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  Joe Healy







  “Time for something different.” So began the greeting in the July/October 1988 issue of Fly Rod & Reel by then­editor Silvio Calabi. The “different” was the addition of literary fiction to the pages of the magazine. Launched in 1979, Rod and Reel (later renamed Fly Rod & Reel) from its first issue looked at fishing differently from other magazines in the field, by way of science coverage, pull-no-punches gear reviews and overall probing thinking. The goal was to engage readers in a new way.




  Welcoming literature into the mix only confirmed the put-the­readers-first approach—entertainment has a place with entomology, technical-tackle and fly-tying pieces, angler profiles and destination features, the magazine was stating.




  Readers applauded and the concept fit so well that FR&R went on to designate the summer volume its “Reading Issue” for many years, up to and including the introduction in 1994 of stories from the annual Robert Traver Fly-Fishing Writing Award, which the magazine continues to cosponsor with the John D. Voelker Foundation. The Traver (as we at the magazine call it) is the only international writing award that recognizes “distinguished original essays or works of short fiction that embody an implicit love of fly-fishing, respect for the sport and the natural world in which it takes place, and high literary values.”




  The “something different” stories published through the years in the magazine provided an abundance of great writing for this collection. Our reach goes back to 1988 for short stories such as “The Conversion of Epstein” by Charles Gaines and “The Dead Man of Wendigo Brook” by Robert F. Jones—no moss on these gemstones—and continues on to several Traver Award–winning works from 1996 to 2008.




  Some are set in times gone by—you wouldn’t meet the gaff­wielding Billy Selby in Jerry Gibbs’ “Ironman” today, as tarpon-kill tournaments are thankfully now catch-and-release. Others are metaphoric (this book’s title story), bittersweet (“Hobard’s Gate” and “The Shining Path”), farcical (“The Championship of Fly Fishing”) or slyly humorous (“Greenwell’s Glory”); and “The Dead Man of Wendigo Brook” is outright Gothic, in a Poe-esque way. But all are noteworthy, not to mention remarkable, for their staying power as terrific entertainments.




  Reading these 15 stories will take you on wild, lively and memorable journeys, all united by fly-fishing.




  introduction
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  John Gierach




  I’ve never liked the term “sporting fiction.” It makes the same kind of pointless distinction as “investigative journalism.” (I mean, what kind of journalism isn’t investigative?) I won’t say the setting of a story isn’t important—it can serve as anything from incidental local color to the central metaphor—but stories with some fishing in them don’t constitute a separate genre and shouldn’t be held to a different standard. Good fiction is simply good fiction, whether the action takes place among accountants, soldiers, stamp collectors or fishermen.




  The iconic fishing short story is still probably Ernest Hemingway’s Big Two-Hearted River, first published in 1925. On the actual 1919 trip to Michigan’s Fox River that the story was based on, Hemingway was with two friends and it was, by his own account, mostly fun and games: three young men fishing and goofing around in the north woods.




  But in the story the fisherman, Nick, is alone and haunted, although we never learn exactly why. In fact we know nothing about Nick before he arrives at the river, but we come to understand that he’s returning to something he once loved and that may now be the only thing left that makes any sense. Of course we’re never told that in so many words. In the best literary tradition, we’re left to discover it on our own. On the face of it, this is a plainspoken and accurate account of a camping and trout fishing trip with what we’d now think of as antique gear. (That’s what I took it for when I first read it and liked it age 13.) The language is so spare and the tone so matter of fact that it’s impossible to put your finger precisely on the place where your heart begins to break; but unless you’re made of stone, it does break. More to the point, the story has little or nothing to do with fishing, but at the same time it could not be successfully transplanted to any other venue.




  Readers who fish love the idea that Hemingway changed the name of the river, but I doubt he did it to protect a fishing spot as some claim. I think he did it for the same reason any writer would have: because Big Two-Hearted River is a better title.




  This piece successfully walks a dangerous line. If you’re a fisherman writing a short story that centers on the sport you love, one of the many pitfalls is that you’ll overload it with tackle and tactics. On the other hand, if you skip over the nuts and bolts or toss in too much unexplained jargon, the inevitable non-fishing reader won’t know what you’re talking about. (Believe it or not, there are those who think a nymph is a minor deity from Greek mythology.) Hemingway’s great story is a rare hybrid: a work of literature that could also be read as a how-to fishing article.




