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Praise for Back Seat with Fish


“A really great book about the entangled bird’s nest of relationships and pursuing one’s passion—in this case fishing. Highly recommended!”


—Stephen Sautner, author of Fish On, Fish Off and A Cast in the Woods


“Like all good fishing stories, Hughes’ memoir is full of deep contemplation, rakish humor, and moments of true drama. A personal history of a life defined by tight lines, both literal and literary, Back Seat with Fish lures us from coast to coast and beyond, baited by stories of big fish hooked and lost; youthful tales of sport, sometimes clean, sometimes bawdy; and an ongoing inquiry into the relationship between friends, family, mentors, lovers, and the waters that birth us all.”


—Kim Barnes, author of In the Wilderness and In the Kingdom of Men


“The writing? Holy cow. Can Henry Hughes write! Among our “Best of the Year” choices, Back Seat with Fish is the most literary. Hughes draws from a foundation in poetry that freshens the book with inviting imagery and provides an underlying momentum that allows it to flow easily along.”


—Ron Watters, editor of The Guide to Outdoor Literature


“Back Seat with Fish is finely written by a man with an appetite for the world. Henry Hughes is an absolute pleasure to read.”


—Ted Leeson, author of Habit of Rivers


“This is a globe-spanning adventure story of love and fishing that I highly recommend to all anglers. It’s a funny, provocative, philosophical page-turner that I couldn’t put down.”


—Cameron Pierce, editor of Taut Lines


“Along comes a gifted writer like Henry Hughes to remind us just how richly entertaining the intertwining obsessions of angling, life, and literature can truly be.”


—James R Babb, editor emeritus, Gray’s Sporting Journal


“It’s written that fish are sacred, and the angler one lured by their mystery. That is Henry Hughes, and we are grateful for the beautiful stories he shapes from a fisher’s life.”


—Sandra Alcosser, author of A Fish to Feed All Hunger and Except by Nature


“Beautiful and wild. Imagine a contemporary Eden prior to and after The Fall, and Eve still unashamed, taking off her clothes before the very eyes of Adam, who has caught his limit for the day, and has no need to lie, except with her.”


—Jim Hepworth, Fishtrap Writers Gathering


“Back Seat with Fish is enjoyable precisely because it lacks the pretense found in a lot of angling literature and delves into uncertain truths of lived experience. From his working-class family background to his university professorship, Hughes writes his story with a sense of awe and connectedness to the people and world around him.”


—Craig Schuhmann, editor of Flyfishing & Tying Journal


“This literary, earthy memoir by Henry Hughes is a collection of funny, sexy, and heartbreaking tales about fishing, family, love, and life. It’s a ranging coming-of-age read with a tang of sex, drugs, and rock n’ roll mixed in with joyous, frustrating angling stories from the Long Island Sound to the Sea of Japan. Strong narrative voice, refreshingly honest, and a bit haunting.”


—Margot Page, author of Little Rivers


“Hughes writes with a poet’s pen, while drawing easily on his remarkable sense of fishing’s literary and cultural past. This adventurer in “Angling and Romance” has a heart, too, and you’ll feel the tug of it, or of his fine wit, as you would bumps on the end of your line.”


—Bert Bender, author of Sea-Brothers and Catching the Ebb


“No one sucks the marrow quite like Hughes. Beginning in his childhood waters off New York, sensual romance and sensational fishing pulls the narrative across the country, overseas to Asia and back. Hughes is an angler in the finest regard. From bait and spin fishing in Long Island Sound to fly fishing for carp in China, his breadth of fishing expertise is one that every angler can admire. Also dealing honestly with issues of race, class, gender, and cross-cultural relations, Back Seat with Fish achieves what great memoirs all aspire to do—tell a story with passion and tenderness in a way that keeps the reader turning the page. This is a fishing life you’ll want to read.”


