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			Introduction

			To the reader—

			In 1971, I was a teenage actor who privately held the unlikely dream of one day directing movies myself. The stories I read and heard about Frank Capra’s spirit, tenacity, and vision inspired me as much as his array of great and enthralling movies that had already left me in awe of his truly unique talent.

			It Happened One Night (1934), You Can’t Take It With You (1938), Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939), It’s a Wonderful Life (1946)—he directed and produced them all, the first two earning him Academy Awards for Best Director and Best Picture. A Caltech graduate in chemical engineering, he had waited tables, worked at a campus laundry facility, and played banjo at nightclubs. Frank Capra was no “goat,” as they say in Italian. For Frank, directing movies was a calling and the hard work was simply second nature. In addition to being a rags-to-riches example of the American Dream, Frank Capra was one of a kind and considered by many, and many legends, to be one of the best directors ever.

			John Ford: “Frank Capra heads the list as the greatest motion picture director in the world.”

			John Cassavetes: “Maybe there never was an America. Maybe it was only Frank Capra.”

			He worked at all levels of the film industry. From a gag man under Mack Sennett to an editor, script writer, producer, and as a brilliant director. Because of the stories he told, people say Frank had a deep insight into people and events and that he loved the “little man.” Whether Mr. Smith was going to Washington or Mr. Deeds was going to town, Capra swept us all along on the journey with characters we can all relate to. In any case, there is no denying that Frank Capra brought some of the greatest stories of American life to the screen.

			In The Name Above the Title, Capra tells the story of his life so masterfully that when I read it, it was the rocket fuel I needed to propel me to new levels of passion and ambition to be a moviemaker and to, by god, dare to quit being quiet about it and declare it to the world!

			This expansive autobiography winningly frames the stories of Capra and his family coming to America as poor, illiterate Italian immigrants; how he worked his way up to the top of the business; his service in World War II; the McCarthy era, and beyond. Spanning decades, Frank Capra served his country with distinction both in military and civilian life. Earning many medals while serving the United States during World War II, he also earned the Order of the British Empire from Winston Churchill. Throw in six Academy Awards and many other awards too numerous to mention and Mr. Capra cuts an historic silhouette.

			Yet his career success never dulled his compassion for writing stories about the human condition and creating work such as the perennial, decades-long holiday favorite: It’s a Wonderful Life, an unparalleled pan-generational hit built on values and the characters who stand up for them. 

			Unfortunately, when Frank was in his mid-sixties, it seemed the film industry had turned its back on him. He couldn’t find a studio willing to hire him to make a motion picture he believed in and he began losing his confidence. At some point he went north to his family’s second home in the High Sierras, did some soul-searching, and it was then that he began to write stories again. To this date, the extent of his writing output can’t be known for sure, but over three decades after his passing, his family found galleys of two unpublished novels in an old storage locker. These two novels titled Night Voices and Cry Wilderness were both written in 1966 with changes made in 1968, and prove that Capra’s drive to tell stories was still alive!

			Told against the backdrop of two famous mountain ranges, the geologic masterpieces known as the Sierra Nevada and White Mountains, Cry Wilderness is yet another classic Capra story. In this tale, a seemingly minor investigation leads to an epic court case that pits two points of view of human nature against each other. These two perspectives and the definition of civilization and culture itself are brilliantly put in play here by Capra who, without question, gives the reader much to ponder after turning the last page. The story is articulate, thoughtful, profound, and, most importantly, told without pretension. 

			Cry Wilderness is a classic Capra tale we can all fall in love with and indicates in sharp relief that well past the supposed “peak” of his professional directing career, Frank Capra was creating characters and scenes that were quintessentially his own. Once again Capra has brought pages to life with his undiminished and unparalleled humor involving an abundance of great characters and, in an ironic twist, includes himself!

			Yes, at center of it all is Frank Capra, the Hollywood big shot, called to action and moved to take on the establishment. The story could certainly suggest that maybe he never really left Hollywood, that perhaps it was Hollywood that left him, and well before his time. Nevertheless, here it is on the page, evidence that roughly twenty-five years before his death in 1991, the undaunted Frank Capra was creating a new chapter in his career. He was writing a book. A novel. And then some.

			Cry Wilderness is genuine, intriguing, and wonderfully Capra-esque. Read it and enjoy! It is my sincere hope that you’ll be inspired by Frank Capra the same way I was.

			—Ron Howard

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			I feel in the mood to tell a tale in print. All my professional life I’ve tried to tell tales with film. Now I’m seized with this strange yen to tell one with words. Nothing new, this yen. Writing is a virus that strikes almost everybody at some time.

			Fortunately the disease, though virulent in some, lasts only a short time, building its own immunity against reoccurrence. The victims recover nicely to pursue their own trades. Any aftereffects? Yes…an increase in their humility count, a bruised ego, awe and admiration for Chekov, Maugham, de Maupassant, and Twain; and adoration and reverence for such gods as Tolstoy, Dante, and Shakespeare.

			For such unique men the writing virus is symbiotic. Disease and victim combine to grow and flourish into an artistic marriage, pollinating each other into producing such imaginative fruits as novels, plays, poems, and tales. But for us mortals?

			Anyhow, the bug has bitten and driven me to pleasant wanderings in the forest of words. If you, too, feel like wandering, come along and help me unravel this odd tale—a tale full of half-truths, whole-truths, and no-truths at all.

