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Kerplunk!



The first advice I ever received about fishing was passed on by a teenage ranch hand when I was six years old. As often happened in those days, a spontaneous card party had erupted at the main ranch house one Sunday afternoon, and it was decided by the rancher that everyone should stay for dinner that evening. The fact that the ranch larder had little on hand to feed twenty or so people bothered the rancher not at all. He simply turned to one of the older boys and ordered, “Biff, go catch us some fish for supper.”

To my mind, this was about the same as ordering up a miracle: “Biff, go to the moon and back before supper.” My own father, a member of the card party, probably reacted to the order about the same as I did. Dad didn’t put on any airs that he was some kind of sportsman, but catching a fish for him was about equal in difficulty to working out the mathematics for Einstein’s theory of relativity. (I inherited my father’s genes for both mathematics and fishing.)

Although Biff didn’t seem particularly pleased with this assignment, he turned to me and said, “C’mon, Pat, I’ll show you how to catch fish.”

It must have been in the spring of the year, March or April, because I recall great, greasy masses of frog eggs in pools of water scattered about the meadow through which the creek meandered. I never did see the actual creek, because it was bordered on both sides by brush considerably higher than Biff’s head.

The fish-catching apparatus apparently was well established at the ranch. Biff stopped by one of the barns and scooped large handfuls of worms out of a box of soil. He put the worms in a rusty can and the can in an old milk bucket. Then we headed out into the watery meadow. Biff hadn’t bothered with a fishing rod, and I soon discovered why.

Leaning up against the brush along the creek every ten yards or so was a slender, peeled tamarack pole. Each was about ten feet long. A line ran from the tip to the butt. A heavy lead sinker was attached to the line. A sturdy leader ran from the line to the hook. The hook was neatly tucked into the butt of the pole. (Please note that I do not dignify these contraptions by referring to them as “rods.”)

Biff undid a hook and placed a bit of worm on it. He then whipped the pole around in a rather graceful arc and sent hook, line, and sinker flying over the brush. (This action was much more difficult to accomplish than it seemed, as I was shortly to find out.) It was then that I received my first bit of fishing advice.

“Always listen for the kerplunk,” Biff said.

“The kerplunk?” I said.

“Yeah,” he said. “Kerplunk is the sound your sinker makes hitting the water. If you don’t hear the kerplunk, your hook may be sitting on a log or hung up on the brush. Your line’s not even in the water.”

I have remembered that bit of fishing advice all my life and follow it even to this day whenever I am in a situation that requires me to hurl a baited hook over a wall of brush. Indeed, it is good advice for everyday life: Always listen for the kerplunk. Otherwise, your line may not even be in the water.

As I recall, the catching of the fish that day was rather tedious and miserable, the weather being wet and cold. Biff baited the hook on each pole, and then whipped the line over the brush. We then walked back to the beginning of the row of poles—I think there were eight or ten of them—and, reversing his maneuver of sending the line out over the brush, he brought it back, with a fish looping through the air and plopping on the ground behind us. Most of the trout we caught seemed to run to the small side, about eight inches or so. (Good, though!) Biff dropped each in the bucket as he caught it. Within an hour and a half we had in the bucket what in those days was described quite accurately as “one heck of a mess of fish.” Still, I doubt we were over our combined limit, because the limit for trout back then was twenty-one per fisherman. So we would have been perfectly legal, provided Biff had had a license.

I think the unofficial limit back then was “all you can catch plus one fish,” but even so it was unusual for anyone to reach even the official limit. To say you caught your limit meant something in those days. It usually meant you were lying.

I remember only one fellow back then who practiced catch-and-release. He was eventually nabbed, I think, and placed in an institution.

Biff also gave me my second piece of fishing advice: Use a strong leader. I doubt his own leaders could have been used to tow a logging truck out of a mud hole, but they would have served well for most jobs short of that. As I mentioned earlier, I found casting a line over the wall of brush to be much harder than it looked. Several times I cast over the brush and didn’t hear the kerplunk on the other side. On these occasions Biff would drag the log or stump or branch or whatever the hook had become attached to back over the brush. Also, I don’t recall ever losing a fish because a leader snapped off. So always remember to use a strong leader, particularly if you’re fishing with a tamarack pole.

