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CHAPTER
ONE



A FEW MINUTES AFTER EIGHT in the morning, Stoney Calhoun heard the bell ding over the door, alerting him that someone had come into the shop. He glanced up from his fly-tying vise. A white-haired man stood inside the doorway studying the rack of Sage and Orvis fly rods against the wall. Calhoun returned his attention to the nearly completed fly in his vise.


A minute later, the man was standing in front of him. “What in hell is that?”


Calhoun did not raise his eyes. “Bunker fly,” he mumbled, pronouncing it bunk-ah. He always thickened his Maine accent for out-of-state customers, on the theory that they found it quaint and charming. Actually, it was Kate’s theory, but Calhoun guessed she was right. Out-of-staters, flatlanders, folks “from away”—and this old gentleman, with his pressed chino pants, shiny loafers, green polo shirt buttoned to the throat, and his distinctly Dixie drawl, certainly was from away—expected Downeasters like Stoney Calhoun to talk like the caricatures they’d heard in television commercials, and Kate Balaban believed they’d be more inclined to spend money in her shop if the shopkeepers satisfied their expectations.


“Say ‘ayuh’ more, Stoney,” Kate kept telling him. “You’ve got to practice. Go for taciturn. If you have the chance, tell ’em they can’t get there from here.”


Kate was the boss, so Calhoun tried to do it her way.


Without lifting his head, he noted that the man’s hands, which rested on the front of the fly-tying bench, were deeply tanned and speckled with liver spots. He wore a Rolex on his left wrist. No wedding band. Professionally manicured nails, cut short and square.


Calhoun licked his fingers, smoothed back the saddle hackles and Marabou and bucktail and Flashabou of his bunker fly work-inprogress, then made a few careful winds of thread in front to lay it all back, taking his time with it.


Taciturn. Laconic. A local character. That was Calhoun.


Finally he looked up. “Georgia? Florida?”


The man’s thinning white hair was brushed straight back from a high, deeply tanned forehead. He had big ears that stuck out almost at right angles from his head and penetrating ice-blue eyes behind steel-rimmed glasses, with deep crow’s feet webbing from the corners. Calhoun judged he was pushing seventy. “Key Largo, actually,” the man said. “How’d you know?”


Calhoun shrugged. “Wild guess.” He returned his attention to his bunker fly. He pivoted the vise around so he could look at both sides of it, and then he whip-finished the head, clipped off the thread, and took it from the vise. It was nearly eight inches long, and about half that deep from belly to back. He handed it to the man. “Stick on a pair of big prismatic eyes,” he said, “and she’ll be done. Whaddya think?”


The man squinted at it. “It looks scary. What eats something like this?”


“Stripers.” Strip-ahs. “You don’t have striped bass in Key Largo.”


The man smiled, showing either expensively capped teeth or a spiffy set of dentures. “No, we don’t. But we have tarpon that weigh two hundred pounds, and they’d flee if they saw something like this thing coming at ’em.”


“Menhaden,” said Calhoun. “Pogies. Bunker. Same critter. important baitfish hereabouts. They start showin’ up inshore in late June—about now. By the middle of the summer they’ve growed up to a foot long or more. Stripers and bluefish love ’em. You ought to see the bunker flies we tie for August.”


The man gave the fly back to Calhoun, then held out his hand. “My name’s Green. Fred Green. And actually I was hoping to do some trout fishing. Brook trout. Natives, not stockers. I’m looking for someone who really knows the back roads and woods around here. A native. A real Mainer. Folks at the hotel recommended you.”


Calhoun looked up. “Me?”


Green shrugged. “I don’t know your name.”


“Calhoun,” he said. He shook the old man’s hand. It was soft and uncallused, although his handshake was manly enough. “When were you lookin’ to go?”


“Today’s my only chance. I’m up on business. Figured I’d play hooky from the convention for a day. Always wanted to catch a Maine brook trout.”


Calhoun leaned back in his chair and looked at Fred Green over the tops of the half-glasses he wore for fly-tying. “You want a wild brookie, you’re gonna have to do some trekkin’. Anything close to the road’s been fished out or ruined by hatchery stockers.”


“Good,” said Green. “That’s what I want. I’ve done a lot of trekking in my life. Ever been to Argentina?”


“Nope,” said Calhoun.


“I have,” said Green. “Sea-run brown trout as big as your leg. What about Russia? Siberia’s the new Atlantic salmon frontier. Accommodations are mighty crude in Siberia.”


“Ain’t been to Russia, neither,” said Calhoun.


“I camped for a week beside a river in Alaska,” said Green. “King salmon. Monster rainbows that ate mice and ducklings, mosquitoes in clouds that blocked the sun. Grizzly bears prowling through camp every night. You’ve been to Alaska, of course.”


“Nope. Been all over Maine, though. Jackman, Mattawamkeag, Chesuncook, Rangeley, Seboomook.” Laying on the Maine accent. “Yessuh. Done a bit of trekkin’ in Maine.” Calhoun shrugged. “Sounds like you’re one helluva fisherman, Mr. Green. A six-inch brook trout gonna make you happy?”


