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SEEING THEM

Often, it’s just their signs—a ring appearing where once all was flat calm, a splashy grab for an escaping imago, the boil of a badass bass taking down a dragonfly from a lily pad. On the ocean, it can be their smell—fishy, oily, almondy, sweet—getting stronger as they invisibly approach, until you see the finger-length menhaden getting nervous, turning, diving, their sides flashing bright silver when the light catches them. Other times, it’s finding a way to adjust your eyes, looking and not looking all at once until … a wavering tail, the spotted sides, the white of the mouth opening like a white deer flag rising amid all the brown of the leaf-bare forest exactly the same color as its fur … a big brown holding perfectly still until angling up or down or sideways ever so slightly as the food conveyors past, and he shifts position to intercept it—so suddenly he is visible—and when seen through the refracting lens of water, even the big ones seem a little smaller, most of them remaining invisible to our airborne eyes. Seeing them is such an important part of it all, just seeing them. The expanse of a stream roaring by (a steady rush of sound and cool moist air), the glass-smooth of a back creek flat, inches deep, extending out endlessly in front of you as you wade along, shuffling your feet through the white-white bottom in case there might be stingrays hunting too, hidden by the sand … the weed line of a small, freshwater pond reflecting an empty, cloudless July sky, the dip-dip of your kayak paddle the only sound … all become something more alive, more complete as you try to read the signs, see through the glinting surfaces, down into their more-alive depths.


The Bahamas

A kayak tied off to a belt loop of my wading pants, wading cautiously through not-calf-deep water toward the glinting bonefish tails like so many castaways—shifting, pivoting, catching the sun then becoming invisible again when they turn away, until … crouching, nearly on knees now, I get close enough to see them turning near me, their whole sides now, exactly the color of the sandy-white bottom, so at first I am only seeing the darker shadow of them moving, noses down, pushing up the clean white sand into cloudy puffs in the otherwise crystalline water, rooting for shrimp or crabs, giving themselves away. More often than not, I only see them once I have startled them, big shouldered, dashing out from the shade of a mangrove edge after I stumble a little, move just a tad too fast, brush away a buzzing insect, and suddenly there they are, abracadabra, strong and lovely and terrified. The only good news: I can now watch them as long as possible as they steadily fin far away across the flat, training my eyes to discern what moments before I could not, though it was right in front of me.

On the back creeks of Cat Island, fishing without a guide for the first time, it took me two full days of spooking fish before I finally hooked up, saw the shadow first, then triangulated the angle of the late afternoon sun, then saw the bonefish move up from a deeper cut, finally toward where my fly sparkled and moved across the flat in short, quick bursts. The lemon sharks were easy to see, some as long as I am tall, wide, menacing and curious, constantly moving, sometimes a sleek fin protruding. I’m told to only worry about them if you hook and bleed a bonefish, and then they will grab at anything that moves, even an ankle. The big rays are easier still to spot, gliding by with their undulating wings as if in flight, and when you spy them, it is always a good idea to trace an invisible line back eight, ten feet behind them where a permit may well be following, hoping to nab a shrimp or crab the ray stirs up.




Michigan

April, cold as winter still, patches of grainy snow holding in the shady places on the north sides of trees and rocks. The water freshet high and off color, always seeming tan-brown until the light and my vision coincide in the right way and I see through. That silver-gray blur I thought was a rock a moment ago turns sideways, shakes her white belly, sending hundreds of eggs down into the gravel, the “redd” she has constructed, giving her away. And behind her, where I want to see them, the male steelhead, three of them, twelve- maybe fifteen-pounders, come into focus, mirroring her like bodyguards, secret service, teenage boys trailing a few guarded steps behind a pretty girl. I flip the “slinky” rig upstream—this is barely fly fishing—the parachute cord tube filled with beads of lead shot, the ends melted shut to keep it all contained, one large weight that will not snag, a large nymph attached to all that, then tied off the hook bend of the nymph, a small puff of yarn the color of their eggs (the “fly” that usually works). They are feeding regularly. I see their large white mouths opening and closing as they partake in this tumult of sex and dining. The sex, however, is the far more important venture here, so my cast has to be perfect, the fly has to drift very nearly right into their mouths, and if they strike, it will be in response to the whole onslaught of emotions swimming through them as they swim up onto the beds to release their milt onto the neat piles of eggs. I have to look carefully, see so much. I won’t feel the strike at all, so often a wild shaking of the head means they have taken then rejected my offering. After a number of missed opportunities, I will see them swim calmly out of the way of my drifting flies, no matter how perfect the cast, all hope of fooling them into thinking it is real food gone, so it is time to move on, to find another drama upon which to intrude.




