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      ONE

      When I traded in my old man’s boat I kept his brown box radio, put it on a shelf on the port wall of the wheelhouse. Now Polky’s spinning the dial, trying to find a station as we motor through the dark. But there’s only static, so he shuts it back off. He rips another beer out of the plastic six-pack rings, pops the top.

      “So how much did you pay for this battleship?” he says.

      “Enough.”

      “And you couldn’t have a half decent sound system put in?”

      “Ollsen doesn’t do sound systems.”

      “All right,” Polky says. “I guess I don’t check tomorrow’s weather.”

      “Chance of fog,” I say.

      He laughs. “Just what you need, huh? On top of poor fishing.”

      “And a lousy price to boot.” I shake my head at the way things have been going. Cool air slips through the Julie Marie’s wheelhouse. It’s full evening now, we’ve moved offshore and out of the fog and we can see the stars, clumped in rich clusters against a deep black sky.

      “She rides nice,” Polky says. “I’ll give you that.”

      “She does.”

      “You happy with the wood?”

      “I never liked a glass boat,” I say.

      “Lot easier to keep up.”

      “I hate the way they bob around, though.”

      We climb over deep swells, unable to see the mainland lights because of the fog trapped against the shore by cool ocean air. It makes the gulf seem big around us; makes me nervous about trusting the compass. At least we’ll be able to see the Marine Patrol though, unless they get tricky. I feel my stomach shrink again at what we’re doing, and I turn to watch Polky walk aft, put a foot up on the transom, and give a little hop to settle his balance. It’s strange to have him on my boat. Usually I only see him in town, or at the lobster pound, sometimes at my house. I turn back, check my watch: nine o’clock. We slip along and I feel what a nice boat she is in the way she holds herself in the water.

      Polky comes back, smelling like a cigarette.

      “Making good time,” I tell him.

      He looks at his watch, which he wears under the wrist, like me.

      I tap out a beat on the wheel with my fingers. We ride along and Polky looks at me a few times, drinks his beer. Finally he smirks and says, “So how do you like being a bad-ass?”

      “Is that what I am?” I say.

      “You’re a bad-ass in training.”

      “Keep dreaming,” I say.

      “You’ll come around,” he says. “It’s in your blood.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Polky holds up his beer. “Your grandfather ran this stuff.”

      “Booze is different,” I say.

      “It’s the same thing,” Polky says. When I don’t answer he snorts and goes quiet. But I know he’ll bring it up again. He truly believes that smuggling is all right. You can’t go by the rules, he says, because nobody else does. Especially not the assholes who make up the rules. I guess it’s all in how you look at it. I can’t imagine my grandfather running drugs. But alcohol was an illegal drug back then, wasn’t it? I think this over and decide I’d better stop making Polky’s arguments for him. I should try doing something useful instead, like maybe checking our course. We’ve changed our heading to run across the mouth of the Bay of Fundy toward the southwest end of Nova Scotia, and because of the huge tidal flow in and out of the bay you have to watch out.

      We’re back in the fog at eleven o’clock, and a half hour later we slow to motor in to the little town of Stewartville, making for Griffin’s dock around a point from the town landing. It’s pretty dark, but eventually I see a spotlight shining off the dull-red fuel pump at the end of the dock. There’s a stack of wire lobster traps on the other end and I see bait shacks running back into the yard. Unlike Pequot, this still looks like a working harbor. I bring the Julie Marie in against the float, and after we work the lines, Polky pops another beer and hands it over—his way of telling me to stay put.

      “Be right back,” he says.

      I sit on a crate while Polky scuffs up the dirt drive to the little house on the hill behind the wharf. Around the waterfront the fog hangs on everything. A foghorn sounds and the water rustles against the shore. Up the hill I can hear Polky knock, and after a minute or two the door opens and I hear the faint rumble of their voices. Then the door shuts and Polky walks back down.

      “He’s got it in the shed.” He holds up a key.

      We spend the next hour lugging duty-free rope to the boat, tossing it aboard. Then we take a minute to catch our breath. The deck is covered with the heavy strapped coils, not a real lucrative cargo, but you can make twenty bucks or so on each coil and since the geniuses in Washington decided we needed sinking line, everybody’s got to change out. I’m hoping to get a boat payment out of it. We go up the hill to the house and Griffin—maybe fifty, with gray stuck-up hair—opens the door and points into the living room. He follows us in with a pot of hot tea laced with whiskey.

