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  Especially for Navah and Naomi


  At times when man is overcome by the horror of the alienation between “I” and “world,” it occurs to him that something might be done.

  —Martin Buber, I and Thou

  Fare you well,

  Fare you well.

  I love you more than words can tell.

  Listen to the river sing sweet songs,

  To rock my soul.

  —Robert Hunter and Jerry Garcia, “Brokedown Palace”


  
Chapter One


  HERE HE WAS straddling an alder limb above the Ipsyniho River, the bluegreen currents melting by, and through the shimmering tension of the surface, a gray space sliding back and forth from obscurity—the opalescent back of a steelhead. This was it: suspended between the worlds of water and wind and being paid for the privilege.

  And yet Hank Hazelton couldn’t shake the nagging sense that despite a lifetime of living right, of caring for his friends and his watershed, he’d nevertheless fucked up something crucial, something a better man would have gotten right. He was fifty-nine years old now but only half as sure as he’d been at thirty. Could it be, this was it? Because it sure felt like this moment and this river and this lifetime had been severed from their proper place and sentenced for all eternity to flow in circles.

  “Right there,” he again called to his dude, who was casting from the bank. “Along that seam.”

  Those fish and this river were inexplicably linked—any thought of one conjured images of the other. His clients thought of them differently; the fish were the trophy and the river the field of play. Maybe that was part of the problem.

  Steelhead. Their recovery had been a grim prospect even thirty-five years before, when he’d turned down the insurance job in Portland, bought his first boat—that grungy rapid Robert that wanted nothing more than to stall in a rapid and flip—and registered with the state marine board as a fly-fishing guide. He’d known even then that it would be a life of endless battles and increasing hardship. Though he also knew this campaign to save America’s last salmon would require that much and more, from him and everyone else. But what did it say about him, about how he’d used his life, that those fish were closer to extinction now than they’d ever been?

  What would she think, his daughter Annie, when she arrived next week, thirty-one now, twenty-six years since they’d last lived together, fourteen since they’d last seen each other, since she’d said, “You mean nothing to me.” She was so cosmopolitan now, so removed. She wouldn’t understand.

  He couldn’t forget standing on the bank of this very pool with her as a four- or five-year-old, when she still went by her given name of Riffle, when she still looked at him like he possessed something worth knowing. The sun was setting, and her hair was damp from swimming, and she was barefoot and gripping his fingers for balance as they negotiated the rocks. He had gestured toward a white sail above the water and explained that it was called an osprey and that it had naturally polarized vision and that it could dive deep into the river to capture fish. She raised an arm to block the light and said, matter-of-factly, “Catch him, Daddy. I want to ride him.”

  “Am I reaching them?” the dude called. Stan Burke, a regular, came up from San Francisco twice a year for a long weekend, three times if his construction business was doing well. Married, four children, two of them married themselves, a granddaughter on the way. To him, the river was a lighthouse on which he could take a bearing; every dollar earned brought him a step closer to the Ipsyniho’s protective harbors, to his retirement along the water. They’d first fished together in the early nineties, right after the movie, when Stan decided to “make the switch” to fly-fishing. Like so many of Hank’s clients, Stan seemed to think the most pressing ethical concern was which type of tackle you cast. “I can’t believe they let people fish indicators on this river,” he was prone to quip. “I mean, where’s the sport in that?” Despite this fervency, and a half-dozen half-baked theories on politics and religion, Stan wasn’t a bad guy to spend the day with. And he tipped well too.

  “They’re on the far-side seam,” Hank answered. “You can make the cast. Sweep deeper into the D-loop, and come over the top. Let the rod do the work.”

  The fish always chose that ledge over the run’s other holding lies. The migration route up the river, the fish’s path of least resistance, delivered them right to its protective lee. In the early years, or his early years, the late sixties, before the headwaters were logged, the tributaries dammed, the hatchery built, fish would be scattered all through this run they called Governor. The biggest fish would often sit on that ledge, the smaller ones dispersing to other lies in the pool. He’d even caught them in the knee-deep bucket on the near side, before the silt from the new road filled it in. Back then, forty thousand native steelhead spawned in the watershed. You could find a fresh fish or two in most pools most months of the year. Which, according to the old-timers, was nothing. “They’re practically extinct,” Mickie McCune, the river’s first guide, was saying then. “My first year, back in twenty-five, the cannery gillnetted eighty thousand out of the estuary and I still landed two hundred fish!” These days, the young guides were relieved when eight thousand natives returned.