			What probably started this nonsense was spending a few months in our wilderness cabin on Silver Lake in the High Sierras; where the air is like wine, the wine is like vodka, the vodka like women…and the women? Well, they’ve got one more rib. Honest. I counted my wife’s. But don’t go around trying to prove this by counting your wife’s unless you know some good Judo holds. Wives object violently to being undressed just to have their ribs counted. They squirm and fight with tooth and nail. But it’s okay. Before you get to the fifth rib you get other ideas. The resulting romp is—Mamma Mia! You never knew you had it in you.

			Anyway, three months ago I realized a certain Hollywood studio was giving me the salami treatment; you know, cutting off one slice at a time, which you don’t miss until you wind up with just the string.

			So I said to hell with Hollywood! And anyway, trout season was opening, and I have a wife (Lu) who’ll fly right out of a beauty shop in the middle of a hairdo to go fishing. So Lu and I pack up and drive 350 miles to our cabin on Silver Lake. I had a plan, of course. I always have plans. But this one was the best plan I’d thought of in years. I was going “native”! Yes, sir—forget Hollywood, and go native. While I’m still young. In the most primitive mountains in the world.

			But which path should I follow in “going native”? There were two well-known hermits that had already gone native in our neck of the woods. One was known as “Bear Bait,” a wino; the other they called “Dry Rot,” a kind of a wraithlike fellow. Should I go “animal” like Bear Bait, and maybe freeze happily while soused? Or go “aesthetic” like Dry Rot, and desiccate into dust and let the winds blow me round the world? Should I roam, and marvel, and write as a modern John Muir? Or should I create an original way, worthy of an Academy Award winner? A creative way?

			All this I tell Lu, in the hope that she would tell me which road to going native I should take. Flatly she listens, and flatly she flattens me with, “Oh, be your age… And will you please button that bottom button on your fly!” And off to the kitchen she goes to make coffee.

			I’m crushed. Sometimes I wonder if woman is the best thing that’s happened to man. After all, she was just an afterthought, something the Almighty took more pains to make attractive after He looked at Adam and said, “What has God wrought?” Anyway, I up and bellow at her through the kitchen door: “All right, laugh. But I’m going native in my own way. You’ll see. I’m going to build me a hutch on top of the highest peak. And I’ll roll snowballs down on the stinking world. And when planes fly over me, I’ll write dirty words in the snow with you-know-what. And I’ll write left-handed so they won’t recognize my handwriting, and…”

			Lu comes running in with a light in her eyes. “Look, darling, the fish are rising!” I look. They are jumping.

			“Oh, boy. Come on!” I yell. “Get your fly rod…put on a mosquito…number twelve…” And we both go flying out to our boat. When brownies rise on Silver Lake, going native can wait.

			Where’s Silver Lake? It’s in Mono County, California, nestled in the Eastern High Sierras. Switzerland can’t even hold a yodel to it. It’s a jewel of sparkling water set deep in a circle of towering tree-green peaks and capped with snow-white diamonds. When sun and ripple combine their magic, the lake is a sea of shimmering silver. But when in the depths of its stillness it reflects the cobalt of the sky, the passing white clouds stop, Narcissus-like, to primp and admire themselves in this most exquisite of mirrors.

			I was introduced to Silver Lake by that great actor, Wallace Beery. Around 1925, Wally and Raymond Hatton (co-stars in several film comedies) each built a cabin on Silver Lake. Wally built his on a very small island, about fifty yards from shore. It became known as Beery’s Island. And Wally had two boon fishing pals: Al Roscoe, a good-time Charlie actor, and Frank Capra, a Mack Sennett gagman. Al and I loved to pal around with Wally, mostly because he’d send us into hysterics with his exaggerated animal noises while eating, drinking, or at stud. Then, too, he owned a Travel Air biplane, which he could fly into the craziest places, as he did on our many fishing trips to his Silver Lake cabin. If men needed proof that they are born fools, those trips provided ample evidence.

			The nearest landing strip to Wally’s cabin was in Bishop, sixty-five miles away and about three thousand feet lower. But Wally had to have a closer runway. So he, Roscoe, and I hand-cleared the sagebrush off a sloping sand dune at the edge of June Lake (four miles away) and called it “Beery Field.” The quarter-mile “runway” ran downhill from the top of the sand dune to the icy waters of June Lake. A four-wheel-drive Jeep would have spun its wheels on “Beery Field.”

			Beery managed to land on Beery Field—with the three of us in the plane—with all the comforts of landing a roller-coaster that had jumped its tracks. Coming in low, he’d bounce his wheels off the top of the sand dune, make three or four kangaroo leaps down the runway, then, squashing the Travel Air in a slithering side-skid, he’d finally jackass the gutty plane to a shattering stop in a cloud of sand and dust.

			But taking off down that sand dune, with three people in the plane, at an altitude of 7,600 feet, was sheer suicide. So Wally would take off alone, leaving his chauffeur to drive Roscoe and me to the longer, lower airstrip at Bishop. But the takeoff with Wally alone was also impossible with a normal “rolling” start. In the deep sand, the plane couldn’t pick up enough speed to keep from plunging into June Lake. So we contrived a goofy way to give the plane a “jump” start. The boggled June Lake natives always managed to gather on nearby hills to see the “fun.”

