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Prologue

THE BEGINNING, FOR ME

Looking back, I still don’t know what I
was after: A magazine article? A way to compete with Eric, my
fiancé? A combination of both? But certainly not the life story of
a long-distance fly caster, certainly not what I found.

Where did my hazy search start? I guess
before I climbed the steps of the Wall Street station, before I saw
the clear sky and again thought of the two-hundred dollar,
turquoise Ferragamo shoes I had tried on a week before.

I smelled Ground Zero.

I wondered if it was the smell of
death, as some described, or of decay? Or was I, an editor, just
being too picky about the use of a word?

I stepped into the sunlight and onto
the bright sidewalk. I walked alongside a high, black-bar fence. On
the other side of the fence was the Trinity Church cemetery. Gray
ash dusted the cemetery like fallen snow. Sprinkled on top of some
of the ash were bread crumbs. Pigeons ate the crumbs,
disrespectfully, I thought, even though I knew pigeons didn’t know
anything about the three thousand people who were killed
horribly.

I looked through the jail-like bars, at
the old tombstones. Time had erased or chiseled off many of the
letters—the dead people’s last testament on earth. Time was also
disrespectful. One tombstone that wasn’t erased read: “Here lies
interred the body of Katherine, late wife of John Crawler who
departed this life.”

I asked myself,
Could Katherine or John Crawler ever have
imagined buildings over a hundred stories high and jet planes
crashing into them?

No, of course not. Life was
simpler then. God, like the dealer in a card game, held the
answers. But was life better then? And what if a person didn’t
believe in God? Well, at least there weren’t big questions, like
how the Big Bang or 9/11 could have happened. But back then there
were smaller questions, like my question: Should I tell Brad Mac Bride the truth? But don’t I want an
article?

The shaded, curving Broadway was much
narrower than the wide, two-way Broadway of the residential Upper
West Side, or of the neon-lit Theater District. This lower Broadway
had been changed by 9/11. It was lined with peddlers selling
buttons, tee-shirts and photographs. The photographs showed
different views of the World Trade Center bathed in bright-white or
soft-orange sunlight. The buttons and the tee-shirts showed
illustrations of the Center. Below the illustrations were phrases
like: United We Stand, We Will Never Forget.

I walked past the peddlers, and soon
saw Bowling Green, a small park. In front of the park was a big
brass statue of a running bull. Tourists took pictures of the bull.
One man grabbed its horns and tried to climb onto the bull. But the
statue was too big.

I laughed and looked for 26 Broadway.
It was an old, white stone building that curved gently with the
street, and reminded me of the back of an old wooden
ship.

I crossed in the middle of the street,
walked into the lobby and got on an elevator crowded with “suits,”
as I called them.

Again I wondered if I should tell Brad
the truth; so when the elevator’s doors opened on the twelfth
floor, I didn’t want to step off.

But I had to. Now I faced two glass
doors and large gold letters. The letters read: The Law Firm of
Miller, Kane & Weinstein.

I pulled open one of the doors. A
middle-aged woman sat at a large, beautiful, antique,
cherry-stained desk. The desk was right in the middle of an
oriental carpet that covered most of the parquet floor. Light
reflected off the polished wood. The light came from a large,
mansion-like chandelier. Breaking up the light into bright, wide
bands, and soft, narrow shadows were small pieces of hanging
crystal. Breaking up the old-world motif of the reception area were
a tan leather couch, a glass coffee table, and copies—at least I
think they were copies—of Impressionist paintings: Degas, Van Gogh,
Renoir. I was impressed, but then I thought of my firm’s modest
offices. Maybe there really were too many lawyers in the
world.

“May I help you?” The
receptionist’s upper-class British accent rubbed me the wrong
way.

“Yes, I’m here to see Brad
Mac Bride.”

“Your name?”

“Jennifer Kull.”

The receptionist announced
me.

I sat down. On the coffee table was a
line of magazines, but not the women’s magazine I worked
for.

“Miss Kull,” a man
called.

I looked up.

“I’m Brad Mac Bride.” He
wore frameless glasses. His hair was straight and dirty-blonde. His
chin was square and strong. His smile stretched from his lips to
his oversized, blue eyes. Yes, he was good-looking, in an Ivy
League sort of way, not in my way.

I stood up.

He was smaller than I expected,
five-nine or so. All in all, he looked a lot more like a Wall
Street lawyer than a long-distance, fly-casting
champion.

He extended his hand. “It’s a pleasure
to meet you.” His voice was soft and warm. His handshake was firm,
but not too strong. I wondered if he practiced handshaking as well
as fly casting. 

He wore a wedding ring.

“After 9/11,” he said, “a
lot of my clients find it too traumatic to come down
here.”

I didn’t want to seem insensitive.
“It’s not always good to stay away from what we can’t
change.”

He nodded. My reply impressed
him.

“Let’s go to my office,” he
said.

I followed him down a long, wide,
oak-paneled hallway. He stopped in front of a doorway. “After
you.”

His office was almost twice as big as
mine. A beautiful oriental rug covered much of the parquet floor.
On top of his antique, walnut-stained desk was a bound document, a
small bronze statue of a fly fisherman landing a fish, and a
photograph of his wife and two daughters, I assumed. His wife was
blonde and pretty in a Vassar sort of way. And though I went to
Vassar, I hated the look, the way I hated neat desks and men who,
unlike Eric, seemed to be Mr. Perfect.

How
long will Eric make me wait to have pictures of my children on my
desk?

He held up the picture of his family.
“Even girls are competing in fly-casting tournaments these days, so
I guess I don’t have to wish for a son. Please sit.”

I sat in a leather winged-back chair
and looked at the beautiful impressionist paintings on the
walls.

“They’re copies,” Brad
said.

“I assumed.”

“Impressionist paintings
aren’t too modern or too old. They go well in offices, I
think.”

His answer seemed a little strange, and
so did the way his office matched the reception area.

Maybe he is a clone and not
Mr. Perfect. I will never be a clone!

He closed the door. Hanging on the wall
was a three-piece, bamboo fly rod in a glass case.

“That one isn’t a copy.” He
smiled proudly.

“How old?”

“From the World War I era,
which was the dawn of the golden age of American fly-rod
building.”

I never knew there was such an age. I
asked, “How much is a fly rod like that worth?”

His smile dropped faster than a falling
stone.

Why did I ask such a stupid
question? I asked myself.
When will I ever learn?

“I couldn’t put a price on
it,” Brad said. “It’s perhaps the only masterpiece built by an
obscure rod maker, Billy Reynolds.”

“What makes it a
masterpiece?”

“Its workmanship, its
bamboo, but most of all, its design. By design I mean its
taper.”

Taper? I wondered. Shouldn’t I know what
that means? I won’t ask.

He opened the case.

I stood up. He took the rod out and
handed me the bottom piece. The cork handle, like the one on my fly
rod, was shaped like a cigar. It seemed a little too big for my
hand. The bamboo was tinted with a deep-orange, glass-like finish.
Though orange was my least favorite color, the finish brought out
the beauty of the bamboo.

“Even if you use a
microscope,” Brad said, “you won’t see any blemishes in the finish.
Now look at the top piece. The tip is thinner than other tournament
rods of that era. That’s one of the rod’s secrets. Another secret
is that the middle of the rod widens more quickly than other
rods.”

He put the rod together, and pointed it
at the carpet. “Here take it.”

I did.

“Now push downward, slowly,”
he said.

The rod bent easily.

“Push down more.”

The rod pushed back.

“Now you’re into the power
section. With other rods, including those of today, you wouldn’t
have reached that section so easily. Because this rod is probably
one of a kind, its taper has, as far as I know, never been copied,
the way Payne and Garrison tapers have. To me a great rod is a
merging of great art and great science.” His eyes opened wide and
seemed to glow with passion.

I handed the rod back.

“Another thing that makes
this rod special is that some of the bamboo on the inside is
hollowed out. Therefore it’s lighter, so when a caster stops his
cast, the rod uncoils very fast. Years later other rod makers
hollowed out their bamboo, but in 1917 no one else had perfected
the technique.”

He took the rod apart and put it back
in the case.

“Sounds like there’s a real
story behind that rod?” I said.

He sat at his desk. “You really are an
editor.”

“Should I take that as a
compliment?” I sat down.

“Why not? Miss Kull, you
didn’t come to talk about fly-rod design.”

I crossed my legs, but then quickly
uncrossed them. “Mr. Mac Bride—”

“Brad.”

“Okay. Brad, since more and
more women are taking up fly fishing, we keep hearing how they wish
they could cast farther. With your credentials—”

“Ms. Kull—”

“Jennifer.”

“Jennifer, I knew very
little about your magazine, so maybe it was unfair of me to agree
to meet with you. If so, I am sorry. Now I’ve looked through some
of your back issues. I noticed the article on how women should act
if and when they beat their husband or boyfriend in a
sport.”

“I edited that article
myself.”

“Really?” His tone was
shaded with sarcasm. “The article you want was written a long time
ago, by my grandfather. When it was published in a small, now
defunct magazine, it didn’t attract the attention he had hoped for.
He was disappointed and hurt. Jennifer, what do you think
long-distance fly casting is about?”

The question was too simple. It had to
be a trap. “Are you saying it’s like life in some way?”

“A reflection of life. Your
smile tells me you don’t believe me.”

What should I say?
I wondered. I don’t want
him to see through me even more.

I gritted my teeth and tried to read
Brad’s blank expression. Finally, I said, “If a person has special
knowledge they should share it.”

“That’s one way of looking
at it. My grandfather had help, in the beginning, at least.
Jennifer, I owe you an apology for not spending more time with you
on the phone. The truth is I’m not ready to sell my grandfather’s
article.”

“I’m sorry if I angered
you.”

“Angered?” He
smiled.

“Disappointed, I
meant.”

“I have to be in court
soon.”

I stood up, thanked him for his time
and walked down the long hallway, clenching my fist, cursing myself
for lying and blowing an opportunity.

I left the building and again smelled
death or decay. I looked at my watch. I had time to see the rubble
of the World Trade Center, but did I want to get even more
depressed?

I didn’t.

 


As soon as I walked into my small
office my phone rang. I looked at the incoming phone number. It was
Eric’s. I wondered if I should tell him that he was right, that I
should have told Brad the truth all along.

The phone rang again. I didn’t answer
it.

An hour later my anger at
myself cooled. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine that I lay on
a beautiful beach and listened to the melody played by gently
breaking waves. How can long-distance fly
casting be a reflection of life? I
wondered. Yes, fly fishing is about a lot
more than catching fish—but fly casting? Landing a small fly on the
water is landing a small fly on the water, whether you do it thirty
or seventy feet away. What am I not seeing?

I opened my eyes and took out my
personal stationery. I wrote:

 


Dear Brad,

I want you to know I respect your
decision about not publishing your grandfather’s
article.

Now that I’ve had a chance to think
about our meeting I realize that I might have been shortsighted.
All my life I’ve been too attracted to the way things
look.

The simple truth is, I’m intrigued by
what you said. Now, well, I want to be enlightened.

Please call me if you will be kind
enough to help.

Respectfully yours,

Jennifer

 


Day after day I waited for a reply.
Finally, I immersed myself in editing and fixing a hiking article.
My waiting waned; then my phone rang. Not recognizing the number, I
asked my assistant, Leslie, to answer.

“It’s a Brad Mac Bride,” she
said.

I flinched, then picked up the phone.
“Brad, what a surprise.”

“I’m going to be in midtown
later.”

I didn’t want him to see my small
office, but did I have a choice? I invited him to stop by, then
straightened up my desk.

An hour later Brad and I again shook
hands. He didn’t look over my office.

“I don’t have any
interesting antiques to show you,” I said.

“I brought my own, sort
of.”

“Please sit.”

He took out a big envelope from his
leather briefcase. “Many years ago my grandfather wrote a memoir.
In it, he tells the story of the fly rod in my office and the story
of what long-distance fly casting means to him. I made a copy for
you.” He put the envelope on my desk.

I took the manuscript out, and read the
title out loud, “THE FLY CASTER WHO TRIED TO MAKE PEACE WITH THE
WORLD.” I laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding. There I go again,
opening my mouth. I’m sorry.”

“The title is supposed to be
funny, I think.”

“I don’t think I ever saw an
old-fashioned, manually-typed manuscript.”

I turned to the first page. It was a
Xerox copy of a photograph of a man wearing a fly-fishing hat and
vest. In the man’s face, especially in his big eyes and his strong
jaw, I saw a partial reflection of Brad. I say partial because
unlike Brad, the man’s hair was curly, and his cheekbones were
high, making him a perfect fit for a Marlboro Man.

“So this is your
grandfather?”

“Yes.”

“Thanks for dropping this
off. I’ll start reading it tonight.”

“I hope you enjoy it. Sorry,
but I have to run.”

We shook hands. His big eyes smiled
warmly. He said good-bye.

I wondered why most of the really good
guys were married, then called Eric and told him I wanted to cancel
our dinner date so I could read Ian Mac Bride’s
manuscript.

He understood, as usual.

After work I went straight home, poured
a glass of red wine, ordered in Italian food, changed into pajamas,
and sat down on my soft, leather couch.

I began reading.

 


Book 1: New York


Chapter 1

I always ran from the things I didn’t
like or understand, and maybe that’s the real reason—not the random
events in my life or, for that matter, in the wide world—I didn’t
become the man my father, or even I, thought I’d become.

You see, I come from a long, long line
of blue-blood lawyers, a line first drawn on the other side of the
Atlantic, a line then lengthened across the often rough, often
beautiful sea, a line ended generations later at the handle of my
H. L. Leonard fly rod.

But the handle, as it turned out, was
also the start of a new line: one of anglers and of fly
casters.

So even now, as the long, snake-curled
river of my life flows closer, and seemingly faster, toward where
seconds cannot flow—I’m reluctant to call it death—I again reflect
on the dark, dark chapter in the history of my life and ask: If I
could wade back in time, would I put down the fly rod and become a
lawyer instead of an angler and a fly caster?

Yes is the answer I wish
for.

No is the answer I run from. Why do I
run? Because a voice inside me, often speaking a language I still
can’t understand, tells me that, for better or worse, a man who
strove to cast farther, who strove to see things differently and to
find the courage to make peace with the world, is what I was meant
to be.

But like a dry fly dragged by fast
water, I am way ahead of my story.

I’ll start by focusing on my parents.
Both were from well-to-do families that fell from grace, so to
speak. My father’s family fell because his father’s uncontrollable
rage led him to punch another lawyer. My mother’s family fell
because her father’s reckless gambling led him to
bankruptcy.

My father reacted to his family’s fall
by turning his back on professional baseball, studying hard and
graduating near the top of his class at Columbia Law School. When
he didn’t get the job offers he deserved, he, along with a Jew and
an Italian, kicked convention to the side of the road and started
their own law firm in a cramped, one-room office.

Three months later they had a small but
steady client list.

Now before I go any further, I should
say that, even though my father came from an agnostic, Presbyterian
family, somewhere along the road—maybe to rebel against his
father—he came to believe strongly in God. Every night before
bedtime, he read the Bible. Every Sunday he went to church where,
as it turned out, he made important social and business contacts.
His most important, ironically, was my mother. I say ironically
because my mother was an atheist. Why she played the organ in a
church I can only guess: She was looking for a husband.

But let me wade back in my
story.

My mother reacted to her family’s fall
by dreaming of becoming a great pianist, and practicing—without a
metronome she often told us—four, five, sometimes six hours a day;
but when her big audition came, her emotion iced. She played
coldly.

She went home, cried, and never
auditioned again. Needing money, she gave piano lessons. Then she
met my father. Was she drinking by then? Probably. Did my father
see it? Maybe. Tall, beautiful, dark-haired women, I guess,
camouflage their defects well.

Three months after my parents met, they
married.

Nine months later, in 1896, I was born,
and two years later, my sister, Rebecca.

By then my hardworking father’s law
practice thrived and, like the rising sun, brightened our family
name. And so in his deep voice I often heard love and confidence,
especially when he taught me the techniques of playing baseball. If
I threw over his head or booted a ground ball he just smiled and
said, “Try again. But not so hard. Ian, you always have to try to
stay within yourself.”

I once asked, “What does that
mean?”

He put his hand on my shoulder and
looked into my eyes. “It means you should relax and let your body
flow. You see, Ian, if we practice enough our body will memorize
the right techniques, almost the way actors and singers memorize
words. Does that make sense?”

I wasn’t sure, but I answered,
“Yes.”

Sure or not, I loved practicing
baseball and being the best player in my class. And I also loved
dreaming of being a great lawyer, like my father, and looking into
the eyes of jurors and heroically pleading that my poor, innocent
client should go free.

And my client always did.

Like most boys, I desperately wanted my
father’s approval. So when I became a teenager and my father told
stories from his large collection of Civil War books, I listened.
My father’s favorite character in the war was Ulysses
“Unconditional Surrender” Grant. Grant, in my father’s eyes, was
one of the greatest generals who ever lived. Again and again my
father told me—my sister wouldn’t listen—how Grant never let
anything stop him. “To surround Vicksburg, Ian, Grant didn’t let
the swampy land bog down his army. He simply left his supply lines,
lived off the land and crossed the Mississippi way south of the
city. You see Ian, Grant was a humble man. He always listened to
the generals who served under him, and he never tried to impose his
will on the roads, the rivers or the hills. He always let the
terrain map out his strategy.”

At first I eagerly listened to my
father’s stories, until he brought home a big book of Civil War
photographs. “Ian, let’s look at these together.” The book’s first
photograph was of a battlefield covered with bodies twisted like
broken dolls. The next photograph was a close-up of dead soldiers
seeming to gasp for air and to stare up at the sky.