I started fishing with flies when I was about ten. Later I would learn there is nothing that attracts unwanted advice so voluminously as fly-fishing, but back then my fishing buddy, one Vern Schulze, didn’t know any more about fly-fishing than I did.

If Vern caught a fish, I’d ask him, “What are you using?”

“A big old gray thing with white wings,” he’d reply.

“Good,” I’d say. “I’ve got one of those.”

There were two flies we actually knew the names of: Black Gnat and Royal Coachman. If someone asked us what our favorite fly was, however, we’d almost always say Royal Coachman, because that sounded so much better than Black Gnat. Neither of us ever caught a fish on the Royal Coachman. Apparently, the fish in our part of the country had never seen a bug that looked even remotely like a Royal Coachman.

All of our flies were big, too: #10s, and even #8s and #6s. You needed hooks that big in order to get a really strong leader to fit through the eyes. But we seldom lost a fly. Oh, sure, sometimes, when we had to drag a stump or log out of a creek, but it was better than losing a fly.

I’ve fished with Vern for more than half a century, and I don’t think he has even once given me a bit of advice on how to catch fish. He always catches more fish than I do, so maybe it’s just that he doesn’t want to reveal any of his secrets.

Our method of fly-fishing was, first, get the fly in the water. That’s it, there’s nothing else: Get the fly in the water. If the fly isn’t in the water, it isn’t going to catch a fish. Even though I have two whole library shelves devoted to fly-fishing, the entirety of my fly-fishing technique, after all these years, consists of nothing more than getting the fly in the water. This fact raises great consternation among my fly-fishing friends and guides. They cannot help but shout advice to me, occasionally with the emphasis of very bad fourteen-letter words. “Keep your rod tip up!” they shout. “Keep the rod tip down! Keep that fish away from the boat! Don’t let it get under the boat! Put some goop on your line! Put some goop on your fly! Cast over there! Cast over here! Pump! Pump! Mend your line!”

My fly casting has been compared by a guide to having the exact same motions as those of an old lady fighting off a bee with a broom handle. I thought that was particularly cruel. One guide even complained that he was afraid my casting was going to upset the boat. Yeah, well, anyone who puts a 5-weight line on a 7-weight rod will cast like that. Try it yourself.

My response to most of the advice and criticism hurled at my fishing technique is to smile and nod, as though I have just absorbed some great truth. Then I will turn and say, very soberly, “But remember this one thing. Always listen for the kerplunk.”

You see, I know a great many people who have never heard a kerplunk, and therefore never even realize they don’t have their line in the water.








The Art of Trailering



Back in 1952, a guy by the name of Milo Psinsky hooked up a trailer to his car, and all the trailer lights worked. Milo was briefly considered for sainthood, but, alas, sainthood required two miracles instead of just one.

Outdoorsmen are about the only people nowadays who still use trailers—utility, mountain bike, snowmobile, boat, and camping. At the moment, I am down to only three trailers: two boat and one utility/camping. The lights don’t work properly on any of the three. That doesn’t bother me too much, because I know that is the nature of trailer lights.

A highway patrolman stopped me recently and told me that my boat-trailer signal light had indicated a left turn, and I had made a right turn.

“What’s your point?” I said.

“I just thought you might be interested,” he said. “I have a boat trailer that does the same thing.”

“The turn signals on all boat trailers work that way,” I said. “If you see a trailer signaling left, you know the driver is going to make a right turn. It’s practically a law of physics.”

“Really?” he said. “I didn’t know that. Here’s a ticket.”

