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  Prologue
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  ENTERING TRAVERS CORNERS, Montana, where nothing much has happened since Herbert Hoover stopped for gas; where if it weren’t for rumors there would be little news at all; and where large trout—no, better than large trout, fictitious trout—await the angler. The angler, of course, is responsible for his own luck and timing, and he must, as with everything in life, leave the rest to chance.
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  From the Diary of Traver C. Clark
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  SEPTEMBER 28TH, 1873:

  I have spent most of the morning catching up with my journal. Albie was up early and has made a camp with a sense of permanence about it, a welcome awakening as we have been traveling hard this last week. The horses are in need of rest. D. Downey has gone fishing and I plan to hike into the Elkheart Mountains.

  I spent the afternoon sketching, my feet dangling from the edge of a rock cliff a thousand feet above the valley floor. The Elkhearts towered above me another five thousand feet. From there I could follow the red of D. Downey’s mackinaw as he weaved at a fisherman’s pace along the river. I watched Albie tend to the camp for a few hours, then he rode east in search of game. We are eight days north of the newly established Yellowstone Park.

  The valley is small, perhaps thirty miles long and about ten miles wide. Its size seems inviting after the vastness of the Yellowstone. The Elkheart River flows north, and from this afternoon’s vantage point I could clearly see the tributary that joins the river across from our camp.

  Mountains, sweeping and wooded to the south and the east, violently jagged to the west. Rolling hills and distant ranges give the valley its northern border. The beauty of this valley—well, there aren’t any words for it, so I won’t even try. But, simply put, it is the most incredible place I have ever seen.

  Tonight, over an entree of Partridge a la Albie and the remaining stores of our liquor, we were in agreement: this campsite was the most spectacular since we left Jackson’s Hole (which will be a month ago tomorrow). An indescribable beauty, or so I thought, but D. Downey, after a considerable portion of the whiskey, seemed to sum it up quite well.

  “According to the good book, it took six full days for God to create the heavens and the earth. But, I would wager, He did the whole job in five. Then, on the sixth day He got up early, and He worked late, and He gave this little valley His undivided attention, before He rested on the seventh.”

  It was the bonniest place D. Downey had seen since he left Berwick-on-Tweed and tears welled up in his eyes. “Sor-r-ry, boys,” he explained, “but I always get all waxed and lyrical when I think aboot the heather.”

  Albie, a man who has trapped nearly everywhere in the Rockies, was even more succinct, “Purdiest country I ever did see. Makes a feller feel all powdered up inside his head; makes a feller wanna spit whiskey.”

  Tomorrow, D. Downey and I plan to do some fishing up on Carrie Creek. And, here, dear diary, I must report on some indulgences: earlier this evening, as the sun was taking its leave, it lit an aspen grove above the stream flowing in across the river. The gold of the leaves reminded me of Carrie. If hair could be seasonal, then Carrie’s would be autumn, and I said as much to D. Downey. He agreed, saying that would be a good name—Carrie Creek.

  Albie then informed us that very few places had names in the Elkheart, other than the river and the mountains. “Go ahead,” he said, “name ‘er Carrie Creek, the name jest might stick.”

  With that, I fear; I jarred the lid to Pandora’s box, and before we could put our humilities in check, we had come into the valley over Albie Pass, we are camped in the shadow of Mt. D. Downey, and, I am embarrassed to report, this last entry is being written from the floor of Travers Valley.

  September 29th:

  We have voted to stay here on the Elkheart for an additional four days; then we must be pushing on if we want to make our stage out of Missoula. In a few more weeks: D. Downey will be back logging in Denver and chasing the “ladies” at O’Malley’s; Albie will be holed up for the winter somewhere in Idaho; and I will be back under the intolerable and suffocating wing of the family and Clark Industries.

  What an unlikely trio we are: D. Downey, a full-blooded Scot; Albie, whose blood is a mixture of French and Nez Perce; and me, the blue blood from Boston.

