
		
			[image: Grasshopper-Bridge-EPub-Cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			Contents

			Author’s Notes 	2

			The Measure of my Angling: Then and Now 	2

			Author’s Acknowledgments 	4

			Exuma Sound 	5

			San Anselmo Creek 	11

			Of Mexico, Moscas, Marlin, and a Marriage One Day 	14

			The Trout Which Had No Spots 	20

			The Story of Jumping Mouse 	23

			Grasshopper Bridge 	25

			The Strange Story of Robert Gills Jones 	30

			Ida Mae Koppel 	33

			Of Turtles and Men 	38

			Wade Rivers	44

		

		
			Author’s Notes 

			The stories included here were inspired by real people and real events I encountered during some sixty years of travel, fishing, and “keeping my eyes and ears open.” 

			It has been interesting, to say the least. The events I witnessed represent a wide and divergent picture of the human spirit, our consciousness, our values and objectives, and our angling. When I think about it, I can easily see and feel the magic in our fishing and the world we live in. 

			Perhaps there is magic in most of us as well. I believe there is. And I believe it can be shared. As songwriter Bob Dylan once said, “You can be in my dream if I can be in yours.” 

			That sounds good to me. And as far as the normal parts of our angling endeavors and efforts are concerned, I changed nothing. I didn’t have to. I just left the line where it belongs. In the water. 

			– Lani Waller 

			San Miguel de Allende, Mexico 

			The Measure of my Angling: Then and Now 

			I caught my first fish when I was 6 years old. It came out of a farm pond in southern Missouri, and I got it on a worm with a bamboo pole my father had taken out of the garden. NO reels. I didn’t know what a reel even was. In any event, it was love at first sight, and I was more than happy about the event. I was ecstatic. The fish was about six inches long, with a large head, whiskers, and a slimy body that I had a hard time holding in my hands. I decided to make it a permanent friend, so I put it in a bucket and took it. At that point, my father nodded his approval and dropped out of the picture. A few moments later, my mother gave me a large glass in which to keep my new friend. 

			When I asked my mother what my new friend would like to eat, she hesitated, looked down in the jar and said, “Well, Lani, it might like some bread.” So she went into the kitchen and came back with some. As she watched, I crumbled the bread and dropped it on the surface. My mother nodded in approval and went back into the kitchen. 

			I sat there for the next hour or so, watching how much my new friend would eat. An hour passed. Then another hour. The fish isn’t hungry, I told myself. 

			Around 6 o’clock, the fish still hadn’t eaten its first meal with me, but after another 30 minutes, I decided that maybe the fish didn’t like my bread but it might like some of my hamburger. So I saved some of the meat and put it in a napkin. After helping wash the dishes, it was my job to dry. I took the hamburger into my bedroom, sat on the edge of my bed, and began dropping bits of hamburger into his new home. A little later, around seven o’clock, I went into the living room to join my father in listening to a radio show called The Shadow Knows. 

			This episodic adventure was built around a man who could become invisible and go out into the world to save innocent victims from the bad guys. The show always opened with the same instruction, and it made me tingle when the announcer said in a deep and mysterious voice, “Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men? The Shadow knows... heh...heh...heh.” 

			The episodes were fascinating to me and, in a way, helped me shape a philosophy that included a genuine concern for “The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” This kind of concern stayed with me as I got older and came to rest in my personal angling life. As most people know, fishermen are not supposed to tell outright lies, but we can stretch the truth a bit when it comes time to talk about the one that got away... the one that was released back into its watery home. It is hard for me to remember the times when I did stretch the truth, but I didn’t go too far. In other words, if the steelhead looked like it was forty-nine inches long with a twenty-four-inch girth, that was the truth. 

			And when it came to saltwater fishing, everyone knows that was where the monsters live. If I jumped a tarpon, or a sailfish, or a marlin, and if my line broke, or the hook pulled out, and they got away, I had to estimate their weight. It was a moral imperative. So, as it turned out, I lost five world record tarpon that averaged around 250 pounds. I also vividly remember my three world record sailfish that weighed approximately 200 pounds and five blue marlins that had to be 300 pounds. Now that I think about it, all of these fish definitely were new world records, but I might have fudged a bit on their weight. But not that much. 

			Years later, sometime in my forties, I think it was, I decided to be more careful about my estimates, as I saw many eyebrows raise when I told my stories around the dinner table or wrote an article for an angling magazine. The editors I worked for included writers and anglers such as John Randolph of Fly Fisherman magazine, and others as well. Other editors were also polite but cautious. I have agreed to “Tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” 

			This brings me to last year on the world-famous Babine river. As most serious steelhead anglers are concerned, the Skeena system steelhead rivers such as the Babine, the Kispiox, and the Sus-Tut are indeed the rivers of giants. Eight of us had gathered for our annual trip. Water conditions were very good, but I never worry too much about high or dirty water on the Skeena system rivers. All you need to know is that a bright pink fly that is almost six inches long never fails. You just “throw it out there... let it swing around and boom.” You always know a monster when you feel one. Period. 

			In any event, the week this past year was very tough. I had my favorite rod, a SAGE 11-foot “switch rod,” with a SAGE reel, a RIO line with 40 or 40 different kinds of sinking tips (you never know what you might need, so my philosophy is simply to bring almost everything RIO makes). Simon Gawesworth is good to work with and he understands the need for fifty to sixty of his best lines. In any event, this is what happened to me on this world-class steelhead river and a facility to match this quality called Silver Hilton Steelhead Lodge. I made what had to be five hundred casts a day and never hooked a thing. It is true that I had a few “grabs” as they’re called, a couple of “tugs” but by the end of the week, I had not landed a single steelhead. 

			My roommate landed about six and others also had some success. I appreciated this undisputed fact (after three gin and tonics each evening at the dinner table), and they deserved their accomplishments. As I think about it now, maybe my leaders were too thick, or my RIO lines didn’t sink right. Who knows? I’ll tell you who knows: The Shadow knows. 

			I knew that fishing was really hunting. I had always known that. The only difference was that I never killed my catch. I released it. I loved that idea, but there were critical differences. Many fisheries have limits on how many you can catch and kill when you reach that limit you have to stop. I didn’t want to stop. 

			Many years ago, on a deer trip with my father, we spotted a deer standing in the forest about one hundred yards away. My father became excited and asked me if I could see the “big buck” standing in the shadows. 

			I looked at it and couldn’t see any horns. I answered back, “Dad, those are not horns, they are tree limbs. The deer is a doe, and we can’t shoot it. They are off-limits.” 

			“You are wrong,” he said. “Those are horns.” 

			I shook my head and said, “No, they are not horns. Don’t shoot it.” 

			He looked at me and said, “Didn’t you hear me? I said they are horns. I’m going to shoot it.” So he raised his rifle and pulled the trigger. The shot ran through me as if it was a spear, and my heart was pounding. I watched as the animal fell to the ground. “Let’s go,” my father said. “I got him.” I knew better, and in that singular moment, something died in me and I knew what it was. 

			Off we ran, up the hill, until we came to the deer laying on the forest floor. Even now, as I’m writing this, all these decades later, I can still see that animal and the look in his eyes as we approached. I will not forget, I cannot forget. The doe’s eyes were wild with fear and she was trying to get back on her feet. My heart was beating like the oceans pounding roar. My hands were shaking, and I could feel in that one transcendental moment, that I would never go hunting with my father again. I loved him, but I had my own values, ideas, and feelings. 

			Then, at the moment he recognized his mistake, I could see his shoulders slump. He couldn’t deal with it. He put his hand to his mouth and I could hear his breath resonating in the forest. His hands were shaking. So were mine. He looked me in the eye and his words cut through me like a sword. “Finish her off, son,” he said. And then he turned around and left me standing there with a deer looking at me. 

			I looked at her as my eyes filled with tears, as I placed the gun against her head and pulled the trigger. I turned around and started the walk back to the truck. My father said nothing more for a long time as we started driving back home. As I recall, we never mentioned that event again, but I was finished with hunting. I gave my gun to a friend and almost immediately bought another fishing rod and as many flies, leaders, and other items as I could afford. And, at that point, my angling changed. I still loved the “hunt” or chase, and I did indeed kill a fish now and then, but it seemed different. It is difficult for me to explain and I know that many will disagree with me, but there seemed to be a difference between a trout, or bass, and a four-legged animal like a deer or moose. 

			I thought about bow hunting, but I wasn’t strong enough to pull a bow powerful enough to kill an animal. So, that was that. My love of the chase, the hunt, still existed, and my writing for the various publications always included strong opinions about catch and release and our responsibilities on the waters I visited. I also fell in love with saltwater fly fishing and began traveling all over the world. I caught all the major species from tuna and dorado to blue marlin and sailfish. 

			I still do all of these, and at my age–80 years–I look back at my journey with appreciation and respect. It has been a remarkable one, with many “turns in the road,” including a fatal plane crash in British Columbia that took the lives of two of my friends and a young pilot. I alone escaped and that event changed my life in more ways than one. I fish now with great appreciation for my own existence and that of the other men and women I would have been lucky enough to meet and fish with. 

			My greatest concern now is our planet and environment. They are in great danger, but I’m confident that wisdom, reason, and careful appreciation will prevail, and our future will be secure, but we must stay the course. As one of my angling companions has remarked, “It isn’t nice to mess around with Mother Nature.” I happen to agree.
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			Exuma Sound 

			On February 4, 1989, Thomas Jones Sinclair arose from his bed and walked silently toward an old wooden table that sat beneath the west window of his small home on the Bahamian Island of Exuma. His lunch sat ready on the table, wrapped carefully in a paper bag. He picked it up, turned briefly back toward the breathing of his wife and two children still asleep, smiled at them, and walked out on the porch to a new day and to learn what the day’s weather would be. A glass jar was hanging from an overhead rafter of his porch on a loop line. Thomas could see the light of dawn illuminated in the glass. Two weeks earlier, he had filled the jar with the fresh oil from the liver of a lemon shark, and it turned cloudy overnight. That always meant bad weather. The storm hit the next morning and stayed for eight days. 

			Today, the oil was clear and quiet in the early morning light. That meant the weather and water conditions would be good for a while, at least until the oil turned cloudy again. Then the winds would come again, and the dark rain and rolling thunder. The oil is never wrong, Thomas thought. Never. “It always knows,” he said this out loud as if the oil were somehow still alive and had some kind of awareness. He believed it did. 

			As he stepped down from his porch, he could see the water line in front of his house. The tide was rising, and the mangroves at the water’s edge stood rooted in the moving currents like immense spiders. Thomas could see the water swirled around their spiny legs. He muttered out loud and to no one in particular at that, “Today will be a strong tide with many fish.” That would be good, and he thought the American might already be waiting for him at the dock, and it was time to go. He must keep the appointment. That was his responsibility and his covenant. 

			When he picked up his bicycle, he began talking again to a passing gull. “The water on the eastern bight will be best,” he told the bird. “I will start there and fish my way back as the tide falls. We can finish on Turtle Grass Cay just at the edge of Exuma Sound and we should have to go no farther than that.” 

			The gull turned slightly to the west and Thomas heard its reply, “Yes, Thomas, you’re right. You go on ahead. I’ll follow.” 

			It was an hour ride to the harbor on Thomas’s bicycle, and as he pulled up to the wooden dock, he heard the cry of another bird, a tern. The tern was riding on the back of a large pelican and was screaming and flapping its wings for balance as the pelican paddled and searched for minnows, drifting shrimp, or crab. It was an old game. As the pelican fished, the passenger tern would try to steal the pelican’s catch. An interesting arrangement, Thomas thought. Not unlike some people I’ve known. 

			By then, it was almost seven o’clock and Thomas was ready. His shirt was clean and pressed. He had his best shorts on that his wife had made from an old long pair of green pants. He had no shoes. None would be needed. He turned to the sound of an approaching vehicle as the taxi from Georgetown pulled up to the dock. The car door opened as a large man emerged and paid the driver. He approached Thomas. His shirt was starched and the fabric strained under the bulk of his physique. Sweat already stung his eyes and gathered in the pink wrinkles of flesh under his chin. A diamond watch sparkled on his wrist. He had gold around his throat in a heavy chain of solid links. 

			“You, Thomas?” He asked. 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			“Well, Thomas, I see you got here before I did. That’s good. I like that in my guides. How long you been guiding?” 

			“Twenty-two years.” 

			“Well, I guess that will do. You got a tide chart?” 

			“No, sir. I know the tides.” 

			The angler came closer. “I’m sure you do, Thomas. But I always like a chart, understand? They probably got them over there.” He wiped the back of his neck with a handkerchief as he pointed to a small bait shop. “You go over there and get one. I’ll wait here. You and I are going to have a great day, aren’t we, Thomas?” 

			“Yes sir, but we got no tide charts down here,” Thomas replied. “We don’t need them.” Thomas couldn’t imagine not knowing what the tides were. They came and left every day, week after week, month by month, and year in and year out as regular as anything and everyone knew them. 

			The large man touched him on the chest with one finger, pressing hard. 

			“Thomas, you just go see. You hear me?” 

			“Yes, sir. OK, I’ll go and see if they got one.” 

			When Thomas came back to the dock, the large man was still looking at his pile of baggage. That’s his job, the fisherman was thinking. He can put my goddamn bags in the skiff. That’s what I’m paying him for, and besides, I have to be careful. If anything happened down here, where the hell would I be? I’d be nowhere, that’s where I’d be, he thought as he wiped his forehead. As Thomas returned, the large man asked, “Well, you got the chart?” 

			“No, sir. They didn’t have any.” The angler said something under his breath, but Thomas ignored it and simply picked up the man’s bags. When the fishermen stepped into the boat, he looked at Thomas and the breeze thickened. For some strange reason, the sight of a black man so close to him brought back an old memory, almost like a dream into the fisherman’s mind. The angler could see the rope again coiling around the limb of a tree, then around a man’s neck. The angler could see the hanging man spinning like a top, choking, and swimming in the air as he died. The fisherman was just a boy then, and he thought the hanging black man had looked like a puppet, the way he was jumping around on the rope, and it looked like his eyes would just pop out any second. 

			“I’ll tell you what, do that enough times and they’ll learn one of these days. Won’t they, son?” 

			“Yes sir,” he had told his father, not knowing what else to say. “Yes, sir, they sure will.” 

			Thomas loosened the rigging from the dock to pull away as the large man continued to look up at the blue Bahamian sky. The man couldn’t understand why that memory had suddenly come back to him. That was a long time ago, but why did it come back at a time like this? 

			Thomas started the engine and cruised out slowly to deeper water. Once past the yellow buoy marking the harbor entrance, he increased speed until the skiff was riding high in the water. Turning east, he headed toward a small island that had a pair of trees growing up in the air in a large “V,” like the wings of an albatross. 

			Thomas smiled to himself as he thought of the possibility that someday, in the wind of a big storm, the small island would use the two trees as wings and would lift up and simply fly away. Wouldn’t that be something? A flying Island. But not today. The weather was perfect. And it would stay that way. When he looked up, the gull was where it should be, flying above them, pointing the way with its long neck and silent wings. 

			When the left-wing of the albatross island was just off starboard, and about three hundred yards away, Thomas stopped the engine as the skiff floated into position. Just ahead, he could see a small group of bonefish rooting in the sand. The fish were excited and Thomas could see the long fluorescent stripes of bright green pulsing along their silver sides. 

			Thomas could also hear them talking to one another in a soft, clicking sound. He knew without a doubt that they were excited and he clicked back at them, telling them to stay where they were and to keep feeding because he wanted to catch one of them. Thomas looked at the fisherman. “Do you see them, sir?” 

			“No, I don’t. Where are they?” 

			“They are straight ahead of us, about fifty feet away,” Thomas replied. “There are four of them. They are coming right at us. Quick now, pretend we are standing on the face of a clock,” Thomas whispered. “Twelve o’clock is straight ahead of us. Nine o’clock would be directly to your left, and three o’clock would be directly to your right. So eleven o’clock is just to the left of straight in front of you.” The large man turned quickly to his right, squinting from the reflected light, desperately straining to see. Thomas whispered, “Sir, I’m so sorry, but you were looking in the wrong direction. Look more to your left. Look quickly.” 

			The man spun rapidly to his left, still trying to cast, as he lost his balance. He staggered uncontrollably, and Thomas leapt down from the tower and quickly grabbed him. “Are you OK?” he asked. 

			The fisherman seemed dizzy and was breathing hard. He looked at Thomas’s dark hand and pulled away. “I’m all right,” he said, taking his handkerchief out. “Where are the fish?” 

			“Well, they’re gone now,” Thomas replied. 

			“What do you mean, they’re gone now?” The large man growled. “Where in the hell did they go?” 

			“I don’t know,” Thomas said. “I had to take my eyes off them when I came to help you. I thought you might fall. You were dancing around pretty good,” and he smiled, hoping his expression and the lightness of his words would ease the large man’s seriousness. There would be more fish. There always were. 

			For a moment, the fisherman said nothing. He had not seen the fish and would have fallen overboard if Thomas hadn’t helped him, and as the guide returned to his post, the angler’s embarrassment turned to anger. “Were you making fun of me, boy?” he asked, suddenly gripping his rod tightly as he looked at Thomas. 

			“No, sir, I was not. That was not my intention.” 

			“Well, let’s get on with it then,” the large man grunted, pleased by Thomas’s soft voice. 

			“You see, Thomas? I hope you understand the deal here,” the angler continued. “I came down here to catch fish and bigger ones than those goddamn things. I didn’t come all this way for fish like that. I could do better than that by myself in lots of places.” Thomas nodded and started the engine. 

			The water was dancing as the skiff moved on and Thomas watched a small blacktip shark swim away from the boat. The shark’s eyes were bright yellow with ebony pupils and the shark descended silently away into deeper water steering precisely with its long rudder tail. Moments later, a spotted stingray cruised by the boat, and for a while, Thomas and his fisherman and the ray all glided together, floating over the sandy craters spotted with dark fumaroles, shadowed ridges, and sloping valleys of white sand. 

			The view was splendid and Thomas smiled to himself, then looked down into the water as he steered his skiff across an ocean of time and space. I am an astronaut, he thought to himself, looking down into the water. And I can see things, but I cannot change them. He exhaled softly and looked at the angler. 

			Then, without warning, three large fish suddenly appeared. Thomas looked carefully at them. They were so close that he could see drops of water blowing from their shaking tails in a spray of silver light that shimmered like diamonds. 

			“Look,” Thomas said. “Can you see them? They are feeding on the other side of that light spot at two o’clock, about forty feet away. You should cast now because they’ll see us and they will spook if you wait much longer.” 

			“I know, I know, Goddamnit,” the man replied sharply, lying to Thomas. “You think I’m blind? Anyone could see them. But I’m not close enough. They’re too far away. Get me closer!” he demanded. 

			Thomas started to argue because he knew the fish would see the boat, but he thought better of it. He pushed the skiff quietly toward the three fish until he could see the small holes of their nostrils and their red gill plates open and close as they sifted the currents for the scent of something to eat. 