Wondering if I was going to end up a
dead soldier, I said, “I don’t want to see anymore.”

“Don’t be scared. They’re
only photographs—photographs of history.”

“I still don’t have to see
it.”

“Ian, like it or not,
history is all around you.”

My father turned to the back of the
book. “Look, here’s photographs of the Wilderness Campaign. Maybe
we’ll see grandpa.”

“How can you believe in God
if you believe in war?”

“The Bible is full of
war.”

“So God likes
war?”

“I can’t understand all the
things in this world. But if it wasn’t for the Civil War, the North
and South would be two different countries. Colored people would
still be slaves. Grant would not have written his great memoirs.
And without the Revolutionary War, America wouldn’t have become a
nation of liberty and of great discoveries.”

My mother walked into my father’s
library-like study, looked at me and smiled.

My father went on, “God didn’t create
war, Man did.”

“But the Bible says God
created man in his own image.”

“Ian’s right,” my mother
said.

“He’s not right!” my father
insisted. “He’s only twelve. I’ll tell you what: no more war
stories for now.”

I looked at my mother and
smiled.

She smiled back.

So let me again turn my story toward
her.

My mother’s first great joy was raising
me and my sister and helping us with our homework. In her soft,
beautiful voice she said things like, “Ian you were almost right.
You just forgot to carry the zero ... Ian, don’t try so hard at
writing. Even simple sentences can have rhythm and words that paint
pictures. And whenever you can, try to compare things to other
things. For example, you might write that the waves crashed and
broke and seemed to turn into bubbly, fallen snow.”

My mother’s second great joy was
playing her black, baby-grand piano. When she did, her passion, her
spirit flowed through her body, and then somehow seemed to change
into long, flowing, music waves. The waves bounced off the walls
and seemed to give the lifeless air a pulsing heart.

But the waves, I knew, weren’t like
those in the ocean. I couldn’t see them unless I closed my eyes.
And I couldn’t touch them, even though they often comforted me like
a warm blanket.

So did they really exist?

 I wasn’t sure, and I
also wasn’t sure how I felt about my mother’s drinking. I mean, it
wasn’t as if my mother yelled and screamed. But as time passed, as
day after day I came home from school and saw my mother sleeping on
the couch, I wondered why my mother drank when she could instead
spend time with me. Was something wrong with me? Or was something
wrong with the world?

Whatever it was, I decided to stop my
mother’s drinking. I searched the kitchen and found her vodka
bottle. I unscrewed the cap and started pouring, but then
something—maybe fear, maybe a sense of right—told me to stop. I
screwed the cap back on, walked into my room and started my
homework. Then a strange thing happened: I cried. When I finally
stopped, I promised myself that I would never again cry over my
mother’s drinking.

 

My father came home from work and
smiled like a boy who had just hit a home run. He told us he bought
a house on East 76th Street, just west of Park Avenue.

I thought of my friends, Benny, Steve,
Mario, then stared at my father. “I don’t want to change
schools.”

“Half the kids in your class
barely speak English. In September I’m going to enroll you into the
Browning School For Boys. Ian, in this world a person can’t get
anywhere without going to the right schools. One day you’ll thank
me, you’ll see.”

I waited for my mother to take my
side.

She lifted her wine glass and drank. I
wanted to yell that I wasn’t going to a new school, but I was
scared of yelling at my father. I looked at my steak and almost
cried.

After dinner I went up to my room,
rounded up the toy soldiers my father had bought me and threw them
into the garbage. Later, after school, I poured my mother’s vodka
down the sink.

But still I couldn’t hold back the
days, or the spring from turning into summer. We moved.

At first I hated our new house,
especially since I had to climb a high staircase to get to my room,
but after a few weeks I sort of liked living in a house with so
many rooms and so many electric lights. The lights brightened the
rooms more than the sun. Before long I didn’t hate walking through
Central Park to see my old friends.

But September sneaked up, and my mother
took me to a store to buy my new school’s uniform: gray slacks, a
maroon tie and a blue blazer with a school patch. I looked at
myself in the store mirror and wanted to rip the stupid costume
off.

My school was on West 56th Street. It
looked more like a big home than a school. The classrooms were
about half the size as the ones in my old public school.

The first thing I learned was that none
of my new classmates spoke with a funny accent. The second was that
my class had two sides: a big side of boys and a small side. The
big side was friendly. The small side wasn’t. It was led by Brett
Wilson.

Maybe Brett didn’t like that the “new
kid” was as tall and as good a baseball player as he was, or maybe
Brett was just plain evil. I heard how he shot cats with a BB gun.
But in spite of Brett, I made new friends, and as fall turned into
winter, I again became happy—then one of my mother’s old
music-school friends visited.

“Elizabeth, I’m getting
married. Would you like to fill in for me at the vaudeville
theater?”

“Vaudeville? I didn’t learn
the piano to play while men watch strippers.”

“Some of the comedians are
real funny. Besides, it’s only for a week.”

My mother glanced at me. “I have a
family.”

I thought,
Maybe she’ll stop drinking. “Do it mom. It’s only for a week.”

My mother smiled. “All right, as long
as your father doesn’t object.”

My father did. But my sister and I
convinced him to change his mind.

And so my mother stopped drinking. And
I didn’t mind becoming our family’s dishwasher.

The week passed slowly, finally. During
dinner, my mother sat quietly, staring at her food, looking
lost.

“Elizabeth,” my father said,
“now that you’ll be home after dinner, the house won’t seem empty
anymore.”

My mother didn’t look up.

“Won’t it be nice to be a
family again?” my father asked.

My mother glanced at me and at Rebecca.
“My, my friend isn’t coming back to the theater. I was offered her
job.”

“You’re not going to take
it!” my father stated.

“I’ve always wanted to play
professionally.”

“In a vaudeville theater?
How will it look?”

“Look? Who’ll see? The
bright lights shine on the stage, not on the musicians.”

“We’re supposed to be
respectable. What will I tell my clients?”

“Nothing.”

“Elizabeth, you have two
children.”

My mother looked at me. “What do you
think?”

Yes, I wanted my mother home, but the
job helped her stop drinking.

“Ian?” she asked.

And I wanted my mother’s love. “Can you
bring home some real-life strippers?”

“Ian!”

“I’m sorry, Mom.”

My father jumped up. “Do whatever you
want, Elizabeth.”

My father gave in, I guess, because he
too hoped my mother wouldn’t drink again.

But would she?

 



Chapter 2

My mother took the job and, right from
the start, her new musician friends led her around a new bend and
into the movement to help low-paid, immigrant garment
workers.

One evening, during dinner, my mother
asked my father to file a legal motion on behalf of the garment
workers’ union.

“Elizabeth, my clients don’t
want me working for the other side, the communist side.”

“No! It’s the side of people
forced to work ten hours a day, six days a week.”

“Immigrants deserve better.
But they’ll have to fight for it, the way I did.”

Both my parents made sense. I didn’t
know whose side to take, so I took mine: I just wanted the arguing
to stop.

It did, and I was glad.

Two days later, when I came home from
school, two burlap bags filled with groceries were in our
hallway.

“Ian, I’m taking the
groceries downtown to a family whose father hurt his back and can’t
work. I’ll help with your homework later.”

“After dinner you’ll have to
go to work.”

“Do you want people to go
hungry?”

I didn’t, and I also wanted my mother
to know that because I too cared for poor people, she should still
care deeply about me. “I want to go with you.”

“There are things your
father and I think you shouldn’t see yet.”

“Dad already showed me
pictures of dead soldiers. Besides, you shouldn’t go alone. There
are a lot of bad people in Jewtown.”

“Where’d you learn that
word?”

“In school.”

“I don’t ever want to hear
you use it again.”

“I won’t. I promise.” I
picked up the grocery bags and looked into her beautiful, sky-blue
eyes.   

She smiled.

We rode the elevated train to the Grand
Street station. I picked up the bags of groceries and wondered what
made some of the people in Jewtown bad. Did they kill strange
people? Or did they just rob them? I wanted to turn back, but I
didn’t want my mother to know I was scared.

My mother said, “The East River is this
way.” We walked toward the river.

Grand Street was narrow and lined on
both sides with people. The attached brick buildings on one side of
the street blocked the sinking sun from shining on the bottom half
of the buildings on the other side. Hanging on the front of the
buildings were black, ugly fire escapes that looked like the mazes
of a pinball game. To the immigrants, however, the fire escapes
must’ve looked more like porches. A lot of people sat on
them.

Tied to the fire escapes, sloping
across buildings, were clotheslines. Hanging on the clotheslines
like big leaves on a vine were shirts, pants, sheets and towels.
Hanging below the big leaves were canopies. The canopies shaded big
store windows. On the windows were big Jewish and English letters.
The English letters spelled store names like Weinstein’s Fine Men’s
Clothing, or Moe Cohen’s Fabrics.

I looked at the men on the street and
saw yarmulkes and old, too-big or too-small suit jackets. I saw
long hair and long beards, and I thought the Lower East Side was a
good place for Santa Claus to hide. But soon I also saw derbies and
well-tailored suits and faces without beards. In some of those
faces I saw dark eyes, dark complexions and dark mustaches.
Suddenly I saw the faces of sunburned pirates.

But the men, I knew, weren’t pirates. I
didn’t have to run.

I looked at the women and saw shawls,
kerchiefs and faded dresses. I saw wrinkled, sagging faces that
looked like the opposite end of beauty, but then I saw smooth,
young faces. In some of those faces I saw beautiful eyes and
smiling, pretty lips that, for a second, I wanted to
kiss.

“Stop staring at people,” my
mother whispered.

I stared at fat horses pulling old,
rattling wagons. I heard people speaking in funny-sounding, foreign
languages. Unlike beautiful, dueling piano melodies, the languages
clashed. Was I in a present-day Tower Of Babel? Or just on a
different planet?

We crossed Allen Street and turned onto
Orchard Street and stepped into a flood of people. The flood had
two currents: one flowing north, the other flowing south. Parting
both currents were two long lines of peddler’s carts. The carts
were filled with bread, fruits, nuts, vegetables, pots, pans,
washboards, books, cloth, shoes, clothing, firewood and even sewing
machines. Hanging on the food carts were the same scales I saw in
uptown grocery stores. But the peddlers didn’t look or act like
grocers. They wore old, dirty aprons, and yelled loudly—the prices,
I guessed. Around the carts were circles of yelling, pushing,
arm-waving customers.

I was thankful we shopped in a real
grocery store.

Above me someone laughed wildly. Two
boys about my age stood on a fire escape and stared down at me. One
boy raised his arm as if he was throwing something. “White face,”
he said to his friend.

I pulled my mother back, and in my mind
I suddenly saw a musket ball streaking right at me. The boy opened
his hand. It was empty. He and his friend laughed again.

I was ashamed of having been
afraid.

“What’s the matter?” my
mother asked. “Do you want to rest?”

I wanted to get away from the boys.
“No, not now.”

I walked into the current flowing north
and struggled down the street. Finally, I put the bags down. People
swirled around me and my mother as if we were boulders in a
fast-moving stream. Wanting to go home, I picked up the bags and
followed my mother to the middle of the next block.

“This is the building, Ian.
Ninety-seven.”

It was a red brick building. The
building’s metal steps led to a big, arched doorway. On each side
of the doorway was a clothing store. 

My mother and I walked up the steps and
into a hallway that was long, dark, and about half as wide as a
train. It reminded me of a spooky cave. At the far end of the
hallway was a small, bright square of sunlight. The square was a
small window.

The air was warm and stuffy, like
invisible smoke. It was hard to breathe.

The walls were covered with burlap.
Painted on the burlap were two round paintings, one of a house in
the middle of a meadow, the other of a country stream.

I followed my mother up a staircase
that was so steep and narrow I felt I was climbing a ladder. The
steps creaked loudly, like the steps in a haunted house. The bags
of groceries bounced off the wall and the railing and hammered my
shins.

Wondering if I could make it up to the
third floor, I looked at my mother. She smiled. 

I told myself,
Yes I can make it!

We reached the second floor. The
groceries seemed to have turned into lead weights. I gritted my
teeth. Though all the apartment doors were closed, I smelled the
aroma of cooking food, and heard a muffled mixture of people
talking in foreign languages. My arms felt as if they were being
ripped out of their sockets. I dropped the bags, deeply breathed,
and raised my arms above my shoulders. My arms were still in their
sockets. The pain dulled. I picked up the bags, staggered down the
hallway, and saw a bathroom barely big enough for a
toilet.

I asked my mother, “Don’t they have
bathrooms in their apartments?”

“If it wasn’t for some new
laws they’d still be using outhouses.”

It just didn’t seem fair that some
families didn’t have their own bathrooms while others, like mine,
had three. Suddenly I didn’t want to turn back and go home. I
plodded up the next flight of steps, trying to block out most of
the pain in my shoulders and arms.

“It’s this one, Ian. Number
twelve.” My mother knocked on the brown door.

I heard footsteps. The door was opened
a few inches. I saw a sliver of a woman’s face. The woman wore a
white kerchief.

“We brought you some
groceries,” my mother said.

“Who are you?” She spoke
with an accent.

“I’m Elizabeth. This is my
son, Ian. We help the garment union deliver food.”

The woman opened the door a little
more. She stared at me as if I were from Mars. Her eyes were blue,
like my mother’s. She looked over my mother’s brown dress. “It’s
not true what rich women think.”

“Think about
what?”

“That clothes made down here
carry and spread diseases.”

My mother smiled. “I never thought they
did.”

“Are you
Christians?”

“We are people.”

I said, “The food is
kosher.”

She looked down but didn’t
speak.

Wanting to make my mother proud of me,
I said, “Ma’am, I’m not schlepping these bags back
home.”

The woman opened the door all the way.
She was very pretty. My mother pushed me inside. I looked left and
saw a tiny bedroom. On the bed lay a man with a dark beard. He
looked up from his book. His eyes seemed to stab me. He slammed the
door shut.

I put the groceries down. I was in a
dim kitchen, lit by sunlight that came through something I had
never seen before: a window on an inside wall. The light shined
directly on a round table. Sitting at the table was a fat old woman
and a girl probably a few years younger than I. Like her mother,
the girl was very pretty. She glanced at me and smiled. I didn’t
smile back.

On the table was a small pile of yellow
flowers with long, green stems. Next to the flowers were two cigar
boxes. One was filled with stems, the other with petals. The girl
and the old woman, I realized, sewed fake petals onto fake stems. I
was surprised to see that fake flowers came from places like
this.

I looked though the window. The small
living room was crammed with a couch, a dresser and two neatly-made
beds. Underneath one of the beds was a big suitcase. Underneath the
other bed were two rolled-up mattresses. The room’s green walls
looked freshly painted.

I looked behind me. Above the big
kitchen sink was a shower nozzle and a pulled-back shower
curtain.

I looked to the side. Above a small
stove were three shelves. On the top shelf were stacks of books
that reached the ceiling. On the middle shelf were stacks of
plates, bowls and pots. On the bottom shelf was a bouquet of
flowers, a jar of marbles, and a book with a Star Of David on it.
The book, I guessed, was the Bible.

Next to the stove was a cabinet with
glass windows. The cabinet was empty, except for a silver
candleholder. Leaning against the cabinet was a gold-tinted fly
rod. Even in the dim light the rod shined like polished gold and
looked like a big piece of jewelry in a junk shop. On the rod was a
black reel that shined like a polished automobile. I wondered if
there was some way I could steal the rod. There wasn’t. I glanced
at the Bible and remembered that stealing was wrong, especially
since I was supposed to be on a noble mission.

“The fishing rod was my
brother’s,” the woman said. “Someone owed him money so they gave
him the rod instead. Before he learned how to fish he died. My sons
tried to use it but they didn’t know how.”

“It’s a fly rod,” my mother
said. “My uncle used to practice making the line go back and forth,
and gently landing the fake insect on the water.”

The woman looked at me. “Can you teach
them?”

“Ma’am, I wish I could, but
I don’t know how.” I thought of how it wasn’t right that so many
people had to live in an apartment the size of our living room. I
wished the world was fairer.

“In Russia at least we had a
house,” the woman said. “But when people burned our Torah, my
husband brought us to America. For this?” The woman cried. “I try
to keep it clean.”

“You really have turned it
into a home,” my mother said. “No one burns Torahs and books in
America.”

The woman wiped her tears away. “What
kind of hope, what kind of faith has the Torah brought us? To sit
at a sewing machine twelve hours a day just to buy two hours to sit
over holy books? If that’s faith, if that’s God’s will—well, I
don’t want it for my sons, in spite of what my husband says. Does
that make me bad? Does that make me good? How can I
know?”

“If you’re bad I am bad
too,” my mother said. “When I was a girl my father lost all his
money and we had to move to a small apartment and I had to go to a
public school. But I still wanted to see my friends, so one day I
walked to our church on Fifth Avenue. One by one my friends came in
and sat on the other side of the church. I started to cry, then I
looked at the big, beautiful white altar and cursed it. I ran out
of the church and told myself I hated religion. Maybe I was wrong.
Maybe I was right, but it’s the way I felt. Your daughter is very
pretty. What’s her name?”

“Ida. My name is Sarah. And
this is my mother, Anna. She just baked a banana cake this morning.
Would you and Ian like some?”

“I’m sorry,” my mother said.
“I have to cook for my family.”

Sarah walked into the living room. She
came back holding a yellow flower. “This is the first good flower I
ever made. I want you to have it.”

“No, really—”

“Please. Maybe my husband
was right for bringing us to America.”

My mother smiled and took the
flower.

A few minutes later I was glad to step
into the fresh air and sunlight, no matter how crowded the street
was. I looked into some of the immigrant faces. Surprisingly, I
didn’t see any sadness. I asked my mother, “Do you think you’ll
ever believe in God again?”

