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The fisherman led his small son and daughter
to the river's edge and handed each a fishing pole for their first
lesson. Then he knelt and began to prepare his own pole, carefully
choosing the fly he hoped would lure even the smartest fish to his
hook.

The daughter stood still, waiting for
instructions.

The son turned toward the swift river and
raised his right arm, as if to cast his fly into the glistening
water. The fisherman turned and, in a voice that shook the trees,
said, “Wait, boy!”

When their father was stern, his daughter
always remained silent. She trusted her father and believed he was
a fair man. But he was a demanding man, too. She feared that if she
spoke at the wrong time, her father might think she was not
obedient. There was nothing her father prized more than
obedience.

But the son had his own mind and he didn't
seem to fear anything. He ignored his father's order and, with all
the force he could muster, cast his short fishing line into the
river. His rash action threw him off balance.

The girl gasped as her brother teetered on
the edge of a wet rock.

The fisherman leapt to his feet and grabbed
his son by the collar, saving the boy from the greedy fingers of
the swift current. And he bellowed, frightening the birds from
their nests in the trees.

“See what can happen when you ignore your
father!”

The daughter appreciated the lesson.

The son resented it. He pouted when he and
his sister were told they must practice with their small poles.

He wanted to cast his lure out to the middle
of the river, as his father—a master fly-fisherman—was doing. He
wanted to catch a fish. There were no fish close to shore. The big
fish were all farther out, where only the graceful loops of his
father's line could reach.

Even the daughter, who dutifully cast her
line near the river's edge, envied her father. She told her brother
in a whisper, and he smiled his thanks. She was astonished to see
that his eyes were full of leaping fish and rainbows.
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The fisherman's wife looked at the tall man
and woman seated at her kitchen table. Though they were both young,
in their grief they looked very old. They had come for an herbal
remedy, because they could not afford a doctor. Although her family
had lived in the area only a short time, the fisherman's wife was
well known in town and among the river people for her ability to
cure with herbs and flowers. The tall man and woman were from the
sparse village that bordered the powerful river.

But she found it hard to choose a remedy for
the couple, who could not—or would not—tell her the reason for
their grief.

So she gave them the ground petals of Bog
Berry, a flower she had harvested in the forest. She knew it
wouldn't cure them. But it might help ease them so that one day
they would return and tell her why they had grown so old in their
youth.

As she watched the tall man and woman walk
away, the fisherman's wife saw her children and husband approach.
It was nearly dark, but she could see her daughter's fatigue and
her son's sadness.

Her husband smiled and raised the creel full
of fish he had caught. For a moment, the man disappeared and the
fisherman's wife saw a proud, happy boy.

“We'll eat well tonight, wife!” the fisherman
shouted.

After dinner, the fisherman's wife tucked her
children into bed. The daughter said her prayer, barely finishing
before she drifted into sleep. The son stared at the open window
and listened to the night sounds.

“Why are you so sad?” she asked her son.

“I want to catch a big fish, but papa won't
let me try.”

“Do you know how to catch a big fish?”

“Yes. You cast really far into deep, deep
water and wish and hope really hard.”

“But what would you do if you caught a big
fish?”

The boy hesitated, then answered.

“I'd pull it in close to shore and look into
its eyes.”

“Why would you do that?”

“If he was a mean fish, I'd bring him home to
eat. If he was a good fish....” The boy looked away from his
mother.

“What? Can you tell me?”

“I'd promise to let him go free if he'd let
me ride on his back into the lake and far, far away.” Flat Horn
Lake, only a mile away, was forbidden to the children.

A tear ran down the cheek of the fisherman's
wife. To the boy it looked like the morning star falling out of the
night sky.

Downstairs the fisherman's wife tried to make
her husband understand that he was too hard on their boy.

The fisherman said the boy needed to learn to
obey.

The fisherman's wife said the boy needed to
know he was loved.

“Discipline is love,” said the fisherman.
“Without discipline he would fall off a cliff or drown in the
river.”

“He's drowning now,” said the fisherman's
wife.