Mexico

In the hundreds of miles of mangroves that stretch north of Campeche, pushing in through the dense tangle of branches into the heart of the mangroves in kayaks, finding these far-in ponds, seeing the obvious turbulence of cresting “baby” tarpon (under forty pounds). When I cast, they erupt toward the fast-as-you-can-strip-it motion of my big red-and-white tarpon dart fly. I know my odds of wrestling them away from the encircling mangroves with their thick tangle of roots are not good. A broken 9-weight rod later and only a few of the smaller ones to show for it, I realize that seeing them here, in these deep, secret places, will be enough, will fuel my memory for many years to come.

A few days later I’m hand-lining for bottom feeders with an old friend far out in the undulating Gulf, the Yucatán shore a nearly invisible mirage on the horizon. We use thick, stinky baitfish stabbed through the back with 5/0 hooks then tossed over the side, see the heavy monofilament line descend, feel it slide through our fingers, the big lead weights pulling everything down, down, twenty, forty, eighty, sometimes one hundred feet, right to the bottom. And finally, I see them appear, emerging from the depths, orange and yellow and blue even, these colorful bottom feeders, the boat boy making ceviche for us on the spot, cleaning the fish then chopping white flesh into neat squares, chopping onions, big handfuls of cilantro, squeezing lime juice over everything … so eventually we stop fishing, pull the Bimini over us to stave off the brutal sun, and smother fresh bolillos with the ceviche, washing it all down with ice-cold Victoria cervezas.

And later I see the tarpon at the marina in Progreso come swooping up from beneath the docks to eat the offal the boat boy tosses into the water as he cleans the remainder of grouper, snapper, blowfish, and yellow and red snapper we had caught so far from shore with so little to see. I pull out my fly rod and tie on a tarpon dart and cast to where I can see them, see their big swirls beneath the handfuls of tossed-overboard fish guts. Finally, I see a tarpon take my offering hard, as if it is something bloody and tasty and real, see it rush about between the many pylons of the marina before wrapping himself around one, breaking off, gone. Soon a crowd is watching this strange thing, this gringo trying to catch fish that are not good eating on his strange fishing rod with its puff of red feathers at the end. They cheer when I hook one, sigh when I lose it. They may well have never seen anything like this, but they never get to see me land one—and perhaps I shouldn’t have even tried.

A few days later, I am far out in the Gulf again, now north of Isla Holbox with a guide in a small panga chasing schools of giant tarpon, the guide standing up on his seat in the stern, both hands cupped over his eyes, scanning the horizon. He suddenly sits down and tells me to hold on as he shifts the outboard into gear, and we roar away, him still looking hard where I can see nothing but thin lines of clouds, the blue-green water reaching far to the horizon. Then he slows suddenly, our own big trailing waves pushing the boat up and forward, and he tells me to get ready, “prepárate!”

I stand and start stripping off line, leaning hard against the gunwale for balance and look out, still seeing nothing. He yells in English, “Cast now, cast, a las nueve”—at nine o’clock—and finally I see them, their big backs porpoising out of the water, ten, fifteen, maybe twenty of them, all of them four, five, six feet long—sixty, eighty, one-hundred-plus pounds. My cast is a little off target, but he tells me to let it sink, to count to twenty, al veinte, then leave it, “deja lo, deja lo,” that it’s okay—until finally I see them right alongside the boat, then moving almost directly beneath us, swooping down through the water where the Caribbean and the Gulf mix, big silver torpedoes sounding, rushing away as if one thing.





