAT, over the course of his long life, had brought him adventure and adversity in roughly equal measure—and often at the same time. Just now, it caused him to pause partway through the story he was telling and begin thrashing against his shoulder harness as he wrestled the phone from his pants pocket, abruptly curious to see who had called him earlier, while they were still humming along on pavement. It was Jimmy Dunlevy—which was unusual and therefore a surprise. Jimmy had left a text message: Need to talk to you about Argentina. Need to talk to you about J. T. Allman.




  “Hmm,” said Vincent.




  Argentina: South American country with fine fly fishing—as long as one didn’t mind that the trout were not native to its rivers.




  J. T. Allman: Reclusive rich guy, getting far on in years now. Global wildlife conservationist. Passionate angler. Owned ranches everywhere, including a vast one in Argentina. A river ran through it.




  By then, Vincent and Sean—Master Maine Fishing Guide Sean Rideout—were shuddering down a muddy gravel track so far up-country that cell reception would be unreliable. It was likely no use trying to call him back. Anyway, it was only Dunlevy.




  “Dunlevy,” said Vincent, toggling the phone in his hand.




  Sean grunted. He curled one edge of his upper lip and kept his eyes on the rutted road.




  “Something about Argentina.”




  Sean whispered a curse and jerked the wheel to avoid a pair of yellow rocks that erupted like fangs from the roadbed ahead of them.




  Dunlevy: Vincent had hired him green, right out of journalism school, to work as his associate editor, back when Vincent was running the magazine—a decade and a half ago now when not only did magazines still exist but people thought they were important. Smart, Dunlevy. Decent writer. Halfway decent fisherman. More than a bit of a wiseass. After their magazine ceased publication, Vincent started teaching college, and Dunlevy . . . drifted back out West to spend several years doing this and that before eventually launching a fly-fishing website, which was connected in some way to a fly-fishing podcast, which was connected in some way to several fly-fishing social media accounts, which in turn were connected to a tangle of things online that Vincent not only did not completely understand but also did not care about. He hoped Jimmy was making a living from it all, at least.




  Vincent himself, as a writer and editor: through and through still hopelessly loyal to and enamored of the idea of print on paper. An armored knight in the age of the longbow and therefore—as he well understood—a tragic and fading figure. So be it.




  One of Vincent’s finest moments as an editor: giving his magazine’s annual conservation award to J. T. Allman. Allman had applied rotenone to thirty miles of a highly regarded trout creek that ran through his Montana property. Caused every single brown trout, rainbow trout, and bastardized rainbow/cutthroat hybrid trout in that creek to turn its pale belly to the Montana sky. Replaced them all with pure Westslope cutthroat trout—the fish that had evolved in the Rocky Mountains, that belonged in those sacred aboriginal waters. In the wake of Allman’s award, a hail of hate mail poured in from anglers who had enjoyed fishing for those alien species. They called Allman a Nazi. They called Vincent a communist. But Vincent stood strong and weathered it. He came out of it a better editor. A more committed conservationist. A tougher person. He never learned what Allman thought of all the turmoil. Meanwhile, in Allman’s stream, absent brown trout constantly bullying them and eating all their food and without rainbow trout constantly having sex with them, the cutthroat trout survived and thrived. It was glorious. It was also a very long time ago.




  “Anyway,” Vincent said as he jammed the phone back into his pocket. “Remind me, now: What I was telling you?” Sean filled his cheeks with air and gave him a sideways look.




  Vincent outwaited him, and finally, after the weight of silence and expectation finally tipped the scales, Sean exhaled and said, “You were saying some shit about how your subconscious mind is a subterranean river, with brook trout swimming all through it.”




  “Yes. And so, the best illustration of that was this dream I had. A long time ago. After my father died.”




  “We’re about two miles from the bridge,” Sean said. “I’m thinking we’ll start out with a two-fly rig. Elk Hair Caddis with a Pheasant Tail dropper.”




  “Brookies were the first fish my father taught me to catch when I was just a kid. I became imprinted on them. They became an actual part of me. He wasn’t a fly fisherman. We caught them on garden hackle. But, still.”




  “You could write all this down,” Sean suggested. “Like you used to. Then I could read it . . . or not.”




  “Anyway, this dream. Exactly a year to the night he died. I woke up—in the dream—and I was in the house where I grew up. I went to the window and looked out. Back lawn, instead of being a back lawn, was a pond.”




  “Prone to flooding, no doubt?”




  “No! Always dry as a bone. Not a big pond. Not a deep pond. You could still see the tips of the green grass poking through the surface. But, water standing on it. The surface quivered like quicksilver. It reflected the clouds. Like never before and never again.”




