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“I was awfully happy, not because life was so good, but because it was my life, and I was in it.”


—SCOTT SPENCER











CHAPTER 1
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By the calendar at least, it was early spring instead of late winter, although in the Rocky Mountain west that really is just a technical distinction, since one can be about as raw and unfriendly as the other. Four seasons have never been enough to adequately describe the weather here or anywhere else, for that matter. There should be at least a dozen, and they should designate the unstable edges where one set of conditions shade into the next, because those are the most interesting. The whole idea of seasons would be more useful if they’d been named by fishermen instead of astronomers. 


Anyway, it was just before the last big snowstorms that come before mud season, and some friends and I were in Wyoming fishing some prairie lakes on a ranch the size of a small New Hampshire county. It was still too early in the season for these lakes to fish well (they’re said not to really turn on until sometime in May), but this was when the invitation came, so this is when we went. 


Too early or not, I was ready. It had been a long winter—fishingwise and otherwise. The big snowfalls in the mountains came late that year and the snowpack was high. The cozy romance of daily fires in the wood stoves at home had begun to lose some of its charm, and the scattered, almost warm days we’d had only meant that the local streams would soon be swollen with the runoff from all that snow and unfishable until late June. 


Of course, a writer needs big chunks of time for work, and a fishing writer desperately needs for the fishing season to end—at least for a while. The season never does officially end here, but it ends effectively, which means you can fish if you want to and if you can stand it, but you don’t have to. 


I enjoy the writing as much as I do the fishing, so at first winter is almost a relief. By November it’s clear that there won’t be any good fishing to speak of for five months, and at the moment that seems like soon enough. It’s not that I’m tired, just “well fished” as a friend says, and now it’s time to sit back and practice my other skill: the one that pays the mortgage and lets me fish for the other seven months a year. 


So when winter first comes, I’m all for it, but toward the end I’ll find that in my off time I’ve been doing things like idly studying the properties of firewood. I can tell you that silver poplar burns well but too fast. Oak is slow, hot and businesslike, good for cooking and cold nights but not too exciting. Maple and walnut are close seconds to oak, and sometimes while splitting wood I’ll find a walnut burl that’s so intricate and pretty that I’ll give it to a rod maker friend for reel seats instead of burning it. Osage orange is hard to get, but it’s dense, muscular, heavy as coal, and relentless, so it’s good for banking and damping down. Cottonwood is a signature tree of the west and one of my favorites, but it doesn’t like to be used for firewood, so it pouts and stinks and puts out little heat. Pine isn’t rated high as fuel, but I like it because it snaps and roars and seems to generate heat out of pure enthusiasm. I use pine on days when I want a happy fire. 


I can also say that wood split by hand seems clean and orderly because with a wedge and maul you have to find the spot where a log wants to split, not where you want it to split. Wood from a mechanical splitter looks more torn and broken—sort of like wreckage—and, as a practical matter, it has more splinters. 


Contemplating firewood is an interesting enough way to while away some time, but it may also be a sign that winter has ground on a little too long. That’s how some winters can go. Before this one was over, the season had begun to seem like a preview of mortality, and I got the shack nasties so bad I just barely avoided ice fishing. 


There were five of us in Wyoming that week: me, Mike Price, his friend Cliff Rice, and Bob and Mary Smith, fishing guides out of Saratoga who had access to the ranch. The first morning was dark and chilly and could have passed for November. During the height of fishing season, the little town of Saratoga bustles, but that week the place had a Sunday morning vacancy about it. Nothing much seemed to be going on, and it felt odd to be busy. We stowed our gear in a Suburban, and then Bob went out back to trailer up a couple of all-terrain vehicles he said we’d probably need. No one had been in to the lakes yet that year, but he was guessing that the last few miles in to some of them would be close to impassable. 


The ATVs seemed like overkill, but I grasped the problem when we pulled off the paved road and started up onto the first bench of land on the ranch. The way the weather had been, these clay tracks would turn from dirty ice to slush to outright mud during what passed for the warmth of the day, and then slowly turn back again in the afternoon. At the moment they were ankle-deep and slimy under a delicately transparent sheen of brown ice that crackled under the tires. The trailer fishtailed. Things were starting to look expeditionary. It was clearly too early for real, paying clients. 


