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      foreword
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      Every now and then, you get to meet someone who has influenced the fly-fishing world in a creative, life-sustaining way. Fortunately for all of us, Nick Lyons and the staff of Fly Rod & Reel magazine—friends of John D. Voelker—collaborated with John Frey and the Voelker Foundation to create the Robert Traver Fly-Fishing Writing Award in 1994. Nick and those friends are literary entrepreneurs, founders whose creative powers deserve our praise. We are blessed to have known them, to have benefited from their keen sense of truth (even in fiction) and their knowledge and respect for the natural world where trout are found. It is to them, and to our old pal John Voelker (known on book covers as Robert Traver), that we dedicate this volume of Traver Award stories, In Hemingway’s Meadow.

      We trust you will find that these stories stimulate your imagination and recall the fun on and near the water with friends (past, present and future), knowing that days on a trout stream are, in fact, additive to your life total.

      Robert Traver—John’s chosen pen name that combined his brother’s and mother’s names—was used for John’s first three novels, Troubleshooter, Danny & The Boys and Small Town D.A., published from 1943 to 1954, while he was Marquette County (Michigan) prosecutor. “I didn’t want the voters to think I was an author on company time,” he explained. John wrote all of his books in laborious longhand, most of them on yellow legal pads with green felt pen. One afternoon at his camp on Frenchman’s Pond, after teaching me his “patented roll cast” and giving me a “15-2s” lesson (as he was the Upper Peninsula cribbage champ), John asserted, “I do most of my writing during the winter months when thick ice covers my favorite fishing spots. There isn’t any good writing; only re-writing. Observe, observe, observe. Then, polish your work.”

      His Anatomy of a Fisherman and Trout Madness have been described as the best fishing books since Izaak Walton’s seventeenth century The Compleat Angler. Voelker’s numerous articles on the joys of fly-fishing attest to his great love of the outdoors and established him as the dean of American fly-fishing. David Richey of the Detroit News wrote, “Voelker could put into words the inner thoughts that few trout fishermen can express. He could draw word pictures of rising trout, the slash of a brookie to a fly, and the mystery of what trout fishing is all about.”

      In April 1989, John Voelker helped establish the John D. Voelker Foundation. In our first 20 years, we have invited our members to initially fund the Traver Fly-Fishing Writing Award, provide Native American law-school scholarships, commissioned Rod Crossman (a Traver Award illustrator) to paint John’s Michigan Supreme Court portrait and collaborated with Trout Unlimited, FFA and Rusty Gates’ Anglers of the Au Sable to restore and protect trout habitat.

      Charles Kuralt, who had featured John in his CBS On the Road series, called John Voelker “about the nearest thing to a great man I’ve ever known.” The 1996 Traver Awards were dedicated to Kuralt, who wrote a strong letter of support for the Traver Award Endowment Fund.

      It is a privilege to have had Charles, Nick Lyons and John Frey serve on the foundation’s board of directors. Nick is a renowned author and editor, whose many splendid books inspire and engender love and mysteries of trout fishing. Fortunately for Traver lovers, Nick also selected and edited Traver books, essays and letters, including manuscripts from the Voelker Papers at Northern Michigan University. The result is Traver on Fishing, which I encourage you to read.

      Nick writes, “I’m delighted the Traver Award will continue. When we got it started we wanted to encourage stories and then essays that reflected John’s ample spirit and good values in writing about fly-fishing and the natural world. The very fact that there’s now an anthology coming out, gleaned from literally thousands of submissions, suggests that the program has already been a success. A number of the winners have had books published . . . and a whole lot of folk have been encouraged to write wisely and well about a subject so dear to John’s heart.”

      What is it that so attracted people from all walks of life to this backwoods philosopher and naturalist? Voelker’s famous essay “Testament of a Fisherman” provides some strong clues: “I fish because I love to; because I love the environs where trout are found, which are invariably beautiful; . . . because trout do not lie or cheat and cannot be bought or bribed, but respond only to quietude and humility and endless patience; because I suspect men are going along this way for the last time, and I for one don’t want to waste the trip; . . . because only in the woods can I find solitude without loneliness; because bourbon out of an old tin cup always tastes better out there; . . . and . . . not because I regard fishing as being so terribly important but because I suspect that so many of the other concerns of men are equally unimportant—and not nearly so much fun.”

