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 INTRODUCTION

I never set out to write a book about my
journey of fishing and of spiritual and emotional recovery. In
fact, I never set out to write any of what follows. As ideas came
to me—I didn’t look for any of them—I wrote, one memoir, one
autobiographical story at a time. It was only after I unexpectedly
went through a life-changing crisis that I came to see that my
memoirs and stories told much of my often difficult, often
gratifying journey and were meant to go together. They do not,
however, tell a seamless story. Instead, they tell a story with
some holes, as well as meanderings and changes of directions.
Perhaps that’s how it should be. After all, that is the way of
rivers and of recovery.


 



PROLOGUE

My sister’s boyfriend, Paul, called and told
me my sister had fainted in her doctor’s office and had been
rushed, in an ambulance, to a hospital in South Florida.

“She may have a bad case of pneumonia,” Paul
said. “She was having trouble breathing.”

“Can I call her?”

“She’s in the ICU. They don’t have phones in
there.”

“It must be serious. Can I call her
doctor?”

“Yes, here’s his phone number.”

I called and left a message. About a half
hour later he called back and confirmed my sister’s condition was
serious.

“She waited too long to see me,” he said.
“I’ll keep you updated on her condition.”

I wanted to fly down and visit her. I
thought of my financial hole, but told myself I’d take off from
work and charge the airline tickets to my credit card. “I can get
down there tomorrow.”

“It’s probably best you don’t come right
now. She needs rest. She’s heavily sedated because of the tube we
put down her throat. I’ll tell her you called.”

I thanked the doctor and then thought,
Please, Sharon, don’t die. Please. If our mother and father were
alive they too would want you to live. I closed my eyes and
remembered that for so long I didn’t care whether my sister, a drug
addict, lived or died, and how for so long all I saw in her were
lies and selfishness. Today I see her so differently. Today I
see her as someone who, like me, was often beaten and yelled at and
never listened to. But unlike me, the first male in my family who
lived, she was not the favorite of the family. No wonder she felt
jealous and resentful of me, and suffered from severe depression.
If only I had known sooner what depression really is. Now, partly
because of my unexpected crisis, I finally know why my sister and
others turn to drugs and alcohol.

 


Two very long—for me—days later my sister’s
doctor called and told me she was out of danger. Grateful, very
grateful, I thought back to when we were children and tried to make
jelly apples by spreading jam on them and then putting them into
the freezer. It didn’t work, and instead fueled another one of my
mother’s violent rages. How different life for me and Sharon
would have been if not for all those rages. But then would I
have ever been forced to take my journey that restored my
sanity? I thought about how my journey was emotional and
spiritual—an uphill, winding journey that began by accident when I
finally admitted I couldn’t communicate and had to ask for help, a
journey that probably saved my life, and that I therefore often
wrote about, hoping to give back something positive to the
universe, something to help ease the suffering of people in
pain.

I went to my desk, opened a drawer and took
out the stack of my memoirs and autobiographical stories. I thought
of the Grateful Dead lyrics, “What a long strange journey it’s
been.”

Could it be my difficult childhood and my
endless disappointments were meant to be and happened for a reason?
It doesn’t seem possible.

But maybe, just maybe, it is.

I took out a red pen and started editing and
rewriting.


 


 DIFFERENT LEVELS OF
FISHING AND …

For the first time in three years I dialed
her number. My mother answered the phone. I tried to speak, but my
words, like a snagged fly, got stuck inside me.

“Hello,” my mother repeated.

I freed my words. “It's, it's me.”

“Randy! It's so good to—My mother cried. Her
tears swelled my guilt and drowned my voice. A long silence. My
mother asked if I still drove a limousine. I remembered how she’d
always yearned for me to become a doctor. Knowing my answer would
pain her, I admitted I still drove.

Another silence. I hoped she would ask if I
still wrote. She didn't. So I told her I had published several
fishing articles.

“Fishing? I didn't know you were that into
it.”

“During the last few years I've been.”

“I'm glad you found something you like,” she
said sincerely, so sincerely I again hoped that she would
apologize, finally.

She didn't. She asked to meet, but didn’t
offer the apology I wanted to hear. I told her I wasn't ready to,
but promised to call again.

“I've—I've missed you so,” she said. I hung
up, wondering if something was wrong with me because I couldn't
forgive her. Like an opened dam, my questions let loose a rushing
river of guilt inside me. Again, I tried to understand the violence
of my childhood, and then the violence of war. No answers came, not
once during the long, cold winter and the early spring.

 


I packed for my fishing trip to the
Beaverkill. Eleanor, who worked for my mother’s employment agency,
called. Her words iced all my feelings. I hung up, called the owner
of the Roscoe Motel, apologized, and said I had to cancel my
reservation. He said he understood and would refund my deposit.

An hour later, feeling I was in a trance, I
walked down a white hospital hallway. At first the long hallway
reminded me of a straight, narrow stream, but suddenly the hallway
seemed like the opposite of a stream. It was colorless and
lifeless, and made me feel boxed in. I looked straight ahead.
Instead of seeing a beautiful, gurgling run or a long, slow pool, I
saw an open doorway. On the other side, my mother sat on a bed. She
wore a floppy beach hat. I walked into her room. She looked at me
and smiled. “Do you like my hat?” she asked. “It’s not exactly Saks
Fifth Avenue.”

“Yes, I like it.” I thought even without
hair, she was still beautiful.

“Now I know why some men wear even bad
toupees.” My mother laughed, momentarily. “I never thought I could
get cancer, me, a woman who built her own business from the ground
up. Are you sure you don't want the business?”

I thought of saying yes and making her
happy, but then thought, It’s taken me so long to get published.
Do I really want to give up writing? I said, “I'm sorry, but
your business is not for me.”

The doctor walked in. He was tall, probably
in his late fifties. He wore a dark pinstripe suit and looked more
like a banker than a doctor. He motioned me to follow him out of
the room. I did. He told me cancer was unpredictable, but in his
opinion, my mother had about three months to live.

Not believing him, I asked, “How could this
be happening?”

“I wish I had an answer. Your mother is very
proud of you. I once wished I had the courage to become a
writer.”

I thought it was ironic that my mother was
always impressed by doctors, and now her doctor was impressed by
writers.

“What do you write about?” he asked.

“Fishing.”

I expected him to laugh. He didn't.

“When I was a boy,” he said, “I loved
fishing with my father. But when I got older I resented that
fishing seemed more important to him than I did, so I turned my
back on fishing, until he got cancer. We fished together several
times before he died. I'm so grateful we did.”

“I wish I could fish with my mother, but she
was never the outdoor type.”

“Neither am I, but lately I've been thinking
of getting into fly fishing and spending more time with myself. Fly
fishing looks so beautiful and peaceful.”

Suddenly, he looked like a fly fisher, but
to me so did almost everyone. I said, “In the beginning fly fishing
can be very frustrating, like golf.”

“I've heard fly fishing is a real art.”

“Well, then I guess I paint by numbers. In
my opinion, the beauty of fly fishing is that you can do it
at different levels. Some anglers always try to match the hatch and
are always changing flies and leaders, but a few anglers, well
they're less scientific. They fish to experience the beauty of
nature. I remember meeting this old guy on the Beaverkill who
fished only what we call an attractor fly, an Adams. He said that
if he caught a few less fish than more so-called scientific anglers
did, would it really matter when all was said and done?”

“What kind of fly fisher are you?”

I thought a moment. “I’m relatively new to
fly fishing, so I'm still not really sure. I guess right now I'm a
little of everything.”

