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			Middle Ground

			It’s over before either of them knows it. They both make every effort, some of them sillier than others, to keep the spark alive. But by the time they reach the peninsula and the first sharp scent of the sea, not even the blue skies and pungent mudflats and pond green forests offer the faintest glimpse of hope.

			Four hours of highway and Starbucks coffee leave them each convinced of the sour truth.

			“Great weather to be here with someone else,” she says, watching the spruce gallop by.

			But when they cross the Quinault below the lake, she looks downstream into the broad sweep of milky river, glistening in the midday sun, and nothing in her heart can prevent her from imagining the late-winter natives poised within range of a swinging fly. What have they lost but time? The forest casts them in shadow again and she recalls a fish the previous year on the Hoh, a thick, ice-colored beast that threw itself into the air as though trying to escape boiling water. She never turned it, never did more than lean against it with all she dared while it raced downstream, twice more erupting from the river until the whole effort seemed, even in the midst of it, yet another instance of her inability to control anything beyond her own skittish breathing.

			She can do this. As they descend toward the Queets, skirting clear-cuts stretched to the edge of the park, she steals glances at Penner Brink, the man she believed in until—what? There’s a way he holds his mouth when he refuses to say what’s on his mind, unwilling to get baited into a fight. A waste of energy, he says. As though the aim is efficiency—like swimmers trying to conserve oxygen.

			He drives right past the turnoff to the Clearwater. They could at least go look at the water. But Lockjaw loves a plan; God forbid anyone suggest a detour. She was taken, at first, by a certain quiet attentiveness. A history teacher at the high school, he had just taken over as head coach of the softball team; he was moved by how different it was coaching girls from boys: “Guys go a whole season and you have maybe one come-to-Jesus meeting. Girls need to sit down two or three times a week to talk about a simple change in the lineup.”

			Somehow this was all reflected in his fishing style. Or she wanted him to be that kind of guy. Was there any difference? He was either patient, methodical, committed to repeating what had worked in the past—or an unimaginative dullard, incapable of a fresh idea if it bit him in the back end. When she finally lost the fish on the Hoh, her heart all but yanked from her chest, he scolded her for her reckless ways.

			“You knew if you hooked a fish there, you couldn’t possibly land it. Why make the cast in the first place?”

			And why say a word if the conversation might head south. Waste of energy? Maybe he’s just afraid of getting his butt kicked.

			When they cross the Queets above South Beach, she can’t tell with the sun on the water if the river, milky and green, needs a day or a week before coming into shape.

			“Looks high,” says Penner.

			“It gets higher,” she says.

			Penner frowns at her. She knows he’d love to tell her that’s about the dumbest thing anybody could say. But just imagine what might happen then.

			She’ll keep trying.

			They reach the lodge at Kalaloch beneath a bank of low clouds spilling off the water. She lets him check in alone. At the edge of the parking lot, she watches tiny waves roll up the creek mouth and splat against the tangle of logs left by storms and winter tides. She imagines sea-run cutts threading through the shadows. A bite of wind snaps at her hair, already damp, smelling of salt air. Perfect Queets weather. They’ll get their shot.

			By the time Penner returns, she can’t imagine why she possibly gave up smoking.

			He hands her a plastic key.

			“The rooms all have two beds,” he says, already heading for the car.
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			She insists they start in on the Queets. Penner wants to hold off, give the river another day to come into shape—a point he flogs mercilessly while he fashions his steel-cut oats, stirring in measured doses of raisins, dried cranberries, the walnuts he buys direct from an organic grower in Winters, California. She steadies her coffee mug with the tips of her nails. Why not just chew a little betel nut? Outside, the surf sighs as though the tide has finished rising. She opens the door of the woodstove and immediately snaps it shut.

			“What’s the rush?”

			Penner gestures with a wooden spoon.

			“The rate we’re going,” she answers, “one of us could be dead tomorrow.”

			He lifts the lid and stirs. Already in waders, he looks poised to serve breakfast in a cafeteria.

			“Look,” she adds, “I’ve never caught a fish on the Queets. That’s reason enough.”

			“There’s lots of rivers around here you haven’t caught fish on.”

			“Are. There are. There are lots . . . There is a lot!”

			She’s outside before she knows it. Her breathing starts her septum vibrating like the reed of a tenor sax. She hates when she pulls this crap. It’s beneath her, for God’s sake.

			She stands at a corner of the cabin and tries not to blame anyone but herself. Breaking waves, rising from out of the mist as if flocks of birds, make her feel even smaller. Her father, a Conrad scholar at Amherst, used to keep her awake in salmon camps, deprecating the grammar of other guests, a pet theory that held language as the final arbiter of class. Later, when she discovered it was her mother’s money that gave them access to waters shared with these men her father loved to criticize and slander, she suffered her first crisis of faith. Her father full of it, where does a ten-year-old turn next for answers?

			Thirty years later and—what? Daddy’s bratty little grammar goon, after all? By the time she was a teenager, she was cussing like the Irish hockey hoods from south Boston. All through high school she liked to make her father flinch, pronouncing the th in athlete as a pair of f’s: aff-lete. And then, as though to make matters as bad as she could imagine, she attends school in Oregon, where she falls in love with a doe-eyed steelhead guide with the pedigree of a tumbleweed and not a clue about the subjunctive.