  Writing fiction is just that kind of minefield. There are countless decisions to be made—large and small—and a wrong step anywhere can make the story blow up in your face.




  Do you want the intimacy of the first person or the larger canvas of the omniscient observer? It makes a difference.




  Who are your characters and what are their names? “Ebenezer” says one thing; “Bob” says another. The same goes for “Bambi” as opposed to “Jane.”




  Will your plot be simple or complicated and how will it be resolved? Or will it be resolved? A plot with loose ends can seem realistic or leave the reader feeling cheated. A plot that’s tied up neatly can feel either satisfying or preposterously artificial. Will your characters drive the story or go along as passengers? In college I was taught that stories are either plot-driven or character-driven, but in the real world that’s a matter of degree. Plot and character play against each other like a fish and the angler who’s hooked it. Without both there’s no story worth telling.




  A journalist has to play the hand he was dealt while the fiction writer gets to stack the deck, but the freedom of making it all up quickly becomes daunting because whatever else a story tries to do, it first has to be plausible. A reader comes to a story with a willing suspension of disbelief, but it’s provisional and can’t be trifled with. Think of it this way: In the supposedly true story, a guy in a rowboat loses his watch overboard and, a few hours later, cleans a freshly caught lake trout that has that very watch in its stomach—still ticking. But if truth can be stranger than fiction, then fiction has to be truer than the actual truth, so that in a good short story, the watch is probably not in the fish’s stomach.




  But then for better or worse, there are no actual rules, so as soon as you say a story has to be believable, along comes one that’s delightful because it’s so mischievously unbelievable. It’s impossible to say what makes a good short story, although after the fact you can sometimes pick out what made a particular story good.




  It’s no secret that most fiction is based on real people, places and events to one degree or another. Fiction is like a bird nest: The finished nest is a product of the bird’s imagination, but the raw materials are actual found objects from the real world. Sometimes, after many drafts, the original pieces become all but unrecognizable. Other times not so much.




  A well-known fiction writer once told me you might as well go ahead and consciously base your characters on friends and family because that’s often the only way to make a story ring true and you’ll get grief for it whether you do it or not. “Even if you make up a character out of whole cloth,” he said, “half the people you know will think it’s based on them and they’ll hate you for it.”




  That’s what they mean by “write what you know.” It may also be why some writers have fewer friends than you might expect.




  the conversion of epstein
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  Charles Gaines




  We finally left the dock at Cozumel at nine a.m. and were tossing around in a strait a thousand yards off the coast of Yucatan by ten. There was not a single trout angler in sight, and that was just fine with Epstein.




  In fact, there wasn’t any kind of fisherman in sight, though this was May and the middle of the annual sailfish run. A thirty-knot wind was blowing, there were eight- to ten-foot seas running in the strait, and nobody but José wanted any part of it. All those fifty-foot Strikers and Merritts and Hatterases sitting back there at the dock like a meeting of the board of directors of the Bass Wejun Company, and every one of their captains with something else to do today but fish. Including the guy Epstein and I had chartered: Emilio.




  “Ees too windy. Maybe mañana,” he had said, and gone back to cleaning the already-spotless cabin of the fifty-two-foot Egg Harbor he captained. It belonged to a man from Pennsylvania—a trout angler, Epstein was sure, who had instructed Emilio never to go fishing when the wind was blowing.




  I’d reminded Emilio that we had to leave mañana, and also that neither Epstein nor I had yet caught a sailfish on a fly rod. That was what we had come down here to do, but for the past two days we had let Emilio and the wind keep us from trying, and had settled for catching sail after sail on twenty-pound trolling tackle.




  Today was our last chance.




  “Good-bye,” Emilio had said to that, and closed the cabin door.




  More seriously, it was fishing’s last chance with Epstein. Epstein had given up fishing almost two years before. Until this week he hadn’t touched a rod since a July afternoon almost two years before, when a long-simmering hatred for what he called “trout anglers” had final ly boiled over.




