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Prologue



[image: frn_fig_003] THERE’S a boy in the river.


The river connects McLean Lake to the ocean, twenty-five miles distant. Down where it enters the sea, it spreads into a great brackish bay. When the tide is high, and the onshore wind stiff, the river flows back on itself. But up here, where the boy stands, bare feet fighting for purchase on one rock, then the next, farther and farther out till at last he can reach the deep cut under the opposite bank with his crude cane fly rod—here the flow seems all one way.


Only a trained student of water’s movements could properly speculate on the river’s prehistory. No such person will come to McLean for a long time, and the boy himself is too young even to ponder what has washed to the salt since houses first appeared on these shores. The remote and tiny town was incorporated a scant century ago, but—given the child’s age—this is ancient history. He knows that, before he was born, his mother’s favorite uncle drowned not far from where he now casts. His mother predicted the drowning, though the prediction struck no one as remarkable. On the Fourth of July, Uncle Charles tried to take an open canoe over the eleven-foot drop of Big Falls. His mother’s distinction lay in having announced, “Uncle will die this afternoon.” Charles was a vanilla drinker and a notorious daredevil; so others probably thought the same without saying so. In the village a kind of stoic reserve has always been a greater value than urgent speech. The boy’s mother still tells her story, a little angry that no one has ever wondered at her moment of second sight.


The boy considers none of this. He’s thinking about catching the biggest salmon he can.


He is watched by Edward, who owns the store above the pool. His neighbors don’t like Edward much, are jealous. By the town’s standards, he is prosperous. No better educated than anyone else here, still he managed long ago to get hold of the store, and has been at the heart of the place’s slight commerce ever since. He writes insurance policies; he sells the Indian boat seats that the summer people seem to collect; he is caretaker of the property owned by a hideous but moneyed widow from Massachusetts. He’ll get that property, they say.


Edward appears, in the cruel parlance of his neighbors, to have “shot blanks.” There were no children by either of his two wives, both long buried. The women had not complained at their childlessness, at the rigid conventionalism of their lives—they were comparatively well-off, they knew, and knew also that self-pity (especially female) was a vice that invited instant and frigid local censure.


Edward probably feels sad at having no wife, no heirs, as he studies the bold little boy drifting his fly on McLean Stream. The boy’s last name is also McLean, though it rouses no wonder in him, the fact that he and the river and the town and the lake are all called after the same forgotten trapper.


How much, Edward muses, has drifted here, out of McLean Lake, down the stream, into the ocean. Infinite logs that got by the boom, were waterlogged, sank, and over the years slid past eddy and rock. Scores of log drivers who misjudged the floating mass of wood’s next moves. Edward himself was once a driver, and once lucky to have come off the water with only the long scar on his cheek. He’s been a cunning fisherman as well, so that just now he thinks of the billions of may- and stone-fly nymphs that perished in salt before they had had their ephemeral airborne day. Of those that did hatch, many were rushed at by fish, swooped at by nighthawks, picked—in their delicate transformation from pupa to spinner—off alder leaves by songbirds. The rest, for brief hours, performed their dances of copulation and oviposition and, male and female alike, at length dropped spent to the moving film, from which fish pecked at their numbers again, while precise bats and swallows skimmed them. The host remaining broke up in the rapids and joined the far ocean, their minuscule parts now parts of its waters.


Many artificial flies went that way, too, working from wounds in old salmons’ mouths, from stones and sunken timbers that fishermen had sworn at. Edward can imagine them all going down together, the visionary parade of tinsel, light steel, and feather turning Big Falls to a shower of astonishing color.


He comes back, wondering how a man’s mind flouts chronology, even though body and soul seem ever to fare forward. Ducks have flopped over Big Falls as well: tiny goldeneye chicks or merganser, weakened by the snap of a turtle’s jaw on foot or leg, or by trying to follow their mothers across a wet June’s spate. And the mothers themselves: old hens enfeebled by a lifetime’s effort. Beaver kits and beavers; small and grown mink; water snakes; minnows; newts. Even land animals, like the aged hare, stiffened with fever, who seeks to drink at the river’s edge: the flow proves too much, and in he tumbles, too tired to thrash. Coon. Deer. Fox. Dog. Down.


There is a certain look on the old man’s face as he stares at the child. Edward suddenly feels he has suffered, wishes that somebody knew. His only close friends are a few summer “sports,” and the friendships flower in the short warm months alone.


The boy is up to his armpits now, below the bridge. The high chimney of the defunct Tannery, all that remains since fire took the place before he was born, makes a shadow, long and slender but wide enough to cover him in darkness. Someone enters the store; Edward turns to attend him. He will not come back to the window. If the boy loses his footing, then, he will wash away unseen. A small number of the village’s population will come to the small funeral. There will be rites of mourning, neighborly gestures. Coarse loaves of bread will be left, steaming, on the McLeans’ doorstep. More intimate women friends will bring cooked meals into the kitchen every few days, and male friends wait to catch the boy’s father in his work shed to share “a little tap” there. Having sipped in near silence, at length the father and his benefactor, in a way uncanny to a stranger, will stand simultaneously, one stepping out onto the road, the other onto the worn path up to the house.