  “So, I’m employing my psychotic powers here . . . and I’m gonna predict that in this dream you went and got your fly rod.”




  “I did get my fly rod. Strung it up. Tied on an Adams. Size 16, as I remember. Greased it up. Made a cast, landed that little Adams right out there in the middle of a cloud with barely a ripple, and out of nowhere—out of the wet lawn—up comes a snout and a brook trout takes the fly. Brought him in; ten inches, maybe eleven. Nice for a brookie. The most vivid spots I’d ever seen on a fish. Yellow and red; brilliant blue halos around the red ones. Glowing. Shimmering. Otherworldly. When I put him back into the water, it wasn’t like he swam off. He just vanished. I mean, it was like he dematerialized back into that flooded grass.”




  “And you cast again.”




  “Of course I did. And another fish. Same size. Same eerie iridescence. Same spooky disappearance when I released him.”




  “In all the fairy tales, magic always happens in threes,” Sean said. He allowed himself a twitch of a smile.




  “That’s right. Caught the third fish. Just the same as the other two, and when I put it back, a little tremble of its tail and then, poof. After that, I reeled up and went into the house. And there, waiting for me in the living room—my childhood living room—there were three beings. Three supernatural beings. Luminous beings sitting side by side on the couch. No hair at all on their heads or their faces; I couldn’t tell whether they were male or female. All three wore matching robes that were the same pattern and color of a brook trout’s skin. Each one held a scepter in their hand—although I had never seen scepters like these before.”




  Sean couldn’t suppress a snort of laughter. “You’ve made a study of scepters?”




  “Each scepter was a golden bamboo fly rod—a short one, maybe six feet—each rod with different colored wraps: one with red wraps, one with yellow wraps, one with blue wraps. Each one attached to a jewel-encrusted fly reel.”




  “Must’ve cost some money, those reels.” Vincent ignored him.




  “Right away I knew who these beings were. I knew what they were. I said to them, ‘Where did you come from?’”




  “And the being on the left—the one with the red-wrapped fly rod—answered, ‘We came from the water.’”




  “I asked, ‘But where did the water come from?’”




  “And the being on the right—blue rod wraps—answered, ‘The water comes from the earth.’”




  “And so, I said, ‘But there’s never been water where the water is now. When there is no water, where do you go?’”




  “And the luminous being in the middle, the one with the yellow-wrapped rod, they looked at the luminous being to their right, and then they looked at the luminous being to their left. And then the one in the middle said to me, ‘We can’t tell you that.’”




  “And I said, ‘You have to tell me. I need to know.’” “And at that, they all three shook their shiny heads. And the one in the middle told me, ‘If you really need to know, you have two choices. Your first choice is as follows: it is written that in the river, there are words beneath the rocks. Keep looking.’”




  “I said, ‘That would take a long time.’”




  “He said, ‘The second choice is . . . wait until you see your father. Then ask him.’”




  “I said, ‘My father’s been dead for a year.’”




  “He said, ‘Those are the choices; choose one, choose both, or choose none. Whichever way, it is not for us to tell you.’ Then they all three vanished into the air, the same way those three trout dematerialized into the water.”




  They juddered along in silence. Sean, his expression flinty once again, finally said, “Is that it?”




  “What do you mean, is that it? What do you think?”




  “What do I think?” Sean paused for a long moment, and Vincent began to wonder whether he would answer his own question. Finally, Sean said, “I guess I think a couple of things. The first one is, what the fuck have you been smoking?”




  Vincent laughed and was about to respond when Sean continued, “But to be honest, the second thing is that, once you’ve heard one fly fisherman’s story about his dead dad, you’ve really heard them all. Come to think of it, same goes for dead brothers, dead dogs, and dead best fishing buddies. If you ever wind up writing anything else ever again, don’t do that. Fish some new water. Don’t keep rowing the boat back up the river.”




  After Vincent had blinked away his astonishment, he said, “I can’t say that I was asking you for a literary critique . . . of my dream. Nonetheless, thanks for your advice.”




  “I mean it. Give us something without a bunch of boo-hoo dripping off of it. And how about some sex, for Christ’s sake? How come fishing stories never have any sex?”




  “Sean, it was a dream, not a first draft.”




  Sean took one hand from the wheel and lifted it into the air. “Life is a first draft,” he said.