I’m not sure if trailer lights are still a major cause for divorce in this country. I believe that was the case at one time, when trailers were in common use. The grounds for divorce developed like this. The husband hooks up a trailer, and of course the lights don’t work. Typically, there are four wires: yellow, green, brown, and white. If there are more than four wires, you should immediately walk away from the trailer and call either a mechanic or a bomb-disposal unit. People have been institutionalized after attempting to hook up trailer lights with more than four wires.

Now, even though there are only four wires involved, the number of combinations in which the wires from the car can be connected to the wires from the trailer is somewhere in the neighborhood of 4,500. To find the right combination, one simply employs the process of elimination. Typically, the right combination turns out to be number 4,499.

The process of elimination requires two people, typically a husband and wife. The wife is usually the one stationed behind the trailer, in the position of observer. The husband either crouches or lies on his back near the respective light plugs of the vehicle and trailer. He begins working his way through the various combinations of wire connections.

“Okay,” he shouts to his wife. “Did the left rear signal light go on?”

“No,” she replies. “But the right rear signal light went on.”

The man mutters something under his breath, and then shouts, “Is the left light blinking now?”

“No,” she shouts back. “But the right rear brake light went on.”

They continue in this manner for a couple of hours, by which time the husband begins to suspect that his wife is lying to him, out of sheer malice, about which light went on. Soon they degenerate into name-calling and eventually end up in divorce court. Trailer lights are not to be taken lightly.

The first trailer I ever bought had been fashioned by a backyard madman out of the rusty rear half of a pickup truck. He had painted it blue, with house paint. It was not attractive. Still, I figured it might work as a camping trailer. The madman I bought the trailer from was not the madman who had built it. He was a different madman. I was the madman who tried to get a license for it.

“What’s the ID number of the trailer?” the licensing lady asked me.

“It doesn’t have one,” I said.

“Who was the manufacturer?”

“Milo Psinsky,” I said.

The lady said she couldn’t give me a license for a trailer built by Milo Psinsky. Every time I went back to the courthouse to license the trailer, I got the same lady. She seemed to enjoy my torment and perhaps thought she could keep her ruse going for another four or five years. Then one day I went into the courthouse and got another lady. She had me sign a couple of forms, and gave me a trailer license.

“Do you know how to fix trailer lights, too?” I asked her.

“No,” she said. “Neither did my ex-husband, the fool.”

Many people have trouble backing up trailers. The procedure is really quite easy. Simply remember this bit of advice: You put your hand on the bottom of the steering wheel, then move your hand in the direction you want the trailer to turn. Or maybe you put your hand on the top of the steering wheel. I think it’s the top. No, wait, it’s the bottom. I’m sure it’s the bottom. The main thing is to pay attention to what you are doing while backing up. Ignore all crunching sounds and people who are screaming at you. Remember to remain calm.

There are some show-offs who like to back up their trailers with a bit of flair. One day while I was waiting to launch my boat at a Puget Sound ramp, a show-off whipped his pickup truck around and backed his boat trailer down the ramp. I should mention that his pickup truck probably cost more than my house. His boat was almost as big as my house. The maneuver was so quickly and expertly done, I developed an instant hatred for the guy. His boat slid effortlessly off the trailer and floated up against the dock. He had two beautiful, bikini-clad babes with him, whose function, I believe, was to hold the boat against the dock while he parked his pickup. The man then roared back up the ramp—with his boat bouncing along behind him. He had forgotten to untie his boat’s bowline from the trailer! Ha! His mishap produced smiles all along the line of us boaters waiting to launch. That, of course, was before we realized how long it takes to remove a large boat that has been dragged halfway up the only launch ramp.

Trailer hitches are basically pretty simple affairs, at least if you have a modicum of mechanical skills and knowledge. My hitch, for example, has a ball-like doohickey bolted onto a steel whatsis about a foot long. You slide the whatsis into a whatchamacallit under the middle of your rear bumper. Then you line up the holes in the whatsis and whatchamacallit, respectively—this takes scarcely more than an hour or two—and then you shove a thingamajig through the aligned holes and fasten it in with a zimp, simple as that.