  So many times this trip I have thought of selling my shares in the company. I could liquidate and be back in Denver in the spring and marry Carrie. I am aware that if I sell all my holdings in such a short time, I will realize only half their value; but then half of a vast fortune is still a tidy sum.

  I wish Carrie were here to see all of this. Perhaps I should start a ranch somewhere in Montana. No, not somewhere, but right here.
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  Travers Corners

  [image: image]

  NOW, IF YOU were to read on in Traver’s journal, you would learn that he went on to live out his dream. He traveled back to Boston that fall, he did sell his shares in the family business, he did go back to Denver and marry Carrie, and he did return to the Elkheart Valley to start the Carrie Creek Cattle Company. The Clark family history from that point on, and I’ll try to be brief, goes as follows . . .

  Things went well those first years, Carrie Creek was one of the largest ranches in Montana’s history—that is, until the killing winter of 1888. Carrie Creek lost its entire herd. Traver went from cattle baron to struggling rancher. In order for his family to survive, for he and Carrie had two boys by then, he had to sell most of Carrie Creek. The following year they lost one of their sons—I forget his name just now—to pneumonia, leaving only Ethan.

  In 1925 Carrie died, and in the spring of the following year Traver followed her. By then the town of Travers Corners had sprung up, and the original Carrie Creek homestead, once an outpost in the wilderness, found itself just on the outskirts of town. The name Travers Valley never did catch on, but the town was named for him. However, the other two names from that campsite did stick just as Albie said they might—you still come into the Elkheart Valley over Albie Pass, and Mt. D. Downey still shadows the valley.

  Ethan, along with his wife, Anna, and their four children, kept Carrie Creek alive, and though the 4C brand no longer grazed over an empire, it did manage to prosper some. Then, keeping with his father’s timing in investments, Ethan decided that the fall of 1929 was as good a time as any to get bullish in the market.

  Well, that financial move cost them the rest of the ranch. Ethan managed to hang onto the ranch house and a couple of acres. Once their children had grown and gone, he and Anna converted the old log home, and Carrie Creek became Clark’s Boarding House. They took in boarders there until the early ‘50s. Ethan passed on in ‘51, Anna lived on until ‘61. I knew them both. Fine people. Good friends.

  After Anna died, the old home sold several times; then in 1968 it caught fire and burned to the ground, all except the carnage house.

  Scott could have told all of this to you himself, but he called me in just to get you acquainted with Travers Corners; me being the valley’s oldest resident. Ninety-four next November. Oh, I’m sorry—been rattling on and didn’t get around to introducing myself. Charlie, Charlie Miller’s my name. Been in the Elkheart for a long time. Taught school around here for fifty-seven years. History teacher.

  I knew Traver. I was just a boy, but I remember him.

  Anyway, back to the carriage house. Back in 1973 the great-grandson of Traver Clark, Judson C. Clark—Jud—who was born and raised right here in Travers, bought the old carriage house and he turned it into the Carrie Creek Boat Works and Guide Service. People around here just call it the Boat Works; well, you wouldn’t want to say The Carrie Creek Boat Works and Guide Service any more times than you would have to.

  Scott also asked me if I wouldn’t mind showing you around Travers—the locals just call the town Travers and tend to drop the Corners part. Well, it would be my pleasure.

  I decided to start this tour right here where Traver, Albie, and D. Downey camped over one hundred years ago. Right across from us is Carrie Creek coming into the Elkheart River. Pretty spot, isn’t it? I favor this particular vantage point, because from right here, down in the willows and trees, everything looks like it must have looked to Traver when he camped here and wrote in his journals; probably sitting right about where you and I are standing.

  As you can see, since that fall day in 1873, not much has really changed around Travers, I mean on the grand scale of change. Yes, journals have evolved into laptop computers, and sure, traveling by horseback has been replaced by interstates, but the wilderness can still be felt. Jud says it’s because while the rest of the world has been rushing to own a condo overlooking the Global Village, the folks around Travers have dug their heels into the time continuum, and are trying to keep everything the same as it was in 1956. For the most part they’ve been successful, because the town looks much the same as it did forty years ago. The population then was 212, today it’s 317. If you follow me over to that clearing you’ll be able to see the rooftops of Travers. Careful walking through here—the ground’s a little slippery after last night’s rain. Just through the willows, there, you can make out the Boat Works on the hill above town. Jud’s been remodeling the old carriage house for over twenty years, and the people around town don’t really expect to see its completion, but Jud’s gaining on it.