“I’m scared of using God to
help me accept all the bad things in this world.”

I thought of how my mother cared deeply
for poor immigrants, and told myself I had the greatest mother in
the world.

I said, “It’s amazing how real that
flower looks.”

“Yes it is.”

 

During dinner, I told my father about
our trip to the Lower East Side. His face seemed to turn into
stone. I wanted to soften it, so I told him about the beautiful
fishing rod I saw.

“I don’t want to hear
another word about your trip.”

After dinner, I went to my
room and read some of Mutiny on the
Bounty. I closed the book and my eyes, and
dreamed I was on the H.M.S. Bounty and was a friend to the
courageous, mutiny leader, Fletcher Christian. I looked into the
eyes of harshly treated sailors and passionately spoke about
justice and our need to mutiny.

A few hours later, I heard the front
door being opened. My mother was home. I heard my father’s muffled
voice. I opened my door a few inches.

“This union thing is going
too far,” my father stated.

“Why keep him blind to the
way poor people live—why when you don’t keep him blind to the way
soldiers die in wars?”

“There are incurable
diseases down there.”

“Not in the apartment I took
him to!”

“Elizabeth, promise me that
you won’t take Ian or Rebecca to the Lower East Side.”

There was a silence. I didn’t want my
mother to promise.

“Elizabeth!”

“I promise.”

I closed the door and told myself I
loved my mother a lot more than I loved my father.

 



Chapter 3

I was still angry at my father a few
weeks later when I opened the sports pages and saw a notice that
said: “Come to the Harlem Meer in Central Park and watch the
greatest fly caster in the world, B.L. Richards, compete in a
tournament.”

I wondered who was this B. L. Richards
who didn’t want a real first name. The image of the fly rod in the
Lower East Side apartment flashed in my mind. I showed my father
the notice.

“Fly-casting? I don’t see
any sense in that, Ian”

“I’m old enough to go
myself.”

“Okay. It’s a beautiful day.
Let’s walk.”

We put on white straw hats, stepped
into the hot sun, and walked to Fifth Avenue. I looked at some of
the mansions and thought of the tenements of the Lower East Side.
On the avenue, cars and horse-drawn carriages formed two long
lines, moving in opposite directions, and reminding me of the lines
of carts on Orchard Street. I looked into the faces of the
well-dressed people who walked toward us. I didn’t see any
sunburned pirates. 

We crossed the avenue and walked
alongside Central Park until we reached the new Roman-looking art
museum. The museum was the only building I had ever seen that was
as long as a football field. Its windows were bigger than most
doors. Its pillars were fatter than most tree trunks. Its concrete
steps were wider than most streets, and seemed to flow down from
the pillars like a long, low waterfall.

To me the pillars imitated the legs of
a giant bird. The steps imitated webbed feet. The windows imitated
bright feathers. The rest of the long museum imitated outstretched
wings.

But the giant bird in my mind, I knew,
couldn’t fly.

We passed the museum. On the other side
of the avenue, the long wall of mansions was interrupted by a
mansion-wide wall of unpainted plywood. The wall, I knew, guarded
an empty lot.

We walked uptown, and the walls of
plywood grew longer and longer, while the walls of mansions grew
shorter and shorter. Then the walls ended, revealing empty, hilly
lots, and for a few seconds I thought I was walking across a Civil
War battlefield.

We reached 100th Street and the
beginning of what looked like a cowboy town. The town was made up
of dilapidated wooden homes. Surrounding most of the homes were
unpainted, plank fences. I wondered how it was that on a perfectly
straight avenue, and in such a short time, I walked through three
different worlds—a rich one, a deserted one, a poor one.

“Dad, do you think one day
there will be mansions up here?”

“Maybe not this far
up.”

“I’m glad the poor people
won’t have to move.”

We reached the park entrance at 106th
Street. In front of us was a long cove that fanned out into the
Meer. The cove was shaped like a person’s neck. Strangely, the
Meer—or rather what I could see of it—resembled the profile of a
person’s head. Around the neck, like a necklace, was a gravel path.
Overlooking the path was a steep, stone hill.

We walked around the cove, then around
a bend that led to a second cove. This cove was short and shaped
like a narrow triangle. The triangle was lined with trees that
blocked my view of most of the Meer.

We reached the end of the cove and
almost crashed into the end of a long line of people. The line, I
saw, was divided by a long, narrow dock. At the end of the dock was
a rowboat. In the boat sat two men wearing straw hats and white
suits. Tied to the side of the dock were two parallel lines of rope
that stretched out of my view. About seventy feet from the dock,
short lines of rope crisscrossed the long lines like the steps of a
ladder. The short lines were evenly spaced about five feet
apart. 

I said, “Let’s get closer.”

We walked behind the line of people,
and I saw that part of the Meer was shaped like a tilted pear, and
that the long lines of rope stretched all the way across the pear,
to a bushy triangle of land. We walked on and I saw that the land
was really a small island.

I saw a narrow space in the line of
people. I squeezed in. My father stood behind me.

The dock formed part of an upside-down,
capital T. A table and two benches formed the other part. Sitting
at the table were two men. One wore a derby, the other a straw hat.
Both wore dark suits. On the table were a big megaphone and a big
gold trophy. Next to the trophy were two silver fly reels. Hanging
on the front of the table was a grocer’s or peddler’s
scale.

I wondered why a scale was needed at a
fly-casting tournament.

Sitting on two benches were eight men,
holding long fly rods. The men wore suits and looked more like
lawyers and bankers than like fishermen. I tried to guess who was
B. L. Richards. I picked the caster with deep-set eyes. I wondered
if he used wax or glue to keep the ends of his black handlebar
mustache as round as dimes. He looked a little evil, like a
gangster from the Lower East Side.

The man wearing a derby held up the
megaphone. His derby looked too small for his long, potato-shaped
face. His eyebrows were so bushy they looked like little canopies.
“Ladies and gentleman, I’m Howard Tucker. Welcome to the Angler’s
Club annual, long-distance, fly-casting tournament. Here are the
rules. Each caster will use the same kind of reel, line and fly,
and will get three casts. Only the longest cast will count, but
only if the fly lands between the long ropes. George M. L. La
Branche, last year’s runner-up, is first up.”

The spectators clapped. I wondered why
Mr. La Branche had not one but two middle initials, and why he
wanted both announced at a fly-casting tournament. He was on the
small side. He had a black mustache and a cleft chin. He wore a
perfectly tailored black suit, a black tie held in place by a
small, ivory brooch, and a shirt with a standup collar that looked
so stiff I wondered if it would cut into his neck and draw blood.
Mr. La Branche looked like a dandy.

I decided to root against
him.

He walked to the table, and put one of
the reels onto his fiery-orange rod. He pulled white line from the
reel and fed it through the rod’s silver guides. Howard Tucker gave
him a small fly. He tied it on, walked to the end of the long dock,
and pulled more line from the reel. The reel spun and clicked
loudly. The man in the back of the rowboat grabbed the line. The
other man in the boat rowed away from the dock. The reel clicked
louder and faster and seemed to neigh like a wild horse. When the
boat was about a hundred feet from the dock, the man holding the
line dropped it between the long ropes.

Hand over hand, Mr. La Branche
retrieved about fifty feet of the line and piled it on the dock. He
breathed deeply and crossed his heart. He moved his right foot
behind his left, as if he was going to throw a ball, then bent his
knees, leaned forward and pointed his fly rod toward the water. He
cast the rod back, moving it somewhere between perpendicular and
parallel to the water. The water, however, didn’t seem to want to
let go of the line. As if in a tug-of-war, the water pulled back
and bent the top half of the rod into a half-circle, so that the
whole rod took on the shape of a giant question mark. Mr. La
Branche stopped the rod suddenly. His casting arm was behind his
body and, along with the rod, pointed to about 2 o’clock. The line
sprayed water as it flew off the surface like a bird. The rod
snapped straight. The front of the line formed a narrow loop. The
top of the loop was much longer than the bottom. The loop rolled
backward like a wheel, the top getting shorter and shorter, the
bottom getting longer and longer, until the top and bottom were the
same length—but only for a split second. Soon the rolling loop
resembled a sideways candy cane.

Mr. La Branche cast the rod forward,
then stopped it when it pointed to about 10:30. The front of the
line formed another loop. The top of this rolling loop also got
shorter as the bottom got longer. Mr. La Branche let go of the line
and stabbed the rod forward. The loop streaked like an arrow, then
unrolled. The straight line splashed down on the water, right in
the middle of the long ropes.

The man in the back of the boat counted
the crisscrossing lines. He put a long ruler on one of the long
ropes. “Ninety-eight feet!”

We all clapped. Mr. La Branche didn’t
move. He glared straight ahead like a zombie cut off from the rest
of the world. He retrieved his line, finally.

His next cast was 96 feet, his last 94.
He shook his head disgustedly and reeled in his line. Looking down
as if he were disappointed, he walked back to the table. Though I
didn’t know anything about fly-casting, 98 feet seemed like a heck
of a long cast to me.

The next caster stood up, and one by
one the fly casters, including the one with the handlebar mustache,
used the same casting stance as Mr. La Branche and tried to cast
farther than 98 feet.

None did.

The last caster stood up, finally. Tall
and thin, his arms were as long as a gorilla’s. He was
clean-shaven. His skin was almost as white as a cloud. He wore
wire-rimmed glasses. To me he looked like a Sunday-school teacher.
I wanted him to beat Mr. George M. L. La Branche.

Mr. Tucker held up the megaphone.
“Ladies and Gentlemen! Our next and last caster has won this
tournament five years in a row. He is probably the greatest
long-distance fly caster on the planet, B. L. Richards.”

Again we
clapped.  

B. L. Richards put a reel onto his fly
rod, tied on a fly, and marched down the dock like a soldier. When
he was ready, he bent his knees but didn’t cross his heart. He cast
back and forth, back and forth. He stopped the rod and let go of
the line. The rolling loop tightened and turned into a pointy
wedge. The wedge, however, still rolled like a wheel, until the top
got real short and then flipped over. The straight line floated
down.

The fly landed outside the long
lines.

“Damn!” B. L. Richards
yelled.

“No cursing!” one of the
spectators insisted.

B. L. Richards didn’t apologize, as I
thought he should. He retrieved some line and cast
again.

The fly landed between the
lines.

“One hundred four feet!” the
man in the rowboat yelled.

Wildly, we clapped.

B. L. Richards, however, didn’t smile
or nod. He cast again.

“One hundred two
feet!”

B. L. Richards stomped his
foot.

Mr. Tucker held up the megaphone. “For
the sixth year in a row, our champion is B. L.
Richards.”

“Maybe!” someone shouted. A
young man carrying a fly rod stood on the top of the stone hill. He
wore a long white shirt and faded, baggy pants. His hair was brown
and wavy and combed straight back.

He climbed, then slid down the hill and
walked right past me. He was average size. His eyes were small and
close together. His nose was long and a little hooked. In his face,
therefore, I saw the face of an eagle.

He walked up to the table. “I’d like a
chance.” He spoke with a slight Polish accent. I wondered if he
came from the Lower East Side.

“The tournament is only open
to members of casting clubs,” Mr. Tucker said.

To me the rule didn’t seem fair, the
same way it didn’t seem fair that immigrants had to live in tiny
apartments that didn’t have bathrooms.

“But I’ve been practicing
all year,” the young man said.

Mr. Tucker grinned. “Are you saying you
can beat the greatest fly caster in the world?”

“I’d sure like to
try.”

“Have you ever cast in a
tournament before?”

“No.”

“Where’d you get your
rod?”

“The rod is legal. It’s
eleven and a half feet.” 

“Let him cast!” a spectator
demanded.

“Rules are rules,” B. L.
Richards stated.

“What are you scared of?”
another spectator shouted.

“Only God,” B. L. Richards
insisted. “The young man can join my club, but he’ll have to pay
five dollars, like everyone else.”

The young man reached into his pocket
and took out money. He uncrumpled two bills. “All I have is two
dollars.”

“Sorry,” Mr. Tucker
said.

I pulled my father’s arm. “Dad, can I
have my next two weeks allowance?”

“He’s a stranger who
probably won’t ever pay you back. Are you sure you want to give up
your allowance?”

I thought of all the baseball cards I
wouldn’t be able to buy; and how I still craved the card of the
greatest shortstop of all time, Honus Wagner. “Yes, I’m sure.
Please?” 

“All right.” He gave me
three dollars.

I took the money and ran up to the
young man. “Sir, here.” I held out the money.

He glared at me, and in my mind I saw
long claws coming out of his eyes and trying to grab me. I stepped
back, looked at his red fly rod and wondered if it was tinted with
blood.

“I’m not a Sir, and I’m not
a beggar,” he stated.

“Whatever you are, do you
want to cast or not?”

He closed his eyes, then opened them
and grinned. “Thanks, kid.” He took the money and walked away from
me. He turned back. “What’s your name, kid?”

“Ian Mac Bride. What’s
yours?”

“Izzy.”

“Are, are you from the Lower
East Side?”

“What do you know about the
Lower East Side?”

“I was there. My mother took
me.”

He smiled. “Good for her. Where’d you
get those freckles, Ian?”

“I don’t know.”

Izzy put the money on the table. “My
name is Izzy, with two z’s, Klein.”

Izzy set up his rod. Hunched over as if
he had the weight of the world on his shoulders, he walked down the
dock, but then the world must’ve lightened because, step by step,
he straightened up and seemed to grow taller and taller, until he
reached the end of the dock.

I walked back to my father. He put his
hand on my shoulder and smiled warmly. I thought that maybe I still
loved him.

Izzy bent his knees, but unlike the
other casters, his right foot wasn’t far behind his left. I crossed
my fingers, but not wanting anyone to see, I stuffed my hands into
my pockets. Izzy moved the rod back, perpendicular to the water. He
stopped the rod at about 1 o’clock. His casting arm, I noticed,
pointed straight up and hadn’t passed his head. Izzy, for whatever
reason, cast differently than the other competitors.

The line rolled behind him. He cast the
rod forward, then back again. This time as the loop rolled, he
pointed his fly rod a little lower, then he rotated his hips and
whipped the rod forward. He straightened his arm all the way in
front of him, stopped the rod and raised the handle about 6 inches.
The rod pointed in the direction of the streaking fly line. The
front of the line tightened into a wedge; and I was sure Izzy was
going to win the tournament.

I yelled, “Go!”

The top of the wedge dropped down and
tangled with the bottom. The whole line crashed onto the water.
People groaned. I looked at B. L. Richards. He grinned. I wanted to
punch him. I wondered if I was stupid for believing Izzy could
win.

Izzy smiled, surprisingly, and
retrieved his line.

My father said, “I think this guy is
going to do it.”

“Why?”

“The way he rotated his hips
and transferred his weight. Remember what I taught you about
throwing and hitting a baseball?”

“But Dad, this is fly
casting.”

“The same principles apply
to many sports.”

I hoped my father was right.

Izzy cast again, and again the line
formed a wedge. I wanted to yell, but I was afraid of jinxing the
wedge, so I didn’t. The wedge kept its shape and
unrolled.

But the fly landed outside the ropes.
Izzy smiled again.

I looked at B. L. Richards. His mouth
hung open, as if he had just seen a ghost.

“The cast will not count,”
Mr. Tucker stated. “Klein has one more cast.”

Izzy looked right at me. I held up my
crossed fingers as high as I could. He nodded, retrieved some line
and got into his stance. He didn’t move, as if he were an insect
trapped in amber for all eternity, but then he looked up at the sky
and said something.

I wondered what. The ground seemed to
tip over. I felt I was back on the H.M.S. Bounty and seasick. I
closed my eyes, and even though I didn’t believe in God, I
whispered, “Land between the lines. Land between the lines.” I
squeezed my crossed fingers. Suddenly I felt numb and light, as if
I had turned into a hot-air balloon.

But the gravel path was still beneath
me. I opened my eyes and watched the line roll. Maybe the line
hypnotized me. It seemed to roll slower and slower. Finally it
straightened. Izzy cast the rod forward; and in my mind I saw a man
waving a magic wand and making a snake circle back and
forth.

Izzy stopped the wand and raised the
handle. The snake seemed to turn into a long-winged bird. Then the
bird disappeared into a straight line. The line floated down and
landed right between the long ropes!

People cheered and clapped
wildly.

“I think Izzy did it!” my
father said.

The man in the back of the boat
measured the cast. “One hundred eleven feet!”

“Check his rod!” B. L.
Richards demanded.

Izzy marched down the dock and laid his
rod on the table.

Mr. Tucker took a measuring rope out of
his pocket and measured Izzy’s rod. “Eleven and a half
feet!”

“Weigh it!” B. L. Richards
demanded.

Izzy pulled off the fly, took off the
reel, and pulled apart his rod. He placed the two pieces on the
scale. The scale’s long black needle jumped upward.

“Five and three-quarter
ounces,” Mr. Tucker stated. “The rod is
legal.”  

B. L. Richards stared down the long
line of people. He closed his eyes. I wondered what he would do. He
opened his eyes suddenly and looked at Izzy. “Congratulations. I
don’t know where you came from, but wherever you did—heck, it
doesn’t matter. You were the better caster, today.” B. L. Richard
held out his hand. 

Izzy shook it and smiled. The other
casters formed a line, and one by one they shook Izzy’s
hand.

“Ian, you got your wish,” my
father said. “It’s late. We’d better get home for
dinner.”

“I want to talk to
Izzy.”

I ran through the scattering crowd.
Izzy was surrounded by a circle of people, but unlike the people
circling the peddlers’ carts on the Lower East Side, no one waved
his arms or yelled.