			Like that ever had a chance. And Penner? She was sure at first he was the real thing—sharp, educated, attentive, kind, fun in bed—and for awhile she felt certain he enjoyed watching her catch fish just as much as he liked catching his own.

			She takes a deep breath, trying to picture the quiet swing of her fly, a magnet aimed at a single steelhead needling its way through a haystack of hidden currents.

			Or she could just go buy some cigarettes.

			Or Maui Wowie.

			“Okay, you win.”

			For a moment she fails to recognize Penner. Something about his posture, as if a dog come home lame. Then she sees the wooden spoon, held lightly aside his wadered hip—aimed just so, she suspects, should she decide to go for him.

			“We’ll head to the Queets.”

			She looks past him, drawn to the shadow of the nearby forest, imagining the clarity of the river improving like the light through the morning mist. The Queets. A victory—but not one she feels very good about.

			Penner cocks the spoon toward the cabin door.

			“The oats are done,” he says.
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			The water’s even better than she hoped—the usual glacial smudge, but once in it she’s able to follow the contours of the cobbled bottom deep enough to give her confidence a steelhead can see her fly. All morning she’s sure they’re going to find a fish. Each time they park and make for a new run, she leaves Penner behind, hurrying along elk trails through dark hollows brightened by birdsong beneath the quiet old-growth firs.

			Her mood shifts when she spots a guy with a two-hander at the bottom of the string of pretty lies she recalled from an earlier trip as the trail crossed an old side channel lined with young alders. She tells herself it doesn’t matter, there’s plenty of river—a thought that does nothing to ease her sudden conviction she’s about to see somebody land a fish with her name on it.

			She can’t watch. She scrambles down the bank, a sharp drop cut by high water. The big fir that fell with the bank rests along the edge of the current, shielding a trough of holding water—an inconspicuous lie, but a tough spot to turn a fish should it head downstream.

			Penner arrives and tells her as much.

			“When are you going to learn?”

			Glancing upstream, she lets him talk her out of anything more than a few half-hearted casts. Why screw around here with all the good water nearby? They get in above him, the guy won’t stay.

			“He’s just some bum,” adds Penner.

			She’s not so sure. She follows his cast, a sharp loop that spears the heart of the tailout. As if aware of their advance, he backs out of the river and returns to a daypack stashed under the trees. He opens a Stanley thermos. As they pass, he gazes their way through a faint veil of steam. He’s got all the good gear—Simms, Patagonia—none of it bright and crisp like Penner wears but, instead, a deeper, darker hue, the color of things rarely out of the water long enough to dry.

			By the time they reach the top of the run, the guy has disappeared from under the trees. By the time her fly finishes its first swing, he’s down at the spot they were just at above the fallen tree.

			A short while later, he’s into a fish.

			Then—what?

			Another.

			Unlike the first, this one gives the guy trouble. He holds his rod tip low out over the water, trying to coax the fish directly upstream. She reels in and splashes toward the bank. She’s got to see this. If he lands it, and it’s big, she’ll—strangle Penner.

			Hurrying downstream she remembers the time her father came west to go steelheading. Marty, her steelhead guy, took them to the Salmonberry, a river too precious to fish with clients. March, spring break, her father hooked what must have been one of the big late natives, a fish he failed to stop as it catapulted downstream, headed back to the Nehalem. Furious, her father tried to blame Marty for doing nothing to help, a reaction she was sure was less about the lost fish than the way Marty stood on the bank waving good-bye as the steelhead vaulted out the bottom of the run.

			“I thought he was supposed to be a guide, for Christ’s sake!”

			“Dad, don’t be a jerk. He’s my boyfriend.”

			She arrives just as the guy leads the fish, head up, onto a narrow slip of muddy bank. She’s never seen one like it—shoulders like a gymnast, not a trace of color, its entire body pale as clouds below the dark, nickel-tinted back running head to tail.

			And at least as long as her arm.

			“I didn’t think it was possible, a fish like that here.”

			The guy gets hold of the fly and works it free.

			He lifts the fish off the water, measuring it by increments she can only imagine. He’s that lucky age of men, forty or sixty, nobody knows—and so absorbed in what he’s doing, it’s as though she isn’t there. Then he settles the steelhead back into the river, his hands beneath it even as it starts to disappear.

			“What would you have done—if it got down there too far?”

			She catches herself making the same nervous gestures she uses when talking about home.

			“It’s not like there’s lotsa options.”

			“That’s what I keep trying to tell her,” says Penner.

			He comes up beside her, leans his rod against a tree and hops down the bank and introduces himself, offering his hand as if the two of them are coaches before a game.

			The guy shakes his hand dry before taking hold of Penner’s. “Chuck,” he says.

			“I was just saying to your sweetheart that a spot like this don’t give you lotsa choices.”

			Penner swings a goofy grin her way.

			“But it sounds like you already covered that.”

			He takes a towel from his daypack and wipes both hands. He’s careful and deliberate, like Penner in some ways but there’s a difference. Is he bothered they’re here? Angry? Stoned?

			He turns and gives the river a long look.

			“The trick is go gentle on ’em—ease ’em upstream so’s they don’t get excited.”

			“And if they do?” asks Penner.

			Chuck frowns. “You got your jacket on. Get your belt over it, tighten up, and off you go.”

			He mimes the moves, stepping back into the river and, rod held high, grabbing his nose like a man headed overboard.