  We had been fishing emergers on a snobbish little brook in Vermont, the guest of George Tal bot, a man I knew who was always talking about “riseforms” and his latest reading of Dame Juliana, but was otherwise, to my mind, okay. Not to Epstein’s mind, however. He and Talbot had developed a strong antipathy for each other over the course of the two days we fished together, and I was much relieved at the end of the second day when it appeared that Epstein and I were going back to New Hampshire without any outright unpleasantness between the two of them.




  Tal bot and I had been taking down our rods, talking peacefully beside his car in the warm dusk with a bottle of Beam on the hood between us, when Epstein came galumphing out of the brook, his forefinger through the bleeding gills of a large brown trout.




  “Look at this,” he shouted to me. “Do you believe this fish came out of this pissant little stream?” He tossed the trout at our feet, where it pitched feebly a couple of times in the dust. Talbot looked at the fish, then up at me, his face pale.




  “Do you intend on killing this lovely fish?” he asked Epstein without looking at him.




  “You bet, pal,” said Epstein happily. “Kill it and eat it.”




  “I’m sorry, but I have to ask that you let me measure it first.”




  “Be my guest,” said Epstein proudly.




  Slipping to his knees, Talbot pulled a retractable tape from his vest, straightened the fish, and measured it. “She’s not legal,” he said. “We’ll have to release her.”




  “What are you talking about?” Epstein demanded. “The limit is eight inches. That fish has to be over fifteen.”




  “Exactly eighteen,” said Talbot. He was quickly constructing a little platform out of twigs. “I think she’ll be okay if we can just get her back to the water without touching her anymore.” He looked up at me, ignoring Epstein. “We have a regulation here that we only kill fish between eight and sixteen inches. Or, of course, anything over twenty inches....”




  “What?” thundered Epstein.




  “Of course, most of us haven’t killed a fish of any size in years.” Talbot slid the trout gently onto the little stretcher he had made and stood up carefully. “I think she’ll be all right, don’t you?” he asked me.




  “Well,” I said, “it’s bleeding from the gills.”




  “Let me get this straight,” said Epstein weirdly. We were both following Talbot as he catwalked toward the stream, holding the trout stretcher gingerly aloft. “That fish is two inches too long to be legal, and it’s also two inches too short to be legal? Is that right?”




  “ ‘Legal’ isn’t exactly the right word. It’s just the way we all agree to do things here on the Passacowadee.”




  I hadn’t liked the sound of Epstein’s voice, so I said, “Look here, Talbot, I really don’t think that fish is going to make it....”




  Epstein interrupted me by suddenly hopping in front of Talbot and snatching the trout off the stretcher. “The way I see it,” he said, looking from Talbot to me and back again, his eyes glittering, “we’ve got two classic trout-angler problems here: Number one,” he held up the fish by its tail, “is this trout going to live or not. And, number two, he’s two inches too long for those of us here on the Passacowadee.”




  Talbot wanted the trout back. He reached for it but he was too late, because just then Epstein stuck the fish’s entire head into his mouth and bit down. Holding the tail with both hands, he gnawed away furiously, snorting and huffing like a grizzly, and spitting out trout blood and pieces of flesh, until finally he had chewed off the head—which he spat on the ground at the feet of the pale, hypnotized Talbot. Epstein grinned wolfishly. In his last civilized utterance of any kind to a trout angler, he had said in a deceptively kind voice, “You see how easy it is to solve these little trout-angling problems if we just put our heads together?”




  Of course it was not everyone who fishes for trout who drove Epstein to give up the primary passion of his life, but only that percentage (growing daily, he believed) who qualified in his mind as trout anglers. Epstein’s trout angler had rules to govern every pleasure, and that was what Epstein most despised about him. But he also hated the fellow’s stuffiness and academic bent, his pipe and tweed hats, how vulnerable he looked in waders, his sheepish enthusiasm for following other trout anglers, his womanish sentimentality, the prissy way he ate and drank, his physical cautiousness, and his obsession with minutiae: little flies, little rules, little tools hung all over his vest, the invention of little tactical problems to make trout fishing seem harder than it is.