			On the top of the sand dune—the beginning of the “runway”—there was an old, lightning-shattered pine stump, to which we hitched the tail of the plane with a looped rope. I crouched at the tail with a hatchet, ready to cut the rope on the signal. When Beery yelled, “Contact!” Roscoe spun the propeller by hand.

			Wally warmed up the motor, then shoved the gas throttle to full power. The earsplitting noise bounced back in thundering echoes from the surrounding peaks.

			Up went the tail of the Travel Air. Like a leashed hound eager to chase a cat, it leaped, shook, and tugged at the tie-rope. I scrunched against the stump to keep from being blown away by the cyclonic sand blast, a blast that would have flayed my hide off had I not been muffled and hooded with gloves and raincoat. In the roar of the motor and the hurricane of sand, I was deaf, dumb, and blind to any normal signal. But tied to my ankle was a long rope that led off to Roscoe.

			When Wally waved out of the cockpit, Roscoe yanked the signal rope. I whacked at the tie-rope. Unleashed, the plane leaped forward in a cloud of dust and noise and rolled like a drunken sailor toward the icy water. Only Roscoe could see what was going on as he ran after the plane yelling, “Keep her tail up, Wally, keep her tail up!” I would be blind for half an hour. The plane teetered and jounced right to the water’s edge, then—by some miracle known only to Saint Jude—with one last death-defying lurch, it lifted its wheels and lumbered slow and low over the water like a pelican that had swallowed a horseshoe.

			Each takeoff was heart-stopping. Each should have been the last. And each time Wally got airborne, Roscoe would jump up and down, shouting, “He made it! He made it!” To which I—prostrate, blind, too sandblasted to give a blasted damn—weakly answer, “Olé.” Then Roscoe would lead me to the lake, wash a quart of sand out of my eyes, ears, and nose—and lift my tail feathers with a slug of bourbon. (And all the blahs were quickly replaced by laughs and the joy of being alive again.)

			After our marriage, Lu and I spent many happy weekends in Wally’s cabin. And when in the early thirties a snow avalanche engulfed Beery’s Island and spread his plush cabin over Silver Lake’s ice in pieces no bigger than matchsticks, we rented Raymond Hatton’s cabin, or stayed in one of Pop Carson’s leaky log huts in what is now Silver Lake Lodge. In 1947—in celebration of making my favorite film (It’s A Wonderful Life)—we built our own cabin right on the edge of Silver Lake. It will sleep thirteen. And it is, without question, the most heavenly place on earth. Allow me to drool a little.

			Around our cabin are the he-men lodgepole and Jeffrey pines, standing Texas-tall and straight as branding irons. Huddled head-to-head in excited groups below them, like teenage girls adoring their heroes, the quaking aspen quiver and giggle. A nod from one of the pines sends them into a dither of leafy applause. While in between them, gnarled, stunted junipers look up at the pines with the same sour expression potbellied men once cast at Valentino.

			But through them all the fresh winds blow; on them the clean rains fall and the sunlight glistens, pristine and unfiltered. Breathing here is a joy, not a prelude to coughing. And when it thunders in the peaks…oh, man…like giants bowling strikes. Add to this a half-mile, hard-to-negotiate forest road, which isolates us from the nearest pavement… Ah, Wilderness!

			And just one more beauty only Lafcadio Hearn could describe—before I get on with the plot. Sure I’ve got a plot. I’m not one of those new breeds of directors to whom a plot is something they sell at Forest Lawn…Autumn: summer surrendering to winter in a month-long ceremony of pomp and panoply, with riotous colors flying; refusing to yield the flaming sword until the last autumn leaf has floated past in review.

			Autumn! You stand in a patch of quaking aspen…in an aura of red, yellow, and gold; the shimmering colors suffusing and warming everything they touch—especially your heart. In the mountains around you, the aspen that line the tumbling creeks are now transfigured into waterfalls frozen in gold!

			Selah! Now for the plot… Selah? What does that mean? “So there”? “Take it or lump it”? I looked it up. And I learned that psalms are the poetical lyrics of songs that were sung; and that “Selah!” was a “music up!” musical direction to punctuate a particularly pithy statement in the psalm—a modern cymbal crash or a choral “hallelujah!” Okay, my “Selah!” goes double. For my plot is not only pithy, it’s… Oh, I just heard the end of the legend; the folktale of two nameless characters who “went native” up here. I say nameless because even at their fantastic trial at the Bridgeport Courthouse they refused to reveal their names. And I say legend because I’ve pieced together the story from the romantic vaporings of old-timers, and you know how old codgers can blow up a minor miracle into a Genesis.

			Anyway, with me it all started one evening about ten years ago, as I was coming out of the June Lake General Store with some groceries. Right behind me was Deputy Sheriff “Lefty” Wakefield, a big, tough, ox of a man, but as friendly as a Labrador retriever. He was carrying a roll of cheesecloth and some nylon rope, which he threw in the back seat of his sheriff’s car.

			“Hi, Frank,” he greeted me.

			“Hi, Lefty. What’s with the rope?”

			“You very busy tonight?” he asked cryptically.

			“No. Not if you’ve got a better offer.”

			“I have.” Then, lowering his voice, “Can you keep your trap shut?”

			“When I’m alone, maybe.”

			“Okay. Get in.”