I stood outside the circle, feeling
lost and hoping Izzy noticed me and pulled me into the
circle.

He saw me, finally. “Ian, I owe
you.”

“No. Just tell me: Where did
you learn to cast like that?”

“Everywhere.”

I wondered what he meant, but I didn’t
want to seem stupid, so I didn’t ask. I felt a hand on my shoulder.
I turned around. My father said, “We’d better go.”

“Wait.”

Izzy talked to Mr. Tucker, and seemed
to have forgotten about me.

“Ian!”

I turned away from Izzy. My father and
I walked toward Fifth Avenue. The gravel path was clogged with
people. We all walked slowly, slowly enough so that Izzy could
easily catch up to me.

But he
didn’t.   

I stepped off the path and looked back.
Izzy climbed up the stone hill. He carried his fly rod, but not his
trophy. He reached the top of the hill, walked into the woods and
disappeared. I looked at the table. The trophy was still on
it.

“C’mon Ian,” my father
said.

“Izzy didn’t take his
trophy.”

“Maybe he just forgot
it.”

No, he
didn’t, something told me. But I couldn’t
explain that something to my father, or even to myself. I walked
out of the park, hoping, praying that, somehow, somewhere I would
see Izzy again. 

I suppose I did—in my mind, I mean,
because during the next few days I kept seeing him make the long,
beautiful, tournament-winning cast. Then I saw myself making the
cast. More than anything, I suddenly wanted to become a great fly
caster, but since I didn’t have a fly rod, I soon went back into
make-believe time and dreamed of helping Fletcher Christian lead
his heroic mutiny. But I guess make-believe time isn’t meant to
last, because soon I dreamed of going forward in real time, and
becoming a great baseball player or a great lawyer, like my
father.

Suddenly I realized I should be proud
of my father, especially since instead of choosing to play baseball
in crowded stadiums, he chose to argue right and wrong in small,
half-empty courtrooms. Maybe his choice was his way of also leaving
a trophy behind. And maybe my choice was to love him for at least
trying to do what, for him, seemed right.

So even though the tournament didn’t
change my father, he looked different. Strangely, what the
tournament did change—the course of my life—looked the
same.

 



Chapter 4

You see, things were going so well. My
father was making a lot of money and becoming a famous lawyer. My
mother was playing piano professionally and getting more and more
involved in the garment workers’ movement.

As for me, I was hitting a lot of home
runs and feeling very accepted by my private-school
classmates—except by Brett Wilson and his two close friends, Parker
and Jim. I guess Brett had a hard time now that I, not he, was the
best baseball player in our class.

As for the world, things also were
changing for the better.

More and more people, for example,
bought cars, including my father. On the day he did, he took me, my
sister and my mother for a drive down Fifth Avenue, to Madison
Square. He parked in front of the new, white, fifty-story
Metropolitan Life Building, the tallest in the world. We got out of
our new Ford. I tilted my head all the way back. My eyes followed
what looked like a bright stone road leading up to a big, round
clock. The face of the clock seemed to have a cartoon
character-like hairline. But the hairline was really a row of
pillars. Above the row, the building formed a green pyramid. The
pyramid had big windows. The windows looked like the four eyes of a
monster. The monster was probably a king, because on top of his
head was what looked like a crown.

“Ian, in a few years,” my
father said, “one of my new clients, The Woolworth Corporation, is
going to build an even taller building.”

I asked, “Do you think buildings will
ever be a hundred stories high?”

“I don’t think they’ll ever
go that high.”

Besides more cars and more tall
buildings, there was more of something I couldn’t see or
understand: electricity. Suddenly, almost overnight, electric
lights shined everywhere: in homes, on streets and on
signs.

Things were changing for the better in
the world, not just because there were more things like electric
lights and cars, but also because there were less of some things
like typhoid, cholera, diphtheria and yellow fever.

“Man’s goal,” my teacher
said, “should be to end all disease, and all war.”

He certainly made sense to me, more
than I could know—until the first real cold day of December. I came
home from school and was surprised to see my father. He had left
work early. He sat on the couch and held my mother’s hand. She
cried.

I asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” my father
answered.

“Michael, Ian and Rebecca
are our children. We have to tell them the truth.”

I asked, “What truth?”

“Your mother is going to be
sick for a while.”

“Sick? What do you mean
sick?”

“They found a lump,” my
mother said. “We didn’t want to tell you, Ian, until we knew how
serious it is. I have—” My mother closed her eyes.

“You have what?”

She opened her eyes. Tears streamed
down her face. “I have women’s cancer.”

I knew she meant breast cancer. “But
you’re too young for cancer.”

“Children get cancer,” my
father said.

“Cancer is never fair.” My
mother wiped away her tears. “It isn’t fair to children. It isn’t
fair to young women. But why me, Ian? What did I—justice can be
cruel. I tried so hard to make right, to become a great mother.
Maybe with, with my—I failed at that.”

“Elizabeth, it’s a lie that
people bring cancer upon themselves,” my father
insisted.

“Maybe I should’ve raised my
children to believe in God.”

“They’ll believe in God if
and when they want to.”

I asked, “So what’s the doctor going to
do?”

“He’s going to perform a
radical mastectomy.”

Whatever it was, a radical mastectomy
didn’t sound good. “What’s a radical, whatever you call
it?”

“It’s a new procedure,” my
father said. “Dr. Halsted believes that cancer spreads outward
along specific pathways in the body. Therefore, if he cuts out the
tumor and the pathways he’ll stop the cancer’s flow. You see, Ian,
just the way engineers are getting better at building taller and
taller buildings, doctors are getting better and better at stopping
disease.”

The next day my mother went to the
hospital. My sister and I waited up late for my father to come
home. 

“Do you think mom’s going to
die?” my sister asked me.

“No. She’s too young and too
good to die.”

“But good people
die.”

“Don’t talk like that,
Rebecca. Dad says she has the best doctor.”

Finally, my father came home. He hugged
me and Rebecca. “Everything went fine,” he said. “Perhaps the real
reason God blessed me with success is so that I can get your mother
the best and latest medical treatment.”

I asked, “How can you still believe in
God?”

“Now is when we need God
more than ever.”

I didn’t think so, but I kept my mouth
shut.

“When can we visit her?” my
sister asked.

“Tomorrow,” my father
answered.

The next day we walked went to the
hospital. My mother lay in bed. She was as white as snow. She
opened her eyes and smiled. Her eyes shined joyfully. Rebecca and I
ran up to her.

She grabbed our hands. “Let me kiss
you,” she whispered.

We leaned over her.

She kissed our cheeks, again and again.
“No more cancer. Dr. Halsted cut it out. I’m so blessed to have two
beautiful children.” She cried suddenly, then squeezed my
hand.

I cried too, but only for a second. I
swore to myself that I wasn’t going to let my mother
die.

We visited my mother ten days in a row,
but we never saw Dr. Halsted.

I asked my father, “Doesn’t the doctor
come around?”

“Only for a few minutes a
day. He has so many patients to see.”

A few days later my mother came home;
and I was sure she was going to be all right, even though she was
too weak to read or to play the piano. My sister and I, therefore,
often played her favorite records on the gramophone, and read parts
of her favorite books to her.

Looking back, I now know
those days and evenings in our living room were some of the
happiest of my life, even though I was often sad that none of my
mother’s old friends visited. But her new friends from the theater
did; and my sadness was balanced by happiness. I remember one day I
came home from school and saw about twenty people sitting in our
living room, singing along with my mother’s piano playing. My
mother’s big blue eyes beamed right at me. She smiled and looked
more beautiful than ever. I thought, Maybe
she’s not sick anymore. And maybe there really is a God.

That night I asked my father why my
mother’s old friends deserted her.

“Ian, I wish I could give
you an answer, but if I did I’d be lying.”

“Maybe people think cancer
is contagious.”

“They know it’s
not.”

“Should I tell some of my
close friends at school that my mother is sick?”

“If you want.”

I told Steve and Rudy, then said,
“Please don’t tell anyone else.”

But Steve or Rudy did, because one day
during lunch Brett Wilson grinned. “I read that women who do bad
things sometimes end up with cancer. Isn’t it amazing how God
works?”

“Yes, it is,” Jim Miller,
Brett’s best friend, answered.

I stared down and said nothing. I
didn’t want everyone to know my mother was sick. But that was only
half the truth. The other half—a half I couldn’t hide from
myself—was that I was too scared to stand up to Brett.

Later, I walked home enraged at
myself—then I saw my mother staring out the window as if she were
in a haze. She didn’t even look at me.

Scared, I asked, “Why don’t we go to
the park? It’s a beautiful day.”

“I’m too tired.”

“But you’ve been feeling
better.”

“Well, not today.” She
cried.

I said, “The doctor cut out the cancer.
Why are you crying?”

“Sometimes I get so scared
of death, of the nothingness, of not being with my children. Maybe
there really is something beyond. Maybe your father is
right.”

I held her hand. “I’m not going to let
anything bad happen to you.”

She forced a smile. “I guess it’s up
to, to nature.”

“Nature is supposed to be
good.”

“Who really knows what
nature is supposed to be.”

A week later my mother started sleeping
a lot. Suspecting she was drinking again, I looked through the
kitchen cabinets and found a half-full bottle of vodka. The next
day I showed it her. “You promised us.”

“I know, but, but look at my
hand. It’s swollen. Some nights it’s like a fire is burning down my
shoulder and my arm. How could a God do this to me? Was I ever
really evil? Haven’t I tried to live a good life?”

I put my arm around my mother. “I love
you, Mom. You’re the best mother in the whole, wide
world.”

“I love you so much, Ian.
I’m so scared of leaving you.” She cried.

I hugged her and fought back
tears, but the tears were stronger than I was. I ran up to my room,
lay on my bed and surrendered to my tears. I cried and buried my
face in my pillow and thought, Damn you,
world! I hate you. What kind of world are you when good people,
like my mother, get really sick? And you, God, if you really
existed you’d get rid of all disease and not let good people die.
I’ll never believe in you! Never!

Later, I went into my mother’s room to
wish her good-night. She lay in bed, reading my father’s
Bible.

Surprised, I said, “I thought you
didn’t believe in God.”

“I never said—I mean there
were times I wondered. Besides, your father is right: some of the
stories in the Bible are so beautiful, like when Esther marries the
Persian King to save her people.”

And so my mother turned from drinking
to reading the Bible and to going to church. One day she asked me
to come. I didn’t want to, but to please her, I did. I guess the
only thing I liked about sitting on a wooden pew was looking at the
red, yellow and green stained-glass windows and thinking how
electricity could never make the windows shine more beautifully
than the bright sun.

 


Now all during this time something
beside my mother’s cancer ate at me: my shame over not standing up
to Brett Wilson. Brett sensed that I was scared of him; and I
sensed that he was scared of me—not of me fighting him, but of me
making the varsity baseball team instead of him. During tryouts,
Coach Collins divided us into two teams. Though I faced the
varsity’s best pitcher, I hit a home run and a double. In the
seventh inning Coach Collins told me to get on the mound. Knowing
I’d get a chance to pitch to Brett, I ran onto the mound and
blocked out everything except the catcher’s mitt, and my father’s
words: “When you throw a ball you must relax and let your body flow
and do the work.”

I threw fastball after fastball and
struck out the first hitter. Big Billy Thompson, the team’s best
hitter, stepped up. I threw a curve. He popped it up and cursed.
Finally, Brett stepped into the batter’s box and glared at me.
Ignoring him, I stared at the catcher’s mitt and decided to
challenge him with a fastball. I placed my fingers across the seams
of the ball. Slowly I wound up. I pushed off my back foot and
shifted my weight forward, moving my arm faster and faster. I
snapped my wrist straight down, as my father taught me, and
pretended I skimmed a stone off the top of the water.

Brett swung late and missed. One strike
ahead, I decided to really intimidate Brett. I threw a fastball
high and inside. Brett froze. Coach Collins called the pitch a
strike. Brett stepped out of the batter’s box. I stared into the
catcher’s mitt and waited. Brett stepped back in. Two strikes
ahead, I decided to throw a curve. I placed my fingers on top of
the seams and tightened my grip. Again I wound up and threw, this
time sharply twisting my wrist. The ball zoomed down the middle of
the strike zone. Brett swung. The ball seemed to fall off a table.
Brett missed. The ball bounced on the plate. Brett flung the bat
down.

After the game Coach Collins came up to
me and shook my hand. “Ian, you’re on the big team.”

Feeling redeemed, I proudly walked back
to school and into the locker room. Brett walked in behind me. I
took my uniform off.

“Is it true, Ian, your
mother once worked in a strip show?” Brett asked.

I bent down, untied my shoelace and
wondered which one of my friends had revealed another one of my
secrets.

“Ian, didn’t you hear
me!”

“Brett, why don’t you lay
off,” Billy Thompson warned.

“Why don’t you let Ian fight
his own battles,” Brett insisted.

“We’re a team,” Billy
stated. “We fight together.”

I untied my other shoelace and wondered
if a fight with Brett would be like hand-to-hand combat, then I saw
myself punching Brett in the face. But the punch happened only in
my mind.

Brett laughed.

 



Chapter 5

Without looking at anyone, I took off
my dirty, baseball uniform and put on my clean, school uniform. I
thought of my old west-side friends: Benny, Steve and Mario.
Suddenly I wanted to see them and hear about my old
neighborhood.

I walked out of the school, up Sixth
Avenue and into Central Park. The trees, I noticed, were sprinkled
with small, green buds that I knew would soon blossom and turn into
flat, hanging leaves—leaves that would change from green to orange
and gold. It seemed sort of unfair that leaves became so beautiful
right before they fell. Nature, I thought, would be better off if
autumn leaves hung for another month or two. But at least trees
blossomed; so I told myself I should take the good with the bad,
unless I didn’t have to. And I didn’t have to be a part of
fights.

Or did I?

I walked alongside the park
road, outside the flow of automobiles and horse-drawn carts. I
wondered, If I’m really a person who, like
my mother, doesn’t believe in fighting, I shouldn’t feel so much
shame—unless I’m a
coward. Damn me! Maybe I should take boxing lessons. But disappoint
my mother when she’s so sick? More than anything I want to be a
good son.

The road curved sharply north. I
followed it up to 72nd Street. Up ahead, a man cast a fly rod on a
narrow strip of lawn.   

I wondered if the man was Izzy. I
marched faster and faster. 

The caster lifted the line off the
lawn, and moved the rod back and straight up. He cast the line
backward, forward, then backward again. The line unrolled behind
him. He lowered the rod, then cast it forward. The front of the
long line formed a narrow wedge.

The caster had to be Izzy. I ran toward
him. “Izzy!”

He turned and smiled. “Ian.”

“You remembered my name.” I
walked close to him. Suddenly I felt ashamed of my stupid,
rich-school uniform. I took off the jacket and folded it over my
arm.

Izzy looked down, suddenly, shamefully.
“I can’t pay you back.”

“You can pay me back with
fly-casting lessons, sir.”

“I told you I’m not a sir.
And I’m not a teacher.”

I wondered if I asked for too much. “I
can pay you.”

Izzy retrieved some line and piled it
on the ground. “I’m not about money.”

Though his accent wasn’t strong, to me
it sounded a little out-of-tune. I thought of asking Izzy where
exactly he was from, but my gut told me instead to ask, “What are
you about?”

“I’m about—I, I like to try
to cast right between those two trees. Having a target is
good.”

“So you’re going to give me
a lesson?”

He nodded.

I said, “That rod looks shorter than
the one you used in the tournament.”

“My tournament rod is too
heavy to practice with.”

“What’s the fly line made
of?”

“Silk. Connecting the fly to
the silk line is a thin, clear line called a leader. Here. Take the
rod.”

“Is there a fly on the end
of it?”

“Just a piece of string.”
Izzy held out the rod.

Afraid of making a fool of myself, I
looked over the rod. Sunlight reflected off its smooth finish and
seemed to turn the rod into gold. I thought of the beautiful rod in
the Orchard Street apartment.

“Ian, you asked to learn.
Don’t be scared.”

“I’m not scared!” I curled
my fingers around the cigar-shaped handle. The handle seemed to fit
my hand better than the handle of my favorite baseball bat. The rod
was decorated with red and gold bands of thread. Near the rod’s
handle were gold script letters that read: J. B.
Abraham.

“Who is J. B.
Abraham?”

“He’s a very good rod
builder few people know about. Ian, I’m going to explain some of
the basic principles of fly casting. But I don’t want you to try to
remember them all today. Eventually, as we go over them again and
again, they will all sink in. Also, I don’t want you to try to
understand all the principles of long-distance fly casting, because
I don’t. I’m not a scientist; but I don’t have to know how
electricity works to turn on an electric light.

“Our first lesson will be
about how power is transferred from our body to the rod, and
finally to the line. I’ll start by saying that the fly rod acts as
a spring, or like a bow. The more we get the rod to bend during the
cast, the more tension or power we will store in the rod, and
therefore, the farther we will cast our fly. To shoot an arrow, an
archer lets go of the line at once. We, in a sense, have to do the
same thing by stopping the rod at the end of each cast as abruptly
as possible.”

Izzy spoke calmly but passionately. I
wondered how two different emotions could be in his voice at the
same time. I stared into his dark eyes and thought that he looked a
lot more like a person than an eagle.

“It’s important,” he went
on, “we use a stance that helps us both stop the rod abruptly and
rotate our hips, shift our weight, and transfer the power of our
body into the rod. To do both, I’ve discovered my long-distance,
casting stance. Facing the target, I point my left foot at the
target, and move my right foot back so that my toes are even with
the front of my left heel. Next, I point my right foot outward
about thirty degrees from the target. Let me see you put your feet
in that position.”