			“You got five minutes ’fore you start to get wet.”

			They spend an hour talking about steelhead, flies, the peninsula. She decides Chuck’s the real deal, a nomad chasing wild fish from one river to the next. No wife, no family; no mention of a girlfriend. Is that what it takes? All or nothing?

			No middle ground?

			They fish without luck through the afternoon. Her mood swings this way and that: one moment she feels certain a fish can’t help but grab her fly, the next it all seems pointless, prayers raised to an empty sky. Following her through each run, Penner keeps pounding the water, a housefly trying to pass through a closed window—until he asks if she wants to return to Chuck’s run.

			“I thought you didn’t like the spot.”

			“We saw two fish come out of there.”

			They’re losing light by the time they pass through the old river channel and come out of the alders crowding the abandoned bank. She discovers immediately she can’t reach the same water Chuck was fishing, and as the light fades, she creates a list of reasons why this is a dumb idea, she doesn’t stand a chance. A guy like Chuck? How can she possibly compete?

			Her breathing grows ragged as she tries again and again to hurl her line entirely across the river. Short of breath, she finally gives up—and a quiet loop unfolds from the tip of the long rod. There’s some good water in tight to the fallen tree, water she’s failed to touch in her eagerness to launch another humongous cast. The fly dangles; she leads it toward the fallen tree with her rod tip. A bump—and for a moment she thinks she’s hung up on an errant, underwater branch.

			Then her line’s alive, the rod throbbing—and her worst fears become immediately real.

			“Penner!”

			“I’m right here.”

			Her reel hits a pitch she’s never heard before.

			“What do I do?”

			“You can’t stop it?”

			“It doesn’t even know it’s hooked.”

			She hears the zipper from Penner’s jacket, the buckle of his wading belt unsnap. Moments later he’s past her, belt up over his jacket, in the river up to his waist.

			“Here, give me your rod.”

			“You sure?”

			“What have we got to lose?”

			He tightens the drag and, rod overhead, begins to bob with the current.

			“Meet me downstream.”
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			Waves tumble up and down the beach in perfect cadence with her breathing. Eyes closed, she relishes the rise and fall of each easy breath moving through her body. Seagulls screech. An osprey squeals. Breeze stirs the window above her head.

			God bless this brand-new day.

			God bless that beast they somehow landed.

			“You think Chuck even has a job?”

			Penner rustles beneath the covers.

			“He’s got to have some way to support himself—and pay for all that nice gear.”

			They turn their heads and look at each other.

			“You can bet there’s not much else but steelhead going on in his life.”

			“Maybe that’s all he needs,” she says, sliding Penner’s way.

		

	
		
			Putnam’s Bend

			Putnam senses he may be going too far as he grips the hostess by her ankles, dangling her over the side of the houseboat. The woman’s hat, petaled in pink, trembles atop the water; he thrusts her downward, wielding her like a gaff. A fresh gust of wind stirs the surface of the river and sends the hat scurrying into shadows beneath the bulge of the boat’s outsized pontoon—and at this awkward angle it’s all he can do to hold on tight while he pictures, heroics gone awry, the hostess pitchpoling like a jettisoned raft.

			“Got it!” she shouts, her left leg bucking like a landed fish.

			“Up we go,” says Putnam, hanging on.

			He locates a prudent handhold and gives her his best heave-ho. Just like the old days. In a single gesture the hostess rises back into the boat, coming aboard as gracefully as a sea lion scaling a dock—and he keeps her sliding until she winds up sprawled across a table, where her indelicate pose reveals what looks like an open wound torn across the inside of her pale thigh.

			“Oh, my—”

			“It’s okay,” she says, raising a pair of darkened fingers to her mouth. She smiles at him. Then past her lips they go, index and middle finger both, while she squirms free of the flattened berry pie and leftover condiments smeared across the table’s Formica glare.

			He spends the rest of the evening fending off compliments for his quick thinking and bold resolve. Nobody’s ever met a fire-and-rescue guy? He retreats to a view of the river, bigger here than he imagined, an ominous beast lunging between far-flung banks, the opposite temper of the dammed and placid waters he lives near five hundred miles downstream. And with trout allegedly the size of steelhead. Yet as he struggles to square the parts, one stretch of river with the other, he finds it impossible to free himself of an image of the hostess upended just so. Each time he crosses glances with her, she waggles the brim of her silly hat, haloed with caddis swarms flooding the boat decks at last light.

			“I thought I really blew it there,” he says, heading to bed.

			He points at her leg, giving them both pause.

			“You’ll get plenty of chances tomorrow,” she finally offers.

			Nearby a sharp splash escapes the river’s low growl.

			She fixes him with a knowing gaze.

			“As long as the drakes come off,” she adds.
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			A hatch of big mayflies—or another of his typical trout fantasies—seems far-fetched by the time his guide, Curtis, swings the jet sled out into heavy current. The river feels too—what?—massive for anything resembling trout water. They skirt the edges of shuddering boils, sudden upwellings that appear to expand and contract as though answering to the dynamics of ocean waves, not the unfettered hydraulics of one of the last free-flowing stretches of the Columbia.

			“Hang on!” barks Curtis over the roar of the engine as the big sled rolls up on its chine.

			Behind them their wake feathers neatly around a pair of just visible deadheads.