—Noah Davis, Anglers Journal


“Here is a writer who contemplates the deeper questions we long-time anglers think about in slower moments. Do the fish feel pain? Why is there such joy in feeling a fish struggle? Hughes looks fish in the eye and knows that he will kill and eat some of them. There’s an honesty here that he carries through his Pacific travels in Japan, China, Indonesia, Malaysia, Alaska and his home waters of Oregon. Not only does he angle in these faraway places and eat some strange fish, he drinks in the culture like a parched explorer.”


—Shannon Drawe, Texas Fly Caster


“Henry Hughes is a man who moves through the world obsessed with fish and fishing. His memoir is an incredible catalog of fish encountered, caught, released, eaten, as well as encounters of the amorous variety. You have to admire the gusto with which this man follows his natural attractions.”


—Lorraine Anderson, editor of Sisters of the Earth and Earth and Eros


“Henry Hughes’ wonderful Back Seat with Fish, a memoir of obsessive angling that takes place amidst family, friends, work, loss, academics, partying and romance (lots of romance). The result is a far richer fishing life than anything I’ve seen portrayed in a glossy fly-fishing magazine. It’s at times hilarious, at times heartbreaking, filled with both fishing triumphs and failures, all captured beautifully through Hughes’ prose. I can’t recommend this book highly enough.”


—Matthew Miller, The Nature Conservancy
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Give him a place by the fire,


pour whisky and cold beer,


for he is a far casting angler


who’s put a hook in my ear


—Inscription found in longhand on a Long Island bar, long washed away




A Note on Truth


Truth can be a slippery notion for anglers who have traditionally been exempt from precise accuracy. The very word, “angling,” appearing in possibly the first English language text on the subject, Treatise of Fishing with an Angle, possibly written by the nun Dame Juliana Berners in 1496, refers to the shape of the hook and those angled relationships between fish, line, rod, and agent. The author also tells us to “take good heed that in going about your disports ye open no man’s gates but that ye shut them again.” So I’ve adjusted a few names and details to set the neighbors at ease. Dame Berners further enjoins that in fishing we avoid vices and the pursuit of wealth and fame and angle “principally for your solace, and to cause the health of your body, and especially of your soul.” Much to aspire to, but I’m willing to grant the good nun her passions and secrets if she and you would grant me mine.




Fishdate


At the age of thirty-seven, I had no lover, and my only fish was a chipped plaster striped bass that my brother picked up at a yard sale and put on my backseat to keep me company. In the summer of 2002, I drove my beat-up Buick from Long Island, New York, where I grew up, to Monmouth, Oregon, for a position as an English professor. During the job interview they did not tell me that Monmouth was dry. In the neighboring town of Independence, I found a tavern called Leonora’s Ghost and watched the New York Mets lose to the San Diego Padres, wondering if my father was also tuned in. Two women sat at the end of the bar. I tried to make conversation, but they weren’t interested. I finished my beer and walked across the street to the Willamette River. A couple Latino kids plunked worms from the bank, boats dripped from trailers, and an osprey tore something gold from the current. Fishing, I thought and smiled.


Fishing new geographies can be challenging until you get to know the waters and the people. At eighteen, I left Long Island and the Atlantic Seaboard to live in South Dakota, Indiana, Japan, and China with trips around the Pacific, always fishing and meeting people, angling new environments and customs, connecting at all depths in every kind of weather, landing lifelong relationships, and losing what might have been.


After a couple hot days of unpacking and orientation, I walked back into Leonora’s Ghost and saw a rotund man inking fish and women on bar napkins. “That’s my kind of art,” I said. The man turned, a pink smile creasing through his thick white beard. “Pull up a stool,” he said. Richard Bunse and I talked, while sipping a couple Mirror Ponds, about Oregon trout, steelhead, salmon, rivers, lakes, bays, boats, and techniques. His words illustrated by quick-sketched maps and fly patterns. When the shapely bartender leaned back against the glass door of the beer cooler, purring “This feels nice,” Richard drew her, but instead of long-necked bottles, he penned trout swimming up beneath her as if she were floating over a placid river teaming with rainbows. “There’s something about the smooth lines of women,” Richard mused, “that remind me of fish.”