Green grinned. “I don’t care how big they are. I’ve fished all over. Keep track of all the native fish I’ve nailed. Brown trout in Bavaria. Salmon in Iceland. Dolly Varden in Alaska. I’ve caught every subspecies of cutthroat out West. Hiked clear to the top of a mountain in Nevada to get my golden. But I’ve never caught a truly native brook trout before. I figure, here I am in Maine, and at my age I may never get another chance.”


Calhoun sighed, got up from behind his fly-tying bench, and went over to the counter. He flipped open the shop’s logbook and pretended to study it. “You should’ve called yesterday,” he said. “Kinda short notice.”


“Today’s my only chance,” said Green. “There’s a big tip in it for you.”


Calhoun didn’t need to look at the logbook. He already knew that both he and Lyle McMahan were available to guide. Kate, who had become something of a striped-bass guru in the past couple of years, had left before sunrise to take a couple from New Jersey up to the Kennebec.


Calhoun should take Fred Green trout fishing. It was his turn. Lyle would come over to mind the shop.


But the truth was, Calhoun couldn’t conjure up any enthusiasm for leading Mr. Green on a tromp through the woods to one of the secret little spring-fed trout ponds he’d discovered in the woodsy Maine hills west of Sebago. It would be a day of pushing through alders and briars, slogging through marsh and swamp, lugging the lunch basket and both his own and Fred Green’s rods and waders and float tubes, swatting blackflies, and stopping every ten minutes while this old Florida boy sat down to catch his breath.


Well, the full truth was that with the right company, that could be a helluva good day, Stoney Calhoun’s kind of day. But he reckoned that Mr. Green would be mighty disappointed if all that slogging and sweating and scratching didn’t pay off in a few trout, regardless of how hard the guide worked at it. None of his secret trout ponds was a sure bet in the middle of a sunny day in June, and Calhoun had had his fill of unappreciative clients.


Anyway, a man—even a fishing guide—didn’t share his private brook-trout ponds with just anybody.


Calhoun had pegged this Fred Green from Key Largo as a blow-hard. He knew it was a character flaw, but he judged people quickly and rarely felt compelled to reverse his judgment. He had no tolerance for blowhards, and he knew if he spent much time with Mr. Green, he’d inevitably cut him down with sarcasm. Kate always worried about Calhoun’s sarcasm. Bad for business, she said, regardless of how thick he laid on the accent when he was doing it.


No, he just did not want to spend a day with Fred Green. He’d rather mind the shop, tie some flies, find some Bach or Sibelius on the radio, and be there when Kate got back to help her unload, and afterward they’d put their feet up on the fly-tying bench, have a Coke, and she’d tell him about her day’s adventures with the folks from New Jersey.


Calhoun looked up from the logbook. “You’re in luck,” he said to Fred Green. “Lyle’s available, and he’s just the man you’re lookin’ for. Registered Maine Guide. He’s lived around here all his life, knows every creek and pothole in York, Oxford, and Cumberland counties. Anybody can catch you a wild brookie, I reckon it’s Lyle. Stick you in a float tube, paddle you out onto a little pond. Like I said, pretty short notice. But I’ll give him a call, see if he can shoot over and make a plan with you, if you want.”


“Lyle,” said Green. “I think that’s one of the names they mentioned to me at the hotel.”


“Lyle McMahan,” said Calhoun. “He’s got a good reputation hereabouts.”


“You mentioned a float tube,” Green said. “You mean a belly boat? One of those canvas-covered inner tube things you sit in? I’ve never done that. Are they safe?”


“Oh, sure,” said Calhoun. “You’ll enjoy it.”


Green rubbed his hands together. “Well, it sounds good to me.”


Calhoun picked up the portable phone and pecked out Lyle’s number. Lyle McMahan, who was a graduate student in history at the University of Southern Maine, shared a big, run-down rented house in South Portland with an ever-shifting mixture of students and their boyfriends and girlfriends and assorted hangers-on. Calhoun couldn’t keep track of Lyle’s housemates.


This time a sleepy female voice answered with a muffled, “Yo?”


“Lyle there?” said Calhoun.


“Hang on, mister. I’ll take a look.”


A minute later she came back on the line. “He’s coming.” She paused. “Hey, is that you, Stoney?”


“Yep. Who’s this?”


“It’s Julia.” She dragged out her name, giving it three distinct syllables—Joo-lee-yah. “Remember?”


“Sure,” he said. “Of course. How’re you doing?” Actually, Calhoun couldn’t remember whether Julia was one of the several little athletic blondes who shared Lyle’s commune, or the tall gal with the red hair.


“Doin’ just fine,” she said. “Well, here he is.”


“What’s going on, Stoney?” said Lyle a moment later.


“Got a job for you, bud,” said Calhoun. “Mr. Green, here, up from Florida, would like to catch himself a gen-u-ine Maine brook trout.”