  In the last year or so before he quit fishing, Epstein had begun to see trout anglers behind every bush and tree. In West Yellowstone and Ennis, in Oregon and Idaho, in Labrador and Ireland—everywhere he went they were waiting for him, pursing their lips over some local rule, wading cautiously in shallow water with the help of a stick, making flaccid little casts, spooking fish they never saw, lighting their pipes and talking sentimentally. Talbot was just a merciful last straw. When pushed, Epstein would acknowledge that Talbot was not the most egregious trout angler he had ever met, just the last; and he would even express some regret at having thrown Talbot into the Sundown Pool of the Passacowadee.




  But however good or bad his motives, Epstein had sworn off all fishing that day in Vermont—and not-fishing began to ruin his life. His marriage and his medical practice fell into shambles. He began to drink too much, and he developed an unnerving habit of picking fights with anyone in uniform.




  I happen to enjoy the company of people who are actively engaged in wrecking their lives over something they like or don’t like, so long as they are not members of my immediate family; but one night Epstein’s wife took me aside at a party and asked me for help. She looked up at me with her great, dark, Byzantine eyes and pleaded with me to “do something.” We rarely saw the Epsteins socially, and I was moved. So I talked him into coming down to Cozumel with me. He had never done any saltwater fishing and I was sure he would take to it. For the first few days, though, he had found Emilio’s pussyfooting delicacy about the weather, the cleanliness of his boat, etc., to be just another form of trout angling.




  Fishing, it seemed, was about to lose Epstein permanently; and then we walked down the dock and met José.




  José was sitting in a rusty lawn chair in the stern of a dumpy, homemade-looking thirty-foot boat called the Gloria. He knew no English and Epstein and I little Spanish, but we worked out the essential details in a matter of minutes. Epstein and I understood this clearly: that we had found a skinny, barefoot Indian with a potbelly who didn’t give a rat’s ass how much wind was blowing.




  The Gloria didn’t have sonar or teak decks or a shower. Neither did she have a few of the more necessary accoutrements to sportfishing—such as outriggers, a mate, or bait. But she did have an ice chest full of Dos Equis, and Epstein and I found a nice blue-skirted lure which we rigged without a hook on one of José’s decrepit fifty-pound trolling outfits. As soon as we hit the straits, José turned up-sea, cut Gloria back to trolling speed, put on a Jimmy Buffett tape, and—drinking beer with one hand and spinning the wheel with the other, laughing and singing to himself and hopping around to keep his balance like a potbellied parrot—commenced to go fishing.




  At first, Epstein and I couldn’t stand up in the cockpit. But when we could, we let the lure out and sailfish started jumping all over it. Everywhere we looked behind the transom there were sailfish, herds of them, lit up and running over each other to get the lure. I gave Epstein the fifty-pound outfit and lurched toward the cabin for my fly rod.




  “They’re trying to eat the goddamn thing,” Epstein shouted after me. All either of us knew about fly-fishing for billfish was what we’d read.




  I staggered back into the cockpit holding the fly rod. “Just don’t let them cut it off—it’s the only lure we’ve got.”




  Epstein was crouched at the transom, his legs locked under it, whipping the boat rod up and down and making the blue lure, thirty yards back, leap and plunge. Through the waves we could see sailfish diving and jumping all around it. I tried false-casting and couldn’t because of the wind, so I dropped the big red-and-white streamer into the prop wash and let the boat’s momentum carry it back about fifteen yards.




  “I’d better go tell José what to do,” said Epstein. “Here,” he shoved the boat rod over to me. “I’ll tell him to throw the boat out of gear when I shout.”




  “How are you going to tell him that?”




  “Small, small problem, amigo,” said Epstein. “Size of a trout angler’s reproductive equipment.”




  While he was gone, the boat quartered into a particularly big sea, yawed and crashed into the following trough. Behind me I heard glass shatter and Epstein curse, and then he was beside me again at the transom, grabbing the boat rod back.




  “José is all set. I’m going to bring this lure in, so get ready and don’t blow it.”