  Anyway, let’s take a walk into town. Scott wanted me to introduce you to the key characters in Travers.

  Well, let’s see, I told you about how the town got its name, at least the Travers part, but I didn’t tell you about how the Corners came about, did I? Can’t remember if I did or not. Hell to be old. Anyways, Travers was the crossroads for the old Yellowstone and Missoula stage lines and that’s why they added the Corners. Better watch your step walking through this field, the Morgans had their bulls in here last week.

  We’ll take this shortcut through Lee Wright’s back yard. That’s Lee over there mowing his lawn. Now, we’ll just go up the alley here and we’re out on Main Street.

  The great thing about a small town like Travers is that I can show you the scenic route as well as take you on the business loop, and we won’t even have to step from this curb. So, here it goes—Travers Corners—left to right, and it won’t take long:

  Now, straight across from us, on the other side of First Street, that’s McCracken’s General Store. One-stop shopping at McCracken’s, but not because they have everything you need, but because it’s the only place to stop and shop in Travers. Been owned by the McCracken family since 1947. Junior McCracken runs it now. Inside you’ll find: horseshoes to notions, baling twine to clock radios, groceries, stationery, some car parts, plumbing and electrical supplies, hardware and lumber; and knowing Junior’s merchandising skills you are likely to find the above items down the same aisle. McCracken’s fills all your medical needs as Junior is the town’s pharmacist. It’s the local post office as well, and Junior’s wife, Pam, is the Postmistress. In addition to all that, if you want to buy yourself some whiskey, you pick it up at the general store, as McCracken’s is also the State Liquor Store. You can rent videos, pick up a copy of the daily paper, buy a new paperback. I guess if it’s possible for Travers to have a cultural hub it would have to be the old general store.

  Junior loves to hunt birds and fish; fortunately for the aforementioned, he is in no danger of shooting anything or catching anything. But, in spite of his failures on field and stream, he remains the optimist, always in a good mood, and he’s been that way since he was born. I taught history to him. He was one of those kids with his head always buried in a book, a slide rule or two in his pocket.

  The steeple you see over the roof of the general store belongs to the Baptist Church. The Methodists congregate over on Second Street and the Catholics have to motor their guilt thirty miles north to the town of Reynolds.

  Right across Main Street you see the Tin Cup Bar and Cafe. It’s owned by Sarah Easterly and her uncle Sal. Sarah does the cooking, Sal tends the bar. Good food. Stiff drinks. They moved here from New York City under some tough circumstances, about . . . mmm . . . fifteen years ago. Sarah’s son and husband were killed, caught in crossfire of two warring gangs on a playground. They came here because they wanted to get as far away from the city, every city, as they possibly could. Travers was just what they were looking for. They’re good people. You’re going to like them. Sal’s from the Bronx. He’s a character.

  On the opposite corner sits the old stage depot. Beautiful isn’t it? The rock work and timbers. It’s designated as a Historical Landmark by the state. Nowadays, the town’s offices and library are on the first floor. Oh, and by the way, Traver’s original journals are on display inside the library, so while you’re in town you might want to stop and see them. Traver kept his diary until his death and you can buy copies of it from the library. Excerpts from the journals have been reprinted in the state’s history books.