He smiled. “I like what you said about
fishing on different levels. Sometimes I wish I could be a doctor
on different levels, but if I did, well, it wouldn’t be fair to my
patients. How much would I have to spend for a good fly rod?”

“The technology has advanced so much that
you can get something good for around three hundred dollars, maybe
even less.”

We shook hands. I walked back into the
room.

“What did the doctor say?” my mother
asked.

Not wanting to tell her the whole truth, I
walked to the window and told her we talked about fishing.

“Fishing, that’s all?”

“Yes, he’s interested in getting back into
it.” Outside the setting sun colored the East River orange and the
sky pink. The orange reminded me of blood, the pink of flesh, and
in my mind, the river became a big vein. I looked downstream, saw a
fishing boat and realized that big, straight rivers could be as
beautiful as winding trout streams. Suddenly, smoke streamed out of
the huge chimneys of the Con Edison plant and dirtied the sky.
Still I said, “What a view you have.”

“It's not so great,” my mother
disagreed.

Not arguing back, I stared at the river and
wondered if, in the fall, I should buy a saltwater fly rod and fish
the river for stripers. After all, I didn’t live so far away.
Besides, big rivers were a lot closer in shape and beauty to trout
streams than to hospital hallways. With my mother so sick, is
this the time to think about fishing or to reflect on rivers? Am I
a bad son after all?

I walked to my mother. For the first time
since I was fourteen I touched her. She grabbed my hand.

I fought back tears and said, “I’m so, so
sorry for not calling you for so long. Maybe if I had you wouldn’t
be here.”

“No one knows why people get cancer. I want
you to promise me that you won’t blame yourself.”

“I wish I could.”

“You have so much of your life ahead of you.
Besides, being sick is worth having you in my life again.”

I lied and said, “You're going to be all
right.”

“We'll see. Your sister would love to hear
from you.”

I thought of how my sister often stole and
lied about her drug use, and of how my family always rewarded her
by giving her money, money she spent on drugs. I thought of how my
family often told me that my sister was wonderful, and that I
should be a better brother to her. I said, “I’m just not ready to
call her.”

“Well maybe soon. In the meantime, I want to
read your articles.”

“I don't think you'll like them. Most are
about casting fishing rods. One is about fly fishing the Bronx and
Saw Mill Rivers.”

“I still want to see you what you wrote,”
she insisted.

The next day I showed her two of my
articles. She looked at one of the photos. “Is that you?” she
asked.

“Yes. I'm fishing a pool in the Saw Mill
River.”

“What a beautiful picture.”

“I used a tripod and took it myself.”

“I love your fly fishing hat. Can you get me
one?”

“Sure.” I left the hospital, went to Orvis
and bought my mother a hat. The next day when she tried it on I
held up a mirror. She looked at her reflection and smiled.

“I love it,” she said. “Too bad we can't
fish together.”

“Maybe soon we can.”

“I'm a klutz. Besides, don't wait for me. If
the weather's nice I want you to take a break from visiting and go
fishing.”

The next day was beautiful, but I didn’t
feel like fishing, until I became desperate to get my mind off my
mother’s illness and off the thought that I had probably caused it
by detaching from her with an ax. I rode the train up to
Westchester, climbed down a steep bank, and waded into the Saw Mill
River, a stream I had described in an article as having pools as
varied and as beautiful as any pools in Montana or Idaho. I tied on
a streamer and fished it straight downstream, toward the big,
fallen tree. In spite of what I had written, I didn't see the Saw
Mill's beauty. I didn't see, for example, its high, mosaic-like
roof meshed together with long branches and sun-brightened leaves.
Instead, I saw only my mother lying in a hospital bed. Why? Was it
because years before when I was a desperate-to-be-published writer
I had unintentionally exaggerated the stream's beauty to make my
article more marketable? Or was it because a part of me, a big
part, no longer felt I deserved to see beauty and to feel close to
it? Abruptly, I waded out of the stream, climbed up the steep bank,
and walked to the train station.

 


A week or so later, I accidentally saw a
medical ad for a new cancer treatment. Two weeks later my mother
underwent a new kind of surgery: radiosurgery. Her tumors shrank.
My lies about her getting better became the truth. Grateful, I
often visited my mother and held her hand—my way of apologizing—and
I became what she had always wanted me to become: a loving son. I
couldn’t, however, bring myself to call my sister, especially after
I ran into her in the hospital and saw she was stoned again.

 


A year later tumors erupted in my mother’s
brain. Day after day I held her hand and told her a new truth: “I
love you, and I'm grateful for all the good things you tried to do
for me, grateful you're my mother.”

She squeezed my hand. I squeezed back.

My mother grew thinner and soon turned into
a flesh-covered skeleton. But she never blamed me for her cancer.
One day she said, “You should write a book.”

“I’ve already tried, many times, but no one
wanted them.”

“You can’t let the past write the
future.”

Surprised at my mother’s insightful comment,
I said, “So you don’t mind me trying to become a real writer?”

“As long as it’s what you want.”

“Well for now I’m happy writing fishing
articles and getting published.”

“I want you to be happy. Can I ask you
something?”

“Yes.”

“After I’m gone can you promise me you’ll
call your sister once a week?”

“You’re not dying.”

“We all are. Will you promise?”

“Yes, I promise.”

My mother smiled and squeezed my hand.

A week later she died. I expected to fall
into a quicksand of grief, but the strange thing was I didn’t. I
wondered why. Perhaps her illness had given me a lot of time to
come to terms with life and her passing, but then I wondered if I
was just too terrified to face an ugly truth: My detachment was the
cause of my mother’s death.

So I was looking for an escape. I found it
by writing a story about an innocent angler who grows up fly
fishing and cherishing the beauty of the Beaverkill River. World
War Two erupts like a cancer, and the angler feels he wants to
fight evil. He enlists. After the war he returns as a different
person.

I put the story away, but during the next
few months it grew in my mind and turned into a novel, mostly about
the angler's father, Ian, a man who can't make peace with the
world, and who retreats into fishing and into teaching literature.
Afraid of conflict, he wonders if he's a coward. Eventually, so
does his son, Everett. Ashamed of his father, Everett enlists.
Angry and afraid of losing Everett, Ian blames himself and a
senseless, war-filled world. Years later, after experiencing more
tragedy, Ian learns to accept a world he can’t understand, and to
see beauty in nature and in man's great discoveries, such as new
medical technology.

I finished a first draft of the book. Proud,
feeling like I was doing what my mother wanted, I decided to reward
myself by taking a short trip to the Beaverkill.

The next day I drove to my favorite pool:
Barnhart's. I looked upstream at the fast, riffled mouth. I looked
downstream at the slow, smooth tail. In the pool I saw a reflection
of my mother: a once-raging woman who, because of cancer, finally
calmed in the tail years of her life. Suddenly I was grateful that
rivers couldn't get tumors and wither and die, grateful that,
thanks to nature's way, rivers, like history, were stronger than
men and women. Is it the strength, the eternity of this river
that is now bringing me back to fishing? Am I hoping to borrow, in
some way, strength from the river?

I walked along the bank toward the pool’s
tail. I thought of how the pool played a small but important part
in my book. I wondered if rivers, like actors, could really play
parts other than the ones nature assigned them. Wading into the
river, I thought of how beautiful Barnhart's looked in spite of the
highway on top of its high bank, and of how the river’s other
pools—Ferdon's, Covered Bridge, Junction—were probably equally
beautiful. I thought of how the Westchester streams I fished were,
in their way, as beautiful as the Beaverkill.

But if rivers can be beautiful on very
different levels, does it mean that rivers that aren’t so beautiful
don't have as much of a reason to exist?

No, I answered.