			“Frickin’ Canadians!” In Carhartt jacket and camo cap, Curtis looks as much like a logger as he does a young fishing guide—until you get to the nylon board shorts and open-toed Tevas. “Government everywhere and they still can’t hold onto their goddamn logs!”

			Trout water? As they speed upriver, breaching a thin mist he feels in his beard, the pale sky resting atop the serrated crown of the forest, Putnam wonders if he’s run out of good ideas. Since retiring from Albion Fire & Rescue, he’s fished his way through the West, ticking off river and watershed one after another. But more and more it’s all begun to seem the same. Worse, he recognizes his growing boredom, the kind that drove him out of the force, when he could no longer see his job as more than pulling people from messes created by their own dumb mistakes.

			But this place? No wonder he’s heard little about it. He tries to gauge the distance to shore as Curtis runs the boat into a jumble of currents that leave him reaching for a handhold. Where are the life jackets stored? The river surges and swells, an entire slice of it changing direction as an upwelling rolls into still water, only to recede as though a lull between sets of waves.

			He struggles to find his sea legs. Curtis, jockeying the boat into position, pivots this way and that, bouncing atop the balls of his Tevas—until finally he rocks the big engine forward and, still standing, leans heavily into the oars.

			“Ten o’clock. Right into that funky shit that looks like nervous water.”

			Putnam does as he’s told, launching an oversized drake that the hostess—Leslie? Lizabeth? Liseth?—hung from the lip of his coffee cup when he arrived for breakfast to meet his guide.

			A fish comes up and eats his fly.

			Later, glancing over the gunwale, he decides the bright profile circling in and out of view looks more like a skipjack tuna than any steelhead he’s ever seen.
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			The morning grows warm, the sun climbing through a windless haze fueled by fires spreading through the eastern third of the state. He tries to ignore a dull stab of guilt; plenty of guys his age are still working. But when a second trout eats his fly, this one heavier than the first, he’s quick to convince himself he’s really not cut out anymore for anything but what he’s doing right now.

			As the fish gets close, he hears an approaching boat. He recognizes the guide and an angler from the welcome party the night before. The boat draws near while Curtis lowers the net into the river and then lifts the trout sparkling into the sun.

			“Nice one.”

			Curtis ignores the compliment. He busies himself with the fish, at the same time taking longer than needed to release it so that everyone gets a better look.

			“What’s up?” he finally asks.

			The guide tosses a dry bag Curtis’s way.

			“Call from the wife. The baby’s breaching.”

			Putnam watches the new guy climb over the gunwales. Even he knows that a wife in labor is an excuse a guide resorts to when too hungover to work—or faced with a client he thinks he might murder if he spends another hour alone with him in a boat.

			The second sled drifts downstream.

			“You guys can split the cost of Curtis’s boat!”

			“And the tip, too?” asks the new guy, moving toward the spot Putnam stood while landing his last fish.

			The heat climbs. The new guy starts complaining, claiming the weather has put off the drakes—while Curtis keeps running them into tangled confluences where, more times than not, Putnam picks up another good trout.

			“Don’t fish the upwelling,” Curtis reminds them, repeating himself after the guy feathers another long cast into a vein of swollen boils.

			“Lefty Kreh watched me cast one year at the Denver show.”

			The guy stands gazing out in the direction of his fly. There’s something about him—and not just the backwards ball cap or his air of contempt for advice. He strips in line as though trying to scare off fish—and then he picks up and launches another tight loop that lands the fly exactly where Curtis told him it shouldn’t.

			“Said I had the strongest backcast he’s ever seen.”

			“Lefty would know,” offers Curtis.

			Then Putnam makes the connection. On the lunch-run back to the houseboat, the guy joins him on the center thwart, drawing on an electronic vaporizer as though nibbling a frozen treat. The speed of the boat scatters the mounting heat. Their long wake fans out across the whole of the river, finally fading into a scrim of haze and smoke.

			“You know the fish you’re catching?”

			The guy holds out his vape.

			“They don’t even count.”

			Putnam waves away the offering. He recalls the explosion that lifted rafters six inches off the garage walls of the house of the state representative who, for years, had introduced legislation intended to dismantle the public employee retirement system. Working first response, Putnam found what was left of the family terrier, still chained to a two-by-four leg of the water heater platform, beneath which the state rep had stored a back-up bottle of fuel for his outdoor barbecue.

			“What are you, a goddamn idiot?” shouted Putnam, still holding the dog’s remains when the state rep rushed onto the scene.

			For the next month the comment was hauled out and repeated, in one meeting after another, until it grew clear to Putnam that retirement was his best option. And when somebody spelled his name Putman, not Putnam, on his twenty-five-year service plaque, it left a taste in his mouth that he still sometimes savors as if running his tongue over a sore tooth.

			“You’ll see when the drakes start popping,” says the Vapester, his tone the same, notes Putnam, as that used by the state representative as the wheels of bureaucratic reprimand squeezed the fight out of him and he finally walked away.
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			The sun hangs overhead by the time they spot the houseboat. Approaching the dock, they see the hostess just upriver in a kayak, dragging a deadhead toward shore. She beaches her boat on the rocky bank and then carries her line to a single tree standing above high water.

			“That’s our Lester,” says Curtis, reversing the engine as the boat settles against the dock. “A regular Wonder Woman when it comes to protecting her boat.”