A week later I joined Richard’s drawing group, stepping into his River Gallery studio a few doors down from Leonora’s, smiling at the men and women setting up their pads and charcoal. Richard waved me over and pulled out a drawing horse. “Just relax,” he said and patted me on the shoulder. I looked forward and nodded respectfully to the voluptuous model undressing and sitting on a velvet-draped table. After an hour of pushing pastel, my hand stiff and sweaty, we took a break. The model put on her robe, Richard poured a round of homemade wine, and we all talked in soft tones about the session. The windowless old studio was like a cobwebbed grotto cluttered with art supplies, fishing tackle, statues, and walls of women and fish. “It’s a temple,” I declared. Richard smiled, rose, and called the congregants back to prayer. But prayer is nothing without action. Richard and I fly fished together a few times, and he gave me boxes of his hand-tied nymphs and dries and chartered shadowy streams, where we caught and released small cutthroat trout of spectacular speckled beauty. I met other anglers, like Jefferson, a lean, bearded rock climber who would smoke a bowl and then guide me along slick canyon ledges and across swift runs of mountain water, waiting patiently for me to catch up and always offering a hand and the first cast into a sweet spot where a steelhead sometimes lay. Steelhead, a race of rainbow trout, have evolved like salmon to leave their natal rivers for the sea and return after two or three years. They are wary and gorgeous—an olive back, spotted, and shading to cherry-blushed silver sides—and every bit as powerful as their name. I kept a clear head on these rushing adventures, but when the waders came off I’d join Jefferson in a beer and a smoke, listening to his colorful stories of people and fish. “Fishing is life,” he’d say without an ounce of pretense or affected philosophy. “Life is fishing,” I’d say, exhale, and smile.


Then there was Reverend Bob, the husband of our department secretary, who took me on his wooden drift boat down coastal rivers where we hooked, lost, and landed several salmon. Bob loved to talk about church, family, and fishing. “Right there,” he lifted a hand off the oar and pointed to a bend in the river, “twenty years ago after service on a freezing-cold Sunday, my father tossed a pink corkie behind that rock and hooked a thirty-inch coho with a seal bite on its belly.” I cast my bobber and pink jig in the same spot, mending the slack line and watching intently as Bob delivered a detailed reverential history spanning three decades of every fish hooked behind that rock. My bobber spun in the eddy but never winked.


“He can’t remember to pick up milk,” Bob’s wife shook the empty jug one morning when we were heading out, “but he can tell you the weather, the lure, the time, and the place, spot, hole—is that what you say?—the hole where he caught every fish. It’s uncanny.” And so it is, the focus and intensity of catching fish sharpens the hooks of memory and brings a net under the past.


That very morning twelve years ago, Bob and I drank bitter black coffee and cast pink-bellied spinners with chrome blades into the tidal surge three miles from the ocean on the Salmon River north of Lincoln City, Oregon. I told him that my father disliked fishing but took me often when I was young. “That’s a good dad,” Bob said. I was using fifteen-pound test and making long casts, recounting distant details from a fishing trip with my father on Long Island some thirty years ago. Bob smiled, closed his tackle box decorated with the intersecting arcs of a Jesus fish, and then pointed to an eagle sweeping down over a swirl in the river. The tide rolled in, sea lions barked, and around ten o’clock I hooked a fish that torpedoed a creamy wake upstream, taking line and sounding with the smack of its wide spotted tail. Bob hallelujahed—“Fish on!”


Landing a large fish on light line is realizing high hopes on modest means, and it always thrills me. You must stay firm to what you want—no slack—and crank in when you can, but also let the wildness run or it will break away for good. All living connections demand a little give and take.


Bob pulled the anchor and we followed the powerful salmon, working its energy away from a logjam and back toward our boat—its long silver suddenly glowing in the marbled water.