  It was an even sadder story across the Northwest, with most salmon runs completely gone and the few that remained returning at 1 or 2 percent of their historic levels. The Ipsyniho, with its rugged headwaters and vicious whitewater, was one place where there was still hope.

  The young guides. They were different, too hopped-up on proving themselves to see the whole picture, to appreciate the gravity of what was happening around them. The river to them was a basketball court or a half-pipe—a place to demonstrate how “badass” they were. “Chargers,” his longtime friend and fellow guide Caroline Abbot called them. “Just listen to them,” she said. “When they land a few in a session, they ‘slaughtered them.’ When they get skunked, they had their ‘ass handed to them.’ It’s the language of evisceration. It’s the language of war.”

  Hank didn’t know about that, but he did know that he couldn’t stand their phony regard for the fish. They preached restoring the habitat, preached safeguarding the gene pool, but then they didn’t do shit to help. They didn’t help drop logs in the spawning tribs, count redds, fight the State’s new broodstock program, nothing. They talked like they were the most pious on the river, more pious than you, but they didn’t do anything. Except allow their clients to catch too many fish.

  For as long as Hank had been working the river, there had been an unwritten rule among the guides: two fish and you’re out. Once a client had caught two fish, the guide was to ensure he didn’t get another one. Sabotage on a steelhead river was an easy thing. Hank knew a dozen runs that looked greasy but never held a fish. And he must have known a hundred submerged boulders or ledges that even to the most experienced eye looked ideal—walking-speed current and foam dotting the surface—but that had a secret upwelling or swirling eddy or some other glitch that ensured no fish would ever hold there.

  It was a speed difference, really, between the generations. These young guides rushed everywhere. They talked like they oared like they fished: too fast. Like if they didn’t say it or do it now, somebody else would. Maybe the humbling thirties would slow them down, teach them the truth about living, that it is better savored than devoured. And if not the thirties, then definitely the fifties, when their balance wavered, their bladders contracted, and they became invisible to the girls in town.

  Poor Annie: these were the men of her generation. He only hoped they had deeper regard for women than they did for watersheds.

  The worst of the new breed was Justin Morell. “As in the mushroom,” he’d said when they first met at a ramp three years back. Justin was a body counter. Like all these young guys, he had a website, and he posted how many fish were caught on each trip, as if that was the indicator of how excellent the day had been. Two landed, four hooked. Four landed, eight hooked. Impressive stats, for sure; the guy’s clients almost always caught something, but still . . . Surely a guide had other responsibilities.

  What made Justin’s crime worse, what made it a crime in the first place, was that he wrote articles about the river for the national magazines touting how many fish could be caught here. Of course, Justin came off looking like a chest-pounding chimp—like one of those guys so common out West who spends thousands to jack up his truck until a Prius could drive straight through unscathed. But now the clients were showing up expecting to land multiple fish. Twice in the last year, Hank had had dudes, anglers who’d each caught two fish, tip him twenty bucks—as if they’d been skunked! One of them had said, “It was fun, but I was expecting better fishing.” The other had said, “Do you know Justin Morell?”

  “Do you think we could try from the other side?” Stan asked as Hank neared. “I don’t think I’ll ever make that cast.”

  Hank never fished from that far bank. It just wasn’t something locals did. You fished Governor from river-right; that’s the way it had been for eighty years and that’s the way it should stay. Respect the ritual; something in this world had to remain consistent. “Lots of trees over there and a tough wade.”

  Stan examined the far shore, holding the rod now, not casting. He’d all but given up. “I’d sure like to try. I’ll never get a cast to those fish.”

  Hank nodded at the boat. “Come on. I got a spot downstream, a real juicy seam. And a closer cast.”

  They climbed into the boat, and Hank oared them out into the current, and as they left the pool, Stan muttered, “I could’ve made that wade.”

  If Annie saw Hank right now, oaring a wealthy man down the river, pointing out fish that he, on his own, couldn’t have caught, if she saw this, would she think it was a petty way to spend a life?

  Since he’d last seen her, she’d gone to Brown, earned a graduate degree. She was three years into a big-shot career, an ethicist at a major hospital. He sometimes looked up photos of her online, the hospital’s official image of her (black suit, black glasses, only the slightest curve of a smile), the three images of her that had run in newspapers (hurried, addressing a crowd, standing beside an embattled surgeon). What hurt most was that if he’d seen her on a street corner, he might not have recognized her. So formal and official was she now, so yuppie. So unlike the little girl in the photo he carried in his wallet: dancing circles around a shore fire, propelled by the freedom of the river life.