Montana


Every bridge over every creek becomes a lookout as I drive through the vastness of this state, living out of the back of my pickup, my wife pregnant back home in Michigan with our first son, this solo trip so important before so many unknown, unseen things begin. Soon I see, learn about the big gulps of browns and rainbows at the heads of pools, the more frantic slashing of the brook trout behind them, and behind these, far down in the hierarchy, the sips of the humble whitefish gladly taking what all the others have left behind. I learn to see the barely-there-then-gone gulps of rainbows, the dignified inhalations of big browns in the slower, bank-edge eddies. Later, I learn to look in the spiderwebs of the bankside grasses to see what insects are trapped there, what mayflies, stone flies, caddis flies they might be eating. I learn to look, too, on the exposed rocks midstream, to find the casings of the insects that have hatched. Soon I start to see the differences in their rise forms, telling me at what stage of the insect’s metamorphosis the trout are targeting. In the evening before setting up camp, crawling in finally, exhausted, under the cap of my pickup truck, I might hear the calm sips of trout effortlessly taking the spent mayfly spinners from the surface who have now completed their twenty-four hours of living and fornicating and now sacrifice themselves in the surface film. If I’m not too tired, I will crawl out of my truck, rig my rod in the dark, and see my cast unfurl in the last of the Montana light, following its descent through that “big sky,” my fly touching down, making barely a splash.

Later, hiking into and camping in the Box Canyon in Yellow-stone Park, I will see the Yellow Sally stone flies coming off in small clouds, the fat, hungry cutthroats gorging on them. After just one day of fishing, with only one yellow fly left, the one at the end of my tippet, I will end up looking through my clothes, finally pinching off bits of tannish-yellow wool from a sweater to use as dubbing, and work by the dim light of a headlamp to hastily tie some remarkably ugly approximations of Yellow Sally flies in my tent. Before turning in, I will feel a lump beneath my tent and reach out to remove it, feel something moist and furry, flip on my headlamp to see I’m holding a bloody elk hoof—so I will wash off the bottom of my tent, move it far upwind, and, seeing nothing, that night the sound of the river will become, again and again, the grunts and shuffling of an enormous grizzly preparing to devour me whole—with me repeatedly unzipping my tent door and shining my light out to see what might be there.




Long Island Sound

Here binoculars are crucial to see enough, and with them, the subtleties of other modes of fishing vanish, especially when bluefish have come into the sound from whatever mysterious depths they disappear to—far, far from sight—every fall. This is a simpler game. Find the birds. Find the birds and the big splashes beneath them. Certainly look for the big swirling tornadoes of birds sometimes seen with your bare eyes first, even from far away, but also look for a single bird, terns are best (they are more trustworthy and not as easily swayed by the kinds of things gulls will foolishly dive toward), and if they are flying with some urgency, see if you can follow them long enough with your eyes to tell which direction they are headed, then turn your binoculars there—and more often than not, the whole, bloody, chaotic, frenzied picture will come into view. The birds will appear from all corners of the harbor, from far out across the sound, from seaside marshes … if the blues are blitzing, pushing up waves of silvery, desperately fleeing baitfish, leaving guts and half-alive baitfish drifting about long after they are through with their frenetic assaults.
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Seeing them. Finding a new way to look. Shadows, light, looking past, beyond, through, seeing toward something else. The magic eyes of Bonefish Cordell in Bimini telling me five minutes before I could spot them where the bones would show, so fluent in the language of ripple and shadow, glint and motion, shaming me, my pigeon sight. Learning to look harder, look right, this the first kind of catching, an extension of this elemental thing I love to do. Holding them aloft once they are caught, seeing them there, curving in the bottom of a net, held by the lip between thumb and forefinger (if they have no teeth), pressed against the yellow of my kayak, the brown-green of my Adirondack canoe … is seeing them differently, out of their element, and surely not seeing them as fully as I do with that first glimpse, so often just a hint of something at the corner of my eye.