  I pulled the tip of the fly rod up into the wind to my right as far as I could without lifting the streamer off the water. Then I stripped line off the reel onto the deck, and hoped I could make one good cast. Epstein was reeling fast, and the blue lure skipped toward us, hounded by the sailfish. When the lure was about fifty feet away and still coming, Epstein said, “You ready?”




  I nodded.




  “José!” Epstein yelled, and just as the boat went out of gear, he yanked the rod up and backward over his head, lifting the lure off the waves and catapulting it toward us. Confused, the sails milled forty feet off the transom. I lifted the fly-rod tip another inch or two and pushed it hard forward. The streamer picked up, caught the wind, and rode it out perfectly to the sailfish, pulling loose line off the deck. When it slapped down I started stripping it back in foot-long jerks. The streamer hadn’t traveled a yard before a sailfish charged in a quick, silver furrow of water and ate it. I let go of the underside of the transom with my knees, reared back to hit the fish, and slipped. Epstein caught me and held me upright. “Hit him again,” he said, and I did, three times, and we watched the backing pour off the reel.




  “Why is there blood all over the deck?” I asked Epstein.




  “A window broke in the cabin and I cut my leg on it.”




  “Isn’t that an awful lot of blood?”




  He was still holding me upright against the transom while I played the fish, and I could feel blood running down the backs of my legs.




  “It’s okay; just don’t lose that baby. Can you believe this?” he whooped. The sail was tailwalking a hundred yards back, its lean, violet body snapping like a flag in the wind. “We have wasted our whole lives fishing in mudholes for guppies. I have just been made whole, goddamn it....”




  “I have to puke now,” he added after a moment. His voice was still so delighted I thought he was kidding. He wasn’t. Without letting me go, he turned his head and threw up violently onto his shoulder and the deck. When he was finished, he coughed a couple of times and spat. “Deep-sea fishing!” he shouted hoarsely into my ear. “To hell with women and work!”




  With Epstein holding me upright and with José handling the boat beautifully, I had the sail tired and circling just off the stern in eight minutes. When the fish moved under the boat I yelled for José to go forward. Taking me to mean the fish was ready, I guess, he threw the boat into neutral and popped back into the cockpit like a jumping bean, gloved for billing the fish and thrilled to death with everything that was going on—even, it appeared, the blood and vomit all over his deck.




  “Go forward,” I yelled to him and pointed to the fly line running directly under the stern, which at that moment stopped and refused to budge. The fish had run the line around the prop.




  “Oh, no,” Epstein said quietly and let me go.




  “Aiyeee!” said José. He popped back into the cabin, reemerging in seconds in a mask and fins, and, before Epstein or I could figure out what he was doing, jumped overboard into the heaving sea.




  Epstein and I looked at each other, then overboard. It was not a place anyone would want to be. Between the fish and the fly line was a foot of fifteen-pound leader tippet. Though we didn’t say it, neither Epstein nor I believed that the tippet had not already parted, either on contact with the prop or at the fish’s first surge. But within seconds, the line came unstuck and I felt it to be, miraculously, still connected to the fish.




  Epstein pulled José back into the boat and José got the engine going and the boat turned upwind. Then he came into the cockpit and grabbed the sailfish by the bill. He pulled the fish half over the transom and Epstein started clubbing its electric blue head with a Coke bottle.




  “Stop it,” I said to him. “That’s my fish and I want to release it.” Even before I had finished the sentence I was sorry I’d said it.




  Epstein paused with his hand raised, and looked at me. His face was set with a fierce new assurance, and his eyes had the same noncommittal savagery in them that you see sometimes in animals’ eyes.




  “The hell it is,” he said quietly. Then he clubbed the fish again with the bottle and José let it slide dead onto the deck.




  Both of them straightened up then and grinned at me. Epstein had tied his T-shirt around his thigh, which had finally stopped bleeding. In real life he is a doctor, but he doesn’t look like one. He is also an ex-college football player and wrestler, and an enthusiastic fistfighter and skydiver—a big, tough, trouble- and painaddicted man. Later, back in Cozumel, not trusting Mexican clinics, he would disinfect and sew up his wound himself. It took thirty-five stitches to close the cut, and then we went out and drank a world of Cuervo Gold and said very little to each other.