			Thomas could hear the fish clicking. They were nervous and knew something was wrong. The large man’s rod arced in the sun and Thomas instantly knew the cast would be no good. The three fish could see the boat and the angler’s flashing rod and white shirt. All three shapes bolted and turned right, passing the boat only twenty feet away. The fisherman’s line splashed on the water behind them and Thomas shook his head. “That’s too bad, sir,” he said. “I’m sorry they saw us, but we’ll get the next ones,” he offered. But there was more to it than this and Thomas knew it. It was getting more apparent with each passing moment. 

			The fisherman turned to Thomas. “You know something? I don’t think we are communicating, Thomas. Your name is Thomas, isn’t it?” 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			“You should know better, Thomas. You scared them with the boat.” 

			Thomas said nothing, and in the silence of the moment, he looked at the man across an enormous distance of time, and their respective worlds. 

			The large man looked back at Thomas. “Jesus Christ, they’re all alike. I bet he prays to snakes,” the fisherman said to himself. “Or dead chickens.” 

			Thomas broke the reverie and spoke first. “I have an idea, sir,” he said to the fisherman. 

			“Well, I hope so,” the large man shot back. “That’s what I’m paying for. So what’s the idea?” 

			Thomas steadied himself. He had to do this in exactly the right way. There would be no second chance. “Well,” he began, “I think we should run for about an hour to a place I know that has some really big bonefish. We’ll fish it from the west side for about an hour and a half, and then we’ll pick up and finish at Turtle Grass Cay, not far from The Sound. The tide will be at its best for the last part of our day. It’s a long way to go, but we can do it if we leave now. We can eat our lunches as we go,” Thomas added, looking carefully into the eyes of the large man. Thomas could see that the large man didn’t know yet, or if he did, it was somewhere still deep inside him in a place he could not feel. 

			The fisherman, too, thought he saw something in Thomas’s eyes. I’ve got him, the man said to himself. My daddy was right. All you have to do is push a little and they fold. He smiled as he looked at Thomas and his worn-out shirt, homemade shorts, and bare feet. They are all like children, he thought. Every one of them. 

			“I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Mr. Thomas,” the fisherman continued as he reached for his wallet. “Let’s make you a deal, you and me, what do you say Thomas?” 

			Thomas took a deep breath, inhaling the clean air. “Yes, sir,” he said. “What kind of deal do you mean?” 

			“Well, do you see what I am holding?” 

			“No, I can’t quite see what it is,” he told the man, although he knew the man was holding some money. 

			“It’s a little incentive, Thomas, that’s all. It’s a twenty-dollar bill,” the fishermen replied as he tore it in half and placed one half on the seat, using an empty bottle as a paperweight. “We’ll just leave that half there, and I’ll keep the other half. What do you say, Thomas? Then, when you show me a big fish, and if I catch it, you can have the other half. How does that sound?” 

			Thomas did not look at the torn bill on the seat. It didn’t matter. What could he do differently? Thomas knew the man had no room in him for such a fish. What changes that? Money? How could it? And what did it mean, given the circumstances they both faced? Thomas looked at the man. His mouth showed very slight traces of phlegm in both corners, and as Thomas looked, he could see a large and dark shadow gathering around the boat and the fisherman. 

			Thomas inhaled silently and answered, “Yes sir, I think we can do it. Let’s go.” The angler smiled, folded his half of the bill back in his wallet, and settled down on the seat for a long ride to the place where they would fish. 

			“I’ll have my lunch now,” the fishermen said, pointing toward the ice chest as a solitary gull suddenly appeared overhead, keeping an even pace as it looked down at the two men in the white boat. The man looked up at the bird and gripped his sandwich tightly. “You’ll get nothing from me,” he said silently. “Nothing.” 

			For the next half hour neither of the two men said anything, and Thomas withdrew into his own mind to gather strength and to prepare for the work at hand, alone inside the drone of the motor. 

			Once past the old wooden lighthouse in the tidal flats of William’s Cay, Thomas could see Cape Santa Maria, barely visible some ten miles away. To his west were the bright flats of Hawk’s Point, New Bight, and Fernandez Bay. Still ten miles north, the currents of Rolleville and Baraterre beckoned, only minutes from one another absolutely due east laid the deep waters of Exuma Sound. 

			After thirty minutes of steady running, the fishermen went to sleep as Thomas began to assemble himself for the work ahead. As he watched his ocean landscape change, he could see that it was no longer monochromatic or lunar; it had become something quite different. The water was electrified and carried schools of tropical fish that assembled themselves and pulsing lights of green, violet, blue, and bright pink. 

			Circular clusters of brain coral now appeared in the cerebral globes of red and orange. Purple fan coral grew like trees along the edges of incredible underwater caves and yawning canyons. When Thomas looked down into them, he could see the tarpon there as they had been forever, drifting with the tide in fifty feet of water along an ancient wall of lava. 

			They looked up at him. Their eyes were shining. “You can make it,” the tarpon told Thomas, “But you must hurry. The tide will soon be falling. Everything is coming together.” 

			Thomas nodded. “I know,” he answered. “I understand.” 

			Thomas looked up. The tarpon were right. There was no boundary, no hard line. Not now. Water and sky became one. Reflected clouds drifted like puffs of whipped cream beneath the boat and simultaneously far above it, a blue ocean moved across the windy sky. 

			Thomas looked at the sleeping man. How should such a man be judged? He remembered something his father had said when Thomas was just a boy. “Once beneath the skin, all people are the same color, and the color is red.” 

			“Perhaps no one should judge,” Thomas said to himself, looking at the sleeping man in his boat. “Not even me. Especially now.” He took a deep breath as the shadow of the gull crossed overhead. 

			“Yes, Thomas,” it said, flapping its wings, “You are right, but you must pay attention. Especially now. The time has come. It is here.” 

			Thomas did not actually see the man die. Not many can see that exact moment, for it does not exist in ordinary time or ordinary human consciousness. It is possible to see the events leading up to that moment, but the act of death itself is a transformation that few ever recognize until it’s over. 

			And so, the man himself could not know. He had been dreaming, and for a moment, he simply thought that one dream had turned into another. He could see the Lilacs, the red bouquets of garden roses around his home as they suddenly appeared alongside the boat, growing in ten feet of water, somehow mixed in among the antlered fans of submerged purple coral. 

			The tarpon came next, obediently, in single file, out of the deep canyons and walls of lava, but to the large man, it looked like they were coming from the forest behind the house where he had grown up. He watched as they began swimming up to his front porch with their eyes wide open, looking at him. The afternoon light was shining on their silver backs, and just behind them, the man could see his long fields of rich green tobacco and seeded cotton growing all the way to the horizon. How could that be? He wondered. Where am I? What is happening? 

			And when the man looked for the last time with his human eyes, he and his sister were children again, riding in the horses and playing in fields of summer grass. Then everything seemed to drop off into some dark ocean he did not recognize. He asked his sister what was happening and if she could help him, but when he tried to put his arms around her, she disappeared. 

			Thomas could do nothing, only watch and hold the fisherman’s hand as it happened. Thomas wondered if the man could feel his hand and hoped he could, but he couldn’t be sure. The large man simply sighed softly as his life slipped away and he collapsed onto the bottom of the boat. It was over. 

			Thomas laid the fisherman on his side. Nothing much showed, just a trace of blood from the man’s mouth, and when he touched the dead man’s forehead, it felt like soft leather. He made the sign of the cross and then looked at the bonefish as they gathered like a choir all around his boat. 

			“Yes, Thomas,” the bonefish said, looking up at him, “You must take him back now. It is over.” 

			Thomas nodded, then paused, and pulled the torn half of the twenty-dollar bill from beneath the bottle on the wooden seat, and slid it inside the man’s shirt pocket. The gold chain necklace was twisted from the fall and it pressed against the veins of the man’s soft throat. Thomas straightened it, relaxing the pressure, and looked down at the fish still gathered around his boat. They looked like a silver cloud floating in the water. 

			Thomas grabbed the rope and began to pull the anchor back up to the surface as a school of fish turned and swam away. He looked at the dead man in his boat. His red and swollen hand still gripped the edge of the white boat. Thomas put his hands over the man’s eyes and closed them. 

			Thomas looked at his watch and the hard rising of the afternoon incoming tide. It was right on time. Now he would be able to turn around and go back through the shallow and dangerous waters and return to Georgetown before the mortuary closed. 

			Thomas looked at the man and made the sign of the cross once more. “We have to go now,” he said as he pulled the starting cord and the engine roared to life. “The tide was right on time, and we can make it now.” 

			San Anselmo Creek 

			Every angler knows you aren’t supposed to kill baby fish. Exactly why Elliott Givens did such a thing remained hidden somewhere in the back of his mind for years, but over time, he understood at last why he had just done that. And there the image remained for decades, swimming around and around his brain in an endless circle of remorse and guilt, three very small steelhead trout less than six months old. He could still see them, small and innocent, swimming carefully in the brave new world they had been born into. 

			The small creek these particular steelhead had been hatched in ran quietly along a major suburban residential road. And you know what that can mean. In this case, it meant that human waste and garbage flew out of the rolled down windows of the morning commute and again in the evening down into San Anselmo Creek. People also parked in the parking lot of an adjacent grocery store late at night to get drunk, and the remains of their meetings and parties lay scattered on the black asphalt, everything from condoms to beer cans and broken glass. The rest ended up in the creek. 

			Elliott himself didn’t have a car then, just his thumb, so he hitchhiked to the upscale towns and communities. When he turned the corner one morning and crossed the bridge to his home, he looked down and saw the three small trout for the first time. He wondered if they could feel the commuter traffic each morning and then again in the evening, shaking the bridge over their home. That was bad enough, but what really angered Elliott was the fact that these fingerlings had to share their minuscule pool with a half-buried chrome shopping cart, three ragged tires, a tangled-up piece of fencing wire, and so many tin cans that you had to look hard to find the real creek bottom, the stones and gravel small trout need to survive. A few aquatic insects somehow managed to live in the stony bottom of the creek, and the baby trout needed to feed on them. 

			Elliott thought about feeding them himself with ground-up hamburger, bread crumbs, and fish food from the pet store every morning on his way to work and then again in the evening, but it seemed futile. Perhaps it would have been. On the other hand, he could have been their savior and guardian, but when you are 20 years old, some things haven’t rooted yet. In the end, Elliott walked away from that idea and mostly thought about other things, including finding a way to get Barbara to go to bed with him. 

			Barbara liked artists and Elliott lived in his studio, which was only three blocks away from the creek where the three trout lived. Barbara usually arrived unannounced, with her low cut blouse and tight Levis, a cold six-pack of beer and enough marijuana to choke an elephant. 

			Sometimes it was worse than that. Sometimes she would just call him and tell him that she had “some really good stuff” and that she wasn’t wearing any underwear and she just wanted to come over for a friendly talk about art, especially Pablo Picasso. “He’s my favorite... except for you of course…” she always said. To make matters worse, Barbara was born in Mississippi and she had a southern drawl that ran out of her mouth like warm honey. 

			Elliott always asked himself how in the hell could he resist such an offer, and the truth is, he never could. How could he? He was a serious angler and everyone knows that these kinds of people are different and have a harder time than ordinary folks do when it comes to telling the truth or hearing it. Especially from a beautiful girl who never wore any underwear. 

			So, on this particular day in June of 1968, Elliott caved in and mumbled that it would be nice if Barbara came over to a private party consisting of soon to be famous artists, philosophers, poets, and writers. “There will be lots of beer and wine,” he said. “And anything else you might like to try. You might need it,” he added, “because one of my guests, a woman, is going to give a reading from her very first book a book on the atomic nature of thought.” 

			“Whaaat?” Barbara answered. “What in the hell is that? How can thought be atomic?” 

			“Who knows?” Elliott responded. “But I don’t give a damn. Her husband has more money than God, and he is thinking about purchasing one of my sculptures. He’s the first possibility I’ve had in five years. And maybe if you wear a short skirt, it might help. Especially after enough wine or maybe something else... I don’t care.” 

			“Oh, for God’s sake, Elliott,” Barbara replied. “For God’s sake. OK... OK... but if he’s that kind of guy, I will definitely be wearing underwear.” 

			Elliott drew in a very large breath, then exhaled and replied. “OK, it’s a deal. But that skirt better be on the short side and if you’re not wearing a bra that will be a big help. I haven’t paid my rent in three months and all I have to eat is a bowl of Cheerios in the morning and another for dinner. With just a little sugar and some watered down milk.” 

			The guests started arriving around 1 pm. Elliott had the place all fixed up with samples of his sculptures sitting next to overstuffed chairs with springs sticking out of them in all directions. The lights were low, the room was illuminated by a warm afternoon sun, and the candles Elliott would sneak out of the local Catholic Church prayer room. Elliott always told of himself that God wouldn’t care because Elliott was a starving artist and the local priest seemed to be a good guy. 

			As each guest entered the studio of Elliott’s abode, he welcomed them, took their heavy coats, and hung them wherever he could find a place for them. That meant some of them ended up in the kitchen draped over the oven handle, and others were laid carefully in the white porcelain bathtub in the bathroom. 

			Everyone seemed to be in a good mood, and the guests wandered around the studio, examining Elliott’s latest works. His favorite kind of sculpture was called “Assemblage,” a French term for art made from found objects. Most were a little on the grotesque side and Elliott liked that kind of expression because all the famous artists who worked in that venue also liked that kind of blunt presentation. Elliott didn’t know why. Maybe it was a sign of the times. 

			Around 4 pm, someone noticed some fishing rods sitting in the corner of the studio. These were no ordinary fishing rods. They were fly rods–Elliott had been a fly fisherman since he was a young boy. “Hey Givens,” someone said as they exhaled a thick cloud of Elliott’s best pot. “What in God’s good name can you catch with those things?” 

			Elliott looked him in the eye. “Lots of things,” he replied. “But trout are my favorite.” 

			“Oh yeah?” the guy answered. “Well, there aren’t any trout around here, so why in the hell do you have them? And you don’t have a car, so you can’t drive to a trout stream and who in the hell would pick up a guy who looks like you do, carrying a bunch of fishing poles. And... I’ll also say this–my Daddy alwus told me that fly fishermen were sissies who just like to go around waving them damn things in the air and they never catch nuthin’.” 

			Then, at exactly that moment in time and space, Barbara, braless and wiggling like a dancehall girl, walked up to the guy and looked him straight in the eye as he looked back at her heaving bosom pushing up against a very fragile see-through silk blouse. She looked him directly in the eye, and her voice rose to a decibel level close to a wildcat’s howling screech, “listen up smart-ass,” she hissed. “Elliott can catch fish anywhere in the world. Anytime he wants. Even here. Even in that little creek outside just a few feet away from here.” It was a tense moment, to say the least. Everyone seemed frozen. Except for the girl who was working on her atomic thought book. She just nodded and kept on writing. 

			The fat man snuck a quick look at Barbara’s chest and said, “Oh no... You lissen up, honey. I bet you 500 he can’t catch anything. I’ll do more than that. I’ve got a thousand that says he can’t catch a damn thing in that little creek outside. And even if there was something in that creek, he couldn’t catch it with that stuff. Everyone knows that trout only eat worms and canned corn.” 

			The entire room froze. All eyes turned toward the three. A few were looking at the fat man, some were looking at Elliott, but most were looking at Barbara’s heavy bosom and angry eyes. Then suddenly, it all broke loose in Elliott’s mind. “You’re on,” he says, looking at the fat man. “I’ve got 5,000 that says I can catch a wild steelhead trout in that little creek, and you can stand there and watch me do it.” 

			Silence. More silence. Then, as Elliott went to the corner of his studio, there they were. His fly rods. Right next to his favorite sculpture- an anti-war sculpture, made out of an old wheelchair, a huge picture frame, a jumbled pile of withered cow bones, and a white plastic dishwashing tray full of fake innards. He picked up a rod and motioned to the fat man and Barbara to follow him out to the creek. 

			Most of the details of that next 30 minutes were lost forever to angling history, but what happened was nothing more or less than this: Elliott crept up to his casting position and put the number sixteen Grey Hackle Peacock dry fly over one of the steelhead. The take was instant, and Elliott hoisted up the trout into his hand and gave it to Barbara. The next cast was also perfect, and the second trout succumbed. Then the third. Then it was over. All over. Elliott had him. The fat man’s eyes were wide open, and his pink mouth was sagging as his jaw dropped five inches. 

			They took the three small trout back to the studio, and as the guests gathered around, Elliott didn’t bother to clean them, he just cooked them in a little cornmeal and gave one to Barbara. As the guests watched incredulously, Elliott delivered the final blow... Barbara opened her mouth and stuck her tongue out as Elliott put one of the trout in her red lipstick mouth as she looked into the fat man’s eyes. She kissed the trout, sucked on it for just a second, then shoveled it down her throat as she swallowed. It was all over. The fat man leaned forward as he saw the trout going down Barbara’s mouth, he fainted. 

			As it turned out, the studio opening did all right. Elliott actually sold three sculptures–the one denouncing the Vietnam War, the one made out of an old violin attached to a pair of crutches, and a child’s tombstone sitting in a box of flowers. 

			When the guests asked for the meaning of the crutches attached to the violin Elliott said that he believed the child healed himself by dancing the best he could, even if he had to wear crutches and that the child had eventually healed. As far as the other sculpture was concerned, he told them to look at the inscription on the stone marker. And there it was: A baby died prematurely and the carved inscription on the tombstone simply and sadly read, “Died on Earth, to Bloom Forever in Heaven.” By this time, Elliott was tired and simply looked at all of them in the eye and added that he believed in God and in heaven and that the young child was indeed safely there. Forever. No one said a thing and you could have heard a pin drop. 

			Not long after that epic gathering of wealthy patrons of the arts at Elliott’s San Anselmo studio, things changed, and Elliott decided to turn over a new leaf. It was more than that. He turned over the entire tree. He left San Anselmo and wandered around much of planet earth traveling through Central America down into South America, then over to Europe. 

			He returned to San Anselmo six years later and decided to open a fly fishing store in a nearby city called San Rafael. The store was an immediate success, and soon Elliott was giving out reams of angling information and telling fishing stories to anyone who would listen. 

			But the incident of San Anselmo Creek and his behavior that night at his party remain lodged in that part of the human brain reserved for honorable decisions and honorable thinking. Then, one afternoon, an executive from the national headquarters of Trout Unlimited stopped by and asked Elliott what he knew about a small local creek called San Anselmo Creek, and if it was true that “the little creek had a small run of winter steelhead?” 

			Elliott blinked four times, swallowed three times, and replied, “Yes, sir, it does have a small run of winter-run fish, but they live a difficult life. The creek is stuffed with trash and pollutants, and it’s a shame that no one will do anything about it.” 

			“Show me the creek,” the Trout Unlimited executive said. “My car is outside, and it’s six o’clock. It must be time for you to close up.” 