			“Lester?”

			“Family name.”

			Curtis hops out and runs a line around a cleat.

			“Bunch of ’em around here,” he adds.

			Putnam waits at the boat while Curtis, the Vapester on his heels, heads up the dock to check on lunch. Lester’s there before them, hopping aboard the houseboat with a spark of sunlight off her wet legs. He watches her busy herself at the covered table where she ended up smeared in pie the evening before. Heat hovers above the water, the river here a quiet back eddy, a hundred yards long, more like a pond against the bare bank exposed by low water. He feels called to help in some way—but how?

			The Vapester returns with a beer and a lewd glint in his eye. He digs through his dry bag and locates a phone.

			“Wha’ d’you do to the help?”

			He comes over and nudges Putnam with his strongest-ever backcasting elbow.

			“She keeps asking about you.”
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			Really?

			She could have her pick in these parts, he thinks, climbing the trail after lunch to his yurt, one of four lined up in a clearing above railroad tracks and a county road leading to the new Homeland Security fort at the border. On the edge of the bed he pulls the box of flies he tied for this trip from the front pocket of his shirt, outlandish dries with black calf tail wings more jackrabbit ears than the wildest allusion to flight—and every one smaller than the drake Lester gave him to fish that morning.

			He swings his feet up onto the bed. And while the heat stirs, washing over him like bathwater, a sudden chill passes through his body as he recalls his last girlfriend, when he realized he had spent his life dating a kind of woman who seeks rescue from herself—her fears, uncertainties, and fragile self-esteem. He closes his eyes, trying to picture each of the morning’s fish—the cast, the take, the colors and configurations of the trout themselves—but somehow the trout keep morphing, their sharp outlines melting into splotches of berry pie smeared on Lester’s thigh.
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			He meets Curtis at the dock at three. The heat relents as he passes the houseboat and walks out over the water, the first relief since he lay down attempting to nap. Across the river the forested slopes seem but shadows beneath the hazy sky.

			The Vapester appears to have vanished.

			“He got started and didn’t stop,” says Curtis, wagging thumb and pinkie in front of his mouth.

			“Can I join you?”

			Lester hurries down the dock, one hand pressed to the crown of her goofy hat. She’s got on cutoffs and canvas high-tops and a pastel yellow tank top with either a halibut or a ukulele stenciled across the front, he can’t tell which without appearing to inspect her pretty breasts.

			In her other hand she carries a rod, pitched at an angle that suggests she just may know how to use it.

			“You’ve got an open spot, don’t you?”

			Curtis looks his way.

			“Your call.”

			He can’t think why not.

			Wind and engine wail prevent much in the way of small talk. She shows him the fly she’s already tied to her tippet—the size of a salmonfly but with wings erupting like the crest of a cockatoo. He watches a cloud of smoke billow as though a thunderhead above a ridge to the east, recalling the excitement he used to feel during fire season—and how one day those feelings seemed part of a life no longer his own.

			Curtis takes them back to the stretch of river they started on in the morning. Already sweating, Putnam moves forward and begins covering the water, adjusting his casts as currents shift spasmodically around them. Thermal drafts ambush his loop, bending it this way and that.

			“Don’t fish the upwellings.”

			He shoots Lester a look.

			“So I’ve heard.”

			“Well, all right then.”

			She tugs her hat tight to her head of wind-blown curls.

			“I won’t say another word,” she adds.

			He flings his line about, waiting for Curtis to tell him what else to do. The edge of an upwelling begins to bulge. He follows it as it moves like a shudder across what moments before looked like perfect holding water. His line drags his fly as though a cable from tugboat to barge.

			Blanched in sweat, he keeps casting until he realizes he’s fishing alone.

			“What’s up?” he asks, lifting leader and fly to hand.

			Lester smiles at him from the edge of the aft deck. She slides a leg over a knee and reties one of her laces.

			“Just waiting for you to finish so we can go find some bugs.”
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			They swing out of the current around a bank lined with discolored pines, victims of whatever has damaged the local forests. The boat slides into an eddy wider than most rivers he’s ever fished. At the bottom of the eddy extends a shelf of sand-colored rocks, their edges worn smooth as if exposed to surf.

			On the farthest rocks the Vapester stands casting, a long line riding the overhead swing of a double-handed rod.

			“He shouldn’t be out there if he’s been drinking,” says Putnam.

			Curtis and Lester look at each other.

			“Kind of standard practice in these parts,” Curtis says.

			Putnam wipes his brow. Recalling his old foe, he needs little to ignore the Vapester’s disregard for safety. Curtis tucks them in under a tight funnel of current that creates the sensation of standing beside a waterfall. The boat settles in a slick of still water. Heat stirs in swirls all their own.

			“Still gonna wait for bugs?”

			Lester looks at him as if trying to decide whether he’s being a smart-ass.

			“You don’t believe it, do you?”

			He tucks his rod under his arm and runs his thumb and forefinger along his tippet.

			“Believe what?”

			“That something special—something new and really special—just might happen.”

			He raises the rod and sights through the guides.

			“Well, what about you? It’s not like you’re running around the boat expecting to get one.”

			She doesn’t say anything—until he finally looks at her.

			“Listen, here’s all you gotta know about me.” She aims her rod tip at him and gives it a little shake. “I’ve caught a million of these damn trout. But when the big drakes come off, and fish are tipping up under them and eating . . .”