      “Irish whiskey,” he says, with a bit of lilt in his voice. “We’ll drink to your ill-gotten gains. We’ll drink to the poor, deluded tax man.”

      Polky shrugs. “What he don’t know won’t hurt him.”

      We take the couch and he sits in a rocking chair, crossing his legs and raising his teacup. We sip the tea and talk things over, trying to be quiet about it so we won’t wake up his wife. He says that he personally thinks lobster fishing is going to hell in a hand basket. And trying to supplement your income is getting harder all the time, too. Just the past week the local Mountie told him they were keeping an eye on him. “He called me a gangster!” Griffin says with a laugh. “Said I ought to get out of it while I still could. Told him I would if I had a choice in the matter.”

      “You’re being watched?” Polky says.

      Griffin grins. “No worries, Billy; strictly office hours with those birds.”

      Polky grunts and looks out the near window.

      “Go to work in the service sector,” I tell him. “That’s what they want in Maine. Work in the service sector and keep the tourists happy.”

      Griffin says, “There’s that, isn’t there?”

      “Fucking swanks!” Polky mutters.

      Griffin says he’s a part-time carpenter, and he supposes he could try that full time. But he doesn’t really want to pound nails for a living. I tell how I went to school for a couple semesters, but had to come back and work the grounds when my father got hurt and couldn’t haul.

      “Ah yes,” Griffin says. “Use ’em or lose ’em.”

      “I can’t believe it’s been ten years, though.”

      “A fucking decade,” Polky says.

      “Time flies, eh?” Griffin says.

      We sit there and finish off the pot of tea. Then Polky stands up. We troop back to the kitchen and put our cups in the sink. Griffin tells us not to worry about being quiet, his wife would probably sleep through Armageddon. “All part of marriage to a gangster,” he says with a grin. He follows us down the path to the dock and unlocks the gas pump. He fuels the boat and begins filling my extra cans. The pump clicks as its numbers change and the gas rushes into the containers until Griffin releases the trigger. He hangs the spigot up, takes out a pocket calculator, figures how much we owe him in Canadian and then converts it to American money.

      “Pay the man,” Polky says.

      I hand over most of my lobster money from that afternoon.

      “A pleasure,” Griffin says. “You bloody gangsters.”

      We board the Julie Marie and Griffin throws the lines in. “You might watch out on the way back,” he says. “I understand they nabbed one of the Jonesport boys yesterday.”

      “What was he doing?”

      Griffin just smiles.

      “We’ll watch out,” Polky says.

      Griffin heads back up the hill. Polky tells me to hold it a minute and climbs out onto the foredeck to take down the maroon and white buoy, the one you have to display so the Marine Patrol will know you’re hauling your own traps. He swings back into the wheelhouse and says, “No sense advertising.” Then he looks thoughtful. “We could tack a blanket over the stern. You got a blanket below?”

      “No,” I say.

      “You got anything?”

      “Just some rags,” I say.

      “Christ,” he says and shakes his head.

      Considering this kind of stuff makes me feel funny all over again, but I don’t say anything. I push the boat away from the dock and we make out through the fog, circling the point. Running slow, the motor smooth, we head for open water. After a mile or so I open her up and take a course across the bay toward the mainland.

      “Want me to steer awhile?” Polky says.

      “I’m okay. Go on down and take the bunk.”

      “That’s all right.” He sits on the floor with his back to the bulkhead, his arms crossed and his leather jacket pulled tight around him. He goes to sleep in about two minutes. He wouldn’t take the bunk because that would be soft, but he doesn’t mind sleeping while I steer.

      I’m a little drunk, and lulled by the rhythm of the engine and the feel of the swells, my mind wanders back along the ten years since I came home from school. Three hundred traps at first, all the old man would fish because back then they called you a hog if you set more. But that gradually changed, and you had to set more to keep up. More traps and less money. In trouble with the bank, too. Still a bloody fisherman in spite of everything, though I sometimes wish I could have finished school and gotten a real job. But that was just never an option.