			“Yessir,” Elliott replied. “Yes, it is.” So the two of them took off and drove along San Anselmo Avenue, which bordered the creek for several miles. 

			To make a long story short, the Trout Unlimited executive said that it would be possible to help the small run of steelhead by putting in several fish ladders at critical points to help the fish migrate up to their spawning grounds. “Don’t you agree, Elliott?” 

			To be blunt, Elliott almost wet his pants as he emphatically nodded his head up and down so fast his glasses fell off his nose. So, there it was. Right in front of him. His shot at divine forgiveness for the steelhead dinner he had at his studio all those years earlier. Work began immediately and they say that although everyone worked hard, Elliott was a maniac. His shovel and pickaxe were nothing but a blur as he single-handedly dug the foundations for all of the San Anselmo Creek fish ladders. He even dug on Sundays, his birthday, Christmas Eve, and Easter. And there they were at last–seven of the most carefully constructed fish ladders in the history of all mankind. 

			Even the pyramids of Egypt were no better fashioned than “Givens’ Ladders” as they came to be called. And wouldn’t you know? Two years later, the steelhead run of San Anselmo Creek numbered over 500. 

			And none of them had to live inside the chrome-plated cage of a half-buried stainless steel shopping cart. 

			Of Mexico, Moscas, 
Marlin, and a
Marriage One Day 

			Late at night on June 12th, 2013, United Airlines flight #456 began its measured descent down toward the glittering lights of Ixtapa-Zihuantenjo airport of coastal Mexico. As the flight descended, there were two announcements. The first in Spanish, then a second in English, welcoming everyone to Mexico and telling them to return to their seats, fasten their seatbelts firmly around their waist, and place their tray in the vertical and locked position. 

			Burns ignored the announcement, turned, and looked out the window. One hundred miles to the east, an electrical storm was splitting the Mexican sky apart in jagged bolts of red and orange lightning and even the clouds seemed to be on fire. He wondered how long that kind of weather would be around. It makes them nervous, he thought. Especially the sailfish and marlin. 

			A soft voice suddenly came from his left, the voice of a woman, sweet and polite. “Sir,” she said quietly, “Do you speak English? Did you hear the announcement? We are in our initial descent, and you have to put your things away now, and bring your seat to its full and upright position.” 

			Burns looked up at her, smiled, and responded. “Yes, ma’am. I speak English. It will take a few moments to get all of this sorted out and organized.” 

			She looked down at the pile of flies sitting in Burns’ tray. “It’s OK,” she said. “I see guys like you from time to time on this flight and you all seem the same. You have a few minutes before we hit some turbulence on the way down, so take your time.” 

			Burns looked up at her. “Why do we all seem the same?” 

			She smiled and shook her head. “Oh... I don’t know. It’s nothing bad. My dad used to do a lot of fishing back in the states when I was a girl in school. He loved it. Especially the creeks and rivers. None of us knew exactly why he was so crazy about it, but it didn’t matter to him. He just kept going. So did all his fishing buddies. But he’s been gone for a long time now, and one day, about a year after we lost him, we finally just sold all his stuff. It was odd doing that, and I still miss him. He was a great guy. A great dad.” 

			Burns thought the emotional candor of her admission to a stranger seemed a little unusual, but nice. “I’m sure he was,” Burns replied. “Most fishermen are, and yeah, these things really do work.” Burns then picked up a 15-inch-long streamer. “Look at this,” he said. The blue and silver streamer fly shimmered in the light as he swam it back and forth in front of her at 25,000 feet. “This one never fails,” he said. “Never.” 

			“Honey, I believe you,” the stewardess replied. “I really do, but you have to start putting them away now. The captain says there will be some turbulence and I’m sure you wouldn’t want those things flying all over the economy section of this plane... would you?” She was smiling. “Who knows what you might hook,” she replied, looking toward a young man with fluorescent green hair, combed into coiling vertical spirals, no shirt on, and a red necktie around his throat. “And don’t forget to fill out your temporary tourist Visa card,” she added. 

			Burns smiled and nodded again and started putting his flies away. That took almost 20 minutes because he had to find the correct plastic bag for each one and because he had to straighten out all the fibers and get them all in a perfectly straight line. By the time he had them all back in the right bags, they were at 5,000 feet. There she was again. Standing there, watching him and his pile of feathers, hooks, and tinsel. 

			“Thank you, Mr. Burns. Now, you have a nice trip and good luck with your fishing.” Then a smile. “If I were you, I’d think about giving that pink and white thing with the big head, and rolling plastic doll eyes a good try. It reminds me of a woman I used to know.” 

			Burns smiled. “Maybe you’re right. I’ve got a lot of big fish on that one,” he answered as he looked up at her, suddenly realizing that most of the passengers in the seats around him were looking at him in an odd sort of way. One of them was pointing his index finger at his own ear and running it around in fast circles in the gesture used for people who are nuts. Burns looked at him. He looked at all of them, looking back at him. Probably golfers, he thought to himself. Maybe tennis players. Maybe Independents in the current U.S. political debate. What in the hell do they know? About anything? He smiled and put the pink one with the big doll eyes in a place where it would be easy to find again. Look at those hooks, he thought. They could stop an elephant. He was sure of it. 

			Fifteen minutes later, Burns stood up with his 25 pounds of flies, his travel rod case with six rods in it, his Mexican fishing sombrero, and a boat bag full of chocolates and jelly beans, ten spools of extra leader material, five reels, and began his walk down the aisle toward the front door. As he exited the plane, he nodded to the Captain, Co-Pilot, and the friendly stewardess. He paused as they looked at him. “Sorry for the delay,” he said. Neither man said anything, just a nod and a tip of their caps. 

			The stewardess looked at him and winked. “No problem,” she said. “I enjoyed meeting you. You remind me of my father.” Burns inhaled. At 75 years of age, the compliment made him feel funny. As far as he was concerned, he was still 25 years old. Or at least, he still felt that way. Sometimes. 

			One hour later, he had collected his baggage in the Zihuantenejo terminal carousel number six. Everything was there. The other seven saltwater rods, from 9 weight to 13, the other four reels, a dozen lines in different densities and tapers, four dozen saltwater leaders complete with 100-pound shock tippet with hand-tied Bimini Twist class leaders, three bottles of suntan lotion, a large jar of mosquito repellent, two pairs of pants, two shirts, two quarts of Don Pedro Reposado Tequila, four pairs of sunglasses and different shades of color for sun or cloudy skies, and last but not least, a straw hat almost completely covered with flies. That was the one he was wearing in Costa Rica the day he successfully hooked a 250-pound blue marlin. He still remembers that day because he had tried for years, and when it finally happened that day in June, he had all he could deal with, and perhaps a little bit more than that. 

			For some unexplained reason, the specific events of that day suddenly focused as he remembered his cast to the great fish, the marlin’s incredible take of Burns’ ten-inch long pink popper, and how that marlin fought for six hours without stopping. In the end, it dragged them 70 miles offshore, and near the end of the struggle, Burns was hallucinating and couldn’t tell the difference from the sky above and water in front of him. 

			They were also running out of gas in the captain finally said, “Better cut it off now, Señor... or we’ll never make it back to the hotel!” 

			Burns hadn’t any idea of how to respond to that, and when he looked back at his two clients, a very nice couple from Nebraska in the roofing business, the wife was as white as a sheet and trembling as she looked at the Captain and for the sight of shoreline which had disappeared over an hour ago. To make matters worse, the wind was up and howling, and the rolling blue water waves were now cresting at about six feet. 

			To his credit, the husband told the Captain that the blue marlin meant a lot to Burns because “Not many of that size are normally taken on a fly.” 

			The deckhand couldn’t care less as he was also terrified, and making the sign of the cross as he begged Burns to, “Por favor Señor, por favor, please cut de fogging ting off.” 

			Burns looked at the deckhand, the marlin, and the way it held steady on the surface, refusing to quit after six long hours of giving it all he had. Now what? He questioned. He knew the fish was so tired it wouldn’t be able to survive a shark attack and it looked afraid. I know they have feelings, Burns said to himself, and in that moment something clicked. Suddenly it didn’t matter anymore if you won the tournament or not. Something else was there. Something more important. 

			The marlin, now only 20 feet from the transom, turned and looked back at what was still behind him. Burns could see its eyes. He never did come to understand all of it and perhaps that was best. Some things can never be explained, others can only be understood after years of experience, and the importance of these moments sometimes lies in the mystery of the connection between an angler and what they are really fishing for. 

			Burns nodded. “OK,” he said, as he looked into the captain’s dark brown eyes. He then turned to the deckhand and asked him for his gloves. Once they were on, Burns started pulling as hard as he could hand over hand, over and over again, straining to get the marlin to come close enough so Burns himself could cut the leader. The marlin moved closer, perhaps three feet, and looked back again at Burns standing in the transom. The great fish then turned one last time away from the white cruiser and started to swim toward a darkening horizon. 

			The captain knew what was happening and he came down from the bridge and offered Burns a knife. Burns looked back at the captain, the exhausted fish still refusing to quit, still fighting for his life, and in that moment of frozen time, Burns suddenly felt a wave of emotion running through him as he looked at the great fish that he had been fighting for six hours. He remembered the long-line sets they had to cut, so they could follow the marlin out to deeper waters, lines with baited hooks which illegally killed tens of thousands of fish each year, and no one seemed to care. And he felt guilty himself as he looked again at the exhausted marlin. Its brilliant colors had faded, and now the exhausted fish looked dark and confused. Burns also believed that the marlin thought it was fighting for its life and really believed it would indeed die if it came into the hands of those who were pulling on it. 

			Burns wrapped the line around his gloved hand and cut it. Everyone immediately gathered at the transom as the marlin began to swim away slowly. Burns also knew that the fish was too tired to protect itself from a possible shark attack. He turned to the captain and told him he would get $500 American if he could stay close to the fish until it revived sufficiently to escape safely. The captain paused, looked at the shotgun he kept on the bridge, then up at the sky, then his wristwatch, and finally nodded in agreement, and Burns watched the great fish gather its strength. Twenty minutes later, it slowly disappeared into the blue water. It was over. 

			As the fish disappeared, the captain put the shotgun back in place and his boat into gear and headed toward home. Burns swallowed hard. That was the last marlin he ever fished for with a fly rod. And he kept his reasons to himself. 

			He inhaled deeply and returned to the present moment. That was a long time ago, he thought. In more ways than one. He bent over, picked up the last of the baggage, and hailed the cab for his hotel in Manzanillo Bay. Thirty-five minutes later, he arrived. He checked in, went up to his room, and stashed all his gear. Then he walked down to the beach toward the crashing surf with a beer in his hand, thinking about the fishing he would do while he was there. He finished his beer and walked up to the sign nailed on a wooden fence in front of a house in the front yard. 

			The yard also appeared to be the last stop for an immense assemblage of uncountable objects and animals, including two rusted out automobiles, several black stacks of worn-out tires, four bicycles, ten garbage cans full of what could be anything, approximately 20 chickens including several fighting gamecocks, and a worn-out Airstream aluminum trailer that was doubling as a kennel for a pack of dogs which looked friendly enough, but somehow seemed out of place. 

			Not knowing what else to do, Burns just shouted out, “Anyone here?” 

			A few seconds later, a rather stout gentleman emerged from the front door of the house and came up to Burns. “Hola amigo,” he said. 

			“Hola,” Burns replied. “Habla Inglés?” 

			“Oh... si Señor, I speaky much of the English. What you want?” 

			“I want to go fishing tomorrow,” Burns replied. “Do you have a boat?” 

			“Oh, si, Señor. I have the best boat in all of Mexico.” Burns looked at him, at the sight before him, and took the existential leap of faith all serious anglers have in common. 

			“OK, I will go. What is your name, Captain? And does your boat have shade?” 

			“Si Señor, mucho sombra and my name is Juan Carlos Rodriguez Roberto Gonzalez. So good to meet you Señor.” 

			“Thank you, Señor Gonzales. Thank you. When do we leave?” 

			Captain Gonzalez grins, showing gold in his mouth and a smile impossible to resist. “Well, I can only fish half-day in ‘de morning because it is my wedding day, and I have to be back at 1 o’clock. We must be back at 1. Is that okay dokay?” 

			“Yes,” Burns replied. “What time do we start, and how much does a half-day cost?” 

			“Two thousand pesos. We start at seven. Is that okay dokay?” 

			Burns nodded and smiled again. “Yes. What kind of fish are around now?” 

			Captain Gonzales flashed another solid gold smile and his eyes lit up as he said enthusiastically, “Oh, Señor... We have everything now: beeg tunas, beeg dorados, beeg sailfishes, and beeg ‘pez gallos ...You names it, we has it. OK?” 

			“OK,” Burns replied and gave the captain his deposit. “I will see you in the morning at 6.” 

			“Okay dokay,” Captain Gonzales said smiling and licking his gold teeth with the tip of his tongue. 

			The next morning Burns was at the front gate. The roosters were strutting around the pile of tires, crowing the break of dawn, and Gonzales was getting the boat ready. Two young men were with him, two of his sons who were learning their father’s trade. They introduced themselves and looked carefully at Burns’ tackle but said nothing. 

			The boat was launched. The Yamaha kicked in on the fourth pull, and they were off and running. “We go plenty far today. For beeg fish,” Gonzales said as his two sons started assembling the tackle–four rods and reels. The reels looked large enough to stop a bear’s charge if you hit them with one, and the rods could be used for pole vaulting if they were just a little longer. 

			Burns looked at them and said, “Captain, those look very good, but I want to use my tackle today. I am here to fish with this kind of tackle.” 

			Gonzales looked back at Burns and shook his head emphatically. “Those rods are not strong enough, Señor. I can tell by looking at them. Look how skinny they are, and your reels are too small. Not enough line.” He next looked at the selection of saltwater streamers and poppers Burns had sitting on top of the ice chest, which was now doubling as a work station. 

			“Put them away,” he said. “I hears about ’dose tings, but moscas, they are no good here. They will catch nothing, and I must catch many fishes today because it is my wedding day, and I am giving a big fiesta to all my friends and neighbors who are coming to the wedding. And my wife is pregnant, and the baby is here in two days, so I have to have lots of food for everyone. And my wife is very nervous about all of these things.” He makes the sign of the cross. 

			Now what? Burns thought. He was well off the beaten path of Mexican saltwater fly-fishing and hadn’t mentioned his choice of tackle when he booked the trip. “Congratulations, Captain, I wish you and your wife a very happy life.” 

			Captain Gonzalez looked at Burns and smiled. “You very smart man. OK, OK, we will use my tackle. This is better because it is my wife’s first wedding, and she is muy nervioso, and I cannot make her angry. She is very difficult when she gets angry. And she’s very young. She is 17. Comprende?” 

			Burns was lost. The bride is 17 years old, pregnant, and due in two days. He nodded his head and the two sons finished rigging their father’s tackle. Maybe I didn’t give golf a big enough chance, he said to himself. 

			The boat continued its run toward blue water, and 30 minutes later, the sons set the trolling baits out. Two were set close to the surface, and two were running deep. It didn’t take long. One of the deep baits had a sailfish on it, and one of the sons put the rod in Burns’ hands and told him to “bring it in.” Burns started cranking as the sailfish exploded on the surface and tail walked with its dorsal waving like a flag. Burns had it to the boat in five minutes, and the Captain was grinning as he killed it. 

			An hour went by. Nothing. Then a second sailfish took a shallow running bait. Burns had it to the boat in four minutes, and it was killed. Next, a pair of tuna. They, too, are killed. The transom of the boat now looked like a butcher shop, and the forward section of the 22-foot panga was stuffed with the carcasses of the two sailfish. Their open eyes stared at nothing. They were both black, and their skin looked like varnished leather. For Burns, it is one of those moments when everything seemed upside down. He hadn’t seen a billfish killed in over ten years. 

			At 11:30, Captain Gonzalez announced that it was time to head back toward shore for his wedding with his 17-year-old bride. He also said that they would fish on the way back and that it was now, “Okay dokay for Burns to use his moscas.” 

			Burns began rigging a 10-weight fly rod with a small pink saltwater popper he had used all over Mexico and Costa Rica. He left the fly line off and rigged a Bimini twist leader and an 8-pound shock tippet to the popper. The other end was tied to the backing. The boys were staring at all of this as Burns finished and said, “Okay dokay, amigos. Here’s the deal. I will show you how these moscas work.” 

			He threw the popper over the side and let it drift back behind the boat for a distance of 65 feet. He set the drag, turned to the young man closest to him and said, “You will go first. You will fish for ten minutes. Then it will be your brother’s turn.” He showed them how to hold the rod. “Keep the rod tip up in the air,” he said. “And do not take your eyes off the moscas. I will show you what to do when you hook a fish. Understand?” The boy nodded. 

			It didn’t take long. The boys and their father all looked incredulously as a 40-pound dorado suddenly appeared from nowhere, and inhaled the popper in an explosion of spray that lived in the wind like a small hurricane. Both boys screamed in unison and Captain Gonzales’ brown eyes bugged out in disbelief. His gold teeth were flashing and his jaw was almost on the deck. The boy’s fingers were almost disassembled by the spinning blur of the reel’s handle, and Burns showed him how to let the fish run and stop before he started winding. Twenty minutes later, the boy had the dorado to the side of the boat and his father snagged it with a gaff. “For the wedding,” he said. 

			Burns looked at all of them carefully. The boy who got the dorado was grinning and hopping up and down. Burns unhooked the popper and gave it to the boy as a souvenir. He turned to the other son and said, “Now it is your turn, amigo.” Burns tied a long green and white 5/0 streamer to the leader, tossed it out, and handed the rod over. He started to let the fly drift back into position, but the boy interrupted and asked for the rod. “I can do it,” he said. “I can do it.” 

			Five minutes later, the rod was almost ripped out of the boy’s hands as a 30-pound tuna took the fly. Thirty minutes later, the boy had it to the boat, and Captain Gonzalez was looking at Burns very intensely, then down at the streamer fly, then back at Burns. Burns clipped it off and gave it to the boy as a gift and a reminder. 

			“Now it is my turn,” Captain Carlos Rodriguez Roberto Gonzalez said unexpectedly as he stood up and held out his hand for the rod. “I am next. What mosca do you have for me? And does it always take so much time to wind in de fish on moscas?” His eyes were as wide as a dinner plate and his solid gold teeth were almost shaking in his mouth. 

			Burns looked at his wristwatch and then at his Captain and said, “Yes it does, and what about your wedding, Captain? You’re going to be married today in 15 minutes and we are still 20 miles from shore. If you take your turn, you’ll be late for your wedding, and there will be no time to prepare these fish. What will your pregnant bride think? What will she say when you are two hours late for your own wedding and you have no food ready?” 