“It’s your turn, man. What’s the story?”


Calhoun glanced up. Fred Green was standing in front of him, watching. “Good,” he said into the phone. “Haul your butt right over here, son. Your client’s itchin’ to go. He’s askin’ for you personally.”

 “This dude another one of your rejects?” said Lyle.


“Ayuh. That’s about it.”


“I’m telling Kate that you’re pullin’ rank, old buddy.” Lyle laughed. “Sell the man some flies. Tell him that story about how George Smith’s wife got stuck on the toilet seat he’d just varnished. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”


Calhoun disconnected and looked up at Fred Green. “You’re all set. He’s on his way. How’re you fixed for gear?”


“I hope you can rent me what I need,” said Green. “I didn’t bring anything with me.”


“Lyle will set you up when he gets here,” said Calhoun. He waved his hand around the little shop. “There’s coffee in the back. Poke around. See anything you like, let me know. Twenty percent off all the clothing.”

 He went back to his fly-tying bench, dismissing Fred Green, feeling only a little guilty that he wasn’t trying harder to sell something to the man.


Calhoun had tied two more bunker flies by the time Lyle breezed in about a half hour later. He looked up to catch Green’s reaction. Lyle McMahan was a gangly six-and-a-half-footer with a wispy goatee, a hoop in his ear, and a ponytail that was held back with one of those rubber bands they use in restaurants to clamp shut the claws of lobsters.


If Fred Green had expected Lyle McMahan to look like a stereotypical Maine guide—red-and-black-checked shirt, bushy black beard, dead cigar butt clamped in his teeth, maybe—he didn’t show it. He shook hands with Lyle and the two of them huddled for a few minutes. Then they moved around the shop assembling some equipment, and after a few minutes, Lyle lugged it out to his ancient Dodge Power Wagon and Fred Green followed along behind.


Calhoun watched through the front window as they stowed the equipment in the back. Then Lyle pulled out his gazetteer of topographic maps, which he kept under the driver’s seat, and opened it on the hood of the Power Wagon. He and Fred Green bent over it, and after several minutes of chattering and turning pages and poking at it, Green with his forefinger and Lyle with a pencil, they lifted their heads and grinned at each other.


When Lyle came back in to make his entry in the shop’s journal, he said, “Ol’ Mr. Green and me, we’re gonna have some fun.”


Calhoun looked up and smiled. “Ayuh, I expect you will.”


“He’s actually a pretty interesting guy,” said Lyle. “He’s fished all over the world.” He finished writing and dropped the pen on the counter. “He even knows a place.”


“A place, eh?”


“Yep. This here’s a no-lose proposition, Stoney. Someone told him about a top-secret hotspot, and I think we found it on the map.” Lyle grinned. “He wants to try it. If it works out, I can just add it to my list. And if we get skunked it ain’t my fault.”


“You trying to pull a Tom Sawyer on me, sonny?”


“Nossir,” said Lyle. “Mr. Green and I are gonna have us a helluva good day, and he’s gonna lay a monster tip on me when we’re done. Too bad, Stoney. You could’ve had it, but this here’s my gig.”


“Well,” said Calhoun, “tight lines, then. You two lads go on, have yourselves a day.”




CHAPTER
TWO


CALHOUN HEARD KATE’S old Chevy Blazer coming a full minute before it pulled into the pea-stone parking area out front. He’d have to crawl under it sometime and give that tailpipe a few more wraps of duct tape.


He glanced at the clock radio on his fly-tying bench. Nearly six-thirty. She’d met the New Jersey folks at five in the morning. Another typical thirteen-plus-hour day for the fly-fishing guide.


Actually, he was a little surprised she hadn’t kept them out there for a second go at the turn of the tide, which had come around eight in the morning, and would, therefore, happen again about eight in the evening. Kate knew exactly where the cow stripers holed up at the bottom of the tide, and more often than not, the clients yelled “uncle” before she was ready to quit.


He pushed himself up from his chair and went outside. Kate had backed her boat into its slot and was bent over the trailer hitch, cursing softly.


“Let me take a whack at it,” said Calhoun.


Kate straightened up, put her hands on her hips, and arched her back. “Damn thing keeps jamming on me.”


Calhoun gave the crank a few more turns, thumped it with the heel of his hand, then lifted the trailer off the truck’s hitch. “You’ve got to hold your mouth right,” he said.


“You’ve just got a way with machines,” she said. “Too bad you’re not so good with people. Hold it up here for me.”


Calhoun lifted up the front of the trailer while Kate slipped a plank under its front wheel. Then he went to the side of the shop, turned on the outside spigot, uncoiled the hose, and brought it over to the boat. Kate opened the plugs and Calhoun hosed it down, first the inside and then the outside.


She scrubbed at some blood stains with the big boat sponge. “We had us a day,” she said.


“Bet you did.”