  On the second floor is the Elkheart Medical Clinic—Doctor Thomas Higgins in residence. Well, he’s in residence unless it’s a Tuesday or a Thursday. Doc goes fishing on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

  He came to the valley nearly forty years ago, as a young G.P. on a fishing trip. He met Sally Wendall. They were married and Doc stayed. Raised four sons here in the valley. All fine men. He can fix bones, deliver babies, and take out a gallstone. If the community has a cornerstone, or a sage, it would be the Doc. His shingle reads, DR. THOMAS HIGGINS, GENERAL PRACTITIONER OF MEDICINE, but everyone in Travers calls him Doc out of respect. He could have practiced anywhere in the country but he chose to be a general practitioner in Travers. He attributes this decision to his dedication to medicine, and the great dry fly waters found in the Elkheart Valley, not necessarily in that order.

  Next door to the depot is the bank, Webb’s Insurance next to it, then the Roxy Theater. The old home with the red roof is our local real estate. Down there a couple of blocks, at the end of town, past the houses, that’s the Take ‘er Easy Motel—clean, comfortable.

  Now, if you look down the highway about a mile, you can just make out the old train station. See it? Here, stand over here. Trains don’t come through Travers anymore—sure do miss ‘em.

  Coming back up this side of Main, you have Dolores’s Hair Salon. Dolores, she’s a caution, that one. What a beauty she was when she was young, and she still has her way with the men. I might be old, but she is the kind of woman who can bring back the memories to a man. If you know what I mean? She was in the same class as Jud and Henry, and I’ll tell you about Henry in a moment.

  Well, that brings us around to where we stand, except for right behind us—that’s Ed’s Chevron. Ed’s a good mechanic, if you ever need one. Unless, of course, you are driving an import. Ed doesn’t work on imports, and it’s not for his lack of knowledge, mind you; it’s a matter of patriotism with Ed.

  Oh, and if you’ll turn around and look back over Town Bridge and the river, you’ll be able to see the grandstands and fairgrounds, and our Little League baseball diamond.

  So, let’s walk on up to the Boat Works, the Boat Works being the main reason Scott has invited you into these pages. It’s just a couple of blocks from here, as the crow flies, right up there on the hill, behind that stand of lodgepoles.

  Now, about Henry Albie—Henry is the great-grandson of the man known as Albie in the journals, and Henry and Jud are best friends. Been best friends since they were kids. Like I say, I taught school; taught the two of them; and a pair of hellions they were, too, but likable hellions.

  Henry can do just about anything, and it’s a good thing, as doing the same thing day in and day out is not what Henry does best. You can imagine trying to teach him history. So, Henry shoes horses, guides fishermen for Jud, hires out as a ranch hand from time to time, has a working knowledge of just about everything with moving parts, and he plays the harmonica in a local country-and-western band.

  Henry describes his marital status as “between marriages”; married Dolores when they were still just kids, but it didn’t last. He’s a rounder, that one, likes his Jack Daniel’s. He’s one of the best fly fishermen I’ve ever seen.

  He and Dolores are friends again, even see them out for a movie now and then. She lives in town. Henry lives out on the back road to Reynolds, just a few miles north of town. But, on weekends you’re likely to see his pickup parked out back, and during the winter, it can be seen there for days on end. I think they have some kind of arrangement, if you know what I mean. That’s Carrie Creek again running through town. Looks like the mayflies are out. Fishing will be good this afternoon, usually is after a little rain.

  Whew, that hill never used to wind me! Hell getting old. Well, there it is, the old carriage house; now the Boat Works. The sign out front reads, CARRIE CREEK BOAT WORKS AND GUIDE SERVICE, JUDSON C. CLARK, PROPRIETOR. But Jud doesn’t guide much anymore. Pulling on the oars at fifty isn’t quite like it was twenty-five years ago. He still goes out, but only with old clients who have, over the years, become friends. He’s got the driftboat business and that occupies him full time these days. People come from all over to get one of his dories. If you want one, you’ll be years getting it as Jud’s boats are all handmade and his are the only hands making them.

  Jud’s been remodeling this place forever, but, as you can see, it is no small building; two stories and a belfry. You don’t see logs that size anymore. It housed the buckboards, tack, buggies, and cook wagons. Remember, Carrie Creek was a ranch covering 175,000 acres; had fifty men working on her. Anyway, the carriage house was long abandoned and about to fall down when Jud bought her.