VOICES

Blindfold me and take me to a river I’ve known, a lake I’ve fished a lot. Set me down in some remote cove, on some quiet bend—I’ll know where I am. I’ll recognize something not easily described, the way you recognize the voice of a loved one. As a writer, the best analogy I can think of is the way good writers have something distinct about their style, something that makes a Hemingway or a Frost or a Dickinson … instantly recognizable—a unique voice. I remember a graduate course at the University of Massachusetts where I received my master of fine arts degree in fiction writing called “What Is Voice?”—a whole semester spent pondering this elusive facet of writing. The waters we fish also have voices, and like one’s writing voice, the forces that constitute them are myriad. I have been fortunate to come to know the voices of many different waters over the years: the lily-pad-thick shoreline of a south Michigan, ten-acre lake, a heron, statue still, waiting on fingerling bass in the shallows, the morning mist levitating inches above the flat-calm surface … the frothy, dangerous rush of Penobscot’s West Branch in northern Maine, Mount Katahdin’s knife edge far above and another fat landlocked salmon erupting into air … the Yucatán Peninsula’s northern shore, a deep red, rock reef set against the many blues of the Gulf, the heat in July something alive, a silver, frightened mass of baitfish exploding into air, and then the ladyfish cutting up through the boiling surface smacking my foam popper hard … the tannin-stained waters of a remote Adirondack lake, a bald eagle screeching out into the air, his call harmonizing with the haunting murmurs and calls of a pair of loons as I troll along in my canoe for brookies and lake trout in early spring, the blackflies coming in steady, sometimes overwhelming waves.

I cover a lot of water when I fish someplace new these days, sometimes wading or paddling more than fishing, even when the fishing is good. It’s to try to learn the voice of the place. That’s why I told the guide in south Florida to take us deeper, deeper into the mangroves, even though jack crevalle and snook and ladyfish were everywhere. It was to hear the voice that spoke from the ibis balancing on the anchoring leg of a mangrove, the curious dolphins surfacing in the not ten-foot-deep water, the enormous, gentle manatees hovering just below the surface near where mangrove swamp meets ocean.

And as with writing, the voice of a river, a lake, a mangrove swamp, a stretch of beach, is not easily described—and not discovered by just covering a lot of water. Put me on the Little Manistee in Michigan. Something about the rush of the current, the color of the water, the texture of the bottom, periodically sand and gravel and dark hole, the narrowness and thick vegetation pressing in on either side, will tell me it’s not the Pere Marquette, nor the Betsie, nor the Platte, nor the Pine, all rivers within a fifty-mile radius, all rivers that look a lot alike from the road or the banks. Put me on the brown-black water of Lake Lila in the Adirondacks after the long drive down a suspension-rattling dirt road, the half mile portage in, my small, feather-light Hornbeck canoe balanced on my shoulders that I launched off the white-sand beach, and I’ll know it’s not Bog Lake, a paddle and portage away, nor Little Tupper, Rock Pond, or Round Lake—all bodies of water that might be mistaken as identical to people who don’t immerse themselves fully in them, who don’t fish them.

That’s the key here, I think—immersion—getting to know a place deeply, in a way that non-fishing observers can’t. I’ve seen a lot of country perched atop the seats of gravel or mountain bikes, or hiking along trails with a heavy pack on my back, but in none of these venues can I honestly say I came into contact, on such a deep level, with the voice of a place. At that reef in Mexico, I stood practically in one spot for nearly three hours watching schools of baitfish jumping out of the water as ladyfish and sometimes barracuda cut into them. I noticed the gulls and pelicans landing or hovering impossibly in the breeze and looking downward for something to catch their hungry eyes. I noticed subtle differences in the sea’s coloration, indicating different depths or different sub-surface structure. In short, I came to know (to hear its voice) this one small section of reef in an intricate and complex way.