A word of caution: The clamplike thing that is supposed to go over the doohickey and connect the trailer to the towing vehicle, well, sometimes this won’t go over the doohickey. That’s because the doohickey is too big for the trailer hitch. You have the wrong size doohickey bolted to the whatsis that goes into the whatchamacallit. This is not a rare occurrence. In fact, if you happen to have several trailers of different sizes, as I do, it will happen 98 percent of the time. Change the doohickey to the proper size. Do not—I repeat, do not—jump up and down on the trailer tongue in an effort to make the hitch parts connect. It won’t work. Take my word for it.

Also, always fasten your safety chains securely to the towing vehicle. This will prevent your trailer and boat from passing you on a busy expressway, one of the least pleasant sights you may encounter during your lifetime.

Here is another word of warning. Inside the whangdoodle on the trailer tongue are a pair of glimps that are supposed to clutch on to the doohickey. The glimps resemble little steel jaws, as I tend to think of them. Sometimes the jaws jam up when they come into contact with the doohickey. Here is the warning: Do not stick your finger up between the whangdoodle and the doohickey in an effort to unjam the jaws. Otherwise, you can forget about any future career as a brain surgeon. And don’t get the idea that I am a brain surgeon. If I were a brain surgeon, I could hire somebody else to hook up my trailer lights.








Silent but Deadly



Although I’ve always made an effort to avoid gross and insensitive topics in these discourses, I believe the time has come for me to take a serious look at dog flatulence. When I say “look” I don’t mean that, except in extreme cases, you can actually see dog flatulence, but only that it deserves some study, particularly by those of us who share with bird dogs the enclosed cab of a vehicle.

First of all, when these unfortunate occurrences take place, you should not yell at the dog. It will do no good and may only make matters worse. The dog, too, is suffering, as is perhaps obvious when he shoots you that pained little grin. There’s no point in making him feel worse than he already does.

The reason this crude topic has come to mind is that the other day I was passed on the highway by some friends of mine returning from a pheasant hunt and driving well over the speed limit. Not only did the dogs have their heads hanging out the vehicle’s windows, so did the hunters. It was a practice I myself have engaged in from time to time while hunting with my dog, Clem the Recalcitrant. Nevertheless, I think it an extremely unsafe procedure, and decided that I should write a piece in which I offer a remedy for this unfortunate malady, one that contributes so much to the downside of bird hunting.

After contemplating the matter for several hours, however, and even with Clem under my desk doing his best to keep my mind on the topic, I was unable to come up with a remedy. So my only useful advice is, Live with it! My contemplation, nevertheless, reminded me of a social disaster perpetrated by my miserable old dog Strange, whom I more or less owned during my teenage years. I will relate that catastrophe here instead.

My mother had named the dog Stranger in the hope, as she later claimed, that he was just passing through. He wasn’t. He stayed on for a dozen years, biting the hands that fed him, those hands usually belonging to my grandmother. He was the kind of dog that, had he been human, would probably have made his living as a loan shark working out of the trunk of his car. A relatively small dog of mixed breed, and possibly of mixed species, he possessed a high degree of intelligence which, as far as anyone ever noticed anyway, he never put to the service of the family that had taken him in. Indeed, had our house caught fire, the arson investigators might have come up with the standard photo of the crowd of spectators, one of whom might be the arsonist himself. In the front row, I’m quite sure, would have been a little brown-and-white dog, a look of bemusement on his face and possibly a can of kerosene next to him. I don’t mean to imply that Strange, as his name was eventually and more appropriately shortened to, was the worst dog in the world, but if you were to reverse the Boy Scout motto you would pretty much define his character: untrustworthy, disloyal, unhelpful, etc.

The event in question began shortly after my family had stuffed itself with the typical Thanksgiving dinner. I lay suffering on the couch, in deep remorse over my recent gluttony and regretting that I had asked my former girlfriend, Olga Bonemarrow, to go to a movie with me that evening. I couldn’t even consider breaking the date, because it was my first one since Olga had broken up with me the last time. She severed our relationship, as she had explained, because she thought we should each start dating other people and also because I was insensitive, inattentive, inane, ignorant, and gross.