      My thoughts drift farther back and I’m a boy, knitting trap heads, painting buoys, happy to be old enough to help. I’m stern-manning, running in with the old man’s big hand on my shoulder. I’m taking my own hand-me-down dory out to the few dozen traps I’m allowed to haul on my own, proud to have the gulls flocking along behind just like they did with the grownups. I see it all, right up to the accident that killed my mother and left my father too beat up to work and too sad to care. Then I’m brought back by Polky’s chain-saw snoring, and I snap to and the first thing I do is check the compass. But we’re on course, I’ve steered automatically. I rub my eyes, clear my throat, and lean out into the cool air to spit over the side past the snatch block.

      Polky’s snore breaks off, and he sits up.

      “Sleeping Beauty,” I say.

      He looks around, then pats himself down to see if he’s all there. Making sure I didn’t steal his wallet, maybe. He grunts and gets to his feet, rubbing his chin and mouth. He turns his wrist to check the time.

      “We’re getting there,” I say. I bring the bow around, heading on a tangent to home.

      He yawns like a moose. “What’d you do, steer all night?”

      “It wasn’t too bad.”

      “Should have woke me, Troy.”

      “You looked too cute snoozing.”

      Polky snorts. “So you decide where you’re going to dump it?”

      “Right in Owls Head, I guess.”

      He nods and walks aft, picking his way through the rope. It’s gloomy ahead. Drops are collecting on the windshield, running upwards in little streams.

      “Here comes the fog,” I say.

      “None too soon, either,” Polky says darkly.

      I twist around and see the running lights of a small boat, maybe three miles off, coming our way fast.

      Polky walks back into the wheelhouse.

      “Who is it?” I say.

      “Who do you think?”

      I don’t answer. I know who it must be.

      “Well?” Polky says.

      Choices fly through my mind, but I can’t seem to slow them down long enough to take a good look. Polky waits just so long, then reaches past me and shoves the throttle. The Julie Marie leaps ahead and I stumble before grabbing the wheel. I don’t bother to argue, just tweak our heading. We’re swallowed up pretty quickly. I change course again and run along blind. Then, when we’re well into it, I throttle back, feel the Julie Marie settle lower in the water.

      “I hope you know what we’re doing,” I say.

      “Can you hear them?”

      “No.”

      “Cut the engine.”

      I cut the engine and we drift, rising and falling. Polky grabs my arm and points. I see the spotlight stabbing into the fog and I’m surprised they’re this close. Then their engine goes idle, and somebody says in a high voice through a bullhorn: “Attention, lobster boat in the area! Please set your VHF radio to channel sixteen. Listen for instructions! This is the Marine Patrol, and we are conducting a routine search of all vessels!”

      “Sure,” Polky mutters. “We’ll get right on that.”

      “Attention!” comes the voice again. “Your cooperation is mandatory! Please set your VHF radio to channel sixteen and listen for instructions! We intend to board and search your vessel! Refusal to follow instructions may result in legal action including the possible loss of your vessel!”

      “Well?” I say.

      “They’d have to fight the bank for her anyway.”

      “Good point.” I wait until they’re running again, then push the starter button, throw the Julie Marie into gear and give her full throttle. It’s exciting, what we’re doing. I feel it in my gut. We charge away from the Marine Patrol and run all out into the fog until the spotlight disappears behind us. I watch the compass, check the bottom finder, but it’s deep out here.

      “Maybe we should put it overboard,” I say to Polky.

      “Last resort,” Polky says. “You need the money too bad.”

      “Their boat’s faster.”

      “You’ve got the jump on them,” Polky says. “And you ain’t going anywhere in a straight line.”

      “What if they have me on radar?”

      “You can’t see a little wood boat on radar unless you’re awful good.”

      “What if they’re awful good?”

      “Not that crowd.” Polky grins.

      After ten minutes I cut the engine again. We drift, rocking. I stare around at the dense fog, half expecting the Marine Patrol boat to come busting into sight. Then I hear their engine. They’re not so close any more. When a foghorn sounds I restart and set off on a different course. The voice over the bullhorn follows us, but I can’t hear what it’s saying any more. It gets fainter every time I shut the boat down, and finally I can’t hear them at all.

      Polky says, “Now he’ll head for shore.”

      “You think he knows us?”

      “He bushwacked us, didn’t he?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I’d forget Owls Head, anyway.”

      “Where, then?”

      “How about the Number Two Point?” Polky’s eyes are bright. The old blood is flowing. I know what he feels like now, and that scares me a little. It’s too much like when we played basketball, competitive like that. I shove the Julie Marie into gear and as I feed her the gas my heart speeds up, too. I shake my head, staring into the fog, wondering how I came to be out here in the middle of the night, smuggling rope, dodging the clam cops.