			I hurriedly got into the car, secretly thrilling at the thought of aiding a sheriff with red lights and siren and all. He was just about to close his door when he got out again.

			“Oh, I forgot,” he whispered, “you’ll need a knife, too.”

			He dashed back into the store. A knife? I thought. Are we going to scalp somebody?

			I was about to take flight when back he came, handing me a long hunter’s knife in a leather sheath. Then, as he started the car:

			“You can do a better job with that than I can. I’ve seen you.”

			With the amber light flashing, we cruised through June Lake’s crowded, crooked main street, and out past June Lake’s “balanced boulder,” which looms fearfully over the road—a ninety-ton, egg-shaped hunk of glacier-deposited granite that balances magically on the small end of its egg, and on a smaller rock, yet. I looked at the knife in my hands and began to worry…and sweat.

			“Look, Lefty,” I began nervously, “I…I ain’t much for…I mean, what’s the caper, as we say in crime movies?”

			“You promised to keep your big Hollywood mouth shut, remember?”

			“I promised nothing,” I retorted hopefully. “You don’t trust me? Fine. Let me out.”

			“Just kidding, Frank, just kidding. But on the level. Keep this to yourself, will you?… As a favor?”

			“Okay…but where’re we going?”

			“I got two deer in the back of the car.”

			“Oh.” I brightened. “It’s the game warden I shouldn’t talk to, huh?”

			“Naw…Wes knows all about it. You see, deer knocked off by cars on the highway, we’re supposed to take to the county prisoners or the hospital.” Then, jabbing a banana-sized finger into my arm, he growled, “But not these two, you hear?… These are for Bear Bait and Dry Rot, and I don’t really give a damn who you tell about it.”

			I looked at Lefty with great affection as he gruffly swung the car north on Highway 395. Big bullet head, big hairy hands, big three-hundred-pound body that seemed to fill the whole car—and, for me, a heart big enough to fill Mono County. You see, Lefty was not only a dear friend. He was my hero.

			Bear Bait and Dry Rot? They were two disreputable nuts that had been holed up in the woods for years and years. Bear Bait I had seen several times, but Dry Rot only once, years ago. Following an old logging road into Jeffrey Pine Forest in my station wagon, I had stopped to cut up “slashings” (the limbs left by lumbermen) for firewood. I was alone. But as I looked up from sawing wood, I saw I wasn’t alone. In the gloom of the thick pines, a ghost was moving. I froze in fright.

			But as I watched, I saw it was a man walking…a tall, very thin man…with long silver hair falling down his shoulders, and a long beard, white, down to his waist. His tattered clothes hung on him like white robes. Then I realized he was covered all over with white volcanic dust, giving him the appearance of a wraith.

			He stopped to look at me. Although he was fifty yards away, I thought I saw him smile. With his right hand he made the sign of the cross in my direction…and I thought I heard the words “Pax vobiscum.” I say “I thought” because as I stood there in open-mouthed amazement, I wasn’t sure of anything.

			Then the wraith stepped behind a tree and disappeared. Moments later, I thawed. “What the hell was that?” I asked myself. I rushed out to where I had seen the apparition and looked around. Nothing. I looked for footprints. But the ground was covered with pine needles. I ran back to my station wagon, jumped in, and tore out of that forest as if there were no trees in it.

			Back at June Lake, I made for The Tiger Bar for a quick drink. I was still shaking. Red, the bartender, looked at me funny-like as he poured a bourbon.

			“Frank…you’re pale. What’d ya see, a ghost?”

			“Yeah…” And I told him what I saw. Red laughed.

			“That was Dry Rot you saw.”

			“Who?”

			“Dry Rot…a harmless nut…been in the woods for years.”

			“Who is he?”

			“Nobody knows.”

			“Where’s he live?”

			“Oh, out there someplace. Nobody’s ever found his hideout.”

			“Well…” I stuttered, “Dry Rot?… Is that his name?”

			“Naw… Never would tell his real name. Us merchants around here hung Dry Rot on ’em… You ever fish with grubs?”

			“Those big white grubs?… Sure.”

			“Well he digs grubs out of the dry rot of fallen logs…puts ’em in cans we leave him, and hides ’em in a hollow log by the highway. Then us store guys pick up the grubs and sell ’em to you fishing Joes. That’s why we call him Dry Rot.”

			“Well, for Pete’s sake… Hmm…and you leave him money?”

			“No. He won’t touch money. Never has. No, he just leaves little notes… ‘Some socks, please’… He’ s always so polite… ‘Some shoes’…‘some tools’… Lately, Ed Krouse, the hardware guy, told me he’s been askin’ for heavy gloves and cement.”

			“Cement?”

			“Yeah… Bugs me what in Christ’s world he’d do with cement… First few years all he asked for was whiskey. That’s how I got hep to the hollow log. Then all of a sudden he’s off liquor. Not a drop since. Funny guy.”

			“Whatta you know… How about food? Doesn’t he ever…”

			“Never. But you know old Piute Joe from Mono? He was in here years ago putting the bite on me for a drink…said he’d tell some good gossip for a bourbon. So I said, ‘Give with the gossip first.’ So he told me Dry Rot had been down to Mono Lake pesterin’ old Indian biddies about what they ate as kids. Cost Dry Rot a little whiskey, but they opened up… Pinon nuts, they told him, and Mono Lake ‘shrimp’—you know, those fly eggs Indians eat like caviar…”

			“You mean the fly larvae that wash up on shore…”

			“Yeah, fly something… Ain’t eatin’ none, tell you that… Another drink? Okay…and they told him about the big Jeffrey pine caterpillars you smoke down out of trees…and about wild onions, taboose, berries, squaw rice, and all the rest of the junk the Indians ate…and that’s what Dry Rot’s eatin’ I guess. Funny guy.”