“They were on sand eels all over the mudflats the entire last two hours of the outgoing and well into the incoming. My folks couldn’t throw much beyond the tip of their rod, but we dropped anchor there and they were sloshing and churning all around us for three solid hours.”


“Schoolies?” said Calhoun.


“Mostly. But we had some fun.”


“Any keepers?” Keep-ahs.


“I think Charlie had one on earlier, but she came unbuttoned before we got a real good look. You know that rip off the tip of the island?” 


“Where the black dog always comes out on the dock to bark at you?” 


“That one. This fish was lying there with her nose pointing at the rocks, and Charlie threw one of your bunker flies up into the wash. That old cow sucked it in, and Charlie hit her, and she hightailed it for Boston. He panicked, tried to snub her down, and—”


“Ping!” said Calhoun.


“Busted that ten-pound leader like it was a trout tippet. I think it must’ve got nicked on a mussel shell.” Kate grinned. “I thought the poor man was gonna have a heart attack.”


Calhoun always marveled at Kate’s undiminished enthusiasm. She had owned Kate’s Bait and Tackle for eight years and had been guiding for nearly five. Every day was still an adventure for Kate, and every client was a new friend. For a while, the first-time sports had tended to look at the ground and shuffle their feet and mumble when they realized they’d hired a woman to guide them. But it didn’t take long for the word to get around: Kate Balaban had a nose for fish, a limitless repertoire of shaggy dog stories, and twice the stamina of any man. She could repair a dead outboard in the rain while her customized Boston Whaler bounced on heavy chop, she could cast a sink-tip line eighty feet into a ten-naut breeze, and she fixed an old-fashioned Maine shore lunch—an ice chest full of beer and fruit juice and soft drinks, fresh bluefish fillets (if they’d caught any, sirloin steaks if they hadn’t) grilled over an open fire, with smoked oysters for appetizers, a big tossed green salad, slabs of extra-sharp Maine cheddar, fresh-baked bread from Sally’s next door to the shop, and a wedge of Sally’s apple pie for dessert.


Besides, Kate was a spectacular woman who didn’t mind the fact that men liked looking at her. She usually wore her black hair in a long braid that reached almost down to her waist, and she knew how to apply subtle touches of makeup to emphasize her high cheekbones, her big black flashing eyes, and her wide mouth. Kate usually wore walking shorts, T-shirts, and sneakers when she guided, and after a few weeks in the sun her Irish half disappeared and she looked like a full-blooded Penobscot Indian.


She was an inch shy of six feet, most of it in her legs. In shorts, she never failed to stop Calhoun’s breath. She looked about twenty-five, except for her eyes. Her eyes betrayed more troubles than anyone could ever accumulate in twenty-five years. Kate Balaban was, in fact, three years older than Calhoun, who was thirty-eight.


Her wedding band had failed to discourage more than one optimistic client, but Kate had a way of putting them in their place without offending them.


He helped her unload her gear from the back of the Blazer, and while she hosed the salt water off the rods and reels, he lugged the rest of the stuff into the shop. When she came in a few minutes later, he had a cold Sam Adams on the counter for her and a Coke for himself.


She picked up the beer, took a long swig, then bent to the logbook. “Humph,” she mumbled. She looked up. “Where’d Lyle go?”


“He didn’t write it down?”


“Nope. All it says here is: ‘Mr. Green’s secret trout pond.’ ”


Calhoun summarized his encounter with Fred Green from Key Largo and how he had turned the client over to Lyle McMahan.


“Well, hell, Stoney,” said Kate. “It was your turn.”


“The man seemed pretty pleased with Lyle, and Lyle was happy to get the job. He and Mr. Green seemed to hit it off. Anyway, Lyle needs the money more’n me.”


“That’s not the point. We’ve got a system here, and none of us are supposed to pick and choose our clients. I’ve told you that before.” 


“Sorry, ma’am.” He shrugged. “I didn’t like the man. What can I say?” 


“You can say it doesn’t matter whether you think you like him or not. You can say it’s Kate’s rule that you guide when it’s your turn like everybody else.” She shook her head. “Dammit all anyway, Stoney.”


“I tied two dozen bunker flies and twice that many sand eels. Got to hear Van Cliburn play Beethoven’s Emperor Concerto, then the Chicago Symphony did some Bartok. Sold one of those nine-weight Sage rods and an Abel reel, and a couple of ladies come in around noontime and damned near cleaned us out of those discounted Orvis shirts. You think you had yourself a good day? I had a helluva day.” 


Kate cocked her head and frowned at him. He grinned back at her. She fought it for a minute, then shook her head and smiled. “Sometimes you really piss me off,” she said.


“Yes, ma’am.”


“You are incorrigible.”


“Ayuh.”


“I don’t know what I could’ve been thinking, hiring on a grouchy old shit like you.”


“I never could figure it out myself,” said Calhoun.