“What a blessed creature,” Bob intoned. The fish raced around the boat, taking and surrendering line, finally tilting flank-up in exhaustion. Bob leaned over with the landing net, but the water exploded in scales and fur as a brown hump breached and rolled in a sucking swirl. “Damn sea lion!” Bob yelled. The revived and terrified fish shot a few feet from the boat, and I reeled and arched back on the rod, hoping the line would hold, finally horsing the salmon’s head toward the net, the sea lion chomping at its tail. Bob dropped the twisting salmon at our feet, pulled off his hat, and looked to the gray skies, “Dear God, thank you.” When Bob, a born-again Christian, finished his prayer—Father, Son, and Holy Ghost—I hugged him, tipped my hat to the sea lion, and bowed to the thirty-six-pound Chinook salmon that we shared with Bob’s family, a couple of my colleagues, and Richard.
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“The Lord works in mysterious ways,” Richard said after hearing my story. We were sitting at a long table in the River Gallery, sampling some of the salmon, which had been smoked by Jefferson using a bourbon-molasses brine and local alder. “Mmh-mmh,” Richard said as he licked his lips. A couple visiting the gallery from California came to the table, and I offered them some fish. The woman puckered and said, “No thanks,” but the man took a piece, chewed, and nodded approvingly. “So you catch these around here?” he asked. I told him about Oregon salmon and mentioned that California still had some runs. “We just buy fish at the supermarket,” the man said. “I have no idea where it’s coming from.”


After the couple left, Richard and I talked about how little most people know about their food. Although the fish I catch make up only a small portion of my diet, it feels good to get out on the water and pursue, hook, and land some of my own food. Most meat eaters never do more than pick up a shiny wrapped package from the cold market, and perhaps that comfortably widens the distance between the necessity of killing to eat and the necessity of eating to live. Fishing shortens the distance, bringing us a little closer to our positive primitive vitalities. Our very language reminds us that fish are wild in our hearts. French-Norman conquests brought to Anglo-Saxon sophisticated words such as beef, pork, and poultry that attempt to fence us from creatures we know and eat. Fish remains fish. When I landed that Chinook, cut its gills to bleed out in the river, patted her hard bright sides, gazed into the black pupiled eye, and later sliced off deep pink fillets, taking a clean, raw hunk into my mouth, I felt close to my animal joy.


Centuries from now, if humans survive, they may look back on fishing as a barbaric blood sport gone the way of bear baiting and fox hunting. It may be perfectly acceptable to raise fish, chickens, and cattle on industrial farms, perhaps genetically engineered without pain-feeling nerve centers, or better, to synthesize their nutritious and delicious proteins in food factories. But to enjoy hooking and fighting a struggling fish—maybe even to let it go, so the torture could be repeated?—my God, what savagery!


Richard smiled and ate another piece of salmon. “There’s no way we could exist without doing some harm. Even the vegetarian is a killer.”


“What about vegan?” I asked.


“I’m not going there.” Richard folded his arms tightly, as if refusing to eat his vegetables.


“Well, it’s true,” I said. “Agriculture does its damage.” I told Richard about helping with the harvests in South Dakota, where I’d also seen rabbits, birds, and snakes chopped up by the combine. There’s erosion and the deadly effects of fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides. Worse yet, our fruits and vegetables are flown and trucked across the world on toxic fossil fuels that countless people fight and die over.


“Damn,” Richard shook his head. But we also knew that even careful sportfishing led to some waste and destruction. “Ah, you do the best you can,” Richard said and raised his hands like a referee. “We’re all killers. At least with fishing you own up to it.”


Our conversation moved from relationships with food to relationships with women. Richard had just turned sixty and he still enjoyed a good marriage with Carol, his wife of thirty years. At first Carol was frustrated with all the time he spent angling. So they started taking camping and fishing trips together.


“On those trips, fishing isn’t the priority,” Richard explained. “It’s all about give and take and sharing time in a beautiful place.” Richard’s wisdom allowed that serious anglers would always want and need some time alone, but learning to balance fishing with the rest of life was important. “Maybe you’ll find a woman that’s as crazy about fishing as you are, but I doubt it,” he said. “You just need to find a woman that likes fishing—or at least is okay with it.”


“What about that new bank teller across the street?” I asked.