    

  


  
    
      TWO

      I guess I can figure the day it all changed. I remember coming in, upset after another poor haul, yanking the skiff toward the old iron bridge that takes Seaview Street out of town and bends it down the south Pequot peninsula. It was late in the afternoon, not a cloud in the sky, and I had my eyes on my lobster boat, moored on the east side in front of Danny Brinker’s marina. Then I stopped to look over my shoulder. The sun was low and bright, flashing down the creek, turning the water under the bridge the color of a new penny. I stirred with one oar to change my heading, then bent back to it. When I reached the bridge the current drove me sideways, but I dug harder and slowly made headway.

      Understand, I didn’t have to work that hard.

      I could have climbed out and walked the skiff up the narrows. There were foot rocks all along the bank. But I was just too pissed off. I had that helpless feeling that things were happening I couldn’t control, but one thing I could do was lean on those bloody oars.

      It was cool under the bridge, only May and the air still a bit raw, but coming out the other side the sun warmed my neck as I inched along to smoother water. In two more deep strokes I was clear, and I slowed to catch my breath and looked around at the new growth on the high banks: the spring greens, the clumps of pink and purple phlox. It was pretty, peaceful, and I lost a little of my crankiness.

      But I was still worried. Who wouldn’t be?

      I started in pulling again, past black rock tops and through a wooded bend that brought the upper creek into view. I swung around on the thwart, careful not to tip—it was a small skiff and I’m a pretty big guy—and switched hands on the oars so I could face forward to check out the birds. The whole upper creek was alive because of the alewive run. There were gulls on the rocks, a fish hawk high up in a tree, a big mess of shags in the water with just their long black necks showing.

      The shags backed away as I drew close and then sort of levitated to sprint along the surface, beating their wings and pattering their webbed feet on the water, raising a racket that in the confines of the creek sounded exactly like a roomful of applause.

      It was a noise I’d heard every spring of my life.

      I watched them go and thought of the old man. When the birds took off like this, he would bow his head like they were clapping for him and say, “Thank you, thank you very much,” his Elvis imitation so lame you couldn’t help laughing.

      I smiled despite myself, watching the shags strain up into the air. They’re piss-poor flyers. I think it’s the set of their wings that makes them seem to work so hard. You look at the gulls and their wings are forward compared to the shags, and you have to admit they’re much better flyers, no matter what else you might think of them, which isn’t much in my case.

      The shags lifted over the pine trees and birches, the gulls circled back toward the harbor and I caught a quick sight of the fish hawk pounding away north, looking a lot like a giant gull.

      But he was no dump bird. He was a working guy, like me.

      I pushed on up the creek, my farmhouse approaching behind the tall trees. The old place was built before the Civil War, but was still sturdy and warm, with a wide deck I’d added myself back when I had a little money in my pocket, before I somehow turned into just another dub lobster fisherman.

      About here I told myself to quit whining.

      But I couldn’t help wondering if I should have kept the old man’s boat a couple more seasons. Problem was I’d had a little money, and I’d wanted an Ollsen boat bad. Old man Ollsen was getting ready to retire, so I went for it.

      I drifted up to the old dock, weathered and warped, built and rebuilt from the time when we Hulls hauled traps by hand, from dories in close to shore, when you didn’t have to chase the bugs around. I’d heard the stories since I was old enough to listen: how you could pick them from behind rocks at low tide, how they’d caught millions of pounds for the canneries, no size limits, no worrying about berried females, no problems.

      On the dock I arched my back, something out of whack in there. All the old-timers had bad backs, and I supposed that was in store for me, too, assuming I could fish long enough to become an old timer.

      I stretched until my spine popped back into place. Then, instead of heading straight to the house, I walked out into the field that followed the creek. It had been a while since I’d been up here. I kicked through the grass to the woods and walked along the overgrown mule trail to the earthwork that blocked an old canal from the creek. I climbed up the slant and looked in. It was pretty wet, because this time of year the canal still diverted water from just below Seven Tree Pond. Come summer, that skim-off would stop, the water would sink into the ground, and grass and weeds would cover the bottom. It had been that way since they quit logging years ago.