Should the boy wash down, he’ll be forgotten within a generation. Among his young peers he is remarkable for physical strength and agility, for elegance and daring, for his comic flair; yet even in the context of so small a town’s short history, he is tiny.


But the river won’t bear him away. He knows as much, and the knowledge gives him an even headier self-assurance than usual. It has led him out to his stand in the current.


His parents, seeing him there, would be more angry than frightened. This would be silly, he thinks: he knows he is safe.


How?


If there’s a remarkable thing about him, it’s that he believes in familiar spirits—or perhaps a familiar spirit. He doesn’t really consider whether there are many or one. He likely assumes that everyone has such spirits, that such ghosts account for people’s changeable moods. Doesn’t everyone know, on rising, that a given day will be good, bad, or indifferent? Not the specifics, of course. The boy himself couldn’t have said, for example, what kind of misfortune had been in store for him a month back. An older person like Edward might have felt a little shiver, surmising an omen of his own death. The child understood merely that something bad was to happen. As it turned out, he trod on a small nail in his father’s shop. The worst pain he had ever felt till then, it has now almost dropped from recall.


In the river today he anticipates a happy event. Which must come soon: time is short. The shadow of the Tannery chimney has sunk into the larger obscurity of evening. In two or three hours he will be asleep.


The big salmon rises easily and sucks in the homemade Lady Ghost. The boy is sure that it is big not because he sees it—in the twilight he catches only the faint gleam of the cocked tail—but because it does not, in the manner of the small grilse, dash off in uncalculating panic. It balks in one spot, rather, rolling its head slowly, almost curiously, against the barely noticeable stab of pain. The fisherman will not realize till later that this is one of the rough-scaled, fresh arrivals from the ocean.


After half a minute the fish makes a languid, six-foot run upstream. The boy is poised and alert, like a sprinter waiting on the gun, for his line is but twenty feet long. There is no reel, and the staple at the end of the alder cane is touchy. He will have to move with the prey.


They feel each other out. After five minutes the salmon has made perhaps as many halfhearted runs, a few against and a few with the current, and perhaps she has sensed a weakness in the angler at the end of the last one. She lunges now—half out of the water—and lunges again—completely out this time—in an oceanward direction. Good Lord, she is big!


Time to follow.


The riverbed’s contours are unfamiliar out here in the deep water; the boy must trust to fate. And indeed each stride seems magically to land on a supporting rock until he reaches the brink of the Black Pool, a hundred yards downstream from where the salmon first took. The stream stills here, its bottom invisible. The little fisherman, so subtly that the fish will scarcely be conscious of the effort, must coax her back. At that premature point—there is no choice—he will try to slip his tough, short fingers behind the gill plates and lift her clear. If the salmon bolts from her sulk down into the rapids, the game will be over.


The boy is dimly aware of a motor on the Tannery Bridge behind him. He does not turn. He does not see the young gentleman step down from the Model T, shutting his door with a tin click.


The alder pole bends, the line moderately tense, and the salmon, lapsed into further bemusement, moves uncertainly upstream.


She lies, long as the fisherman’s leg, side-to at the upper lip of the pool. But in this light it is hard for the boy to perceive the thin breaks in the fish’s forward flanks that are the gill slits. Still, he is confident, rod hand fully raised, free hand poised in the water. An inch. Two. Three . . . Now.


His fingers too far astern, he alarms the salmon. She roars downstream, wrenching the staple from the pole. In her furious final jump he sees his gut leader trailing from the fish’s mouth, a long twinkle in the sudden moon.


Over the yammer of the stream the boy hears the isolated sound of hand-clapping, a sound that might strike an older person as pitiable. But as he turns and finds its source, he is merely further confounded, and a little irritated. Is the stranger applauding the prize’s escape?


No. He applauds the boy’s effort—as he says in his peculiarly stiff congratulation—“against all odds to kill your salmon, and with such crude equipment.”


The two now walk in silence back to the bridge. A pair of cased Leonard rods lie flat on the Ford’s passenger seat. The stranger moves them. The boy is moderately eager to take the ride he offers: he’s been in a motorcar only twice before, and never in one so new and well cared for. Maybe this, he thinks with some disappointment, is the auspicious event he has been set up for.


The ride is brief. The driver comes from Boston, is staying at a guesthouse in Pinkham, ten miles east, is a recent graduate of a famous Massachusetts university which the boy has never heard of.


He is a generous or a very rich man, or both. In the Model T, idling before the McLeans’ house, he hands his passenger one of the two bamboo rods. He gives him also a Hardy reel in its lambskin wallet.


“These will help,” he says, and smiles. The boy thanks him as profusely as he can, consistent with formality—the stranger is so much older than he.


In twenty minutes the youngest McLean will be in bed, where he’ll lie for another twenty, wondering what his spirit will whisper tomorrow.


This morning it had been luck.












Part One
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[image: common-1]“HULLO, Doc. Welcome home.”


Was it a smile that lifted the scar on his ancient, ageless cheek? Edward had called me Doc from the very start, four decades back, and now I treasured the greeting, though it had once annoyed me. People would overhear the old man and take me for an M.D. Wealthy hypochondriacs, mostly, those prospective “patients,” uneasy in the remoteness of the place, its evergreen-dense woods, its shifty lakes. Summer folks.