			It’s as if her voice melts in the heat. She nods his way, beads of sweat on her sun-creased lip.

			“You stay long enough, you’ll see what I’m talking about.”

			Curtis jostles the oars, pivoting the boat side to side.

			“You gonna fish, Les—or just talk about it?”

			She rolls her eyes—a gesture that gives Putnam cause to look away.

			Downstream the Vapester launches a loop that soars out over the river.
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			Fish begin showing in the seam between the edge of the eddy and the flume of heavy current. The heat has dissipated, absorbed by the river itself—and drakes or no drakes, they settle into the rhythm of falling light, casting flies over big trout nosing the shadowy film.

			He tries to pick out a single fish. The upwelling pushes the seam this way and that. One cast falls short, the next wide. He feels Curtis nudge the boat forward—but the moment he lifts his line he’s forced to stop to dodge something glimpsed out the corner of his eye.

			“You spooked?” asks Curtis, a big smile lifting his face.

			“Some bird or something—nearly hit me.”

			“That wasn’t a bird,” says Lester.

			She looks over at him, her rod seized in a serious bend.

			He watches her fight the fish. When he finally sees it, a chrome bumper skidding through the water, he’s sure it’s only half the size of other trout breaking the surface, lapping up what look like wads of ash riding the current. Curtis goes past him with the net. As soon as there’s room, he steps to the rail and delivers his fly. Fresh sweat stings his eyes. When a trout comes up and eats, he raises his rod tip—and a force like a falling boulder snaps his tippet quick as that.

			You have to be kidding. His rod hand, still extended, vibrates like a tuning fork. What was he thinking? Set the hook on a fish like that?

			Before he knows it, Curtis has his tippet in hand. He breaks it at the blood knot and then bites off the front third of the leader. He knots on a length of 0X tippet. He ties on a drake the size of a sparrow.

			“Just let ’em eat it.”

			He’s set to cast when he sees Lester snug up hard on another fish, her body tensing like a fist. Her hand goes to the crown of her hat; a small sharp sound escapes her lips. She looks up at her rod tip as line rushes toward the river. Her reel sounds like wind tearing through the pines.

			She turns his way—but nothing in her eyes says she even sees him.

			Ukulele, thinks Putnam. Not a halibut.

			He steadies himself against the gunwale and faces the river. The silhouettes of giant mayflies whirl about in the surging currents. The rising trout look like gallivanting otters. The sky, flooded with dusk, spills into the treetops, filling the forest with night.

			She’s right: he doesn’t believe it.

			Down on the rocks, the Vapester stands hooked up, too.

			But it feels just safe enough to try.

		

	
		
			Bottom Line

			It wasn’t his own idea. But ever since Burkie heard it from a kid he had sanding for him one winter, he’s made it a practice to hold off closing his books each year until he turns his back on his computer, his check registers, his job files and stacks of receipts and, in the face of it all, goes fishing.

			It makes even more sense this year. Can he face another drift boat? Or it’s not that so much as it is a question of when he’s going to build something new, something different—something sexier, for Christ’s sake. He remembers his father, dead now ten years, telling him to go where the money is, that it doesn’t matter how pretty the boats you build if you don’t have a roof over your head, a decent truck, some booze around you’re not embarrassed to share.

			Or if you can’t afford to go fishing.

			But at what point, he asks himself, sliding rods on top of waders behind the front seat of his Ford—at what point does the money matter if your life doesn’t feel anymore like your own?

			What’s the money worth if all it’s buying is time?

			He taps the brakes on the steep drop from The Heights, feeling for black ice. Out over the river a layer of woolly clouds rests atop a pool of quiet air trapped above the water. Against the far hillsides the clouds end in a ribbon of white, a sharp hem of snow and ice etched into the contours of the wooded slopes as precisely as the waterline of a lapstrake tender.

			For example, he thinks.

			At the bank of duplexes next to the body shop, he waits in the truck fiddling with the defroster until Lalo shows, descending the stairway two steps at a time. Upstairs, Lalo’s mother, Milly, appears at the slider; arms folded, she makes an exaggerated show of shivering against the cold. Something up? He follows Lalo in the mirrors, a gloved hand riding the scaly ice gathering in ridges along the rails of the truck. For a kid who won’t pick up a piece of sandpaper until he’s changed out of his school clothes, he’s dressed like he’s got somewhere else to go besides fishing.

			Then he recognizes his own old fleece, dug out from the bottom of a drawer, that he passed on to Lalo following the first hard frosts of fall.

			“Where’s the boat?”

			Lalo swings his day pack—another hand-me-down—into the truck, riding its momentum into the seat alongside it.

			“Not in this cold.”

			He waits as Lalo unplugs his earphones and stashes his phone in his pack.

			“We get wet, we’re history.”

			Lalo makes a face then lifts out a lunch sack already spotted with grease stains.

			“I thought you were like some kind of master swim champion.” He pulls away from the curb, unsure whether Lalo is teasing him.

			“My peanut butter sandwiches aren’t good enough for you?”

			The windshield fogs up again. The defroster stirs the smell of peppers and fried meat about the cab. He takes the long way to the freeway, passing Walmart and the trailer park, giving Lalo time to show off a handful of taquitos wrapped in aluminum foil before spinning around in the seat and loading them in the cooler.