  She had called and asked to come. He didn’t know why, but it had occurred to him that maybe Rosemary, her mother, was ill. “No, she’s fine. It’s nothing like that.” But Annie hadn’t said what it was like.

  For the past month, the impending visit had disrupted his routine, the daily pattern he’d carved for himself. It had been a pattern he considered perfectly functional and sustainable: wake an hour before fishing light; two cups of coffee and fill the thermos; hitch the boat if he had a client or throw the rods in the truck if not; fish until midafternoon; return home and nap; wake and make dinner, eat with Caroline, his oldest friend Walter, or an open book; tie a few flies; maybe watch half a movie; asleep by 8:00 p.m. Sometimes he ventured outside this pattern, went out for dinner, stayed over at Caroline’s house, drove into town to see a movie, but usually he found himself stepping where he’d stepped yesterday. He liked it that way, liked the ceremony. He’d learned early that freedom must be shored somehow; otherwise it spills in all directions, its energies diffusing until they stagnate. But now, since Annie had bought the tickets, he found himself working on the house in the mornings he didn’t have a client, fixing the dry rot in the bathroom or repainting the spare bedroom. He didn’t give a shit about home improvement, and yet, there he was with a cordless drill.

  “Here we are,” Hank said, anchoring the boat. They stepped into the shallows, and Hank pointed toward the water. “This spot is called Melted Glass. Cast there.” They were only thirty feet away, even Stan could make the presentation.

  He imagined Annie in a big city apartment, one of those with sprawling wood floors and wall-sized windows. He imagined her taking her coffee in the morning, watching the rain slide down the glass and the antlike people scurrying far below. She would be used to a certain ease of life, a certain level of affluence. She wouldn’t be used to freedom.

  Stan’s tenth or twelfth cast landed right, the waker immediately chugging toward the bank. The fish came fast, swatting at it with its tail and throwing a wall of water. Stan jerked the fly away and said, “Holy fuck.”

  “Loosen your grip on that rod,” Hank called. “Don’t set the hook.” She wouldn’t be comfortable here. She’d leave early. She wouldn’t be glad she’d come.

  This time, the fish took solidly, and Stan did nothing, perfectly. The reel was screaming, the rod bucking, and the fish somersaulted over the lip of the rapid and out of the pool.

  Stan was yelling, “Do it to me, baby! Yes, yes, YES!”

  Hank lit a cigarette. It was moments like these that made him feel like a pimp.

  *

  THEY WERE ROUNDING the last oxbow, having just run Whitehorse Rapid, drinking ale at Stan’s insistence in honor of the two fish he’d caught, when Hank spotted the boat broadside on the midstream gravel bar. It was a low-sided ClackaCraft, orange guide stickers. Only two people had a boat like that around here; he hoped it was Danny Goodman’s, owner of the fly shop in town and a longtime guide. Always a good guy to share the water with.

  “I’ve never had a fish take like that before. I mean, Jesus!”

  There wasn’t a run to swing on either side of the bar, no reason to stop the boat there. Maybe Danny had found a new spot. Danny was always finding new spots.

  As they drifted closer, he noticed an oar was missing and the anchor was up. He studied the banks, then the water around them. Someone had lost that boat. Someone had gotten thrown.

  “That boat looks abandoned,” Stan said. Then with more urgency, “Hey, that boat is abandoned!”

  He was still a double-haul away when he spotted the Fish Fear Me decal. It was Justin Morell’s boat. And a minute later, as he dropped anchor alongside it, he saw the smear of blood across the oarsman’s seat.


  
Chapter Two


  HANK MET SHERIFF Carter and the fire department’s search-and-rescue team at Millican Ramp, a mile down from Whitehorse Rapid. He’d called them from Stan’s cell phone, just before Stan drove his rented Camry back to his motel in town. Only now did Hank realize Stan forgot to tip.

  “I stopped at Morell’s apartment on the way up,” Sheriff Carter said, catching his own reflection in a passenger window, adjusting his badge. “His boat wasn’t there.”

  “That’s because it’s on the bar.” Carter could be a bit distracted sometimes, especially when he expected reporters to show up.

  “Called Danny at the shop,” Carter said, repositioning his belt and holster now. “They didn’t give Morell a trip today.”

  Hank helped drop the search-and-rescue sled in the river, buckled on the fire department’s thick red PFD, and took a seat near the bow. The boat drifted back from the ramp, then tipped deep into the pool as the four-cylinder roared to life. Two seconds later, they skipped out on top, planing now at full throttle. It was a different river from a boat like this, a staircase of jumps, a place where current didn’t matter and landmarks blurred; it was just another highway.