      I remembered playing in the dried-up canal bed, using it for a hideout with the rest of the gang: Niki Harjula, Billy Polky, Danny Brinker. Thinking of those days made me smile: how we’d steal around town in the evening, peeping in windows, eavesdropping, and then dash back to the canal. Back then we thought the whole town belonged to us.

      I fished through the old memories for a while, then backed down the slant and walked out of the woods. I headed back across the field toward the house, noticing the shags were back: two or three hundred watching from the creek. I crossed a stretch of lawn that wound past cedars, birches, and the small bog with the frog pond, stopping to check the fiddleheads hatching out of their little mounds. I remembered my mother harvesting them for supper greens, and the sadness welled up in me like it still does sometimes.

      Then I thought about Julie Marie.

      I missed her, too, but it was different. She wasn’t dead, for one thing. And it was more of an indoor feeling: I missed her in the kitchen, the living room, the shower she’d use for an hour at a time. The bedroom, too, in a way that was so messed up I couldn’t even bring myself to sleep in our old bed any more.

      But I didn’t miss her outdoors. She wasn’t connected to the property the way my parents were. It had never been anything special to her. It was no great shakes, for example, that we didn’t have neighbors close by.

      Hell, she liked neighbors!

      Missing Julie Marie—her red hair, her smart mouth, her flat belly, and freckled breasts—I walked up the driveway, grabbed the bills and flyers from the dinged-up mailbox, came back through the shed. There were buoys in there, tools and trap-making materials, too, snowshoes, a cracked baseball bat, a hand-mower, a grill and bag of charcoal, my old Schwinn, covered with cobwebs and missing its rear tire, a stack of National Geographics, a hoe, rake, and shovel leaning against the wall, a rickety bookcase full of the old man’s paperbacks. I picked one up and opened to a turned-down page. I pictured him in his recliner, reading with his mouth open. Catching flies, my mother called it, but he was just lost in the words. People think folks like us don’t read, but my old man would read anything: books, newspapers, magazines, cereal boxes. I’d caught it from him, and I still remember how my teachers made a big deal out of a fisherman’s kid reading at lunch time!

      I set the book down and looked at a box full of hardcover textbooks. Sometimes I thought I should just toss them, but once in while I came back from Captain Cobb’s Crow’s Nest with a little clip going, and I’d pick up Fishes of the Gulf of Maine, with this big, weird flounder on the cover. I had hoped to study marine biology at Maine, and sometimes the old textbooks still made that seem possible. But mostly they just sat, collecting dust and bat droppings.

      I left the shed and headed for the kitchen.

      There I picked through the mail, still thinking about my folks and Julie Marie. I saw the logo of a three-masted schooner and tore the envelope open and read:...late payments...may find it necessary to observe the terms of your loan...and my face turned hot. I looked around for something to smash, but there was nothing handy. I could’ve punched a hole in the wall, but the last time I hit a stud and broke a goddamn knuckle.

      I jammed the letter into my pocket and yelled: “God-damned assholes!” Which was mostly just letting off steam, but still, I was wound up. I stomped out to my pickup, noting the cluster of rust spots across the cab, like somebody had sprayed it with a machine gun a few years back. When I fired it up I thought it ran all right for an old piece of crap, and the tailgate still latched despite a constellation of dents. Yeah, I thought, backing onto the street, maybe you should have made the old boat work for a little while longer, you big, dumb genius you.

    

  


  
    
      THREE

      I drove down Hull Street and at the stop sign looked sideways at Charlie Hamalainen’s house. It was the last of the old Capes that used to sit around the harbor and now it sat boarded-up on the only plot of land I didn’t own from the bridge on up. There were still plenty of the old names around, the Finns and Swedes who settled the area, but I was pretty much the last to live near the water. I swung the pickup left and drifted down Seaview, past fancy new houses to where the town puckered in a five-way square. Traffic moved through the square thick enough to keep me waiting.

      I finally nosed out in front of a convertible Saab driven by a woman with a red scarf around her neck and her chin in the air. She gave me a look, and when I answered with the old single-digit, her eyes widened. She turned them straight ahead and didn’t look at me again.

      I steered through the brick downtown and stopped at a crosswalk by the village green to let a family of tourists stroll across the street, lapping triple-scoop ice cream cones. I saw they’d put the big flag up in the green for Memorial Day. The flag went limp, wrapping itself around the pole, and I thought about Julie Marie again. I remembered before things went bad, how she would ride close beside me with her hand on my leg. I’d get a little worked up and she’d keep me that way with a touch here, a scratch there until we got home, or, if I was real lucky, until she told me to pull over somewhere.