      It is fun to go back and re-read the Traver Award Winners and (as the award guidelines state) the other “Distinguished original stories or essays that embody the implicit love of fly-fishing, respect for the sport and the natural world in which it takes place. The Traver Stories and Essays demonstrate high literary values in three categories:

      A. The Joy of Fly-Fishing: Personal or Philosophic

      B. Ecological: Knowledge and Protection of the Natural World

      C. Humor: Piscatorial Friendships and Fun on the Water.”

      Pete Fromm’s “Home Before Dark” set the pace in 1994, drawing upon a fly-fishing trip between a father and stepson, providing the reader with insights and questions. As the annual 150 to 200 entries rolled in, the judges (Nick Lyons, John Frey, Charles Kuralt in 1996, the Traver Award winners, Ted Leeson, Seth Norman, the FR&R editors, Fred Baker, Jim Graves and I) have indeed had fun, and were challenged to select the winning stories.

      Clearly, the lesson from Seth Norman’s “Edith’s Rule” comes to mind—connecting people is vital, but you cannot actually give it away, especially where servant leadership is concerned. In my life, it was my father who helped me see how this works. Dick Vander Veen asked a question the Traver Award asks, “Can one cultivate the ability to be creative? Marion”—(his wife, my mom)—“taught me a little of what it is to see through the eyes of an artist. She opened my mind to see that to be creative is the noblest of all activity. The grand object of life is to create something for the good of all that never existed before.”

      Bouncing out to Frenchman’s Pond with John at the wheel of his fish car, taking time to pick blueberries and Boletus edulus in season and trading barbs and yarns, we talked about writing and the need to encourage young writers to polish their craft. We exchanged ideas through more than 100 letters. In his last letter, dated March 18, 1991, John kindly acknowledged a story I’d written. It was returning from Ishpeming’s post office that afternoon that John’s fish car—and he—ended their many U. P. adventures.

      We thank those who founded and helped fund the Traver Award, 1994 to today. Now, we have work to do. For we challenge you, our readers, to join us in contributing to the Traver Award Endowment Fund so that the award is, in fact, perpetual. Please explore the Voelker Foundation Web site (www.voelkerfdn.org) and help us endow the Traver Award, and thereby protect the creative environs where trout are found, for future generations.

      

      Richard F. (Rich) Vander Veen, III

      President, John D. Voelker Foundation

      July 2009

    

  


  
    
      introduction
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      Joe Healy

      When John Voelker died in March 1991, at the age of 87, we lost one of fly-fishing’s finest writers. Few have equaled his ability to convey the charm and magic of fly-fishing; his writing is fun and funny; it’s honest, even when it’s fiction. Voelker, using his pen name Robert Traver, helped us live the sport in printed form.

      This was the spirit in which Fly Rod & Reel helped to launch the Robert Traver Fly-Fishing Fiction Award in 1994, and to sustain it since. Sincere thanks go to the John D. Voelker Foundation, based in Lansing, Michigan, for sponsoring the award and its generous cash prize each year.

      The stories selected here, all fiction with one exception, are Traver Award winners or finalists, tracing from 1994, to 2007, the year this book’s eponymous piece “In Hemingway’s Meadow” (the standalone essay in this collection) won. We close this book with a special story: “Frenchman’s Revisited” by Robert Traver, published in Rod & Reel (as Fly Rod & Reel was then called) in 1988.

      That Irish master of the short story, Frank O’Conner, instructed that short fiction should embody “an ideal action worked out in terms of verisimilitude.” With that in mind, I know you’ll find each of the works in this book enchanting and engaging for the truth about fly-fishing, and about life, they represent.

    

  


  
    
      home before dark
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      Peter Fromm

      My stepson, Gordon, was already in the café when I got there, and he poured coffee for me as I sat down. He added my cream and sugar without asking, though sugar was something I’d given up a long time ago. I stared at him while he stirred the cup. We’d had dinner together the night before, with our wives, but I’d spent the night watching Sandy, my wife, his mom, worried about how she was holding up.

      We ordered a quick breakfast and, because I couldn’t think of anything to say, I asked, “When’s the last time you went fishing?”