An hour before sunup on a June morning almost exactly five years earlier, Calhoun had been creeping along the muddy bank of a little tidal creek that emptied into Casco Bay just north of Portland. A blush of pink had begun to bleed into the pewter sky toward the east. The tide was about halfway out, and the water against the banks lay as flat and dark as a mug of camp coffee. A blanket of fog hung over the salt marsh, heavy with that rich mingled aroma of wet mud and decaying kelp and salt water and dead shellfish. Except for the squawks from a gang of gulls eating mussels along the high-water line and the muffled gong of a distant bell buoy, it was quiet and solitary and altogether peaceful, the way he loved it.


He was still nearly a hundred yards away when he spotted some nervous water along the edge of the eelgrass in the shallow water. He knew they were stripers, and he knew enough about stripers to guess that they could be big ones. He had a small chartreuse-and-white Deceiver tied to a long leader, and he went into a crouch as he neared the fish and began false-casting to the side so the shadow of his line wouldn’t spook them.


His first cast fell a little short, but as he twitched it back, he saw a wake materialize behind his fly, and then came the swirl and he felt the fish close its mouth on his fly. He pulled hard with his line hand to set the hook, came tight, felt the live weight of a heavy fish, and swept up his rod. The fish bolted for the middle of the creek. Calhoun’s reel screeched. He held his rod high and let the fish take line.


“Yeow! Whoopee!”


The shout came from so close behind him that Calhoun nearly dropped his rod. He jerked his head around. Sitting on a boulder that had been exposed by the falling tide, not twenty feet away, was maybe the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Big dark eyes, black braid sprouting out of the back of her pink cap, a wide exuberant smile, long tanned legs.


He opened his mouth to speak to her—he didn’t know what he was going to say, but he figured, under the circumstances, she’d excuse him if it turned out to be something stupid—when his line went slack.


“Aw, shit,” the woman said. “That was my fault. I’m damned sorry, mister.”


Calhoun reeled in and examined his fly. The tip of the hook point was bent, and he remembered failing to check it when he’d nicked an underwater rock earlier.


He went over to her and showed her the fly. “My fault,” he said. He bit it off and tied on another. He noticed that a spinning rod was propped against the boulder she was sitting on. “Catching any?”


“I’ve been following you since I got here,” she said.


He smiled. “Nobody follows me without me knowing it.”


“Hey,” she said. “I’m an Indian. Been thinking of taking up fly fishing for some time. Sure looks like fun. Mind if I tag along?”


He noticed that she was wearing a wedding band. “Let’s find us some more fish,” he said, “and you can try it.”


“I’m not much good with a fly rod,” she said.


“We’ll give it a shot.”


So they walked the edge of the creek, following the ebbing tide toward the east where the sun had just risen behind a cloudbank, and she spotted the wakes first.


He handed her his rod.


“No,” she whispered. “You catch ’em.”


“Take it,” he said.


“I’ll screw it up.”


“So then we find more fish. Go ahead.”


She took the rod, bent low and crept into casting range, then began to work out some line. Her cast was sloppy and well to the side of the fish, but she twitched it back and Calhoun saw the wake turn. “Get ready,” he whispered. “He sees it. Keep it coming. Wait till you feel him.”


Suddenly the water exploded. “Hit him!” Calhoun yelled.


She hauled back on the rod, but it did not bend with the weight of the fish.


“Dammit!” she said. She pulled in the fly. “I was so excited I forgot to hang onto the line.” She patted herself over her left breast. “My heart’s thumping like that little two-horse outboard of mine.” She cocked her head and grinned. “Okay, mister. That’s it. I’m hooked. You’ve got to teach me.”


So they stood there on the bank of the little creek while the tide ebbed and the sun burned off the fog, and Calhoun stood behind her, guiding her wrist and counting rhythm for her, very aware of the soapy smell of her hair and her slim muscular body close to his, and within half an hour she was casting as if she’d been doing it all her life.


Along the way she told him that her name was Kate Balaban—her maiden name, actually, which she went by—and how when her husband had gotten sick, she’d bought a little bait-and-tackle shop on the outskirts of Portland and was trying to run it all by herself. Walter—her husband—thought it was dumb and frivolous, and she guessed he was right, because so far she’d barely been breaking even, but she was determined to make a go of it.


Calhoun told her more than he intended to—that he was building a house in the woods outside the little village of Dublin, about an hour due west of Portland, and that he’d been released from the hospital in Arlington, Virginia, just three months earlier. He was okay now, he said, except for the deafness in his left ear, which the doctors had said was permanent, and the black holes in his memory, which they thought might be temporary, and the fact that he could no longer drink alcohol, which had something to do with the change in the chemistry of his brain and wasn’t much of a handicap that he’d noticed.


Kate Balaban nodded when he told her this, as if he’d explained how he’d just gotten over a touch of the flu. She asked no questions, for which he was grateful. He had no appetite for telling her the whole story.


Finally she glanced at her watch. “Hell,” she said. “This is fun, but I’ve got to get back and open up.”


She reeled in, handed him the rod, and they trudged back to the parking area.