Richard laughed. “Does she like fishing?”


I withdrew cash the old-fashioned way and chatted with Haley, a perky bank teller with blue eyes and a frosted swirl of short blonde hair. She liked the outdoors, especially running, and we stepped out on a jogging date that ended nicely with a glass of chilled pinot gris and a brief kiss. She and I jogged together, ran a few road races, and even started the Portland Marathon together, but Haley steamed ahead and finished a half hour before I collapsed over the line. Haley was high energy. She loved to exercise, work extra days at the bank, shop, clean, and have occasional sex—her tan shoulders, small chest, and narrow muscled hips moving in rapid, almost convulsive spasms. And we had to keep it tidy, showering before and after, the drier always tumbling with a fresh set of sheets. Her Salem apartment was immaculate, her kitchen counters and stovetop gleamed like showroom store models. “I make a lot of salads,” she said, slicing a tomato on a polished granite slab.


Haley said she also ate fish, so I planned to cook us a healthy dinner one Friday at my apartment in Monmouth. I caught a few trout at Detroit Lake that afternoon and had just set the cooler down on my kitchen floor when she pulled up. “Smells fishy in here,” she said as her nose twitched.


“Probably my waders and jacket. I’ll take them out back.”


“So, did you catch anything?” she asked, kissing me lightly on the lips.


“Of course,” I answered and smiled, popping the cooler and showing her five pretty ten-inch rainbows. Her face tightened.


“Bloody,” she looked away.


Sensing Haley was put off by all the fishiness, I poured her a glass of pinot gris and set to chopping leaks and parsley, dropping them into a pan with bay leaves, peppercorns, salt, and an inch of water. As the paisley broth simmered, she went on to tell me about a manipulative supervisor, her coworker’s wedding plans, and some policy changes at the bank. I listened then set the cleaned trout into the steamy pan and covered it, quickly turning to a marinated cucumber salad. “I can help with that,” she said. And when I started to tell her about my day on the lake, she frowned, “It must be nice to have a day off.”


When the fish came out of the pan, Haley asked, “Does it still have bones?” I showed her how the flesh easily slid off the spine and suggested she dapple it with a little mayonnaise and dill. She didn’t like touching the trout but managed to fork up a translucent wedge, chewing and swallowing with a crooked smile. Haley ate her salad and some of her fish, but she clearly didn’t savor it. When I held up my skeletal trout by the tail, her eyes went wide and then she screamed.


“It’s okay. It’s just Dash.” The neighbor’s cat peered in through the dark window. I pushed up the sash and Dash jumped in—the friendly gray tabby often stopped by for a bit of fish or turkey—and I set down my plate. Haley shuddered and went to the bathroom. When she came back to the couch, I could see she was tense.


“This place really does smell like fish,” she said again. “So I have to ask you—why do you like fishing so much? I mean, isn’t it boring just sitting there with your pole?”


“A jerk at one end of the line waiting for a jerk on the other end?” I tried to joke.


“I didn’t mean that,” she said. “I know it’s your hobby.”


“Well, I wasn’t just sitting there. I walked around the lake casting spinners.”


“And?” she arched her eyebrows in another question.


“I saw loons and eagles. The snow on the mountains—you know Detroit Lake—it’s beautiful. And I did a lot of thinking.”


“About me?” she interrupted.


“Sure. Of course. Hey, why don’t I take you fishing up there on Sunday.”


“I thought we were going shopping for wedding clothes. Don’t you want to get some new pants?”


It was clear that Haley and I were different. She was squeamish around waders, fish, and cats, and she showed no interest in angling. We listened to some music, and then she said she had to go. When I returned from walking her to her car, Dash was on the kitchen counter eating the rest of her fish.
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“Not fishy enough,” Richard said and chuckled when I told him about Haley. It was true that every one of my serious girlfriends liked fishing. Rain lummed down on the leaky roof of the studio, and Richard set out a few pails to catch the drips. “What about Morgan?” he asked. Morgan, one of the life-drawing models, had just broken up with her boyfriend. I liked her. “But be careful,” Richard added. “She’s got a lotta drama in her life.”