  He’d been on the body boat before: the acrid smell of gasoline mixing with river water, the roaring splash of that engine chasing up behind them—it felt now as if he’d never quit searching.

  The ClackaCraft was right where Hank had left it, anchor down.

  “That’s blood,” Carter shouted.

  “Like I told you on the phone.”

  *

  ALL THE GUIDES converged at Millican Ramp, fourteen trucks towing boats, and highway traffic slowed to a crawl because of the rigs parked half on the shoulder, half in the lane. Everyone who could be reached was there. The new guys with their fish tattoos and stubby beards. The old guard including Walter Torse, who needed a wading staff just to navigate dry land these days. Caroline was there, pulling rods from her boat, locking them under her Tundra’s canopy. Andy Trib was the first one to the ramp—he hadn’t had a client that day.

  This was what they did for each other. They might bicker and shit-talk, might even backstab a little, but if a guy went missing, everybody dropped everything and committed.

  “Listen up,” Sheriff Carter bellowed. “You probably heard—we found Morell’s boat on the bar, blood on the seat.”

  Walter placed a hand on Hank’s shoulder, nodded his head. He’d been a tall man when he first took Hank in, or at least that’s how Hank remembered him, but now Walter was looking up. His eyes were sunken and gray as if he’d not been sleeping much, but with them he was asking a question basic enough not to require words: You all right?

  Hank spit: We’ll find this kid, this time we’ll get it right.

  They’d converged like this three other times in the years Hank had been working the river. Once when Mickie McCune’s heart gave out and he tipped headlong into Liberty Run. They’d pulled the body of the valley’s first guide from a sweeper four miles downriver sometime after midnight. A sad day, but an end that Mickie would have approved of, as happy probably as John Brown. There had been the client of Malloy’s, the radiologist, who’d drowned in front of his daughter. A tragic day, for sure. Malloy had fled the valley after that, gone. And of course there had been Patrick O’Connell, which never should have happened. His body didn’t turn up for a week, until a joe from Eugene spotted it wedged against a submerged boulder.

  Danny was on a cell phone, his thick shoulders turned against the crowd, his eyes on the twins scraping pictures into the pavement with stones. Even from here, Hank could tell Danny was trying to arrange child care. He and his ex traded weeks, half the time in Eugene, half up here. When the twins saw Hank coming, they waved him over. Miriam and Ruben, six years old now, and coming up riverfolk, sandal tans and water blisters. Hank took a knee, and Miriam explained what he should see in the faint sketches. “This is a bear and this is a salmon and the bear is swiping at the salmon—”

  Ruben finished the thought. “But he’s missing and the salmon is ducking between his legs. See?”

  Hank pointed to a circle a few inches over the bear. “What’s this?” It was pride he felt when near these kids, so bubbling with enthusiasm and creativity, pride for Danny because he was doing it right, despite that messy divorce. And there was gratitude too, because Danny wanted Hank involved. The twins called him uncle, and once not that far back when Danny was in a bind, he’d called, and Hank had dropped everything and rushed over to finish up dinner and put the kids to sleep. He’d read them The Emperor’s New Clothes until Ruben was sawing under the covers and Miriam was breathing slow and even, her head on Hank’s shoulder. He’d stayed just like that, unmoving, until Danny returned home—two hours of perfection. “What’s this?”

  “Ruben drew that,” Miriam said. She was always the first to speak.

  “It’s a . . . ,” Ruben was deciding, “a moon.”

  “Uncle Hank,” Miriam asked, “do you have any elk jerky?”

  He grabbed what was left in the Bronco, and they were reaching for the ziplock before he could even get it open.

  There was Caroline leaning against her truck. Their eyes met above the sea of sun-bleached baseball caps, and she lipped, You okay?

  Caroline knew him better than anyone. Even from this distance she could probably sense the tightness pinching in again. It was starting, like it always did, in his throat, and soon it would be in his chest too, pressing in, suffocating him. Tonight he wouldn’t sleep a minute; there would be the panic of drowning every time a dream took hold. He—no, they—had been living with this too long. He might have four or five nights of clean sleep, a break every two hours to piss, of course, but dreamless, and then two or three nights of endless drowning. Booze helped some. Pills didn’t.

  He needed to get past it. He needed to put Patrick O’Connell to rest.