I vaguely heard my grandmother call to my mother, “What do you want me to do with all this leftover turkey gravy?” Mom replied, “Whatever.” I then heard Gram open the door to the utility room, where Strange resided during cold weather. If it occurred to me that it might be a very bad idea to feed turkey gravy to a dog, I don’t recall, maybe because I could foresee no consequence for me.

The next parameter of the disaster was a mountain car my friend Retch Sweeney and I had bought together to use on our camping trips. The car had come without a backseat, as well as without brakes, headlights, taillights, spare tire, various windows, tailpipe, muffler, front fenders, and assorted other accessories. The partition between the backseat and the trunk had either rusted out or been cut out by us; I can’t recall which. It was inside this convenient space that we stored all our camping gear—sleeping bags, tarps, etc.—and in which we sometimes slept, out of concern for the elements, primarily bears, wolves, cougars, and snakes. We named the car Miss Peabody, in honor of our favorite high school English teacher.

Now, you must try to visualize this next part, as I myself had to do in reconstructing the scene of the crime. Strange is slurping up—“yowp gobble glub urp slurp choke glub”—his massive serving of turkey gravy, augmented with other Thanksgiving edibles. Finished, he is booted out into the cold by Gram. Shortly thereafter, he begins to inflate. His skin grows taut over his body, which expands until it gradually envelops his legs up to his paws. Only half of his tail protrudes. He takes on the appearance of a small hairy zeppelin. Slowly, he rises off the ground. Using his paws as flippers and the tip of his tail as a rudder, he floats around the house until he arrives at Miss Peabody, the mountain car. He enters through an open window. Then he snuggles down under the camping gear and, presumably, goes to sleep. He is a ticking time bomb.

It was about this time that I said to my mother, “Well, it’s almost time to pick up Olga. I’d better go crank Miss Peabody.”

“I really hate that,” Mom said.

“Yeah, me, too,” I agreed. “The last time I tried to crank her, she kicked back and nearly broke my arm.”

“Get out of here,” Mom said.

I finally got the snow scraped off Miss Peabody, started her up, and drove over to the Bonemarrows. Olga came out of the house wearing a coat with a fur collar and a matching fur hat, and she was truly a vision of loveliness, her thick blond hair cascading down over her shoulders and her blue eyes sparkling in the crisp cold air. My heart leaped at the sight of her. It was hard to imagine that this was the same girl who a few brief years earlier threw me down, grabbed my ears, and beat my head up and down on the ground. She was carrying a flat, open box of pastries.

“What’s that for?” I asked hopefully.

“Oh,” she said, in her honeysuckle voice, “they’re some pastries Mother and I made for the church bake sale tomorrow. Mind if we drop them off on the way to the movie?”

“Not at all. That is just so nice of you and your mom, helping the poor,” I replied sensitively.

We headed off toward the church.

“You look very nice this evening,” I said attentively.

“Thank you,” she replied.

“You have a nice Thanksgiving?” I asked, trying to avoid the inane.

“Very nice,” she said. “And you?”

“Oh, yes, indeed. Very nice.”

We were about halfway to the church when Strange, suddenly, silently, sinisterly, deflated.

Later, trying to reconstruct the event, I thought I might have heard a faint whooosh, but by then I’d suffered so much brain damage I couldn’t be sure. Olga and I were instantly engulfed by a plume of fume so powerful it fogged my glasses and sent tears streaming down my face. If Miss Peabody had had a speed faster than seven miles an hour, I might have driven off the road. (On the plus side, though, the fume ate most of the rust off the dashboard.) I couldn’t believe this was happening.

Naturally, as far as I was at the moment aware, there could be only one suspect for this atmospheric atrocity.