  One thing Epstein did say, late that night, was that he had found his religion. He said that very loudly at about three in the morning while staring steadily at a stuffed blue martin hanging in the lobby of our hotel. And I suppose I believed him. I haven’t seen Epstein since that moment, but occasionally I hear about him and his fishing. Captain Bob Marsten wrote me recently that he and Epstein took a Striker, several tanks of tequila, and two hookers down to Chile this past winter to look for swordfish, but spent all their time shooting sharks and getting laid in the tuna tower.




  I have learned for a fact that very little in life is simple, even fishing. But there for a moment or two in the cockpit of the Gloria, standing astride his sailfish, shirtless and hairy, new-looking and sweating and caked with dried blood and puke, Epstein was, I believe, a simply happy man. After he had grinned at me for a long time, he picked José up and hugged him. Then he sat the little Indian carefully back down on the deck.




  “Muchas gracias,” Epstein told him.




  José ran up to the wheel, cracked a cerveza, turned up the Buffett, and winked at us over the stained shambles of his boat. He put the throttle in the corner and Gloria heaved forward. “More fish now, si?” he shouted.




  Epstein squinted approvingly at him. “I’d say...164, maybe 165.”




  “What’s that?” I asked him.




  “Trout anglers that little bum’s worth.”




  the dead man of wendigo brook
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  Robert F. Jones




  Perhaps it was a trick of the water, a trompe l’oeil of the late summer light, or maybe just a hallucinatory vision provoked by hours of upstream nymphing. You know the feeling: cast, lift, reach, lift, cast—over and over, always staring, until the world fades away, sun and birdsong and roar of water, and all that’s left is the endless dance of the strike indicator. But in that moment—one of those timeless Zen moments—I saw the dead angler clear, down in the depths beneath the floating red leaves.




  I mean crystal clear, in detail. His waxen face with the hair floating vaguely in the current, pale eyes fixed upward on mine, the grizzled mustache trailing like eelgrass over a rueful smile, the blue collar­points waving above the fishing vest. I could see it all in that mirror­light of underwater, A shattered black rod gripped in the stiff hand, forceps twisting silver from a retractor pin, the bulge of fly boxes in the pockets. Leader snips dangling from a D-ring. Even the flies hooked into a fleece drying patch—dry flies—a Ginger Quill, an Adams, a Blue Dun, and a fourth I didn’t recognize, the brightest of the lot.




  As I looked, horrified, he rose from the bottom—lifted, it seemed, by the hackles of those flies on his chest, by some heavenly Mucilin or mystical Gink that urged him free of the roiling current’s downward grip. I grabbed for him, got hold of the slippery vest, wrestled the current for a moment, felt the fabric slip from my fingers, then a sharp stab of pain in my palm. I flinched. He broke away and down again. One hand rose, limply, as if in farewell, and he rolled back into the depths.




  I staggered off into the shallows, stunned and disbelieving. Odd things happen to the mind on trout streams. Illusions and delusions are the bedrock of our sport. Maybe I’d imagined the whole thing. Maybe it wasn’t a man but merely a waterlogged tree stump, or a drowned deer. But I saw it so clearly. Then I remembered the pain in my hand. Sure enough, there was a fly stuck in my palm, dead center. It was the fourth of the flies I’d seen on his vest, the odd one. It was buried to the shank. I pulled at it tentatively and it came right out—barbless, thank God. Absently, I stuck it in my own drying patch, then sat back on the bank in the sun to watch the pool for the body’s reemergence, but mainly to think.




  What I decided, when the body failed to show again, may seem heartless and inhuman, but remember that I am a fly fisherman and the season was winding down. I decided to fish on. What else could I do? The truck was a good five miles downstream, and it was another ten from there by jeep to the nearest highway. By the time I got out it would be midnight—no time to organize a search party with grappling hooks for a man already dead and beyond help. I was fishing my way up Wendigo Brook, a little-known feeder of the Nulhegan River in the so-called Northeast Kingdom of Vermont. The region itself received little pressure from anglers—the locals are mainly “worm­flangers” who fish near the bridges, and then only when the rivers are discolored from heavy rain—and this section was virtually trackless except for logging roads used seasonally by the paper company that owns most of the land. I was packing in, light, with only a tarp for cover, and figured to be on the water at least three days. There was a highway to the north where I could hitch a ride back to the trail where my truck was parked. So far, the weather had been splendid—high, crisp, sunny September days; frosty nights full of owl hoot and coyote song and, toward midnight, a dazzling display of the aurora. The trout were fat brookies and cagey browns, bright and savage in their spawning colors. Why give that up for a dead man?