When fly fishing a mountain stream in the course of a day’s fishing, I may only have traveled a mile or less of stream. In that same time, I would have hiked, mountain or gravel biked many miles. What might simply be cataloged as “a fish rising” if I were hiking past a stream or lake becomes a brown trout feeding on the Stenonema canadense emerger, which requires a parachute Light Cahill fly with a trailing shuck fished dead drift in the surface film. To get the proper drift, I will come to know the intricate subtleties of the river’s currents and back eddies. What looks from the trail like just another small, inland Adirondack pond becomes to me, as I float upon it, cast out into it, a place of ledges and spawning beds and currents and forests of weeds whose edges are patrolled by hungry pike and bass. The difference is like browsing the shelves of a bookstore versus spending an entire day reading in your favorite chair.

And the deep familiarity is especially acute with waters we fish a lot, waters we come to know like a long-loved spouse. Years ago now, and much to my surprise, having only ever fished Northeast freestoners up to then, I realized that the Kalamazoo River in the depths of the Midwest became the voice I knew best—in all its polluted, patiently flowing, murky, smallmouth-rich beauty. I came to know its tricky slow currents, how the olive-and-white Clousers would always bring them up from the depths, sometimes nearly a hundred a day, that on certain days, a Humpy or Madam X or Sneaky Pete might work because they were still in the shallows after spawning or because hoppers were drifting in from the fields and oak forests that took turns lining the banks as I drifted along in my canoe.

Most recently, a small handful of Adirondack lakes and ponds have become the voices I turn to and have come to know well, deeply, intimately. One lake I shall not name that requires a very short portage and is small enough to fish every bay and dead log and lily-pad patch in a long day on into night speaks to me through its weed-choked outlet that opens into deep-cut banks, each turn holding a largemouth bass or two, through its vast, shallow north end reflecting the nearby mountains perfectly, where always at dusk the beaver, whose den is far up in the weed-choked outlet, will swim by silently or suddenly emerge near me and slap his big tail in warning.

The remarkable thing for me is that these voices don’t change. When you visit a stream or lake or ocean shoreline you haven’t fished in some time and step in and feel it take hold, it’s like opening the cover of a favorite book, reading that first, familiar line; it’s like a phone call from a friend whose voice you haven’t heard in years. It’s the same sentiment expressed at weddings (or funerals), at ten-, twenty-year reunions, of seeing someone you used to know and saying, and really meaning it, “You haven’t changed at all.” Sure, they have aged visibly, hairlines falling back, middles protruding, wrinkles proliferating their faces. But when we say this, we’re not talking about physical appearance alone. I can remember this sensation most strongly when I fished a certain bridge on the Big Hole River in Montana where three years earlier I had caught dozens of grayling and fat rainbows, brookies, and whitefish on a size 12 Parachute Adams (much to the dismay of a few spin fishermen who had been casting lures to rises from the banks to no avail). The same two deep channels were there, weeds bending sideways with the strong current. I waded deep to the center, where I found the same shallow gravel bar and cast my fly up into the shadows of the bridge for rainbows, just behind them for grayling, and when nothing took upstream, chunky whitefish or small brookies snatched at my fly on the downstream swing. Tonally, emotionally, it was as if I had pulled tight on the reins of time and stepped into the past.

And perhaps that’s what I’m coming to realize—that as Henry Austin Dobson’s famous poem claims, “Time stays, we go.” Certain things remain permanent and unchanging on this earth, while we are the ones who change, move on, and “go”—at least insofar as we can tell in the blink-of-an-eye lives we live like so many mayflies that the voices of rivers, of waters we have come to know deeply, like good friends, good books, music, paintings, mountains, and favorite guitars, are things that anchor us and help us to fashion our own, far less permanent voices.










GETTING READY

Within the next couple of days, as soon as I’ve painted the flat roof of the back porch with that God-awful aluminum and fiberglass stuff and cleaned up another year’s worth of teaching junk from my desk, I’ll head two hours north to the Pere Marquette with my Gordon Setter, Baxter, for what has become a yearly pilgrimage. I have already turned in my grades at the college where I teach. I have written the last of my student recommendations for graduate schools and job applications, and now just a few chores (acts of penance for my wife) stand between me and the trip.