But she knew her husband did not hear her.
And though she was respected throughout town for her ability to
heal, the fisherman's wife could think of no remedy that would make
her husband listen, and feel, and know in his heart that what she
was saying was true.
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The fisherman's son could not sleep. The
night sounds kept crawling through the window, tickling him, poking
at his ears. The rushing river felt as if it were under his pillow,
tugging at deep wishes and secret thoughts.

When he couldn't take it any longer, the boy
tore at his pillow and pounded his bed. He wanted quiet.

What he got was water. Gushing, giggling
water, filling his bed, then spilling onto the floor and rushing
out the door.

The boy called to his sister to join the fun.
But she did not wake. And moments later he was swept away by the
swift current and sent tumbling down the stairs. The ride made him
yelp and howl and it didn't end until he crashed at the bottom of
the stairs.

The fisherman's son scrambled to his feet,
unhurt, certain his father would punish him for the mess and
noise.

But there was no mess. The water had rushed
out through the crack at the bottom of the front door. And the
house was silent.

Relieved, the boy realized he could probably
sneak upstairs without anyone’s hearing him. He was headed back to
bed when he saw his father's fishing pole and creel by the door.
The boy also saw his own shoes and jacket.

Then he heard the tickling night sounds
whisper, “The river, the river, the river....”
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In the dark, the river seemed louder than the
boy had ever heard it. The roar hurt his ears. During the day, with
his father and sister nearby, the power of the river hadn't
frightened him. Now, alone on the riverbank, he felt small.

Even so, he had come all this way.

And he wanted to catch a big fish.

The fisherman's son slipped out of his shoes.
If they were wet in the morning, his parents might guess what he
had done. He also took off his jacket and laid it on top of the
shoes. In his pajamas, he faced the river, holding his father's
fishing pole.

The pole seemed tall as a great tree. When he
held it by the grip near the reel, he couldn't imagine how anyone
could control it.

The boy also didn't know how to choose the
right fly. He remembered some of the names his father had taught
him—Bobcat Special, Bunyan Bug, Yellow Stone, Salman Quill, Santa
Claus Streamer—but couldn't recall the special use for each. So he
attached the most colorful one he could find to his line, then
lifted the pole to cast.

His first try was not a success. When he
whipped the pole forward, the line caught on a tree branch and the
fisherman's son fell.



“Owww!” said the boy.

He looked up. The branch was too high for him
to reach. So he cut the line, attached another fly and again tried
to cast into the river.

This time the line didn't go forward but
sideways, wrapping around a rock.

Many times the fisherman's son tried to cast,
and many times he failed.

Soon the boy began to cry. His sobbing was so
loud the forest began to heave in sympathy. Berries and nuts dove
from bushes, leaves flew from their branches, and the sky drooped
against the soaring pines.

Limp with disappointment, nearly too tired to
care, the boy raised the pole for a final try.

This time, the reel sang as the line flew
through the night air, plunking the fly in the center of the river.
The fisherman's son couldn't believe what had happened. He blinked,
looked all around, and wished others were there to witness his
victory.

Then he remembered he shouldn't let the river
carry his line too far downstream. He began to reel it in.
Slowly—too slowly, the boy thought—the line tightened as the fly
moved closer to shore. Then something happened that frightened the
boy. There was a tug on the line.

Maybe it's stuck on something, the boy
thought. But when he tried freeing the line by jerking back the
pole, something tugged back. And the tugs grew stronger and more
insistent each time the boy pulled on the line.

In fact, the tugs grew so strong that the
fisherman's son couldn't hold his ground. His feet slid on the wet
rock, exposing his toes to the icy, nibbling rush of the river.

I’ll just let go of the pole, the boy
thought. But then, as if reflected on the surface of the swirling
water, he saw the image of his father's stern face and he knew he
could not return home without the pole.

He began to cry again. But this time the
forest didn't heave, berries and nuts didn't leap, the leaves
remained married to their branches. And then it happened.

As he desperately held onto the pole, the boy
was pulled pole-first into the river.

Although he fought, the boy felt himself
being dragged speedily through the under current, into dark depths
of water. He flew through schools of fish; his belly grazed the
muddy riverbed.

And when he tumbled even deeper, it was
because he had arrived, though he did not know it, at the spot
where the river emptied into Flat Horn Lake.