			Captain Gonzalez looked up toward the horizon, and at probably at least 3 million square miles of ocean, then over toward the shore and his home, then down at the fly rod and the fresh fly Burns has tide on. He still hadn’t closed his mouth, and his eyes were still as wide as dinner plates. “Oh, don’ worry, Señor,” he said, smiling and showing more gold. He came up to Burns, put his hand around Burns’ shoulder, and looked down at all the fly fishing tackle on the seat of the boat. “I will think of something, Señor. I will think of something.” 

			The Trout Which 
Had No Spots 

			After three hamburgers, three strawberry malts, a greasy bag of french-fried potatoes, and four hours of non-stop driving, the Johnson family finally pulled off the main highway and turned onto a one-lane dirt road which ran alongside a large and muddy river. 

			Twenty minutes later, they reached their final destination, a shallow warm-water lake bordered by thick forests in dense undergrowth. And there they were in water so shallow their bellies were rubbing the muddy bottom, and their dorsal fins were sticking up like flags in the warm summer breeze. Seven-year-old William Johnson had never seen so many fish in one place in his entire life. All seven years of it. 

			Dozens of them. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands, he thought as he stared at the sight before him. “What kind are they, dad?” he asked. 

			“They’re lake trout, Son,” his father replied. “Lake trout. Why don’t we go get ‘em? That’s what we’re here for. Are you ready?” 

			William looked at his father closely. “What kind of equipment do you use for lake trout, Dad? Do we have the right kind?” 

			His father smiled, “We don’t need any tackle. We’re going to catch ‘em with our bare hands. All we need is a gunny sack to put them in and I have one in the trunk of a car. So let’s go fishing.” He said all of that because at that time, in the summer of 1948, he didn’t have the money for expensive fishing tackle and because the fish milling around in front of them were not trout to all. They were something else. 

			William’s mother looked at both of them and then at the milling school of fish in the shallow pond inside and said, “Is it OK if I sit this one out and finish knitting the sweater? Winter is just around the corner.” 

			William and his father nodded in unison, opened the car doors, and walked around to the trunk. The gunnysack was a little ragged, but who could complain about that? It was brightly colored with red, green, and blue stripes along the top of the sack, in the perfect image of a young girl standing in a field of potatoes with the words “Idaho’s Best” circling around her like a halo. William wasn’t sure just what that meant. He didn’t think girls picked potatoes because they didn’t in the place he used to live, “But maybe things are different here in California,” he said to himself. 

			And indeed they were. World War II had just ended. The Allied Forces found Adolf Hitler, his girlfriend, and some other Nazi officials where they belonged, dead inside an underground bunker somewhere in Berlin. All had committed suicide and it seemed a fitting ending for the insanity and unspeakable atrocities they had inspired, managed, and supported. 

			William’s father had been in the war, serving in the United States Navy and his ship had been hit and sunk by Japanese airplanes one night in the South Pacific. The rolling waves were full of human blood that night, and it was a full moon. So it wasn’t long before the sharks moved in to feast on the dead and dying sailors who were clinging onto anything they could find to keep them afloat. What William’s father had seen and heard that night had shaken his faith in God, and from that time on, he lived on the edge of a nightmare from which he never fully recovered. 

			When he came home from the war, he moved his family from southern Missouri out to the San Francisco Bay Area. As part of that move, he promised William that once they settled in, they would be able to go fishing for something called a “trout.” His descriptions of such a fish had captured William’s imagination, magnified by photographs he had seen in his father’s sporting magazines. 

			So here they were. At the edge of a lake not quite like the ones William had seen in the magazines, but if his father said there were trout in that lake, it only meant one thing to William. There were indeed trout in that lake, and they were going to catch them with their bare hands. 

			The two of them began walking hand-in-hand down the slippery banks, toward the immense school of lake trout. William was given permission to carry the burlap bag and his heart was pounding when he saw the size of some of those wild California trout wallowing around in water too shallow to hide them. As they waded into position to start fishing, William looked at the trout in front of them, and then at the burlap sack, and wondered how many it could hold. He also wondered how many they could catch because he had heard of something called a “limit” and he supposed that meant how many trout you were allowed to keep. 

			He took a deep breath, cleared his throat, squared his shoulders, and stood up as tall as he could. “What’s the limit here, dad?” he asked. “How many can we keep?” 

			His father looked back at him. “There isn’t a limit on lake trout for this lake, son,” he said. “We can keep all we catch, but I’d say if we filled the sack, we would have enough. What do you say?” 

			Like most 7-year-old boys, William liked it when his father asked for his opinion, and like most boys who admired their father, he nodded his head and replied. “I think you are right. That’s exactly what I was thinking. If we fill this sack, we will have enough.” It was a perfect moment for William and he never forgot it. Even the girl on the burlap gunnysack seemed happy, and William liked the way she was smiling at him. 

			“Let’s start fishing now, William,” his father whispered. “Here is what I want you to do. We will be a team. You stand still, as still as you can, and don’t move a muscle. Put the sack in the water and hold it steady. In one place. Don’t move it around. Then I’m going to wade in the water and make the trout swim over to where you are, and when they are close, I am going to grab them and put them in the sack.” 

			William nodded in approval. It is a perfect plan, he thought. What could go wrong? 

			“Just wait until the other kids in my class see the photos,” he said. “I will put some on a stringer and hold them up so everyone can see how big they are.” 

			He looked down at the girl on the sack. She was still smiling even though she was now over her head in the water as he looked at her and then back at his father and the way the sun was shining on all those trout. He thought everything was perfect. 

			It wasn’t long before they had the sack filled and William thought it looked like the girl on the gunny sack was dancing. Her arms and legs were flopping around and she even nodded her head up and down whenever another trout swam into the gunny sack. It was all he could do to keep all of them inside the sack and he had his hands full. He had never seen so many fish in one place, and to think that they were lake trout made his heart sing. 

			About 30 minutes later, he heard the car horn honking and he looked up at his mother, who was pointing to her wrist. Pointing hard. He knew what that meant and so did his father. It meant it was time to quit fishing and start for home. Just to make sure, he looked at his father, and his father simply nodded. 

			The bag was tied with some rope around the top, just a bit above the girl’s smiling face, and it was obvious to William there was one hell of a lot of trout in that sack. So many he couldn’t lift it. He stood still, looking at his father’s slender arms and how large and blue his veins were. He wondered why men had such large veins and it looked like they might just pop open if his father wasn’t careful. 

			His father looked at William looking at him and said, “William, we have to quit now because if mom says it is time to quit, then we have to quit.” William nodded in agreement and they started back to the car. 

			“Gee whiz,” William said as he looked at the bulging and squirming sack. “Just look at all those trout.” He could just see the faces on his classmates when they saw the photos of him holding all those fish. 

			They reached home around 5 o’clock and unpacked the car. The sack of lake trout was immediately opened, and William asked his father to put the biggest ones on a stringer and let mom take a picture of him holding them. 

			The selection was made, about eight of the biggest, each one around 3 or 4 pounds, maybe a little bit more. William thought they might be bigger than that, but he didn’t say so. That would come later in class when it would be his turn to give his talk about what he had done on vacation break. 

			His father got the camera out and William stood there, up against a storage shed door at 7 years of age, with no shoes on and almost worn-out pants, holding up the prize of his lifetime. His first trout. The dream beyond all dreams now come true. His heart was pounding. 

			The photos were developed and came home four nights later with his father. His father had made duplicates of the best photos so William could pass them around to his classmates as he told about how much fun it had been, and how he and his father had caught them with their hands and put them in a gunny sack. 

			The next Monday was “Story Telling Day” and when the teacher called William up to tell his vacation story, he walked up to the front of the classroom and turned to face his classmates and started passing out the photos. “I went trout fishing, with my mom and dad at a lake up north. These are the trout I caught.” As the picture circulated the class, they came to a stop at Butch Jenkin’s desk, and everyone was looking because Butch was the class bully and had a reputation for knowing everything, even if he didn’t. 

			Butch had been held back for two years because of bad grades and this meant he was a lot larger than his classmates. He also admitted to killing cats by throwing them in the saltwater muddy flats of San Pablo Bay when the tide was out and they would get mired down in the mud and couldn’t escape. Butch then shot them with a bow and arrow. “You should see them,” he said one day. “When the arrows stick in them, they howl and try to pull the arrow out, but they can’t, so I just shoot them again. They die after a while, and it’s something to see, all right.” So everyone was afraid of him, but no one was brave enough to stand up to him. 

			“Who do you think you are fooling, William?” Butch suddenly said, smiling and looking around at the class. “These aren’t trout. Trout have spots. And trout don’t have these big fat lips and big yellow scales. These are carp. And white people don’t eat them. Only Mexicans and black people eat them because everyone knows they don’t have enough money.” 

			The entire class froze. Even the teacher was taken aback as Butch stared at William’s frozen face. “I’ll bet you ate them, though, didn’t you?” he asked William. 

			William looked around the class at all those faces looking at him. And then, from some unknown place in him, something emerged, some kind of feeling, or a mixture of feelings pounding in him. He felt invisible with no secrets to hide or conceal as he got out of his seat and walked up to Butch’s chair. William’s fist came around in a blur, and before anyone could stop him, he watched Butch’s nose explode in a rush of blood, and his head fly back at an almost impossible angle. He waited for a second and then hit him in the face with his other fist. 

			Everyone was yelling, “Hit him again, William, hit him again.” But it was impossible. The teacher had William in a bear hug and Butch had four or five classmates on top of him. 

			Butch was expelled that day and never returned to that classroom or that school. No one ever knew what happened to him after that, but it didn’t seem to matter. William went home that afternoon, and as his family sat down for dinner that evening, he told his parents about the encounter. 

			As he told the story, William’s father had an odd look on his face and his hands were trembling when he told William that if you know how to think about something, you can make it whatever you want, but it’s always best to make it better. 

			William looked at his mother’s tears, then his father, and the scars on his arms and face from the war as he asked for another serving of lake trout. “These are really good,” he said. “Really good.” 

			The Story of 
Jumping Mouse 

			He looked up at the clock, pulled his cell phone, and dialed the number. “Hi, Ted,” he said quietly. “It’s me, Bill. I’m in their office. Everything is ready. All of it.” 

			“Good work,” Ted replied. “What have they agreed to?” 

			“Everything we wanted,” Bill responded. “It couldn’t be better.” 

			“Are you sure?” Ted responded. 

			“Yes,” Bill replied. “I met with him yesterday. They finally settled around midnight. It’s going to be good. Very good.” 

			There was a pause for a moment. “And what about the native groups? The frigging injuns. Where are they? What are they doing?” 

			“The usual crap,” Bill replied. “They’ve got some rocks piled up on some of the roads and some signs. The same old story. When in the hell will they ever learn anything about necessary progress?” 

			Ted’s voice tightened. “Yeah, OK, but what about the environmental impact study they produced? What about that?” 

			Bill whispered, “I can’t go into detail over the phone, but the government experts rejected the findings, so it didn’t go anywhere.” 

			“I’ll stay in touch. We should have this wrapped up in six weeks. I’ve talked to accounting, and they say we’re looking at something well over 5 billion.” 

			Bill put his phone inside his coat pocket and looked at his watch. He had 34 minutes until his meeting to sign the papers. He looked out the window. The blue Vancouver sky was perfectly clear. He heard a sudden sound coming from the concrete window ledge and it startled him. He didn’t like the way that felt. He didn’t like being afraid. It was a sign of weakness. When he looked out the window, he saw the source of the sudden noise. A pigeon. Those goddamn things, he thought. Someone should shoot all of them. Or poison them. All they do is crap on our buildings. He took a deep breath, looked away from the bird, and at his watch again. Thirty-three minutes. What am I going to do for 33 minutes? He asked himself. That’s a lot of time to be waiting. 

			He shifted his chair, crossed his legs, and looked down at the pile of magazines on the table next to his leather chair. He saw a small book mixed in with the others, a little dog eared but the right size. About 25 minutes of reading, he thought as he picked it up almost absently minded and opened it up to the title page. That would leave him a few minutes to check his watch and straighten his tie. The meeting would be short. And sweet. He could urinate later. 

			And there it was. Jumping Mouse, by Hemothyst Storm, and beneath the title, a painting of a mouse sitting on a log and looking up at the sky. 

			What in the hell is this? He wondered. A book for kids in an attorney’s office? He looked at the title again and the ridiculous illustration. Jumping Mouse? He thought. How about fucking mouse? How about that? He laughed to himself. And who in the hell is Hemothyst Storm? What kind of name is that? Sounds like some kind of stupid hoo-doo voo-doo Indian name. He looked at the beginning paragraph. 

			“Once upon a time when almost everyone could still see the world for what it really was, and the Great Spirit connected everything alive and dead, a small mouse named Jumping Mouse lived quietly alone beneath a log, deep inside a green and fertile forest. And, as everyone knew Jumping Mouse was blind, for reasons he did not understand, but he did what he could with that, what he had to do. He lived with his blindness. 

			“And this meant he lived a hard and difficult life, with a greater effort and with problems others simply did not have. But when he thought about it, which was often, he did his best and tried to live with compassion for the Earth and for all living things. Not because he was afraid, but because that was the way all things should live. Whether they could see or not. 

			“None of this was easy, but Jumping Mouse never quit, because his dream was honest and legitimate–the dream of being able to see as others could, and to see the best he could, and because he loved his life, and because that if he did his best, perhaps someday he could be a regular mouse, and would never have to jump up into the air all the time to try and see what was really there.” 

			Bill leaned his head a little to the right. What is this gibberish? He wondered. What kind of crap is this? He put the book down, lit a cigarette, inhaled, and smiled. He shook his head as he exhaled. What a fucking joke. No wonder they don’t have anything. How could they? None of them will work. They just sit around howling at the moon at night when they’re drunk and make up stories like this. Where in the hell do they think they are? Who do they think they are? 

			He looked at his watch, the polished gold, the thin black hands pointing, the row of diamonds embedded in the rim of the timepiece. Twenty-five minutes exactly, he thought. The door will open any second now. He straightened his tie and looked down at his alligator skin shoes. Fifteen hundred. Worth every penny at a time like this. He heard a mechanical click as the carved door opened and a woman stepped out into the waiting room. Her mouth was bright red, and her eyes were polite and cordial. “He will see you now,” she said. “Thank you for waiting.” 

			“Goddamn right, he will!” he said to himself as he looked at her. 

			Not bad, he thought. And very well endowed, he said to himself as he looked at her bust-line. But she’d look a hell of a lot better if she was on her hands and knees and I was behind her. That’s what she needs. That’s what all of them need. They just don’t know it. 

			He stood up and walked through the open door. Nine steps. He counted every one. “Here comes 5 billion,” he said to himself as a secretary closed the door behind him. “Five hundred goddamned billion dollars.” He looked down at the stack of papers on the desk in front of him, all the contracts, and the fountain pen in the gold holder. There it was. All of it. The roads were there. The timber was there. The mines are there and, at last, the pipeline for natural gas and oil. Perfect. 

			He looked down at the man sitting behind the desk. He stood up and extended his hand. As the two clasped each other and the grip tightened, the man thought about the attempted blockades by the dumb Indians, all their stupid posters in the grocery store, and the commercials on TV. None of that matters. Not now. Not anymore. It’s all over, and Jumping Mouse and all of his injun friends can stick it up their butts. It all belongs to us now.

			Grasshopper Bridge 

			At 8 in the morning, Jim Burnette turned off the morning news, left his study, and walked slowly down into his fishing tackle shop, which doubled as a garage. He opened the trunk of his car and carefully started his packing. A canvas duffle went in first, stuffed full of clothing and tackle, and then a bag of miscellaneous things he might need. Just in case. He paused, looked at the pile of gear, and did a quick review. Everything seemed ready, including his favorite piece of equipment–an old and weathered handmade wooden rod made from a Chinese bamboo called Tonkin cane. 

			It took someone over 100 hours to complete such a rod and they sold for over $1,000 each in 1952. That was a lot of money to a 14-year-old boy, and Burnette bought it at exactly the right time–when he could least afford it, with money saved from his newspaper route. 

			He looked at the rod, then his fishing clothing. All was good to go, including one of his wife’s scarves folded carefully inside his favorite fishing vest, along with a pocket knife she had given him on their 10th anniversary. She had the knife engraved with his name, and he had carried the knife all over the world, in and out of so many places and circumstances he couldn’t remember them all. Both the knife and her scarf were his way of staying connected when he was far from home, a reminder of time and of his life and what he believed it really meant. 

			The inventory continued and Jim looked next at his boxes of trout flies. He had too many and he knew it, but like most fly fishing addicts, he always thought of flies in the same way most men think of money. You can’t have enough. One box, in particular, caught his attention and he opened it just to make sure they were all there–well over 200 grasshopper flies with their angular legs and long buggy wings sticking out in all directions. Some of the flies were simple. Others were crafted with great detail–curling antennae, carefully molded bodies and perfect legs. Some even had large and bulging eyes. Why in the hell do they need eyes? Burnette asked himself as he looked at them. It’s creepy, if you ask me. The goddamn things look like they are looking back at me, like they can see me. Wonder why I even bought them, he thought. I never use them. He looked at the trunk and nodded. Everything else was OK and ready. 

			When he shut the trunk lid of his car, Nancy heard the sound and came walking down the spiral staircase and into the garage where Jim was waiting. The two of them stood there for a moment facing one another. She looked at him in the same way she always did when he was leaving. But this was a little different because he knew what she was thinking. 

			Their doctor had opened Jim’s chest six months ago and it wasn’t good news. “Nothing we can do, it’s too late,” he told Jim in the recovery room. “You’re on borrowed time, Burnette. I’m sorry.” 

			Jim looked back at his physician intently and raised his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders because he didn’t know what else to do. I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it, he told himself. 

			Nancy looked at the car, and all the equipment, and exhaled softly. “You take care of yourself Jim Burnette,” she said. 

			“Don’t worry,” he replied, looking back at her. “I’ll be back in ten days.” 

			“I know,” she replied. “I’ll keep the fire burning.” Burnette kissed her and touched her waist gently. She smelled sweet and her arms were soft and careful. She paused and smiled again. One of those smiles he couldn’t hide from, and when she looked at him like that, she took all the space inside his chest, and it felt like nothing else was there. 

			“OK,” she said. “Be on time, so I won’t have to come looking for you.” 

			Jim nodded. “Yes, even if it’s great,” he answered. “I’ll be back on time.” He felt her arms tightening around him. Just where in the hell has all the time gone? He asked himself. They had married late and that might have something to do with the fact that it seemed like yesterday in some ways. In all the seasons of their life together, Jim had taken her fishing only once. But it was the right time, a warm day in June when the wind was soft in the trees and the bass weren’t biting, but she looked beautiful sitting in his boat as if she somehow belonged there. Her eyes were steady and clear. 

			Moments later, as the boat slid quietly inside a warm cove of slender green reeds, he asked her. She nodded and smiled. They were married three months later. 

			“You took the scarf, didn’t you?” She asked suddenly, breaking his reverie as he took the car keys out of his pocket. “I know you did because it was missing this morning when I opened up the drawer.” She took his arm and her eyes seemed electrified. “OK, here are the rules. You can’t lose the scarf, but you can use it to polish your antique fishing rod. If you really have to.” 