      “Years ago. Monique isn’t much of an outdoorsman. I wish she would have come though. She was pretty nervous last night, but you’d like her if you got to know her.”

      “I’m sure of that,” I said conversationally, but Gordon gave me a quick glance, a questioning look I remembered. “If you picked her to stick with she must be a good one,” I said, and it sounded as false as it was.

      Gordon said, “You’re the one who picked well.”

      “I tried to get your mom to come along,” I told him. “But she thought it would be nice if just the two of us went.”

      “Old time’s sake.”

      I nodded, though Sandy had stayed home thinking I might get some answers out of him alone. We looked away from each other as the waitress set the food down. After she left, I took a deep breath but wound up only asking something harmless, like “What have you been doing?” or “Where’d you and Monique meet?”

      And Gordon responded with the same light chatter. We argued over the bill when it came, and I didn’t mention his mother again until we were taking the canoe off the car, when I explained that Sandy and I had run the shuttle the night before. After we settled the canoe into the river Gordon stood beside it, staring out over the flow of dark water. The autumn dawn was late, and it was just growing light. Scattered flocks of geese struggled by overhead, barely visible, honking mournfully. The air was much colder than it had been the day before, wafer-thin ice rimming the stones against the bank.

      “Thanks for showing this to me again,” Gordon said, shivering, huddling deeper into his coat. If it’d been years and years ago, I would’ve run my hands up and down his sides, quick and hard, chasing away goose bumps. But I just stood quietly on the bank and watched him shiver.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “And waiting,” he answered, his old line.

      I paddled from the stern, and Gordon was quick to strip out line and begin casting. But he was wearing big, goofy mittens, city things, and it was nearly impossible for him to hold his line. He laughed about it, and I asked if he wanted my fingerless gloves.

      He shook his head without turning around and said, “I’ve just got to toughen up is all. I’ve forgotten about so much.” He took off his mittens then and started casting for real. I’d forgotten how graceful he was, and I stopped paddling to watch him quarter the nymph upstream and work it across the current.

      “You haven’t forgotten a thing,” I said.

      “That’s not what I expected to hear from you,” he responded. He did turn then, his old challenging smile bold across his face.

      “Forgotten a thing about fishing.”

      He waited for me to go on, his smile starting to quaver the way it did when he was in trouble as a kid, trying so hard to show he didn’t care. I watched him turn away, picking up his rod, and I told myself again that I was glad to see him, glad to see him hug his mother again. But I also knew I’d never be able to forget how he’d just disappeared, how he’d left her wondering for six years. During those years I’d never doubted that we’d see him again, and I kept reassuring Sandy, whispering things about adolescent rage, the difficulties of leaving the nest, the whole time picturing that smug smile of his, wondering if I’d be able to keep from punching it from his face when he reappeared.

      He had a strike then, and I’ve rarely been so happy to see one. His face lit up, and he lifted the rod tip just quickly enough to set the hook without pulling it away. The trout was a native, a cutthroat, not too big, and it gave up quickly. Gordon dipped his hand into the icy water, freeing the hook, releasing the fish just as I said, “Awful nice pan-size.”

      He looked down into the water. “I never liked killing them,” he said.

      “What are you talking about? We ate rivers of trout. Your mom loves them.”

      “That was before I knew there were so many ends to things.”

      Gordon looked at me, and I was shocked by the startling familiarity of his face. I remembered the odd gold bursts flecking his brown eyes. When he was a boy they’d bothered me. They were a flaw, I thought, somehow eerie. They were too light, like sheep’s eyes.

      Suddenly he squinted, and I knew he was smiling his real smile. “I got the first. The biggest. The smallest. The most. I’m killing you in every category.”

      I’d forgotten the old contest we’d developed in the years I’d tried to gentle into his father’s place. “Give me time,” I said, and Gordon stripped in his slack and cast again.

      We both fished as much as we could, but nothing else struck before the river curved and I had to put down my rod for my paddle. Gordon retrieved his nymph, too, but instead of picking up a paddle to help, he stuck his hands under his arms.