I didn't see a hatch. I opened one of my fly
boxes and stared at about thirty different nymphs. Suddenly I
remembered what I had told my mother’s doctor about how fishing can
be done on different levels. I opened another fly box, picked out
an Adams and tied it on. I pulled line off my reel and cast to the
far bank. My line and fly splashed simultaneously on the water.
Though my cast was less than perfect, I thought I could still get a
good drift. I mended, watched my Adams float downstream and
wondered if boys and men could be sons and brothers on different
levels, and, no matter what level they chose, be equally okay.
Something, maybe my mother's recent passing, told me no.

My line bowed downstream. It was too late to
mend. I retrieved line and again cast, this time slightly
downstream.

The front of my unrolling line landed on the
water. My Adams turned over and gently floated down.

Again I watched my Adams. Yes, I have
made mistakes that I wish I could erase or fix like a bad cast; but
at least I was with my mother all through her long illness. At
least, I have come to see that she, like the hero of my novel, did
the best she could, and so did I. And thankfully, I have also come
to see that apologizing is like fishing. We can choose to do it on
different levels?


 



AFTERMATH

I kept the promise I made to my mother and
called my sister once a week. Making the calls wasn’t easy. Several
times my sister slurred her words, so I assumed she was high.
Something, however, told me not to ask if she was. Besides her
being high, what pained me was her never listening to me. For
example, one day, I told her I had changed jobs and was worried
because I wouldn’t have health insurance for three months.

“Medicaid is making me pay more for my
drugs,” my sister said. “My anti-depressants are costing me ten
dollars more a month.”

I felt like saying, “What are you
complaining about? You almost never worked a day in your life, and
most of your medical bills are paid.”

Is it any wonder I always tried to end my
conversations with her as quickly as possible. I believed I didn’t
owe my sister anything. I wanted to detach from her—again with an
ax, but because of the promise I had made to my mother, I
didn’t.

One day at work I happened to mention to
someone how painful talking to my sister was. My coworker suggested
that I try going to a Twelve Step meeting, where I would get advice
on how to stop my sister from using drugs.

A few days later I went to my first meeting.
Feeling very nervous, I walked into a big room filled with about
forty people. Hanging in the front of the room was a chart of the
Twelve Steps. I read them. The first thing about the Steps I didn’t
like was the idea of believing in God. If there were a God, I
couldn’t understand why He had abandoned me in a violent,
dysfunctional home, and why He had abandoned mankind to a
succession of bloody wars.

The second thing about the Steps I didn’t
like was the idea of me making amends. After all, it was my sister,
not me, who used drugs, who lied and stole. She had caused me so
much pain; why should I make amends to her? I hadn’t harmed her.
She had harmed me. The Steps just didn’t make sense.

I thought, I’m probably in the wrong
place.

I took a seat anyway, and listened as person
after person spoke about staying in the moment, keeping the focus
on themselves, not regretting the past, etc. No one, however, said
anything about how to stop someone from drinking or drugging.

Abruptly I left the meeting, expecting
someone to follow me out and try to persuade me to return. No one
did. I was sure I would never go back.

For two months I didn’t.

Then grief hit me like a punch. The pain was
as physical as much as it was emotional. It seemed to cut through
me like a big dull blade. For the first time in my life I suffered
from headaches.

I assumed the grief would run its course and
soon retreat, but instead it dug in, pushing deeper and deeper into
me, then spreading through me like some sort of heavy liquid. At
times I felt I couldn’t move, especially in the morning when I woke
up. Again and again I had to remind myself that I had to get out of
bed and go to work, and that I was better off being with people
than with myself.

Desperate for help, I finally called my old
therapist, Matt, and started seeing him once a week. Often I told
him I felt responsible for my mother’s death, and was furious at
myself for not forgiving my mother before she got cancer. Day after
day I wished I could wade downstream in the years of my life and
rewrite my past. Matt tried to help me come to terms with my guilt,
and reminded me that my mother had been a violent, difficult person
who never apologized or listened to me. According to him,
therefore, I shouldn’t blame myself.

“Loving, functional parents also get
cancer,” Matt said.

The weekly therapy sessions didn’t end my
pain, but they kept me afloat, so to speak, but just barely.
Besides feeling guilty, I felt terribly lonely, especially on
Saturday nights. During my mother’s long illness many of my old
friends—some of them alcoholics—had stopped calling me. (I had
assumed they didn’t want to hear about terminal cancer.) Desperate
to break out of my isolation, I reluctantly went back to the Twelve
Step meeting. Always I sat in the back of the room. Never did I
raise my hand and speak. I just didn’t feel as if I belonged, even
though I kind of liked being with people whose childhoods had been
as traumatic as mine.

Then one evening an African-American woman
told the story of how she had always reacted to and lashed out at
her alcoholic family until finally, after years of recovery, she
learned to stop reacting and to start living her own life.

Her words set something off inside me. Her
story, I knew, was also my story. Though I still didn’t want to
believe in God or to make amends, I bought a copy of the meeting
list and started going to three or four meetings a week.

Though a God didn’t grant me serenity, my
grief slowly eased.

 


It was spring. I thought of fishing, but
still weighed down by grief, I didn’t have the energy to fish. Then
one day I couldn’t bear being alone in my apartment. I grabbed my
fly-fishing gear, walked to the old broken-down pier off West 55th
Street and fished. Right from the start I felt comforted by nature,
so I returned to the pier twice a week or so, and soon I got the
idea of making an amends to my mother by writing a memoir about my
fishing from the pier and coming to terms with her passing, but
something, maybe my fear of reliving my guilt kept me from
writing.

 


The cold winds of early winter came and
ended my trips to the pier. I was scared that, without the serenity
I had found there, I’d again feel the dull cutting blade of
grief.

The winds became colder and stronger. I sat
in a car waiting for my clients. Seemingly out of nowhere, the
first line of a memoir about my coming to terms with my mother’s
death popped into my mind. I took out the small notebook I always
carried in my briefcase, and wrote down the line—then a second
line, and a third. Suddenly, the words flowed like a fast stream. I
couldn’t stop them. In about an hour I finished a draft. During the
next month I often revised it. Finally, I submitted it to three or
four magazines. They rejected it. Discouraged, I submitted it to
The FlyFisher, a magazine with a small circulation but with a long,
prestigious past. A few days later the editor, Dick Wentz, called
me and offered me seventy-five dollars for the memoir. Of course I
accepted, not knowing then that it would be the first of many
memoirs and autobiographical stories I would write.


 


 A REASON TO FISH

The city workers never stopped me from going
onto the old, broken-down pier, though one had said, “There aren’t
many fish here since we dredged last year.”

I often sought comfort in those words. They
told me not to blame myself for catching only one striped bass
after so many months of trying.

So with few expectations, I again walked
towards the end of the seagull-inhabited pier on an autumn day. One
by one the beautiful birds spread their long, gray wings and soared
away. I was sorry I had frightened them from their home.

I continued on.

On the New Jersey side of the wide,
fast-moving river the fluttering American flag told me the wind
blew from the north, but not strongly. Because strong winds were
the only thing I didn’t like about fishing, I was thankful, and
wondered if I should go with a floating or sinking line.

I checked the sky. The cloud cover was
breaking up. I chose a sinking line, knowing it probably wouldn’t
matter. I set up my nine-weight rod, looked through my fly box and
wondered, What should I try? A Clouser? A Deceiver?

I tied on a White Deceiver. On the other end
of the pier seagulls gracefully glided down and landed. Glad they
had returned, I thought, If only I could get my fly to land as
gently. I cast up river, about 70 feet. Not bad. Trying
to mimic an injured bait fish, I stripped erratically—slowly, then
quickly, and pausing every four or five seconds.