Breathless, the boy opened his eyes against
the blur of the rushing water and saw that he was being pulled
toward a brilliant white light. As he helplessly sped closer, the
brightness expanded into what looked like a great gilled wall of
glass. The fisherman's son was being pulled so fast, he knew he
would crash into it. Even so, he didn't let go of the pole.
Instead, he tried to brace for pain.

But no pain came, because suddenly the glass
wall opened and the boy shot through a gaping hole and tumbled down
a smooth slope. When he stopped falling he realized he was in the
arms of children and they were all crying.
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When the fisherman went downstairs the next
morning, he knew something was wrong. His eyes went to the empty
space near the door where his fishing pole and creel should have
been.

He rushed outside. His wife joined him.

“What's wrong?” she asked.

“My pole and creel are gone.”

When the fisherman's daughter poked her head
out the door, the fisherman asked, “Where's your brother,
child?”

“He's not in his bed. I thought he was down
here,” she said.

“He has disobeyed me!” the fisherman
said.

The fisherman's wife tried to reason with her
husband, defending the boy even before she knew what had
happened.

But then the girl noticed a faint, scruffy
trail leading toward the river and imagined her brother dragging
the fishing gear behind him. When she pointed to the trail, the
fisherman took one look, then began to run.

When they reached the river's edge they
called for the boy, but only the river answered. They searched the
bank, went inland, then returned to the river. Only then did they
find the shoes and jacket and the fishing flies dangling like
ornaments from tree limbs and bushes and one large rock.

“Oh, my God,” said the fisherman's wife, and
she held her daughter close.

The fisherman was silent. His jaw set, his
eyes hardened. He swiped at a dangling fly, snapping its tangled
line. As he kneeled and stared at the river, he crushed the fly in
his hand, its hooks biting his hand, and trembled with a mute rage
that caused birds to soar, creatures to run, and the sky to rise so
high its deep blue faded to milky white.
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Still as stone, the fisherman remained by the
river through the day and into the night, unwilling to eat, or
speak, or release the fishing fly he had crushed in his hand. He
was trying to understand why his greatest fear had come to pass.
All he had ever wanted was to teach and protect his children.
Lessons, obedience –only these could keep his son and daughter from
danger.

But even he was tired of his rules. That
night, his anger began to fade and in its place grew a terrible
longing to hold his boy.

As the fisherman began to ache with sorrow,
the sky dared to lower its stars, nightingales sang, and fireflies
teased the dark with flights of fancy.

And then he heard crying.

At first one voice, then several, then a
chorus of voices keening in the distance; the cries seemed to come
from Flat Horn Lake.

The fisherman rose. He was sure he heard his
own boy's voice mingling with the others. He called, and his son's
voice grew louder. He begged, “Where are you?”

But the voices offered only more sadness.

Frustrated, the fisherman bellowed, “Tell me
where you are!”

And the voices faded.

The silence frightened the fisherman. But as
he ran home to share his experience with his wife and daughter, he
knew there was hope.
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Town Hall was packed with townsfolk, and some
people from the river, after the fisherman’s wife spread word of
her son’s disappearance. The fisherman strode to the front of the
room and spoke. When he finished his tale, he told the audience
what he had told his wife, “Our boy is still alive.”

But when he asked for help in finding his son
and the other children he had heard, the audience was silent. As
the fisherman waited for a response, he grew angry. When the crowd
began to disperse, slowly, in ones and twos, he was ready to
explode with rage. Before he could, his wife stood and spoke.

“Thank you for listening. We know you are
good people and would help us if you could.”

A woman from the back of the hall said, “But
what can we do? Surely your boy drowned.”

The fisherman's wife said, “No. My husband
heard his voice.”

A man shouted, “It was his grief talking to
him!”

Again the fisherman's wife disagreed. “No, he
heard many voices.”

They went back and forth this way, getting
nowhere, until a stern man with a crooked back rose and demanded
silence.

“Why are we wasting time? We all know what
the problem is. It’s the river people. They’ve caused all this
trouble!”

Shock silenced the room. Townsfolk glared at
the poor people of the river, who, though outnumbered, were defiant
and ready to fight.