Novelist Annie Proulx once described the Wyoming high plains as “dangerous and indifferent ground,” but I’ve always liked them in spite of that—or maybe because of it. There’s pine and juniper on the slopes of the foothills under the bare rim rock, petering out as you come down from the high ridges, and patches of cottonwood in the few places where there’s water and shelter from the wind, but in the open everything is low, tough, scrubby, and sparse—sage and rabbitbrush, cactus and short grass. There’s always a direction you can look that lets you see forever, and even when you can’t spot them, you always have the feeling you’re being watched by antelope.


It was cold and gray that week, and everything looked half-dead, with crusty old snow clinging in sculptured patches where the wind hadn’t quite scoured it away yet. It probably wasn’t dangerous—just chilly and windy—but it did seem indifferent. We were all happy to be there. I like to think of this country at this time of year as a paradise that not just anyone can recognize. 


I rode in to the first lake perched on the back of an ATV. (I refuse to drive anything that doesn’t have a steering wheel and a windshield.) We were on a winding, two-track Jeep trail that was muddy in some places, snowy in others, and badly rutted. Within fifty yards my back was plastered with mud from my hat to my butt, and it seemed to me that we were going too fast, but I held on and didn’t say anything, while Bob and Mary’s young black Lab Sonny ran ahead to make sure there were no gophers or jackrabbits in the way. If you don’t give a dog a specific job, he’ll improvise one for himself and it will invariably be fun. There’s a lesson there. 


The first lake was small—maybe five or six acres—and not really a lake at all, but a homemade, spring-fed reservoir for watering stock. It was down in a gentle swale but otherwise in the open with nothing to block the steady thirty-mile-an-hour wind. Springs run thin in the winter, so the water was down and there was a ring of mud around the shore. An ice shelf was still clinging to the southwest bank, and the water was distinctly brown, with beige foam lines churned up by wave action. The grass on the bank was still matted from a winter under snow, and it was the same shade of brown as the water and the mud. The whole place seemed weirdly monochromatic, like a sepia-tone photograph from the 1800s. Bob said there were brook trout there. Cliff added that they were “good ones.” 


These rich prairie lakes are spooky to fish even in the best conditions. They’re known to grow large, healthy trout because of their water chemistry and the tremendous amount of food they produce, but precisely because there’s so much to eat, the fish are often lazy and moody. As a friend once said of another freshwater shrimp-infested prairie lake, “All a trout has to do to get something to eat here is open his mouth.”


Sometimes there will be something like a midge, mayfly, or damselfly hatch and the trout will show themselves at the surface, but more often they’ll be cruising aimlessly at varying depths, eating this and that as it comes along. The lakes are more or less featureless: odd-shaped bowls with creases between the inlet and the dam marking the old creek channel. Until you can puzzle out the fine points—which can take as long as a season—one spot can seem about as promising as another. 


We did the usual thing: We tied on heavily weighted streamers (each picking our own favorite patterns) and worked the water off what we thought were the steepest banks. You couldn’t see more than a few inches into the brown water, but it just seemed like the kind of day when trout would swim deep. 


I chose a spot for no other reason than wind direction—I wanted it blowing on my left shoulder to keep my right-handed cast away from my head—and tied on a trim, black Woolly Bugger with lead eyeballs. That’s what I always start with when I’m standing on the shore of a new lake without a clue. I carry a lot of flies, but if that one doesn’t work, I don’t have a standard second choice. Some days you think you know what you’re doing, even on new water. Other days you have to start at the beginning, as if you were the first fisherman. 


I fished the Bugger slow and deep: long cast, long sink, then a crawling, halting retrieve, watching for live tics in the tip of the floating line as it bobbed in the chop. The strikes were light and easy to miss: little dead-feeling bumps that could just as easily have been the fly brushing a weed. In fact, most of them were just that. Four out of five suspected strikes brought back vegetation. That’s annoying, but it does tell you you’re fishing deep enough. 


When I finally did set up on a fish, the fight was dogged and impressive—not a huge trout, but heavy and nowhere near ready to give up. It turned out to be a sixteen-inch brookie as square and solid as a brick, with a small head, a humped back, and a deep gut. He was well fed but still hungry enough to pick up a two-inch-long Bugger just to see if it was edible. 


It was a fat, healthy fish, but it also looked washed out: silvery olive and pink where a brook trout is usually green and orange, with a hint of maroon on the tail, faint wormy lines on the dorsal and spots so pale you could just barely tell they were supposed to be yellow. At first glance it could have been a lake trout, an arctic char or a splake. I had to study it for a minute before deciding that, yes, this is indeed a brook trout. 


During a break Bob said these fish brightened up some by fall, but that they never got really brilliant like those picture-book brook trout from Maine and Labrador. And why should they? One of the neatest things about fish is how they reflect their surroundings perfectly and effortlessly. 


I may have been a little disappointed by them at first—or maybe just surprised because they weren’t quite what I expected—but then I started thinking they were sort of pretty in a quiet, understated way. I even had a flashback to a perpetually muddy farm pond I used to fish where the big, fat bluegills were that same silvery pink. I remembered being momentarily confused by the first one, thinking it was a white crappie until I noticed the dark gill flap. I learned to like them, too, but then I guess it’s always been easy for me to like fish. 


We spent the afternoon catching brook trout that were between fourteen and seventeen inches, but with different builds so they were all about the same weight. Some of the longer fish were well proportioned, but the short ones were growing so fast in that rich pond that they’d put on more gut than length and seemed almost deformed. These things had been stocked as fingerlings a few years before and they were growing up nicely. In two more seasons they’d be hogs. 


Eventually my hands started to sting from releasing fish in the cold water, so I put on the fingerless wool gloves. Not long after that I put the rain slicker on over the wool sweater to cut the chill of the wind, hoping it didn’t get any colder because that was the end of the warm clothes. 


In the next few days we fished some other lakes that had all been stocked with rainbows. For an hour or so back at the brookie lake, Cliff and Mary had stood on a high, grassy bank and caught trout after trout casting out over the ice shelf, but for the most part the fishing was slow. We’d wander the shores of the different lakes, chucking streamers or nymphs, covering water, and now and then someone would hook a fish. Still, we caught trout everywhere we went. Even the smallest were respectable, and some were nice and big. 


Sonny the dog was mildly interested in the fish, but he was more concerned with small mammals. Sometimes you could see him coursing through the sage in the distance, carefully adjusting his speed so he never quite caught whatever he was chasing. He always managed to join us for lunch, though. As oblivious as he sometimes seemed, he could apparently hear the crinkle of a sandwich wrapper at a hundred yards. The first day I thought he was the most skillful beggar I’d ever seen because he got a whole sandwich by just sitting down in front of Mary and grinning, but as it turned out it was his sandwich and he knew it. Mary explained that he didn’t like to eat dog food when everyone else had ham and cheese. That seemed entirely reasonable, but then I’ve always been one to spoil animals. When Sonny was done with his own sandwich, he asked for part of mine and got it. This was a young dog who spent the better part of every day running. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him. 


Sometimes the wind was so strong it was a small victory just to make a decent cast without hooking yourself, and when it was a long time between strikes you could almost begin to wonder if it was worth the trouble. Almost, but not quite. Lots of things occur to you while you’re in the fisherman’s trance, but the day you actually begin to wonder why you do this is the day you might as well sell your tackle and buy a bigger TV. 


Eventually the Wyoming wind becomes a fact of life, as if it has blown forever and always will. I got one of my biggest rainbows on a crawdad pattern fished right on the bottom and the wind was blowing so hard I didn’t even have to strip the thing in. The line blowing across the surface gave it all the action it needed. 


Things always seemed on the verge of being out of control in that wind. There was the constant temptation to duck on the forward cast, because you knew your fly was coming forward, but you never knew quite from which direction and you were half-afraid to look. We were all doing it. There’d be the quick, low back cast, then the forward cast with a haul to get the line speed up, followed by a curt little bow. Beyond that, everyone seemed lost in their own thoughts. 


Most of the rainbows were also a little on the pale side—like they’d been laundered too many times or left out in the sun too long—but by then it seemed fine. We were fishing at the wrong time, getting some anyway, and this was just how they looked. Like us, trout adjust themselves to where and how they live. The only difference is, trout almost always come out of it looking good. I’ve been on trips at other unlikely times of the year when I’ve suffered more and caught less—sometimes nothing at all—so when I’m getting them every day and some of them are nice and big, I guess they could be transparent for all I care. 


We went in to all the lakes except one on the ATVs, and one day, when Cliff almost bucked me off for the fifth time, I finally pounded him on the back and yelled, “Slow down, damn it!” Which he did momentarily. I understood the idea of staying in motion so we wouldn’t bog down, but I didn’t think we needed to get air. When we stopped I apologized, but Cliff just grinned and said it was okay, pleased that he’d gone fast enough to scare me. 


Cliff knew these lakes well, and that afternoon, after hauling a few big rainbows from a small lake, he started to go on about how it would be later in the year. It would be the calm early evening of a hot summer day with the light beginning to slant and the air just beginning to feel soft and cool. Trout would be rising to a hatch of #16 Speckled Duns; there would be deceptively delicate dimples and subsurface boils that would move a gallon of water. The fish wouldn’t be pushovers, but if you kept at it you’d get some strikes. The grass would be lush, the cattails green and full of red-winged blackbirds, the sky blue, the white clouds turning pink, the antelope fat, songbirds singing, hawks circling, the air smelling of rabbitbrush in bloom (like honey and wax).


Well, maybe he actually said all that and maybe I filled in some blanks for myself. I’d never seen it right there before, but I’d seen it plenty of other places. The first summer fishing in these high plains and low foothills is beautiful when it finally happens, but we were standing there on a crust of snow, bundled to the chin, and blowing on our fingers, and it still seemed a long way off. 


At the end of each day we’d hose the worst of the mud from our waders and someone would make one of those inevitable comments like, “If you were gettin’ twenty dollars an hour to work in these conditions, you’d quit.” The rest of us would chuckle politely, agreeing that we must all be crazy. Nothing makes a fisherman happier than to have just proved that he must be crazy. 


Okay, maybe I’m being overly dramatic in retrospect. It probably wasn’t actually miserable, just the kind of happy struggle that sport can lure you into. There were times I wished the sun would come out and it would warm up and the wind would die, but I never wished I was back home watching television. (For that matter, there’s a kind of Nordic, Protestant sense in which being too cold feels good.) Still, at the end of the day it was a relief to take hot showers, eat hot food in a nearly empty bar in town, and go back to a warm, dry room. After a few days it was even a little bit of a relief for Mike and me to finally pack up my truck and begin the drive back to Colorado. 


I’ve always been a little bit of a foul-weather fisherman, although some days I think I enjoy having done it more than actually doing it. It could be I’m out to prove something, or greedily stretch the season, or avoid the regret that can come from staying comfortably at home. But more likely it’s just the result of an unconscious decision made a lifetime ago; the one where catching a few pale fish in a pale landscape a month before anyone else even gets on the water is an unquestionably worthwhile thing to do. 


Years ago, when I was a wild teenager still unsure of the difference between self-destruction and just playing hard, my dad told me it didn’t make sense to beat yourself over the head just because it felt good when you stopped—although of course it did feel good. He thought I was just going through a phase, but if I was, it’s been a damned long one. 


Mike and I drove out to the highway and stopped at a roadhouse where we bought two cups of coffee so oily and bitter we’d have poured them out in the parking lot if it hadn’t been so far to the next joint. Then we settled in for the five-hour drive home. We were in clean, dry clothes, the heater was going, and we were talking about fishing. It was just barely spring, but it was spring nonetheless, and we had the whole season ahead of us.





CHAPTER 2
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A month later I was fishing in the wind again—or trying to. This time it was warmer but stronger—making casting impossible instead of just difficult—and it had been howling for three days straight. We’d tried to fish a few times—looking for sheltered, tree-lined banks where we could cast deer-hair bugs, or trolling big rabbit fur streamers out in the open water—but we hadn’t hooked a bass in recent memory, and it had begun to look pointless. Then the battery on my trolling motor went dead because my charger wasn’t working right, so we rowed the john boat in—half a mile, against a strong headwind—and retired to our rented cabin to wait it out. 


The good news about the cabin was that it was dirt cheap: twenty-four dollars a day, split two ways. The bad news was, it used to be a chicken coop, so it was tiny, and my partner Ed Engle, at six feet some inches, couldn’t stand up straight in it without bumping his head, which he did every half hour or so, on average. It pissed him off at first, but he finally seemed to accept it as the price you pay for being a tall man staying in a short, cheap shack. This was your basic shelter, stove, and a dry bed, but it wasn’t the kind of place where you’re meant to spend much time.


Ed and I have fished for a long time, and we’ve both worked regular jobs outside, so we know about waiting out weather. We know about the tendency to jabber for an hour about something that normally wouldn’t be worth more than a passing comment; to argue about things neither of us really care about; and to laugh insanely at things that aren’t particularly funny. We know about all that, but we succumb to it anyway. 


On the other hand, we agree that if you have to be weather-bound in a claustrophobic fishing cabin, it’s best to do it with an old friend: someone with whom you have thirty years’ worth of shared stories that you both think should be aired out from time to time. We dredged up a lot of our collective pasts—usually in short, furious, caffeine-induced fits—and some of it was all but unrecognizable now in the retelling. When we got tired of that, we read novels, drank more coffee as the buzz faded, and now and then went out to stand leaning into the howling wind and shout, “I think it’s starting to die down a little!” 


We’re both avid readers, and on long trips we each travel with what amount to small libraries for just these kinds of situations. (A free day to read a book isn’t all bad, although on a fishing trip it’s not all good either.) But eventually we’d decide to drive around to some of the lakes, just to look at birds and break up the monotony. Since the john boat was always strapped to the top of the pickup anyway, we’d usually end up trying to fish a little, even though it was useless and possibly dangerous to be on the water. If one of us caught a bass or even a small pike, it all seemed worthwhile. If not, at least the struggle killed some time. 


This is fishing. It’s how we have decided we want to spend our lives.


The trip had actually started out well enough. On the first day we’d pulled in at about four in the afternoon after a seven-hour drive from home and launched the boat on the nearest lake. We fished some flooded timber along the east shore for a few hours, landed five good-sized bass between us, and I missed one that was so big he scared me and I set the hook too soon. I wrote it off to road burn. 


That night, as we were talking about all the places we wanted to fish while we were there, the wind picked up. It was just a little whoosh at first, but then trees started to lean and windows rattled. As I think I mentioned, it blew hard for the next three days without so much as stopping to take a breath. 


We agreed that it couldn’t blow forever, although in that country at that time of year it could certainly blow for a couple of weeks straight. We talked about our previous spring trips out here to the northern plains; about how we’d suffered in and waited through crappy weather of every description and finally had those few days when we hammered big fish. It must eventually work out in the end or we wouldn’t keep coming back. I mean, we’re not stupid—are we? 


We’ve been going to this same place for several years now, ever since Ed sniffed it out by doggedly following up some vague rumors, and it’s beginning to shape up as one of those necessary high points in any fishing season: something we’ll continue to do every spring unless there’s a good reason not to. 


The place is profoundly rural. It’s a two-hour drive from the nearest town of any size. It’s peaceful, uncrowded, largely unimproved, lousy with wildlife (including ticks), and the fishing is good but not too good. This is the kind of spot that slips nicely between the cracks. The fishing is well above average, but it’s not fabulous enough to attract the headhunters; and it’s a white-bread, wieners, and pork and beans kind of place that will never be frequented by the big-ticket types, either. This is the regional, low-rent resort area that some of us grew up with in the Midwest and that still flourishes here and there around the country, except instead of “flourishing” they’d be more likely to say they’re “gettin’ by.” 


There’s a generous handful of shallow, weedy lakes scattered around in over seventy thousand acres of sprawling sandhills and prairie marsh country that’s in turn surrounded by ranch and farm territory. All the lakes have largemouth bass and bluegills, most have northern pike, some have saugeye (a kind of designer walleye), and one lake holds muskies. A few of the lakes are within sight of paved county roads, but others are a long grind down winding dirt tracks where you travel at speeds that don’t register on the speedometer and where you have to stop often to move turtles out of your way. (Only a heartless swine would knowingly squash a turtle.) 


You’ll see other fishermen, but never so many that there isn’t plenty of water to fish. They’re in a variety of craft, from the occasional uptown bass boat with swivel seats and warp-drive trolling motors fore and aft, to the equally occasional small canoe dangerously overloaded with large men and industrial-sized coolers, but most are in modest, sensible fishing boats. 


What they call “boat ramps” are basically dirt roads that end abruptly in the water, and these are where you have most of your conversations with other fishermen: short ones when you’re going out in the morning, longer, more relaxed ones when you’re coming back in. 


The trolling motor on my john boat is a recent development. We use it to get around on the big lakes, but we rarely actually troll with it. For the first few years we were completely hand-powered, with just oars and a twelve-foot spruce pole for pushing our way back into the tules to fish the hidden potholes that most people leave alone. 


One guy called it “Louisiana fishin’” and said he hadn’t seen it done in years, but some other fishermen were a little weirded out that we were non-motorized. One day, as we were putting in at one of the lakes, a man seemed puzzled that we were so low-tech. 


He strolled over with his hands in his pockets, watched us haul the boat down to the water, and then said, “No motor?”


“Nope.”


“No motor at all?”


“No motor.”


“Just oars?”


“Yup, oars and a pole.”


“Really?”


“Really.”


“Well, okay then.”


A day later, the battery on that guy’s trolling motor went dead and he and his canoe had to be towed off the lake because he didn’t have a paddle. We didn’t say anything. Didn’t have to. 


The place is uncrowded enough that you’ll usually have a boat ramp to yourself, but there are also enough people around that if you wait for a while, someone will show up. The year before there’d been two old, frail-looking guys in a 1960-something pickup towing an ancient boat and trailer. We saw them often because they liked the same lakes we did. They’d pull up to a boat launch and stand around drinking coffee until someone stopped and said, “You two need some help?” Then one of them would glance at his coffee cup as if he’d just noticed he was holding it and say, “Yup.” 


Same thing when they came off the lake, usually with a modest stringer of fish for supper. They’d beach the boat and stand around until someone said, “Need a hand there?” 


“Well, it wouldn’t hurt.”


They say the best time to fish these Midwestern prairie lakes is in the spring when the weeds are still down. These are shallow, seep lakes with lots of common reeds, bulrushes, and lily pads: leathery, deeply rooted, fly-grabbing, fish-tangling aquatic plants. Even early in the season the fishing can be sticky, with difficult casting and many fish lost to snags. When you hook a bass in this thick stuff, there’s a green and silver flash, and you set up and haul hard, not giving an inch. The man on the pole pushes forward and you lip lock the fish in mid-fight. You get him—and that’s the whole idea—but it’s over too soon, as if you’d just finished the best book you ever read and wish it had gone on for another fifty pages. 


Then again, most of the fishermen who tell you how hard it is once the weeds are up are going after pike with hardware and spinning tackle. Some of these people are very good at what they do, but I think when you’re fishing for bass with floating bugs and a fly rod, you have a little more leeway with the weed cover. That’s how Ed and I approach it. We spend a lot of time working the densest cover where the spin fishers don’t go and we often do well. 


But it can be good for a fly caster to spend some time around spin fishermen. The older ones especially remind me of the men many of us grew up with: the dads, uncles, and other assorted guys in baseball caps who were handy around motors, prone to laughter, and generous with kids and strangers. They’re a little more likely than your average fly caster to legally kill and eat some fish, but a little less likely to be deadly serious about it. 


Sometimes we do some wade fishing or belly boating on the one small lake you have to hike in to, but mostly we fish from a boat here like everyone else, so there’s all that marginally nautical stuff to fool with. That also reminds Ed and me of our childhoods when, we now think, fishing was quieter, more casual, less hurried, and generally better. Maybe it really was, or maybe that’s just something you start to imagine as you get older. 


The little fish camp we stay at is also sort of nostalgic, with its cheap, down-at-the-heels cabins, fish-cleaning shack, and the office/bait shop/general store where the lady behind the counter always has the current weather report and the latest rumors, plus the regulation bulletin board with Polaroids of people holding large dead fish. 


This is also one of those regular trips that tend to breed the minor catastrophes that make for a real adventure. In years past we’ve gotten frozen out in cold weather, pounded by rain and hail, been issued speeding tickets by cops who came out of nowhere in places where you think you can see for fifty miles in any direction, and gotten hopelessly stuck in the mud at boat ramps. 


I remember being stuck to the axles on a cold, rainy day at a lake we’d never tried before. There was no one else on the lake, and we hadn’t seen another car on the road in, but not five minutes later two men in a big V-8 pickup towing a serious bass boat pulled up. The driver rolled down his window and asked, “You got a chain?” 


“Yeah,” I said.


He said, “Well, let’s do ’er, then.”


He pulled us out easily, and as I drove up to some firm ground to park, the transmission started making an ugly groaning noise. Ed said, “I don’t think it’s supposed to sound like that.” 


A week before, back home, I’d faced that old dilemma: the one where you can afford to fix the clutch or go fishing but—clutches being what they are—probably not both. But then my neighborhood truck guru said, “Aw hell, drive it till it breaks and then fix it,” which sounded like good advice until it started making bad sounds out on the Great Plains, forty miles from the nearest mechanic. 


We carried the boat down to the water and fished in the rain for a few hours, getting halfhearted bumps from the baby pike they call “hammer handles,” until we were finally driven off by wind and cold. We ate lunch in the truck with the heater blasting and the wipers going so we could watch the geese flying under the low ceiling. The conversation had gotten as far as old girlfriends and dead fishing buddies when Ed said, “Well, I’m a student of luck, and I say before it’s all over one of us is gonna catch a great big fish.” 


I remember thinking, I don’t care, I just love being out here. And maybe that was it—some kind of Zen thing about letting go of desire—because a few hours later on a different lake I caught a bass we guessed at six or seven pounds. He ate a red and yellow Bunny Leech cast up into some bulrushes where I thought maybe I’d get a pike. 


I guess it would be a better story if the fish weighed twice that much, but six pounds is real good for that water, and I’ve learned that the trick to being a happy fisherman is to be easily pleased. 


The trip went on from there. More fish were caught—mostly pike—the weather stayed wet and bitter, there were long talks, long silences, second and third cups of coffee on rainy mornings, and the delicious drama of whether or not the truck would break down, and if so, where. 


Of course, I couldn’t have known it then, but the clutch would last another three months, finally to die quietly at home, among friends. 


·   ·   ·


On this last trip, we had wind, rain, lightning, a little hail, an early-season tornado that missed us by a good twenty miles one night but still nearly blew the cabin down, and a leak in the truck’s cooling system that we managed to fix temporarily with a sharpened stick, some electrical tape, and a jug of lake water. And I wrenched my back one day when I came within inches of stepping on a three-foot-long bull snake. 


It was the good old American heartland, where everything is incomparably beautiful as long as it’s not so windy you can’t stand, so wet your house floats, so cold it freezes your eyeballs, or so hot the sky feels like an anvil on your head. This is where I grew up. It’s also why I moved away. 


It wasn’t too far from here that, years ago now, I went into a public toilet and found a sign that said, IF YOU DON’T THROW YOUR CIGARETTE BUTTS IN OUR URINALS, WE WON’T PEE IN YOUR ASHTRAYS. Ten years later, in the same facility, the sign had changed to, ATTENTION HIPPIES: PLEASE DON’T EAT THE URINAL CAKES. Things were changing, but in the heartland the response was still the old fatalism peppered with humor, and it still seemed to work. I mean, if you were a hippie walking out of the toilet, someone would likely give you a big, shit-eating grin—possibly the same guy who put up the sign. You couldn’t help but grin back, and that was the end of it. The only way you could get into trouble was if you couldn’t take a joke. 


Once, back in the 1960s, I was sitting at a kitchen table with my Aunt Dora, Uncle Leonard, and some assorted cousins. I wore a long beard and hair down to my shoulders then, and although that didn’t really seem to bother anyone, I can’t say no one took notice of it. 
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