Calhoun leaned against the side of her Blazer while she stowed her spinning rod in back. She returned with a Stanley thermos and two mugs. She poured coffee, handed a mug to him, and leaned beside him. They sipped their coffee and gazed down on the creek, and after a minute, without looking at him, Kate said, “So, what’re you doing for work these days?”


“Finishing the inside of my house. Moldings, cabinets, stuff like that. Then I’ve got the painting. Keeps me busy.”


“Oh,” she murmured.


“I don’t have an actual job,” he said.


“Planning on getting one?”


“Wasn’t giving it much thought,” he said. “Why?”


She turned to him. “I can’t pay much right now. But I sure could use someone in the shop. I’ve been thinking of getting into fly fishing. Now that the stripers are back, it’s really popular. You could help me with that. And I want to do some guiding. Landlocked salmon, smallmouth bass, trout. Saltwater, too, of course. I got my guide’s license, but I’m stuck in the shop.” She smiled at him. “What do you say?”


“You don’t know me,” said Calhoun.


She shrugged. “Oh, I guess I know you well enough. I’m mostly right about people.”


No, he thought. I mean, you really don’t know me.
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They sat around picking at the leftover bread and cheese and salad from Kate’s shore lunch for the folks from New Jersey while darkness seeped into the parking lot outside the shop. Calhoun sipped a Coke and Kate put away two bottles of Sam Adams beer, and finally she looked at her wristwatch and said, “Where the hell is Lyle?”


Calhoun shrugged. “On his way, I expect.”


“He’s a good kid,” said Kate. “But damn, sometimes he just doesn’t do things right. He knows he’s supposed to—”


“He’ll check in,” said Calhoun quietly. “Probably found some trout rising when the sun got off the water. He’ll have some stories.”


“I worry,” said Kate.


He reached over and covered her hand with his. “Lyle’s a big boy.” 


“Tromping through the woods after dark, some old out-of-shape city guy with a bad ticker trying to keep up with him . . .”


Calhoun squeezed her hand. “I’ll hang out, wait for him. You go on home, take care of Walter.”


She turned her head and smiled at him. “You know, Stoney,” she said softly, “most days, I really don’t want to go home.”


He nodded. “I know.”


“You’ve got an hour’s drive,” she said. “You go on. I’ll give Lyle another hour, and if he hasn’t showed up by then, the hell with him.” 


“I’ll stay with you.”


“No,” she said. “Please. I wouldn’t mind a little alone time.”


He nodded and stood up. “We’ve got no trips tomorrow, right?”
 

“Right,” she said. “I’ll open up. Can you come in around noon?” 


“I’ll be here, boss.”


“Get going, then,” she said. “And drive careful, you hear?”




CHAPTER
THREE


CALHOUN HAD LEFT the hospital in Arlington, Virginia, where he’d lived for eighteen months, on a warm Thursday toward the end of March five years earlier. He had a cashier’s check for twenty-five thousand dollars and a Visa card with his name on it in his pocket, along with the promise that money—enough so he’d never have to work—would be deposited monthly in the bank of his choice for the rest of his life.


Somebody obviously owed him a great deal, although when he’d tried to find out who and what and why, they always neatly changed the subject. Calhoun hadn’t pushed it. He figured it might conjure up one of those memories that would be better left forgotten.


So he bought a secondhand Ford pickup truck and headed north. Even though he was a southern boy, he was drawn to Maine. It was irresistible. He couldn’t have gone anyplace else. His brain fed him evocative, random images—the smell of seaweed and salt air and pine needles, the sound of night surf crashing against rocks, the taste of clam chowder swimming with bits of salt pork, boiled lobster dripping with melted butter, fresh-caught bluefish grilled over a beach fire, the feel of a smallmouth bass tugging against the bend of a fly rod, the sight of an October brook trout in full spawning regalia finning in a gravelly riffle, the silvery arc of a landlocked salmon leaping over a big gray lake.


He knew, because they’d told him that much—that he’d grown up in Beaufort, South Carolina, which accounted for his name: Stonewall Jackson Calhoun. He hadn’t been able to figure out where the Maine memories came from. But they were there, and they were strong.


In the hospital he’d read E. B. White, those perfect little essays about living close to the rocky Maine soil, and he knew he’d been there, and he knew he’d read these essays before.


And when he’d read Thoreau, it was so familiar that he only needed to skim a passage once to be able to recite it. “I went to the woods,” Thoreau had written, “because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life . . . I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life . . .”


Stonewall Jackson Calhoun, after being reborn in a Veterans Administration hospital in Arlington, Virginia, had been drawn to Maine, where a man could still go to the woods. He intended to suck some marrow out of his new life.