			Jim smiled and nodded and felt her fingers slipping through his hand, and as he turned away from her and toward the car, he considered her response about the scarf and the way her eyes looked. As he turned the ignition key, he had a strange feeling, but he didn’t know exactly what it was. 

			As he left the driveway, he watched her waving in the mirror. He swallowed carefully and returned her gesture. Usually it wasn’t like this. Old age, he thought... maybe that’s what it is. Or my chest. 

			He drove on the first day, stopping twice to fill the gas tank and wolf down a couple of soggy cheeseburgers. At 9 that evening he passed the sign saying “Reno 315 miles.” Getting closer now, he thought. 

			Two days later he finally crossed the Montana border. The mountains along the western border hadn’t changed. Their summits were still carved in solid, unyielding stone with patches of snow holding in the deep cuts and slanting crevices. The dark stands of pine and spruce hadn’t been logged and stood like sentinels along the lower slopes. The valley itself hadn’t changed either, a rich tapestry of moving colors and textures of long yellow grasses, the moving waves of grain, the tattooed bark of cottonwood and the tambourine flutter of their turning leaves blowing in the wind. When he closed his eyes, he could smell the scent of wet hay and sage, the clean Montana air. The Big Sky, he thought. Not a bad description. Maybe we should have moved here. All these rivers. All these trout. 

			As he looked out the window, he could see and hear the mechanical grind and thrashing blades of the summer harvesting machines and the way they were cutting through the fields. It happened every year at this time. The same thing. Over and over again. When the farmer’s combines came grinding through the tall stalks of yellow grain, immense hordes of grasshoppers would lift almost vertically in a swirling cloud and scatter in the warm summer breeze as they tried to escape. 

			Jim smiled. I’ve hit it just right, he thought, for he knew that many of the airborne insects always ended up falling onto the surface of nearby creeks and rivers, and as always, the trout would be waiting for them with their mouths wide open. Perfect. 

			At 4 o’clock in the afternoon, he finally left the main highway and took a hard left onto a gravel road. He could see the bridge just ahead and one-lane dirt road which bordered the section of the river he would fish. 

			Three men were working on the bridge, replacing the support timbers and heavy planking. Jim waved as he drove carefully across the structure and his tires shook and vibrated as the three workers looked at him with a curious stare. One of them, a tall and lanky older man, said something to his younger companion with a deliberate slant of his head and a pointing thumb as a worker stopped and turned toward Jim. 

			That’s odd, he thought. Maybe it’s my long hair and California plates. Maybe that’s what it is. What else could it be? The men continued to stare for what seemed an unreasonably long time and then went back to working on the bridge. 

			Jim looked once more, this time at the vertical timbers of the bridge. They were covered with grasshoppers and for whatever reason, the work wasn’t bothering them. That’s strange, he thought. Maybe they were just blown there. But there was no threshing in the adjacent fields and the air was calm. 

			He took a drag from his cigarette and thought about quitting as he pushed it down to a full ashtray. Fucking things. They haven’t helped any. He looked out the window and over the low railing of the bridge. The green pools and silver riffles of the river were winding through the valley like a snake, and as he drove over the bridge, he felt it vibrate and tremble. It was unusual that the bridge should move that much with just a single car on it. 

			Ten minutes later, and downstream about a half a mile, he looked down at the long strands of green moss undulating in the cold and clear currents below, then a quick and certain movement as a beautifully speckled rainbow trout suddenly curled into the sunlight, and sucked in a large and struggling grasshopper from the surface. A good sign, Jim thought. 

			He left the river behind and turned into the driveway in front of the motel office. After the usual salutations and small talk about the weather, the maid service, meals, and a polite “Welcome to Montana” soliloquy, he told the caretaker that he would fish alone and that he wouldn’t need a guide with him. “Just pick up at dark each day for the ride back to the lodge. I’ll be waiting on the bridge.” 

			The caretaker simply nodded and said, “Yes, that would be best. I was hoping that would be what you wanted.” Jim nodded, retired to his cabin and unpacked. 

			The first four days passed quickly and the fishing was good. The grasshoppers made all the difference and the river boiled with rising trout, gorging themselves on the endless parade of drowning insects. Most of the rising fish seemed to like a simple, old-fashioned fly called “Joe’s Hopper.” Burnette liked that. To a 75-year-old fisherman who still remembered his youth and the way things were then, the trout’s preference for a fly made up that long ago seemed proof perhaps some of the things he had learned when he was a boy were still relevant. But he wondered just who in the hell Joe really was? No one seemed to know. Then or now. 

			Then, five days later–the last day of his fishing–it happened. An easy, late afternoon cast, one almost thoughtless in its execution, hit a dark seam of current only inches from an overhanging dark clay bank. When the rise came, it did so in an almost invisible whirlpool in the current, as the trout sucked in the floating Joe’s Hopper. Jim raised the wooden rod tip to set the hook and the line lifted in a silver spray of light, then tightened and stopped. 

			He looked at the curving little rod. There was no movement, no signal, just the river currents pushing and vibrating against the line and leader. After several seconds passed, the thought crossed his mind that the fish had taken the fake hopper, expelled it, and in the process, the hook had snagged on something. Not this time. 

			“Good work Joe,” he said out loud. “Good work.” As he watched, the line moved slowly from the edge of the river to the center of the pool and then stopped. Now what? Burnette thought, as he carefully moved the rod from side to side. The answer was immediate, and the largest brown trout he had ever seen suddenly rolled to the surface, like an alligator, then turned around and ran directly downstream with a force Jim could not stop. 

			Forty minutes later, the two of them, still connected, each alive and breathing in an atmosphere which would drown the other, stopped, stood their ground and pulled against one another. As hard as they could. As the taut line held in the current Jim relaxed, opened up, and let it all come in again. Maybe it didn’t matter what time it was. Maybe it didn’t matter what he had in his chest. Not anymore. And it didn’t matter how old he was. Not right now. He was 15 years old again, transformed by the water and the forest and mountains all around him, and there he was, still living part of everything and still connected to all of it. That’s the best of it, he said to himself, looking at his line suspended in the cooling Montana air. That’s what I’ve always loved the most. 

			As that thought receded, he felt a stab of sudden pain in his left wrist. It was beginning to swell, probably broken or badly sprained by the fall he had taken only moments ago. To hell with it, he thought. My right is still OK. The $3,000 bamboo rod had splintered as well, probably beyond repair. 

			“Shit,” he said out loud, cursing his bad luck. “Shit.” 

			He looked closely at the broken piece of equipment. It had always been more than just a fishing rod. It was also something else, pointing to the decisions he had made in his choice of career, in the way he wanted to live. 

			And through all those years, most of what fishing with that rod hadn’t fixed, explained, or helped, Nancy had. 

			But now in this moment, it seemed miraculous that the fish could still be on, given the half-mile journey downriver and the fact that Jim had fallen in. As he stood there and felt the tremor still alive in the line, he wondered just how much longer a 13-pound Montana trout could last. When the fish turned and ran downstream again, Jim realized he was surrounded by impossibly high clay banks on both sides of the river. “Fuck it,” he cursed again, “I’ll swim for it. This could be the last one I ever get.” 

			As he tried to keep up with his fish, paddling with a bad arm and the other clenched around the cork handle of his rod, he wondered what Nancy was doing at this particular moment. Maybe watching TV, he thought as the cold water gathered around his throat and he went floating downstream still alive and chasing his dream at 75, and the largest trout he had ever hooked. 

			Ten minutes later, and 100 yards downstream, the alligator trout decided to stop again. As Jim stood up and waded carefully toward it, he looked up at the darkening Montana sky and knew that the truck from the lodge was probably on its way and that he was running out of time. So he told the trout that he just wanted to look at it–just for a moment–and that he would release it and that it really wouldn’t be any worse for this temporary encounter with a human being. For a moment nothing happened and Jim smiled and considered the possibility that perhaps the trout was thinking about it. Then, without hesitation, the immense fish answered and bolted back downstream again in a powerful run. Jim was out of tricks, unable to go any further. The wooden rod collapsed completely as the line broke. It was over. 

			He looked at the fractured and splintered wooden rod, the silver ferrules which joined it together, the dark and sweaty cork handle, and his name carefully inscribed in black ink. He couldn’t count all the trout which had yielded to its pressure over the past 40 years. “Well over a thousand,” he said out loud, and he was right. His jaw tightened. That should be enough for anyone, he thought. Even me. 

			He gazed once again at the shoreline and the grass bending in the wind. He could see the river rushing over its polished stone and gravel bed. He could see the sun burning down upon the surface of the stream in a rainbow blaze of many colors. And inside that moment, he could feel himself still alive inside his soaked shirt, still solid and strong, the tension in his shoulders, and the way his heart was beating. He could feel the Earth itself beneath his feet and Jim believed it knew he was still there and still standing where he wanted to be. Where he was supposed to be when he wasn’t with Nancy. 

			He touched his side and could feel his pocket knife inside his shirt still wrapped inside her silken scarf and he looked up into the growing darkness as the river ran around him and the life he had chosen. His eyes scanned the distant horizon, the black silhouette of the forest and the winding river in front of him. He looked at his watch and then up at the sky. The first stars had appeared. I have to quit now. It’s time to leave. The truck will be waiting. 

			When he reached the pickup point, he could see the lights of the vehicle dancing up and down in the darkness still about a mile away. He stopped where he was supposed to, and as he held his swollen wrist and waited, he heard a cracking sound somewhere up ahead, as if a branch was breaking in the night. It’s not a bear or a deer, he thought. They don’t sound like that. 

			Then two more sharp points of sound, one after another, each steady and careful, rising in the night and when he looked, Nancy was somehow there, coming out of the trees and standing in the road on the other side of the wooden bridge. She was looking at him in a strange way, with her head tilted to one side and Jim could see the lines in her face and her bright eyes burning in the dark. 

			The truck appeared next and Jim wasn’t sure if the driver could see Nancy. He froze in place, terrified and unable to move, as the vehicle drew near. And then, his question was answered. He knew then what it was. 

			“Now fucking what? He asked himself. “What comes next?” Nancy looked at Jim, then briefly at the driver as she crossed the bridge and came up to her husband of 35 years. He was shaking as he tried to speak, but no words came, and as he looked into the light in her eyes, he knew then what it was and that it wouldn’t be much longer. He tried to reach out and put his arms around her, but his hands wouldn’t move. His mouth was dry, and his chest was burning. 

			“I didn’t know what else to do,” she whispered as she looked back at him and put her arms around his neck. “I wasn’t sure what part of the river you would be fishing on and I wasn’t sure just where you would lose the trout, so I was lucky to find you.” She put her hands on his chest. “Oh, Jim,” she said. “I’m here. I’m really here. This isn’t a dream. This is really happening.” 

			He could feel her fingers pressing against him, along with the failing rhythm of his heart. How could this be? Jim thought. It couldn’t be, but somehow it was springing from an ancient place in the human heart and mind, a place which emerges during the final moments of ordinary life, a temporary bridge between life and death. The strangest thing was that Jim always had a place in him that didn’t believe he would ever die. That always happened to someone else on the evening news or in the movies and magazines. Or someone else he knew. He had always ignored all of that like most men do, and he lived as if it was never going to happen to him and perhaps that was the best way to live. He didn’t know. 

			He drew his breath in sharply and fell to the ground, as the driver jumped out of the truck and knelt over Jim to feel his pulse. 

			“You just go on,” Nancy whispered as she held Jim’s head in her lap. “Do what you have to do and don’t worry, honey. I’ll find you again. I promise. I will find you.” 

			Nancy stood back as the driver picked Jim up and put him in the front seat of the truck. As the driver pushed the rusted metal door closed, Jim thought it sounded harmonic, with a far away squeaking noise, not unlike the notes of a musical instrument, but one he had never heard before. 

			The driver released the parking brake and stepped on the accelerator as Nancy stood there in the road growing smaller, crying, and waving in the rearview mirror. As the truck crossed the bridge, Jim could see the grasshoppers on the bridge turn and look at him as he passed by them. Seconds later the driver was gone. The truck no longer existed and the river was no longer there. 

			Only Nancy remained, and as Jim looked at her for the last time, she returned his gaze. Her eyes were like they always had been, unwavering, steady, and clear, still shining in the gathering darkness, still looking at him. That was all that mattered. That, and the promise she had made. The rest could go to hell.

			The Strange Story 
of Robert Gills Jones 

			What you are about to read is the story of a remarkable athlete named Robert “Gills” Jones. “Gills” was a nickname given to him because he never lost the rudimentary gill structures that all human beings exhibit in an early stage of their prenatal development. This phenomenon usually disappears as the embryo develops, but for whatever reason, this did not happen to Robert. When they turned him upside down and spanked the breath of life into him under the bright and illuminating glare of the operating room lights, they immediately noticed that he still retained the gills of a fish on each side of his throat. 

			This caused quite a stir and immediately after Robert’s exit from his mother’s womb, one of the new prenatal nurses said with a shaking voice, “Oh dear God... Oh, dear God. Shouldn’t we do something? Shouldn’t we call someone? Maybe the police? Maybe the federal government?” And as everyone looked at her, she fainted and ended up in another ward on the fifth floor of the hospital, usually reserved for patients with serious cognitive disorders that have little or nothing to do with fishing. 

			As they laid the new nurse on a gurney and rolled her away, another attendant then asked a very pertinent and appropriate question, “Why in the hell didn’t this show up in our x-rays over the past nine months?” 

			The physician in charge then suggested that perhaps it was a deliberate attempt to conceal the condition because every time Robert was x-rayed, he always had his arms around his neck and resting on his shoulders, thus concealing the presence of his fish-like gills. 

			Things were further complicated by the fact that Robert’s normal breathing apparatus, his lungs, were of abnormal size and shape and they were capable of bringing extraordinary amounts of oxygen to his brain and body. No one could really explain this either, and Robert entered life with an advantage no one else ever had. He could breathe enormous amounts of oxygen from both atmospheres, water and air, and by the time he was 14, he could “swim like a “fish” and no one could keep up with him. Not even the dolphins at Disneyland. 

			But the responses to Robert’s advantages were not universal. Now, what? Some of his friends and associates asked themselves, What in the hell do we do now? He has a nice smile, and he can swim like a fish, but our nation was founded by normal people, and it is no place for those who are too different. They just confuse things and eventually turn to civil disobedience. How do we know what kind of man he could someday be? 

			Robert hired a famous attorney and applied for a place on the U.S. Olympic swimming team. The International Olympic Committee checked the rules very carefully and could find no restriction against the swimmer who had gills and in the end, he qualified for the competition. 

			My own connection with Gills happened unexpectedly on a windy beach in Northern California as I was practicing my casting with an experimental new rod given to me by a well-known tackle company called Sage. It was made out of something called “graphite” and it felt more like a spear or harpoon than a fly rod, but that didn’t matter because it didn’t just cast the line–it launched it like a rocket. And Scientific Anglers had supplied me with enough lines to choke an elephant, including a new model called “Weight forward 11 weight sink tip.” Whatever that might be. But the line looked nice and I decided to keep it. So there I was standing on the windy beach on that fateful day, trying to stay vertical with more equipment than I could effectively handle. The weather was more than bad that day; it was incredibly bad–cold and windy. Around 4 o’clock, I suddenly heard a child screaming for help, but I couldn’t determine the child’s location. 

			To make matters worse, I have always been a bad swimmer and I didn’t know what to do. And then without warning, I saw a young man come running down the beach just a few yards from where I stood shaking in the cold wind. He paid no attention to me and his eyes were fixed on a point some 200 yards out into the rolling waves of the Pacific Ocean. His entry into the surface was something I will never forget. He hit the first wave like an arrow or spear and I watched carefully as he ripped off a blue handkerchief he had knotted around his throat. 

			My eyes grew wide as a saucer as I watched him cut through the 11-foot high surf like a barracuda–his swimming stroke was something I will never forget. His arms were not ordinary arms. They were like knives, slicing through the waves as he made his way toward the drowning boy still some 300 yards out to sea. Then suddenly, Gills disappeared. He was gone. I watched it with a pounding in my chest as I imagined the worst. They had been hit by sharks and were both going to die out there and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. 

			Then suddenly there they were, ripping through the rolling swells of the Pacific, with their arms around each other as Gills continued his incredible swimming back toward the beach where I stood immobilized and holding my hand over my mouth. 

			Moments later, they were out of the surf, and Gills was holding his arms around the half-drowned child as they came up to where I was standing. Gills had tears in his eyes and the young boy was shaking like a leaf as I approached them. At first, I didn’t notice Gills’ throat. Something was wrong about it, but I couldn’t quite see just what it was. Then my eyes opened as I focused on the movement of his neck and chest. He was breathing through a series of parallel plates just below his jaw. His chest was heaving and I watched as the plates pumped immense amounts of ice-cold saltwater out of his mouth and throat. 

			I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to think. I just stood before them with my mouth hanging open as if paralyzed. Gills looked at me and smiled. I nodded my head and returned that smile, and as I did so, I noticed the child was a dark-skinned boy around 8 years old–maybe Mexican, maybe black. Maybe neither. Maybe Middle Eastern. Maybe a combination of all three. I couldn’t tell, and in that crystalline moment I suddenly realized that it didn’t matter. Our lives and our deaths are inevitably laminated on opposite sides of a coin, which none of us can escape or change. It has nothing to do with our money or the lack of it. It has nothing to do with our ancestry or race or gender. It is none of these things. It is something else: it is our shared human destiny. 

			Then Gills smiled at me as if he was reading my thoughts. Who knows? Maybe he was. He smiled, then nodded goodbye, and picked the young boy up and started the long walk back to the parking lot. I stood there for at least half an hour, trying to remember everything I had just seen and witnessed. It was important and not to be forgotten. 

			Time passed and I went my way into a life shaped and carved by my own perceptions, my own strengths and weaknesses, my own beliefs. 

			Several years later, I was sitting at home, just back from a fishing trip to Argentina. The Summer Olympics were being televised and my heart almost exploded when they announced the next men’s swimming event: the 100m freestyle. There he was, milling around the other swimmers as they began to warm up, the same young man I had seen several years ago, the young man who had saved a child’s life by risking his own. 

			The announcer was doing his best to keep the introduction as low key as he could and as objective as he could because the emotions were obviously raw and thinly disguised. The announcer said that a lot of Olympic fans had demanded that Gills not be allowed to participate because he was not truly human. He was a freak. Others said that he could participate if his gills could be sealed when he raced and that would put him on an “even keel’’ with normal athletes. But no one knew what kind of sealant could be used and debate soon emerged between the chemical companies, all of whom wanted the contract. 

			Some of the most vehement opposition had even appeared on the evening news to denounce what they called the moral collapse of the modern world and vowed they would protest at the Olympic ceremonies and bring the whole thing down. 