      The tourists reached the other side and I headed off through a stretch of white houses with black shutters, where most of the leftover natives lived: Pulkinins, Ericksons, Lehtinens, Hokkenens. Their homes were all Capes, with fenced-in gardens and scallop-shingled sheds and scenes painted on their mailboxes. Some of them had home-made saunas out back.

      I cruised through the town’s only stoplight just as it blinked yellow, then flew down a long grade to the shopping center. There was a grocery store, an auto parts shop, and a Chinese restaurant. A health food store, hobby shop, and a UPS store. They all had mansard roofs, brown shingles, and flower gardens.

      When I parked opposite the Pequot Savings and Loan a little yellow VW pulled in tight against my front bumper. I got out and stared: there were plenty of empty spaces, no need to make me back and fill when I left. Then I saw who it was and I had to laugh. Niki Harjula climbed out and stood there grinning. She was short and sturdy and had wicked blue eyes. She still looked a lot like my childhood pal, only dressed like a grown-up, with a tan blazer, a long reddish skirt, high-heeled boots. And she had a haircut right out of some fancy magazine, cropped short as a boy’s, sort of jumbled around. I liked how it set off her cheekbones and wide, pretty mouth.

      “Hey, poopsie,” Niki said.

      I laughed again. “New car?”

      “New to me.” She turned to shut the door, and for a second I understood why the suits had been after her. She wasn’t bad to look at, and they’d never seen her playing in the creek in her overalls, with mud on her face and a soup-bowl haircut. They’d never heard her say from next to them in their bed: “Troy? Does your daddy ever strap you?”

      Niki was always popping up at our house. I remember once when we were on the way to Seven Tree Pond, and her face just sort of appeared in the pickup’s rear window. I remember the old man doing a double-take, then rolling his eyes at my mother and saying, “How many goddamn kids did you say we had?” But then he laughed and pulled over so I could join Niki for the rest of the ride. Kids could ride in the back of pickups in those days, just like dogs.

      “How’d you get here?” I asked her when we were rolling again.

      “I come up when you wasn’t looking,” she said. “And I snuck right in!” Now Niki cocked her head at me and said, “You worked up about something, Troy Hull?”

      “It shows?”

      She just gave me a look.

      “Well, it’s your piece-of-shit boss,” I said.

      “Keith?”

      “None other.”

      She circled the car and we crossed toward the bank. It was cooling off, the sun down behind the trees. Inside, Niki headed around the counter and I waited at her window, looking at her stuffed animals, her little flower calendar, a Red Cross piggy bank beside her nameplate, a Nicaraguan Children’s Fund mini-poster, a Unicef brochure, a Greenpeace card in a brass frame.

      She walked up and nodded at my envelope. “So what’s that?”

      “A little love-note from the Dump Bird.”

      Niki took a quick look to see if Keith Zeiglaar was around. Keith was another one who used to come up the street to play. We put up with him because his parents gave him cool presents like a Rawlings infielder’s glove or an NFL football. Not that he’d been able to use them very well: in high school he was the kid who brought the oranges at half-time and took care of our dirty uniforms. We called him the Zeagull. “Look out!” we’d say, “hide your French fries!” But Keith’s folks sent him away to Tufts and he got to be a big shot when he came home. You didn’t laugh at him any more if he might happen to see you.

      Niki held out her hand. “Gimme.”

      I handed her the note.

      Niki scanned it. “Oh, Troy!”

      “Yeah, no shit,” I said.

      “Have you got an appointment?” she said, and when I shook my head she walked down to the office and knocked on the door. She came back and told me Keith would see me in a minute. Then she smiled like she was embarrassed. I understood: imagine, ending up with Keith Zeiglaar for your frigging boss.

      Her face went sad then.

      “What?” I said.

      “I was sorry to hear about you and Julie Marie,” she said. “I tried to call you up a couple of times.”

      “That’s okay, I wasn’t answering the phone.”

      “I probably should have come over.”

      “Wasn’t answering the door, either.” I laughed, but it really wasn’t my favorite subject. Niki looked at me, her eyes so blue, and I remembered my mother framing her face, saying: “Niki Harjula, you have the prettiest peepers,” and how Niki—who might have been six at the time—grinned like a monkey. She wasn’t used to compliments.