  You’ll notice that the belfry has been refurbished and windowed in. Jud now calls it The Observatory and from up there you can see Travers, the river, all the way to Albie Pass; and at night you can see the glow of Reynolds. You get up to it by climbing a spiral staircase that is made entirely of old wagon parts, and it was projects like the staircase that have made the restoration go so slowly. I mean restoration goes slow when it’s done by anyone, but when it’s done by Jud it approaches geologic time. Jud brings new meaning to the word slow. Doc says Jud reminds him of a man who was sent for but couldn’t get there. He walks slow, he talks slow, he’s never on time to anywhere. Now, you would expect movements that were precise and measured in a craftsman, and Jud is a craftsman. But, he is also a dreamer, and when you couple precision with dreams, you don’t get someone who dreams precisely, but someone who is slow.

  He was like that in school, always gazing out the window, but still got the grades—even received a scholarship to U.C. Berkeley in Forestry. He left for college in the ‘60s. Well, the ‘60s being the ‘60s, and Berkeley being Berkeley, young people were changing directions, and he spent the second half of the decade there: two years studying forestry, two years studying eastern religions, six months studying with a Navajo shaman, and six months he’s not sure of.

  Spent some years traveling. Saw a lot of the world, working as he went.

  Now, Jud’s back home, building driftboats. He rarely travels farther than Reynolds, helps Sal coach Little League, and still manages to get in what he refers to as “medicinal amounts” of fishing. He was married once; it didn’t work out. Says he’s still looking. He’s good friends with Sarah Easterly. The town gossips think they might be more than just good friends, but it’s not true. I know them both real well, and that’s just what they are—good friends.

  Well, that wraps up the tour of Travers. Oh, there is one more thing Scott wanted me to tell you. These forthcoming stories were twenty years in the gathering; and not told in any specific order. They are, for the most part, inventions of Scott’s imagination, and any similarity between the fictitious characters depicted in the following narratives and anyone living is purely intentional.

  Hope you enjoy your time while you’re in the Elkheart Valley, and maybe I’ll bump into you again during your stay.
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  Word Gets Around
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  TRAVERS CORNERS, LIKE most small towns, has no newspaper, no radio station; so when what little news, good or bad, does come to town, it can be spread only by word of mouth. Many consider it their civil obligation to pass anything newsworthy along to their neighbors; and there are others who would call this gossip. But, you have to remember that gossip is the messenger to rumor, and when rumor becomes truth it becomes history; that is, of course, if it was juicy enough gossip to begin with.

  Gossip usually begins as gospel, then graduates through the requisite stages of hearsay: exaggeration, both levels, gross and slight; embellishment; and misrepresentation. Seldom does it ever enter the realm of the out-and-out lie. What saves rumor from blatant prevarication is that somewhere, nestled deep down, at the very kernel of the canard, is the nucleus of truth. Unless, of course, the rumor is centered on trout fishing; where the requisite—and sometimes slow—stages of hearsay are brushed aside in favor of immediate mendacity.

  The speed at which a story travels depends upon content. This was the rarest of rumors: it was good news traveling like wild fire. But, before it was rumor it was truth, and the following is how it happened. . . .

  Jud couldn’t remember a finer morning in May. The day had started with a series of events, which he elected to read as signs. The signs interpreted independently were not portentous, but collectively they came to him as an omen. First—it was warm, uncommonly warm for spring, the kind of day that might make a man think of fishing.

  The second sign came as he looked out from the Boat Works window to see what at first he thought to be a mist over the Elkheart River. But this mist lifted, then it fell, only to lift again. He then realized that it wasn’t a mist at all, but clouds: billowing swarms of mayflies, their countless wings catching the early light in a dazzling dance. Ephemerella Suite. Now Jud was actively thinking about fishing.