I did as he asked. Two well-dressed men
walked by. They looked at us and laughed. I felt a little foolish.
Izzy, however, didn’t seem to notice the men.

“Great, Ian. Now bend your
knees a little.”

“Like a batting stance.” I
bent my knees.

“Yes. I love watching
baseball. I wish I had played it, but I didn’t come to America
until I was twelve. When I tried to play the other boys laughed at
me, so I stopped. When we cast a fly rod our arm movement is more
like cracking a whip than throwing a ball. We must abruptly stop
our arm. When we crack a whip the lash moves in the direction the
top of the whip moved. When we cast a fly rod the line moves in the
direction the top of the rod moved. We therefore must move our
casting hand in a straight line. This, Ian, is a lot harder than it
sounds. After two years of practicing long-distance fly casting, on
some days I would cast really well, but on other days I would
mysteriously cast ten feet less and often hit the rod tip or myself
with the fly. So I went to libraries and read every book I could on
fly casting, but I didn’t find the answer I was looking for. I was
so frustrated I almost gave up long-distance fly casting, but then
a miracle happened: Almost by accident, I discovered one of the
biggest secrets of long-distance fly casting—not pulling my elbow
back during the back cast. You see, when I pulled my elbow back I
couldn’t abruptly stop the rod. The rod tip therefore
lowered.”

Suddenly, I didn’t hear his accent
anymore, only his well-pronounced words. I asked, “Why didn’t you
give up?”

Izzy smiled. “I’m really not sure why.
Here’s a secret: to keep you from pulling your elbow back during
the cast, don’t cast with your elbow all the way out from your
body. Now, since the fly we’re casting, unlike a fishing lure, has
very little weight, we have to use the weight of the fly line to
pull on the rod and bend it. To do this we must start our casts
slowly, then accelerate, and finally reach maximum speed only at
the very end of the cast. But the more line we’re casting, the
faster we have to accelerate. Ian, let me explain the cast from
start to finish. Watch.” Izzy held up his forearm and pretended he
held a fly rod. He bent his knees slightly. “I start the cast with
the rod tip about an inch from the ground. Next I slowly cast the
rod straight up and back. When the rod points to about one o’clock,
I abruptly stop the rod without breaking my wrist. Without turning
my shoulders, I look back. When the loop formed by the fly line has
almost unrolled and is in the shape of a horizontal candy cane, I
slowly start my forward cast, then accelerate faster and faster.
Finally I break my wrist halfway, as if I’m hammering a nail. I
stop the rod when it points to about ten thirty.”

“How come you break your
wrist halfway at the end of your forward cast, but not at the end
of your back cast?”

Izzy smiled. “Good question. Breaking
my wrist halfway will lower the rod tip at the end of the back
cast, but not at the end of the forward cast.”

That didn’t make sense to me, but I
remembered what he said about not having to understand
everything.

“Ian, I want you to hold the
line against the handle with your finger and try your first
cast.”

“Now?”

“Yes, now.”

Nervous, I cast the rod up and back,
faster and faster. As abruptly as I could, I stopped the rod. The
fly line lifted off the ground and flew behind me. I looked over my
shoulder. The line formed a wide loop. Just before it unrolled, I
moved the rod forward, faster and faster. I stopped the rod. A wide
loop unrolled in front of me.

“Great!” Izzy yelled. “Cast
the rod back again, but this time start a little slower. Finish a
little faster. Remember: hammer the nail.”

“Okay.” The fly line formed
a tighter loop. I was proud. I cast the rod forward.

“Great!” Izzy yelled. “What
you’re doing is called false casting.”

I false cast back and forth. My loops
tightened even more.

“Okay, stop,” Izzy said. “I
see you’re a natural. I’ll be here the same time next week. If you
want, come by.”

“Do you want me to?” I
handed the rod back to Izzy.

“It’s what you want,
Ian.”

“I’ll be here.”

He reeled in the line.

I didn’t want to say good-bye, so I
just stood there, staring at him as if he were a famous baseball
player, like Ty Cobb.

“Good-bye, Ian,” he said,
finally.

I turned away and strolled across the
park, feeling as if I had acquired some sort of special, almost
magical power. Again and again I saw myself standing at the end of
the long dock and making a tournament-winning cast. Hundreds of
people applauded. Triumphantly, I raised my fist, looked at the
people and smiled.

I walked down the steps to my front
door, and in my mind I saw myself asking my father if I could go
back to public school.

I walked into our dining
room.

My father looked at me. “You’re
late.”

“I made the varsity baseball
team.”

My father smiled. “That’s
great.”

I sat down. My mother served me roast
chicken. As I ate, I again saw myself making a tournament-winning
fly cast. The image, I guess, helped me find courage. I told my
father I hated the Browning School.

My father stared at me. “Ian, you just
made Varsity as a sophomore. Besides, education is important in the
real world. One day you’ll see that. I want the best for you. Is
something going on in school you want to tell me about?”

I looked down and muttered,
“No.”

“Ian, what’s wrong,” my
father asked calmly.

“Some of the real rich guys
are jealous that I’m a better baseball player than they
are.”

“People will always be
jealous. You have to stand up to them.”

I didn’t reply.

“Fighting is never the
answer to anything,” my mother said.

“Sometimes fighting is the
answer,” my father stated.

“No. It’s not!” my mother
shouted.

“Ian will have to find out
things for himself. Ian, do you want boxing lessons?”

I stared into my mother’s blue eyes,
then insisted, “No!”

My mother smiled proudly.

The next morning I woke up afraid to
face Brett and his friends. More than anything I wanted the day,
the sun, to stop so I could stay in bed.

But they didn’t.

I faced Brett and his friends, but they
didn’t say a word to me, surprisingly. Soon I figured out why:
Coach Collins had heard about what happened and had told Brett to
back off.

A part of me, however, regretted he had
because I felt a coolness from most of my friends. They saw me as a
coward, I knew. So again I looked into my mind and saw myself
punching Brett. But seeing things in my mind, I soon realized,
didn’t bring real redemption.

Some of that came in our first game of
the season when I hit a home run and a game-winning double. That
night, as I sat at my desk, I looked backwards in time, but instead
of seeing myself hitting the home run and the double, I saw myself
casting Izzy’s fly rod. I was thankful the next day was Friday. But
then I wondered why Izzy didn’t seem eager to teach me about fly
casting. Was it because he saw me as a rich kid? As a
Christian?

I decided that no matter how he saw me,
I was going to the park.

 

After baseball practice, I left my tie
and school jacket in my locker and put on my old gray sweater. I
jogged back to Central Park and all the way up to West 73rd
Street.

Izzy practiced on the lawn. Breathing
heavily, I watched the fly line roll back and forth. As I did, I
saw ocean waves rolling to the shore, then breaking and turning
into flat, foamy water.

I slowed into a walk and caught my
breath. I wondered how Izzy would greet me.

He turned and saw me. He smiled.
Relieved, I marched to him.

“Last time, Ian, I told you
that, during the cast, the rod will begin to bend, or as we say,
load, when the unrolling line pulls on it. Now let’s say we have
forty or even thirty feet of line lying on the ground or floating
on the water. And let’s also say there’s waves, or what we call
slack, in the line; then if we begin our back cast we’ll have to
pull the slack out of the line before the line pulls on and bends
the rod. Therefore, it’s important that before we cast, we retrieve
line until all the slack is out. Okay, Ian, ready?”

Afraid of not casting right, I wondered
if learning how to fly cast was such a good thing. Then I
remembered how, after hours and hours of practice, I had learned to
throw a curve ball. Suddenly I grabbed Izzy’s fly rod, and cast it
up and back. A tight loop unrolled behind me. I cast the rod
forward. A tight loop unrolled in front of me.

“Great!” Izzy yelled. “Okay.
Stop.”

I did, then asked, “How’d you get
interested in fly casting?”

Izzy looked over my shoulder for a few,
long moments, then back into my eyes, finally. He smiled, slightly.
“I was walking along the Hudson River and I saw someone casting a
fly rod, and I thought, maybe that’s something I can become better
at than every other boy, something I can do and won’t be laughed
at. Now I want to show you a technique to help you increase the
length of your cast. As we false cast we must let out—or shoot as
we call it—more and more line. So when I stop the rod at the end of
my forward, false cast, I let about five more feet of line slide
between my thumb and finger. But keep in mind, if we shoot too much
line we’ll add slack, unless we accelerate the rod faster. So how
do we know when we shot five feet of line? Simple. We count: one,
two, then we squeeze the line again. Ready?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re ready, trust
me.”

Again I cast. The line flew out of my
hand.

“Ian, shooting line takes
practice.”

I again cast. This time I felt the line
slide between my thumb and forefinger. I counted: one, two, then
squeezed the line.

“Great!” Izzy
yelled.

I was proud.

For about twenty minutes I practiced
what Izzy had taught me.

“Ian, that’s enough for
today. Since I’ll be away for a while, I want you to practice on
your own, with my fly rod. I’ll see you here in two weeks, at the
same time.”

“You trust me with your fly
rod? It’s so beautiful!”

“I’m sure you’ll take good
care of it.”

I handed the rod back to him. He reeled
in the line, screwed off the reel and handed it to me. Then he
reached into his pocket and took out a long, brown cloth sack. He
slid the pieces of the rod into the sack. “I have the case at
home.”

I looked into his close-set, dark
eyes.

“Take the rod,” he
insisted.

Gently, I wrapped my fingers around the
cloth sack.

“Ian, I have a feeling
you’re going to take to fly casting real quickly, so before I go a
few more things: In archery we increase the bow’s power by pulling
the arrow back and bending the bow as much as we can. In fly
casting, we bend the rod as much as we can partly by increasing the
length of our casting stroke. Here’s how.” He held up his forearm
in the 12 position. “After you stop the rod on your last back cast,
wait until the line unrolls at about three-quarters of the way
behind you, then lower your forearm to about one o’clock, slightly
break your wrist back, and lower the rod to about two o’clock, like
this.” Izzy demonstrated again. “Now we can start our presentation
cast.”

“I don’t think I can
remember everything you’ve taught me.”

“We’ll go over everything in
two weeks, after I get back.” He turned abruptly and walked uptown,
alongside the road.

I yelled, “Izzy!”

He looked over his shoulder.

“Where are you
going?”

“Not far.” He smiled and
turned away.

I watched him turn off the main road
and disappear behind a hill. Suddenly I felt alone and lost. I
pulled the bottom piece of the rod out of the sack and wrapped my
fingers around the smooth, cork handle. Something told me I didn’t
deserve to hold such a valuable treasure. I pushed the rod back
into the sack and strolled home, dreaming about being the greatest
long-distance fly caster in the world. When I reached my block I
wondered just how big the world really was. Was I, therefore, the
greatest caster on earth, or in the solar system, or in the
galaxy?

Or did it really matter?

 


The next day when I came home from
baseball practice I quickly changed clothes, took Izzy’s rod,
marched to Central Park and searched for a long strip of empty
lawn. Finally I found one behind the art museum. I put the rod
together, screwed on the reel and walked off about 70 feet of line.
Trying to shut out everything around me, I false cast, then shot
line and counted: 1, 2. My loop opened wide. I cursed out loud,
then remembered Izzy saying I had to accelerate the rod faster when
I shot line.

Following his words, I again
cast.

My loop was tight. Proud, I decided to
try to lengthen my stroke and to cast farther.

“Catch anything?” someone
yelled.

I ignored him, and again false cast,
shooting more and more line. Abruptly I stopped my back cast, then
lowered the rod and slightly broke my wrist.

The line sagged. The loop
opened wide. I again tried to remember everything Izzy had taught
me. But again and again my results were the same: wide loops.
Frustrated, I stopped casting, looked up at the sky and wished Izzy
was there to help me. But then a voice inside me said I should try
to figure out my casting mistake by myself. I wondered:
Since the loop was opening when I lowered the
rod, was I lowering it too far or too fast?

Again I false cast, then abruptly
stopped my back cast. The line unrolled about three-quarters of the
way. Slowly, I pointed the rod lower.

My loop stayed tight. Ecstatic, I cast
the rod forward and let go of the line. It streaked over the lawn
like a bird, then unrolled and floated to the ground. I put the rod
down. Using my feet as a ruler, I measured how far I
cast.

About 65 feet, I figured.

Tomorrow, I told myself, I’ll cast
70.

But I didn’t.

Nor did I the next day, nor the
next.

I wasn’t dejected, though,
because I knew when Izzy came back he would teach me new casting
techniques. Feeling on top of the world, I strolled across the
park. Suddenly I saw my mother lying in a hospital bed. I asked
myself, How can I let fly-casting make me
feel so good when my mother is so sick? Am I a bad son?

I trudged home and opened the front
door. My father glared at the fly rod. “Where’d you get
that?”

I told him.

“So now you’re going to
become a fly caster instead of a baseball player?”

“A person can do
both.”

“Not very well when you also
have school work. I just don’t see any sense in fly casting as a
sport.”

Shamefully, I lowered my
head.

“Ian, shouldn’t you spend
more time home with your mother?”

“Yes. I’m sorry.” I told
myself, I guess I really am a bad
son.

The next morning after my father left
for work, my mother put her hand on my
shoulder.  

“My uncle Clark used to go
upstate to fish the Beaverkill River. He often told me fishing
stories and promised to take me fishing, but my father said girls
weren’t supposed to fish. Clark’s wife was foolish for trying to
make him give up fishing.”

The rest of the story, I knew, was that
Clark took his fly rods, packed up, headed west, and disappeared
into the rivers of Idaho and Montana.

I looked into my mother’s eyes. “I
should spend more time with you.”

“Ian, you’re not going to be
a boy much longer. Now’s the time for you to learn what you really
love. We’ll keep your fly casting a secret. Now where did you get
that rod?”

I told her about Izzy, and about how I
was determined to become a great fly caster like him.

 

Maybe fly casting changed me, because
suddenly I just had to get back at Brett. What I wanted to do was
to break his legs with a bat, but knowing I wouldn’t, and knowing
he just got a new, expensive baseball mitt, I took my mitt to store
after store and finally found a small jar that tightly fit into one
of the mitt’s fingers. I went home, filled the jar with honey and
stuffed the jar into the mitt’s finger. The next day, when Brett
stepped up to the plate for batting practice, I slid the jar out
and dropped my glove next to Brett’s. I kneeled down and pretended
to retie my shoe laces. I unscrewed the small cap and poured the
honey inside Brett’s mitt.

A few minutes later, Brett picked up
his glove. “Damn!”

I gritted my teeth and stopped myself
from laughing. I felt vindicated, at least a little.

 

Finally it was Friday. After school I
went home, walked straight into the living room and kissed my
mother and said, “Would you like me to read to you?”

“Aren’t you supposed to meet
your friend Izzy today?”

“Yes, but—”

“Ian, just make sure you’re
back before your father.”

I thought,
Maybe I’m really not a bad son.

I ran up to my room, grabbed Izzy’s rod
and reel and jogged to the west side of Central Park. Izzy wasn’t
there. Breathing heavily, I sat on a bench and waited.

And waited and wondered if something
unexpected kept him away. I started practicing by myself, often
looking around and hoping Izzy appeared out of nowhere, the way he
did at the fly-casting tournament.

But he didn’t; and I just couldn’t
concentrate on fly casting. I took the rod apart and went home. My
mother asked how practice went.

I lied, “Good.”

She put a record on the gramophone. We
sat on the couch and listened to one of Chopin’s melodies. I held
her hand, and she smiled. I told myself that maybe I was meant to
spend the afternoon with her. After all, I had Izzy’s fly rod, so I
was sure that Izzy would show up the next Friday.

But he didn’t. My
disappointment turned into a river of questions:
Did something bad happen to Izzy? What? Or did he
just desert me? Why? Was deserting me his way of giving me his fly
rod and reel? But they’re worth a lot more than the money I gave
him.

The questions flowed so strongly that I
couldn’t pull myself out of their current and concentrate on fly
casting. I wandered home, feeling lost even though I knew the
way.

“Ian, how far did you cast
today?” my mother asked.

I lied, “Seventy-five feet.”

“Wow! I’m so proud of
you.”

“Mom, when I learn how to
fish maybe we’ll go up to the Beaverkill together.”

“I’m too old to start
fishing, but maybe I’ll just watch you.”

She wore a pink dress I hadn’t seen
before. I asked if it was new.

“Girls from the Garment
Workers’ Union brought it as a gift.”

“I’m glad you’re going out
tonight.”

“I’m not, but I wanted to
wear the dress anyway. Ian, I have my books and my music. With the
gramophone I can even play some of my favorite Mozart concertos
along with an orchestra. Mozart was such an optimistic composer.
We’re lucky he lived during the Enlightenment.”

“What was the
Enlightenment?”

“It was a time when Man
thought he could understand and solve the problems of the world
through science and reason.”

“What happened to
it?”

“Napoleon’s horrible wars
ended it and started an era of great doubt and stress, feelings
that Beethoven reflected in his great music.”

It didn’t seem right that wars could
change music.

My mother cried.

“You’re going to be all
better soon, mom.”

“Ian, you’re old enough that
I can tell you this: I don’t want to go out with a part of me
missing.”

I didn’t know what to say,
so I put my arm around her. “I love you, mom.” Then I said to
myself, Please don’t die. Please live and
be my mother forever.

 



Chapter 6

During the next two weeks I often
practiced fly-casting on the lawn near West 73rd Street. Izzy,
however, never came. One afternoon I stared at his fly rod and felt
it had become a part of me, a part that I loved, and didn’t want to
give back.

I wondered,
Should I make up a story, and tell Izzy the rod
was stolen? No! I shouldn’t even think of stealing from Izzy. He’ll
come back and teach me how to become a great fly caster. Yes, I’m
sure! But will I ever be so sure that my mother will become healthy
again?