That was early, when I first came to haunt McLean. Youthful, restive, and alone—or more accurate, lonely—I haunted Edward’s as well, hub of the village, such as it was. Even now, despite having used up my biblical span, I didn’t “fall” into conversation with someone like Edward; talk was still hard to come by with him, took time to develop, was always terse. I can’t recall why, all those years ago, I told him (or did he learn elsewhere, and if so where?) that I’d just taken a doctor’s degree. “Doc,” then. That’s history, as they say, even if I couldn’t judge even now whether his name for me implied laziness, aggression, humor, or all three. But it suggested friendship, too, I know.


I hope.


History, whose details, for all their awkwardness, point upward, or so I also hope: up, to an encoded meaning, mysterious. One summer, for example, I took a dawn walk by the stream below my camp. What was it, one of the Second World War years? They run together: it might as easily have been earlier, just after the first war. At the river’s sharpest bend, where the trail flares away from the bank around an old logging yard, I came on the severed foreleg of a small deer, and right beside it, a dead grouse with its wings flattened as if to blend with the woods’ floor. For as long as I’ve known this country, there have always been plenty of poachers to kill the slow summer deer, but how had the bird gotten there? I stood a long time pondering this, and something else I couldn’t name. Where was the rest of the poacher’s cast-off, the other foreleg, the hind hocks, the acrid paunch pile, the pool of blood from the rent neck?


Mystery that I observe—and make, like anyone. There are certain things, it seems from birth, that stick in the mind as signs from the heart of truth, and you attach them to what you call the self.


The self I’ve invented has always lived here, at McLean.


My testimony steps no further back from that place and that identity than it must: not that my childhood is a blur, though I blur it; not that my youth has vanished from mind, but I’d forget it if I could. Not, finally, that I love the self I bear witness to here, the one that has strung itself from early manhood to now. But I’d love to love it, because I love its idea.


The Latin on my sheepskin granted me the “rights and immunities” of a Ph.D. in modern literatures: the right, as far as I can see, precisely to call myself “Doc,” the immunities a puzzle—not much to show for all that schooling. I can speak all the Romance languages but Portuguese, stiffly and formally; I have a reverence, still, for good writing. And I had a one-year stint, which my mentors considered undignified, right after my graduate training in the early twenties, as instructor in French at a southern women’s college, whose classrooms smelled of expensive perfumes, saddle soap, tack leather. Can there be such places on earth anymore?


All high-toned, if not as elegant as you might imagine.


But my real story is of friendship, and a place. Welcome home. Did Edward know how these words touched me? Of course I didn’t inquire.


“Tried the fish?” I asked, instead.


“Long enough to catch a cold, that’s all. Can’t stand up to the current like I used to.”


“Know what you mean.”


“Don’t know a thing,” Edward sneered. “Pup like you.”


“Wish I felt like a pup.”


“Wish I was your age.”


“How about a half dozen eggs and a slab of bacon?”


“Coming up.” Edward walked ramrod-straight to his icebox and paused beside it. “How long you here for?”


“As much of the summer as I can,” I answered. What the hell? I went through the annual fiction, the hint that I might have business to call me elsewhere, downcountry. A fellow ought to work, and I knew it. Or I knew that McLean people knew it.


The storekeeper handed me a bag. “Good to have you,” he said, absently, looking through the rear window down onto the Tannery Pool. “Tight lines,” he added, over his shoulder.


LOUIS was standing in my campyard as I bumped in over the ruts. He’d had an eye out as always, must have seen me cross-stream at the store. As always, too, he’d made a point of being on hand before I pulled in. He had his own boy with him. The two didn’t move for a minute, and I sat at the wheel, studying them against Big Falls and the woods: Louis, compact, jug-eared, barrel-chested, his son a blade beside him. Each wore a wool plaid shirt. The colors seemed weak against the lichen scrawls of Mink Rock behind them. Little rainbows of light threaded the spume of white water at the rock’s near edge; the other edge faded into the deeper-than-green softwood of the west shore. The men looked small.


Louis got to me first. “Time for some new wheels, Brant.” I shook his wide hand. Reunions got started indirectly here, even with him.


I ran my eye over the Buick, slowly. “She is a little road-weary,” I admitted. The cooling engine ticked above the shoosh of the river. I looked aside. “Charles.”


“Sir. Good to have you, sir.”


“A little growth since I saw him, Louis.”


“No smarter than ever, though.” His father grinned, and the boy fluttered his hand in dismissal, blushing. He was in fact rocketing into manhood: a shock of blond hair, arms like a boxer’s, six feet tall. Seventeen. This would be his last McLean summer; he had plans. Charles contemplated the moving water now, smiling. Louis inspected him for a moment, a kind of perplexed expression on his face, before he addressed me again: “I’m soaking the leathers in the pump, Brant. You’ll have to lug your water till they swell up.”


“Guess I still have life enough for that,” I answered, turning at last to my cabin. “The place looks good.” Louis turned with me, raising his hand against the sun. His arm looked like cable. I noticed the bowed finger of his left hand, from when he’d caught for the Forestry ball team. His right arm hung at his side, bowed, too, from when he’d pitched—a drop-ball artist.


“I put the creosote to the timbers and sills,” he said.