			“My mom. She feels sorry for lonely old men.”

			“Those aren’t going to help you if you go in today.”

			The wipers leave snowflakes blurred behind lingering smears.

			“Five minutes—max.”

			But this isn’t that kind of fishing. No one’s going in—not past the tops of their wading boots they’re not.

			From the freeway the river looks more frozen than still, its surface scuffed with wind from the east just strong enough to score the edges and eddies the color of frost. And keep anyone married to the bottom line at home. Cold like this there’s just one real bet anyway: whitefish. They’ll be schooled up in the soft water, trying to stay alive until the weather turns. The only good reason today to go fishing is to whack a half-dozen whiteys, fresh fixings for tacos this evening while they see if the Blazers can keep winning.

			That, and so he can remind himself there’s a point to knocking out boats, one after another, he can build with his eyes closed.

			Yet by the time they cross the bridge at Albion and leave the Columbia at the mouth of the Beulah, he’s convinced he’s finally ready to brave a change. He’s got to. To the east the clouds above the river seem to melt into puddles of blue sky. Sunlight sparkles against sheets of corrugated ice draped from the walls of basalt crowding the highway. Is he going to go to his grave wondering if he should jump into new water—even if he can’t read the current, how fast or deep it runs?

			Deep enough he’ll have to let Lalo go.

			That’s the hard one. But isn’t it always the case? His whole life he’s been sidetracked by others: two daughters, a wife he never did figure out, a dozen clients a year who want drift boats that look like furniture but only want to pay for ones built like picnic tables.

			Climbing the Beulah, the truck swings in and out of shadows cast by the steep hillsides, flaked now with frost and ice-crusted oaks. In a long reach of sunlight he studies a tiny fish Lalo has already managed to carve from an avocado seed pulled, along with his earphones, from his pack—one of a half-dozen miniature animals, each the size of Monopoly pieces, he’s mastered these past six months, his fine-boned fingers working a little Japanese paring knife as though he were knitting.

			A great kid: a little lippy, yes—but smart, conscientious, a terrific touch with tools.

			And there’s no way he can keep him on—not if he’s building on spec.

			Who’s going to pay him to turn out a Beals Island lobster boat, for Christ’s sake?
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			“Look. One a yours.”

			Upstream from the Swamp Hole, sure enough, the boat skips gently through the current, twitching with each dip of the oars, extending like wings from the hollows of her exaggerated sheer. He had pushed it about as far as he could with this one; her stems rise from the belly of her deep rocker to the point of affectation. Still, any lingering doubts about her profile are put to rest as she rides through a last steep gasp of boulder-choked whitewater, slipping around the ice-rimmed rocks as though skidding on frozen chines.

			“What are you smiling about?”

			Before he can answer, the boat bucks suddenly, giving off a resounding clunk that mimics the gunfire of deer hunters throughout the canyon in fall. Low water. Two guys, not a lot older than Lalo, do nothing but look at each other and laugh, their breath visible above a sound like squirrelly dogs barking at wind while the boat swaps ends and waggles awkwardly into the head of the run.

			“You teach that trick before you let ’em drive her away?”

			“And a swimming lesson—no extra charge.”

			“So they’re safe?”

			“Five minutes, Lalo.”

			“Let me guess: not a second more.”

			He feels the tap-tap of another whitefish. Distracted, he raises his rod tip too slowly, his hands clumsy, his fingers half numb. Not that it matters. Downstream, Lalo slips another fish from his little egg fly—a fish plenty big enough to kill, the same size, more or less, Lalo’s been releasing the last half hour since he hung number five and they both supposedly agreed just one more before they quit this damn cold.

			He turns and watches the boat, held steady just above the gut of the run. He loves the look of the oak gunwales and chine battens framing the sapele ply—especially in the soft light, the hint of river mist trapped between the water and colder air. Still, for the life of him he can’t remember who he sold this one to. Not these yahoos. The guy on the oars, mad bomber hat and all, pulls hard against the current; his pal, aft and downstream, pitches an indicator alongside the boat and watches it waddle in the current. Twice he rips line and indicator both off the water, launching a shower of spray that sparkles in the sunlight as though ice crystals cast from a nearby pine.

			“I thought you said steelhead season is closed.”

			He looks Lalo’s way.

			“Your hook’s small enough, you can claim you’re fishing for whiteys.”

			Lalo adjusts his split shot, crimping it with pliers before lobbing a short cast back into the inside seam.

			“They’re not fishing for whitefish,” he says.

			Who’s to say? If they are, they’re not doing a very good job of it. Twice more the guy with the rod snaps line from the current—only to shatter the icy quiet with his own wild whoop, a bark of delight that’s followed immediately by the frothy flight of a steelhead crashing through the surface. Just as quickly the hook pulls free—which does nothing to diminish the shouts and hollers that rise from the boat, filling the canyon as though echoing beneath a sheet of frozen sky.

			What they’re drinking from the flask they keep passing back and forth probably isn’t water, either.

			When they’re directly across the river, Lalo calls out and asks how they’re doing.

			The mad bomber glances at his friend.

			“Damn steelhead keep grabbing our flies!”

			The two look at each other, mugging shock in response to their rare good fortune.

			“How ’bout you guys? Any whiteys?”

			Har har har.