 

I almost became sure. My mother got her
appetite back and gained weight. Soon she started going to museums,
big department stores, movie theaters, and music recitals. But she
always went alone, and she never went to the vaudeville theater to
see her friends. I wondered why.

One morning I saw her reading a
newspaper story about garment workers picketing the Triangle Waist
Company. I said, “Why don’t you go?”

“I don’t think your father
wants me seen at a union demonstration.”

“There’ll be a crowd of
people. No one will notice you. I’ll go with you.”

“Ian, you have to go to
school.”

“Are you feeling tired
again?”

“No, not really,
Ian.”

I wondered if I should believe her, and
if the cancer was still in her.

That night my mother sat at the piano
and played a Chopin Scherzo. She stopped suddenly, and opened and
closed her hand. She winced.

“What’s wrong?” my sister
asked.

“It’s nothing. My hand will
be better tomorrow.”

The next day her hand swelled up. The
cancer, we knew, was still inside her.

My father took her to see Dr. Halsted.
As I waited for them to come back, I tried to do my math homework,
but couldn’t concentrate. I closed my book, put Izzy’s rod together
and laid it on my bed. Staring at it, I became sort of hypnotized.
The rod seemed to glow, brighter and brighter, as if electricity
ran through it. Wondering if I were losing my mind, I closed my
eyes, but instead of seeing darkness, I saw and heard my mother
playing the piano. I opened my eyes. The rod still glowed. Its
light warmed me and, surprisingly, burned off my fear of losing my
mother like the rising sun burning off mist.

The front door was opened. I ran
downstairs. My father was by himself.

“Mother is, is spending the
night in the hospital. The doctor—why did this happen to her? Why,
Ian!? I love her so much. But God—maybe you’re right, Ian. Maybe
there really isn’t a God. Come close, Ian, Rebecca. You’re my
children. I want to hug you.”

 

The next day my mother came home. I
hugged her, and told her she was going to be all right.

I don’t think she believed me. You see,
from that day on, the only book she opened was the Bible. When she
was too tired to read, she handed it to me. “Read to me, Ian. It
doesn’t matter where. All the stories in the Bible are so
beautiful.”

“But what about the war
stories?”

“I skip over
them.”

I read the Book Of Job. Before I
finished the second page, my mother fell asleep. I kissed her cheek
and whispered good night.

A few weeks later, the pain in her arm
and shoulder got so bad even the pain-killing medicine couldn’t
stop her crying; but then the pain stopped suddenly, almost
magically, so again I was sure she was going to be all right—until
the pain came back, this time for good. My father, my sister and I
took turns holding her hand and reading the Bible to
her.

It was my turn. My mother sat up in bed
and smiled warmly. Her black hair was combed perfectly. Her cheeks
and her lips were colored with soft-pink makeup. She looked as
pretty as ever. On the night table was a mirror and a
brush.

She smiled. “The pain is gone,
Ian.”

“See, I told you you’re
going to get better.”

“How far are you fly
casting?”

“I haven’t been practicing
lately.”

“Well you should. Sit down
here.”

I sat next to her. She held my hand and
said, “I’m sorry for not always being there for you. I guess there
were times I, I did have too much to drink. And maybe I shouldn’t
have taken the job in the theater.”

“You’re the greatest mother
in the whole, wide world.”

“I keep thinking of how you
insisted on coming with me and carrying those heavy bags of food to
that poor Jewish family. Ian, I know that you’ll always try to make
things better for others and that you’ll always try not to fight.
But what I don’t know is—can you promise me something?”

“Sure.”

“Promise that you won’t be
like me, that you won’t have to get really sick to be comforted by
God and to have faith in the world?”

“But mom—”

“Promise me,
Ian.”

“I wish I could believe in
God.”

“You can. Just look at all
the beautiful things in the world: the flowers, the birds, the
art.”

In my mind I saw horrible photographs
of the Civil War.

My mother squeezed my hand.
Looking into her blue eyes, I wondered, To
make her happy, should I lie and promise to believe? But if I do,
won’t I have to keep lying? Besides, the Ten Commandments, God’s
law, say lying is wrong. Maybe, however, I don’t have to lie. There
are so many achievements in the world: electric lights, tall
buildings, automobiles, new medicines. Yes, good is in the world.
That’s why most other people, including my father, believe in God.
Shouldn’t I also?

“Yes. I promise.”

“I love you Ian. In the
morning I’m going to cook breakfast. What would you
like?”

“French toast.”

“Now kiss me good
night.”

I kissed her cheek, then went to bed,
sure that my mother was going to live to watch me fly cast over 100
feet. Thankful, I pulled the blanket over my head and drifted into
sleep. 

“Elizabeth!” my father
screamed.

I ran into my parents’ room. My mother
lay in bed, facing up, sleeping peacefully.

My father looked at me. “Ian, she’s,
she’s passed away.”

“No. Look at her! She’s
alive! She’s just sleeping.”

“Why, God?” my father
yelled. “Why her? Wasn’t she good enough for you? And aren’t my
children good enough? Don’t you care about them?” My father cried
like a little boy.

I didn’t cry until the next morning.
When I finally stopped, I cursed the world and wished I could hold
it like a egg and throw it against a wall and break it. Then I
cursed God and told myself I would never believe in him, no matter
what I had promised.

 


I won’t trouble you by telling how hard
the next year was for me, my father and my sister; so let me just
say that my father turned into a stiff-faced zombie. Every night he
brought home a stack of legal papers. As soon as we finished
dinner, he went into his study, sat at his big desk and read legal
papers and law books. He always, however, left the door open. I
guess that was his way of not cutting himself off from me and my
sister. Often I peeked into his study. His eyes focused on his
books and his papers, so he didn’t see me usually; and that was
good, because I’m sure he didn’t want me to see him cry. But once
he caught me. “Ian! Please don’t spy on me. I’m here if you want to
talk.” 

I should also say my father changed in
another way: He stopped reading Civil War books. 

As for myself, I rarely cried.
Sometimes, therefore, I wondered if something was wrong with me, or
if I really was a bad son after all.

And like my father, I too changed. When
I opened my books, instead of seeing pages filled with words or
numbers, I often saw myself hitting game-winning home runs, or
making tournament-winning fly casts.  

My grades fell. At first my father
understood. He signed my report card and told me calmly I’d have to
do better next time.

My batting average also fell.
Strangely, I didn’t care. In fact I was happy when the baseball
season ended and the leaves turned orange and gold, and fell and
swayed to the ground. Finally I had more time for the one thing
that took my mind off my mother’s death: long-distance fly casting.
Day after day, I experimented with different casting techniques,
like how high I should hold my casting hand, and how far I could
lower the rod tip after my back cast without adding
slack.

People often watched; and sometimes I
felt like a famous baseball player, especially when someone asked
about fly casting. On Fridays I walked to the west side of the park
and practiced on Izzy’s old spot, always looking around, always
hoping Izzy appeared out of nowhere.

He didn’t. And so, on my own, I
discovered more casting techniques, like not rocking my
shoulders.

Finally, I cast almost 80 feet, but
almost wasn’t good enough. I wondered how I could false cast even
more line. It started raining. The rain wasn’t cold. I looked up at
the thick, dark clouds and thought that, since I lengthened my
casting stroke by lowering the rod tip as my back cast unrolled,
maybe I should also lower the tip as my forward cast
unrolled.

I false cast. The line rolled in front
of me. I lowered the tip about a foot. The line sagged. I yelled,
“Damn!”

The rain fell harder. The park, I
noticed, was dark and eerie. I prayed, “please sky, no
thunderstorms. Give me time. Am I lowering the rod tip too
much?”

Again I cast. My forward cast unrolled
three-quarters of the way. I lowered the tip about 6 inches. The
line didn’t sag! I cast about 82 feet!

Lightning flashed behind a gray cloud.
Thunder exploded and echoed, even though the sky didn’t have walls
that I could see.

I wondered,
Maybe my mother is here with me. Maybe the
lightning and thunder were her way of congratulating me. But does
that seem possible?

I ran home, again feeling I was on top
of the whole, wide world. Later, I got an idea how to make my
mother even more proud: I’d go down to Orchard Street and ask
Sarah’s sons if they wanted to learn how to fly cast.

The next day, after school, I put on a
baseball cap to hide my blonde hair, and put on my oldest clothes
to hide my father’s money.

Orchard Street looked just
as I remembered it—flooded with funny-looking immigrants. I stepped
into the flood. No one seemed to notice me. My clothes blended me
in. Grateful, I reached 97 Orchard Street and walked up the metal
steps, then into the hallway. It was darker and narrower than I
remembered, but still filled with heavy, heavy, smoke-like air. I
went back in time and saw my mother right behind me. She wore her
blue dress. I wondered, Is the cancer
already inside her? Is she really dead? Am I seeing a
ghost?

I asked, “Mom, is that you?”

She didn’t answer.

I dragged myself up two flights of
creaking stairs. Softly I knocked on Sarah’s door. It was opened. A
heavy, dark-haired woman stood in the doorway. She stared at
me.

“I’m looking for
Sarah.”

The woman answered in German. I looked
over her shoulder, through the inside window. The small living room
was furnished differently.

“Do you know where Sarah and
her family had moved to?”

The woman answered again in German. I
realized Sarah and her family had probably moved to a bigger
apartment. Happy for them, I headed home.

My father was home early. His eyes
burned like coals. “I was at your school today. Your principal
showed me your next report card—a seventy-five in English! Ian, do
you want to end up in a city college, full of
immigrants?”

“Mom always tried to help
immigrants.”

“That’s not the point.
Immigrants are starting at the bottom, the way I did—the way you
don’t have to.”

“I told you I want to go to
a different school.”

“And I told you standing up
to people is part of life. From now on you’ll do better at school,
and until you do, you’ll do no more fly casting.”

I nodded. I climbed the stairs and
walked into my room. Izzy’s fly rod was on my bed. The pieces were
broken into halves.

Not feeling anything, I picked up the
pieces, and fit them together as if they were pieces of a jigsaw
puzzle. The pieces joined perfectly, and for a few seconds I was
sure the rod wasn’t broken. I lay it on the bed. One of the pieces
came apart.

I told myself,
Damn him! I’ll get back at him!

I opened the bottom drawer of my
dresser and found the small jar filled with my savings. I took the
money out. Wanting my father to know I ran away, I left the jar on
the bed, took my gray wool coat and quietly sneaked out of the
house.

The sky was clear. The air was cool but
still. I had no place to go. I thought of Izzy and the fly-casting
tournament. Even though I knew the bare trees looked like eerie
spiders webs, I walked to Central Park, then to the head-shaped
cove of the Meer. The rippled water reminded me of small sand
dunes. I walked around the coves and saw the end of the long
fly-casting dock. The ladder-shaped ropes—the casting lane—weren’t
on the water. In their place was a long, sun-paved road of a
thousand, small shimmering stars. The stars hurt my
eyes.

I decided to walk down the dock and to
pretend I was fly-casting in a tournament, but as I walked along
the Meer’s bank I saw a high, metal fence in front of the dock. The
fence was locked. I kicked it, then pressed my face against it and
stared through it. Again I saw Izzy on the end of the dock, in his
casting stance.

I wanted to cheer him on, but knew
cheering for something I saw only in my mind was stupid. I wondered
what I should tell Izzy about the rod. I’d be too embarrassed to
tell him the truth. Would I be better off, therefore, if Izzy had
never climbed down the stone hill?

But still my mother would be dead. And
I would know nothing about fly casting.

I sat down on a bench and
looked up. Hundreds of faint stars speckled the dark-blue sky. I
told myself, Pretty soon the sky will turn
black, the park dark. Will God protect me, the way he protected the
Israelites by parting the Red Sea? But if the Bible story is true,
why didn’t he protect my mother? She was as good as the Israelites.
And why didn’t God stop all the wars and protect good, young boys
from dying? Soon I’ll be old enough to be a soldier. Will my father
still believe in war? I hate him for breaking Izzy’s
rod!

I looked at the stars on the water.
They had dimmed and no longer hurt my eyes. They floated on the
rippled water like fallen leaves, then they started to sink and
disappear—or so I thought, because the stars, like a thousand
needles, pierced the surface of the sky, then bulged and
brightened.

I wondered,
Is the sky somehow stealing the stars from the
water? If so, it’s all right because in the morning, when the sun
rises over the tops of the trees, the water will steal the stars
back again.

The lights on the lampposts came
on.

Are the lampposts also
stealing light? No. Their light comes from electricity. But where
does electricity come from? How could something so invisible turn
into something so bright? Imagine if the ancient Greeks came back
to life and saw electric lights. They would probably think the
lights were a sign from one of their gods—a god they can’t see or
hear.

Maybe the ancient Greeks
and I aren’t so far apart. After all, we saw the same stars—stars
that live for millions and millions of years, then die, like
people. But do stars just go away? Will I die and just go away? If
only I too could live for a million years, and see the end of wars
and of sickness. Then I will believe in God. But how long will I
live?

Seventy years? Eighty?
Maybe I’ll live for the same number of years as the number of feet
I can fly cast; and during that time millions and millions of
people will be born. But how many stars? And how will they be born?
It seems impossible that something can come out of nothing, and
that with so many stars in the sky they don’t collide and break
into millions of pieces. Maybe there are traffic lights and stop
signs in the sky. Just how many stars are there? Millions?
Billions? And if each star is a sun, just how many planets are
there? How many earths? How many gods? But the Bible says there is
only one God. If so, why did he choose just our earth? And how does
he see us? The stars might be his eyes. Or his eyes might be much
closer—maybe even in the park. But can his eyes be in the stars and
in the park at the same time? Or am I just trying to fool myself
into believing there is a God and, therefore, into fulfilling the
promise I made to my mother?

I lay down on the bench and started
counting stars. I got up to fifty, then realized I had lost track
of where I had started from. I started over again. Again I lost
track. I decided counting stars was hopeless; so I sat up and
instead counted the people sitting around the Meer.

I counted only four and
realized that soon I would be in the park all by myself, God or no
God. And I would get hungry. After all, I was human. And the park
would get cold. After all, it was still April. Where can I go to? My old friends? But they haven’t seen me
in so long. They’ll see me as a traitor. I have no place to go but
home. I should, however, stay out for as long as I can, and stand
up to my father as a lesson.

I walked to a restaurant, and ate a
big, juicy hamburger. Afterwards, I went to a bookstore that I knew
was open late. I scanned rows and rows of books and—in my mind, at
least—I suddenly saw books I had written, even though I had no idea
what they were about.

 

My father waited in the living room. He
pointed right at me. “Don’t you ever!”

I pointed back. “One day I’m going to
become the greatest fly caster on earth, and then I’m going to
teach others. You’re not going to stop me!” I turned and marched up
the stairs.

 



Chapter 7

The next morning my father left the
house early, before breakfast. That evening, during dinner, he
picked up a newspaper and stared at it until my sister served
dessert. Since he never read newspapers at the dining table, I
suspected he was too ashamed to look at me, but he did
finally.

“Ian, when’s your next
baseball game?”

I lied, “I’m not sure.”

“What did you learn in
school today?”

“Triangles.”

“What about
triangles?”

I still looked down. “That all
triangles are made up of lines forming angles adding up to one
hundred eighty degrees.”

“You must’ve learned more
than that.”

“There isn’t too much to
learn about triangles. They’re just shapes.”

There was a silence, long and
uncomfortable. I didn’t want to break it. I wanted to hurt my
father as much as he had hurt me. So all during the week, I rarely
spoke to or looked at him.

One afternoon I jogged in from the
outfield and saw him standing behind first base. Surprised, I
lowered my head. The next inning I stepped into the batter’s
box.

“C’mon, Ian. Give it a good
ride!” my father yelled.

I ripped a double into the left-center
gap. Standing on second base, I still didn’t look at my
father.

He came to some of my next games, and
propelled my rage to the surface. My batting average soared. One
game I hit a long home run and went four-for-four.

As for my grades, they also soared. On
the last day of my sophomore year I showed my father my final
report card. He smiled. “Ian, Columbia Law School will put out a
welcome mat for you.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted one.
You see, my English teacher had made us read one of my mother’s
favorite books, The Last of the
Mohicans. Almost from the opening page, the
beautiful descriptions of nature and the exciting adventures of
Natty Bumpo and his Indian friend, Chingachgook, captivated me; so
in my mind, as I walked in the wilderness of Cooper’s world, I
walked with my mother. James Fenimore Cooper, I felt, had brought
my mother back to me. Again I wanted to please her, this time by
becoming what she had wanted to become: a great artist, a great
writer who would create a make-believe world where good people
didn’t die unfairly, and where poor immigrants lived in nice homes;
a make-believe world that lived on in the minds of readers for as
long as the sun rose and fell.

Yes, I wanted to become a writer, but
did I have the courage to tell my father?

No. So I studied hard, earned very good
grades, and let my father believe that, down the road, I would
enroll in Columbia Law School and follow in his way and become a
great lawyer.

I hated living a lie.

 

I read in a newspaper a fly-casting
tournament was going to be held during the Sportsmen’s Exposition
at Madison Square Garden. Would Izzy compete? Hoping he would, I
decided to go to the exposition and tell Izzy the truth about my
father breaking his fly rod.

But Izzy didn’t compete or even watch.
Disappointed, I watched the casters, one by one, step up to the
casting platform. And in my mind I stepped up too, and won the
tournament with a cast of 110 feet. The spectators cheered
wildly.

In reality, however, B. L. Richards
cast 105 feet and won.