“So you did.”


To look at my camp from the river side was to see a child’s illustration: House. The wall was almost perfectly square—dead center, a plain fir door. The roof of green asphalt shingle was a square half reclining—dead center, a brick chimney. There was a single flat rock, my “foundation,” under each corner post. I loved the place, right down to those rocks.


“Charles.” Louis spoke over his shoulder. “The bags.” The boy went into camp with my duffels.


“Yes, it looks in good shape, Louis.”


“Good place to breed a woman,” he replied.


“Any handy?”


“None I’d recommend.”


How many years had our prologue included this meaningless exchange? Still, we laughed new laughter. Then we stepped into the cabin, where Charles was staring upriver through an insect-studded window. “That wants to be cleaned,” the boy said. He was one for practicality. Often I wished for more than that from him, but I never got it. “It wants cleaning,” he repeated.


“It can wait,” said Louis and I, small chorus. We laughed again.


Camphor balls, dry cedar, musty bedding, mouse urine, raw soap. I could have named the smells from Boston, but it would have been names, not the same as being there. The shock of reacquaintance was pleasant, but undercut by something a little melancholy. Like all real pleasures, maybe.


“We’ll go along and get our supper, Brant.” Louis knew to leave me with all this for a spell. He gently shoved his son ahead of him, out. Charles never turned, but kept walking, across the yard and up the lane out of sight. Always the gone one.


“I’ll see you a little later?” I asked his father.


“Right you are. You fishing?”


“No, I’ll show them some mercy tonight. Come anytime.”


He stood on the threshold for a moment, holding open the screen door. The blackflies broke through and rushed to the window.


“For Christ’s sake, shut the door!” I snapped. He hopped out and slammed it hard. I could hear his chuckle through the mesh, and I chuckled back.


I pulled the closet curtain and emptied my duffels. Everything in its place. I circled in my tracks: plank bed; fly-tying desk built into one wall; photographs curling around their tacks; pegs for shotgun and rod; a line dryer. Then I wandered into the kitchen and groped up the ladder to the attic, bending under the roof stringers, my back twinging some. I threw my luggage into the wading pool that I’d gotten for Charles when he was a kid. He’d never taken to it, so Louis and I used the thing to store ducks or grouse at the end of a long day, when we were too tired to dress them. It kept the mice off—sometimes I could hear them up there, scrabbling at the plastic sides for a clawhold and squeaking frustration—but it looked crazy, the wry-necked gamebirds against the baby blue of the tub and its outsized yellow flowers. Crazy but right.


I climbed back down, went to the closet again, and pulled on the battered tweed jacket I’d kept at McLean since I bought the camp. Black Friday, 1929. Seven hundred dollars. I felt of the soft slickened wool. A lot of water over the dam.


I frazzled a can of beans and ate it from the pan, standing before the propane stove I’d installed the August before, tired of being driven out by the heat whenever I so much as made a pot of tea on the old wood-burning Atlantic, which, all nickel filigree and finial, squatted in a far corner against the prospect of cool nights, against my possible return for hunting. Of course I knew I wasn’t man enough anymore to bust the thick brush for birds or tramp the ridges for whitetails, but the stove was still there, as if to suppress such realities. And in any case I loved it, with something like an active human affection, this relic that for so long had combined function and artistic exuberance. I always thought it looked a little like Prague.


Stiff from my drive, I ambled across the campyard to the ledge, my spot just upriver from the first pitch of the falls. A hot night, close; not much life on the stream—only small brown trout flipping at the lip. “Sandwich-sizers,” Louis called them. I smiled. One larger fish rose once; I watched his dimple spread, float, break up in the rapids. He was too far out to reach unless you launched a canoe, and I’ve never been much for fishing from a boat. I stood for ten more minutes, and he didn’t rise again. No, I wouldn’t try them tonight.


This self of mine. Near McLean at least, it was at its most active and real in the first and last minutes of available light. Now, as the sun dropped behind the Tannery chimney upriver, an osprey cruised to roost the other way. Once the big birds were common, like the salmon petered out to none now. I missed the hawks in their dozens, but I regretted more that when they were here I had scarcely paid attention. They were so many, the half-light encounters in that pool by that cabin! Most people had never known the sport I’d seen in this water and elsewhere. And when the salmon quit, the brown trout took hold. Fish and Game might have stocked those stupid hatchery rainbows that the meat fishermen yank before they reach eight inches. I was a lucky man. And sport doesn’t say what I mean, really. My breath slowed, going deep, as it had so often and would again on the rock slab I’ll always call mine.


Clear water and a smart breed of trout. It made the fishing desperate hard, as Louis said, and he was right: it took finer tactics to bring a trophy brown to net than it had to kill a salmon. You could throw the worst cast of your life and it might be just what the salmon had been waiting for. The browns posed a challenge that kept the hackers off the river, drove them to the lake above, where they could use live bait and hardware.


I hadn’t been on the lake in five years.