I’ve pulled my trout rods out of the closet, checked my fly boxes for Gray Drake spinners, small sulfurs, and caddis flies (and I’m always sure to bring a few big, olive-and-black Woolly Buggers). I’ve looked to see if anything has built a nest in my waders over the course of the winter and spring. I’ve tied a few extra gray drakes, though I probably have enough; I’ve tied them just to experience one of my favorite emotions of all—having a fly go from vise to fish mouth in the same day, the inexplicable satisfaction of having fooled the trout with something you have just constructed out of fur and feathers. They are easy enough to tie. I just pull deer hair back along the shank, wrap it tight in a crisscrossing pattern, and clip off all but three splayed strands of hair to imitate the distinctive spinner tail, wrap grizzly hackle and clip off on the top and bottom, and voila. I’ve checked to make sure the cookstove works, the sleeping bag doesn’t smell too bad, and the tent poles are all present and accounted for. I’ll call a local guide who fishes the Muskegon mostly, but always knows what the insects are doing, what they’re likely to do.

And then … and then … I’ll fix my wife a nice breakfast (final penance) and say the magic word, “ride,” to Baxter, who will start making his deep “rooing” sound and spinning in circles—and we’ll head north. The drive will seem endless, though I usually do it in under two hours. At the stream, I will purposefully make myself take it slow. I will follow the same ritual of years past—putting two home brews (this year a strong ale) under a log to chill in the river near where the trail comes in (to drink at the end of the day). I’ll let the dog have a good long session of romping through the woods, up and down the steep banks, and when he gets good and hot, he’ll stand up to his chest in the river and bite at the water, his panting always making it appear as if he’s smiling ear to ear. I’ll leave him in the truck while I fish (from experience, I agree with John Gierach; there is no such thing as a “good fishing dog”). Then I’ll step down into that deceptively swift water, the cold penetrating my waders, the gravel and sand bottom unsteady beneath my feet, and always just a little sooner than I had planned to, I’ll start stripping line off my reel, working it out through the eyelets of the rod, picking out the first spot I’ll cast to.

Maybe this year I’ll see the osprey dive in and not just cree-cree at me from his dead branch. I might hook that twenty-inch brown who came clean out of the water, breaching like a miniature sperm whale, missing the Woolly Bugger by a full foot (was he just toying with me?). If I’m lucky, there will even be a good spinner fall just as it gets dark, those unrushed big-fish gulps coming all up and down the stream, the live, heavy weight of a good-sized brown surprised and angry and fighting to get away, the rod suddenly full bent and something wholly different than a thing to cast near weightless flies with.

But it’s this planning stage, I realize, this pre-trip anticipation, that I love so much. Yes, the trip will be wonderful, trout or no trout; but for now, I’m just happy knowing it’s imminent and knowing what it marks and symbolizes for me—the end of another busy school year, the true beginning of my summer, and a celebration of the cycles of life that all of us who fly fish witness at the smallest of levels.








TRUCHA CHIQUITA

Gustavo tells me the only thing I’m likely to catch is a cold, maybe a sunburn. We’re in central Mexico visiting old friends in a place I’ve been numerous times, and every time I visit here, in these high mountains two hours from the sprawl and pollution and chaos of Mexico City, I watch the small stream that comes tumbling out of the mountain with my angler’s eyes, noting good holding water, looking for insect hatches, rises. The last time I was here, the caretaker, Cristóbal, told me, “Si, hay truchas en el rio. Grandes? A veces.” Yes, there are trout in the river. Sometimes they are large. In Spanish I didn’t fully understand, he described places I might catch some good fish, but at that time, two years earlier, I hadn’t brought a fly rod (mental note: never travel anywhere without a fly rod). Now it is the dry season. The earth here in this high valley is red powder. When you touch it, it disintegrates and stains your hands red. We have seen but one lone cloud in the week we have been here—every day filled with bright, harsh sun, temperatures in the high seventies, and with no clouds to hold in the day’s heat, we often even need a fire at night, to pull on a thick wool sweater purchased at the mercado. Cristóbal told me the rainy season is the time for the truchas, when all the arroyos are full and cool, and it rains every day like clockwork from about noon on, but then it is clear in the mornings, the sun burning the puddles off the terrace.