      “Whenever I thought about all this it was always the fish I remembered, and the way the river looked when the mist was just clearing. Or the way you’d get so tense going through white water, how it wasn’t safe to say anything then, but afterward whatever I said was the funniest thing in the world. It was never the damn cold I remembered.”

      I glanced at the bottom of the canoe, the same one we’d used then. After he’d left I’d been able to forget he’d ever been with me, that he’d ever seen that kind of thing with me.

      “It’s never the damn cold I remember,” Gordon said again, arms still wrapped tight around himself. “Or lugging all our stuff over those endless portages. Or sitting under the canoe during the downpours—black-fly bait.”

      “No one remembers the bad stuff,” I said, realizing even as I spoke that that’s exactly what I’d forced myself to remember about Gordon. “Why would anyone bother remembering that?”

      “I think if you don’t you’ll wind up crazy,” he answered, taking his hands out from under his arms and blowing on his fingers. “I can’t even feel my fingers,” he said. “You’d think I’d remember anything that hurt this much.”

      “It’s your mind’s trick. Blocking out the bad.”

      “It’s a dirty trick,” Gordon said, picking up his rod, his mom’s rod, which I’d brought for him to use. He turned away from me, casting again. “If all you remember is the good, you wind up homesick for things that weren’t really that great to begin with.”

      We were on another flat, quiet stretch, and I picked up my rod to change flies. The knot I tied took concentration. “It really was pretty great,” I said quietly, beginning to understand how he’d worked things around after he left, worked them around so he could stand himself.

      Gordon shrugged, facing away from me, and then nodded quickly. I could picture how he’d bite his lower lip, exactly how his cheeks would be sucked in just a little, the tightness of the lines around his golden eyes. If there wasn’t the full distance of the canoe between us, I might have crawled forward then, to hug him or swat some sense into him, I wasn’t sure which. But it would be dangerous now, even in the flat water, to try to make my way to him.

      When Gordon had his line in, he cast out again, quartering upstream expertly. I doubted he’d forgotten a thing, no matter what he said. I began casting too, pulling my line in whenever we reached a bend I’d have to steer through. We both started to catch fish, and I saved a few for Sandy.

      The day never did warm the way it should have, and when we stopped for lunch I started a little fire. While I was building it up, when it still needed my help to keep burning, Gordon fished the hole just upstream. The glaze-thin ice had never melted off, and though there was no sun, the ice glinted white at the edge of the riffles, where the water did not move fast enough to break it.

      Gordon worked the riffles, bouncing his nymph along the bottom through the broken water. I watched him pick up a fish with his first cast, then I went back to working on the fire. The next time I looked he had another fish on. His breath smoked into the pinching air.

      When the fire had taken hold I sat beside it to watch Gordon fish. I studied him a long time, trying again to picture the sullen look of a hatred we’d never understood—the look I’d thought was directed at me for replacing his father, that Sandy had thought was for her ever divorcing in the first place. He was intent on his fishing, and he kept at it a long while without turning to see that he was being watched. He seemed to have worked the hold out, though, and he didn’t hook anything else.

      Maybe it was the overcast, blocking the arc of the sun, that hid the slipping away of the day, but I sat by that fire far too long watching Gordon, while the day—and our light—kept getting shorter, the river still stretching out before us.

      Finally he reeled his line in and walked back to the fire, draping three trout over the log I was sitting on. “Let’s eat,” he said.

      He caught me looking at the dead fish and he said, “You’ve killed three too. Now you can save them for Mom. She loves them.”

      I couldn’t tell if the fish were a peace offering or if he was making fun of my murderous ways. I told him we’d save his for his mom, and I picked up my beautifully clean little trout, and we roasted them straight over coals we dragged from the main body of the fire. We ate with our fingers, and Gordon said he hadn’t tasted anything like that in years. Even then, when I knew we had to get moving, we stayed over the fire, unable to draw away from its warmth, from the mesmerizing dance of the flames.

      As Gordon watched the fire, I finally asked the question neither Sandy nor I had been able to manage the night before. After all, we were on the river now, and there was no place he could run. “What brings you back, Gordon?” I whispered.

      Gordon didn’t look up from the fire. For a long time he didn’t answer. “Monique, I guess. She started it, anyway.” He looked up then and smiled for a moment. “I’m glad she did, though. Some things get to seem way harder than they really are.”