  Downstairs, the third sign was much more subtle and probably would have been missed by anyone not already looking for an excuse to get out on the river. Annie the Wonderlab, easily the planet’s smartest Labrador, sensing something was in the air, was unusually happy to see him. It was more than her typical morning milk-bone happy. She was prancing and whirling about. Her tail slapped against a broom leaning in the corner, causing it to fall against the standing hat rack and to knock but one hat free from the many cocked upon its branches. The hat, his fishing hat, rolled over to his feet. It could only have been taken as prophecy.

  “Do you want to go fishing?” he asked. Those were the magic words. Annie barked and twirled her tail in response.

  “I’ll take that as a yes. Okay let’s go. Go get in the boat.” Annie was out the screen door and, after a quick pee and a good long roll in the grass, performing her usual ablutions, she leaped into the already trailered driftboat. Jud gathered the needed belongings and his fishing gear, then hitched the S.S. Lucky Me to the Willys and drove to the put in at the West Fork Bridge.

  The day ahead of him was one he had done many times before and it would follow a certain pattern. There was one riffle just upstream from the bridge, which he always fished, by tradition, before floating on down the river.

  With the dory tied to a stump and bobbing in a backwater, Jud was now wading his way up to that riffle with Annie half-swimming and half-walking alongside him in the current. Long and lean, he moved slowly in the current, but then Jud moved slowly out of the current. In his thirties, his movements were those of a much older man. Some viewed his slow, almost underwater pace, his seemingly weightless gait, as the quiet and easy ways of a craftsman. Others, and those who knew him best, knew Jud as a man who was born to dawdle. He was a natural. He could linger with the best of them; a kind man and a dreamer; a world-class procrastinator; and a perfectionist about his craft. These were the characteristics that protracted everything about him. These were the elements that meant if you ordered one of his driftboats today, you would get it in two years. His dories were widely recognized as well worth the wait.

  It was a perfect morning, barely a breeze, and warm. The leaves on the cottonwoods, having leafed out only the week before, seemed surreal—bright green with white undersides gently twisting on the wind, flashing their reflections across the Elkheart’s still-clear water, spangling like a million tambourines in the early morning light. “The river won’t look like this tomorrow,” he said, scratching Annie behind the ear. “This weather will bring the thaw to the high country, and by tonight she’ll be running high and muddy.”

  He took one more look around and sighed from satisfaction. “That’s what’s so great about spring, Annie-girl—You think you can remember what it looks like, but you can’t, and every year it bowls you over.” Then he stripped off some line, pausing for a moment to smile at Annie, who was now in position, sitting on the shore, ears up at full alert, staring into the river, waiting impatiently for Jud to hurry up and make his cast. So he did just that.

  His first cast was one of those warm-up, just-getting-a-little-line-out casts; a careless, casual, nonchalant, practice-swing cast. A cast made without looking as Jud was still staring at the riverscape, and beyond to the Elkheart Range, and at Mt. D. Downey still draped in snow.

  His fly wasn’t fifteen feet in front of him when the fish took. Being the more alert of the two, Annie spotted the rise before he did, and was already heading into the water by the time Jud was conscious that a fish was on—a rainbow trout, a very small one, and nothing to be excited about. Annie, however, treated every trout Jud caught with the same enthusiasm, and as soon as any fish was caught, she was right there at his side, excitedly waiting for their fish to be landed. She looked at it as her fish, too. The trout, no longer than five inches, was quickly in. It was hooked well and Jud kneeled down into the river to remove the hook and release his catch. With her nose no more than inches from his hands, Annie looked in, assessing the size of the fish. She then shot Jud an incredulous look that read just as clearly as if it had been spoken, “Well, we’ll have to do better than that, won’t we?”

  “Don’t give me that,” Jud defended himself, “that fish fooled you as well. You came running down here like I had just hooked into a monster. But who am I talking to? Aren’t you the same Labrador that greets every squirrel that comes into our yard like it’s a surprise visit from the Islamic Jihad?” He splashed water at her with a cupped hand. She barked back. He stood up laughing and readied his next cast as Annie returned to her spot, ready for more action—larger action, she hoped.