			“Well, whatta you know. I’d like to talk to him.”

			“Save your breath… He sees you, he disappears…wants no truck with nobody. Wish I had guts enough to get the hell out of this bar and do what he does.”

			“Yeah,” I mused. “Wonder why he went native?”… And I was still wondering when deputy Lefty slowed up and eased the car off the highway, down a bank and onto no road at all, just an opening in some thick Jeffrey pines. He weaved in and out between the spooky red-barked, diamond-quilted trunks for about a hundred yards, then stopped in a secluded draw. Our headlights eerily illumined a ghostly pine with a low horizontal branch. A hanging tree, of course. Cold fingers brushed my spine.

			“What foul deed is afoot here?” I secretly parodied in Shakespearian conceit.

			“Okay, Frank,” said Lefty. “Let’s hang ’em up here.” He turned out the car lights and lit a pocket flashlight.

			From under a canvas cover on the floor of the back seat we dragged out two deer, a doe, and a young spike buck. We tied two nooses around their necks, threw the ropes over the tree limb, hoisted up the deer until their hind feet were off the ground, and tied the ropes to the tree trunk. Then we unsheathed our knives. But I couldn’t figure out why all the secrecy.

			“Look, Lefty. I don’t mind helping you with the cleaning and skinning. But why act like two guys that just robbed a bank?”

			“Because,” he snapped angrily as he slit the belly, “the rich, fat, real estate bastards, the big new-money city guys investing ’round here…they’re needling county officials to run Bear Bait and Dry Rot the hell out of here. ‘Bad for business,’ they say… ‘Lots of children in the woods now… These two nuts could be dangerous for them…Think of the publicity… Blah, blah, blah! The dirty moneygrubbing, sons of… Neither one of these two loners would hurt a fly.”

			We started cutting out the entrails, careful-like because of the weak flashlight.

			“So,” continued Lefty, waxing madder by the minute, “the word sifted down to us officers, the storekeepers and the forestry guys, not official mind you, just hints… Give the two hermits the bum’s rush. So all doors are closed to Bear Bait, now…and Dry Rot…his grubs are rotting in the old hollow log. The bastards.” He paused, then continued.

			“Know what the chief said to me this morning? ‘Lefty,’ he says, ‘pick up those two bums on a vag charge and bring ’em in… We’ll roust ’em around a little… Maybe they’ll leave the County.’

			“‘Chief!’ I told him. ‘That’s not fair and you know it. I know the heat’s on you from the new big shots, but if Bear Bait and Dry Rot are vags, I’m Al Capone. Not me, Chief, I won’t pick ’em up, not even if it means my badge. And if you send somebody else to pick ’em up, send big guys…’cause I’ll be there to be picked up with ’em.’ And he said, ‘Keep your temper, Lefty…or it will mean your badge.’ So I walked out…and I picked up these deer cars knocked off near Fern Creek…and I’m gonna skin ’em and clean ’em and take ’em to those two hermits! Chief or no chief.”

			Then he turned to me, shaking his bloody knife.

			“Frank… Don’t ever tell this to nobody…but two years ago, there was this head-on crash at night this side of Deadman’s Summit. I got to the accident first. Bodies all over the highway. One of the bodies, young he was, waves me over to him…

			“‘Officer, officer…there was somebody here…big long beard…all in white like a ghost…kneeled down by those people over there…Then he heard your siren and disappeared.’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘probably was an angel…means you’re gonna be all right’… And the young man says, ‘Oh, my God,’ and starts reciting the Lord’s Prayer… Dry Rot, of course… Dangerous? Those bastards.”

			By this time we were wiping out the insides of the deer with cheesecloth. I had a zillion questions to ask. But before I could frame one, Lefty was off again.

			“And Bear Bait…dirty old whiskey-souse Bear Bait. I was passing Silver Lake Lodge when Bill Johnson flags me down. A fisherman from Rush Creek was on the floor inside with a chicken bone in his throat. The phones were out, and could I rush the man to the Bridgeport Hospital? Sure. They carry him out and lay him on my back seat. He’s gasping and making awful noises trying to breathe. It’s gonna take thirty-five minutes to Bridgeport flat out, and I’m scared the man won’t make it.

			“I turn on the red light and the siren and lead-foot through the Loop toward three ninety-five. Then I think of Bear Bait. I’ve always had a hunch about him… Just a hunch, mind you…that he was some kind of doctor… So I take the chance. I turn off the highway and bust through the woods to his shack…about a mile from here. He’s in…and soused as usual. I opened the back door of my car and pointed inside. ‘Bear Bait, I’ve got a man here with a chicken bone in his throat. He’s dying. What’ll I do?’ Before I could finish he was in the back seat feeling the man’s throat. The man was blue and out.