			But when the ceremonies finally began, everything seemed normal and organized. All of the athletes had marched in front of the cameras, carrying their national flags and it was obvious that Gills had a red bandanna around his neck. It wasn’t that he was ashamed or trying to hide anything; he just didn’t want to make any unnecessary waves at the opening of the games. That would come later, during the 100m freestyle. 

			This is what happened and it is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. As soon as the freestyle contestants took their positions and the gun went off, everyone stood up in their seats as they watched Gills launch himself through the air like a harpoon. They saw the invincible and incredible tidal waves of Robert’s powerful strokes move him instantly into a 12-meter lead. The roar of the crowd was deafening. Even the screen on my television was reverberating and shaking. As the camera panned around the audience, it was obvious. Some were cheering and others were booing as Gills sliced through the water like a blue marlin. And, it was reported later that after the race was over, a significant number of women had called the Olympic Committee asking for Robert’s telephone number. 

			But none of this could compare to the conclusion of the fastest 100m freestyle event in Olympic history. Such a thing had never happened before, and more likely, it would never happen again because Robert never stopped at the end of the race. He just jumped out of the pool like a tarpon, ran through the exit door, and disappeared. As far as I know, he was never seen again, at least in the United States. I think the best part of the story is the fact that for one incredible moment, something truly great happened. 

			And in my opinion, it was nothing more or less than this: after 65 years of watching myself and so many others doing all kinds of things, normal, abnormal, and completely mysterious, I have come to believe that it is not the differences in us that matter the most. What matters most are the ways that we are the same.

			Ida Mae Koppel 

			As the afternoon sun sifts through the yellow shades of Miss Wilmington’s third-grade classroom windows, everything turns into gold. The worn-out wooden desks, the cracked plaster walls, and Miss Wilmington’s lily-white skin–everything and everyone except John Hendricks, freshly arrived in the middle of the term from a place most have never heard of. When Miss Wilmington asks John to “Please stand up and introduce yourself,” his response is nervous, immediate, and automatic. 

			He feels like an elephant. An elephant standing nervously in the center ring of a rather strange circus. The transformation is personal and immediate. John’s somewhat crooked nose becomes a wrinkled trunk. His ears, a little larger than he always wanted, stick out like fans. His skin feels heavy and wrinkled and his tail is hanging over the edge of his chair. 

			He looks away from Miss Wilmington and the staring crowd, and tries to hide invisibly in a memory. There is a summer lake dancing in front of him, rimmed with green willows and a scattering of wildflowers, some of which are a brilliant purple, or scarlet, and they too are burning in the yellow light. John sees his red cork fishing bobber twitch as it’s pulled beneath the surface. He has a bite. Five minutes later, a silver fish with a worm and hook in its mouth is peering up at him from the mesh of John’s landing net. 

			As Miss Wilmington and the rest of the class stare at him, John unhooks the fish and returns it to the water and then stands up, only to knock his workbook and pencils off the desk with his landing net. 

			Someone giggles, then two more, then three, until a chorus resonates in John’s flapping ears. “Now, children,” Miss Wilmington coos, puckering her overdone, very bright red California lips. “Now children, you must be nice!” John doesn’t know what else to do, so he just looks down at his desk and the random calligraphy of erratic and chipped varnish. 

			It seems a stalemate, and Miss Wilmington seems unsure of what should come next. Then it hits her. “Well, then children,” she says. “Maybe one of you would like to come up here and welcome John to our class. Wouldn’t that be nice?” she asks carefully. Silence. 

			Then somewhere in the distance, John hears something different. A kind of scraping sound. God, now what? He asks himself. 

			“Why Ida Mae,” Miss Wilmington squeaks. “How nice of you, Ida Mae.” It’s instantaneous. With absolutely perfect timing and impeccable choreography, the entire class rotates as a single entity. It turns to look at Ida Mae Kopple as she stands up where she always stands up–timidly in the last row–and begins the long and tortured march up the aisle. She knows what’s going on, and she knows her status and the definition given to her by her classmates. She looks neither right or left, just straight ahead, as she comes toward John. 

			One of the boys leans to the guy sitting next to him, and points to Ida Mae’s old and repaired dress and a pair of socks that do not match. “Look at her,” he whispers, “Pigface has mud on her shoes and look at how scared she is.” 

			Another named Leon Wohrmer, already warped at eight years of age with pale eyes and red hair, says nothing but hopes she will have an accident and pee in her pants. He’s heard that she does that sometimes when she gets scared and this could be one of those times. What a ripper that must be, he thinks as he smiles and watches carefully. Maybe we’ll get lucky. 

			Ida Mae keeps walking. John can see her slightly wrong and slanted mouth, her slow and awkward steps, her worn and faded dress. Her eyes are wet from holding back the tears she will not shed as she looks at John Hendricks, the elephant boy. The new kid from Missouri. And in that moment something moves inside John, some kind of feeling he doesn’t understand, springing from a place he cannot name. 

			Ida Mae continues with great courage, somehow rooted in whatever faith she has been able to assemble after being alone and abused for her entire life. All eight years of it. Her mother never interfered. She simply left one day and that was it. So her father “took over”–as they say–and not much later on her seventh birthday, a deal was made and Ida Mae had no choice. The beatings would stop, traded for the groping hand under her dress and the sight of him waiting for her in her bedroom with a can of beer in his hand as she returned from school. 

			As Ida Mae approaches John’s desk, the memories end as suddenly and unexpectedly as they had arrived. Ida Mae looks at John with grace, kindness, and impeccable innocence. John can see it and hear it in her breathing. “Go ahead Ida Mae,” Miss Willington urges. “Go ahead.” 

			She extends her hand to John. “Welcome to our school,” she whispers in a quiet and careful voice. She smiles a perfect smile. And John watches as she reaches toward him with closed fingers. 

			As John looks, she opens her hand and suddenly it doesn’t matter where he is–in a circus, a small town in Missouri, or the bottom of the ocean because there it is. There is no denying it, the penultimate token, the most omnipotent treasure of all third-grade treasures, a genuine agate marble shooter, sitting there in the palm of Ida Mae Koppel’s right hand. 

			My God! he thinks. Where did she get that? He can’t believe it. No one in their right mind ever gives an agate shooter away. So why is she doing this? John looks at her, then back it to her gift. It is indeed the real thing. As he looks carefully at the polished surface, a galaxy of amber moons illuminate in the stone, the perfectly round marks of the percussion made when the polished stone shooter struck each of its targets with perfectly synchronized solid hits. 

			The effect of Ida Mae’s gift is transforming. John forgets the staring audience, his elephant ears, his crooked nose, and big ears, even his plaid flannel shirt, farm boy overalls, and self-consciousness. All of these are gone as he thinks of all the games he could win with a shooter like that. It won’t miss. It can’t miss, he thinks. He knows it. 

			Ida Mae knows too as if she could read his mind. “These are the best,” she says softly. “They never miss. 

			The class leans forward and draws their collective breath as John takes the agate. They, too, know it will never miss. They also know what it will bring on the open market of the schoolyard store, the magic tops with rhinestones in them, the paper kites with long and knotted tails, the hopscotch tokens, the nickels, dimes, and quarters, and even Stanley Tyson’s four-bladed pocket knife with the genuine stag-horn handle. 

			That was, as they say, “the beginning.” Ida Mae and John became friends and the union was one of those odd discoveries that sometimes comes to rest in a place in the heart, which is hard to describe. “We’re different, John,” she said one day, not long after their meeting. “That’s why they don’t like us. I think we have to be careful.” 

			Miss Wilmington could see that too, so she moved John and Ida Mae next to one another and things began to change. Ida Mae seemed more confident. She walked differently. She spoke openly with a deliberate clarity that Miss Wilmington had never seen before. And John changed as well. His ears shrunk a little and his tail completely disappeared. Even his nose seemed okay and he didn’t mind looking in the mirror anymore. 

			Some of their classmates asked Ida Mae about the marble shooter and why she gave it to John instead of one of them, their questions were angry and jealous, sometimes delivered as threats and ultimatums. But she never answered–just walked away. 

			And it kept getting worse. Then one afternoon, in the dusky light of a stormy autumn day, John came around the corner of the school building on his way home after baseball practice. Something was going on. He could see the backs of four or five of them hunched over in a circle and someone was lying on the ground in front of them crying. It was Ida Mae. Two of the largest boys were holding her hands down on the ground as others watched. “Look at her now, Billy,” Leon Wohrmer was shouting. “Look at her. I told you that she’d do it! I knew she would if you pulled her pants all the way off. Just look at that. She peed all over herself.” 

			Most of it seemed a blur. For a moment all John could see were the brown leaves and the way they were curling and tumbling as they blew across the windy playground. They looked alive, like spiders, scattered across a dark and swirling ocean. Then he could see Ida Mae on her side on the cold asphalt playground as white as chalk and trembling as some of them were holding her arms and legs and watching as Leon Wohrmer kept pushing on her stomach. “Maybe there’s more,” he shouted. “Maybe there’s more!” 

			Then, at last, at long last, after what felt like five lifetimes, the deliberate arc of John’s baseball bat struck Leon’s shoulder with a cracking sound, then a second and third blow delivered to the others. There was a lot of yelling and screaming as John stood there with his bat held high in the air. He chose each target carefully and with the blink of an eye. There was no guessing, no hesitation. The baseball bat moved in his hands with ruthless expertise. His targets were specific and carefully chosen. As the boys tried to hide and cover their faces, John simply broke their arms and wrists. He shattered their shoulders and even their legs were fractured horribly. Two of them suffered ruptured kidneys. The playground where they laid was covered with the red splatter of human blood impossible to ignore. 

			When it was over, two of them laid quietly unconscious on the bloody playground. Three of them were moaning and begging for mercy as the rest scattered, screaming for help as John’s bat finally fell to the asphalt. When he looked down at Ida Mae, they were both crying and in some ways it seemed like they weren’t even there and all of it was just a dream, but they both knew better. The truth was something of them died in those incredible moments. And something new was born. 

			Ida Mae hardened inside and her faith and optimism in life and the essential goodness of most men disappeared. They were no longer automatically accepted or trusted. Their faces turned into masks and their eyes seemed different, as if they were gleaming from a dimension in perspective she no longer believed in. Even in their breathing, their physical expressions and postures, their words were carefully examined. Her male friends were chosen carefully and only after enough time had passed for her to see them for who they really were. 

			As far as the asphalt was concerned that terrible day, several witnesses testified to the truth of what Leon and the others had done. So a deal was made between the parents and the school principal and John was not arrested. But everyone agreed that Ida Mae should be left alone from now on because of what John did to Leon and the others. 

			“He almost killed them,” someone said. “I saw it. He almost killed them.” 

			So John and Ida Mae went their own way and stayed together as much as they could, day after day, week after week, month by month, starting with the ringing clamor of the morning bell, through the lunch volleyball games, the spelling bees, then the labyrinth of introductory long division, the muck of diagramming sentences and Miss Wilmington’s impassioned reading of Huckleberry Finn. 

			One year later, just before summer vacation, John asked Ida Mae if she would like to go fishing with him on his family’s annual summer fishing trip. When she replied, “Yes,” and touched his arm, John’s eyes widened. He had never fished with a girl before, but for some reason that didn’t matter anymore. 

			After a long drive north, the four of them arrived at the lake just before dark, and as they pulled into the campground, John could see an old wooden dock–half-rotted and mostly submerged on the lakeshore where his father said they would camp for the next five days. As John looked, he smiled to himself because he knew that fish usually gather around the sunken wooden columns of a dock or pier. Even in a place called California. 

			Nothing more about this kind of thing crossed his mind as he and Ida Mae helped unpack the car trunk and the trailer. Ida Mae looked puzzled as John’s father unrolled the olive-colored canvas tent. She had never seen a tent set up before and John held the iron steaks carefully with both hands as his father drove each of them into the dark earth. Ida Mae looked at him as he held the stakes as steady as he could, and the ringing of the iron hammer echoed through the trees. John wondered what he would do if his father missed the steak with his hammer and struck one of his wrists. That will break it, he said to himself as he looked into Ida Mae’s eyes. But if it does, I won’t cry. I will die first. I swear I will. 

			After dinner, sometime around ten o’clock, everything was finished and John’s father said it was time to “hit the sack.” Ida Mae thought that this was an odd way to say “going to bed” and when John’s mother pointed, Ida Mae simply hit the sack on one side of John’s parents and John did the same thing on the other side. 

			Later that night, around midnight, as the rest of them slept and the small campfire still burned in an earthen pit just beyond the front entrance of the tent, Ida Mae watched a group of shadows dancing on the faded walls of the canvas tent. Some looked like animals with two heads and long arms but no legs. Others were like clouds or ships with billowing sails riding on the waves of some mysterious and far away ocean. She looked at them, smiled, then turned over in her sleeping bag, and went to sleep. 

			The next morning she looked carefully at John and offered a question. “When can we go fishing, and what will we catch?” She smiled. John shrugged as he began unpacking the rod and reel, wire clip stringer, to hold any fish they might catch, some hooks and a small jar of bright pink sugar-cured salmon eggs. 

			“Maybe a trout if we’re lucky,” he answered. “I don’t know.” 

			The truth was, John had never caught a trout of any kind, but he didn’t want Ida Mae to know. To him, all trout seemed far away somewhere swimming back and forth between his imagination and the photographs and stories he read in his father’s fishing magazines. They were unassailable and occupied by well-traveled, well-equipped and well-dressed people far beyond his social class, his experience, and his 50-cent-per-week allowance. 

			As it turned out, it didn’t matter. There were indeed no trout around the dock, only small bluegills. The only fish Ida Mae had ever seen alive and the first she had ever caught. Her excitement was obvious, uninhibited, and contagious. John liked them too, and the colors they had when the sun hit their golden sides. I’ll bet that’s why people call them sunfish, he said to himself. That has to be it, he thought as he looked at Ida Mae lifting another one out of the water. 

			“People call them sunfish because of the way they look in the sun. Just look at those colors, Ida Mae,” he added. “They look like gold, don’t they?” Ida Mae nodded with certainty and a focused smile and understanding, and to John’s surprise, it wasn’t long before he realized that he was becoming the student and Ida Mae was becoming the teacher. 

			After watching John’s bait fall off the hook when he cast into the water and the way he complained about it, Ida Mae asked if she could bait the hook and make a cast for herself. “I think it’s a little like sewing,” she said. “Just pretend the hook is a needle and you are sewing the egg on, but don’t let the point of the hook stick out of the egg, John. Keep it inside. It will stay on better that way.” She didn’t stop there. “I think you should also swing your arm around a little slower when you begin your cast. I’ve noticed that the bait always falls off if you jerk the rod around too quickly.” 

			John didn’t like the advice but politely smiled, tried it, and for some reason it worked. He was surprised and intimidated, but he didn’t tell Ida Mae. He just hid it carefully in the secret chamber even boys use when they consider the possibility that they may be overmatched by a female and don’t know what to do about it. 

			By the third day, the fishing had slowed and John wasn’t sure why. Ida Mae, however, was hitting her stride and suggested that they might have better luck if they changed their location and moved to another part of the dock. “Maybe by this time, the ones in this spot know we are here,” she said. “Maybe they’re onto us. Maybe they can talk to each other. Maybe they took a vote and decided to move.” 

			“That’s a good idea, Ida Mae,” John answered as he looked at her. He put his right hand in his pocket, crossed his fingers, and added, “You know, I was just thinking about that very same thing myself.” 

			Ida Mae looked at him carefully for longer than John thought she should and her eyes were piercing. “OK... and I think we should try over there,” she said, pointing with her right hand and exhaling quietly. “Beneath the shadow of that big tree.” John looked carefully at her and nodded. 

			Forty-five minutes later, sitting in the shadow of that same tree–the one John hadn’t noticed–they set a new record. “You were right, John,” she whispered. “This is really fun.” And John had to agree. He looked down into the water at the steel stringer. There they were. Twelve bluegills in 12 straight casts. Ida Mae had caught eight and he had caught four. 

			As he looked at the stringer descending down into the water and the most bluegill he had ever seen at one time, he wondered how she accomplished that and how she understood the things she had shown him over the past two years. Maybe she’s just lucky, he thought. 

			As he sat there and looked at her, he could feel the agate shooter in his right front pocket. He always had it with him for good luck and he wondered again about the gift. Girls never have those. Where did she get it? Maybe she found it, he thought, but he wasn’t about to bring that up again because Ida Mae didn’t like to talk about it. 

			“The shooter is yours, John,” she always said. “That’s all you have to know and that’s all that matters. But I didn’t steal it if that’s what you’re thinking.” 

			He blinked and looked up from the stringer of fish and back into her eyes. She was looking directly at him. Her gaze never wavered, and for some reason, he had to look away. It was time to go. As he stood up and reached for her hand to help her, he saw the scars and marks again on her arms and each leg. They will never go away, he thought. How did she endure such things? He wondered. As she looked back at him, he could see not only her scars but the edges and lines of her mouth, the edges of her life, her unyielding gaze. He said nothing more and picked up the stringer full of bluegills as they walked hand-in-hand back to camp in silence. 

			He never saw Ida Mae after that trip. She simply disappeared and left no clues to where she was. 

			Years later, in the winter of 1987, John returned from a business trip to New Zealand and found a package with no note or explanation, just a book of poems in his mailbox. One of them, the one which appeared on the last page, described an agate marble shooter that never missed, hopscotch, volleyball, a boy she once loved and went fishing with for bluegill on a wooden dock a long time ago on the edge of a lake which had no name. 

			Of Turtles and Men 

			John Marks started talking to himself as soon as he saw it. He had his reasons. The lead fish, the one in front, was at least 20 pounds. Maybe a bit more. Long and thickly bodied with heavy shoulders and a large curling tail, it moved easily through the warm tidal currents with its nostrils flared and its bright eyes pointed down toward the small muddy hills and furrowed white sand where it was swimming and feeding. 

			Marks inhaled softly and started whispering to the fish, urging it to come closer. Could it hear him? Sometimes he thought so. Other times it just seemed stupid. When the shadowy form moved again, it changed direction and turned once more toward John, as if to see who was talking to it. Marks wondered what it would feel like to hold a fish like that in his hands. He started talking again and told the fish that it should turn to the left because the water was deeper there, and that would be a good place to find something good to eat–shrimp, or a small crab. 

			The fish turn slowly around, floating in an elliptical pirouette as if he wanted to see the place the fisherman was talking about or perhaps to measure the falling tide. Or maybe he just wants me to see how big he really is, John thought. Now only 60 feet away, the fish answered, and an immense tail suddenly broke to the surface, waving back and forth in the wind like a silver flag. There it was. A new world record. All 22 pounds of it. 

			“Now or never,” John said softly. As the rod drifted back into position for the forward delivery, he could see the immense white mouth opening, the red flaring gills, and the No. 6 fly going straight down the throat of the biggest bonefish he would ever see. But at that precise moment, everything went to hell, and for some reason all three fish bolted and disappeared. Suddenly it was all gone. The open, hungry mouth, the waving silvertail, imagined yellow eye, and the black shadow of the immense fish crawling over the white sand simply evaporated in amber light and the curling blue tide. 