  Once again he stripped line from his reel, but before he could make another cast, Annie began barking furiously, and uncharacteristically left her appointed station. The object of her distraction was something large and shiny and it was tumbling toward him; a broad silver glare rolling along the bottom. First, he thought it to be a piece of tinfoil folding in the current; but as the form came closer, he recognized the distinct shape, and the sight took his breath. He reached for his net, stepped into the object’s path, blocking it with his legs, and netted it—tucking his rod under his arm, since he needed the use of both hands. A giant rainbow trout. A mammoth fish. The size of fish you only see in the magazines, public aquariums, and dreams.

  Jud went to the shore and spilled the great trout out on the bank. He placed his net over the fish, knowing the net to be twenty-four inches; and using it as a measure, he aligned the handle’s end with the tip of the great trout’s tail. She was five or six inches longer than the basket. “Whoa, Annie, that is some kind of fish! It must weigh fourteen or fifteen pounds, maybe sixteen pounds!”

  She was dead, but only dead by moments as her silver still glistened, the intensity of her red markings still held their integrity, and her great broad back was still distinctly brindled in greens and blacks. “No hook marks or scars, Annie girl. Looks like she just rolled over and died of old age,” he explained with a note of sadness in his voice—sad because this wonderful fish, this trout of such incredible beauty, had to die; and sad because he never had and never would catch such a fish. It was a perfect fish. A perfect shape. Jud and the Wonderlab watched as the trout’s colors began to fade.

  The sound of a truck coming over the bridge shook Jud from his amazement. It was Red Peterson pulling a six-horse trailer. Red, recognizing the boat, and then spotting Jud kneeling on the bank, rolled to a stop and hollered down to him. “How’s the fishing, Jud?” The horses were shifting about in the trailer and their heavy footsteps rumbled on the bridge and echoed off the water.

  Jud looked over to Annie and the smirk born of a practical joke crossed his face. He held up the trout.

  “O-o-o-o-ooweee,” yelled Red. “How big is she?”

  “About fourteen pounds,” then the prankish urges subsided and Jud shouted out the truth and the details. “A big rainbow. I thought I was dreaming but it just came floating by dead. Still had all its color.” The bay mare, the last horse in the trailer, was never one that liked to be transported, and she was moving and beginning to kick. Her raucous stirrings garbled Jud’s reply, but Red got the gist of it.

  He went on his way, as Jud put the rainbow in the cooler, first to unload his horses, then on into town—where he stopped at McCracken’s to pick up some medications for his wife.

  The rumor had legs.

  As you probably know, the best way to be a party to rumor is by eavesdropping, so listen in as the gossip begins, when Red tells Junior McCracken exactly what he had just witnessed as he was crossing the Elkheart . . .

  Junior was at the back of the pharmacy when Red walked up. “Hi there, Red. Got your pills right here,” Junior greeted him, dropping a pill container into a small white sack.

  “I just saw Jud fishin’ out at West Fork Bridge. I stopped and asked him how the fishin’ was and he holds up this trout. I swear to God, Junior, that fish was a yard long. I asked him what kind of trout it was and how big. ‘Rainbow,’ he said, and I am pretty darn sure he said ‘about nineteen pounds.’”

  Junior was taking the news as well as could be expected, as Junior had never in his life caught such a fish. Jud was always catching bigger trout than Junior, but then anyone who fishes around Travers usually catches bigger trout than Junior. He was a slight shade of green, and his voice cracked as he went right to the most important question of the moment, now that the size had been established, “Did you happen to ask Jud what he caught it on?”

  “I ain’t too sure what he said, on accounta the horses were actin’ up, ‘cause of the heat and all, twistin’ around in the trailer and makin’ quite a racket. I am purty sure he said caught it on a streamer on a floatin’ line, lots of lead; then he said somethin’ about the color, but I couldn’t hear him. I would’a run down there myself to git a closer look, but I had a bay mare in tow who was jest about to kick me out a new trailer door. Now, I ain’t a-kiddin’ you, Junior, it was the biggest fish I ever did see come outta the Elkheart or anywhere else for that matter.”
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