Morgan worked at a supermarket and took psychology classes at Chemeketa Community College. She wanted to be a counselor. Fleshy and wide-hipped with large breasts and wild brown hair that sometimes smelled of cooking oil and cigarettes, Morgan liked to eat, drink, smoke, cook, and play with her three cats. She rented a house with another guy and girl and said they once got drunk and had a threesome. “How do I apply?” I smiled. And when I told her that I liked to fish she said, “Let’s go.”


Avoiding her family over Thanksgiving break—“I’m not going near that mad house,” she hissed—we fished and frolicked, starting on a drizzly afternoon catching stocked rainbows from Foster Reservoir and cooking them at Morgan’s house. Her place smelled a little sour with dirty dishes glued to the counters and a mountain of old mail spilling off the kitchen table. The cats eyed me warily then slunk into the dark bedroom. Morgan wiped out a pan and dropped in a stick of butter, telling me to chop some garlic. She put up brown rice, handed me a beer, and we cooked, drank, laughed, and ate fried trout down through the crispy fins and tails, moving to her bedroom for dessert.


We woke slowly with cats and coffee and then drove an hour west out of the foggy Willamette Valley over hilly pastures and rusty logging towns through a dense corridor of Douglas fir that opened to the sunny Pacific Ocean. At Depoe Bay we boarded a party boat, motored a couple miles off shore, and bounced tail-twisting jigs for rockfish and lingcod, the blue satin swells buttoned with small dark birds and the thrilling geyser of a gray whale. Morgan had been fishing with her father—“When he wasn’t a goddamn drunk”—and she knew how to use a spinning rod and how to grab the four-pound black rockfish she swung over the rail onto the deck. “Nice job,” I cheered. Morgan dropped the bleeding fish into the white pail, wiped her hands on her jeans, and touched my face. “Mmm, fishy,” she sung softly, pulling me into a kiss.


We spent the night at a cheap inn over the water. Her round body moved slow and steady and wanted me everywhere. After, we lay back, smoking a couple of her cigarettes and drinking cheap bourbon from plastic cups as we watched South Park on TV. The next morning came even later, but by early afternoon we were below a campground on the Siletz River, casting bobbers and jigs for steelhead. Morgan was into it at first, targeting the green bubbly pools and dark ledges, but she soon grew tired and wanted to smoke a bowl to kill her hangover. I didn’t like getting high and wading swift water, but I sat with her on a rock and we talked. Morgan asked about my mother. “My mother?” I smiled, hesitated, then told her how she once helped me release a shark I’d caught, and how she praised me when I carried home a few flounder for dinner. But my mother died when I was thirteen.


“I’m sorry,” Morgan said.


“It was a long time ago,” I said and shrugged. Morgan asked about my time in Japan and China, and I told her a few more stories.


“Wow. It’s always fish, water, and women with you. That’s weird.”


“I never thought of it that way.” I laughed.


“Do you drop women because you’re afraid they are going to leave you or die or something?”


“I don’t drop women. Things just change and we move on.”


“You move on.”


“I’m not possessive,” I said, trying to explain myself. I’d heard these things before from girlfriends.


“You like the chase. You like to catch fish and eat them. And then let them go!” she laughed. “Then move on downriver, right?”


I didn’t like the way this was going. “And what about you? You seem pretty free,” I asked.


“Yeah. I’m free of charge,” she answered with a smirk. Morgan had known a lot of lovers, men and women, but rather than letting go and moving on, her stories ended in cut lines, overturned boats, and drownings. “Shit,” she said. “The last guy borrowed a ton of money from me, totaled his fucking car, spent two months in a hospital—of course, I was like there almost every day—then he gets out and moves in with his ex-wife.” I listened. She told me about her alcoholic father, enabling mother, sister’s dreams of becoming an actress, and a brother who was doing okay. “He likes to fish,” she pulled her wool hat down over her ears. “You’d dig him. Fishing keeps him sane.”