My eyes streaming tears, I glanced at the suspect. Her eyes bored into me like a matched pair of stilettos. Her face glowed a fiery red. She is obviously embarrassed, I thought. And rightfully so! I was about to blurt out a gross comment, when I suddenly caught myself. No point in risking another breakup, even though at the moment Olga’s appeal had somewhat diminished for me. I tried frantically to come up with something sensitive to say, something attentive, something that wasn’t gross. The box of pastries on her lap drew my attention. There was a particularly large cherry tart sitting on top. I leaned over and nodded at it, pretending I’d noticed absolutely nothing of an olfactory nature.

“You do that big one?” I choked out.

Driving home alone shortly thereafter, or not quite alone, because the true villain had emerged by then to take as much credit for the ruckus as he could, I was pulled over by Sheriff Bonemarrow, who just happened to be Olga’s father. He hated Miss Peabody, the car, and from time to time had actually threatened Retch and me with bodily harm if he caught us driving it on the highway again. Fortunately, that night I was on a back road. The sheriff took off his hat and used it to fan his way through the black cloud of exhaust.

“What do you burn in this thing?” he growled. “Wet leaves?” It was his standard line. He glanced around the inside of Miss Peabody. “Where’s Olga? I thought you and Olga were going to a movie tonight.”

“Naw, Olga broke up with me again.”

“What this time?”

“The usual. Inattentive, insensitive, inane, and gross. Particularly gross.”

“Women!” he said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Women.”

“One other thing, Patrick. What’s that red stuff all over your face? Better not be lipstick!”

“Cherry tart,” I said. “It’s cherry tart. What happened was, Olga grabbed the tart—”

The sheriff held up his hand. “Stop, I don’t want to know. One more thing, though.”

“What’s that?” I said.

“Why’s your dog riding on the roof of the car? He looks half froze.”

“Turkey gravy,” I said. “Gram fed him turkey gravy.”

“Turkey gravy! Fed a dog turkey gravy in a populated area! I think that’s a felony! I should go arrest her!”

“I wish you would,” I said.








Excuses Excuses



Ms. Camille Rankin, Managing Editor

OUTDOOR LIFE Magazine

Two Park Avenue

New York, NY 10016

My dear Camille,

At this very minute you’re probably saying to yourself, “Why haven’t I received this month’s column from that lovable old rascal Pat? I hope he isn’t going to come up with another excuse about how his dog ate his humor column and then went around for two days cracking jokes.”

Listen, Camille, sweetheart, I know you found out about the dog, namely that I don’t have one. That’s behind us, okay? There’s no reason to keep dwelling on a nonexistent dog. There are things much more important in life, such as boats. As you know, I actually do have a boat—wife, children, house, job, and boat, the full catastrophe. If I didn’t have wife, children, house, and job, I’d probably have almost enough time to take care of the boat.

So what I am getting at here is that my boat ate the column. Well, actually, it wasn’t the boat that ate it but possibly my friend Fenton Quagmire. But the boat was an accessory to the crime. Here is exactly what happened, every word a virtual paragon of Truth. (Forget about the stupid dog!)

Once again I had underestimated Fenton Quagmire’s deficiencies—physical, mental, and hygienic—for assisting me with even the simplest chore, in this instance the launching of my boat at Echo Bay Resort on Lake Roosevelt, where I had rented a slip for the summer.

The original problem arose when the Corps of Engineers got to fooling around with the lake level and dropped it—no one knows how—about 50 feet down into the canyon, leaving the resort’s launch ramp high and dry. This meant that I would have to launch my boat at Twilight Bay, ten miles up the lake. Therefore I’d need someone for the simple task of driving either the truck and trailer or the boat back to Echo Bay.

“No, no, not in a thousand years!” roared Quagmire, hamming it up as usual. “Your disasters make a practice of parading themselves as simple chores! The last ten times I’ve helped you with something it has turned into a disaster!” (I make an innocent little request and Quagmire responds by doing King Lear!)

“I know,” I said. “But I’m willing to overlook that. I’m quite confident that if you’ll keep your mind on what you’re doing we will avoid any such unhappy events on this occasion.”