Suddenly, as if a light switch had been
turned on, the sun broke through a small opening in the clouds and
illuminated the gold and raspberry-red leaves of some of the New
Jersey trees. Yes, autumn is always the prettiest time to fish.
But soon those trees will look like eerie, mushroom-shaped spider
webs. Soon it will be winter and too cold to fish. So why on this
mild day am I the only one here? Is it because, unlike most
anglers, I’m not so obsessed with catching fish? If so, is there
something wrong with me? Am I less of an angler?

A small motor boat approached. A middle-aged
couple was aboard. They held hands, reminding me that I hadn’t held
a woman’s hand since I had learned my mother had brain cancer.

I waved to the couple. They smiled and waved
back.

“Any luck?” the man yelled out.

I shook my head no and remembered that I
never felt alone on the pier.

I again cast. The front of my fly line
formed a tight loop and cut through the breeze. Eighty feet away my
Deceiver turned over perfectly and landed softly on the water. I
was proud. Yes, maybe basking in the satisfaction of making a
good cast is what brought me to the pier. But is there something
more?

I lowered my rod, pulled all the slack out
of my line, and tried to repeat my beautiful cast. My back cast
loop was tight. When it almost unrolled I slowly began my forward
cast. Perfect. I accelerated into my power snap. I hauled,
but too late and not fast enough. My forward cast loop was wide.
The breeze knocked it down. My fly barely turned over. The front of
my line landed in a small pile. Disappointed, I quickly retrieved
line until it was straight. Again I erratically retrieved. Maybe
bad casts really aren’t so bad. Maybe a fish will still strike.
Besides, my next cast will be better, I hope. Yes, to make better:
how good it always feels, and how easy to do when fishing. If only
fixing my executive search business had been so easy, but by the
time I realized that the market had changed it was too late. And by
the time Mother realized that her cough might be a sign of
something really serious it was also too late. By then even the
latest medical breakthroughs couldn’t stop the cancer from eating
away at her, from leaving her a living, breathing skeleton, and
leaving me feeling helpless and furious at a God who seemed brutal
and cruel. Why did he cause so much pain? So much
suffering!?

I looked up at the dirty-grey, cloud-covered
sky and again tried to answer the questions. I couldn’t, the same
way I couldn’t back then when, after my mother’s passing, each
moment became a link on a chain gang of grief. I couldn’t find the
energy to fish. Soon my apartment seemed like a dungeon. Then the
walls became a vise and started closing in. Afraid I was losing my
mind, I knew I had to escape. I wondered, but to where? A
voice told me to take my fly rod and reel. I didn’t want to listen,
at first, but then I took my fly rod out of its case. It seemed to
shine like gold. I held the rod handle. The cork felt like silk. It
comforted me. I went to my closet, put on my fly-fishing vest, and
looked in the mirror. Yes, I was once an angler. Yes, once I
loved being in the outdoors, especially in a gurgling river or a
gently crashing surf.

I took my fly fishing rod and reel, trudged
to the old pier, and again I became an angler. Surprisingly, my
grief numbed, or maybe even lifted. The next day I again went to
the pier; and before long fishing was all I really cared about.

Finally, slowly, my other
interests—football, music, history—returned, but none rivaled
fishing on the pier, even if I had on the wrong fly.

I looked down from the sky, toward the murky
water, and wondered if I should change flies. Soon I decided that,
in the scheme of things—with nature’s vast beauty embracing me,
soothing me in a way that my mother never did—the question of what
fly I should have on seemed terribly small. I’ll stay with the
White Deceiver. Just remember that, just before my back cast
unrolls, I should shoot line and break my wrist and drift my fly
rod down.



I cast. My forward loop tightened and
streaked like an arrow. My fly turned over and landed about90 feet
away. I smiled. Above the middle of the river a flock of seagulls
circled. Their sharp chirps somehow sounded amplified by the
peaceful vision of the orange sun, setting but still beaming down
onto the gently flowing river and shattering into hundreds of
bobbing and reflecting diamonds.

The seagulls didn’t dive. Bait fish probably
weren’t around, so neither were the striped bass.

I wasn’t discouraged. So for the next half
hour, as the sky ripened, like fruit, into dark pink, I cast and
retrieved again and again, afraid only that the sun would soon sink
behind the far bank and roll up the long, flickering path that
seemed to end at my pier.

Slow down. Don’t worry about the sun going
down. It will be here tomorrow, and so will I. And don’t worry
about winter. Before long it will retreat and the bare trees will
again bloom with life, and then maybe the stripers will return to
the pier, but if they don’t, will it really matter?

No, because out here nothing is broken,
except fixable casts.


 



CITY ANGLER

I am a city angler.

I was born in a city, and grew up and live
in a city. I fish in a city or in rivers that are near train
stations; so when I walk down the street or ride the subways,
carrying fly-fishing gear, wearing an official fly-fishing vest,
and also galoshes over my felt-soled wading boots, people stare and
probably wonder: Is he an alien?

No, I’m not, I know.

I’m just someone on his way to Grand Central
Station, where I’ll buy a train ticket and a slice of Junior’s
cheesecake, and ride the rails up to Croton Falls and fish the
Croton River.

The branches of the river flow into a big
pool about a hundred yards behind the small village. The pool
reminds me of the famous Junction Pool on the Beaverkill River, but
the Croton Falls pool is not famous; and neither am I, though I
once wanted to be.

I stepped off the train. Because the Croton
River is fly-fishing paradise for many, no one in the town stared
at me. I was sort of invisible. Thankful, I wondered, Where
should I fish? The big pool? The shallow, rocky riffles of the East
Branch? The long, long, slow pool of the lower West Branch? What
about the classic dry-fly water of the upper West Branch?

The entire West Branch, I knew, was popular
with the anglers who formed what I called The Croton Falls Fishing
Club.

But I was from the city and not a
member.

I put on my waders, set up my seven-foot,
four-weight rod and thought, It’s a weekday. The upper stretch
of the river shouldn’t be too crowded. Besides, I can walk on the
path alongside the river, and easily find open water. And if the
stretch is crowded, well, aren’t I a little lonely?

I crossed the footbridge, then Route 100. I
turned left on Butlerville Road. Only three cars were parked near
the bridge over Garcia Pool. Most of the river, I knew, would be
mine, but afraid of feeling lonely, I wondered if I should I be
grateful.

I looked through the woods. Three anglers
stood in the clearing on the pool’s bank. To me the clearing was a
clubhouse without walls. Wondering if I were going to be welcomed,
I followed the narrow path into the woods. Soon I stood in the
small clearing overlooking Garcia Pool. A bulletin board hung on
one of the trees.

The anglers looked at me. They were in their
sixties, probably, and were strangers to me. They stood around a
small table, a rectangular piece of wood nailed onto a fallen tree.
They ate sandwiches, using waxed paper as plates.

I asked, “Anything happening?”

“With all the cold weather fishing has been
real slow,” the angler with long, hippie-like, gray hair said.

The stocky, bald angler stared at my
galoshes.

I said, “They make funny noises when I
walk.”

“I’m Jim,” the stocky angler said. “Where’d
you come from?”

“The city. I took the train up.”

“I’m Gil,” the long-haired angler said.

“I’m Pat,” the tall angler said.

“I’m Randy.”

“Have you ever fished up here?” Gil
asked.

“Two years ago I fished here a lot.”

“What happened to last year?” Jim asked.

Thinking the question a bit too intrusive, I
answered, “I’m still not sure. Are the big browns still
around?”

Jim bit into his roast beef sandwich. “The
state,” he said with a full mouth, “and the city—your city—aren’t
taking care of the river the way they should.”

“And doing nothing to stop the poachers,”
Gil insisted. “Guys are coming in, using worms and taking fish. We
call the DEP Police, but they take their time getting here, and by
then the poachers are gone.”

I looked at Pat. He said nothing. He was the
quiet one, I assumed.

Jim and Gil filed more complaints in my
mind. Soon, however, their words shucked their anger and hatched
into cherished stories about big fish they had caught or lost, and
about how, ten years ago, the Croton was a great river to fish.

I wondered, Was there a golden age of fly
fishing the Croton the way there was a golden age of fly fishing
the Beaverkill? And are these obscure Croton anglers—Gil, Jim,
Pat—reflections of the historical Beaverkill anglers, Hewitt,
LaBranche, Darbee.

“After that one got away,” Jim said. “I
never used 8X tippet again.”

Jim looked warmly into my eyes, telling me,
without speaking, I was accepted into the club, in spite of my
galoshes.

I asked, “Who is Garcia?”

Gil grinned. He chomped on his sandwich like
a wolf and said, “He’s a heck of a guy and an angler who used to be
like the mayor here. Just before he moved to Vermont we named the
pool in his honor.”

“But we might rename it,” Jim said.

“We shouldn’t,” Gil stated. Looking right at
me, he said, “You want to know about Garcia? I’ll tell you. Garcia
always boasted of his skill at playing and landing fish. Well, one
day he forgot to bring leaders; so he borrowed a 5X, fluorocarbon
leader from his buddy Sal, and then tied on a Woolly Bugger. About
twenty minutes later Garcia hooked a monster brown. He played the
fish for about five minutes, but just as he was about to land him,
the fish broke off. Garcia lunged with his net, but slipped and
fell face-first into the river. His hat came off and started
floating downstream. Garcia jumped up and started chasing his hat.
Finally he landed it with his net. He put it on. Water dripped down
his face. He stared at Sal and yelled, ‘Are you sure that was 5X
fluorocarbon?’ Sal swore it was and said, ‘At least you landed your
hat.’

“Anyway, about a year later Garcia and Sal
were eating breakfast in a diner when Garcia started reminiscing
and laughing about his losing the brown and falling into the river.
Sal finally admitted that he had mistakenly given Garcia a 7X nylon
leader. Garcia yelled, ‘You’re the reason I lost that big brown.’
He jumped up, marched out of the diner and didn’t talk to Sal for a
month.”

The members of the club laughed; so I did
too.

“What about the time Garcia spent days
trying to catch the big rainbow living below the bridge” Jim said.
“He tried twenty different flies; then one day as he ate lunch, an
angler no one had ever seen before made three casts under the
bridge and hooked the rainbow. Garcia spit out his soda and
screamed, ‘He took my fish! He took my fish!’”

To me the Garcia stories didn’t ring true,
but again I laughed; and in my eyes Gil and Jim stood in a warmer
light, maybe because I often wrote half-true fishing stories, and
because I knew Gil and Jim were just trying to turn someone they
missed into a living legend.

Will anyone ever want to turn me into a
legend? Probably not. I guess we can’t all be Garcias. I
remembered I had a seven-seventeen train to catch and that time was
speeding by. I asked, “What’s been taking fish lately?”

“Nymphs and caddisflies,” Gil said. “I’m
going with a Hare’s Ear. I’ll take the water close to the bridge,
if that’s okay.”

“I’ll take the middle of the pool,” Jim
said. “I’m staying with my beetle.”

I looked at Pat.

He just stared at the river’s mouth.

One by one the members of the club stepped
down the bank and waded to their positions.

I thought of walking upstream and leaving
the walls of the club, but then I decided I didn’t want to be alone
yet. Where can I fit in? All the pool is taken. How about the
run, just upstream of the mouth?

There wasn’t a hatch, so I tied on my
favorite attractor, an Adams, and waded into the run.

The water was almost up to my knees. It was
as clear as cleaned glass. I counted the lace eyes of my boot and
then looked upstream. The river, shaded by overhanging branches,
reminded me of a train tunnel. The roof of the river tunnel,
however, had holes in it. Sunlight poured through the holes and
seemed to turn into curtain woven from mist, but when the sunlight
crashed onto the river it seemed to break, and scatter, and
transform into small, bobbing flames.

I stared at the fire and was sort of
hypnotized. If only I could transform myself as easily as the
sunlight can. Maybe then I’ll finally put all my character defects
behind me. If only. If only …

I snapped out of my trance and pulled line
off my reel, and cast my fly down and across.

 


I fished for about an hour, often watching
the members of the club and hearing their voices. Most of their
words, unfortunately, were washed out by the rumbling water of the
turbulent tail. I managed, however, to hear words about Gil’s
ex-wife moving to, or living in, Vegas.

For some reason, maybe my own projection, I
sensed that Gil still missed her. I thought of a woman I still
missed. For the hundredth time I asked myself if I had made a
mistake when, after she lied and wouldn’t apologize, I said
good-bye. Then for the hundredth time, I reminded myself not to
regret the past. Besides, I’m not here to find an answer. I’m
here to fish!

Slowly, five steps at a time, I waded and
fished upstream, losing sight of Gil, then Jim, then Pat. The sound
of the rumbling tail faded into the sound of boiling water.

No takes. I retrieved my line, looked at my
cherished Adams and told myself not to be stubborn. I tied on a
beetle.

Ten minutes later I landed a twelve-inch
rainbow. I pulled the beetle out of his mouth and looked into his
eyes. I saw fear, whether it was visible or not, and I wished I
could tell the rainbow we were in a no-kill zone.

And if we weren’t would I still let him
go? Was I as he was: a predator? Or was I as he saw me: a
mountain-size monster? An alien? I’m none of those. Maybe I can
change the rainbow’s point of view. Gently, I put him back into
the river and let him go. He darted away, grateful to be free, I
was sure.

I cast to the seam behind a fallen tree. My
loop was tight. My fly turned over and fell gently; and in my mind
I saw orange and gold autumn leaves falling, then winter
snowflakes. Soon it will be too cold to fish, unless I can do
away with winter. But I can’t, so instead of trying I can use the
season to study fly fishing. And maybe, finally, I’ll become a good
angler. But why? Just to catch a fish and to let him go? What’s the
sense of it all? Why is it the older I get the more I fish, the
less I work? Just who am I these days? Do I know, really?

The fast-moving water bowed my line
downstream and dragged my fly. I had forgotten to mend. I retrieved
line and cast upstream. Most of the small flames, I noticed, had
gone out. The sun had retreated behind the king-size trees that
lined the river and reminded me of a fortress wall. The darkening
riffles reminded me of miniature, undulating hills or sand
dunes.

The riffles will hide me from the trout.
I’ll be invisible to them. Thankful, I looked downstream and
saw a rise, then another. I thought of wading back, but then a
young girl and a man I assumed was her father waded into the river,
near the rises.

Now it’s too late to wade back, the way it’s
too late to wade back in life—to play baseball instead of football,
a sport I was too small for, and be the athlete my father wanted;
and it’s also too late to accept my mother before she got sick and
to be the close son she wanted.

Downstream, the father stood behind his
daughter and moved her casting arm back and forth. Finally, the
father let go of his daughter’s arm. Her loops widened into
circles. She giggled.

Am I ever going to be a father? Or has too
much time cruelly passed me by? How can I not regret the past? Can
time really be cruel?

I retrieved my line, waded to the bank and
climbed up to the path. I walked upstream, toward Frustration, a
long, slow pool that, unlike most of the Croton, was lined with
short bushes instead of tall trees, and therefore didn’t have a
roof to block out the overhead sun.

An angler wearing a white baseball hat
fished the pool. Disappointed because he was fishing where I wanted
to, I watched him false cast. His loops were wide, like the girl’s.
His line splashed onto the water. He too was a novice angler. I
wanted to help him, but knew I shouldn’t unless he asked.

I climbed down the bank and waded into the
run below the pool. I cast upstream. My beetle landed in the fast
tail water. Quickly, I retrieved my line. Is the water too foamy
for trout to see a floating insect? Should I try a weighted
streamer? Is that what more experienced anglers would do? How I
wish I had a longer, richer angling past to draw from, to predict
the future from. But does the past always answer the questions
about the future? If so, why don’t I know if I’ll one day earn
enough money from writing to support a son or a daughter?

Suddenly, I felt powerless and frightened,
like the trout I had let go. I cut off my beetle and went with a
weighted Woolly Bugger. I cast to the tail, again and again.

Still no takes. Damn it! I climbed up
the bank and walked upstream.

The novice angler looked at me. He was
young, and big, and built like a weight lifter. I smiled and asked,
“How’s it going?”

“I’m new at this.”

“Today that’s how I feel.”

He grinned. “I fish up here because I’m
scared that the guys down there will laugh at my casting.”

A big guy like you, scared?

“I watched you,” he said. “Your casts look
so beautiful.” He hung his head, shamefully I thought.

Is he just too afraid to ask for
help? I said, “I didn’t laugh at you. My loops were once wide
too.”

“Why?”

I smiled. “Well, what I learned is not to
pull and push my elbow. Instead, I keep my elbow closer to my body,
and rotate my hips and let them move my elbow back and forth.”

His dark eyes opened wide. He was really
listening, I knew.

Though I didn’t have any line out, I
simulated a cast and said, “Also, casting a fly rod is different
than throwing a baseball. When casting I always try not to lower my
hand or the rod tip. To do that, I break my wrist only halfway at
the end of my forward cast, as if I’m hammering a nail. On my back
cast I don’t break my wrist at all.”

“Let me try.”

“Lift the line slowly off the water. Let the
water tension load the rod.”

Keeping his elbow in place, he slowly
executed his back cast. Again his loop was tight. When it unrolled
he cast the rod forward, without lowering the rod tip. His loop was
again tight. I was gratified.

He smiled. “Thanks. Where’d you learn to
cast?”

“I guess from all over.”

His mouth opened. My answer confused him, it
seemed, but not having time to explain it, I marched on.

He yelled out, “My name is Brad.”

I looked back, told him my name and said,
“Maybe I’ll see you on the way back.”

And maybe I am a good teacher, like the
father downstream.

I crossed the bridge on Croton Falls Road,
walked past the little island and then the wide, slow bend. I waded
into the football-field-long dry-fly pool below the dam and opened
my fly box. Staring at about fifty flies, I didn’t know which one
to choose. Finally, I settled on an Adams. Thirsty, I started to
reach for my water bottle, but then I cupped my hand and drank from
the river. The water tasted cool and filtered-clean. Suddenly, it
was as if surround-sound speakers had been turned on. Birds
chirped, but their notes—some loud, some faint, some clashing—were
spattered like paint on a wall. They weren’t shaped into anything
that resembled a song.

I looked up but saw only one big, black
bird. If I could disappear like a bird in the thick leaves of a
tree, I’d catch more trout, I believe. I closed my eyes. The
gurgling river, unlike the birds, played a looped and soothing
melody. I didn’t move, until I remembered I had a train to catch. I
opened my eyes. Since nature always broadcasts in high-fidelity
stereo, why for the past hour have I heard only the lone, incessant
voice in my head? I pulled line off my reel and cast toward the
gentle riffles. Forget about having better luck in other pools.
Stay in the moment and in this run.

Upstream the river was as straight as train
tracks. The water poured out of the top of the dam. When it crashed
onto the river it shined like white silver and rumbled like the
tail of Garcia Pool.

An angler sat on the bank. A low branch
covered his face. Startled, I flinched. I waited for the angler to
say something.

He didn’t.

As fast as I could, I waded upstream, past
the angler, whose face I now saw. He was old, close to eighty,
probably. I asked, “Did I take your spot?”

“No, I’m resting. Are there a lot of guys
downstream?”

“Not too many.”

“Up here the fishing isn’t as good, but
sometimes I have it all to myself.”

“So you don’t like fishing Garcia Pool?”

“I come here to fish, not to talk,” he
stated. “Besides, the pool isn’t anyone’s to name. I started
fishing the pool right after I got back from the war. There was no
Garcia around then.”

The old angler wasn’t a member of the club,
I now knew. I said, “I see your point.”

“I’ve seen hundreds of faces come and go on
this river, hundreds, including yours, now. And I’ve, I’ve ...”

I waited for him to continue.

He didn’t.

Though I wasn’t sure why, I found the old
man intriguing. I decided to stop wading and pulled line off my
reel. I asked, “Do you fish anywhere else?”

“I fished almost every great river in this
country: the Madison, the Ausable, even the winding Snake.”

“The Beaverkill?”

“Every real angler around here has fished
the Beaverkill. I’m tired of hearing about it and its history.
History is a thing of the past, like the water flowing by you.”

Not quite sure what he meant, I cast
upstream and asked. “What’s your favorite river?”

His laugh sounded like a howl. It chilled me
like a wind. I remembered there were coyotes in Westchester.

“I have no favorite,” he insisted. “Why
discriminate? Like people, rivers have their own characteristics,
but what kind of angler are you who doesn’t know that when you come
right down to it, all rivers are a chain of riffles, runs, and
pools?”

Are people really like rivers? Are we all
just a chain of regrets, hopes and fears? I said, “Maybe you
can tell me something I should know: How are rivers born?”

“Will knowing help you catch more fish?” He
laughed again.

Maybe he’s right. After all, will knowing
change this moment and help me put my thoughts and feelings aside?
Will it help me assume the shape of this river? Help me become as
tall and as wide as I can see and hear? Help me meander through
this hilly countryside for the next thousand years?

No, because soon I will grow old and weak
and unable to stand here and cast a fly rod, unable to lose myself
and, in a sense, become only what I see and hear, the way so many
other anglers—Jim, Gil, Pat, Garcia—also have, the way so many
anglers one day will. So in this moment am I every one of those
anglers? Am I therefore no one? Am I just a tiny, tiny link in the
chain of infinity?

But today I didn’t have to ride the rails
and join the Croton Fishing Club. I must, therefore, be more than
just a neutral, passing moment. But what? A chain of choices? A
self? So when night—a real link of infinity—comes, and I ride the
train home, maybe I won’t choose to hear or to see my regrets and
my fears. Maybe I’ll instead hear and see my dreams and memories of
catching trout and of becoming a father. I just wish trout could
choose between dreams instead of deep pools, or shallow riffles, or
long runs.

But trout aren’t city anglers.

My line bowed way downstream. I had
forgotten to mend, again.

“Are you fishing or dreaming?” the old
angler asked sarcastically.

I insisted, “Both, my friend, both.”

I retrieved my line and looked at my watch.
It said six-forty. I waded to the bank, climbed out of the river,
and thought of asking the old man for his name. I didn’t. Instead,
I just said goodbye.

 


I fished the Croton three more times that
season. Each time many of the faces and the names of the anglers
changed.

And the face of the Croton changed, too. It
became lower and slower.

And the hatches changed. They became
sulfurs, then tricoes.

And, as I knew they would, the colors of the
overhanging leaves changed. They became orange and gold.

And though the holes in the roof of
overhanging branches didn’t change, one cloudy day the holes let in
rain instead of sunlight, and the river became pockmarked with
large, splattering drops.

But it wasn’t only the Croton, the anglers,
the hatches and the leaves that changed. I changed too, though not
by having a spiritual awaking (whatever that really was). After
all, I still had my regrets and fears, but somehow they became
shallower, slower, quieter.

And through it all something didn’t change.
I still walked the streets and rode the subways, carrying my fly
fishing gear, wearing my vest and my galoshes.

And I still received stares.

I was still a city angler.

And something more.

Maybe one day I’ll exactly know; but today
it’s all right if I don’t.


 


 GOING BACK AGAIN

They say you can’t go back again, but I had
tried, and returned to Fire Island, and reminisced with my old
friends—Patti, Gerry, Bob, Margaret—about the rented beach house
and the great summers we had shared; but before I left the island I
spun into a black hole of grief over what I desperately missed, and
also over what I didn’t: my sister’s drug use spinning out of
control during her two summers on the island. So when Margaret
called and told me she had the beach house to herself, I abruptly
told her I wasn’t visiting.

“The fishermen are catching some big
stripers,” she said.

I looked at my nine-weight fly rod. “I’ve
been fishing the Hudson.”

“You have the rest of your life to fish the
Hudson. It’s not going anywhere.”

I asked, “Is John, the old fisherman, still
on the island?”

“I don’t know who old John is.”

“I’d love to see him, if he’s still
alive.”

“The beach isn’t crowded. You’ll have most
of the surf to yourself. It’s a Monday, remember?”

Four hours later, I stepped onto the Fire
Island ferry and saw two or three people I knew. Afraid they would
ask me about the last few years of my life, or about my sister, I
walked to the front of the boat and stood by myself. The sun hung
halfway down the sky. It still burned brighter than fire and hurt
my eyes. I put on sunglasses and looked straight ahead. The immense
sky overwhelmed the wide plain of sun-reflecting water, and then,
like a strong army, the sky halted the plain at the horizon
line.

Engines blasted on. The ferry moved slowly
away from the dock, sped up and chugged across what, in my mind,
suddenly looked like infinite, empty outer space. I saw what
appeared to be a distant galaxy. The galaxy, I knew, was Fire
Island. I thought, I’ve taken this ferry ride a hundred times,
and yet this is the first time the bay reminds me of outer space.
Is it because it really looks like it? Or is it because, after
endless hours of practicing writing, conjuring up images has become
easier for me? Or is it because after three years of selling
article after article and finally feeling a taste of success, my
perspective has changed?

I wish I knew.

Slowly, more and more of Fire Island seemed
to float up from the water and to expand like a balloon. I
deciphered green trees and different colored wooden homes. I looked
to my side and wished my old friends stood next to me. Sad, I
wanted the ferry to turn back, then for some strange reason, I
wondered what soldiers thought and felt as they crossed the English
Channel to fight on Normandy. Many of them, I assumed, had also
wanted their boats to turn back. They had had good reason. Did
I?

Grief isn’t made from lead or shrapnel.
Never has it killed me before.

Fire Island and its trees and homes grew to
life size. Like an image frozen in an old photograph, the island
looked unchanged.

The ferry bumped gently into the small dock.
I grabbed my fly rod and my stripping basket, and walked to
Margaret’s house. She waited on the porch. Because her father was
an angler in Ireland, I knew she’d understand when I said, “I’d
like to get some fishing in before sunset.”

Quickly I changed, set up my fly rod, and
marched down the narrow boardwalk and up a short flight of steps. I
stood at the top of the high dune.

A fiery corridor of reflected sunlight
blazed at right angles to the advancing, gently breaking waves. The
long beach was spotted with only a few clumps of people. Instantly,
nature painted over the images in my mind of a fast-moving,
automobile-choked, concrete and brick city. I became as calm as the
beach. The five years I had been away seemed to have collapsed into
five days. Maybe Einstein is right about time being relative, or
maybe a part of me never really left the island.

I didn’t see other anglers. The tide was
high. I scanned the beach looking for a big point and found one
about fifty yards to the west. Seagulls streaked above the surf.
Their piercing squawks made them sound like drunken hooligans
cruising for a fight. Why can’t seagulls sing beautifully, like
other birds? At least they can circle and dive, and show anglers
where bait fish, and possibly stripers, are.

This time, however, they didn’t circle and
dive.

Though I didn’t have their help, I wasn’t
discouraged. I marched across the soft, warm sand to the harder,
cool surf. I walked to the big point where years before, for
perhaps the first time in my life, I had voluntarily surrendered to
something much bigger than myself: the infinite beauty all around
me, a beauty that made me forget all the pain and disappointment I
had been through.

Again I wanted to surrender, maybe because
nature was a higher power I could believe in. I put on my stripping
basket and then false cast, letting out more and more fly line.
Finally, I made my presentation cast and let the line go. My front
loop took the shape of an arrowhead. My green Deceiver turned over
and landed about eighty feet out, just beyond an incoming wave.
Unlike the seagulls, the breaking waves spoke softly. They splashed
around my legs and greeted me, one by one. As they slid back out,
they tried to pull me with them. I fought their beckoning, stood my
ground, and retrieved my line, six inches at a time.

I thought of how all the clichés about
fishing—being caressed by nature’s beauty and being washed of self
and time—were true; and though as a writer I always tried to avoid
clichés, now, as I stood in nature’s canvas, I was sure no one,
especially me, would criticize the clichés in my mind.

Fifteen years before, when I had fished the
surf with a seventy-dollar spinning outfit, I had also been sure,
sure my will to write would make me famous and therefore grateful.
But as the rejection slips piled up, my doubt and bitterness had
swelled and battered my self-worth with the fury of storm surf.

For the next fifteen minutes or so, I kept
looking down the beach. Though I knew it was a long shot, I hoped
to see John walking toward me.

My horse didn’t come in. Disappointed, I
pulled more line off my reel and told myself I’d try to cast even
farther. I bent my knees a little more and reminded myself to fully
rotate my hips during the cast.

I did. My Deceiver landed about 90 feet
away. I was proud of having spent so many hours studying,
practicing, and then writing about, long-distance casting.

Wanting my fly to sink to the bottom, I
didn’t retrieve. I thought of how unexpectedly I had become a
published outdoor writer, especially because a few years before my
first article came out I had given up writing. John, I guessed,
would be surprised by the turn of events. After all, I knew nothing
about fishing when I started seeing him walk along the surf, always
alone, always wearing a white, floppy hat, always carrying his old
brown surf rod. Then one day, for a reason I’m still not sure of,
he walked over to me. “I saw you taking notes the other day,” he
said. Are you a writer?”

“Aspiring.”

He looked away from me and studied the
surf.

I wondered if my answer disappointed him. I
asked, “Is this a good fishing spot?”

“As good as they get, on this beach, that
is.”

“So even fishing spots are relative?”

He smiled weakly. “I guess everything
is.”

From that day on, every time John saw me he
shared some angling know-how, and I saw how much I had to learn,
how much I needed help; but John rarely looked into my eyes. I
became scared that being an angler might turn me into a loner, like
John.

Still, I absorbed everything he said. But,
wanting to learn even more, I read books and articles on surf
fishing, and one day I told John about a new fishing technique I
had learned. He looked into my eyes. I was surprised. “When I was a
soldier in the Second World War,” he said, “I often told myself
that if I survived the war I’d go back to Europe and fish the
rivers I had crossed as a young infantryman. Well, as you can see I
survived the war, and I did go back. But fishing wasn’t like I
thought it would be. All I kept seeing were the dead and dying
soldiers, some floating face down, their blood spreading like smoke
and clouding the rivers an ugly red. I was glad when I got home
again, even though I wasn’t sure if I’d ever fish again. Randy, I’m
glad you searched for and found your angling way.”

I wanted to ask John why he had told me his
story, but he turned abruptly. As I watched him walk along the surf
I thought of his description of spreading blood. Impressed, I
wondered if he was a writer, or had ever wanted to be.

The next time I saw John he said hello. I
smiled and was about to tell him how, partly thanks to him showing
me better ways to catch fish, I started searching for better ways
to write. But John walked on, surprisingly, and all I could do was
watch his image grow smaller and smaller, then finally
disappear.

My fly bounced on the bottom. Like a time
machine, it brought me back into the present. I retrieved and
looked behind me. The sun retreated behind the dune, and withdrew
its bright camouflage, exposing faint stars. Night was only a
half-hour or so away. Don’t worry about catching a fish. Enjoy
what’s in reach: this fishing moment. Sooner or later I’ll land a
striper. Hasn’t fishing also taught me to persevere and to have
faith?

I again looked down the beach. Again I
didn’t see John. Something told me I never would. Suddenly I was
sad. Am I going to spin back into grief? I don’t have to. Yes,
soon I’ll see other anglers—Richard the actor, Gus the limo
driver—anglers who became long-lasting friends. No, fishing didn’t
turn John into a loner. Maybe the war or something else did. I’ll
never know. And that should be okay.

Grateful I didn’t have John’s blood-soaked
memories, I reeled in my line and cut off my fly. Yes, fishing,
and John, helped teach me how to ask for help and how to become a
better writer.

I wanted to thank John. I thought of walking
to his house, but I became frightened of learning he had passed
away. This time, however, I didn’t try to defuse my fear. In spite
of it, I confidently, maybe selfishly, told myself that, because I
had found my fishing and writing ways, John, wherever he was in the
universe, wouldn’t mind if I headed straight back to Margaret and
spent as much time as possible reminiscing with an old, good
friend.


 


 WHERE RIVERS (AND
PEOPLE) CONVERGE

There is a pool where two rivers that many
anglers consider the birthplace of American fly fishing, the
Beaverkill and the Willowemoc, converge. It is called Junction
Pool. It is famous because more angling literature has been written
about it than about any other pool; so for many anglers, including
myself, it is the first Catskill pool we fish, the first pool
where, if we’re lucky, we meet other Catskill anglers, like Doc,
who left such a lasting impression on me that I later created a
character with his name and some of his personality, a character
who was like him, without being him.

I often think about Junction Pool and wonder
if it’s part of the Beaverkill or the Willowemoc, or if it’s really
a combination of the two. Perhaps, however, the Junction is none of
those and instead is a place with an essence, a personality all its
own.

After all, I now know it’s not just rivers
that converge and become something new. It’s also people; and so,
besides the essence of Junction Pool, I wonder about my own
essence. To do so, I often look down the river of my life, to the
moment, for example, when I thanked Dave Hughes, an editor, for
buying my story. Finally, I had thought, after years of
trying, I sold a fishing memoir to a national magazine. Suddenly I
don’t regret being fifty-one. I sat in my rocking chair and
wondered how I should celebrate. Buy a new fly rod? Take a fishing
trip? Then, on my bookshelf, I saw it: the old green fishing lure,
a seed, perhaps that later blossomed into my becoming an avid
angler and an outdoor writer. The lure was hand-carved and cut in
the shape of a fat minnow. The tail was joined to its body by
small, rusted 0-rings, so when the minnow was retrieved it wiggled.
Its eyes were tiny, silver screws. Its lips were carved lines. The
lure’s hooks had been removed, probably by my grandfather, because
Sol, his only son, was too sick to fish and could only play with
the lure. Years ago I had put the lure on my bookcase so I would
always see it and remember Sol. Somehow, however, as years passed,
the lure, like a camouflaged fish, faded into the background of my
books and my mind.

I walked across the room, picked up the
lure, and blew dust off. I thought back to the day my aunt had
telephoned and asked if I wanted anything in my grandmother’s
apartment.

I answered, “I’ll come and take a look.” I
put on my coat and thought of how, after burying three of her
children, including my mother, my grandmother probably welcomed the
only visitor who could end her grief: death.

An hour later, I scanned my grandmother’s
furniture and bric-a-brac. There was nothing I wanted. Then I saw
the lure. Sol had had bigger and more expensive toys, so why, I
wondered, had my grandmother kept only this one? Was it because she
knew that, in Sol’s eyes, the lure had symbolized what he could
only dream of becoming: a healthy boy who fished, played sports and
excelled in school?

A voice inside me said, Take the
lure. I looked at my aunt and pointed to the lure. “This is all
I want.”

“That? You’re kidding?”

“I’m not.”

“The lure always brought back bad memories
for me, but I know it was important to Sol and your grandmother. I
guess someone should keep it.”

 


As I rode the subway home, I stared at the
lure, cradled it my hand as if it were alive, and wondered who had
made it and who had given it to Sol. After all, fishing was never
popular in Borough Park, Brooklyn. Is there more of a story to
the lure than I know? Should I put hooks on it and see if it really
catches fish? No, I can’t risk losing it.

 


I opened the door to my apartment. Without
taking off my jacket, I opened one of my photo albums and turned to
a faded, black-and-white photograph of Sol, taken just before he
got sick. He’s about twelve. He wears shorts and a white shirt. He
looks away from the camera and smiles as if everything is right
with his world. Sol, after all, is my grandparents’ first-born and
only son. He is their favorite because he is such a big part of
their dream of coming to America, of working hard and then seeing
their male children become successful professionals: a doctor, a
lawyer, an engineer.

I stared into Sol’s eyes. What if Sol had
lived and dreamed of becoming a famous writer, disappointing his
parents the way I disappointed mine?

The next photo is of my mother, Gilda. She
looks right into the camera and smiles, also as if everything is
right with her world. She is, after all, pretty, very pretty, and
people tell her so and flatter her. She isn’t therefore jealous of
her older brother, Sol. She loves and admires him, and is not
concerned when, for no apparent reason, he falls down. But then he
falls again and again. Other children laugh and make fun of him. My
mother often begs him to get up and show everyone he’s all right.
He struggles to. The children laugh again. My mother insists they
stop. They don’t, so one day she curses and chases them. She
catches one and punches him. Later, Sol asks, “Why am I falling so
much?”

Soon they know. Sol, the doctors say, has
muscular dystrophy and will grow weaker and weaker and then die. So
as the months pass, my grandmother spends more and more time taking
care of Sol. Soon he is confined to a wheelchair. Often my
grandmother wheels him outside. He can’t sit up straight. Children
laugh, and my grandmother tells him to ignore the laughter. He
cries and demands to go home. Finally he refuses to sit
outside.

My grandmother tells my mother, “You have to
take my place and become a mother to your younger sisters.”

My mother obeys, but feels neglected and
resentful. Her resentment simmers into anger and slowly boils into
rage. Soon she wishes, secretly, that Sol would die so she could go
back to being a child and having parents who pay attention to her;
but when Sol dies her rage doesn’t. As the years pass, she lashes
out at anyone who seemingly wrongs her, especially me, her
first-born son. Is it because it is now my task, passed on from
Sol, to become the family’s first big success? Is that why I can
never live up to her high expectations? Though my mother loves me,
she often interrupts me, tells me I’m no good. She beats me with
anything she gets her hands on. My arms are often bruised so I
always wear long-sleeved shirts. And not once does she
apologize.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/206575
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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