And then it was over. Like a storm that
threatens then suddenly veers from shore, the crowd departed,
leaving the fisherman’s family alone and helpless in the large,
quiet room.

Distraught, the fisherman put his arms around
his wife and daughter and they too left the hall and began their
long walk home, the parents grieving, the daughter unable to
understand all that had just happened.
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When they reached the edge of town, two
figures appeared in their path. As the strangers approached, the
girl hid behind her mother, while the fisherman, fists clenched and
ready, shielded them both.

“Please don't be afraid,” said one
figure.

“We need to talk to you,” said the other.

From the shadows appeared the same couple who
had gone to the fisherman’s wife for remedies, Walter and
Claire.

“We couldn't speak at Town Hall. We knew they
couldn’t help you,” said Walter.

“We lost a child to the river, too,” said
Claire. “But we didn't tell anyone because the people in town think
all of us who live by the river are thieves and liars.”

“But that's not true,” Walter said. “All the
families in the river village have lost children and we all hear
them crying at night.”

“Why doesn't anybody do anything?” asked the
fisherman.

Walter and Claire looked at each other,
reluctant to say more. The fisherman's wife pleaded with them to
answer.

“Because then they'd have to admit that
they’re just like us. Even though they live in fine houses and wear
pretty clothes, all the children who were taken had one thing in
common,” said Walter.

“What?” asked the fisherman’s wife.

“They were all very, very sad,” said Claire.
“Like our Shanna. We locked her in our heart. We didn’t let her
breathe and explore...”

“Or hurt herself?” asked the fisherman.

“Who’s in pain now?” Walter asked.

The fisherman sagged as he recalled his own
son’s sadness. "I want my boy," he said.

“There's no way. We've tried,” said
Walter.

“But if we can hear them, they must be
close,” said the fisherman's wife.

“They're in the lake,” said Claire. “They
live in the belly of a great glass fish that collects all the
unhappy boys and girls.”

When asked how she knew, the woman said,
“Come. We’ll show you.”

The fisherman and his family followed the
couple, who moved quickly along the dark path, to a bluff that was
painted in luminous swaths of pale moon.

As she followed her parents into the cool
light of that high place, the fisherman’s daughter was
fascinated.

Her father had forbidden her to play on the
bluff that fell so steeply toward the lake.

Yet on this night the girl felt unafraid
because the world below seemed so changed. Nothing was complicated;
everything had its place: Flat Horn Lake, the village of the river
people, which she was seeing for the first time, and the path that
snaked through the woods toward her own home.

Her excitement faded when her mother cried
out. The girl quickly saw why her mother despaired. From the depths
of the dark lake, a round beam of light steamed upward, like the
warm glow of a fat lantern.
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In a boat they had launched from the river
village, Walter and the fisherman rowed toward the middle of Flat
Horn Lake.

Soon their vessel was floating in an enormous
circle of undulating light where vapors hugged the wet surface
before rising into the oblivion of stark night.

“Why don’t we hear the children?” asked the
fisherman.

Walter shrugged. “The only time I hear them
is when I’m alone and I start to....”

“What?”

Walter, reluctant yet resigned, looked at the
fisherman with hollow eyes and said, “I cry.”

The men shared an uncomfortable moment before
the fisherman looked away and moved to the bow of the boat. As he
did, Walter steadied the vessel so that the fisherman could peer
into the water.

At first the fisherman could see nothing. The
light rising from the deep lake was soft but unyielding. Not until
his eyes had adjusted to the illusions caused by the subtle
currents did he realize what he was looking at—a gigantic, glowing,
translucent fish.

“My God!” said the fisherman as he turned
back from the bow to face Walter.

“What do we do? Walter asked.

“We have to catch it!”

“But how? The fish is smart. It won’t take
the lure of a skilled fisherman—I’ve tried.”

“Let me try!” the fisherman said.

“Don’t you see, it wants only children. All
the missing ones were last seen casting into the river.”

The fisherman stood up, defiant and
determined.

“There has to be a way! How does a thing this
big even make it up the river! There has to be a way, Walter!”

Before Walter could respond, the boat began
to rock as something beneath them began to tap rapidly on the
hull.
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