  A fellow I know told me how he’d been fishing for spring steelhead up in British Columbia once when he came upon his partner, dead of a heart attack on the gravel. “I reeled in the fish that had killed him, released it, then laid him out with a stone for a pillow and his rod alongside him like a knight’s lance,” he told me. “Then I went back to the river. What the hell, the run was still on.”




  So I, too, fished on.




  It was getting toward evening, time to look for a campsite and kill a couple of trout for supper. Ahead the stream wound down through a grassy meadow, one of those dried-out beaver ponds that stud the country up there, with plenty of standing, sun-cured drowned trees to provide firewood. I unslung my pack and spread the tarp under a big white pine, built a fire ring from a fractured ledge, gathered wood for the night, and laid a fire, then went down to the brook to catch supper.




  Nothing rising yet, just the brown waters coiling smooth and deep under the high banks. I pulled the dead man’s fly from my patch and examined it. A strange fly, this one. It was hair-bodied, kind of like a deerhair Adams a friend of mine ties, with a big, fat body resembling an Irresistible or a Rat-Faced McDougall. But this clipped hair was of a color I’d never seen before—all colors, it seemed, the more I looked at it. In that late afternoon light it almost glowed, refulgent and refractive at once. Blue and burgundy and mahogany, with glints of fiery green, as if copper wire were burning. A deep midnight luster in toward the hook shank, like the underfur of a fisher cat. It couldn’t have been dyed, not with all those ever-changing colors, and I tried to puzzle out what sort of animal that hair could have come from. Not badger or moose or wolverine or skunk, certainly not squirrel or bear—not even cinnamon bear. Marten or sable, perhaps, but I doubted it. Hackle, wings, and tail were clearly from the same animal, and equally deceptive as to their true colors. The hook, too, was of a type I’d never seen. It was a size 12, I’d judged, sort of Limerick-bent, with a turn-up eye, japanned in black lacquer like a salmon hook, but of course too small for that purpose.




  There was something archaic about it that called up images of LaBranche or Gordon tying late at night by lamplight, with a Catskill blizzard howling beyond the windowpanes, or perhaps Dame Juliana herself in some echoing abbey chamber with rush-torches guttering on dank, gray walls. Could it have been tied before stainless steel came on the market? Unlikely—the fly was not a bit tattered. Or maybe it just didn’t catch fish—that would account for its pristine state. But then why did the dead angler have it on his drying patch? What the hell, I’d give it a try.




  I knelt on the bank and worked the fly out with a few false-casts. I still had a short leader on, the same I’d been using while nymphing, since this was a trial run and the tippet was heavy enough to turn over the big fly. The fly was traveling overhead in the higher light and I could see it from the corner of my eye—glowing. A red-gold firefly, it seemed, above the oncoming dusk. I aimed to drop it on the deep run against the far bank, where a nice fat brookie ought to be lying, hungry and unselective as to his menu. He would fill mine. But before the fly even reached the water I saw a wake streak toward it. From my side of the water. Then another, from downstream. And another from far upstream.... A huge, dark, golden-bellied shape leaped clear of the water and nailed the fly solid, a full foot above the surface. A big brown by the look of him. He’d won the race. The other wakes turned sharply and chased after the brown, who hit the water like an anvil dropped into a lake.




  Thank God for the heavy tippet. So stunned was I by the ferocity of the onslaught that I failed to drop the rod tip as the hooked fish jumped, then jumped again. The lesser trout jumped with him—half a dozen, it seemed, all in the same instant. All aimed at his mouth, where I could see the dead angler’s fly glowing in the brown’s jaw. It was as if...But—impossible. It was as if they were trying to take the fly away from him!