      “Have you heard from her at all?” Niki said now.

      “Not since she said she was filing.”

      “She still in town?”

      “Naw, they moved up the coast.”

      A guy in a trench coat came into the lobby, and I stepped aside to let Niki wait on him. The guy smiled at Niki like he thought he was charming her. She smiled back like she did with everyone. Then Keith Zeiglaar stuck his fat face out the office door and said, “Come on down, Troy,” before disappearing back into his hidey-hole.

    

  


  
    
      FOUR

      I felt like I was back in school, walking down to the principal’s office. And when I saw Keith still had his high school pictures on the wall, the feeling was even stronger. Keith was on the phone and he pointed to the straight-back chair beside his desk. I sat down and looked at the shot of the Pequot cheerleaders that hung above his filing cabinet. They all had short ponytails high on their heads. Julie Marie was in the exact center, one hand on her hip and the other raised in a fist. She had a wide smile and you could see how bright-eyed she was. I looked at her and missed her like hell. Then I remembered what she’d done to me and my face went hot: damn Scandinavian skin. Or Scandahoovian, as my mother used to say.

      Keith said, “That’s dynamite, sir!” into the phone.

      It made me cringe listening to him suck up. I looked back at the picture of the cheerleaders, at Niki Harjula in the front row, and I remembered how excited she was to be picked. I remembered how she had all the moves, but not that pretend wantonness. Which was ironic, seeing as how she would drop out and marry the biker boy within a couple of months.

      Keith said, “You are an awesome cat, sir!”

      “Jesus, Keith,” I said. I couldn’t help it.

      He turned his back on me. I looked at the wall again. Next to the cheerleader picture was the hoop team. Bill Polky and I were in the front row, holding a basketball between us. Eastern Maine Champs was written on the ball, with the date and score of the game. Polky was mugging as usual, and I had the dumb look I always end up with in photographs. Keith was there in his sport coat, a head shorter than the ballplayer beside him, looking down his nose like he was important, his bangs sitting on the top of his glasses.

      Keith hung up the phone and swung back. He still had the bangs, but they didn’t reach to his gold-rims, and they were turning prematurely gray.

      I held the note out and said, “What the hell is this?”

      “Well hi, Troy!” he said. “Nice to see you, too!”

      “Come on, Keith.” I dropped the note on his desk.

      Keith pressed the note flat and stared at it. “Well,” he said, “it’s your late payments, Troy.”

      “What’s so different this time?”

      “Troy,” he smiled at me like he had a toothache. “You’ve had six in a row.”

      “You know what the fishing’s been like.”

      “You’re supposed to plan for that, aren’t you?” Keith said. “Save your nuts for winter and all that?” He tapped the note and frowned. To me he looked like somebody pretending to be a banker. But other people took him seriously enough. Come Memorial Day he’d be sweating through his sport coat, marching through town with the rest of the big shots, tossing candy to the kids. He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Troy,” he said, “it’s just that we have a more involved board of directors these days. They don’t want us doing business the old laissez-faire way any more.” He looked at me, and for a second I thought he was going to explain what laissez-faire meant, like we were back in school and he was the class brain and I was someone who needed help. But he didn’t, he went on with this bright expression. “Listen,” he said, “have you given any more thought to selling your property? Weren’t you and Julie considering it at one point?”

      “Julie was considering it,” I told him.

      “Well, don’t take this wrong, but maybe you ought to consider it again?”

      “It’s Hull Creek, Keith,” I said.

      “I realize that. But if you can’t pay your mortgage...”

      “Back up a little,” I said. “You remember we talked all this stuff out, right?”

      “I don’t remember saying it was okay to miss payments.”

      “But I haven’t missed any payments.”

      “Actually, technically speaking, you have,” Keith said. “You’ve overlapped, which is pretty much the same as missing them.” He gave me the same old shrug, like none of this was his fault.

      “I asked you back then about slack fishing,” I said.

      “And I gave you the best answer I could.”

      “You said you’d work with me.”

      Keith just waved that off. “We don’t remember it quite the same way, Troy. But that’s okay, that’s why we have a contract in writing. I can dig that out, if you want.”

      “I know what the contract says.”

      “Well, it’s pretty clear about paying in a timely manner.”