      Somehow that shy little smile did all the wrong things, and the urge to reach across the fire and wipe it off his mouth welled up. “Six years is an awful long time,” I said. “Without a word.”

      Gordon nodded and looked back into the last of the flames. “I know.”

      “We didn’t even know if you were still alive. You about killed Sandy.”

      Gordon nodded again, a quick, guilty dip of his head. “When I left I thought that’s what she was doing to me.”

      I looked away from him then, and when neither of us could say any more, I walked down to the canoe for the bailing bucket. I filled it in the river and came back to douse the fire.

      “We’re late,” I said, too fast, trying to cut him off before he could say anything else. “We stayed here too long.”

      “How much farther do we have to go?”

      “A long way.”

      The water hit the fire with a screaming hiss, and great clouds of steam poured up, mixing with the leaden sky. Gordon stirred the ashes with a stick, and I poured on a second bucket. “It’s dead now,” he said.

      “We’ve got to move, Gordon. We’re going to have a hell of a time making it home before dark.”

      He nodded but stood still over the blackened sticks, watching the last of the steam trickling up. “That’s what Mom always used to say. Remember that? ‘Be sure to be home before dark.’”

      I nodded. “She never said it much to me,” I said.

      “She didn’t have to,” he started, but before he said anything else, he pointed into the sky. “More geese.”

      I looked up at the tired, ragged Vs, low with the clouds. “Looking for a place to go spend the night,” I said.

      “Already heading south?”

      “It’s getting that late. So are we.”

      “They sound sad to be leaving,” Gordon said, walking to the canoe.

      I held the canoe steady in the current while he climbed in. I pushed off and started paddling. “We really are late,” I told him. “We’ve got to move.”

      Gordon picked up his paddle and started to put his back into it. I made some comment about his strength, and he started in on what his workout schedule was and all that. It was exactly the kind of mindless, friendless chitchat I’d been afraid of miring down in all day.

      But Gordon stopped in mid-sentence, as if he’d been thinking the same thing. “Do both the geese raise their young? The male and the female?” he asked.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but then guessed it really wasn’t a question so much. “I don’t know,” I lied, and we both paddled hard, watching the clouds, dropping even lower, hiding the mountains the sun was setting behind.

      We kept up the power as dusk wrapped around us, working too hard to speak. And then the snow began to fall, tiny white touches against our faces. “Warm enough?” I asked, and Gordon said he was fine. The snow grew steadily, patient at its task, bringing on the dark even more quickly.

      “Are we going to get out of here before dark?” Gordon asked.

      “Not a chance,” I answered, thinking of Sandy watching the snow and the clock.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Keep going, I guess. The river’s pretty easy.” But I followed the river’s curves in my mind, through the looping S just before the takeout. I told Gordon about it. “There are three snags in it. Upstream one in the center, next one left, last one right. It’s not hard in the light.”

      “Can we reach it before dark?”

      “I don’t know.” I felt the canoe push forward a little harder with Gordon’s next stroke, and I put my back into my own paddling. I knew we wouldn’t make it.

      Our eyes kept searching through less and less light, until finally we were guessing at shadows. Soon I realized I was listening for the bank more than trying to see it.

      We both stopped paddling for a moment. “Should we get out and walk?” Gordon asked.

      “I don’t have a light,” I said, trying to remember if I’d ever forgotten to bring one before. “We’d probably get lost. At least I know where the river goes.”

      I could hear Gordon cut his wooden blade into the water, and he began to paddle again, my ears straining against the blinding darkness.

      “Is this dumb?” Gordon asked. “Are we going to kill ourselves out here tonight?”

      “Of course it’s dumb.”

      “I knew it would be,” he said, but then I began to hear the faint rise in the hissing of the water. I said, “We may be there.” I reached out my paddle and it touched against the bank.

      Gordon said, “The snags?”

      The hiss was a rushing sound now, and I said, “Yes. If you can see the first one, go hard left after it.”

      “I can’t see a thing.”

      “Well, hear. If you can hear it.”

      We were quiet then, and the rushing grew louder. It seemed to be in the right place. I held my paddle out to the bank once more, measuring, remembering the snags. The blade scraped harshly against the gravel, and the air around us erupted.