Quagmire at last relented and agreed to help with the launching. As we towed the boat out to the resort, I once again emphasized to him that he must pay absolute attention to what he was doing, because he has this tendency to allow any little thing to distract him from the task at hand. I was therefore not at all surprised when, even as I spoke, I heard him mutter something about being late for a dinner he was supposed to attend that evening. As I understood it, he was to receive a golf trophy of some sort.

“Now, that’s exactly what I’ve been warning you against, Fenton,” I scolded. “Why on earth would you be thinking about food and golf this evening when it’s not yet even noon and we’re on our way to launch a boat?”

“Because you just drove past the turnoff to Twilight Bay, that’s why!”

“Very good, Fenton,” I said. “I was checking to see if you were paying attention. And believe me, it’s well worth the extra hour it will take us to get back to the turnoff. You have increased my confidence in you no end.”

We arrived at Twilight Bay without my having further need to test Quagmire’s concentration and soon had the boat launched. Quagmire hopped in the boat, still muttering. Let me say at this point that his task was no more complicated than to drive the boat back to Echo Bay Resort, tie it up in the slip, and then meet me in the parking lot for the drive home. I had decided it was best if Quagmire drove the boat back, rather than the truck and trailer, because the tangle of roads could be quite confusing for a person unfamiliar with them and the more so for a person prone to daydreaming, as I’m quite certain Fenton is. If distracted even for a moment, he could be crossing the Canadian border before he knew it.

“Okay, Fenton,” I explained. “All you have to do is navigate down the lake for approximately ten miles. You will see Echo Bay Marina on your left. If you don’t see it on your left, you might check your right. It is there someplace. You can’t miss it.”

“That’s good to know,” Fenton replied, being careful to conceal his relief.

“Yes,” I said. “It’s quite simple. All you have to do is stay in the lake and you have a straight shot at Echo Bay. I, on the other hand, have to wend my way through numerous hairpin turns, over two mountains, and among numerous divergent roads. You will no doubt reach the resort a good twenty minutes ahead of me. So don’t worry about me if I’m a few minutes late.”

Quagmire responded with a maniacal laugh, when, as it turned out, he should have had his mind on the business at hand. I gave the boat a hard shove off. The current of Twilight Creek caught the craft and swept it out into the lake. It was only at that point that Fenton gave me a wave. Even though I was thoroughly irritated with him and his cavalier manner, I waved back. Quagmire continued to wave until he was swept around the first bend and out of sight. He was yelling, too, although I found him to be quite inaudible. Maybe my wife is right that I should get my hearing checked. Undoubtedly, he was probably still trying to remind me about his dinner and trophy. The guy simply won’t quit.

Strangely, I ran into a bit of a traffic jam on my way back to the border and was delayed for well over an hour. It wasn’t a total loss, though, because it had been years since I had seen any Canadian Mounties in their dress uniforms. Of all uniforms, I think the Mounties’ are the most spectacular. Reacting quickly to what might have been a difficult situation, I whipped a quick U-turn and headed back down the highway toward Echo Bay. Fenton, if he hadn’t drifted off into some ridiculous daydream, would have arrived sometime earlier.

When I got back to Echo Bay, I was not entirely surprised to find no boat and no Fenton! How could I even guess where he might have ended up? I sat there in the truck twiddling my thumbs and staring down at the empty slip and chastising myself for putting my boat in Quagmire’s care. That’s when I realized what had happened. Fenton had forgotten to ask me for the key to the boat’s ignition! It was just the sort of thing I had come to expect from him. The man simply lacked even the feeblest powers of observation. Well, I had no one to blame but Quagmire. I could scarcely believe I had once again trusted him to carry out an important but simple task. Well, he would have used the little trolling motor to get him back to the dock. It might have taken him a while, because there is quite a bit of current along that side of the lake, but an easy enough job for the 7-horse, if Fenton had thought to fill its gas tank. It was just like him to overlook a detail like that, though.
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