  But his voice was still there, lonely and haunting, like it’d been in that first message on the answering machine: “Been dreaming about the Ipsyniho since I was a boy, and well, after my buddy passed on last summer, figured the only way to be sure you’ll get your trip of a lifetime is to take it presently.”

  O’Connell had come for a week of fishing from Flagstaff, Arizona, where he had worked fifty-hour weeks as an appliance repairman. Rented the cheapest motel in town and borrowed a car from a friend of a friend. He’d never hired a guide before; only flown once. Forty-seven years old, he was that summer; he should have turned fifty-one this year. That first morning on the water, he’d admitted, “I’m spending my savings this week. Putting it to good use, I figure.” It was then, or maybe even before that, that Hank found himself taking a little pity on the guy.

  Most of Hank’s clients where regulars. Guys for whom four hundred bucks equaled maybe a half-day’s wage. These were “sportsmen”; they owned shotguns that cost more than Hank collected in a year, talked of investments and dividends like they were rivers or friends. He had no trouble taking a check from these folks, or keeping the relationship distant and businesslike. But O’Connell was different.

  The first day he rose two fish, but didn’t hook either one. At the ramp, he said, “I’ve been told that forty dollars is a fair tip.” He was counting out five bills on the hood of the truck. Hank surprised himself by saying, “Save the tip until we’ve found you some fish.”

  A south wind arrived that night, the evening air actually warming from dusk to dawn, and the next day, the high temperature soared over a hundred degrees and the fishing went to shit. Hank found a dozen fish holding deep in tailouts and high in rapids, but not one that would so much as flick a fin at a passing fly. Normally, Hank would have subtly trimmed back the client’s expectations until eventually the day would be spent drifting the river and talking of fish as much as actually casting to them. But with O’Connell, Hank rolled up a bandana as a sweatband, cut the popper off the single-hander, and rigged up an indicator. He oared for hours in the hot sun, digging deep to slow the boat above holding fish and give O’Connell time for a few dozen presentations. This was steelheading at its dirtiest, and yet they still couldn’t turn a nose. He had other trips the next two days; otherwise he probably would have taken O’Connell out for free. He did lay out a program for O’Connell to follow the next couple of days, all warm-weather spots, and said, “You’ll get one, I’d wager anything.”

  It stayed hot all week, and the night before their last trip, O’Connell admitted he’d yet to hook a fish. “I knew steelheading would be hard, but damn, this is something else.” Hank could hear the disappointment in the guy’s voice, the disenchantment. Was this worth it?

  As a guide, he’d long ago learned how to temper a client’s hopes so as to keep the person as satisfied as possible. This meant offering the person some sort of narrative that explained it all, giving them—on a silver platter—the story they would tell their friends and colleagues. There was the “fish haven’t been grabby” story, the “hardly any fish in the river” story, the “lots of other anglers pressuring the fish” story. All of them usually ended with, “We’ll be lucky to get one.” Then when they got two, the client would be glowing with joy. That’s when Hank would turn on the praise and write the story’s end. “Took some real skill to raise that last one.” “Only one in ten anglers could have made that cast.” “Wasn’t any luck in that.” Hank did this now without thought. It was a crucial part of the job, maybe more crucial in terms of tips and repeat bookings than tying on beautiful flies or fishing the right water. And he didn’t feel bad about it, not in the least.

  But O’Connell wasn’t a sport. He was just a regular guy who really wanted to catch a steelhead. He confessed on that first day that he didn’t like the idea of guides—“no offense”—because to him fishing was all about learning a river, discovering where the fish held and what they took. A guide dished all that up in easy servings. “Wouldn’t normally do this. But figure I’ll need all the help I can get fishing the Ipsyniho.”

  And so for O’Connell, Hank broke his routine a second time. Instead of fishing first light to midafternoon, they fished first light to midmorning, midafternoon to dusk, and that way maximized their low-light casting. He hated working late, especially when he had a trip to run in the morning, but he couldn’t have this guy going home fishless.

  And yet the river would offer them no slack. It wasn’t raining or cloudy or even cooler the last day. Instead, the high temperature rose to 108 degrees. Come 6:00 p.m., Hank told O’Connell to reel in. This was ridiculous. “I know a spot,” he said. “It’s bit dangerous, but the fish will be there, and it won’t have seen another angler all day.” He’d never taken a client to Froth, never even fished it with Danny or Walter or Caroline. But the time had come to play his ace.