  Vincent snickered and was about to ask him what the hell he knew about first drafts in the first place when ahead of them loomed the half-rotted wooden bridge that was their destination.
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  On all the maps, the gravel-bottomed, tannin-tinted stream had a name, but Vincent and Sean never spoke it, even to each other. They did have words for each of the stream’s discrete and singular features—its pools, its runs, its riffles—but these were names that had never been put to paper, which they themselves had conjured through a blend of long familiarity and imagination and which therefore comprised a litany, an incantation, that served only to deepen rather than unmask the mystery of the stream. Just upstream of the bridge was the First Pool—which they never fished because it sat within view of the derelict bridge and the nearly abandoned gravel road. Beyond the First Pool in ascending order: the Road Riffle, the Boulder Pool, the Long Riffle, the Hot Corner, Leaning Tree, the Glide, the Black Run, the Alder Tunnel, the Short Riffle, the Pocket, the High Bank, the Bend, the Blackfly Pool, the Top Run, and finally, at the end of every upstream quest, the Meeting Pool, where two tea-colored brooks that spilled from swamps and springs to the northeast and the northwest came eddying together to give birth to the stream.




  They loved this stream because there were brook trout in it, there had always been brook trout, and there had never been anything but brook trout. The trout were not large; any specimen that reached a length in double digits they considered a good one (most were smaller). But these were fish that unquestionably belonged here, the ones whose ancestors had remained behind in the barren wake of retreating glaciers and had gone on to swim and spawn through the millennia as all around them feathery, gray-green lichens took hold on the naked, ice-scoured bedrock, only to be overtaken by emerald mosses—which themselves were succeeded by an eruption of grasses that carpeted a broad and welcoming path for the forests that rose and fell and changed and rose again . . . all amid thousands of years of flooding and droughts and hard, snow-blasted freezes that sometimes lasted for almost a year, and the jaws of myriad, still-evolving predators and the ravenous claws and beaks of birds and the apocalyptic feet of mammoths and the sharp hooves of migrating caribou and solitary, plodding moose and the woven fish traps and stone spear-points of the First peoples, who passed through from the North and the West in wave after wave, and, finally, the depredations and degradations of the Final people: the clear-cutters and the gravel-road builders. And the anglers.




  While in many other waters populations of brook trout had faded and been replaced, in this fortunate flowage, the cycle of unending challenges seemed only to have made each generation of spotted fish a little stronger and a bit better suited to survival in this specific place—where they fit so well and belonged so completely that each individual was a living manifestation of the stream itself—of its amber flow and the sound of its water in the riffles and drops, and the wind bending the alders along its winding banks, and the shadows in its depths and the transient fingers of sunlight that reached down to its bed of dark and shifting gravel, and its swamps and its unseen icy springs and the whispering forest all around.




  Each season, Vincent and Sean fished the stream throughout a single day—fished it hard and thoroughly, and then they rested it for the remainder of the year. Rather than each of them carrying a rod and leapfrogging one another from pool to upstream pool the way two dryfly anglers would do on almost any other small river or creek, here they fished side by side and took turns casting with a single seven-and-a-half-foot, four-weight F. E. Thomas split-cane fly rod that Sean had inherited from his father. Although they knew that other people occasionally visited the place—they sometimes found tangles of discarded monofilament spinning line and Styrofoam worm containers and other trash near the pool by the bridge—the stream had no paths along its banks, and it was a difficult wade, and in all their years of coming, they had never encountered another angler.




  They parked near the wooden bridge and tugged on their waders and their wading boots, and then Vincent walked out onto the bridge to watch the hypnotic spurl of the water as it passed beneath him while Sean rigged their rod. To himself, Vincent recited what he could recall of one of his favorite literary passages, from Cormac McCarthy’s The Road:






   Once there were brook trout in the streams. You could see them standing in the amber current where the white edges of their fins wimpled softly in the flow. They smelled of moss in your hand. On their backs were vermiculate patterns that were maps of the world in its becoming. Maps and mazes. Of a thing which could not be put back. Not be made right again. In the deep glens where they lived all things were older than man and they hummed of mystery.







  To the tippet, Sean tied a bushy, tan caddisfly, a pattern that, with its flaring wing of elk-hair bristles, invariably put Vincent in mind of an old-fashioned shaving brush. To the bend of the hook, Sean knotted another light length of monofilament, and to its end he attached a smaller dropper fly. The dropper was a dull-colored nymph with a wing case and tail crafted with fibers from a pheasant’s feather—a fly tied to represent the larva of an aquatic insect—and just below its hook eye, it bore a tiny brass bead to give it weight that would pull it below the surface of the water.