			The tip of Mark’s rod dropped and a profanity came hissing through his teeth. “Jeezus Keehrist,” he said out loud, slurring the words. “What in the hell is this? What happened?” He paused, closed his eyes and shook his head. Maybe a bird overhead, he thought. Or the shadow of a cloud. That almost always scares them. Or a shark or barracuda, he thought. But none of these were there because if they were, he would have seen them. He looked at the horizon so far away. It was fading into the light. He looked at his watch. It was almost 6, it had been a long day with a lot of fish, and his guide and companion would soon be returning to pick him up. It is time to quit. 

			He looked down at the floating line of his aborted cast coiled at his feet and the shiny bead-chain eyes of the fly sitting quietly in the shallow water the fly was looking up at him. “It was close, buddy,” he told it with a smile. “You almost had the ride of your life.” 

			Immediately, something else caught his eye, something far in the distance, an odd sort of shape just to the left of a bulging clump of red coral. Without taking his eyes off the strange sight, he dropped his rod tip slowly and carefully into the water and stared at the object. Whatever it was, it seemed to be moving in a straight line over 100 yards away, a small indistinguishable point which was traveling at an angle which could have taken it too close to the three feeding bonefish. Whatever it was, John thought, those fish knew it was coming and that’s what spooked them. 

			The air seemed to thicken as he watched the apparition coming toward him, moment by moment growing larger and then larger still, turning from a single point of darkness into a bright elliptical light with two curving knife-like appendages radiating from its epicenter. As he strained to see, the curving appendages turned into a pair of wings and they raised simultaneously from the water and rotated the air in a perfectly coordinated rhythm. At their zenith, water drained from the edges of the wings as drops of jeweled light. When the wings descended, they fell quickly and sharply, cutting back into the water like a pair of blades, chopping hard against the strong push of a falling tide. 

			For a moment, he thought it might be a wounded bird of some kind, maybe an albatross or a pelican. But what was that strange and unearthly sound it was making? “Birds don’t do that,” he said softly. They can’t. Not anymore. 

			As he watched and listened carefully, the sound magnified growing stronger and more pervasive until it dominated all other sensory information. Everything else had stopped. The only thing moving was that single ghostly apparition and it raised its wings again, pointing them toward the sky as if to signal something. Then it turned slightly toward the east, floating on the surface, coming directly toward him. And suddenly there it was 50 feet away–the answer. I should have known, John said to himself. I should have known. 

			Marks could now see the curving bird-like beak, scalloped and cracked, the wrinkled neck and throat, the ragged scars and patchwork patterns of a domed and worn shell laced with the black calligraphy of geometric lines, not unlike a hieroglyph or perhaps a map of some kind. 

			And the sound? It too was now obvious and as John listened, the turtle’s breathing intensified, and it seemed as if the breath of all life had somehow gathered inside of that turtle’s. It was indeed an odd moment, one difficult to define. John felt strange and his heart was beating hard. He looked around quickly at the incredible silence of everything else. Maybe there isn’t anything else, he thought. Maybe it all comes down to this. 

			When the turtle finally stopped, it was less than 20 feet in front of John and he could see its heart beating in its eyes. With each pulse, the black pupils widened, then withdrew, then expand again in a hypnotic rhythm impossible to ignore. And as John looked, he could see the absolute perfection and timeless strength of the animal as it stared back at him. How odd, John thought as he remembered another encounter many years ago, not unlike this one. There seemed to be a connection with that event, but he wasn’t sure just what it was. The turtle looked up into the open eyes of the man standing in front of her. 

			“Never mind about that,” she said softly, “It doesn’t matter. Not anymore. It’s too late and you can’t erase the past.” As John stood there frozen in the moment, the turtle continued. “You were wrong that day. You were wrong because you thought I was finished, didn’t you?” 

			John looked back at her and swallowed. He hadn’t thought about it for years. “Yes, I did,” he finally whispered. “Yes, I did think that because Sydney said you were. When he flipped you over on your back, he told me you would die like that because your kind can’t get back to your feet once you are turned over. He said you would die upside down, drowning in your own phlegm and mucous.” 

			The turtle blinked again and moved its head slightly to one side as if it was considering something. Then it turned again, looking back at John. “Keep going,” she said. “I know you’d like to finish it. Men like you always do. You always need answers. Maybe it’s in your blood.” 

			“Well,” John stammered, “Well… I... don’t... don’t know. I just asked Sydney why he wanted to kill you and then he looked at me like I was crazy. He asked me if I liked turtle soup or turtle eggs. I told him I’d never tried them before, but if he was going to kill you for that, why didn’t he just cut your throat? Why wouldn’t he just get it over with? Sydney just looked back at me and asked what difference does it make in the way the turtle dies? And why did I care? Before I could answer, he said that it would be too bloody to cut your throat and he wanted to keep his pants and shirt clean.” 

			“Then I asked him how long it would take you to die and he said maybe three or four hours. He said after we were done fishing, we would come back and you would be dead by then and that he knew where you had laid your eggs. He would take them home. He also said that he could sell your shell for a lot of money.” 

			John paused, looking into her unflinching eyes. In that moment, he could see the Bahamian turtle over on her back once again, the tangled forest of red mangroves behind her, the blue sky and the white clouds far above. Her waving, wing-like flippers. He could see her head moving desperately from side to side, the thrust of her neck as she began her dying, one gasping breath at a time. He could see it all, the gargling and phlegm, and the emotionless way Sydney stood there looking down at her. 

			More than anything else, John could remember the sound of her tortured breathing as they left her lying on her back on the hot sand. My God, he thought as they drove away in Sydney’s boat. There has to be a better way. Is there something more than simple hunger in us? What purpose does it serve? John wasn’t sure. 

			“Well, as you can see, I’m not dead,” the turtle replied. “That was me even if you can’t understand how or why that could be, or how the past and future are connected.” She looked up at the darkening sky and moved her head to one side and then back again as she continued. “Look at the sky,” she said. “Look at the clouds and the water. Look at yourself. Look at what’s happening. Look at all of it. Do you think Sydney could change any of that? Do you really think you can?” 

			She blinked again and John looked at her hard and scalloped shell, her burning eyes, and the four amazing winged flippers, the thin black calligraphy of her olive shell and the way the water seemed to hold and suspend her. He could see the way the water ran along the sides of her body in a silver curl of light. He could see her strength, her perfect belonging. 

			He looked down at his own human hands and fingers, his knuckle grip curling around the cork handle of his fishing rod. His own skin suddenly looked like tissue, vulnerable and weak, some kind of membrane stretching as it tried to hold something together, something which was slowly seeping from his life, from the entire civilized world. Maybe we don’t have what it takes, he thought, and at that moment, he imagined himself and all human beings disappearing. What would that be like? Could that happen? 

			“Not all of them will go,” she answered. “The ones who know will remain. Those who do not will perish.” She looked up at John and the way he was looking at his reflection in the water, then her eyes sharpened and she blinked once more as she turned her neck, looking north at the horizon. “I need to go,” she said softly. “It’s almost dark and I have to go now and reach the drop off before nightfall. I can hear your friends coming and I don’t want them to see us like this. And neither should you. But I have one question for you before I go.” 

			“And what is that?” John replied. 

			“Well, my last question is this, and this one which perhaps matters most about you. Why do you care about these kinds of things and why do you always talk about them so much? Why do you have so many questions?” 

			John thought about it and as he pondered her question, he could see a thin line of black smoke rising in the sky and the dark silhouette of a passing ship far away on the horizon. It seemed like a mirage setting on the edge of some other world, coming from someplace he couldn’t see and going somewhere he couldn’t see. But he could see those aboard the ship, their arms and legs sticking out in so many directions, and their eyes floating in an ocean of immeasurable time and distance, all of them deep within their own thoughts and reality. Separate from him and far away. Unconnected. 

			He looked back at the turtle. “I guess I care and talk about those kinds of things because it makes me feel less alone,” he said softly. Nothing else was said. John simply stood and watched as the turtle looked at him carefully. Then she nodded her head, blinked, and turned slowly away from him and from the place in the world where John knew he had to stay and he watched quietly as the turtle started swimming. 

			John could hear her breathing as she left him. He could see the focused intent of her stroke, the timeless rise and fall of her flippers as she looked straight ahead toward the darkening horizon. He wondered where she was going, what she was thinking. Nine hundred miles to the west and straight ahead, the labyrinthine shelf of east Africa lifted in a gathering mist. 

			He looked down at his feet. Who would ever believe this? He thought again. I’ve been stopped. By a turtle. He thought about it. Something really had been lost, somewhere and somehow, but it seemed impossible to see just what could be done to get it back again. 

			Moments later, the metallic drone of a roaring engine came whining in the air, cutting through the tropical air like a knife. Seconds later, John could see the blowing spray of the white boat. His partner and guide saw John standing in the water too shallow for the fiberglass craft to navigate, so they stopped to wait for him. John walked toward them and climbed into the boat. He paused and looked back over his shoulder, but it was useless. The door had closed. The reverie was broken. He slid his rod quietly in the boat and sat down. 

			“Any luck here?” the guide asked. 

			John thought about it for a moment, “No, no luck at all here,” he replied, “but I saw a very large fish, one about 20 pounds, probably a couple pounds more. It would have been a new record on the fly. There were two smaller fish with it, but they all spooked before I could get a cast in.” He paused as his companions looked at him. What else should he say? What else could he say? Then, because he thought he had to, he simply added that he had seen a large sea turtle. “I’ve never seen one that big in water this shallow,” he said, “and I don’t know what it was doing there. It came so close I could have touched it with my rod.” 

			Without expression, John continued. “It was really interesting. It stopped when it saw me and it just looked at me for what seemed like a long time, and then it went on its way. It didn’t seem afraid. It seemed almost interested in what I was doing. I enjoyed it. A nice connection. I’ve never seen anything like that before.” 

			“Impossible,” the guide replied, conveniently ignoring feelings and ideas for which he had no answer and no real interest. “Bonefish don’t get that big here. I’ve been here all my life and I haven’t seen one over 9 pounds.” 

			“Yeah, I know,” John replied, “I’ve heard others say that too, but I’m sure this one had the length, shoulders, and tail for it. I got a good look at him. I watched him feeding.” He said nothing more about the turtle. He knew it would be useless. 

			“John, listen to me,” the guide shot back. “Listen to what I am saying. I said it couldn’t be a bonefish. Not that big,” he added. “It was a milkfish, nothing more. They come on the flats sometimes and swim with the bonefish.” The guide continued with the kind of predictable naivete some men use when they think they know everything. “And as far as turtles go,” the guide said, “you don’t see many of them here anymore and who in the hell cares? The old-timers say they lay their eggs around here, and there used to be lots of them, but who knows? Some say it’s overfishing or the oil rigs. And even if it is, who really cares? The natives have the right to take and eat all they can catch, or else they sell the shells to the Chinese. They cut and grind up the shells and use them as an aphrodisiac, or they make ashtrays out of them. There’s no law against that, and besides, we need oil and money more than we need the frigging turtles.” 

			John paused as he looked at the guide, the lines around his eyes, the calligraphy of his life and years, then at the Mercury 200 and the 18-foot glass skiff. The guide was a decent man, John thought. And Sydney was one of the best guides John had ever met, and over time they had become good friends. He looked briefly again to the west. The ship was gone and only the sun remained, burning on the edge of a world that was changing so fast it seemed impossible to slow down. Or change it. 

			Three hundred years ago, it would have taken me almost nine months just to get to where I fished today. I did it in three days. He understood that this, too, was fantastic, but something had been lost along the way. Maybe that’s why we like to be in places like this, he thought as he looked across the ocean currents. To get some of it back again. 

			He said nothing more and opened the blue and white plastic cooler and withdrew a cold beer. The guide looked at him and went on, using the abbreviated sentences people sometimes like to use when they are in a hurry or think time is running out. “Time to go. Long way home. Low on gas. Have to leave now. Don’t want to try and find my way in the dark. Too dangerous.” 

			That night after dinner, everyone at camp was watching the Lakers game against the Celtics. Magic Johnson had scored almost 30 points by halftime with 15 assists and seven rebounds. It was, as they say, one hell of a game. Then, during the break, and more than a few drinks, things got a little messy. One of the guests pushed his tongue against the side of his mouth, moved his eyebrows up and down, and poked the guy sitting next to him, as he loudly asked John about the new world record bonefish he had seen. 

			“Just how big was it?” he asked smiling in an ugly and offensive way. 

			John looked back at him. For five days at breakfast and dinner, the guy never shut up. His jokes were stupid and so were his ideas. John thought of the man’s mind as a stagnant pool of useless crap. 

			“Too many black guys on that frigging Laker team,” the man remarked. “Too many. They’re taking over everything. And I know this, too. They’re up to no good. They even want our women. They can’t bullshit me.” 

			That did it. The conversation froze. Someone cleared their throat. Someone else got up and went to the bathroom. No one knew just what to do or say, so they said nothing and just looked at John, hoping he might say something that would erase the other angler’s ideas and words. John looked around the room and thought about what he should do, then smiled, and winked back at the man, at all of them, his favorite way of getting out of a senseless circumstance by saying nothing and inferring everything, or at least some interminable possibility beyond anyone’s ability to interpret or understand. What else should I say? He thought. What he really wanted to do was kick the shit out of the guy. 

			After the last bucket of the game–a three-pointer made by Magic, which sailed out of bounds without touching the rim–John stood up, excused himself, and said he had to get going. “My guide wants to start right at dawn and I have to be ready. The incoming tide will be strong then and he wants to hit it just right.” John nodded goodnight, then turn without saying anything more and went to his cabin. 

			When the generator finally stopped and darkness fell, he pulled the covers over his shoulders, closed his eyes, and listened carefully to his breathing and thought again of the turtle. He could still see her flippers rising from the sea, then lowering again, silently, and with a tireless and unstoppable purpose. He watched her until she disappeared and then he rolled over on his back and closed his eyes. 

			He slept without thought for an indeterminable length of time, and he couldn’t be sure just what time it was when he first heard the sudden screeching cry of birds–both seagulls and white terns–piercing the glass windows of his dark cabin. That’s odd, he thought. Something is happening. Those kinds of birds are normally not nocturnal. They don’t come out at night. 

			He arose from his bed and went to the window. The light outside looked on, almost green in a way, and as he looked up, he could see the Southern Cross still stretching across the sky in a blaze of twinkling light. 

			Then suddenly, he saw something else–the dark silhouette of a tall man moving along the sand–and as John watched, the man seemed to be dancing as he held his arms out in an oddly twisted gestural expression John had never seen before. What in the hell is he doing? Who in the hell is he? Without warning, and as if to answer, the man suddenly stopped and turned to look at John as he stood inside the cabin. The man’s eyes were bright red and seemed electrified. His hands were incredible with long thin fingers some six inches long. His hair was short and white but gave off an eerie glow of shimmering light. 

			As John stood by his cabin window, the man continued to stare at him and then turned his wrist over and pointed a curling finger toward John in a gesture for him to leave his cabin and come out onto the beach. When John looked, he could see the man had something in his hand, a long tool of some kind, perhaps a shovel, John thought, but when he looked closer he could see it was a long-handled straw broom. 

			John had no idea of just what was going on, but there was no going back. Something was pulling on him. As he walked toward the man, it finally hit him. The man was trying to hit the terns and seagulls as they spiraled around him in a circle, driving down to Earth then skyward again, then down again. John’s eyes widen. So that was it, he thought. Jesus, why didn’t I think of that? 

			The sandy slope of beach in front of John’s cabin was almost covered by a swarm of hatching baby sea turtles. They had dug their way up through their sandy nest and were trying to find the water’s edge and reach that sanctuary before being killed and eaten by the diving seabirds. Suddenly it was obvious. The man was trying to protect the newly hatched turtles and give them time to reach the safety of the incoming tidal waves. 

			As Marks stumbled half-asleep up to the dark-skinned man, it seemed impossible. Jesus, John said to himself. Maybe I am mad. Or is this just a dream? It was Sidney. John came up to the guide and stood speechless in front of him and the two men looked carefully at one another. Sydney was smiling. His short hair was snow-white now, his face wrinkled and scarred his eyes were still bright, but his back was badly bent, and most of his front teeth were missing. 

			Sydney spoke first. “Well, well, look at who I see,” he said, smiling. “Look at who’s here. It’s John Marks. It’s about time you showed up, man. I’ve been waiting for a long time. I told you I knew all the places where they lay their eggs. And I wasn’t kidding. And I always know when they are going to hatch. The birds tell me as they gather for the feast. So when I see them like this, I know I found the turtles. So listen to me, Mr. John Marks,” he whispered, “I’ve got two brooms. One for you and one for me. So what in the hell are you going to do now? Just stand there like an idiot, or help me save them? Most of them will never make it without us, and we have to be quick, or they won’t make it. I’ve seen it too many times. The birds get almost every one of them.” 

			John looked back at Sydney. Here it was. His chance at last. Twenty-five years later. “Well, Sydney,” John said. “Did you do that kind of thing back then, when we were doing all that fishing together? All those years? Were you doing it that time I came down and you killed that one by flipping her over on her back and letting her die by suffocating?” Sydney nodded. “Well, why in the hell didn’t you tell me?” John asked. “It might have made a difference. At least to me. In a lot of ways. For a lot of reasons.” 

			Sydney’s smile widened as he looked at John for a long time. “Because you never asked,” he finally said softly. “And because men like you are all alike. You think you know what is best and that your way is the only way. I figured that enough time had gone by for you to calm down, and I’d just pay you a visit tonight and set the record straight. So, here’s your broom John Marks. Start swinging and stop talking and thinking about everything. You always did that and it’s time to stop. We don’t have a lot of time and we’ve got a lot to do. It’ll be dawn before you know it.” 

			They worked and talked for the next three hours without stopping. All the stories of so many fishing trips together, their friendship, all the cold beer, hard-boiled eggs, dancing and drinking at the local bistro, the ladies at the bar, the damned mosquitoes and all those fish they caught. But nothing more was said about the turtle Sydney had killed that day or why Sydney had returned tonight. 

			When the last baby turtle was safely in the water and the birds were gone, John and Sidney could feel the water running around their ankles. The tide was running out. So was the time, and they both knew it. John knew what would happen next and he watched as Sydney straightened up as best he could and look directly into John’s eyes. John returned his gaze and both men had a sadness in them. “Don’t try so hard,” Sydney said quietly. “You and I are what we are, and our lives cannot be changed. It’s too late for that.” 

			He turned away from John and slipped quietly into the dark waters. My God! Mark said to himself. He can still swim like a fish, as he watched Sidney swimming away. And he always could outfish me. No matter how hard I tried. He was always the best. As John watched, Sydney grew smaller and smaller until he finally disappeared into the rolling darkness of the open sea. 