I lit a little outdoor fire just to do it, and to keep off the mosquitoes; they got vicious as the afternoon died. Sitting downwind and letting the birch smoke wash over me, holding my breath and clamping my lids when it came too thick, I sipped at an inch of whiskey, easy as I’d been in a long time, even if there was something in that smoke and that liquor that called up a few too many ghosts at once—friendly, but ghosts all the same. Not that they’d left me entirely alone for the nine months away from this little yard; from the rock-and-mortar fireplace under the bent Baldwin apple; from the great white pine that leaned over one end of the cabin; from the lollipop spruce whose underbranches I’d trimmed so as to string a clothesline from the trunk to a corner of my camp. Forty feet tall now, and the clothesline never strung: a forty-foot lollipop.... They had not abandoned me in Boston, the ghosts; but like the camp smells, I felt them here, for here I was. As the half-logs broke down to coals, the air shimmered above them. It was 1961. Louis was a man of fifty, old enough to be a grandfather, and I—at seventy—the grandfather’s father.


His real father had considered me a bad influence, filling Louis’s head with what he called foolishness. When the old man died, though, his son came to work for me full-time. Louis’s mother had long since died, so when Louis agreed to be my caretaker in ’33, he and I raised a lot of unhampered hell for a while. Not that his parents had actively inhibited him; in fact, they had never paid him a great deal of attention. But gone, they left Louis and me without so much as the pretense of an obligation, except, as we thought, to ourselves. To deer and bird. To trout. And in the old days, to salmon.


Even, once, the salmon of Scotland. The fishing wasn’t any better there than it had been at McLean that summer, but the trip was a riotous success. I pictured Louis now as I sat before the low fire. Was it the McLean blood? Never before had he so much as left his native county, but now in mind he seemed perfectly at home in that foreign water, blazes of furze and heather behind him.


I poured myself another inch. He’d be down soon.


I THOUGHT back to the morning after our arrival in Scotland. The mist had been slow to lift off the river. When it did we looked across at an Empire Tory type setting up, or, rather, being set up for, by a whole troupe of gillies. He sat rigid on a walking-stick seat while the locals bustled up and down the beach, hoisting stones that might get in his path, unpacking hampers of cheese and smoked meats, even chipping ice into a bucket. His brush of mustache twitched now and then as he glanced at us. It was a cold, dank morning, the sun pale as a wafer. Louis was dressed in his plaid mackinaw, gigantic rubber waders covered with inner-tube patches, and his beloved crusher hat. And I, on some whim, was growing a beard, which was now about halfway, and, for all that I was yet in my forties, more white than blond. The Lord was Harumph all over, but when Louis cranked his rod arm into motion, and when one of his final casts landed almost at the gentleman’s feet, the old boy retreated for breakfast kippers till we moved downstream out of his way.


Louis was a man to get up with the birds, and was on our beat the next dawn. I lingered at the inn with my porridge and coffee, that odd reluctance in my bones to face strange water. When I finally roused myself and walked down to the river, I was stopped in my tracks: there was Louis’s gillie, behind a hedge, apparently choking.


“What is it, Jock?” I shouted, hurrying over. Doc, I thought—useless! But what it was, was laughter, and not the kind you’d associate with a dour Scot. He labored at politeness: “Please, sir,” he stammered, “ask Mr. McLean.” As I made for our beat, he called after me, though the tone was ambiguous, “His Lordship’s a man of some power hereabout.” Warning, gloating?


On his knees at the rocky shore, Louis was steadying a handsome fish in the current before releasing him. Just across, the Englishman stood, his face redder than Louis’s hat. I got the story from my friend himself—a stage whisper, you’d call it, and that took some doing, the rush of the broad river loud as it was. The gentleman had seen Louis kill one grilse, land and let go two, and now three, full-grown salmon, all in the ninety minutes I’d spent dawdling at the inn. The Lord had probably thought to beat the offensive Americans to the water, and Louis’s success must have been a double frustration, since he had not had so much as a touch himself. At last he had called across the water to Louis, “Where’s John the Baptist this morning?” It was the beard I was starting, but who can say whether the man meant to insult or to break into familiarity? As if he’d studied the cue, though, Louis called back, “Off performing a miracle, I presume. Maybe he’ll perform one for you.” It wasn’t the kind of thing you did, of course, but there, by God, Louis had done it.


The incident made Louis the hit of the local pub regulars, and he sang and danced with them as if he were a born Scot. I was welcome, I suppose, by association. I can hear the pipes at top volume when I think about it, can recall the low fiddles at their strathspeys and heartbreaking slow airs. The kind of melancholic music that the defeated cultures always save in those deep registers: the dampness of sea wind, protests from the spirits of cleared trees, sighs of the rebellious, powerless observers on their native ground. I can smell rough tobacco and malt whiskey. I can laugh out loud as Louis, mock solemn on a tabletop, recites a Burns poem that one of his new companions has taught him: “Nine Inch Will Please a Lady.” I bet he could recite it even today.


We always meant to go back together, but I never returned to a Scottish river, and surely won’t now.


NO, the hell-raising was more and more confined to our north woods. Louis turned thirty-two and married, and our circuit shrank. We ventured ever less away from the immediate lakes and the McLean itself. I spent most of summer and autumn in camp, but I rarely saw Louis’s wife, June; like her dead father-in-law, she saw in me some anarchic influence, avoided me, disapproved of me. That much was clear right off, at their wedding reception, from a look June gave me. It burns, that one, though no more than others she’d give me later. I’d see it again in the following year.