  Once the rigging was accomplished, the two anglers put on their hats, slipped on their worn fishing vests, and clambered down the sloping bank below the bridge. Their boots in two feet of water, with branch tips of dense alder trees brushing their shoulders as they moved, they skirted the edge of the First Pool and worked their way up to the Road Riffle. Sean made the first cast, and no sooner did the flies touch the water than a nine-inch brook trout lifted from the bottom to hammer the dry fly. They whooped, and, after a brief fight, Vincent netted and released the fish. Then it was his turn, and he hooked another, slightly smaller trout that came swirling after the nymph. Sean caught one more trout in the Road Riffle, then they moved upstream, catching trout as they went.




  They found four trout in the Boulder Pool—two for each of them, with Sean’s eleven-incher, caught on the caddisfly, the largest. In this way they worked toward the Meeting Pool, the rod changing hands each time a fish was caught. Within the leafy, tangled tube of the Alder Tunnel, a conventional cast of any kind was impossible—not an overhead, a sidearm, or even a roll cast could go forth without wrapping in branches. But there had always been a good fish or two in that mysterious, shadowy spot, and so rather than skirting it and moving up to the relative openness and easiness of the Short Riffle, they took turns twanging out a bow-and-arrow cast: they would draw back the leader like a bowstring until the tip of the rod arced severely and then release it so that, in springing straight again, the rod tip rocketed the flies upstream, the leader and several feet of fly line unrolling behind them. In this way, they each took a decent brook trout in the Alder Tunnel.




  They caught fish in every one of their named places, and they lifted none of them from the water but always removed the hook while cradling the trout in the cold flow of its element. One of them would gently hold the fish while the other slipped the barbless hook from its jaw, then the two of them would quietly celebrate the trout, honoring its vitality and its beauty, until it finally and suddenly realized it was free and, with a frenzied thrash of its tail, shot down to the depths. So perfectly matched were these trout to the colors and the shifting patterns of gravel and light at the bottom of the stream that rather than escaping back into the flow, they seemed to dissolve in it, vanishing as completely as had the three trout in Vincent’s long-ago dream.
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  It was a near-perfect day until they reached the High Bank. It was there that, just after Sean had finished untangling the two-fly rig from an alder branch that Vincent had snagged on his backcast, they heard movement and turned their eyes to the top of the bank. There on the High Bank stood not the first but the first three other anglers they had ever encountered on this stream: three much younger fishermen . . . three fishing Bros, each Bro with a backpack rather than a fishing vest, each wearing a longish Bro beard. There was Black Beard Bro, Brown Beard Man-Bun Bro, and Little Runty Red Beard Bro. Black Beard Bro and Brown Beard Man-Bun Bro had their cell phones out—these people videoed everything—and they were recording Sean and Vincent. As for Red Beard Bro . . . a set of large white ear buds bloomed beneath his hat, and he was jerking his head and twitching his shoulders to a tune that only he could hear. At the feet of Brown Beard Man-Bun Bro sat a blue fabric beer cooler that bulged like a tick. These people drank while they fly fished.




  Most worrisome: their fly rods were not rigged; instead, each Bro clenched a fistful of multipiece graphite fly-rod sections, suggesting that rather than fishing the entire stream as they followed it toward its sources, they were likely headed to one particular spot on the stream—the stream’s last fishable place before it divided out into the swamps and the best place on the entire stream in terms of size and number of fish.




  Vincent heard Sean swear under his breath. He felt a vague tug against his right wading boot, and when he looked down, he saw that, following his last cast, as he’d shifted his attention to the Bros on the bank, the flies and the fly line had drifted back down to him, the line somehow wrapping his lower shin before passing between his legs. Line now hung from him, twin V-wakes coming off the flies as they dragged in the current twenty feet downstream—and this awkwardness was what the Bros were recording with their cell phones.




  Abruptly, Red Beard Bro pirouetted away from the stream and crashed off into the brush. Although they could no longer see him, they continued to hear him and to see the tops of alders swaying above him as he thrashed his way down from the high bank and continued upstream. The other two Bros lowered their phones.




  “Hail fellows well met,” called Black Beard Bro, a bright grin slicing his face. Sean and Vincent continued to stare. After a moment, Black Beard added, “Say, is this a bamboo fly rod which I see before me?”




  Vincent glanced down at the elegant rod. Sean said, “Thomas split cane. Might be worth more than your car.”




  Brown Beard Man-Bun said, “Well, he’s got a Tesla, so . . .”




  “Well maybe two of his cars, then.” The two Bros laughed. Sean did not.




  Black Beard said, “Seriously though, I’ve always wanted to cast one. Never had the pleasure.”




  “Is that so?” said Sean. There was an uneasy silence.




  Black Beard said, “We read about this brook on the forum. Decided to give it a try.”




  Sean, after the shock had worn off, said, “On a forum, did you?”