			“‘Quick,’ he orders, ‘your knife.’ ‘Me?’ I ask, scared to death. ‘Your knife…hurry.’ I took out my pocket knife and opened it. ‘Now stab…right between my thumbs.’ ‘Bear Bait, I’m a cop, not a…’ ‘Stab, you stupid idiot…quick…right between my thumbs…’

			“I stabbed where he told me. Air came in and out of the hole making the blood burble. ‘Now,’ he tells me, ‘hold the wound open till I come back.’ I held the cut open with my clumsy thumbs. Color comes back into the man’s face, but me, I got no blood left.

			“Then Bear Bait came out…with a dirty old pipe stem from a corn cob. He stuck the pipe stem halfway in the cut. Air whistled in and out of it. ‘Now get this man to the hospital. Quick!’

			“Well, when I got to Bridgeport the man walked into the hospital… Bear Bait… Dangerous? The bastards!”

			“Lefty… How’d you get the hunch… I mean, about him being some kind of a doctor?”

			“Oh, that… Still not sure. First year he’d holed up in his shack, it was. I used to nose around and check on him ’bout once a week…and maybe take him something the wife had cooked to try to make him talk. Two pecan pies this time I had in the back seat. Oh, not because I was Santa Claus, no sir…just a cop makin’ sure he was clean…you know…

			“Well, as I rolled up, there was his fire outside the shack with a pot on it. I toot my horn to let him know it was me…and out busts a tall guy…looked like a scarecrow, hobbling on one foot and going Billy-be-damned through the trees, with Bear Bait after ’im.

			“Well, I jump out of the car, shoot a couple of shots in the air and yell, ‘Hold it, Hold it!’ But Bear Bait had tackled the guy and waved to me for help. Only his name wasn’t Bear Bait then. I called him Mister No Name. And he was Mister No Drink then, too. He took to the flit later.

			“‘Who is he?’ I ask No Name as I got to ’im.

			“‘Sick man, Mister Lefty. Please don’t let him run away,’ he tells me. ‘I’ll get a blanket…’

			“I grab the man as he keels over. All rags and bones he was. And whiskey breath? Liked to knock me over. ‘Sick, hell… He’s drunk, No Name.’

			“‘No, no,’ as No Name spreads a blanket near the fire. ‘Bring him here, please.’

			“I pick up the scarecrow. He’s hot as a firecracker and about as light. ‘No Name, he’s running a fever. I’ll take ’im to the hospital!’

			“The fuss that No Name put up. ‘No, NO. They ask questions. Just a leg infected, that’s all. A thorn… Lay him down here.’ 

			“I lay the man down on the blanket next to the fire. On his shinbone I see an ugly red-and-blue swelling big as my fist. No Name’s passing the blade of a bone-handled knife through the flames. I’m worried.

			“‘No Name…suppose he dies?’

			“‘He won’t die if we hurry. Oh, Mister Left…needle and thread…we need a needle and thread.’

			“‘I’ll look in my kit.’ I find threaded needles in my first aid box…but I also find my senses as a cop. Picking up my radio mike, I yell at Bear Bait:

			“‘Hold it, No Name… Don’t touch him! I’ll radio for an ambulance…’

			“‘I’m finished. Bring the thread.’

			“‘Finished?’ I walk back to ’em. Bear Bait had slit open the big lump down to the bone and was squeezing out big gobs of yellow stuff. Between squeezings he washes the wound out with whiskey. The man starts to moan and tries to sit up.

			“‘Sit on him, Mr. Lefty…and here,’ hands me the whiskey pint, ‘pour some of this into him.’”

			“Ordered you around like a nurse, huh?” I chimed in, still wiping out the inside of the deer with cheesecloth.

			“Frank, I was so flabbergasted I obeyed the orders, too… Me! A tough cop who don’t mind knocking heads together. But while I dribbled whiskey into the sick guy’s mouth, I remembered something.

			“‘Hey, No Name,’ I threw at him, ‘you lied to me. You said you didn’t drink.’

			“‘I don’t,’ he answered, ‘he had it on him. Thread, please.’

			“I hand him the threaded needle. He puts the needle in the fire first, then straddles the man, sits on his knees to keep the legs still, and over his shoulder I see his hand come up and down as he’s sewing the guy up. Fine deputy sheriff, I thought to myself. How do I report this?

			“‘What’s the guy’s name?’ I ask No Name.

			“‘Don’t know, sir,’ he answers, in between stitches.

			“‘Ever see him before?’

			“‘No. Just limped in a few moments before you came, and collapsed. When he heard your horn, he up and ran.’

			“‘Oh…saw me and ran, huh?’ I was the cop again, and about time. ‘Ten to one he broke jail someplace. I better frisk him.’

			“Well, I go through his pockets…and nothing! Not a penny, no wallet, no cards, no nothin’! Only in one pocket I find a few pine nuts and a crazy string of beads. So I’m writing in my book, pine nuts and beads, when Beat Bait gets up and says: ‘Thank you, Mister Lefty. He’s okay now.’

			“I look down at the man’s leg. A piece of bark is over the stitches, tied on with strips of his shirt. Bark, plain bark.

			“‘Take that junk off, No Name, I got bandages and tape in the kit.’

			“‘No bandages, please,’ as he follows me to the car, ‘I don’t know about bandages… He’ll be fine—everything’s clean here in the woods…’

			“‘Okay, I’ll bandage him,’ as I open the kit. ‘I can’t take him that way when I’ve got real bandages.’

			“‘Take him where, sir?’