  Froth was the hidden step between upper and lower Nefarious, one of the river’s most feared rapids. It couldn’t be accessed on foot because of the barrier cliffs upstream and down. And guides didn’t fish it because no one wanted to run their boat through Nefarious. The whole river pinched down to ten feet across, then dropped six or eight feet, widened over a boulder field, only to pinch together again and drop eight or ten feet more. What made this spot so dangerous was exactly what made it so fishy. The steelhead would tire in the first rapid and hold for hours or days in the boulders before attempting the second. During hot weather, the fish were in no hurry to leave because of the little ice-cold creek that converged just below Nefarious’s upper drop. When the flows and water temps aligned, as they had that day, Froth produced a fish about ninety percent of the time, a fact Hank would have withheld from most clients, but divulged to O’Connell.

  They ran the rapid first, after Hank tied down the gear and cinched on his own life vest: two big backstrokes to position them, then a series of tight forward strokes to balance them over the wonky hydro-logics at the base of the drop. Steelhead scattered as they went over the boulders. O’Connell cracked his nose on the gunwale during the second drop and, despite the blood staining his T-shirt, swore he was fine. “Let’s get those fish!” he said in a high nasal whine.

  They started by resting the run for thirty minutes, then swung a Lady Caroline through. Nothing. Then a two-ought Green Butt. Nothing. Then a fourteen Partridge and Orange below some T-14. Nothing. Rested it over an hour until last light. Tried three more approaches. Nothing. Hank handed O’Connell the single-hander, onto which he’d looped a glow-in-the-dark balloon as an indicator. If Caroline or Walter saw me now … “Stand on that ledge and dead-drift it through. Do or die time.”

  There was something else about O’Connell, something Hank could hear in his voice. Deference, that’s what it was. He’d said when booking the trip, “If you’ll take me,” as if others had refused, “If you’ll take me,” as if he might not be worth taking.

  He shouldn’t have put him on that ledge. It was wet and mossy and dangerous as all hell at high noon, let alone at midnight. And O’Connell wasn’t exactly agile. Hank should have known better. He had known better.

  What exactly happened, Hank never knew. One minute O’Connell was there, high-sticking the flies through, the rapids loud as hell, and Hank turned to light a cigarette. The lighter blinded him for a moment, and as his vision returned, he slowly became sure that the ledge was empty, that his client was gone. “Are you there?”

  *

  BY DARK, THE search for Justin Morell had turned up nothing. The fire department kept at it until 11:00 p.m., then called it for the night. “We’ll be back at dawn,” Sheriff Carter said.

  The guides, young and old, regrouped at the ramp, drank a beer, said this didn’t mean shit. A guy could get lost hiking up from the water, or take a swim and huddle on shore until morning, or a dozen other scenarios. Plenty of people had disappeared on the Ipsyniho only to be found hiking up the road the next morning.

  Walter leaned on his wading staff and said, “It’s all a matter of grace, of whether you’re in good with the river or not.”

  Eyes flashed to Walter, and there was a long silence. A beer opened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

  It was one of the younger guides, maybe the youngest, a guy Hank had met before but whose name was as memorable as his personality. Most of the youngsters came and went with the summer, here one season and gone the next. This punk was on the river come spring, Hank would invite him for a fish and buy him a beer. Until then, he was just another joe. A joe who was calling Walter out. “Watch yourself.”

  “It means,” Walter said, “if you’re clean with Lady Ipsyniho, you got nothing to worry about. Am I right?” Walter was asking Hank.

  Hank snuffed his cigarette. “Sure as shit.”

  Caroline was there too. She popped the cap off her beer with Hank’s lighter, then slipped it back in his pocket. They shared a glance, and for once he could tell what she was thinking. That boy is not coming back.

  “By that measure,” Danny said, sitting on the tailgate, the twelve-ounce bottle shrunk to eight by his big hands, “we’re all angels.”

  If Hank hadn’t broken his routine and taken O’Connell to Froth, the man would still be alive right now, and in the half lunacy of this long search, Hank felt sure that if he hadn’t been hating so hard on Morell just that afternoon, the kid would still be up and pissing people off now. He knew Morell’s disappearance wasn’t his fault, but it sure felt like he’d caused it. He tried for a full breath. Took two small ones instead. “Angels fix things. We don’t fix shit.”

  The last time he’d seen Morell, he’d had him by the neck against the side of the Bronco. Morell had deserved it, but still, that was no way to treat a person. And now, from the darkness, he thought he heard that gagging sound Morell had made. Hank turned toward the sound, but there was nothing there.

  “It’s late,” Caroline said. Somebody had to.

  Jimmy, an older guide, said, “Ain’t doing the kid no good here. I’m gonna get forty winks. Fresh eyes for dawn.”