  Vincent noticed that the water around their feet had grown cloudy. He turned his eyes upstream to the bottom of the Bend, and there stood Red Beard Bro, in the middle of the stream, dancing. His shuffling feet kicked up a ribbon of silt that wound its way down to them.




  “Hey!” yelled Vincent.




  Sean saw what was happening, and he too yelled. “Hey, asshole!”




  Vincent felt the loop of fly line tighten against his shin, and when he looked downstream, he saw that a small brook trout had hooked itself on the nymph and was now doing a dance of its own as it struggled.




  Back upstream, Red Beard Bro laughed and waved, obviously unable to hear them over the sound of his music. Only after Sean raised his hands above his head and scissored them maniacally did he unplug an earbud and cup a hand to his ear.




  “Quit that shit!”




  Black Beard Bro had his phone in hand again, and he was videoing as Vincent hunched down over the water, rod tucked beneath his arm, and began awkwardly drawing in the little trout, hand over hand.




  “Bro,” Brown Beard Man-Bun Bro said to Sean. “Tucker’s only trying to help. He’s only booting a few bugs off the bottom in order to get the fish turned on for you.”




  Sean said, “We don’t want Tucker’s fucking help. We don’t need




  Tucker to turn the fucking fish on for us.”




  “And it seems to me like he’s done you a good turn. I’d bet that’s the first fish you venerable gents have caught all day long.”




  “That’s not the way we fish. That’s not the way anybody fishes. You guys need to get lost.”




  “I believe the two words you’re actually struggling so hard to find right now might be ‘thank you.’”




  “Actually, the two words I’m finding for you right now . . .”




  “Sean,” Vincent said. He was feeling a little sick to his stomach. So much wrong here, all at once. As he removed the hook from the tiny trout’s mouth, he was imagining things getting very ugly. “Let’s let it go. These guys are here; there’s no rolling that back. And they’re different. They have different ideas. He likely did think he was helping.”




  Sean dropped his gaze from the men on the bank. “Fucking clowns,” he muttered.




  “Yeah.”




  When the accidental fish had been freed and they returned their eyes to the bank, the two Bros and their cooler were gone. They looked upstream, and Red Beard Bro was gone as well. But the three of them were not really gone, they knew.




  Dreading what lay ahead of them, they resumed moving upstream, bypassing the Bend, which had been ruined for them by Red Beard Bro and his shuffling dance. They caught a couple in the Blackfly Pool, three in the Top Run. Ten minutes after their final fish in the Top Run, Sean reeled up and said, “Maybe they went right past it and kept going.”




  “They’d have to be blind,” Vincent responded. “And stupid.”




  “Maybe they just kept walking right past it and fell into a swamp and drowned.” Vincent drew in a ragged breath. His stomach was still queasy.




  At that point, they would have been wise to go back to the bridge. But they couldn’t help themselves. The horror that awaited them ahead was irresistible; it drew them onward. As quietly as they were able, because they now were the interlopers, they approached the Meeting Pool. They heard the Bros laughing from a long way off, and as they came within sight, they stopped and knelt in the woods. Brown Beard and Red Beard were sitting on a bleached tree trunk that rested parallel to the stream. Each held a can of beer, and the two of them were throwing out wry comments as they observed Black Beard working the pool with an extremely long graphite rod. It was a ten-footer at least.




  “That’s not a fly line coming off of that thing,” Sean said after a moment.




  “Nope. Looks like monofilament.”




  At the end of each downstream swing, Black Beard lifted his arm and passed the rod over his head to plop a team of weighted flies back above him. Then, keeping the rod high and the line taut, he followed the swinging flies with the rod tip. The visible part of his line consisted of three colored sections of mono—green, yellow, red, maybe six feet in all—knotted between a short, transparent leader at the terminal end and stouter, colorless mono that ran all the way back through the line guides and disappeared into his reel. All in all, he had no more than a dozen feet of line off the rod tip. After every couple of casts, Black Beard shifted his position in the pool.




  “He’s not even casting,” Sean said quietly.




  “Nope.”




  “He’s just dunking the damn flies.”




  “He is.”




  Sean clawed a pair of compact binoculars from his vest and lifted them to his eyes. After a minute, he said, “Yup. As we might have guessed, we’ve got what appears to be a red Squirmy Wormy as the point fly and a chartreuse thing that looks to be maybe a Mop Fly as the dropper.”




  “In other words, a rubber tube and a piece of carpet fuzz.”




  Sean said, “So, what an awesome day this has been. Not only do we learn that our undercover brook trout stream has been burned on a forum, and not only do we have to run into other anglers here for the first time in twenty years, but . . . those fucking anglers just have to be a fucking Three Stooges team of fucking bearded Euro-nymphers. They have to be using this ridiculous technique and this ridiculous gear that’s not even real fly fishing.”