“I can understand that,” I said. “Maybe we can all fish together.”


“I’m cold,” she said with a shiver, and we walked back to the car. I started the old Buick and cranked the heater. As we pulled off our waders and jackets, Morgan grinned: “Look at that big back seat. But what’s that stupid fish doing in there?” My brother’s gift of the plaster striped bass was lying on the floor. I jammed it in the trunk, breaking off part of its tail. The car stereo no longer worked, but in ten minutes Morgan and I were naked on the blanketed vinyl, spinning our own music as a rivery, fishy steam filled the air and fogged the windows.
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“Fish and Sex,” I wrote on my notepad. Recovering after the long holiday, I sat at my desk and jotted down notes for an essay. I had always enjoyed literature where fishing became a metaphor for some great salvation or revelation earned through patient and mindful practice. There was the possibility of emotional healing in Hemingway’s “Big Two-Hearted River” or the victory of respect and love for a fellow creature that fills Elizabeth Bishop’s poem “The Fish.” Norman Maclean’s A River Runs Through It offered the beautiful story of fly fishing as way into nature and human understanding that ultimately expresses itself as spiritual grace. But at that moment I was angling more primitive currents.


Junior high boys joked about their “trouser trout” and a salty old Long Island fisherman once advised me, “Head before tail, boy,” as he set another snapper on the cutting board, chuckling and winking at his double entendre, completely lost on me at fourteen. I would soon learn, however, that there was something inherently fishy about the sexual encounter.


In Aristophanes’ Lysistrata, the war-weary women exclaim that they could suffer the loss of men but not the eels—“Surely you’d spare the eels?” With this in mind, Plutarch tells the mournful story of Isis searching for the remains of her slain Osiris. When she learns that his penis has been thrown in the Nile and eaten by eels, she makes those long and slippery fish sacred. In “L’anguilla,” The Eel, Italian poet Eugenio Montale praises that “torch, lash, arrow of Love upon earth” that points “back to paradises of fertility.” Shakespeare abounds with fishy vulgarisms, including Iago’s implication that some ladies may “change the cod’s head for the salmon’s tail,” that is, give up men for women, and Cleopatra likens seducing Antony to angling for “Tawny-finned fishes.”


Collected in a stained file from years of reading were Yu Xuanji’s ninth-century Chinese love poem to her man gone fishing, John Donne’s “The Bait,” Edmund Waller’s “Ladies Angling,” and Lorca’s “brunette of Granada . . . who will not bite.” I pushed through a sprawl of books to Herman Melville’s Typee, lingering over chapter twenty-eight and the eroticized descriptions of the young American sailor, Tommo, and his island beauty, Fayaway, eating raw fish. With a reluctance known to many unversed lovers, Tommo admits something “disagreeable” about his first taste of raw fish, and I recalled teenage jokes about fishy smells and confessions from Vagina Monologues. But Tommo opens the fish, exposing the smooth, slippery pink walls, and finds them “remarkably tender,” telling us that “after a few trials I positively began to relish them. . . .”


I considered the “Nurse Duckett” chapter in Catch-22 when Yossarian claims, “My fish dream is a sex dream,” disappointing the truly disturbed Army psychiatrist who tells him to find a “good hobby . . . Like fishing.” And there was the trolling scene off the Oregon coast in Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, where the topless Candy battles a salmon with the rod between her legs. Freud and Jung identify fish as phallic, but Richard Bunse draws women as salmon-curved mermaids, Yeats catches a “little silver trout” that becomes “a glimmering girl,” Sandra Alcosser offers a beautiful woman as “A Fish to Feed All Hunger,” and Roseann Lloyd spreads it right out there with “Song of the Fisherman’s Lover”:


          Dip me from the water.


 Bite the gash. Say fish.


 Say woman.


Fish were phallic, yonic, beautiful, seductive, messy, delicious, full of sex, and all over my desk. I took a break and called Morgan, who sounded stoned and said my angle on fish and women was funny. We hung up, and I made myself a tuna salad sandwich.