Gustavo says he’ll take me to a place, what the hell. He wants to see me fly cast. Everyone is skeptical that such small things will catch anything at all. Necesitas gusanos, o chapulines, o tal vez un tequilita con limón. I’ll need worms or grasshoppers, or maybe a little tequila with lime to get these trout, they insist, laughing. I’m the brunt of many jokes, often in Spanish I don’t fully understand.

A few hours before sunset, Gustavo pulls several old mountain bikes from out of the garage. We pump up tires, dribble oil on the rusty chains, and embark. I sling my fly rod tube attached to some twine over my back and tuck a box of flies down into my shirt. I’m wearing Tevas. I’ll just wade wet. We pedal out onto the dry, dirt road and head up and up and up. The road here, far from the main highway, is filled with potholes, washboards, and baseball-sized rocks. The climb is hard work, especially with my rod tube swinging awkwardly on my back and sliding down onto the rear wheel from time to time. Eventually we get off our bikes and walk them down a narrow footpath. Here the ground is moist, and in the distance, I can hear the river.

When we arrive, I instantly know I’m going to catch something. Everything just looks too fishy—the river full to its banks, about fifteen feet wide, everything cool, damp-dark from the thick tangle of overhanging trees. A log has been dropped across a deep pool as a makeshift bridge, and on the other side, a cow has dragged her cobble (a large stump) down to the riverbank for some water. She’s managed to tangle herself around some rocks and starts bellowing when she sees us, a low, mournful wail. Our first order of business is untangling her and leading her back up the hill to a small pasture where I notice many spring seepages, places where the grass is a deep green oasis amid the brown, dry-season grasses, the ground in these places actually muddy. Now I’m even more certain I will find trout.

The stream when I step in is frigid, well below sixty degrees Fahrenheit, I guess. Not long after I have shifted my fishing attention into gear, I notice a rise. In a few minutes, I’m reeling in a small trout that has fallen for a small Adams dry fly—my first Mexican trout, trucha chiquita.

“Well, look at that,” Gustavo says. “He sucked that right down, eh?” He’s been watching from the bank, his skepticism palpable. The trout is not even the length of my hand, its spots glowing brilliantly, its skin so soft and tender. It’s a small brown, I think, though at this size, it could also be a brook trout (my fish ID’ing is not what it should be). The experience is powerful—to catch a wild trout on a small dry fly in a place I had never expected to, a place I have come to love so much over the years for altogether different reasons. A trout stream right in the heart of Mexico.

I catch a few more, carbon copies of the first, then explore up and down the stream noting good holding water, ripples falling into deep pools, undercut banks, midstream boulders with swirling back eddies, some caddis and stone flies. We bike along, and I occasionally hop off to cast, and sometimes I catch another one, identical to all the others. “There must be bigger ones,” I surmise. “Next time, I’ll find them. You must be able to catch them all year. What a great stream. What’s it called?”

“El Chiquito,” Gustavo tells me, “The Little One,” and it seems perfect somehow, the little one with its little trout right in the center of Mexico, these small, lovely wild things speaking to what I love about this country, a place that, even though it is besieged by poverty and violence, its culture steadily overrun by U.S. franchises—local taco joints now KFCs, TGIFs. Friends here have told me a saying that speaks to all this: “México está tan lejos de Dios, y demasiado cerca de los Estados Unidos.” Mexico is so far from God and too close to the United States. My wife grew up here, lived in various Mexican towns and cities from the age of eight to eighteen, and I’ve been coming here with her, getting to know her old friends, many of them fast becoming my now good friends too, since the mid-’80s—long enough that Mexico feels like a second home to me, a place I miss dearly when I’ve been away for too long (and as I work on a draft of this essay, the pandemic has kept me away for far too long).
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