  Vincent was about to say, “It could hardly be worse” when Black Beard Bro jerked his fly rod skyward and yelped. The long rod bent deeply, the tip pulsing as he stripped in line, and after a minute, the fish came thrashing to the surface.




  When the fight was finished and the trout lay arcing against the bankside gravel, the three Bros yipped and gathered around it like hyenas at a kill. They drew out their cell phones and videoed each other holding the fish, and they interviewed one another about the experience of having caught it. About the intense emotions each of them was feeling. Their high-fives and fist bumps were recorded for posterity and online publication. It was the best thing, the best thing ever. It was indescribable. It was fuckinawesomebro. Sean groaned when Red Beard Bro stared into the compound lenses of two cell phones and announced to the world the name of their stream.




  To their credit, the Bros held their hostage underwater for revival between each new round of exaggerated, self-conscious celebration. When they finally released it, it still was more or less alive.




  And really, Vincent found it hard to blame them very much. If he’d caught that trout, even though it had been years since he’d taken his last trophy photo, he might have wanted a picture of it. It was a fine fish. An extraordinary fish, given the water it had come from. It had to be a good sixteen inches—definitely larger than any brook trout either he or Sean had taken in twenty years of fishing this very stream.




  Sean gave him a nudge. “Come on,” he said. “It’s time for us to go.”







 



  CHAPTER TWO




  The Magic of Three




  VINCENT WENT HOME THAT NIGHT TO AN ENJOYABLY EMPTY HOUSE. Caroline was away with her friend, Naya. The two of them were on one of their semiannual trips together—this most recent one a cruise around a constellation of Caribbean islands. Eating. Shopping. Whale watching. Swimming in some lagoon with a herd of dog-paddling pigs. That was the deal: Vincent got to fish—a pastime to which Caroline was, at best, indifferent, and Caroline got to take cruises and spa vacations with her friend—which was fine, as even the thought of participating himself in any sort of conventional tourist activities made Vincent’s stomach slither. Naya had inherited a lot of money, and she was generous with it, so Caroline’s trips didn’t even put much of a dent in their bank account. A great arrangement all around.




  His teaching year having ended a couple of weeks back, Vincent had been spending his solo time fishing, eating poorly, visiting pubs, and fishing again. This was the season when striped bass and shad were following herring up the rivers from the ocean. In addition, in the lake, right off the dock behind his house, there was decent angling to be had for several scaly invasive species. In Caroline’s absence, he had been taking full advantage.




  The following morning Dunlevy called again. Vincent had not forgotten Dunlevy’s phone message; he just had been in no hurry to respond to it.




  “Jimmy,” said Vincent. “I was just on my way out onto the pond.”




  “Chief,” said Jimmy as he invariably greeted Vincent in spite of the fact that the two of them had not worked together for almost fifteen years. “How are things? All good?”




  “Never better. You?”




  “Perfect. Getting married next year.”




  “Hah! About time. Congratulations.”




  “Listen, Vincent. A little bit of a hurry here . . . we can catch up later. I’m in touch right now because I’ve got kind of an idea thing for you. I think you’ll like it. Tell me, do you still speak Spanish?”




  “Jimmy, Spanish is one of the subjects I teach.”




  “Yeah, I thought so. That’s what I thought. Great. So, you know, one of your stories—you always told the best fishing stories—but the one I always remember—well one of the ones—is about the landlocked salmon. About how the first fish you caught on a fly you tied yourself was a big landlocked salmon.” A warm feeling filled Vincent.




  “Not all that big, really. Maybe a little over twenty. The fly . . . was a Gray Ghost. And that was a long time ago; we’re talking around thirty-five years. And that was here in Maine. And so, what’s the connection . . .”




  “. . . and you hooked this monster right in the narrows of that lake—what’s the name of it? The one you took me to that time, north of Augusta? It’s been so long—and right in front of that sporting camp there. And while you’re fighting the fish, word gets out, and unbeknownst to you, the dining room of the sporting camp empties out, and when you finally scoop that salmon into your net, you hear applause and—you look up onto the bank behind you, and there’s a couple dozen people gathered along the road looking down at you—an entire audience—all of them clapping for your accomplishment.”




  Vincent shivered; after all this time, this remained a major experience in his career as an angler. Then came a flicker of sadness as he realized that, at this point, Dunlevy was probably the only other person who remembered it—and Dunlevy’s memory was secondhand, through Vincent’s own story.




  “Like I said. A long time ago.”




  “Well, you know, they’ve got landlockeds in Argentina.”