			“‘To the station.’

			“‘Why, sir?’

			“‘Because…sir! I’m a policeman. That joker may’ve stuck up forty banks… Hey!’ I’m pointing at nothing. The man’s gone. Up and disappeared while I yakked with No Name.

			“Well, I run around hollerin’ and bellerin’ into the woods…shooting warning shots…looking for footprints, which made me madder ’cause footprints’re all Greek to me.

			“So I run back to the car to report in, yellin’ to No Name that if I got my tail in a crack over this I was gonna run him out of the county.

			“I call headquarters. The chief himself answers. Cornhouser was his name, ‘Pop Cornhouser’ we called him, a wonderful guy, he was—almost eighty. I reported how this scarecrow suspect had lammed out on me while getting bandages, described him, and so on…when Pop starts to laugh.

			“‘Relax, Lefty,’ the chief says. ‘The Inyo County Sheriff told me last week this egg might be headin’ our way. Said he’s been hanging round Bishop Creek for over a year…soiling worms and grubs to fishermen. Wouldn’t give his name or nothing, so they checked out his fingerprints… No record… Got all his marbles, too. Just a harmless nut who wants to live with squirrels. Well educated too, but he likes the bottle. He’s clean, Lefty. Don’t bother him unless he starts breaking laws.’

			“‘Okay, Chief.’ I hang up the mike. ‘Well, Mr. No Name,’ I says, ‘got ourselves another stray cat for my wife to worry about. Here.’ I hand ’im the pecan pies. While he had a pie in each hand I drop in a quick question:

			“‘No Name…were you a doctor once?’

			“‘No!’ he gave me back fast. Then slower, ‘I think I worked in a butcher shop once.’

			“‘Where?’ I shot back.

			“‘Oh, I forget where…’

			“Then I asked him point-blank: ‘No Name, I’m your friend. What’s eatin’ you? Why do you want to forget everything?’

			“And, Frank, he stands there,” Lefty pantomimes it, “a pecan pie in each hand, blinking his eyes fast on account they’re startin’ to wet up.

			“‘Mr. Lefty,’ he says, ‘I wish to God I could forget everything…if there is a God.’

			“Then he says the nicest thing anybody ever said to me:

			“‘But one thing I won’t ever forget…your kindness. You and your wife. Thank you, sir.’

			“Well…I gunned that motor and got out quick.”

			•••

			The deer were cleaned inside. Now to skin them…a long, tedious job. That gave me time to think of my experiences with No Name—I mean Bear Bait, because that’s the only name I knew him by.

			I’d heard tales about Bear Bait. Ex-college man, some said…from Yale, Stanford, what have you. Others said he was a black sheep prince… Most said he was just a drunken bum.

			But when I first met him, he was fast deteriorating into an animal. His once curly black hair had grayed, knotted, and clotted into a mane of mops. The dirt on his face was old enough to interest geologists. Two boozy, red-lined eyes peering out through matted hair were all that proved he had a face. His clothes, which he never took off, hung heavy with the weight of grime. No one could get that dirty in one lifetime.

			And yet…and yet…he fascinated me as he did many others. Underneath the filth you sensed a gentleness…even a nobility. Who is this pathetic wretch…or rather who was he? What was it he was trying to forget, alone in this beautiful wilderness—and failing?

			Many a time when I was fishing on a lake or a stream, Bear Bait would find me. I was one of his pet patsies. Like the time on Rush Creek when I suddenly became aware of his standing behind me, swaying from side to side. He startled me, because at first glance he looked more like a pint-sized Abominable Snowman than a human being; his little red eyes smiling and blinking, his chapped mouth making sounds that only those of us who knew him could translate into: “Clean your fish, Mister? Clean your fish, huh, huh?”

			“Oh, hi, Bear Bait.” Calling a man by that debasing name always made me wince. “Sure, go ahead.” His body jerked in small fits. I knew the dreaded craving for alcohol would soon rack his tortured nerves.

			With a happy grunt, he squatted down to my creel, took out a sharply pointed, bone-handled knife, half the bone of which was gone, and began cleaning fish. I cast out aimlessly but observed him closely. He held the knife like a good calligrapher holds a pen. After opening each fish, he expertly slit the stomach to minutely examine what the fish had fed on.

			Suddenly I had a hunch. I spitballed it out as carelessly as I was casting my fly line.

			“Bear Bait…was it at Stanford or Yale that you learned to hold a scalpel like that?”

			He froze, still peering into the fish, a silent statue. A pause. Then he abruptly dropped everything and, stumbling, hanging onto branches, he scrambled away along the riverbank.

			“Bear Bait!” I called, “Wait a minute… Come back!”

			To him I was throwing rocks, not words. Then I yelled out the clincher.

			“Bear Bait…stop…I’ve got a whole bottle for you!”

			He froze again, his back still to me…with one hand on a limb and one foot in the water. I imagined the agony of his struggle…one last shred of dignity against a whole bottle of whiskey. The shred lost.

			He came back smiling and bowing to finish the rest of the fish. There is nothing that can choke you up more than to see the degradation of a human being. Was I helping or hurting him? I wasn’t sure.

			The fish cleaned, he took my rod, jacket, and creel, and like a puppy dog leading you on to play, he went ahead of me up the bank, holding branches back, giving me a hand up steep places, until we got to my car on the road. There he opened the car door for me, giggling, dancing, and urging me in…a child anxious to get to a picnic.