      The explosion of honking startled me so badly it was a moment before I realized it was geese, hundreds of them, struggling up from the banks. The wind whistled and whisked through their wings. Their honking battered my ears, as if they screamed warnings, unable to believe I couldn’t hear. I thought if I reached up perhaps they would lift me off this river, over the snags ahead.

      I felt Gordon pulling hard to the left and, though I could hear nothing but the geese, I drew hard that way. Then the canoe brushed something on the right, lifting and listing, and I thought we were going over. There was a flash of lighter water on that side and the canoe righted itself and we were through before I knew we’d started. The geese and the rush of water faded behind us, and I could hear Gordon breathing hard up front.

      “Did we make it?” he whispered. “Were those the snags?”

      “Those were the snags.”

      “We hit the last one, didn’t we?”

      “Grazed it.”

      “Are there any more? Was that the last of it?”

      “That’s all,” I said, my heart only now beginning to speed up, battering at my ribs as I pictured the two of us tumbling alone through the black, ice-bound current.

      Gordon said something else, but we broke through another flock of geese. They sounded as if they were in the boat, and I could feel individual birds going over my head. Once I heard the hard flutter of braking wings, and a heavy gust of air hit my cheek. When they faded downstream, Gordon said, “One of them touched me. On the face.”

      “I thought they were going to carry us away.”

      “What will they do now? How will they land in the dark?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They don’t have to keep flying until it gets light, do they?”

      He sounded so distressed I said, “No.” though I didn’t have any idea what they could or could not do. “They can land at night. They can feel how close they are to the ground.”

      “Really?” he asked, and I said, “Sure.”

      “I wish I could’ve done that,” he said, and we kept moving downriver, occasionally touching the banks with our paddles to make sure we were still there. Gordon said it was like floating through space, and if he couldn’t touch the bank, he wouldn’t even know he was on the planet. “Maybe we didn’t make it through the snags. Maybe this is our afterlife.”

      “No,” I said. “We wouldn’t be here without your mom. I wouldn’t be.”

      “Or Monique. Monique would be with me.”

      I waited for him to say, “And Mom,” but he didn’t do that. I said, “What did you think about when we started to tip back there? Who did you think about?”

      “Monique,” he answered, too fast, before he could have given it any thought. Then he blurted. “She’s pregnant. That’s what I thought about. That’s why she made me come here to see Mom.”

      I didn’t say anything. I’d wanted him to say he thought about Sandy, but I could see now why that wouldn’t be true.

      Then Gordon said, “That’s all I ever think about now. I walk around scared to death. Scared about things I’d never even thought of.”

      I laughed a little, vengefully, but Gordon ignored me. “Does that ever leave? Even when you’ve taken all the tests? Even when you know the baby is all right? Isn’t the fear supposed to go away?”

      The moon had come up behind the clouds, and I could see the faintest outline of Gordon against the sky. I told him that the fear goes away, although I really don’t know much about it. Gordon was my only experience at being a parent, and he’d been 10 years old when we’d met. But I remembered getting up on nights as dark as this to stand in his doorway, listening for his breathing, and I doubted that the fear ever disappeared completely. No test was that foolproof.

      “Why won’t mine go away, then? My fear?”

      “Maybe it changes more than goes away. Becomes more awe than fear.”

      “Just the thought of being a dad scares me,” Gordon whispered. “What if you do your best and they turn out like me?”

      There was no answer for that, and we paddled until suddenly the takeout was there, appearing as quickly as the water cut by the snags. I pulled over, and the canoe scraped the gravel, and I said “End of the line.”

      Gordon stayed in his seat. I could see his outline in the river now, the water holding the light of the clouds. I held my hand out. I don’t know how he saw it in the dark, but he took it and I pulled him up out of the canoe. Once he was on the bank, we let go of each other.

      “We’ve got to move. We’re probably scaring Sandy to death.”

      We picked up the canoe and carried it toward my truck. “Does she worry about you now? Does she tell you to be home before dark?” Gordon asked.

      “Of course,” I said. “She loves me.”

      “So there’s nothing left for you to fear, is there?”

      “Losing that.”

      “Doesn’t that scare you to death? All by itself?”