			John turned and walked slowly back to his cabin, pulled the covers over his tired shoulders, and went to sleep as a Southern Cross spread across the diamond skies in ten million points of perfect light. He never saw Sydney or the turtles again.

			Wade Rivers

			He was indeed a good fisherman. A damn good one at that. And, like all damn good fishermen, he understood that the absolute truth is like a rubber band. In order to understand all its subtleties and possibilities, you have to stretch it. 

			If there was ever a place for stretching the rubber band, this was it. The landscapes still remained immense, formidable, and magical. Mountains almost fill the sky and have names given to them thousands of years ago before the first European settlers arrived. Some of the forests seemed to go on forever with thick stands of virginal timber still untouched, mysterious trails and ancient native burial sites some claimed were still hidden from sight–locations imbued with great magic and power. And, believe it or not, extraordinary creatures still live there. Ones beyond normal definition which exist nowhere else: Snow-white bears which are neither albino or polar, frogs which can stop their hearts from beating as they hibernate frozen for five months and then somehow restart their hearts during the spring thaw, and other things from out of the past which still roam around and are seen from time to time. 

			It is true that most of these kinds of creatures are often seen late at night as the observer is leaving the tavern at closing time, or in their sleep. Some can be found in books, paintings, and politics, but as everyone knows, literature, art, and especially human politics are like fishing and sometimes exempt from meaningful scrutiny or any kind of logic at all. And in the end, perhaps it’s anyone’s guess as to what is real and what is not. 

			Last but certainly not least, the fishing up there can be so good you usually don’t have to stretch the truth too far. But what fun is that? The way most of the anglers up there looked at it, the better the fishing is, the more you stretch the truth, in order to truly tell the truth. What could be more straightforward than that? 

			It’s Monday, almost lunchtime, and everyone is gathered in the dining room ready for lunch, and here he comes. Wade Rivers himself. He’s a little late, but who cares? He’s been fishing. Wade closes the door and moves toward the dining room ready for almost anything or anyone: bad weather, Indians on the warpath, or even… God forbid… Steelhead Bill. Wade Rivers has always secretly wondered if Steelhead Bill might be better than he is, but then some have said that Steelhead Bill is better than almost anyone on the planet. That includes Steelhead John, Steelhead Bob, Steelhead Jim, Steelhead Moe, Curly, and Larry. 

			Wade still has his boots on, and their carbide pointed steel caulks are clicking on the varnished pine wood flooring. His knuckles are red and white from the morning fishing. It was a bit cold out there, he thinks. Could snow anytime soon. Maybe the frogs are getting ready. He surveys the other anglers. They are newly arrived and eager on the first day of a new week of fishing on what most believe is the greatest trophy steelhead river in the world and the world’s greatest fishing lodge. At least their exclusive U.S. sales and booking agent says it is, but it isn’t just their personal point of view. A lot of people agree this place is special. If it can happen, it can happen here. Who knows? Maybe a 40-pounder. Maybe even bigger. 

			They’re around and just to prove it someone (it was the Dithers Chamber of Commerce) put a couple of stuffed 40-plus pounders in the Dithers airport about five years ago for everyone to see. Interestingly enough the two 40 pounders share the airport waiting room with a 1,500-pound grizzly bear whose facial expression and body posture gives the viewer the impression it wants to get out of the plastic display as soon as possible so that he can feed either on the two immense steelheads or maybe a passenger or two. 

			The bear mounted inside that the plastic cave is indeed quite a bear and there isn’t time for it here, so we leave it at this: The grizzly was said to have supernatural powers which let him know ahead of time when anyone came hunting for him and he would just disappear. He had in fact somehow eluded all the traps, the poisoned caribou meat, and professional hunters for five years, maybe more, and everyone says the “griz” took so many cattle you couldn’t count them all. No one knows for sure just what really happened, but in the end, the bear ended up in the Dithers airport after a two-year fight over ownership with another nearby town, Shouston, which claimed the bear belonged to them. 

			According to these accounts, the bear had actually been shot in Shouston and then tried to make it back to its den in Dithers. The bear didn’t quite make it and fell stone dead on the city line with its butt and hind legs in Shouston, but it’s head, shoulders, and front paws were over the line and sticking firmly into Dithers dirt. 

			It is said that the Dithers mayor found it one morning on his way to a city council meeting. According to these reports, the mayor got out of his car and single-handedly dragged the bear until its entire body was in the Dithers soil, thus making it city property and qualifying for display at the Dithers airport. He called a cab and they dragged the carcass to the taxidermist. 

			Who knows? Wade wonders as he looks at the rest of the anglers in the dining room. There are two women present. Wade doesn’t know what to think about that and neither do a couple of other men in the room, but it doesn’t matter. Sometimes the women outfish the men and there’s nothing you can do about it except respect their abilities. Only a fool thinks differently, Wade says to himself. Only a fool. 

			So everyone has arrived and they are now waiting for lunch and talking in excited voices about the possibilities for the coming week. There are a lot of words, a lot of conversation, and the spilling of old stories merge with new stories and possibilities, mostly about trophy steelhead fishing, and for the time being, everything else dissolves into non-existence. The stock market is gone. In fact, the entire economy disappears, as do most of the daily concerns and everyone left behind, including their mothers-in-law, dead or alive, rich or poor. 

			None of these things matter anymore. For the week, at least, they simply fade into oblivion. But it’s more than this. The entire universe beyond the banks of the winding river disappears and the only things which matter are the condition of the water and the answer to the ultimate question: “Are they here yet?” 

			Wade knows. He walks over to the coffee maker and pours a cup. As he stirs it, he takes a moment to look around and then walks to the edge of the table, and takes his position as someone asks him how he did today. “They’re here all right, and I did pretty good this morning,” he says. “I hit six just upstream from here, all around 18 to 20 pounds or so, maybe 22 pounds for the biggest. It could have been 22. It went 39 x 19.” 

			One of the guides, Deano Moelstra, looks at him and wonders. Hmmm…he thinks. The fish have been small so far with few fish over 12 pounds. Is it possible that the run of big fish has finally arrived? He hopes so. Twelve hundred U.S. dollars a day is a lot of money to fish in a river that has no fish. And, even if the fish aren’t here and talking, the money is. 

			Wade doesn’t care. Why should he? He always gets them. Some say he even gets them when he doesn’t, but who knows? The truth is, Rivers is a legitimate expert and maybe the criticism is just sour grapes. That happens... now and then. So he takes a drink of coffee, inhales, and continues. “It’s been like this everywhere, and one day last week, over on the Kwawia, I took five good fish all around 16 to 20 pounds on five straight casts. The day before that, I got seven, and last Thursday, I got 14 out of one pool.” 

			He pauses again, looks up at the wall and the trophy steelhead mounted on the pine rafters and smiles. “The biggest fish was like that one there,” he says, pointing. “Almost 30 pounds, because I measured it. I always measure them. That’s the only way you know for sure. Forty-two by 20, it was, and I got it on a floating line, and a blue and green tube fly on a long cast into deep water.” 

			By this time, none of the first-timers in the room are saying anything, and they just stand there looking at Wade with staring eyes and leaning toward him with a forward slant of their upper torsos. It seems as if he is just getting started and they want all the good news they can get. 

			Hmmm… The stuffed eagle says to himself as he hangs frozen in flight, suspended from the ceiling on a chain inside the living room, and not too far from the fireplace. “Maybe it will be a great week.” The majestic bird looks out at the river with her wings forever outstretched in an endless fight, then longingly toward a bright blue sky with cream-colored clouds and all those marvelous limbs she could be sitting on. 

			The bear lying on the floor in front of the fireplace is also curious, and even the immense bull moose head mounted on the west wall looks down at the room with its brown eyes wide open and its eyebrows arched. 

			“I love it,” someone says, inhaling deeply, looking up at the 30 pounder mounted on the fireplace. “When I hit a big one like that. And I watch my leaders carefully. I even keep them out of the light because fluorescent light will weaken your leader material. But I use a 20-pound test, so I’m not too worried. And I use a Bimini Twist knot on all my leaders.” 

			The moose blinks and looks at the angler. The moose had never heard that one before. The new guy in camp, the one at the end of the table who is a little intimidated by all of this and who has never done this kind of angling before, always thought the Bimini Twist was some kind of dance. 

			“Holy cow,” the moose mutters to himself as he looks down at the assembled group of anglers. “These people are worse than hunters. Or golfers.” 

			“Say,” the Bimini angler says suddenly, sticking out his hand toward Rivers. “I don’t think I got your name, partner.” 

			Wade response politely. “Rivers. Wade Rivers. Good to meet you.” 

			“That’s a hell of a name for a steelheader,” Bimini says. “Tell me something. Don’t you think it’s where you put your fly that matters the most? I’ve got 2,000 steelhead to my name so far, and hell, I feel like I’m just getting started.” 

			“Yup,” says Wade. “I sure as hell would say so.” 

			Bimini is happy for the confirmation and is smiling once more as he looks into the staring and innocent eyes of a newcomer to the lodge, a guy named Jim Snodgrass from Topeka, Kansas. “I’m sorry,” he says. “What was your name again?” 

			“Jim Snodgrass.” 

			“Well, I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Jim. I know this is your first time. Damn it, Snodgrass! No shame in that! You just fish with me and my boat. I’ll put you in all the good places and you’ll get on this in no time. Won’t he boys?” Wade looks around at the other anglers who are now considering the possibility that perhaps they are dreaming all of this. 

			“Oh yeah,” one of them says. “Oh yeah. No worries. You’ll get on to it in no time at all.” 

			And then, suddenly, without warning, everything is interrupted by a clanging bell which announces, to most of the gathered anglers relief, that lunch is now being served. The moose exhales quietly and goes back to staring into outer space. The eagle settles on its imaginary roost, and the bearskin rug begins to relax once again. Even the potato salad seems relieved. 

			The conversations nonetheless continue through lunch, still polite and enthusiastic. All but Snodgrass are experienced steelheaders and seem to know their way around, so it’s only natural that the other rivers are mentioned, other locations and stories of amazing steelhead encounters wind their way in and out of the potato salad, the steaming vegetable soup, and dessert. 

			Now and then, an Atlantic salmon story is thrown in. “Yeah, you’re right, they’re almost like steelhead,” someone says. “I mean in some ways,” he adds. “In some ways.” Some of the others agree, including the exclusive U.S. sales agent representative who has only fished for Atlantic salmon once in his lifetime, but what does that have to do with it? Fifteen salmon are enough, and he knows a similarity when he sees one. Even if it’s different. 

			Sitting next to the sales agent are two anglers whom some think of as simply the “girls”–a mother and a daughter team who have caught a lot of Atlantic salmon. Wade looks at them for a moment and then back at the sales agent. “Well, there are differences, too,” he says, “because I read a lot of salmon stories over the years, and I know the truth when I read it. So hang on to your waders, girls.” 

			Rivers looks down into his soup. Too many potatoes in here, he thinks. 

			“And as far as this agent thing goes,” he mutters to himself, “they’re all the same, and they just tell you what you want to hear. They remind me of my mother-in-law.” 

			The rest of the conversation is much the same and doesn’t need repeating here, but you could feel the excitement growing as the rubber band is passed around the table, alternately stretched, then relaxed, then stretched again as eight well-intentioned anglers begin to think about the afternoon fishing and just where they would like to fish and with whom. 

			When lunch is finished, Head Guide Marv Havaneely introduces himself and delivers a thorough and truly expert orientation regarding fishing licenses, how to rig your gear, and how to avoid bears and moose. “Especially rutting males,” he says as he looks up at the immense head and antlers hanging on the wall. “Don’t mess with them,” he says. “If you see one, just get out of its way and keep your legs closed.” 

			The “What To Do When You Hook a Big Fish” talk comes next, followed by “How To Use Your Walkie-Talkie Radio,” and Marv finishes by asking the guests who they want to fish with after lunch and for the rest of the week. 

			The sales agent responds immediately to the question as if he has been thinking of this for some time now. He raises his hand, “I want to fish with Snodgrass and the two girls,” he says. “I’ll fish this week with Janet, Helen, and Jim and show them what to do!” 

			He continues. “As far as this afternoon is concerned, why don’t we put Jim up at Potter’s Rock? The bears and moose don’t go up there much and Jim will be OK there. I’ll fish just up around the corner at Vanadian pool. I can handle all that water with my 15 footer and I can watch Jim and can radio the lodge if he needs help. Maybe Janet and Helen can do Dinner Box. This time of the year, there will be a lot of fish over there because of the cool water coming in from the Shellakalot River.” 

			Snodgrass smiles and starts dreaming. Wow. Potter’s Rock. He’s heard of it. All to himself. Wow. 

			So, the deal is done. After lunch, everyone finally finished unpacking their 200 pounds of clothing and gear, which took, on the average, two hours. Then they purchased their license and other necessities, leaders, hooks, and now and then an undershirt. A few even bought some new green and blue tubes, and around 3 o’clock, the anglers went their separate ways. 

			As it turned out, the first afternoon’s fishing wasn’t all that bad. In fact, it was pretty good. Wade got seven in one place. “I hardly moved ten feet,” he said that dinner that night. “They were pretty standard for the Ravine, all around 16 to 18 pounds. I didn’t measure these, though. Didn’t have to. They were all so close to each other in length and girth.” 

			The sales agent said he had a good afternoon. “I got four. I didn’t have to measure mine either because I can tell how big they are by the distance between their eyes.” 

			Janet and Helen got two each from the Dinner Box and the other four guests took five among themselves. Best of all, Snodgrass, on his first day of steelhead fishing anywhere in the world, took six out of Potter’s Rock. On a dry fly. Dead-drifted on an upstream presentation. As if he was fishing for ordinary trout. “I thought that was how you did it,” he said when the guests stared unbelievingly at him. “I thought that was how you were supposed to do it. They looked like pretty big fish to me and I measured the biggest. It was 41 inches long. Is that big for this river? I fought it for 45 minutes.” 

			“What fly did you use, Snodgrass?” Rivers and the sales rep ask in unison. Silence, as Snodgrass considers the question. “What did you use?” they ask again. “A blue and green? A Steelhead Bomber? A Ravine Skater? A Wally-Wanker?” Snodgrass looks embarrassed. He didn’t know what any of those flies were. He wasn’t sure what the fly was he had used. It was a birthday present from his wife, Diane, who found it at Johnson’s Topeka Hardware down on the corner of Fifth and Main. “Well, dammit, Jim. Describe it. For God’s sake, Snodgrass, what fly was it?” 

			“I have it here,” Snodgrass answers. “I saved it. I got all six on the same fly. It still has part of the leader tied to it where I clipped it off.” He pulls it out of his pocket. The response is immediate. Eight heads roll forward, eleven counting the lodge manager, Ryan Kreider, and the two guides, as 22 eyes focus into one singular gaze. 

			Even the moose can’t stand it and he turns his thick neck downward and stares at the fly sitting in the palm of Snodgrass’s open hand. What is that thing? The moose thinks. What in the hell is that? 

			No one answers. Not even the eagle who can see everything. A great hush falls over the room and no one has to answer. There it is, all right. As flat as a pancake in Snodgrass’s palm. The once perfect arc of the model-perfect hook bend is almost as straight as an arrow. The pheasant tail and red floss body are torn to shreds. The peacock herl butt is missing. The white calf tail wings are upside down and there is no brown hackle left. Just the shredded twists of materials and a piece of 20-pound leader tied with something which resembled a square knot still securely attached to the eye of what used to be a new No. 10 Royal Coachman. 

			“Kiss my butt,” Rivers says under his breath, but still smiling as he gets up and heads down the hall to relieve himself. “Kiss my butt.” 

			That night, after hearing the day’s stories and Snodgrass’s unbelievable dry fly tale at Potter’s Rock two more times, everyone left the dinner table excited and ready for more of the same tomorrow. There was no mistake about it. The big fish were in. Rivers and Snodgrass had proven that. And who could say where the great wheel would stop next? It didn’t matter. They just liked being there and the truth was, there is no better fishing anywhere, for any better kind of fish than this place and this river. 

			And besides, the sales and booking agent said it didn’t matter and kept telling everyone what really mattered was how the river was winding its way through the cosmos and how the cosmos was winding its way back through the river. But everyone knows those kinds of people will say anything, in any way they can. In spoken conversation or with the printed word. 

			So it was okay, and by the end of the week it had all worked out and everyone was happy. The river took care of that and it had been a week to remember. Two hundred and fifty-six wild Ravine steelhead had been hooked and 202 were landed. First-time steelhead expert Jim Snodgrass had a great week and hooked 35 and landed 32 using only two flies: the Blue and Green Tube and No. 10 Royal Coachman, both fished up and downstream, on a floating line. “It doesn’t matter whether you do it up or down,” he said with a certain confidence and an assurance ordinarily reserved for those who had been doing this kind of fishing for at least three weeks. “Just throw it out there,” he said. “They’ll take it.” 

			And wouldn’t you know? “The girls” had outfished almost all the men, including the agent who hadn’t done as well as he had wanted and hoped for. He said it was his new rod. “Can’t get used to these short ones,” he said. 

			And Wade Rivers? Was there ever any doubt? He was indeed “top rod” and continued his long-standing tradition of fishing by himself as often as possible. “The solitude and privacy increases my concentration and gives me better focus,” he reminded everyone one morning at breakfast. And so it had. At the end of the week, his average while fishing by himself was 17 pounds. When the guides were there with him, talking and joking all of the time, his concentration suffered and the fish he caught then averaged the same as the rest of the group 

			What did it matter? There was, for the moment, and for that one week at least, a sense of community, the kind anglers seem to find now and then. The rubber band was passed around the evening dinner table until everyone had their chance to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. 

			Then, near the end of the last evening and another year on the river as the group finished their cocktails and the six-foot hand-carved stone fireplace threw dancing shadows across the pine log walls, someone said they just couldn’t wait until next year. Who knows what that will bring? They all wondered. Who could indeed say just where the Great Wheel of Cosmic Law would stop next year? Would it be Jim? Or Wade? Or “the girls?” No one seemed to know. 

			When the lights finally went out that evening, it started to storm. The first big storm of the season. The green pine branches and bare limbs of cottonwood were heavy with snow and all the trees bowed to the storm as if they knew what it would bring. The frogs shivered–just a bit–and started to dig in. The river went on as always and didn’t seem to care. Neither did the bear or the eagle, both safe inside the living room. 

			Outside, in the darkening pools of the river, the steelhead themselves exhaled a sigh of relief and began to gather in a timeless ritual of preparation, knowing full well what lay ahead of them. 

			Around midnight the moose looked at the bear for a moment, then at the eagle. He closed his eyes and went to sleep thinking about everything he had seen over his years, happily dreaming about all the fights he used to win, all the fishermen he used to scare, and all the cows he used to know when he was young. They always loved his big antlers. That was a long time ago, he thought. A long time ago. And next year? he wondered as he closed his eyes. Next year? He wasn’t sure, and even if he was, he knew he couldn’t say anything about it.
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