  And then the guides started peeling away two at a time. Walter, Caroline, the others over fifty. Their trucks leapt to life and they shouted their good-byes from afar. Old fishermen weren’t built for late nights.

  In his mind’s eye, Hank could see O’Connell’s corpse clear as if he’d just touched it, see it ragged and submerged, its back pressed to a boulder, a limb jammed tight against its neck, its arms outstretched and flailing in the current, its mouth gasping for air. He’d called out to O’Connell that dusk, “Are you there?” He sure felt here now.

  “Fuck this,” Danny said. “I’m going back out. Who’s with me?” He was already pulling the battery from his truck to rig up a spotlight.

  All at once, the young guides finished their beers. Nobody was going home with Morell still out there.

  Hank heard his own voice, distant and strange in the darkness. “I’ll row.”


  
Chapter Three


  THE NEXT MORNING, as Hank arrived at the diner just after dawn, he saw the town paper: “Local Guide Missing.” There was a picture of the fire department racing upriver on their sled when it was still new and didn’t have the gouges—a file photo. The paper was in the yellow circulation box outside the door, on the table near the waiting area, in everyone’s hands.

  He had stayed on the water all night, taking turns at the oars and on the spotlight, and he had worn out his voice calling the boy’s name. To see this paper now stunned him in his sleeplessness: How had the news made it all the way to town already? He hadn’t even been home yet.

  Caroline was eating huevos rancheros at the counter, a second order steaming beside her, and she looked up from the paper when he neared. He hadn’t said her name or even cleared his throat. She must’ve sensed him nearby. That was her way in this world.

  “Ordered for you,” she said. “Figured you’d be hungry. They say you ‘acted quickly in calling 911.’”

  “Not quick enough.”

  They didn’t kiss—they rarely kissed in public, or touched each other for that matter—but he took the seat beside her, and thanked her for the eggs, though he pushed them aside and ordered a coffee and a large milk instead.

  “Can’t be hard on yourself, Hank. This isn’t your fault.”

  “I know.” He lit a cigarette. “I was wishing he’d leave. Move to Alaska, be a body counter up there.” He pulled hard on the Camel, wishing now he hadn’t said “body counter.” He looked around. Only truckers within earshot, nobody looking.

  He reached for the ashtray; it wasn’t there.

  “I hope he doesn’t have any family,” Caroline said. “Damn that phone call.”

  Tommy, the server, poured Hank’s coffee. “Got to ask you to snuff that, Hank. New state law. Smoke-free workplace and all that.”

  Hank dropped the cigarette in his coffee.

  Tommy flipped over the clean cup at the next setting and filled it. “Sorry Hank. Ain’t my rule, you know that.”

  Caroline’s fork dashed at the eggs. She was wearing a black tank top, her back and shoulders lean and striated from years at the oars. Her skin wore a permanent tan, mahogany in summer, fading to oak in winter, a Z perennially stenciled on her sandaled feet. She’d been a raft guide for decades before the big-money nineties convinced her to switch to guiding fly anglers. But well before that, she’d been an institution on the fly water, “that woman” who appeared from the forest, stepped in above you, and rose a fish where you’d found none. Which shouldn’t have been all that surprising, seeing as she was the only child of Malcolm Abbot, the valley’s most legendary guide.

  Hank’s forearm brushed the side of Caroline’s—he wanted nothing more than to touch her, to be touched by her. That’s what he needed right now, the warm wash of her body against his, the pulse of her breathing in his ear, a moment of contracting reality so intimate not even the Ipsyniho could budge its way in. Only there could he take a full breath.

  She reached for her coffee. “Not here, sweet.”

  It’d been like this between them for a while now. Hank assumed Caroline was just being cautious. She’d carved a career for herself—a traditionally male career—not in small measure by avoiding becoming fodder for the rumor cannon. Guiding, or really scoring clients, was all about reputation, and hers was carefully calibrated. Strength, competence, self-reliance, all things that a romantic relationship might undermine. Just look at how she behaved when they moved through town together: she opened her own doors and carried her own groceries. Hank knew the truth: that under that coarse veneer she was as fragile as anyone, and as lonely too.

  “I take it you’re not working today?” he asked.

  “Half-day trip, rearranged it for the evening.” She finished her coffee, tossed him a glance. The glance.

  “Tommy,” Hank called, as Caroline walked out the door and climbed into her truck. “Can you wrap up these eggs?”