  “They do, or at least, they did. I’m not sure what’s going on there now.”




  “No, supposedly they still do. In the Río Perca. And they grow really huge down there, for some reason—like silver submarines. Some they’ve caught have been almost as big as regular sea-run Atlantic salmon.”




  “I didn’t know where, exactly. And I haven’t heard any accounts of really big ones recently. Not in years, in fact. And so . . .”




  “And the salmon eggs they took there in the early nineteen hundreds to get the population started? All originally from Maine.”




  “Makes sense. Where else would they come from?”




  “Well, so, get this. Río Perca Lodge—it’s on the opposite side of the river from the big ranch J. T. Allman owns down there—and their U.S. booking agency told me they’d host, a . . . they’ll host a writer next season at the lodge. And of course, I right away thought of you. How cool would that be: a Maine fisherman with these incredible memories of Maine landlocked salmon fishing traveling to Argentina to catch a fish that originally came from Maine . . . you could do that thing you’re so good at. The thing you always did when you wrote travel pieces for the magazine. And . . . extra points, big extra points, if you manage to score an interview with Allman.”




  “I thought Allman was spending all his time in Africa lately. Shuffling rhinos from one country to another or some shit. And, what thing I did? What thing I’m so good at?”




  “You know . . . what I mean is . . . you could—like nobody else, in fact—always make trying to catch one fish seem so fucking . . . important. Even to people who didn’t care about fishing. Like your heart would literally break, and your entire life would take a dark turn if you didn’t get it done. They were never just fishing stories, and that’s what I’m looking for on this.”




  There was a long silence between them. Eventually, Dunlevy said, “Cards on the table here: I think my website and the podcast stand to get some Argentina sponsorship money out of it. I mean, not enough to pay you anything other than the trip itself. But Aerolineas Argentinas is willing to comp business-class airfare provided we give them a mention or two. When’s the last time you flew business class, Chief?”




  Another silence before Vincent drew in a shallow breath and said, “A writer? Since when do you use actual writers, anyway? On your . . . thing, your things, whatever the fuck they are?”




  “What do you mean? Of course, there’d be some writing involved. For just one example, you’d have to loosely script some scenes, you know? Sure, you’d need to video pretty much everything you did. And you’d need to have somebody else—your guide or whoever—video you from time to time. There’s where the writing comes in: asides to the camera and so forth. But all you’d require equipment-wise would be a cell phone with good photo lenses. Maybe a tripod to attach it to sometimes. A selfie stick, perhaps. And if you don’t have an up-to-date cell phone . . .”




  “Jimmy. What I’m trying to say is, I’m a writer, not a fucking porn star.” Dunlevy laughed—laughter in which Vincent thought he detected a tone of derision. Condescension.




  “Listen, Chief. Not for nothing: like you always told me, you can’t roll back a river. By which I believe you meant you can’t return to what you remember as a better time; you just have to keep riding downstream. But . . . and I hope you don’t take this the wrong way . . . I don’t think you’re too old to learn a few new things. You’re not too old to row back out into the current and keep on floating, if you know what I mean. I think you still have some important things to say; you just need to start saying them in a more contemporary way.” A current of anger surged through Vincent and almost erupted from him in the form of words, but he fought it back. There was no gain in that. He kept his voice calm.




  “And you know what, Jimmy? Fishing-wise, what I’ve cared about most for a long time is native fish. Appreciating them in the aquatic environments in which they evolved and where they belong. Fish are worth encountering and appreciating so long as they’re an organic part of an ecosystem that shaped them and which they themselves have helped to shape. As much as I love landlocked salmon, in Argentina, landlocked salmon are none of those things.”




  “And you know what, Chief? As skillful a communicator as you are—as skillful a teacher as you are, you could weave that exact lesson into this Argentina story. While you’re having a good time catching fish, you could explain the whole ecological galaxy: native fish versus wild, non-native fish, and both of those versus hatchery fish . . .”




  “I’m a writer, not a communicator. And I don’t think so. If you were talking about something natural . . . roosterfish in Mexico, maybe, or permit in Belize, I might be a little more tempted. Provided that the airfare. . . .”




  “Come on, Chief, you know how this business works: the assignment I’ve got for you is the assignment I’ve got for you. And I’m excited about it, to tell you the truth. I’m pumped. Listen, I’ll give you some time to think. I could send somebody else, but you’re the perfect one. I don’t like to think of anyone else doing this.”




  “Thanks anyway, Jim. Congratulations on the upcoming marriage. From the photos you’ve posted and everything . . . you’re a lucky man. Beyond that, I won’t give you any advice; you wouldn’t listen anyway.”