			I had auditioned this pitiful little act before. I knew what it meant. His shaking body screamed for liquor. The craving was on: a thousand little devils gnawing his insides for alcohol…alcohol.

			I put him in the back seat and opened all the car windows in order to survive. But it didn’t help much since he leaned forward on the front seat and chortled Frankie Fontaine noises into my ear.

			The smell of Bear Bait was not one to kid around with. It was gargantuan, classic, and so royally offensive that goats and skunks have turned tail and fled. In fact, the story has it that it was this miasmic aura that earned him his moniker in his early hermetic days. The June Lake Postmaster bumped into him on the street and stopped short, his lungs paralyzed. Turning, he rasped out:

			“Jesus, man…you smell like bear bait.”

			To which the un-fragrant eremite had replied with a flash of unexpected wit:

			“Oh, no, Mr. Postmaster…in the words of Samuel Johnson: You smell, sir…I stink.”

			It was this crack that set the locals off into a rash of conjecture about his past. Anyway, the name stuck. Bear Bait. And some twenty years later he was in the back seat of my car with all four windows open as I drove him back to my cabin for a bottle.

			It had been thundering, and now the rains came, as they can only come in the mountains. The peaks turned on their firehoses, while the angry winds tried to blow the water back up to them. I didn’t dare put up the windows for fear of being anesthetized. So I got drenched—and so did Bear Bait.

			Well, if you think a dry Bear Bait was tough to take, you should have tried him wet. I breathed out only…never in. I stopped the car some fifty yards from my door and told Bear Bait to wait, while I walked slowly toward the house hoping the rains would wash me clean. I got a bottle of scotch and came back out. There was Bear Bait at the door, bouncing eagerly up and down, his paws in front of him for balance, like a wet sheepdog just learning to stand on his hind feet.

			I handed him the bottle. As he took it, he made a sucking gasp of happy surprise. A whole bottle! He bowed and bowed his thanks, then, hugging the liquor to his chest, he disappeared into the wet night, gibbering as happily as a potted Mortimer Snerd.

			This childlike, nameless, repulsive, disintegrating human flotsam, having lost man’s most priceless possession—his dignity—would now stupefy himself and pass out blissfully and soggily under a dripping tree…and nobody cared—not even he.

			I remember silently asking God to bless him and all the other Bear Baits in the world.

			•••

			“What blood?… Oh…”

			Think fast, man… Then, from left field, that magic pasture of instant creativity whence spring full-blown ideas, inventions, alibis, and immortal phrases such as MacArthur’s “I shall return”… Bastogne’s “Nuts I”…Whistler’s “You Will”…Churchill’s “Blood, sweat, and tears”…the fight manager’s “We wuz robbed!” came:

			“Oh, I mean aye…’tis the blood of charity. Wist thee not that I am Robin Hood?”

			“Go on…I’m wisting.”

			“There’s hunger in the land, me wench. So bearding the Sheriff in his lair, me and Friar Tuck, Lefty to thee, we ventured bold in Sherwood Forest. Risking all, we caught two stags with our bare hands, dressed them deftly, wrapped them in cheesecloth to foil ye flies, then secretly hung one on a tree for Bear Bait, and t’other oyer a hollow log for Dry Rot. A noble deed I wot…what wot thee, Pigeon?”

			“Between wisting and wotting…I’m worried, that’s what I am.”

			“A fig for thy fears, Maid Marion,” as, playing the stout of heart, I made a pass at her derriere. She swished so neatly I missed completely. I sat down, faint with my good works.

			“Aye, ’tis thirst that marred my aim. So prithee, fetch me a goblet of nectar, ’ere I plant a kiss upon thy ruby lips.”

			“Prith to thee, Master Robin. You were bringing the nectar from the store… Doth remember?”

			“ZOUNDS!! A pox upon me for a clumsy lout!”

			I rushed to the door and turned to wow her with my curtain line.

			“I left the flagon in the Friar’s car. I’ll have the varmint’s hide!”

			•••

			Several days later I was drifting along in my boat on Silver Lake, casting a fly toward shore under the willows, when I heard a bell clanging furiously—the little ship’s bell on our front porch. Looking up, I saw my wife urgently waving me to come in. Something was up.

			“What’s on fire?” I asked as I leaped out of the boat.

			“Just the phone. The sheriff’s calling from Bridgeport.”

			“Sheriff! What’s he want?”

			“Just a female hunch…but you did throw a stag party last week.”

			“Ha, ha…funny,” I said as I ran into the house for the phone. “Hello?… Yes, Mr. Sheriff, this is Frank Capra talking…”

			As with all sinners, a guilt complex comes over me when speaking to the police. I give it away by being overly polite.

			“…You’re having a what?… An informal hearing?… Oh…internal discipline. Well, how can I help you, sir?… I see… Not over the phone… Yes, sir… I understand. Two thirty this afternoon… No, no trouble at all… Second floor, Supervisor’s Room, Courthouse… Yes, sir, I’ll be there…”

			My wife had been listening, of course.

			“So?” she asked.

			“So nothing. They’re having a hearing.”

			“Should I blow the horn and round up your merry band, Robin?”

			“Lay off, willya? This may not be funny, you know. What suit shall I wear?”

			“Your Lincoln Greens, of course…”
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