A week later I walked into my room. On
my bed was a 3-foot-long, round metal case, a fly rod case.
Eagerly, I screwed off the cap, and slid out a brown sack. Inside
the sack was a 3-piece rod, with an extra top piece. The rod was
glass-smooth and orange-tinted. The varnish seemed to bring out the
bamboo’s long grain lines. Dark-purple thread-wraps decorated the
rod. The guides, joints and short, butt cap were polished silver.
Carved on the cap were fancy, script letters that read:  H. L.
Leonard, Rod Maker.

I put the rod together. It was a little
shorter than Izzy’s. I held the cigar-shaped cork handle. The rod
was lighter than Izzy’s. Though I knew little about fishing rods,
something told me what I held was very special.

“I have something else for
you,” my father said. He stood in the doorway, holding a silver fly
reel, a pair of rubber hip boots, and a straw creel. His smile
fell, suddenly. His eyes turned red, as if he was about to cry.
“Ian, I’m, I’m so sorry for what I did. Losing your mother, well I
guess turned me into a, a monster. Please understand.”

I didn’t. Again I wondered if I was a
bad son.

“Ian, let’s go to the park
so you can show me how well you cast.”

“I haven’t practiced for so
long.”

“We’ll go when you feel
you’re ready. The man who sold me the rod told me you can take the
railroad up to Hawthorne and fish the Saw Mill River.”

“I don’t know anything about
fly fishing.”

“That’s why there are
books.”

The next day I went to the big library
on Fifth Avenue and took out two fly-fishing books. That night, as
soon as I finished my homework, I eagerly opened one of the books
and read about different kinds of flies—wets, nymphs, dries,
caddises—and about how each kind was fished differently. Fly
fishing seemed terribly complicated. I wondered if I really wanted
to become an angler, especially because, even if I caught a trout,
a crowd wouldn’t cheer for me.

Three hours later, long after my
bedtime, I finally put the book down.

The next night I again opened the book.
This time I read and took notes about the different parts of rivers
and streams—lips, tongues, mouths, tails, runs, pools, banks,
riffles—and about how to read them. Rivers and streams, I learned,
hid trout almost the same way good poems hid meaning. The job of
the angler, therefore, was to read and interpret the water and to
unmask it.

So as winter stepped toward spring, I
stepped toward becoming an angler, but then I wondered if real
anglers could be born from just books. If not, would the real
anglers on the Saw Mill River laugh at me?

Night after night, I studied my notes
and counted the days to April 1.

 

Six more days to go. It was a beautiful
spring Saturday. Downtown, someone working for the Triangle Waist
Company tossed a cigarette into a bundle of cotton; and a spark
turned into a flame, and a flame turned into a fire, and a fire
turned into an inferno—and for some workers the only choice was to
burn to death or to jump. Many chose to jump. From the ninth floor
bodies fell like rain, crashed on the sidewalks, and lay like
broken, twisted dolls.

Eighteen minutes after it started, the
fire and a hundred and forty-six young lives were extinguished. And
so would have another hundred or so lives if the elevator operator,
Joseph Zito, had not risked his life and acted so
heroically.

The next day my father walked into the
office of the Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union and offered to file
legal motions for free.

I was proud of him, and knew my mother
would be too.

And I wanted her to be proud of me; so
when April 1st finally arrived, I showed respect for the garment
workers who had died, and left my fly-fishing equipment in my room
and waited, day after day.

The trees and flowers bloomed. It was
time for me to become an angler. I went to a fly shop and asked the
clerk to pick out some flies.

“In America most everyone
fishes wet flies,” he said.

A few days later, during Easter recess,
I rode the railroad up to Hawthorne. Nervous, I walked to the
stream. I didn’t see another angler. I was
thankful. 

The Saw Mill River was straight and
about twenty-feet wide. It slowly flowed and softly gurgled, as if
it whispered foreign words I couldn’t understand. The stream’s
banks were about as tall as I. They were lined with short bushes
and tall trees. The bushes seemed to float on the water. The trees
seemed to form a dense, leafy roof, and to shape the stream into a
long, green tunnel, especially because the trees closest to the
high banks tilted forward. The flowing water, I realized, was
whittling away the banks.

The leaves on the top of the trees
shined like pieces of stained glass in church windows. But unlike
glass, the leaves blocked most of the light, so the leaves lower
down on the trees looked like small, hanging shadows. Yet somehow
enough light filtered to the stream to turn the riffling water into
a shattered mirror. The mirror distorted and twisted, but didn’t
completely break the images of the trees and the bushes.

I put on my hip boots, set up my rod,
tied on a Hare’s Ear wet fly and told myself, read the
water.

Parallel to the bank, slow and fast
moving water met and formed a long seam. I decided to listen to the
books and cast downstream and fish the seam.

Stepping sideways, grabbing branches, I
climbed down the steep bank, and stepped into the water. I looked
straight down. Almost as if by magic, the reflected images
disappeared. The shattered mirror seemed to turn into a glass
cabinet top. At the bottom of the cabinet, instead of jewelry or
trinkets, were worthless rocks.

The water was almost up to my knees. I
waded toward the middle of the stream. The water pushed hard
against my legs, as if it tried to knock me over. I didn’t let it.
Looking down, making sure I had good footing, I slowly waded on. My
foot seemed to go through the stream’s bottom. I was falling. My
arm crashed into the water. The water was cold. It stung me. My
foot landed, finally. I didn’t fall. Thankful, I stood up straight.
The water was almost up to my waist. I looked down and realized the
stream’s depth was hidden by water acting like a big magnifying
glass.

I thought,
The fly-fishing books hadn’t warned me about deep
holes hiding in streams, hiding like trout. I could fall and break
my leg, and—but the river just taught me an important lesson about
wading. I don’t want to be scared of wading.

Downstream, a big, fat tree lay across
the stream. The tree still had leaves and therefore probably life.
I noticed parts of dead trees littering the banks. Suddenly the
stream looked spooky, like a haunted house where, instead of evil
ghosts, the river chopped down and killed big trees. Was shapeless
water more powerful than big, wooden trees?

It didn’t seem possible, and yet my
eyes told me it was.

I waded to the middle of the stream,
stepped on gravel and felt safe. I pulled off about 40 feet of line
from my reel. The water grabbed the line and snaked it downstream.
Suddenly the long tunnel brightened. Slanted columns of sunlight,
looking like hanging sheets of glowing smoke, poured through the
trees, crashed onto the water and broke into clumps of small,
bobbing flames. But unlike the flames of the Triangle Waist Fire,
these flames, I knew, were frozen in size and wouldn’t turn the Saw
Mill into a long, horrible inferno.

I remembered my mother telling me
nature, not Rembrandt or Michelangelo, was the world’s greatest
painter. Was my mother’s spirit also pouring through the
trees?

The gurgling water suddenly sounded
like a gentle piano melody. Was my mother somehow playing the
melody? Or did nature have its own music? If so, was Man’s music
really an attempt to reflect Nature’s?

I closed my eyes and listened. For some
reason, I saw the image of broken, garment-worker bodies strewn on
the sidewalk like dead Civil War soldiers strewn on a battlefield.
I tried to fit the image of the beautiful stream with the image of
the bodies. But unlike pieces of a puzzle, the images didn’t
fit.

Is it
because, I wondered, streams are made by nature while sweat shops are made by man?
But isn’t man part of nature?

Maybe. Maybe
not.

Again I closed my eyes and listened to
the gurgling water. I heard the same notes over and over. My mother
wasn’t playing them. I was alone. I cried, only for a few seconds.
I retrieved about 6 inches of line and paused. My line straightened
and pulled against the rod tip. I cast the rod back. But the water,
unlike a lawn, didn’t want to let go of the line. Feeling I was in
a tug of war, I pulled the rod back harder, and harder. The rod
bent into a half circle. Suddenly the water let go. The line and
the fly flew off the water and streaked past me. The line unrolled
quickly. Off guard, I didn’t cast forward.

Realizing I had too much line out, I
reeled in about 5 feet and again cast. This time the water didn’t
pull back so hard. I lifted the line off the water. A tight loop
unrolled behind me. I cast forward, then let the line slide through
my thumb and finger. The Hare’s Ear turned over and floated down
like a falling leaf, but landed 3 feet to the left of the long
seam.

I cursed, “Damn!” Again I cast. A
breeze carried the line and the fly close to the far bank.
Frustrated, I realized landing a fly on a small target was a lot
harder than throwing a strike. I reminded myself to relax and to
listen to my father’s words and to let my arm and my body flow like
the stream.

I again cast, this time a little
faster. The tight loop cut through the breeze and unrolled. The fly
landed in the slower water just outside the seam—a strike! But I
wasn’t satisfied. Again and again I tried to cast three strikes in
a row.

Finally I did! Proud, I told myself it
was time to try to catch a fish.

I watched the fly drift in the slower
current near the bank. The faster water in the middle of the stream
pulled the line and shaped it into a wide loop. As the loop floated
downstream it got longer and tighter and looked like a giant U. The
U, I saw, pulled the fly faster than the slow current. Trout, the
books said, won’t take a fly drifting faster than the current. I
had to mend the line. Scared I wouldn’t do it right, I pointed my
rod up and lifted much of the line off the water. Pretending to
flip a pancake, I flicked the line, but not the fly, upstream. The
fast water turned the wide U into an M. The fly drifted downstream
at the same speed as the slower water.

I didn’t get a take. When the fly was
directly below me, I lifted the rod tip and waited, as the books
said I should.

Three more times I cast to the front of
the seam.

Still no take. I remembered the books
said an angler fishing a small stream should keep moving and keep
casting to different targets. Slowly I waded downstream, looking
for a new target.

I found one: the mouth of a long,
smooth pool. The mouth funneled the water, then spit it out faster
and foamier. The pool caught the water and slowed and smoothed it.
I cast straight downstream. The fly and the line moved at the same
speed. I didn’t have to mend. I shook the rod back and forth,
pulling line off my reel and feeding the line to the hungry
current. The fly drifted into the foamy mouth and into the tongue.
I stopped feeding line and raised my rod.

Again no take. Disappointed, I lowered
my rod, retrieved about 10 feet of line, and again cast to the
mouth. I watched the fly drift downstream and I wondered if not
catching a fish would mean I still wasn’t a real angler.

Not sure, I waded close to the mouth
and looked for a new target.

I cast to the bank, just below an
overhanging branch. The fly landed on the branch. I tried to pull
the fly free, but broke if off. I cursed, tied on another Hare’s
Ear, and waded into the pool, making small waves. The water was up
to my waist. I waited for the waves to weaken and to merge into the
smooth surface. The reflections of trees and bushes were put back
together. For some reason I thought of Humpty Dumpty and wished a
stream could’ve put him back together again. But characters in
fairy tales, I knew, existed only in imagination and couldn’t be
fixed by real streams.

I cast to the middle of the
pool and retrieved line, 6 inches at a time and wondered,
When was the Saw Mill River born? A hundred years
ago? A thousand? How was it and other streams born? And will
streams, like stars, like me, one day die? 

How? Will they dry up? Or
will this beautiful river live and welcome anglers
forever?

No. Not even this earth
will last forever.

The leaves on the top of the trees now
looked like hanging shadows. Nature’s long painting had turned
darker and gloomier. It didn’t look so beautiful. I became lonely.
Downstream of the long pool was a stretch of riffles, then a run,
then, just past the fallen tree, another pool.

I wondered,
Are all rivers and streams a series of riffles,
runs and pools? If so, are all rivers and streams connected in some
way?

A loud, shrieking chorus of birds
pierced the sky and hurt my ears. I looked up, but saw only one
black bird. The rest of the flock, I knew, hid in the trees and
seemed invisible.

I waded downstream and cast to the tail
of the pool. The line straightened, then slid towards the
bank.

I thought,
That’s strange—fish on! Set the hook!

I lifted the rod. It pulsed, as if it
were alive, then seemed to get heavier. It throbbed. The throbs
surged down the rod and jolted my arm. I almost dropped the rod. I
squeezed the handle. The rainbow jumped out of the water, shook its
head and dived. The rod went dead. The line hung
limply. 

The fish was off.

I yelled, “Damn!” Feeling as if I
struck out with the bases loaded, I wondered what I did
wrong.

Yes. When the trout jumped
I should’ve lowered the rod and not given him slack
line.

Though my rod no longer throbbed,
something inside me did: a shapeless feeling that expanded and
contracted like a lung. Was the feeling an instinctive obsession to
erase my failure? Or was it something animalistic?
Predatory?

Quickly, I pulled slack out of the line
and again cast to the pool’s tail.

I retrieved the line, faster and
faster.

No take.

I slowed my casting and retrieving, but
still no takes.

Angry, I deeply breathed. The tunnel, I
saw, was dark green. The sinking sun was leaving me in what would
become a pitch-black tunnel—an almost real-life, haunted house. My
throbbing obsession weakened. I caught my breath, looked downstream
and wondered what the Saw Mill looked like past the fallen tree. I
reeled in all the line, then waded downstream and ducked under the
tree.

The stream curved sharply to the right.
Unable to see beyond the bend, I wanted to wade farther; but
supposing I couldn’t find a way out of the stream? Supposing it got
too dark for me to wade back?

A sharp breeze chilled me. Was the
breeze the river’s way of telling me it’s time to go?

I turned and waded upstream, against
the pushing current. I climbed up the steep bank, knowing, feeling
I had changed in some way, though I wasn’t quite sure
how.

Was it by becoming a
predator?

Was it by becoming close to
nature?

I walked to the train station and
waited. The train pulled in. The sun still hadn’t set. As I rode
home I became angry at myself for not wading around the bend and
into the unknown.

What would have
happened, I wondered, if I had been the elevator operator at the Triangle Fire?
Would more girls have died? Maybe. I swear I’ll go back to the Saw
Mill and wade around the bend, the way a real predator would. But
will that mean I’ll become more like the bosses who locked the
doors of the Triangle Waist Company?

The train pulled into Grand Central
Station. I stood up, grabbed my rod and my waders, and reached for
my creel. I pulled my hand back and stood still.

I thought,
I don’t want to become a predator!

Abruptly I turned and walked off the
train.

 



Chapter 8

Two weeks later I went back to the Saw
Mill, even though I still wondered if I really wanted to be an
angler.

Someone fished about fifty feet
upstream of the fallen tree. He was tall and thin, and wore what
looked like a blue baseball cap. Hooked in the cap were about
twenty different flies. The cap looked like a miniature birdcage.
The angler lifted the line off the water. The line unrolled
perfectly. The angler cast the rod forward, smoothly, effortlessly.
The fly kissed the water near the bank. The man, I knew, was a real
angler. He glanced at me and smiled. He was elderly. His long hair
and thick mustache were gray.

I yelled, “I want to fish downstream of
you.”

“Wade slowly. If you spook a
fish—well at this point in my life, catching one more fish isn’t
going to matter.”

His beautiful voice resonated like bass
notes. I waded toward him. His hat, I noticed, was a Union Civil
War hat. Had he been a soldier in the war? He wore a green sports
jacket. The jacket was old and dirty. The front pocket was torn.
The angler didn’t carry a creel.

“Are you new here?” he
asked.

“Yes, sir. I’m just learning
how to fish.” I stopped wading.

He cast about 45 degrees to the right
of straight downstream—or three-quarters, as the books said.
“Welcome to the club.” He fed line through the guides. “I’ve been
fishing this stream for forty years. I guess that makes me the
senior member of the club.”

“Were you in the Civil
War?”

He seemed to read my fly rod as if it
were a book, then he looked downstream. He retrieved slowly. “Is
that a Leonard?”

Was resentment in his voice? Did I
deserve such a good fly rod? “Yes, it’s a Leonard.”

“How did you get interested
in fishing?” he asked.

“I saw a fly-casting
tournament.”

“I guess we all get here
from different roads.”

Did we? “Sir, may I ask: What road did you take?” 

He shook his rod side-to-side. “I’ve
always wanted to cast a Leonard.”

I waded close to him and held out my
rod. He smiled. His big blue eyes and his big, square jaw seemed
too big for his narrow face and small nose. His face looked put
together from parts of different faces.

He took my rod and handed me his. Its
finish had several varnished-over chips. The new varnish was a
little darker than the original. The red thread-wrap that held one
of the guides didn’t match the other wraps. I reeled in all his
line.

“What do you have on there,
a wet?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Have you caught any fish
with the rod yet?”

“No.”

He pulled line off the reel and, at the
same time, false cast, letting out more and more line. He let go of
the line. The fly landed just behind a big rock. I was impressed.
He smiled. “This rod feels like it casts on its own. Guys around
here call me Doc. I fish mostly streamers. At my age I like to keep
things simple.”

“My name is Ian. Are you a
doctor?”

“Yes.”

We shook hands. Since he was a doctor,
why didn’t he have a better rod and a better jacket?

“And yes, Ian, I was in the
Civil War.”

Again I was impressed; maybe because
instead of looking at a photograph of a soldier, I was looking at a
real, live one. “My father used to collect and read books on the
war.”

“Used to?”

“Yes, when my mother got
cancer he stopped.”

“How’s your mother
now?”

“She passed
away.”

“I’m sorry. I despise
cancer.” The fly floated downstream and away from the bank. Doc
kept the rod pointed at the fly and fed line through the guides.
“Do you read about the war?”

“Only for
school.”

The fly floated under the fallen tree.
Doc pointed the rod tip up, but didn’t say anything. The long
silence between us became uncomfortable. The chirping birds sounded
as if they were screaming. I wondered if they, like me, were angry
at the world. Finally, I said, “My father thinks Grant is one of
the greatest generals who ever lived.”

He laughed; sarcastically, I thought.
Wanting to know how he had found the courage to fight in a real
battle, I asked, “What’s it like being in war?”

“What’s it like?” His eyes
seemed to go blank.