      I was sitting up straight by now. I could remember Keith joking about the legal stuff, saying that I shouldn’t worry, it was just to get it past the bean-counters. I remembered how it was snowing outside, how I’d had a fall of hauling like never before—three, four pounds a trap, day after day—and it had convinced me to take the plunge. I remembered how Keith had brought me in to this same office and brushed off his overcoat and hung it on the coat rack and sat down, and I remembered how eager he was to sign me up.

      “This is total bullshit,” I said.

      “It’s just business, Troy.” Keith gave me the blameless face again and made a big production out of frowning down at his fancy watch. “Listen,” he said, and he stood up and tugged his sport coat down. “I wish I had more time.” He nodded at the phone. “That was the chamber president. Big doings!” He laughed and squinted at me, like we were still high school buddies. “You know about American Road coming to town?”

      I didn’t say anything, but he went on as if I had.

      “Well, they’re high maintenance!” he said. “But stuff like this really puts Pequot on the map.” Keith started around the desk, waving a hand in the air. “But I don’t want you to worry about that notice, Troy,” he said. “It’s generated by computer, and half the time we don’t even know they’re going out!” He stuck out his hand, and I shook it, mostly because of all those oranges and towels and sweaty uniforms. But then Keith said, “All the same, I would think about testing the market. You’ve got a beautiful piece of property there, and we both know this isn’t a fisherman’s town any more. You could go back to school, make something of yourself.”

      I dropped his hand. “Make something of myself?”

      “You know what I mean. We’d have to be involved, of course, because you’re technically in default on the mortgage...”

      “I’m in default?”

      “Technically speaking.”

      “Jesus, this gets better and better.”

      “It’s more communication than anything,” Keith said. “Don’t let it bother you! But maybe think a little about the market . . .”

      “I’d burn it down first,” I said.

      “Well, that wouldn’t be very smart.”

      I bit my tongue to keep from saying something else that wouldn’t be very smart, and then walked out of the office. Keith came hustling after me, saying, “Troy, Troy!” He caught me at the door—I would have had to make it into a dumb-ass race to avoid it—and said, “Troy, please!” He was puffing a little, and his voice had gone up an octave. “Keep in mind, it’s just business!” he said. “Sometimes it’s nothing more than a way to keep someone on their toes!” He took hold of my arm, but I shook loose and went out the door and across the parking lot and swung into the pickup. I started it and sat there fuming with my hand on the gearshift. Finally I put it in reverse to back away from Niki’s little car, but just as I did she came out of the building and I shut the engine off. She hurried over, one hand on her blouse the way girls do to keep their breasts from jumping around.

      I leaned over and opened the door.

      She stepped up and in, a little stiffly because of her skirt. She pulled the door shut and looked at me with her eyes open wide. “Listen, Troy,” she said, “I’ve only got a second. Do you know who Trace White is?”

      “I’ve heard the name.”

      “Major trust-fund baby? Bought that magazine and sold it out of state?”

      I remembered that, all right. It was a boating magazine, started by some local guys. They’d hit some rough sledding and Trace had offered to buy in out of the goodness of his blue-blooded heart. Which was fine until a year later, when he sold the whole kit and caboodle to some outfit in Massachusetts. There’d been a big fuss, people writing letters to the editor, and I remembered he’d written one back: Don’t people around here understand business decisions?

      “What about him?” I said.

      “He’s the new board member.” Niki made board member sound like asshole.

      “Great,” I said. “Perfect.”

      “Just so you know,” she touched my arm, opened the door. I watched her walk back into the bank with a thought or two about asking her out. But it was hard to get all the way past the old feeling. And suppose we did hit it off and she wanted to jump into bed; I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. Not after Julie Marie. I wasn’t exactly brimming with confidence. But Niki did have a wicked splendid ass. Polky said once that if you took her clamming, sat her down and rocked her in the mudflat, it would leave a perfect impression of a valentine.

      I backed out of the parking space and drove out and along Main Street to the stoplight. I sat there staring at my hometown. There was the rocky mountaintop with a stone tower—all that was left of an old hotel—and, to the right, a cliff sheering down into trees. A green hill led from there down to the town, with brick buildings, two white church steeples, and a dozen gulls swirling over the waterfront like they owned the damn place. It was a pretty sight, but I was in a bad humor and couldn’t appreciate it. And I stayed that way. From that point on I was ready to test the waters with Polky. It just took him a little while to ask me.
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