  I snubbed the brown around and horsed him in, panic gripping my heart. I hadn’t felt like this since I was a kid, fast to my first big fish and frantic that it might get away before I could land it and go running home to show my friends. But when I netted him and lifted him to the bank he was too big to kill—too big a fish for my supper, far too handsome to die. I slipped the hook and sent him back. As he swam off, they followed, darting at his mouth in puzzlement—where was that good bug?




  What the hell was this? My heart slowed down and I moved upstream toward the head of the run. Once again I laid the fly out, once again the wakes appeared from all directions. Once again a big trout leaped clear of the water to glom the fly before it hit. Once again the other trout chased it.




  Once again he was too big to kill. This was getting upsetting.




  I took five more fish on five more casts as the light failed, each the same as the last. Now we’ve all had similar, or roughly similar, experiences at times, particularly at dusk when almost any big bushy fly splatted on the water will take trout one after the other. I recall an evening on the South Platte in Cheesman Canyon when I took eight nice Colorado browns on successive casts during a caddis hatch, without shifting a step from my position in midstream. But this night there was no hatch, not that I could see. And each fish took the fly before it hit the water.




  I’d often seen brook trout chase one of their number after it was hooked, but brookies are notoriously naive—some say suicidal—in the face of danger. These trout, as best I could see, were browns—the Einsteins of entomological discrimination. And not little ones, still learning their Adams from their Baetis from their Coachman, but fifteen- and sixteen-inchers from the graduate school of Selective Sipping. MBAs at least—Masters of Bug Assassination. And the big ones who nailed the fly were full professors, some even emeritus.




  It was nearly dark by the time I wised up, cut off the dead angler’s fly, and tied on a mothlike Grizzly Wulff. It took me well into full dark, float following fruitless float on the now-still, apparently troutless water before a lone, ten-inch brookie foolishly gobbled the fly and sacrificed himself for my supper. I knocked him on the head and slipped his guts out, shamefacedly, then stumbled back through wet grass to light my fire. The dinner—fried trout, baked beans, cold Cling peaches from the can—left no memory of taste behind it, but I must have eaten it because I remember walking back down to the river to wash the pan. The water was strong and black as ice-cold coffee, but I needed whiskey. I lay against the pine trunk in my sleeping bag, sipping Scotch from the peach tin, my mind dancing like a skyful of mayfly spinners.




  You’ve probably wondered as I do why certain flies that bear absolutely no resemblance to anything in nature not only catch fish but, at certain times and places, are the only flies a trout will look at. The Royal Coachman is perhaps the best example, though the Professor, Yellow Sally, Scarlet Ibis, and Umpqua Brat certainly rank right up there among the Great Inexplicables. But the Coachman, with its white wings, rusty hackle, bristly barred tail, and three­segment body of fluorescent red silk flanked by bumps of black-green peacock herl looks like something beamed down to your fly box from Alpha Centauri. I’ve heard it argued that the segmented body makes the trout think “flying ant,” while the white wings are there only to help the angler keep track of the fly in fast water. I’ve got another theory, and it came back to me that night as I depleted my Scotch and pondered the fly I’d found—a fly I’d started thinking of as Ephemerella incognita.




  Given that trout have been around for millions of years on this planet, making a living largely off aquatic bugs: During that time, many insect species have come and gone, while the trout in his various forms has remained pretty much the same. Could it be that deep in the trout’s racial memory, taped on his genes as vividly as his spots and fin rays and mating instincts, are images of insects long since extinct? Images that, when presented in a certain light or temperature of water, by a certain curl of current over a specific type of streambed—sand or boulder or pea gravel—trigger a strike as inevitable as a salmon’s fruitless leap at a newly erected dam on its preordained spawning river? Maybe trout still feed on a long-dead past, just as men do on books long out of print but nonetheless still compelling. And perhaps this odd killer-fly I’d come by, this E. incognita, by sheerest chance happened to imitate some splendid bug of prehistory, some trouty equivalent of braised sweetbreads or oysters on the half­shell in an age of sawdust hamburgers....By the time I sloped off to sleep, the Scotch bottle was down by a good three inches.
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