I had driven over to Waltham, Massachusetts, where Charles was to be christened, and where Louis was for the moment working in a machine shop that produced war matériel. I’ll confess we got drunk. I had been every bit the sober godfather at the ceremony itself, for it meant something to me, meant that I was Louis’s friend, that he’d evidently stood up to June to make the arrangement. But I’d been nervous, if that’s an excuse, as the pastor sprinkled the water on the calm and unprotesting child, so delicate in my arms—nervous enough that I really unwound when church let out.


A gang of McLean Lake people had made their way to the event. They made two categories—June’s special guests, and the loggers and sawyers who’d come, God knows how, for the party, the same ones who’d been at the wedding up north when I was best man: Walter with his guitar, Lem with banjo, Roger on fiddle, and the rest of the boys to croak lyrics and scuff up the floor with their clogging.


Louis and I, arms thrown over each other’s shoulders, sang “The Shores of Gaspereau,” a ridiculous sentimental ballad whose verses we laughed our way through (the timbermen joining for the chorus). I remember looking at my friend beside me, his voice all but gone now, tendons standing out from his neck. Then I looked away and caught his wife’s eye, or hers caught mine—a stare that said, among many other things, that our forays were over now.


LOUIS and his family came back to McLean after Armistice, but he and I couldn’t just take it in mind, say, to try the squaretails up on the Mauve water—couldn’t just roll a tent and some bedding and call Dicky Mayhall down in Frenchtown to fly us into Radway Pond or wherever.


Sitting by my river these many years after, the fire dropped to a few brave embers, my glass emptied, I remembered what it felt like to land there, to coast on the pond: we’d step out on the pontoons, to which our canoe was lashed with hemp, and paddle the plane toward a beach. “That’s sixty bucks when I come back,” Dick said, each trip. “Twenty apiece for you guys and twenty for your booze.” Then we’d swing the plane’s tail, giving it a good shove so Dicky would float out past the rocks. He’d turn and wave as he cleared them, cracking the cockpit window and grinning. “Don’t worry, boys,” he’d shout, “your credit’s good!” Then he’d hit the throttle hard, all but skimming the granite dunes at lake’s head.


“What in hell would we do if he crashed that thing?” I’d ask Louis, every time.


“Live on trout till the snow flies, then hibernate till spring.”


“Doesn’t sound bad,” I’d conclude. We knew the parts. We’d made a lot of tracks together. The dialogue was mechanical, the laughter never.


Of course Dick would be back at week’s end. I pictured him now, scudding through the riffle on Radway, the low sun dancing off his fuselage. I could see him now, yes, even with my eyes open, gazing through the orange-and-gray haze above my campfire. Louis and I would save a drink for him and for us: the Plane Cup, we called it. Then we’d lift for home, woodsmoke on our collars and red-fleshed brookies in canvas creels on the floor. There’s something about a native squaretail: he’s not hard to fool, not a spectacular fighter. He just gives you that outback feeling—green-growth, clear water, tin pans, the fire. We could sit dry under the heavy spruce in a storm, smelling the woods. We could grunt at a moose through a bark horn on a late-summer evening, just to see if he was starting to get rammy. Or if it was the spring end of summer, we could paddle up on a hen duck and her brood, could laugh, but somehow, too, be tempted to cry, watching her decoy act or, that failing, her pathetic and valiant defense of the ducklings. And all summer long, I could swear, if the wind picked up from the right quarter, you could smell fish in the air. Then, in the plane, we’d look down on where it all was and get the lay of it from up there, though it always seems wrong. It flattens out into a map, all the felt things out of reach except in mind and memory. There’s a wrench in that or any departure from a place well loved: no matter how close you stick by it, you’re always going away.


LOUIS sneaked up on me as usual: “Brant.”


“Louis.” There was a lull; we listened to the place together. “I was just flying out of Radway with you and Dick,” I whispered at last.


“Finest kind. Any trout up there?”


“Scared to go find out.”


“Like the fella says, leave it alone.”


“Good times, though,” I said. We smiled, sighed.


Louis went in, brought out a new jug and the cup we called Old Bluey, a tin thing whose violet enamel had long since worn off. “This still hold water?” He grinned.


“Never been tried that I know of,” I said. Louis poured himself a slug and reached me the bottle. I splashed in another inch.


“Kind of young, ain’t it, Brant?” He pointed at my drink.


“Because my liver isn’t,” I replied.


“Tight lines,” he breathed, raising Old Bluey.


“Tight lines,” I echoed. We drank.


I sat quietly as Louis picked up a strip of bark and a pair of birch splits. He tossed them into the flicker of coals with the peculiar, jerky underhand motion I’d noticed over the years. I was happy to see it again. The south wind had died, and the wet was going out of the air. The stars sharpened overhead as the evening cooled; when the bark caught, the smoke rose straight. Then Louis waved his hat over the fireplace till we heard a little pop! and the skinny splits caught too. We moved our chairs up close, and again I broke silence.


“What’s the boy doing this summer?”


“Hired man at Wesley’s. Mowing lawns mostly, but guiding the bass crankers some.” Wesley’s was the town sporting lodge, a pretty nice old camp, of a type—big salmon and brook trout hung on log walls, local girls, pretty and plump, waiting on tables. It was for the powerboat crowd now. I let out a small huff and Louis read me: “Got to work somewhere.”