  “I’ll shoot you and Caroline an invitation. We will. Bozeman. It’ll be a good excuse for you to come to Montana again. Afterwards, fish the Madison, maybe. Not with me though, because . . . honeymoon, you know. . . .”




  “Yeah, okay. Thank you, Jimmy.”




  “But, hey. This trip I’m talking about is not until next April—Argentina, I mean—so you’ve got some time to reconsider.”




  “Terrific. Not that I need time to reconsider.”




  “I’m betting you’ll change your mind. I’ll leave the door open for a while.”




  “Up to you. Good talking. I miss you, sometimes. Boat’s waiting at the end of the dock; speaking of doors, I’m on my way out of one.”




  While talking to Dunlevy, he’d heard a message zing into his phone. As soon as the call was over, he checked his messages and saw the new one was from Caroline:






   Hi! Back tomorrow late PM. If you’re not out fishing or pubbing it, we’ve got something important we need to discuss with you. It would be good if you were home.







  We. The word ignited his imagination. Anxiety, followed by a bonfire in his brain. Heat that sizzled down the fuse of his spine and into his loins. A conversation, with him, that Naya was going to be part of.




  This was an echo of something that had happened previously, a long time before, back when he’d still had the magazine. The two women had both been there at the house with him, having just that evening returned from a weekend trip. The three of them had carried drinks out onto the screened-in back porch where, after a few minutes, Caroline and Naya exchanged a mysterious look. Naya had stepped through the groaning screen door and in her bare feet padded over the lawn through the darkness and out to the end of the dock. For an instant, she illuminated her face with the flare from a lighter, and then all Vincent could see of her was her vague silhouette and the slow, trembling rise and fall of her glowing cigarette.




  He’d been afraid at first. He wondered whether certain minor dissatisfactions with him that Caroline had been expressing recently might have accumulated to a point at which she was ready to ask him for a separation. A divorce, even, with Naya there in the house with them for moral support during a difficult conversation. His fear only increased when Caroline reached to take his hand.




  She said, “Naya’s thinking of having a baby.”




  “Oh,” said Vincent. Although Vincent and Caroline had met many of Naya’s male companions over the years, she was not currently in a relationship with anyone. Had not been in a relationship with anyone for at least a year at that point. Then, because he sensed that something further was expected of him, he added, “She’d be a good mother, I think.”




  “Well, so. She’s wondering—she asked me, and we’re wondering—if you might not be willing to be the . . . to donate . . . to, to, to . . . furnish . . . the seed for her child.” Furnish the seed. Vincent’s head whirled. He set down his drink, and his hand drifted to his forehead.




  Such a sudden torrent going through him. When he continued to be unable to speak, Caroline said, “It’s a big thing to think about, I know.”




  “And you, you’d be okay with this?”




  “That’s what I told her, yes. As long as it was okay with you.” His hand found his drink, and he drank until the ice cubes rattled against his front teeth.




  He drew in a breath and said, “We don’t even have our own kid. We decided that. A long time ago.”




  “I’m still okay with it.”




  “So, if Naya . . . you wouldn’t have . . . strange feelings?”




  “No.”




  “And so.” He paused to suck in another breath. “And so . . . if . . . would I be the . . . would I be considered to be . . . would I have the role . . .”




  “None of that has been decided. I guess we’d all three need to talk about it, wouldn’t we? But . . . I think I’m hearing you say that you’re willing to think about it?”




  “To think about it,” he said. “It’s a lot, all at once.”




  “It is,” she said. “I know.”




  They sat in silence for a time. Out at the end of the dock, Naya lit another cigarette, and Vincent watched as her ember rose and fell and rose again. His mind continued to whirlpool, unexpected things rising to the surface. He found himself thinking about how, in spite of the fact that he and Caroline were perfectly happy—arguably happier—without children, there might be something very satisfying in having a tiny, somewhat darker version of himself out here in the world. A vague vision came to him: casting lessons off the dock, his hand surrounding a tiny fist that was wrapped around the cork handle of a fly rod. Further emotional swirling, and what next emerged was this: he’d always found Naya attractive. If he were being honest with himself . . . he’d entertained himself with fantasies about her. And the fact that, of all the men in the world, including all the husbands of all her other friends and all the men in New York City, where Naya lived, who were husbands of no one . . . she had chosen Vincent . . . did that not mean that she imagined him in a particular way—that a certain physical longing—perhaps unspoken, even to Caroline—drove her to crave a child of her own that would also be his creation? Feeling slightly guilty, he looked over at his wife—who smiled a reassuring smile and gave his hand a squeeze.


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
STACKPOLE
BOOKS

Essex, Connecticut





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg





