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I was surprised, as always, by how easy the act of leaving was, and how good it felt. The world was suddenly rich with possibilities.

—Jack Kerouac, On the Road



I have never been good at standing still for long. I have always placed myself in life situations where I get to leave. My work in show business kept me moving. Later, two terms as president of the Cat Fanciers Association had me traveling to corners of the world I would otherwise have never seen. It seems if I stay still too long, things in life attach to my soul, the way a lamprey diminishes a trout. Luckily, I have never had much trouble slipping out the door.

When the weight of life, the heavy oppression in the yoke of everyday responsibility accumulates, I feel a stirring to go. Stirring is the wrong word; that suggests something subtle. In my consciousness, this weight builds to the anguish of a scream. I sometimes fancy I was born free. As I get older, I realize I was born freer than I am today.

In the accumulation of life that leads to frustration, you can, still, throw off the chains and free yourself. When I finally get to the point where I need to leave . . . I leave. Nothing like an organized trip. I have the basic plan: I grab piles of stuff; I am going to run away and go fishing. The fishing is the gravy. The important thing is to throw as much of the right stuff as possible in the back seat and trunk. It is almost as important to leave something important back home, too. It creates the inadvertent cause that incorporates itself into the trip—something to return to.

I have given a name to the pure escape impulse—“freestyling.” The purpose of freestyling is to slip off the chains of oppression, forgo responsibility, get in touch with your inner vagabond, and catch nice trout. Sometimes the species can change. Catch some nice bass. Catch some nice pike. How about grayling? Sometimes grayling sound far enough away.

Freestyling takes you as far away from home as you need to be. One of the best things about the actual asphalt highway is that is has the uncanny power to knock the angst right out of you. I remember being in Louisville, Kentucky, when I found out my daughter was pregnant. My daughter, who was a senior in college. The one on whom I had spent lots of money to send to the Netherlands for a semester to study safe sex and HIV. Irony aside, I was willing to kill the perpetrator. During the course of the twelve-hour drive, the road dissipated much of my anger. When I reached home, still less than thrilled, I was beginning to get philosophical. In the end, I was able to chalk it up to the power of sex. Every millstone has its own weight and distance required to relieve that weight.

I had thrown what I felt was the right amount of stuff in the car. I then drove to the local liquor store. I purchased a bottle of vodka, a bottle of rum, a couple fifths of bourbon, and a full case of single-malt whisky. The whisky was not to ruin my liver; instead I would use it for trespass fees—I would barter for access to fishing. With freestyling, there is no real plan. You never make reservations at fancy lodges. That would defeat the purpose. The catharsis comes in the unplanned freedom, like a milkweed seed floating to where it needs to be but directionless until it gets there. Inevitably, that kind of drifting leads me to knocking on doors asking permission to fish. Sometimes I add a box of nice chocolate to the offer. Over the years, that has helped me to get on some nice water.

Trespassing has developed a negative connotation in recent years. I think it is due to all those “No Trespassing” signs tainting what otherwise would be beautiful landscapes. We trespass anytime we are not on property we actually own. When you are allowed passage to a place you don’t own, you are trespassing in a positive way. Some places still use the term “trespass fee” or “trespass permission” in a way that is more positive. Being a somewhat conservative person in my views of land ownership, I believe that if you own land you can decide what to do with it. When it comes to riparian water rights, I tend to have liberal views. I believe you can own the land around the water but the things that God gave us belong to us all. Specifically, the water and the fly-eating vertebrates that live in the water. I remember being in a bar out West. It was one of those expensive trout towns where very wealthy people have purchased some very fine land with blue-ribbon water running through it. Overhearing a conversation on the bar stool next to me really got to me. The man was obviously an owner of the type of homestead I just described. He was bemoaning the fact that some folks were catching nice trout downstream from his spread on public water. He was certain that many of those fish move down from his place. He was telling his company that he was contemplating (illegally) placing a sort of underwater fence that would prohibit “his” trout from being caught downstream by “those people.” I kept thinking douche bag over and over again. I made sure I accidentally spilled a drink on him before I called it a night.

As I began my freestyle trip, I noticed my car was heading west. I found that to be interesting. When I pull out of my driveway while freelancing, I seldom really know where I am going. Occasionally a friend invites me, which sometimes tells me where I will end up. This trip had none of that. I was just going. The early miles pound the angst out of you. You start to think about what you threw into the car. Then you start to think about what you didn’t throw into the car. Eggs. I forgot eggs. One of the things I live for on these trips is streamside coffee. I like to percolate it in a small aluminum pot. Some people call it cowboy coffee. There is no filter. You let the grounds roil in the pot. The most important thing is to get fresh egg shell in the water. I also add the egg. It has a taste that has become important to the whole freestyle experience. So here I was, just east of Chicago, looking for eggs.

Somewhere between Chicago and Denver I stopped to buy eggs. I figured I was maybe a day away from needing them. I pulled into a convenience store. It wasn’t a chain store; I dislike those. I root for the underdog. Aside from that, businesses that are run by individuals tend to take on some of the owner’s personality. We used to call that flavor Americana. It is getting harder to find, but I still look for it. Big chains may save you ten cents for a candy bar but that has a cost. Walmart has no soul. Exposure to sterile, soulless environments chips away at your own individuality.

This place was just the opposite. There were photos of ten-dollar lottery winners taped to the front counter. They all had captions written under them requiring inside knowledge to get them. When I got to the egg refrigerator I noticed an end-of-row Coke display. This was a bit different. These were six packs of glass bottles. Across the red carton was printed Hencho en Mexico. Made in Mexico. It also meant something more. This Coke from Mexico was made with pure cane sugar. Strangely, I was excited about it. American Coke is made with corn syrup. Corn syrup is cheaper. Though many have tried suggesting that corn syrup tastes the same as pure cane sugar, it doesn’t. It is the difference between a steamy shit sandwich and a perfectly cooked prime-rib sandwich. I walked away from the checkout counter with two dozen eggs and two dozen Mexican Cokes.

Several days after I purchased the eggs and Coke, I really didn’t know what day of the week it was. That’s how I know the freestyle is working. I could have grabbed my phone and found out, but I didn’t want to know. I had fished that day. In fact, the evening blue-wing olive hatch was perfect. I had set up camp in one of those primitive campsites you can still find. For five dollars a night you have a spot you can set a tent on. It had a grill and a fire pit. Down the road was an immodest bath house with a toilet and a shower that ran, at best, cool. I had eaten dinner. I made pasta with a delicious red sauce that keeps well. I built a fire. You could buy bundles of well-dried hardwood at the camp “store.” I was sitting in the dark facing my fire. Nobody knew I was there and nobody there knew who I was. That’s as close to freedom as you can get anymore. I was enjoying that freedom. I had a glass—actually an enamel-covered tin mug—of bourbon with Coke made with cane sugar and lots of ice. I have learned to value ice. I have spent significant time in Europe and they seem to dislike ice. You never just get it in your glass, not even in a restaurant. You have to ask for it, and then, maybe no. It could be blazing heat, 100-plus degrees, and you still will not get ice. Thankfully, ice is readily available and cheap in America and it also holds up pretty well in any decent cooler. It kept my eggs cool, allowed me to keep cream for my cowboy coffee (not as necessary as eggs but damn pleasant) and, most important, let me have drinks on the rocks.

I was just relaxing in front of the fire. I had my shoes off and was sitting in the dirt. It was that real dry, dusty dirt, the kind that feels good between your toes. I was sipping the Coke-and-bourbon, looking at the stars, and thinking mostly about nothing. I enjoy that. Here and there organized thoughts would seep in. I was thinking about my ultimate freestyle. I have always wanted to take a trip with my Grand Laker canoe. A Grand Laker canoe is a model that was developed in Grand Lake Stream, Maine. They are made of wood strips covered with a fiberglass shell. Their length is usually between eighteen and twenty-two feet. They have a square transom to support a small motor, and also have a wide enough beam and big comfortable seats, which makes them very stable. They are great fishing boats. The other part that is so beautiful is that you tow them on a trailer, which, coupled with their light weight, makes them easy to launch almost anywhere. On my ultimate freestyle trip I trailer the canoe all across Canada, taking a whole summer and fishing from east to west. No plan, just getting on rural roads and stopping at any of the millions of lakes that call to me. I have been threatening to do this for a number of years now. I think most of my family and friends think it is just a pipe dream. I know it isn’t. It is the dream of my soul.

I drifted away from thinking about that trip. Then I drift back, looking at the twinkling stars, thinking about the planets that are moving around them, wondering what kind of truck I would use for that trip across Canada. John Voelker has a chapter in his book, Trout Madness, called “The Fish Car.” It is about outfitting a car in a way to make it ultimately utilitarian for fishing. I had mulled it over enough to decide that it needed to be a 1970s Ford model F-100. I would want it to be very clean and have those small round chrome hubcaps. It would have to have the original AM/FM radio. Part of the charm would be the chore of keeping a signal on the thing. It meant listening to the county farm report in Prairie Home, Nebraska. I would put a matched cap on the back. When it was standing before me, she would tell me what kind of modifications I needed to add to make her my fish car. I hope that it includes a mattress of some sort, special compartments for fishing and cooking gear, and perhaps even some sort of cool humidor. We’ll see.

The next thought that permeated my head was cutthroat trout. I knew that the following day I would be near some places where I could fish for them. The thought of that brought a smile as I drew another gulp of sugar cane and corn mash. I love cutthroat trout. They have the same feel as my beloved brook trout. Like my brook trout, which is native to and belonged in the East, cutthroat are native and belong in the West. They both have received a bad rap. There was a time when some flyfisherman felt that both were dumb, too aggressive, and didn’t provide the proper challenge. What could be better than a stunningly gorgeous fish that comes readily to a fly? Beyond that, they both have spent ages evolving to be an important part of their environments. For a reason I cannot name, it’s important to me that the fish be as they were created. Thankfully those low IQ fishermen have been exposed as the dumbasses they are and both fish have been given their rightful and lofty place in our sport. Brook trout are the “home” guys and hold that special spot for me. If I lived in the West, they would easily get bumped by the cutthroat. My train of thought drifted to their further similarities, like the need for cool clean water, their stunning coloration, and how having one on the end of a bamboo rod is as close as I can get to heaven. Sometime during pleasant cutthroat memories, I drifted away into a deep restful sleep. I never even made it back to the tent.

The following morning had me driving along a nice stream that I knew held the fish I was looking for. It had that mixed look that is becoming too familiar along Western streams. There were million dollar homes, and then a few older spreads, then another fishing mansion, and then older homes. The invasion was well underway. I drove past a log cabin that seemed to be a good distance from the last big, new house. It had hummingbird feeders all around the front porch. It had a warm and inviting feeling. I decided that this would be the place I would first try to get permission to trespass. I walked up to the door on a walkway created with large local fieldstones that surfaced with the clearing of land. The stone had been there long enough that moss was well-established between the stones. The whole place had the feel of allowing life to find its niche.

I rapped firmly on the door. This was the part that always gives me anxiety. It makes me feel like a door-to-door Kirby salesman. The cold call is the most brutal sales technique ever. This was the hardest moment. The time from the knock until the door opens. It can and has run the gamut. I can vividly recall hauling ass back to the vehicle just ahead of dogs that were clearly enjoying it more than me. I can see a time very soon when my hauling is not enough and I become a chew toy.

I have learned that you must look as presentable as possible. If you look like you may have slipped off a passing train, you will have very little chance. As much as I hate to shave during a freestyle, a close shave is a must. I also have learned to leave the fishing rod and fly bag in the car. It conveys too much confidence. A fly vest, a clean shave, and a sincere smile has been my best approach. I could hear the footsteps. The door opened and an older man stood there.

“Hi,” I said, “My name is Jerry and I was wondering if I could fly fish on your property?” At the same time, I thrust forward the chocolate and whisky. He looked me up and down. He had on a pair of denim overalls that were faded to almost white. His hair was totally white, and I tried to figure out his age. I was also under scrutiny and was trying to keep cool. “Do you have anything other than that high-end swill?” He snorted at me.

“I have some vodka and some rum,” I offered.

“Doncha have any bourbon?” He snorted at me again.

I was at a point of crisis. I did have some but I had been hitting the bottle. I wondered if offering anything but a full bottle would look bad. “I have three-quarters of a bottle of Jack,” I blurted out.

“Holding back the good stuff?” he replied in a low gravely tone. I tried to read this situation, but I couldn’t. “You better go get it before it becomes two thirds of a bottle.”

I briskly and happily walked back to the car. I grabbed my gear and the bottle of Jack. When I got back to the door, I noticed the chocolate and single malt were gone. “Here you go.” I smiled as I thrust the bottle at him.

“Are you planning on keeping any fish?” he asked.

“If it wouldn’t be too much to ask, I was hoping on one,” I lied, really. I wasn’t even thinking about it. He opened the door, so I took a swing for a trout dinner.

“No,” he said. “One isn’t going to do it. You’re going to need to keep two cause the first one is mine.”

“You know,” he went on further, “I don’t usually let hippies on the place!” He was pointing at the tie-dye shirt I had on under my fishing vest.

“Really, I am more a reformed hippy than anything.” I tried to recover. How could I have worn tie dye, I thought, shit! I kept smiling.

“No matter,” he said. “I will see you later. Don’t forget my trout.” He turned and walked back into the cabin. I did happen to notice a peace sign embroidered in fine beadwork on his back left pocket.

I began walking toward the stream. Just past the end of the driveway sitting a few yards into the field was an old pickup truck. As I got closer, I noticed it was about a 1971 Ford F-100. I recalled my deliberation the evening before and smiled at the irony. This truck had been there a while; she had sunk into the earth up to her axles. She was going to stay there. Past the truck was a field of golden prairie grass. The stream cut through the field like a blue ribbon on a gold dress. I walked toward the water with a building sense of excitement. This stream was a cutthroat stream. Though I knew there were stories of bull trout, they were akin to sightings of bigfoot or the Loch Ness monster. The day was calm with the occasional gust of wind. You could see the clouds move across the field over the stream and onto the neighboring property. When I was close enough to the water, I noticed that as the wind blew past the edge of the grass there would be multiple rises. “Terrestrials,” I thought to myself with a real glee. Dry flies are the pinnacle of my fly fishing. The rare day when the fish are tuned into terrestrials is a special treat. I stopped and pulled out the fly book in which I had carefully placed rows of terrestrial flies. On the left side of the book were rows of Whitlock Hoppers lined up like soldiers in rank. These were real Whitlock Hoppers. My father had purchased bags of them more than two decades earlier. I recalled being at a fly-fishing show several months earlier. Dave was selling his hoppers in a signed shadow box for forty dollars apiece. I looked at the book and realized that I had a couple grand in Dave’s Hoppers. I laughed to myself as I picked out one carefully to tie on. I have mixed feelings about fly-fishing collectables. To not use the best equipment in the sport seems wrong. It used to get to me. It does not bother me as much anymore. It’s important to preserve history in almost any part of life. I get that. Fly fishing has such an artistic and storied history that it needs preserving. I have a book of flies that I had Lee Wulff sign. I guess I should put aside a few of Dave’s Hoppers and have him sign them, too.

I watched the water carefully and picked a place to start fishing. I stayed back from the water a bit to avoid spooking anything. It is one of the things I love about Western fishing. You can really get flamboyant with your casting as there is really nothing around to get hung up on. Fly fishing in a wide-open area is a real treat, unlike at home in the East. I have decorated many trees and bushes with some pretty flies.

I could see the gust of wind coming for quite a distance. I would wait for it to roll down the hill pushing grass aside. When it came to the edge of the stream, I would time my cast so that my hopper would hit the water at the right time. The first cast was taken by a cutt with a zeal that was thrilling. I could feel the head shake telegraph all the way to the butt of my bamboo rod. Moments later I was holding in my hands an honest to goodness pure cutthroat trout. I stood there staring at the fish as I would a painting in a museum. There is something about cutthroat trout that get me. I was admiring the blood red gashes on her gill plates when she gave a shake as if to say, “I am glad to let you admire me but I am the one holding my breath.”

I released the fish gently. I have caught only a few pure strain cutthroats in my life. Being from the East puts them far away. There are other reasons. Cutthroat trout have had a hard time of it. The usual problems of habitat quality and loss have adversely affected the fish. The biggest threat has come from their close cousins, the rainbow trout. Rainbow trout have been extensively stocked through much of the cutthroat range. They readily inter-breed, creating the villainous cutbow hybrid trout. Even that in recent times most places have stopped stocking rainbow trout, the damage has been done. In many waters you have fish that look like they might be some kind of cutthroat trout. Some folks claim that you can tell how much cutthroat they have in them by the length of the red slash on their gill plate. That is utter bullshit. If you have any genetic knowledge you know what is being expressed phenotypically is not necessarily what is going on with genotype. Only complex genetic testing can give you the results. Luckily there are a few drainages and lakes that didn’t get fucked with and are the way they came off the universe’s drafting board. This place was like that. It just felt right as rain and it soothed my soul.

Later that morning I came to a large deep pool. In a moment, a big head poked up out of the water to engulf a bug. I could see the nares from where I stood. If you can see the nostrils of a fish from fifteen yards away, you are in the presence of a big fish. The moment after the head poked up, I instinctively looked around. I always do that. It must be hard wired. I knew I was deliciously alone. That was altered a bit; I had a giant trout as company. Whenever that happens I get monster fever. That is a type of nervousness when confronted with a true trophy. I carefully tied on a new and bigger hopper. With shaking hands, I tested the knot. I waited for the wind to race across the meadow. Timing my cast, I set the fly upon the water. A moment later I had a firm take. It was not the giant. I gingerly fought the nice eighteen-inch trout downstream, all the while trying not to create too much disturbance in the pool. Moments later I was back in position. My eyes keenly watching for the next gust to blow across the golden prairie grass.

The wind eventually came and I set the fly up in the air in a way that the gust set it down almost perfectly. (I wonder why I cannot lay down a cast like that when other people are around.) The fly twitched for the briefest of moments. The take was subtle and stern. I set the hook and in that moment felt naked. I knew that the five-weight bamboo was in peril. In most cases you try to impart pressure on the fish via the rod. Using that pressure to tire and turn the fish during the fight. The light rod (relative to this fish) was going to make this fight interesting. The fish ran up to the head of the pool. The fish dug down at the far end of the pool. Deeper she went. The pool had a deep hole that shimmered blue green but made it impossible to see the bottom. I would pull back on the rod until it creaked and moaned, sounds a bamboo rod should never make. Then the leader snagged on something. With the line having no give, it was easy for the behemoth to give a powerful thrust of her tail and separate the fly from the line. My heart fell as the slack line drooped back toward me.

Some guys would say that they saw the fish and had it on for a while, that they were going to release it anyway, so it counts. There are others that would shout “LDR,” which stands for “Long Distance Release.” The sentiment is the same as the first, claiming a sort of victory out of the situation. I do understand the value of the fight. The problem with those statements is that they disrespect the fish. It is like a topflight boxing match. The pool is the ring, the line is the medium, and the contest persists until there is a decision. Plain and simple, after an epic struggle, I lost. She (most trout of very large sizes are usually female.) won the contest. In fly fishing, losing is very important. If the outcome was assured, then where is the sport? I was lucky enough to have the fight. I knew two things, that this fish was not likely to take a fly again for at least a day or two, and this was the queen of the stream. (There is always a chance that another fish of that size lives near there, but very unlikely.) So that was it. I lost the big fight. At least there was the consolation prize. It is well accepted that the vanquished is allowed to play fast and loose with the truth as it pertains to the size of the victor. As it stands today, that cutthroat trout was a solid twelve pounds.

I fished the rest of the day in what would be the best cutthroat fishing I have ever had. I landed three fish that had reached the big fish standard of twenty inches. I had caught and released enough fish that I lost count. Really, those are the best days, when the fishing is so good that it stops needing to be quantified. It was a day that had the overtones of perfection. The landscape was the postcard beauty that was needed to house a world-class cutthroat fishery. The sun was bright and warming yet not hot. It had the rare quality that rocky mountain summer days treat us to during their short season. I started to notice the sun lowering into an early evening setting. In that backdrop, I could daydream my life away. Yet, there is always that realization that abruptly pulls the plug on the daydream . . . I forgot to keep fish. “Oh shit!” I remember thinking. I wasn’t too concerned. I had fished the property hard but I was confident I could get at least one for my gracious host.

In a short while, I did manage to take two nice trout. They were fat and healthy. Both were in the seventeen-inch range on the small tape measure I carry in my vest. You could hold them in your hands and their girth would bulge between your fingers. I carefully prepared a fish stick. Not the kind in the freezer section—but the kind you create streamside with your favorite pocket knife. Rod in one hand, fish in the other, I walked back toward the house. It was a picture that was timeless. I could have been doing this very thing a hundred years ago and nothing would be different.

I walked to the front of the cabin where I found my host sitting on a double rocker with a woman by his side. “Looks like you had a good day,” the man said as he eyed the two fat fish.

“Yes sir, I sure did,” I smiled and replied.

“Sir? Don’t call me sir. It makes me feel old.” He smiled.

“To be honest,” I said, “I didn’t get your name.”

He said, “That’s because I didn’t give it to you!”

The conversation was like waltzing with a porcupine. At that moment, the woman seated next to him threw him a sharp elbow to the ribs. It was a brisk reminder of the manners she expected.

He rose with a big smile and extended his paw, “Hi there, Jerry, my name is Jim and this pretty lady next to me is my wife Katy.” As she stood to extend a hand in greeting it was easy to see she was pretty. She had long salt-and-pepper hair neatly braided and pulled forward over her left shoulder. Her green eyes danced with joy. It seemed to be her nature. Even the wrinkles on her face supported a genuine smile. She wore a cotton blouse that was covered with embroidery and beadwork that attested to great skill. Her skirt was a simple Indian print and it all came together in a sophisticated bohemian fashion statement. To look at them together you just had to assume they were soul mates. “Let Jim take those fish,” she said. “Why don’t you come on in?”

I was taken aback a bit. I was feeling a bit shy and was trying to find the words that would excuse me while at the same time express my gratitude. It felt like Jim was looking right through me.

“I must tell you that you are staying for dinner!” Jim stated with a little authority. “Katy has set three place settings at the dinner table. We just won’t take any other answer besides yes.”

I shook my head yes. I was really liking these people. They had a warm gentleness to them. I was shown to the parlor. Jim told me to make myself at home. He was going to dress the trout and he would be “back in a “jiffy.” I sat in the overstuffed chair I was led to. It was the kind that was popular in the fifties. It was stuffed with goose down, large with a high back and big arm rests. The fabric was a solid mauve sculpted floral pattern. I sat in the chair and sank into it in a way that caused me to emit an involuntary “ahh.” After a full day of wading, the chair hit the spot. I noticed a few feet away was a matching couch. In front of the couch was an old faded cherry coffee table. On top of the table was a multicolored doily that looked like the kind of thing made in front of a fire during cold Rocky Mountain winter nights. Upon the beautiful lace doily was a book. Being a bibliophile, I recognized it almost instantly. It was a first edition of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road. Though my bones were really digging the comfort of the chair, my brain was ordering all my body parts to commence the rise sequence. I carefully lifted the book and opened the cover. Much to my surprise, there was an inscription. As I read it, pins and needles permeated my body. “To Jim and Katy, See you next summer, Jack.” In that moment the book went from collectable to relic. I didn’t even have the chance to feel guilty when Jim walked in. “I am so sorry,” I said. “I collect books and recognized it. I just wanted to see it.”

Jim cut me off. “Hey man, no worries. We keep it there so people can see it.”

“You knew Jack Kerouac?” I asked in a tone of awe.

“Katy and I ran around in some of the same circles. You know, coffee houses and poetry readings. Katy was a pretty special beat poet. That’s how I fell in love with her. You know, same old story, beautiful poet falls in love with scruffy bongo player.”

Jim went on to tell about how he met Katy and their early days, and what the “beat culture” was like. You could tell he was excited to have company. Jim ran out of the room and returned with the bottle I presented to him earlier. “How do you want your drink?” he said.

I looked at him, and then I looked at the bottle. “If I could,” I said, “I would like a tall glass full of ice.” I held up two fingers. “I would like that much Jack and then the rest filled with Coke.”

Jim looked at me. “Aw man,” he said, “we don’t keep soda in the house very often. How about some fresh iced tea?”

“I have some Coke in the car,” I said and smiled.

“Sure,” he replied, “go get it.”

I ran out to the car. I grabbed the six pack—only I noticed it had five Cokes. I had a pang of guilt. I felt like I was not being the complete guest. “What the hell,” I thought. I had given him a bottle that was three-quarters full, how bad could it be bringing in a six pack that was five-sixths full?

When I returned with the soda, Jim’s face lit up. Then Jim started shouting in an excited tone. “Katy! Katy come here!” I began looking around trying to figure out what the excitement was. As Katy entered the room, Jim snatched the sodas from my hand. He still had the excited tone. “Look here. Hecho Coke!’ He showed her with delight.

Katy looked at the Mexican Coke and replied to Jim’s excited state. “Aw jeez, he’s one of you!” She sported a big grin as Jim explained how they were usually opposed to soft drinks, but there was one exception: Mexican Coke. He went on further to explain that it could not be found in the nearby town and that on their infrequent trips to the big city, they always returned with a case. The only fitting mixer for Jack was Mexican Coke, and he was truly delighted. Moments later, and with Jim’s care of a professional mixologist, we all were sporting tall glasses of his preferred concoction. It’s funny how little things can matter. Any awkwardness of being a stranger was gone. The evening had taken on a celebratory tone.

Not long after, Katy summoned us to the dinner table. It was set in simple exquisiteness, with an arrangement of wild flowers in the center. At each place was a salad with a simple yet delicious garlic-and-lemon dressing. Katy informed me that the salad and garlic came from their garden. On a large serving platter was the cutthroat trout prepared in a beautiful amandine next to a bowl of small potatoes seared in rosemary. The entire meal came off the property. I realized I wasn’t wrong to wear the tie-dyed shirt that day: instead of being an impediment, it probably helped me.

Dinner was as tasty as it looked. The conversation was pleasant, with the right amount of polite pauses that a truly delicious dinner demands. The dessert was a homemade blueberry pie, still warm from the oven. Katy was a culinary genius.

With full bellies, we retired to the porch with fresh drinks. Jim and Katy told story after story. There were tales about Jack Kerouac and Neal Cassidy. Jim talked about playing a coffee house in Connecticut with the Lamp Lighters. How he once sat in with the Kingston Trio. There was music playing softly behind us. It was a live recording of an acoustic Hot Tuna concert. It filled the pauses in the conversation nicely, and I even got lost in it during an exceptionally good rendition of “Hesitation Blues.” Politely I drifted back to the conversation. Drinks flowed and the gods treated us to a breathtaking Rocky Mountain sunset. More wonderful than all of that was the friendship created. One that would last all our days.

As will happen, time moved along and glasses became empty and the evening drew to a close. At their insistence, I would stay in the spare bedroom. “You must stay, Jerry,” Katy spoke in subdued tones. “You have drunk and should not drive.”

“I agree,” I said softly, too. “I am so glad I stopped here today.”

Jim chimed in, “It is so infrequent that we have guests anymore. It was a true pleasure.”

Katy added, “That spare room has been unused for at least a year. I forget how nice company can be.”

Jim patted me on the back. He then took me to the spare room. It was simply yet warmly decorated. The queen bed had nice Egyptian cotton linen. I opened the window a crack. A breeze of cool mountain air snuck in under the sash. I settled into the bed, as comfortable as it looked. The night noises came into the room with the breeze. I thought about the day. I thought about the big fish. I thought about catching honest to goodness pure-strain cutthroat trout. I thought about my new friend. How if we let life run its course the treasures we get are endless. I would have thought about a whole lot more except sleep found me fast and I was fast asleep.

Morning came without fanfare. When you wake up in a strange place, you rewind the memory tape to orient yourself. I looked up at the white ceiling and started to think again. Something smelled good; breakfast was cooking. Eggs and some kind of breakfast meat. Ham or maybe sausage, I wasn’t sure. I felt good. My soul felt good. I was whole again. It was time to go home. I cleaned up in accordance with my morning ritual. In a short time, I was ready to leave the room. I looked around one last time. It’s a habit to make sure nothing is forgotten. I also do it to add a visual snapshot for my life memory.

Breakfast sausage. Also eggs and pancakes. Katy truly was an amazing cook. Even though I had just met them, saying goodbye was not easy. It was a testament to what nice folks they are. I promised I would be back. I meant it. I loaded what “stuff ” I had into the car. I made a mental note to send a case of Hecho Coke.

As I sat in the driver’s seat, I noticed I was opposite that old Ford truck. It made me smile a melancholy smile. The bones of the truck stood out against the morning sun. In that moment I decided that the quest for my fish car would need to start with finding a 1971 Ford F-100. For an old truck at the end of its road, that old Ford had a lot to say.

As I looked at the truck some more, I realized that it took my new friends to the place where they ended their road days. It felt bittersweet. They were off the road but they landed in a place off the grid. (Symbolically at least—they had running water and electricity.) They had found a special place and they were free. They managed to be souls that slipped from Big Brother’s radar. They were quiet and innocuous and Big Brother never missed them. Hopefully, I can go slip sliding off the radar, too.
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Double-Hauling along the Milky Way
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Two possibilities exist: Either we are alone in the Universe or we are not. Both are equally terrifying.

—Arthur C. Clarke



In the world of fly fishing, the brook trout has a certain mystique. The fish doesn’t attain a particularly large size, and it doesn’t fight especially hard, but it is stunningly beautiful. Its hold on us can be seen from the sheer volumes of literature written about the pretty little fish. Nick Karas’s book, simply titled Brook Trout, to John Gierach’s Even Brook Trout Get the Blues, and all the brook-trout books in between demonstrate the lofty prominence of brook trout in our sport. I understand the pull of these pretty little fish. Every year I do my best to be in northern Maine during the last week of June so I can fly fish for brook trout during the amazing Green Drake mayfly hatch at about that time.

 As often as not, regardless of how hard I try, ignoring all the record keeping I use, nature thumbs her nose at my best attempts to prognosticate, and I miss the temperamental Green Drake hatch. Most of the time, the week I choose does have at least a day or two on a certain lake where the magic happens, and I catch lots of beautiful northern Maine brookies on big Green Drake dry flies. It feels pure and righteous. It offers proof that fly fishing can be, at its best, high art. This past year was different. The spring was wonky and all over the board. I whiffed. The previous year was perfect, but this past year was humbling. After a few days of chasing the dragon, I could tell it was time to raise the white flag. There is always next year.

In rethinking my strategy, last spring I decided to do a few things I had always wanted to do but never got around to. There is a lake in Maine’s Allagash Wilderness Waterway that has captured my attention. When we talk about wilderness we usually talk about places with a certain anonymity. Places that are old and wild and whose names have disappeared on the wind long ago. There are places in the wilderness where notable events earned them a well-known name. Eagle Lake in the Allagash Wilderness is such as place and has such acclaim.

I hired a local guide to take me there. There were certain spots I wanted to see and local knowledge was needed to find the precise places. We would meet at the museum near the Churchill Dam. Last summer marked the fiftieth anniversary of the creation of Allagash Wilderness Way. This made getting to the museum a bit early worth the effort just to see the special displays that were there to commemorate the milestone. When I was there, I ran into a biologist and we discussed Eagle Lake. He felt the next state brook trout record would come out of the lake. There had often been whispers about big brookies, but hearing it from a biologist made it concrete.

The guides I hired showed up on time. They trailed a large, wide, and stable Scott canoe. I loaded up my fly-fishing gear and a map of the area. We would head south from the dam and go through Heron Lake, into Churchill Lake, into Round Pond, into Little Eagle Lake, and finally onto Eagle Lake. When we arrived at Eagle the weather was rainy and windy. My guides decided to troll to our destination at the south end of the lake. Actually, there were two destinations. The first was Pillsbury Island. My interest there was to see the farthest north Henry David Thoreau ever stayed. There are two campsites on Pillsbury Island. The one on the west side of the island is called Thoreau and the one on the east side is called Pillsbury Island Campsite. Thoreau stayed at the east site, not the west. Oops. Pillsbury was the furthest north Thoreau ever went. He described and named all the flora and fauna in and around his site.

“I give these names because it was my farthest point north,” he wrote. Thoreau’s Maine Woods was three essays. The poetry in those essays makes me believe Thoreau was a flyfisherman, although there is no proof. He did refer to the Eastern brook trout in his Maine writings as “Bright Fluviatile Flowers,” and “In the night I dreamed of trout-fishing; and, when at length I awoke, it seemed a fable that this painted fish swam so close to my couch . . . ”

One of the things I was looking forward to was taking a shore lunch near the couch Thoreau described. My guides promised me an epic North Woods shore lunch. Before we would dine in the steps of Thoreau, I wanted to see another spot that was coincidentally within sight of where Thoreau stayed. Weeks earlier I was looking around on the internet to see what was going on in conjunction with the fiftieth anniversary celebration of the creation of the Allagash Wilderness Waterway. While doing this I stumbled on results for something called the “Allagash Abductions.” Many thousands of results showed up in my internet search. In a strange case of parallelism, this event was observing its fortieth anniversary. The Allagash Abductions allegedly took place in August 1976. Four young college students went to find Mother Nature in the recently-formed Allagash Wilderness Waterway. The story, very basically and briefly, goes something like this: Four young men, twin brothers Jim and Jack Weiner and friends Chuck Foltz and Charles Rak, stayed at a campsite on Eagle lake. They decided to go night fishing. They saw a strange light in the sky. One of them shined a flashlight at it. The craft came closer and shined a blue beam into the water. Years later, they would undergo hypnosis and regress to the event. During the regression, they described a bizarre event of being abducted and experimented on by extraterrestrial life forms.
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