I cursed myself for asking the
question.

Doc looked downstream again. “Sometimes
this stream looks like a road to me, a road where things flow one
way. I like it that way. For me the start of this stream is the
dry, dusty road that led to the battle of Cold Harbor.” He again
cast three-quarters downstream. “Ian, when I was about your age I
loved two things: drinking and fighting. When conscription came in
1863, I was only eighteen. Since I was too young for the draft, me
and my friend, Jim Mullen, decided to get three-hundred-dollars
drinking money by going to a bounty broker and taking the place of
rich guys who just got drafted. As soon as we were paid we got good
and drunk and stayed that way until the money ran out. Then we
reported for duty. We were assigned to Eighth, New York, Artillery
Regiment. Our job was to guard Washington, D.C. So we were known as
just dress-up regiment. But our commander, Colonel Porter, wanted
his chance to prove that we were real soldiers, soldiers of honor
and courage who believed in the ideas of a preserved Union and
liberty for all. And most of the men in the regiment wanted to
prove it too. I, however, just wanted to get back home and start
drinking again, but I guess feelings, even good ones, are like
diseases: they spread. Soon I became infected with honor and
courage and the Union cause. When Porter drilled us hard, day after
day, I stopped cursing him and started respecting him. So in the
summer of 1864 when we were ordered to march towards Richmond I was
happy.”

Doc stopped feeding line. He pointed
the rod tip up and waited. “And so we marched under the hot sun, on
desert-dry roads. The dust was as thick as fog. It dried and burned
our throats. At every river we came to—The Rappahannock, The
Mattapony, then finally the Pamunkey—we kneeled down and drank like
wild animals. We crossed the Pamunkey and heard cannon fire.
Suddenly we stopped singing, but the birds, I remember, didn’t. I’m
not sure what I felt. I guess a part of me looked forward to the
fight, but another part—the part that wouldn’t speak in my mind—was
scared. The sun rose higher, blazed down on us like fire, as if it
wanted to punish us and burn us into ashes and then into wind-blown
dust.

“The sound of the cannons
got weaker, so we thought the battle was dying down, but soon we
saw the truth: we were lost. When Porter finally figured out the
right way, he marched us all night so that we wouldn’t lose our
chance to fight the Rebs.

“When the sun rose we were
surrounded by thin trees that looked like giant pencils. The leaves
on top of the trees shaded us like umbrellas. We were grateful for
the shade, but exhausted. Porter ordered us to rest, not realizing
that as we rested the Rebs were digging deeper trenches. On top of
the trenches they built defensive breastworks of dirt and long
logs; so looking back, I often wonder if Grant should have realized
that the tactics of the war were about to change.”

There was another silence. Doc stared
downstream. He didn’t move the rod or retrieve line. I wondered if
he was lost in his story.

Doc reached for his canteen and drank.
“Still to this day I wonder, and I guess I always will. Ian, as my
regiment waited, some men read the Bible for the first time,
surprisingly even Jim. Other men reread letters from home or wrote
new letters. As for myself, I just wished I had some whiskey.
Finally the day turned into night. I lay on my back and looked up
at the stars. Somehow I just didn’t believe that the next day I
would die. I fell asleep and was woken by rain, a warm, comforting
rain. Many of us took the rain as a good sign from God. But the
Rebs, I knew, got the same rain.”

Doc lowered the rod, finally, and
retrieved line. He cast almost straight downstream.

I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear more of
the story, but I knew it was too late to ask him to stop what I had
started.

“Ian, at first I thought I
might sink and drown in the mud, but soon I got used to the mud. It
almost felt like a soft bed. Finally, the rain stopped. The sun
rose and we were covered with a heavy, wet fog that blocked our
sight like a wall. Half-blind, we formed a long, long line and
marched straight towards the Rebs.

“Through the fog I saw a
long dotted line of about a hundred small flashes. Then I heard a
long, rolling explosion that sounded like thunder. No one in our
line fell. The Rebs’ first volley was too high. We marched on in a
perfect straight line. The Rebs’ rifles flashed and thundered
again. A bullet whizzed right past my ear. I heard a loud
pitter-patter of thuds and a thunder of screams. The thuds were the
sound of bullets tearing into flesh and knocking men to the ground.
Some men fell straight back, others circled like tops. The fog, I
saw, still hid the Rebs. ‘Hold your fire!’ we were ordered. ‘March
on!’

“Like good soldiers, we did.
I saw more flashes and heard more explosions. Thinking back, the
explosions sounded like the loud, fast clicking of a fly reel.
Above the Rebs’ line I saw small puffs of smoke. The puffs hung
like balloons, then expanded and blended into the white fog. The
deepened fog seemed to cancel out the sun. More friends screamed
and fell. I glanced to my left, then to my right. Our line was full
of gaps instead of soldiers. Since some soldiers attacked faster
than others, our line had become a long, irregular wave. I saw the
Rebs’ rifles sticking out from their breastworks.

“‘Fire!’ one of our officers
called out. We fired, then quickly reloaded. More friends screamed
and fell. I guess the only thing protecting us from the lead
bullets were the weightless fog and smoke.

“I thought of turning and
running, but I knew if I did, everyone back home would know. Shame
seemed worse than death; so I ran forward, yelling, ‘One Union!
Liberty!’ And suddenly it was as if the explosions and the screams
weren’t real, or as if a steam engine inside me burned and melted
my fear and molded it into anger. I ran right at the Rebs. Again I
fired and reloaded. The smell of gun powder burned my nose and
throat and seemed to choke me. I sucked in air and coughed. All of
a sudden the soldiers leading our attack turned and ran towards me.
‘Retreat!’ they yelled.

“I turned and ran too,
straight back to our officers who sat on beautiful horses. The
officers ordered us to stop. Like good soldiers, we obeyed and
reformed our line. Again we attacked, and again friends screamed
and fell. This time, however, we got so close to the Rebs we saw
the outlines of their faces.

“But again we retreated. We
ran and ran, then stopped and frantically dug a long, wide trench
with our bayonets. Someone yelled out that Colonel Porter was dead.
When the trench was about a foot deep, we lay down, reloaded and
waited for the Rebs to attack.

“And we waited. And the fog
and smoke lifted. And we looked at hundreds of our fallen friends,
who covered the field like the rocks covering the bottom of this
stream. But even worse than looking, we listened to their loud,
shrieking cries and pleas. Some of the pleas were for water, others
for their wives. One eighteen-year-old, Johnny Briggs, pleaded,
‘Mom, please, come get me. Please take me home. Please don’t let me
die!’

“In the trench, a few men
prayed to God to end the nightmare. But God didn’t seem to hear
them because the sun rose and burned, and the battlefield seemed as
hot as an oven. Suddenly I felt like the reality on the ground was
spinning like a tornado and sucking me up into it.

“I got real dizzy, Ian. The
cries and pleas got louder and louder. But the Rebs’ sniper fire
pinned us down, so all we could do was listen. Without thinking, I
prayed that Jim was alive, but then I realized that praying was
stupid because, even though I didn’t believe in God, I now believed
in Hell. I cursed myself for joining the Union Army to get drinking
money, and told myself that if I survived the war, I would never
drink again, because after experiencing Hell, nothing, nothing
would ever be worth drinking for.”

Suddenly the fly line tightened. The
rod bent. A rainbow jumped out of the water and shook its head. The
line sagged.

I said, “He got away.”

“I didn’t set the hook, Ian.
This is your fly rod. You’re going to be the first one to catch a
fish with it.”

Doc retrieved line and cast straight
downstream.

I waited for him to continue telling
about Cold Harbor.

Doc didn’t. He stared downstream. I
looked into his eyes. He seemed to be in some sort of trance. I
hoped he didn’t come out of it because I wanted to hear only the
gurgling stream and the singing birds.

“Ian, where was I? Yes,
nothing would ever be worth drinking for. We waited and waited, and
urinated and defecated right where we lay. And we wondered why the
Rebs didn’t attack. For some reason I thought back to how my father
only cared about card playing, and how he always yelled at my
mother and me. At first I got really angry at him, and blamed him
for my drinking and for my lying in the stinking trench. But then a
strange thing happened: my hatred drifted away like the morning
mist. I felt sorry for my father. Suddenly I wanted to see him
again, not to hear him apologize, but to tell him I still loved
him, in spite of everything.

“I began to cry, but I
didn’t want anyone to see, so I rested my face on top of my arm and
lost track of time. Then the sun, I realized, didn’t feel so hot. I
looked up. The sun had slid behind the trees. If the Rebs were
going to attack, I knew, they had to do it soon. Looking down the
barrel of my rifle, I stared across the body-littered field.
Finally the sun set. I was grateful because I knew I would live
another precious day.

“I tried to sleep but
couldn’t. Instead I stared at the black, star-filled sky and
wondered how the sky could be filled with such awesome beauty while
the earth was filled with such bloody slaughter. Then all of a
sudden, one by one, the stars seemed to brighten, then dim,
brighten then dim; and soon it was as if the stars beat with life,
or signaled to each other in their own way. Could it be possible, I
wondered, that the stars, like we Americans, speak the same
language? If so, would the stars, like we Americans, ever try to
extinguish each other? I couldn’t answer; so more than anything I
prayed that the stars would go on beating and not fade into a
brightening sky, and that the blackness of night would keep the
slaughter from resuming. But somehow I fell asleep.

“The rising sun woke me to
the chorus of crying and pleading men. But the chorus wasn’t as
loud as it had been. Many of the singers had died. Trying not to
see the dead, I again stared down the barrel of my gun, across the
blood-painted battlefield. The sun rose higher and burned brighter.
We smelled rotten eggs. But the eggs, we knew, were really the
dead. The sun inched to the top of its arc, and scorched my back. I
cursed the sun and took another gulp of water from my half-full
canteen. Maybe, I thought, we’re all going to just die of
thirst.

“The sun inched down its
arc. I was grateful, until the smell of the dead got stronger, then
turned into a putrid stench. To stop the smell, we tied kerchiefs
around our faces, but the stench came right through the cloth. I
wondered if the Rebs would attack and kill us all, or if we would
retreat. Grant, I knew, hated retreats.

“So I waited and wondered,
until finally the sun retreated behind the trees. The Rebs didn’t
attack. I would live another day; so even though the stench grew
even stronger, and my throat burned as if the sun were inside it, I
was grateful. I treated myself to one gulp of water.

“And so, Ian, for three long
days we waited, until finally the chorus of pleading and crying men
burned out like a melted candle and turned into a stench so bad I
had to force myself to breathe. I drank the last gulp of water in
my canteen.”

Doc cast toward the bank, then stared
at the fly as it drifted slowly downstream. He didn’t say anything.
I was disappointed. I guess in spite of the horror in his story,
his soothing voice had sort of hypnotized me, like my mother’s
piano playing. Now I wanted him to go on, but knew I shouldn’t
force him to relive his past, so I said nothing.

“Even in Hell, Ian, there
are miracles. Grant, to his credit, called a truce. A few
volunteers collected our canteens and filled them with water that
tasted better than wine or beer. My thirst finally quenched, I
walked up and down the line, looking for Jim. I didn’t find him.
Jim, I knew, was dead, and so was almost one-third of our regiment.
And so we did what we had to: dug big mass graves. We walked onto
the battlefield and picked up the rotting corpses that once
breathed life and lived with us like brothers. Many of the dead had
their mouths and eyes wide open as if they died gasping for air and
looking up at the sky. One poor soldier had a gaping bullet hole in
his stomach. Through the hole his intestines crept out like a
snake. But the soldier hadn’t died right away, because his bloody
hand held a bloody harmonica in his mouth. I tried to pry the
silver instrument out of his stiff fingers, but suddenly, even
though no one was looking, I felt ashamed of my greed. I carried
the poor soul to the mass grave. I covered his face and harmonica
with dirt.

“We spent most of the day
burying our friends and turning the battlefield back into a meadow,
in spite of the blood. Then something real strange happened: Many
of us, including me, walked across the meadow. The Rebs waved to
us. We waved back. They got out of their trenches and met us
halfway. We shook hands and shared cigars, cigarettes and stories
of the war. Except for the color of their uniforms and their
accents, they didn’t seem any different from us, especially because
none of us talked about the politics of the war. I guess for that
hour or so we all felt we were on the same side: Hell’s.

“One of the young Rebs had a
baseball and asked if I wanted to have a catch. As we threw the
ball back and forth he told me his name was John Turner, and his
family owned a big farm in Arkansas.

“I told him my name and that
I was from Lockport, New York.

“ ‘Are you a farmer?’ he
asked.

“ ‘I’m really not much of
anything,’ I answered shamefully.

“ ‘Yank, I’m a man of the
soil and of the lakes and the rivers. I can’t wait to plant seeds
and to fish. Yank, do you like to fish?’

“ ‘Never have.’

“ ‘When I fish I feel close
to God.’

“Now Ian, the idea of
fishing and being closer to God seemed real strange. So I hoped the
Reb would explain it. ‘If the good Lord is willing,’ he said,
‘after the war, when the blood has flowed out of these rivers, I’m
going to come back up here and fish. What are you going to do,
Yank, when you get home?’

“ ‘Don’t really know
yet.’

“ ‘Soon I reckon you
will.’

“Suddenly we were ordered
back to our trenches. I carried the ball to the Reb, shook his
hand, looked into his eyes and thought of how strange it was that
in another hour he might kill me or I might kill him. We turned and
walked away from each other.

“We lay in wait in our
trenches for five more long, endless-like days.

“Finally, before the sun
rose on the sixth day, we were woken and ordered to retreat down a
narrow, dusty road. A few days later, we figured out the road led
towards Petersburg. Grant had changed his plans, and also his
tactics. You see, from that point on, Ian, he didn’t order any more
frontal attacks.

“Now because my regiment was
so battered, we were moved to the rear of the army, and luckily
didn’t come under any heavy fire during the next nine months of the
war.

“One more thing I should
tell you. During our march towards Petersburg, I wrote to my
father, and told him that I couldn’t wait to see him. I waited for
his reply. It never came. When I got home I learned why. My father
had been killed when he was caught cheating in a card game. My
uncle then told me that, over the years, my father had invested all
his winnings in railroad stocks. My uncle gave me the certificates.
They were worth a small fortune. I thought of selling them, but
instead I took a job on the Erie Canal. But no matter how hard I
tried to stop them, the cries and stench of the dead soldiers,
their frightened stares, kept going through my mind. Often I lay
awake all night, scared that the sun would rise and that the
killing would start all over again. Then one morning I got a notice
from the post office. I answered it and was handed a long, thin
package. The young Reb I had the catch with had mailed me one of
his handmade fishing rods. Luckily, I worked with a guy who taught
me how to fish, and on the first day he did, I forgot about Cold
Harbor. So I fished almost every day; then I landed a big fish and
I looked into his eyes and realized that, after seeing so much
death, I wanted to save life. I released the fish and decided to
become a doctor. I sold some of my stock, thanked my father and
went back to school.”

Doc looked at me. He smiled suddenly,
turned and cast three-quarters upstream.

I turned with him. “How do you feel
about the war now?”

“On one side of the scale
are three hundred thousand dead boys, robbed of the most precious
thing on earth: their lives. On the other side of the scale are the
Emancipation Proclamation and a preserved nation. Who knows which
way the scale will tip a hundred years from now. But what I often
wonder about, Ian, is who really knows why in war one man lives
while another, perhaps even more moral, dies. Is it because of
where they kneel in a battle line? And who knows why a battle is
won or lost? Is it because an officer misreads a map and gets lost?
Or is it because a pouring rain slows an army’s advance?

“And who knows if the fate
of a battle, and maybe even the whole war, will turn on some small
act, and if this act is random or the will of an unseen God.” He
stared at my fly rod. He ran his fingers over its smooth finish.
“Leonard gave up making guns so he could make rods. He was an
artist. Thank you for letting me use his rod.”

“Sir, thanks for the
story.”

“I hope you always
will.”

I wondered what he meant, but I didn’t
want to sound foolish. I didn’t ask.

Doc reeled in the line, reached into
his pocket and took out a small tin box. The box was full of flies.
The flies were about an inch long and rainbow-colored. “I tie these
streamers myself, some backwards; so when I drift them downstream,
they swim headfirst. My streamers may look strange, but they’re my
secret weapons. Take four. On a narrow stream like this, fish the
backwards ones like a wet fly, except move the rod tip side to
side. When the fly swings directly below you, jiggle the rod side
to side, wait, then retrieve. Now when you get downstream, just
past the long pool, you’ll see an opening on the west bank. Take
that opening and you’ll be two blocks south of the train
station.”

“Maybe I’ll see you next
time.”

“Ian, my wife had a stroke,
so I really don’t get out here much anymore.”

“I’m sorry to hear
that.”

“Hell, we’re just happy to
be alive.” He smiled. His teeth were crooked and yellow.

“Doc, did you ever come to
believe in God?”

He looked into my eyes and smiled.
“Ian, in my office I have notebooks with the names and the weights
of the 2,011 beautiful babies I brought into this world. And with
each birth I am awed by the magnificent, complex make-up of every
living creature. It defies imagination. So every time I am awed, I
thank a power, whether I call it God or not.” Doc put his hand on
my shoulder. “Ian, it’s time for you to find your fishing
way.”

 We again exchanged
rods. I didn’t want to leave someone whom I suddenly saw as a real
friend, but I knew he wanted me to. I waded downstream, ducked
under the fallen tree, and thought of how strange it seemed that I
learned more about the Civil War on a stream than in a classroom or
from my father. But I wondered about Doc’s old coat, and his old,
chipped fly rod. Weren’t fisherman supposed to be great tellers of
tall tales? Maybe Doc hadn’t really fought at Cold
Harbor.
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