  *

  HANK FOLLOWED CAROLINE up Steamboat Creek, crossing the small tributary of Echo, then another called Sunshine, where they turned up a thread of a county road, roaring up the ridge to a hanging valley. This was hers, all of it.

  He’d met Caroline years before, when he first arrived in the valley. She’d been a college girl then, spending the year down in California and returning to run splash-and-giggle trips during the summer months. He remembered seeing her, before he even knew she was Malcolm Abbot’s daughter, cinching down her raft at a ramp or joking with friends at Upstream Runs, the guide’s preferred bar at the time. She was a mystery to him then, that girl with the bellowing laugh and the strong arms, the one who never wasted an oar stroke in even the wildest rapids. Her hair was brown then, and she kept it back in two cute braids. You could recognize her by those braids a couple pools away, enough time to lose your confidence and bumble the hello. There were plenty of women on the river then as now, but none who seemed so at ease on the sticks. Hank had been taken by her instantly. He’d never had trouble starting conversations with women—he’d been raised the little brother to two older sisters. But this woman was different. She seemed at peace with herself then, and it was hard not to be intimidated by a person like that, man or woman. His infatuation became near obsessive one August day some thirty years back when she called from her raft, “Keep the fly broadside through that bucket.” She was running a group of clients and he was fishing on a day off. He hadn’t realized she knew anything about fishing. “With this light, the fish can’t see your junk.” Only later did he figure what she meant: the sun was slightly upstream, and the fish couldn’t see the thin profile of the fly with so much light in their eyes. Keeping the fly broadside would, and did, make the difference. He’d asked Walter that night and discovered the mystery girl’s name. “Ah, Carrie? She caught her first fish when you were still shitting in your drawers.”

  Then one June, the same year Annie was born, Caroline didn’t return to the Ipsyniho. He heard through the grapevine that she’d married some rich guy and gotten pregnant. For once, the rumors were true.

  “When men go looking for a wife,” she had quipped once about that marriage, “they’re really looking for real estate.”

  They passed along the fence with a No Trespassing sign nailed to every fifth post, then turned into her driveway. She held open the gate for him, and as he pulled through, her two Rottweilers leapt at the open window, roaring and biting. He blew each a kiss and pulled around the back of the house, where Caroline liked him to park. By the time the dogs came racing around the corner, he was on one knee, a hug for each of them. They licked his eyes and mouth and beard savagely.

  This property had been Caroline’s grandparents’. They’d bought it after the First World War when western property values, like so much, plummeted. Now, she had two thousand acres all to herself. The house sat a hundred feet or so above Sunshine Creek, its patter the familiar sound track of her deck. To some—to most, maybe Hank included— living here as Caroline did would have been a desolate prospect. An entire valley with no one else in it. But Caroline wasn’t made lonely by being alone.

  From the outside, the house looked weathered and a generation past its prime. A look, Hank figured, she had cultivated. On the inside, she had opened the ceiling, constructed a loft (which was where they cuddled and watched movies on rainy nights), wired track lighting and surround speakers, revamped the kitchen, added a bathroom. Hank’s favorite addition was in the corner, a two-hundred-gallon aquarium complete with a current, which the trout dodged with cobbles Caroline had hand plucked from the river. He stood before the aquarium now, and watched Charlie, a four-inch cutthroat, rise and take something on the surface.

  For years Caroline’s free hours had been devoted to improving this house, but for the past weeks she had been devoting those hours to Hank’s place, helping him ready it for Annie’s arrival. “Can’t have your daughter staying in squalor.”

  “It’s going to be a hot morning,” Caroline said now. “I might take a look at the creek.”

  They descended the trail, leapt the two logs that had fallen last winter, and emerged in the morning sun along the clear steam. A moss-drenched cliff towered against the far bank, while just downstream the land fell away at the edge of a waterfall. If they walked over and looked down, they’d see the blue hole twenty feet below, and maybe an otter lounging along the edge. Upstream, the water descended the serpentine vertebrae of the valley, polished boulders gleaming in the early sun. Hank knew of few places on this earth that felt more removed than this one.

  And yet, he’d brought them with him. “Do you think Morell lost the boat in Whitehorse?”

  She took off her sunglasses and tossed them into the shade. “I don’t think we’ll ever know.”

  “But what do you think happened?”

  She pinched him. “I dreamt about you last night.”

  “Dreamt?” He’d forgotten that she’d come home and slept. “What did you dream?”

  She unzipped his pants. “This.”

  They ravaged each other there on the sunbathed beach with the wet passion of young idealists, or the newly grieved.
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