“Right enough,” I said.


IT seems sad to me now that Charles was allowed, or obliged, to be so independent all through his boyhood. June was an unenthusiastic mother. In fact, she was an unenthusiastic person, period, though who am I to judge her? I know so little of women: just enough to keep me from speaking with the brash confidence of absolute ignorance.


And this particular woman did all she could to keep me ignorant. What I learned of her doings as wife and parent came at second hand through Louis, and occasionally their son, and neither ever offered me more than one detail or another. I discovered, for instance, that Louis had always been ordered to clean fish and game out of her sight. It seemed not so much that bloodshed sickened her. Entrails, scales, feathers, fur—these were at the root of life, and life itself dismayed her, at least in its bodihood, its biology, all the clutter and tangle it occasioned: the diapers, the dishes, the relentless droppings and leavings. Or so, however cruelly, I have guessed. In Louis’s own terse terms, “June didn’t like a mess.” Her one desire was to stay in a fancy hotel, waited on by strangers, sealed from the distressing snarl of dailiness.


June had little time, then, for her only child. Her husband was cook, housekeeper, and cleaner, however careless, and nursemaid as well. Yet there was the brute fact of a living to be made, and Louis had to be about that too. Having no choice, Charles grew up self-reliant, reserved, and reticent. Hard to know.


Now and then I censure myself for so rarely including the boy in our rambles. Charles never saw the Mauve water, for example; indeed, Louis and I seldom waded the McLean with him. He became a more than respectable flycaster, but mostly on his own.


For years we judged him too young; and then, as if overnight, he was a young man, with his own concerns and duties, and we ourselves were older, more cautious.


After the second war, when Charles was three, I made a gesture of some kind, obscurely motivated, though on the face of it a token of goodwill or peace toward June. I sent her and Louis by train to the old Barlow House in Trafton. I expected gratitude, no doubt about it: if only for a weekend, June would have her sojourn in a hotel. It wasn’t the Ritz, to be sure, but she wouldn’t lift a finger. She’d go down to meals prepared out of sight; she’d come back to beds made in her absence; the bath soap would be wrapped in spotless paper. So on. I even volunteered to baby-sit, but June made other arrangements with a neighbor—anyone but Brant, I guessed. She never thanked me.


On the Sunday evening, Louis came into camp for a drink.


“Well,” I greeted him, “what do you think of the big town?”


“Not much,” he answered, glum as I expected.


“Didn’t think so,” I said. “June?”


“Oh, she’ll leave me now.”


“Probably.” I grinned, but he didn’t grin back.


“It’s a fact, Brant,” he said. “I had it yesterday morning, I knew it.”


That old business!


WE had sat quiet then, too, I remembered, that evening back in ’47, quiet as we were right now, though not the same good quiet. In time we had sipped the jug midway down the label, then Louis had started in for fair: ghosts, how they told a fellow what was going to happen before it happened. Signs a man can read. He simply knew his wife would desert him, from something in the high wind, in sleep, in coffee dregs, bird flight, whatever. It had been the usual voluble ramble, and I let it run down, hoping it might modulate into a joke or a story. It often had before. It did that night.


The back trail onto Louis’s property passed the town cemetery, and Louis told me how once, after he and his wife and son had moved home from Waltham, he’d gotten sidetracked on his way from the store by an all-night stud game at Bill Ware’s. “And me just sitting there the whole time,” he said, “thinking about that jug of milk I had, and the little boy hungry, and June wondering where in hell I’d got to.”


“How long did you stay?” I asked him.


“Till I bet it away. Milk and all.”


“Uh-oh—”


“You don’t know a thing. I staggered out of there and took up the hill through the woods.”


“Past the graveyard,” I said. Louis shuddered and I chuckled. “Bad country!” I added, falling in with him.


“I wasn’t half by it,” said Louis, “and this white thing gets up.” Louis rose from his chair and looked wide-eyed over his shoulder, then snapped his face forward again. “Starts to follow me. I take off on the clean jump, but every foot I gain he gathers back!”


I shook my head and waved him away.


“Now listen,” he insisted. “I play out before I get to the top. I have to sit down and get my breath.” Here he fell into his chair as if exhausted, his chest heaving. “I don’t dare to look, but I can feel him sitting next to me on that rock, and by and by he says, ‘That was quite a race we had.’ He has a voice like a whisper. ‘Yes it was,’ I says, ‘and we’re about to have another.’”


We laughed together till we were done. Then I said the whiskey-brave sort of thing one says: “A lot of superstitious horseshit, of course.”


“I guess probably you’d think so,” Louis answered. I loved to talk, but back then I had a way of shutting talk down around me.


ALL the chapters seem short when I look back, though some seemed so even as they wrote themselves.


Louis’s ghosts had spoken accurately: June took a cheap room at the Barlow and lived there the rest of her brief life. Each January I’d send the hotel manager twelve postdated checks to cover her rent. I never felt easy about this arrangement; it was as if I were paying her to stay off. But I told myself that Louis would pick up the tab if I didn’t—I knew him—and I’d likely have to increase his salary in the same amount I was shelling out to the hotel anyhow. My system allowed us all just to avoid the subject. Louis scarcely referred to June again, Charles soon forgot her, and in time I paid for the funeral. None of us went to it; God knows who did. Perhaps the poor woman had been, even to her blood, as much a mystery as she’d always been to me.