			But when Lalo raises the stringer, showing off their mess of whitefish as though it were a twenty-pound steelhead, neither guy says more—not until they reach the tailout and start whooping it up again, the boat sideways in the current, drifting as if she were on her own.
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			“I don’t see why guys like that would even want a boat like one of yours. It’s not like they’re going to take care of it.”

			The taquito does as much to warm him as the heater. He can’t remember the last time he’s had to resort to sitting in the truck with the engine running. It was either that or build a fire by the time he got Lalo to keep one more fish so they could get off the water.

			“I’m sure there’s a dad involved.”

			But who? If he needs one more reason to quit schlepping drift boats, this ought to be it. There was a day he could trace the story of every boat he built—just like he kept track of each and every one of his age-group records at the swim club. As though they mattered. Like it added up to something. Like somehow the records and all those boats built one after the other, year after year, meant he was due some sort of reward, like there’s an equation that says if you do what you’re supposed to do, you end up with something that doesn’t just fade into a pool of murky memories.

			If there are boats he wants to build, when’s he going to build them if not now?

			Lalo gets out and checks on the fish, laid out on the sheet of plywood inside the bed of the truck. Neither of them thought to bring a second cooler.

			Not that it matters today.

			Climbing back into the cab, Lalo makes a show of his breath, gulping in a mouthful of heated air from inside, then expelling a gauzy huff through the open door. His ears glow red against his cap of black hair.

			“If we hurry, we can watch them rattle their teeth through Boneyards.”

			“They’re not that stupid. Low water like this, they’ll take out at Myrna’s.”

			“Their rig wasn’t there earlier.”

			He looks over at Lalo, surprised again by how much he notices, his attention to details that could just as easily go overlooked.

			“Their shuttle just hadn’t arrived.”

			“Whatever you say, sir.”

			But when they pass the takeout across from Myrna Crompton’s old place, tucked up in icy shade beneath a stand of oak he’d give his left nut to own and turn into boats, there’s still no rig in sight. Could they have already finished their float? He hurries downriver, lifting his foot off the gas through the shadows, hoping he doesn’t spot them—or if he does, before they try something foolish.

			Even before he pulls in at the county campground, he sees the truck and trailer parked beyond the last of the empty sites scattered beneath the heavy riparian pines. A hundred yards upstream the river sluices through Boneyards, a pitch of basalt boulders cast from somewhere high along the canyon wall. Downstream the river tilts and plummets once and for all, burrowing through a mile-long cataract to the floor of the gorge below.

			Lalo’s out of the truck before he sets the brake.

			“If I know you, you’ll go in when they dump her.”

			“No one’s going to dump her.” He hops out, checking behind the seat and in back for something that might come in handy. “She rides like a cork.”

			“Looks like we’ll find out soon enough.”

			They’re all wrong even before they start, drifting in the middle of the current through the long gentle sweep of river upstream—a course, should they keep it, that will send them into the second or third rock, depending on which way they try to go once they realize the trouble they’re in. Still, they might get lucky; his have always been coastal boats, such that even now, 150 miles from the sea, he takes his lines from the short swift rivers spilling out of the Coast Range and rain-furrowed western face of the Cascades—oarsmen’s boats, borne of the need to change direction in a heartbeat, spin on a dime, back up and swivel and swap ends one stroke of an oar at a time.

			But in water this low, the best you can do is roll with the punches, try not to hit anything square.

			Which is just what they fail to do. The boat rocks once high on her tail, pivoting sharply as mad bomber wrenches on an oar. When she comes down she lands directly on top of that third rock, the impact echoing above the river with the sharp cry of splintering wood. Worse, she stays there a moment, pinned by the current while she rolls slowly sideways until her upstream gunwale suddenly catches and the river pours inside as if a running hose thrust over the lip of a teacup.

			“Oh, Jesus,” he says, kicking off his Crocs while fumbling with the buttons of his jeans.
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			The Blazers finally start hitting their three-pointers. They pull within two by the end of the third quarter. Lalo comes in from the kitchen with a plate of tacos reheated in the microwave.

			“How ’bout the look on that one guy’s face when you finally got him to the bank?”

			He watches the steam rise from the crisp edges of the tortillas. He’d still like to know how Milly does it—but he knows if he asks, Lalo will only raise his hands and make quotation marks and say, “Made with love.”

			“And then he goes, ‘It’s just a boat, dude.’ We shoulda got her first and seen what he had to say then.”

			“At least his friend could swim.”

			The Blazers tie it up. He starts in on another taco. He can’t tell what’s better: the game, the food, the heat from the woodstove—or the shearling-lined moccasins he bought himself for Christmas.

			“We going to start in on her tomorrow?”

			“If the old man brings by a check.”

			Lalo carries in the hot water and refills his tea.

			“You really didn’t remember who you sold it to?”

			Not until mad bomber and company made their calls and got a hold of grandpa, a retired judge from Colorado come to the Northwest for steelhead. Old guy nearly cried the day he first saw his new boat.

			The check’s probably already written.

			The Blazers end up winning going away. Only a disaster will keep them out of the playoffs—their first time there in ages. He drives Lalo home, and as soon as he gets back, he goes into his office—the girls’ room he still calls it—and sits down and wiggles the mouse, curious what the numbers will show.

			He’ll see how the playoffs go. After that, he’ll make his decision final.
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