      “No,” I said, wondering if that was true. “You can’t start missing the greatest thing in the world before it’s even gone.” I paused, trying to remember his words. “You’d wind up crazy if you did that.”

      We lifted the canoe onto the truck, and when I walked around for the tie-downs I bumped into Gordon in the dark. I felt the sticky touch of the fish he’d killed for his mother. He stepped quickly backward and I could feel him staring at me. “She’ll love those fish,” I said.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “About leaving. About everything. I was such a mess then.”

      His words brushed against my face like the startled rush of a goose wing. I told him that his mother had known that all along, but if he could bring himself to tell her, it would be like one of those wondrous tests they had now, the ones Monique had taken, that really assured nothing but meant so much anyway.

    

  


  
    
      take two
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      Scott Waldie

      Warren objected strongly to his condition being described as merely “brokenhearted”; Maggie’s leaving had hollowed him out body and limb. Sometimes, and he was sure the booze wasn’t helping, he felt as though he were nothing but eyeballs and skin. Maggie had been gone for two years. The first year he buried himself in work, the second year he buried himself in the bottle. And, he was confident, if he continued with the insane hours and the martinis, this year’s burial would be in a box.

      His need for a vacation had become even more apparent to his co-workers at Ogilvy & Mather. In fact, if it weren’t for them he wouldn’t be bumping his way down this Montana back road. The art department had pooled their money for his 40th birthday and bought him a new fly rod and an airplane ticket. This, he was sure, was done more for their sanity than for his. Being the creative director of a New York ad agency is enough to make any man edgy, but he had gone three years without any time off, and it was turning him into a full-fledged asshole.

      Warren unfolded the directions given him back at the tackle shop in the last small town of Travers Corners. This was not the kind of country in which you would want to miss any turns. He had not seen a soul since leaving the main highway an hour ago. But he was on course—there was the abandoned homestead and windmill. All he had to do was turn right at the next fork.

      It was hot and still. In the mirror his dust lay motionless over miles of straight road. Up ahead it was changing: The valley was narrowing, the sagebrush and parched grasses swept quickly now into rock cliffs and, above those, the forest. Tumbleweeds and the skeletal remains of blue-green sage were piled up against barbed-wire fences, and cattle huddled around the watering holes.

      At the fork he stopped and got out of the car. At his feet, half-buried in the grass and leaning against a fence post, was a sign with two arrows pointing in opposite directions. After one arrow it read, “Emmett Spoons —three miles” and after the other, “Missoula—114 miles.” It was light years away from his usual crossroads of 48th Street and Fifth Avenue and the faceless swarms of the yup-and-coming. No horns. No taxis. Nobody sleeping in the doorways. No doorways. Nobody. He had seen one rattlesnake coiled at the side of the road and a couple of coyotes skulking through the brush, so at least the inside traders were represented.

      He turned right on to the Emmett Spoons fork and after the first bend he suddenly traded the high mountain desert for a lush meadow and the glint of running water—the South Fork of the Elkheart River.

      A log cabin stood at the edge of the stream, just as his directions read. Out front an old man was turned away from him, chopping wood.

      Warren shouted his first hello before leaving the car, but he wasn’t heard. As he walked closer, past a vegetable garden and an old pickup, he tried another greeting; still no response. The old man was tall and bent and moved like a rusted marionette. A great shock of white hair struggled against his straw hat. And, in spite of the heat, he wore a ragged gray sweater; his shirt showed through at the elbows.

      Warren was nearly up to the old man before he became aware of his presence, and it gave the old timer quite a start. “Sweet Jesus Marie,” he said, recoiling slightly from the surprise, “what are you trying to do, scare what little life I have left outta me?”

      “I’m sorry Mister Spoons. I said hello a couple of times, but you didn’t hear me.”

      “Hearin’s not so good anymore. Who the hell are you?”

      “My name is Warren Smith. The guy down at the fishing store back in Travers Corners said that you might let me fish your river.” He’d also mentioned that Emmett Spoons was a cantankerous old fart and that he was to tread lightly while asking.

      “Ain’t my river, it’s God’s river. But it’s my land and you can’t fish the crick unless you trespass. Last fella I let fish left a big mess, so I don’t
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