I’d had mixed feelings at best about June’s departure. Of course, as I’ve admitted, I never understood her well enough to venture a fair judgment on what she’d done. And fairness forces me to admit she had her motives, not so eccentric after all. The big house that Louis’s parents had left him was falling down all around her; in fact, after she went down to Trafton for good, Louis moved into the tar-paper work shed. Within five years he’d chopped down the big house for tinder. I think of that sometimes: Louis flinging up his long-handled tie axe, taking a final swing at a support post, and jumping back quickly as the hundred-year-old veranda topples. Now he ducks under the doorframe of his shed with a shard of clapboard and maybe the head of a newel post in his arms, stamping snow from his feet, flapping a glove off, and gentling the wood into his stove. Or I see the summer come on, so hot in the shack, the smutty coffeepot jigging on the same stove, fired by a scarlet coal of oaken mantelpiece.


I ponder the part of feeling in all this, wondering whether there was any pain in Louis’s heart at the ruin around him, the physical ruin. My guess is that there was little. Down with it all. Chop the house apart, the shed will do! That was his way. No regard for things, at least as means to comfort or efficiency. So unlike me. I recall him hunting in the cheapest boots available, pea-green pacs that he’d use up in half an autumn. By November you’d see actual flesh through the slashed rubber and rent stockings. The good leather uplanders I once gave him he treated the same way, the seams cracking, entirely gone by deer time. It’s unthinkable—Louis lovingly unlacing his boots after a hunt, the way I’d do, slathering the musky mink oil into their grooves, working it along the edges of the tongues, something consuming, almost erotic, in all that ritual.


I still can’t be sure what to make of Louis’s willful threadbareness, his hurry. The ruin and burning and vanishing—house, wife, and all the rest: these became parts of his story, laughing matters as the years fled by.


But June, yes, she had lived with adversity.


ALL this was as gone as gone can be by ’61. Here we were again. No women, some whiskey, and a great deal of water. Over that water’s ceaseless drone, our conversation flickered on, off, on. I didn’t drink much by my old standards, but more than I should have, given that I’d reached what the French call a certain age. Louis took up the slack.


Once we heard the deep hum of a night-feeding cannibal brown racing through the flat water up from the falls. “Four-pounder,” I remarked, idly.


“I guess probably,” said Louis. “Likely too big for a dry fly anyway.”


“Late some night I’ll strip a big Muddler through that pool and show you a fish in the morning.”


“There you are,” said Louis politely. It was just talk. I’d announced this intention for so many years that both of us knew it meant nothing. I’d caught enough big trout in my lucky life to prefer a moderate-sized brown on a floating fly to an invisible brute on a streamer like the deerhair Muddler. And if Louis had challenged me, I’d have admitted that now the notion of night-fishing the pool, no matter that I knew its every ledge and dip, chilled the man of a certain age. What was it Hemingway had said? “The fishing would be tragic.” I had an idea what the old swashbuckler meant. I wondered if he still fished. You didn’t hear much about him nowadays.


We kept on talking till the fire died, our words wrapped up in the water, small talk—how many partridge broods were showing up? what about a Catholic President, and so young?—which by this late in our lives had the feel of intimacy and importance.


* * *


IT was almost nine when Louis came into the campyard next morning, surprising me as usual by the outdoor fire. It irked me, this habit, the way he’d stalk me like a deer. It embarrassed me, just as my early retreat to bed the night before had done.


Seventy years old, for the love of God!


Unable to resist, I was finishing a third cup of coffee, and my nerves were a little raw. I had my gear spread before me on the plank table, and I turned back to it pointedly. There was no wind to hamper my work out here, and I was tying up some Pheasant Tails for the first mayfly hatch, the Red Quills. In time, they’d jewel the air, banded wisps of cherry. They were late this year, but the day looked to be shaping up well—a rising barometer, clear, still air, the sun already taking some chill off the stream. By one or two o’clock there might be some action. A trout can be predicted to some degree; he’s looking for food in that river, unlike the vanished salmon in their spawn.


Louis eyed the neck feather I was fingering, dyed so expertly it might have been one of the old Indian naturals, illegal now.


“Where’d you get the hackle?” he asked.


“You know . . .”


“Snake,” Louis said, and spat behind himself.


“Oh, leave it alone!” I barked.


“Tarantula,” he said. I glared, and he went into the camp to fetch Old Bluey. For a moment I wished I’d lied, then thought, The hell with it! This was the finest damned material you could get anywhere, and the price was right. Johnny Morse was the best feather merchant in the East. I’d given up buying my tying materials from him for a little spell years back, but nothing else I could find would float as well as a fly made from one of his hackles. Besides, I thought, what was between Louis and Johnny was their business, not mine.


There’d been a time, eleven years earlier, when it might have been my business, and I’d stood off. I didn’t like to think about it. Long back, but it lived on.


I’m not sure I’ve made out my story’s conclusion, but I know its beginning—the real one—was then. I know it began in ’50 with a fight. And then another fight. And then a change.
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