Maine. Powerful flashes of déjà vu, so vivid and evocative and disturbing that sometimes he had to sit down and blink the tears from his eyes. Dusty roads flanked by stone walls, sandy soil, blueberry burns, old cellar holes at the end of rutted cart paths now grown up in alder, meadows studded with juniper and clumps of poplar and gnarly old Baldwin apple trees, the roar of a flushing partridge, the flash of a whitetail’s flag, sugar maples tapped with sap spigots, the aluminum roof of a barn covered with old tractor tires so it wouldn’t blow off, Holsteins and Jerseys grazing in rock-strewn pastures, double-wide trailers sprouting twenty-foot television antennas, goldenrod growing through the rusted carcasses of dead automobiles, hens pecking gravel in the dooryards, blizzards and thunderstorms and September nor’easters, and always that honey-haired girl supine on an old brown army blanket, green eyes smiling, small naked breasts, reaching up to touch his face, murmuring something that sounded like ayuh . . .


Calhoun had not lost his memory. He remembered things, knew he’d seen them before. Déjà vu. His brain, in fact, sometimes felt like an electrical socket with too many plugs stuck into it, sparks flying, sucking the juice out of him. He was overloaded with memories, and many of them were quite coherent and complete, although they tended not to connect with each other. They were like clips of movies playing in his head, with him as both main character and audience.


There were other characters in these mental movies besides Stoney Calhoun himself. That bare-breasted girl on the blanket, laughing children, white-haired old women. But most of these others had no names, no identities. As hard as he tried to slow down the scenes and zoom in on the faces, he could not locate these characters in the tangled landscape of the first thirty-three years of his life.


The Maine memories were the strongest. So that’s where he’d gone to start over again.


Calhoun always stayed up late and got up early. He resented every minute he wasted sleeping. He’d already lost big chunks of his life, and he’d be damned if he was going to miss anything else.


And, he didn’t welcome the dreams.


So at five-thirty the next morning, Calhoun and Ralph, his four-year-old Brittany, were sitting side-by-side on a slab of granite beside the little spring-fed creek in back of his house, sipping coffee and waiting for the day to get going. He’d spotted two brook trout sipping mayfly spinners in the downstream pool. Ralph saw them, too, and he was trembling and whining and staring at them in the semblance of a point.


Calhoun scratched Ralph’s ears and held out his coffee mug. “You aren’t much of a bird dog,” he said. “But you’re dynamite on trout. We’ll make a fishing guide of you yet.”


Ralph took a lick from Calhoun’s mug, his eyes never leaving the rising trout.


Calhoun did not bring clients to his private creek. It was his secret place. He’d showed it to Kate, of course, but he didn’t allow her to fish in it. He had never tried to catch any of its trout, at least not with hook and line. He had caught dozens of them mentally and found it entirely satisfying.


He was gazing idly at the moving water, looking through the surface down into it, trying to watch how the trout behaved, when it happened again. A naked human body drifted downstream and stopped in front of him in the middle of the pool. It was facedown with its arms and legs stretched out, suspended there just off the bottom. Its fine, straw-colored hair was flowing out around its head, waving gently in the current. The body might have been a male or female, child or adult. Calhoun couldn’t tell.


He looked at the body, no longer surprised when one of these visions decided to show up, but curious about it. He wondered where it had come from, what charred synapse in his brain had sent it out, what story it might’ve told him if he could follow it back to where it had come from. He wondered, of course, who it was, although, strangely, that did not seem terribly important.


It came out of his life before the hospital, he knew that much—one of those teasing fragments that seemed, at the moment, absolutely real. It brought him an overpowering feeling of sadness. It made him think that dying wouldn’t be so bad.


He wondered if that body was his own.


He closed his eyes, kept them clamped shut until the image of the drifting underwater body disappeared from the insides of his eyelids. When he opened them again, the body was gone.


Calhoun sat there on the granite slab beside the little creek, watching the trout and pondering the peculiar way his brain worked. Then a picture suddenly appeared in his head. It was Kate with telephone pressed against her ear, tapping her foot and staring up at the ceiling.


This was another one of those spooky things that happened to him. He didn’t know where it came from.


He stood up. “Come on,” he said to Ralph. “Let’s eat.”


Magic words. Ralph took one last, longing look at the trout, then scrambled to his feet.


They climbed the hill to the little house and went inside. Calhoun picked up his phone and pecked out the number of the shop.


Kate answered on the first ring. “That you, Stoney?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I tried to call you a few minutes ago.”


“I know,” he said. “What’s up?”


“Lyle never showed up. I waited till after eleven.”


“So call him up, give him hell.”


“Well, duh,” she said. “You think I’m stupid or something? I called his house. Woke up some girl, who wasn’t too happy about it. She said she was up till two in the morning and Lyle never came home.”


“He’s not your kid, Kate. He’s a grown-up man, and he can take care of himself.”


He heard her blow out a quick breath. “Well, I know that. But this isn’t like him, not checking in after a day of guiding. I’m worried, Stoney.”


“Look,” he said. “He probably stopped off somewhere with his new friend, Mr. Fred Green. They had some dinner, a few beers, and Mr. Green started telling stories about his angling prowess, all the great places he’s been to, the trophies he’s nailed in Costa Rica and Siberia. And maybe the waitress took a liking to young Lyle, said she’d sure like to show him her tattoos, and pretty soon it’s closing time, and—you know?”


She sighed. “You’re probably right.”


“It’s not even six-thirty,” he said. “The boy’s probably still all tangled up in perfumey silk sheets and bare legs somewhere. He’ll be in. Then you can give him hell, both barrels.”


“Bet your ass I will.”


“Look,” he said, “if it’ll make you feel any better, I’ll shoot on over, hold your hand.”


“I don’t need my hand held by any God damn man,” she said amiably.


“’Course you don’t,” he said. “I was just about to scramble up some eggs for me and Ralph. I’ll be along after, okay?”


“You don’t need to. Be here at noon, like you’re supposed to. I’ll be fine.”


“I know you will. I got nothing better to do.”


She hesitated, then said, “Thanks, Stoney. Appreciate it.”


He left Ralph in charge of the house, reminding him to bite all intruders in the ass, clean up the dishes, and split some firewood. “No swimming in the trouts’ pool, either,” he said.


Ralph, who was sprawled on the sun-drenched, east-facing deck, wagged his stubby tail without opening his eyes.


Calhoun climbed into his truck, bounced out over his quarter-mile dirt driveway, and headed for Portland. He hadn’t admitted it to Kate, but he was worried, too. It wasn’t like Lyle not to check in at the shop after a day of guiding.


He got there a little before eight. The CLOSED sign was hanging in the window. He used his key to get in and found Kate in the office in back, her feet up on the desk and the phone against her ear. She smiled at him and held up a finger.


“Do me a favor,” she said into the phone, “and go take a look in his room, will you?” She glanced at Calhoun and rolled her eyes. “I know he likes to go fishing real early,” she said, “but maybe you can tell if his bed’s been slept in. . . . Well, now, thank you. I sure do appreciate it.”


Calhoun took the chair across from her desk. “Trying his house again?”


She nodded. “Couldn’t think of anything else. That gal I talked to earlier, I figured she was probably smoking dope all night, wouldn’t have noticed if an elephant had come tromping through her living room, never mind Lyle. I think they party every night over there.”


“Not Lyle,” said Calhoun. “Lyle doesn’t party. Like the gal said, he gets up early, and he’s pretty damn serious about finishing his thesis.”


Kate nodded. “That’s just it. I—” She held up her hand and dropped her eyes, listening to the phone, nodding. “Yup,” she said. “Okay, shoot.” She fumbled for a pencil and jotted down a note. “Got it,” she said into the phone. “Thanks . . . Sure I will. You, too.”


She put the portable phone down on her desk. “She says Lyle’s room’s a mess like always, and no telling when was the last time he slept in his bed, since he never makes it. Seems he’s been spending lots of nights away.” Kate grinned. “Lyle’s got himself a girlfriend.”


“He never said anything to me about a girlfriend,” said Calhoun.


“Some reason he should tell you?”


“Nope. Guess not. We men never talk about relationships.”


“Well,” said Kate, “that probably explains it. Her name is . . .”—she picked up the scrap of paper she’d written on and squinted at it—”Penny Moulton. Lives up in Standish. Ring any bells?”


Calhoun shook his head. “Like I said—”


“Right,” she said. “Real men don’t talk about relationships.”


“Don’t suppose you got a phone number for Miz Penny Moulton?”


 Kate shook her head. “But that would explain why he didn’t check back in last night. Any trout pond he and Mr. Green found would’ve been north and west of here, and Standish would be on the way back.”


Calhoun nodded. “Which is why Mr. Green followed Lyle in his car. I noticed they took both cars when they pulled out of here yesterday. Lyle didn’t want to drive him all the way back here, then turn around and head back to Standish. He might’ve mentioned to me what he was planning to do, saved you worrying about him. Gimme that phone.”


Kate shook her head. “Stoney, you can’t call the boy at his girlfriend’s house.”


“Why the hell not?”


She shrugged. “I don’t know. Go ahead.” She stood up. “Want some coffee?”




CHAPTER
FOUR


LYLE’S GIRLFRIEND HAD HERSELF a good old Maine name, and Calhoun found nearly half a column of Moultons listed in the slim phone directory that covered Standish, Gorham, Windham, and the other towns and villages to the west and north between Portland and Sebago Lake. There was no Penny listed, but it wasn’t hard to figure out that “Moulton, P.” was a good possibility.


Calhoun couldn’t understand why single women thought they could disguise their single-ness and their woman-ness by using their initial instead of their whole first name. He didn’t know of any men who listed themselves that way in the phone book.


He pecked out the number for Moulton, P. on Kate’s phone, and before the second ring a soft female voice answered. “Hello?”


“Penny Moulton?”


She hesitated, then said, “Yes, it is.”


“I’m looking for Lyle McMahan,” said Calhoun. “I’m a friend of his. Name’s Calhoun. Understand he might be there?”


“Shit,” she muttered.
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