Humans are pumped with salt water, but we can’t live very long under the sea. Morgan and I dated off and on for a year, her drinking and smoking turning more and more reckless. We’d meet after work and she’d already smell of booze, her eyes red and tired. Lines deepened in her face and she coughed constantly. Reverend Bob said we should try to do healthy things together. I’d get Morgan out on a walk and she’d march right to a bar.


I didn’t hear from her for a month, then she lost her job and called to ask if she could move in with me for a while. “That won’t work,” I said. “I’m sorry.”


“Too fishy?” Richard scratched his shaggy white beard when I talked about Morgan. Women and fish could be a hard match. There’s Magritte’s somber, washed-up attempt at a fish and woman fusion in “Collective Invention,” Dalí’s cold elongation of a languid lady and a sail-finned mackerel in “Forgotten Horizon,” and the surreal concentration of Picasso’s “Seated Woman with Fish,” where the lady’s hat, breasts, and interlocked fingers all swim absurdly around her serious terrestrial gaze. I took more comfort in Ray Troll’s zany illustration, “Embrace Your Inner Fish,” and Richard’s simple renderings of happy women and their finny friends.
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That night in life drawing I was happy to sit next to Chloë, a professor at the university, about my age, with whom I shared a committee. Chloë had straight coppery brown hair that swayed around her tan freckled shoulders. Her bright hazel eyes were flecked with green. She had just joined the drawing group and said she found it relaxing after a long day of teaching. “Me, too,” I said, and we worked charcoal into thighs, backs, necks, and breasts. I had real trouble with faces and hands, and Chloë, a much better artist, helped me. At break we talked about books—she loved reading—and I even risked telling her about my essay connecting fish and human sexuality. “Fascinating,” she said, describing a late night Japanese restaurant in Seattle that serves sushi on a reclining nude woman covered in plastic wrap. I made notes above the wonky figure on my sketch pad.


At the university honors-committee meeting that week I looked at and listened closely to Chloë. Her slender figure bloomed into a full bosom, and I loved her soft British accent and the way she deftly turned over a problem and solved it. After the meeting we had a cup of coffee and talked about her life growing up in England, and of course, I angled for fish. She remembered catching pollock as a little girl on a seaside holiday. “The sea is everywhere,” she reminded me, describing fish and chips wrapped in newspaper, kippers, fried white bait, and smoked eels. “Really, eels?” My eyes widened.


Chloë described other fishy dishes like baked gray mullet with oranges and skate in black butter—“the capers and vinegar darken the butter, and you pour it right over the sautéed skate wings.” Her favorite dish was kedgeree, marrying lightly smoked haddock and hard-boiled eggs with an Indian dance of coriander, red peppers, and curry folded into basmati rice. “My mother loved to make it,” she said with a smile. “She’d cook up a huge batch that would last for days.” Chloë talked about her family. Her mother had died young from alcoholism. “Such a waste,” she said. When we stood up to leave I gave her a hug.


Later that week Chloë came by my office in the English department and gave me a tin of Fortnum & Mason’s trout pâté.


“Thank you. But really, what’s this for?”


“Just having someone to talk to. You were kind to ask all those questions and listen to me go on about home. I don’t have much family here. And it’s been hard to make friends with taking care of my kids and the job and all.”


Chloë lived in the States for a decade, but there were problems. She and her London husband were getting a divorce, and she had just moved to the university town with her two boys, aged five and seven.


I felt closer to Chloë with every shared conversation. And when we hugged there was that unmistakable charge of an electric eel. The mind-body connection was there. Everything was there. When Reverend Bob saw us walking together in the park, he smiled, “You let me know if you need my services.” I nodded, and Chloë blushed. “Let your hook always be cast,” Ovid tells us in The Art of Love. “In a pool where you least expect it, there will be a fish.”
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Chloë and her sons stopped by my apartment one afternoon and were immediately smitten with the neighbor’s cat, Dash, stroking his dark back and rubbing his white chin. Using an ultralight spinning rod and a rubber frog bass lure with the hooks removed, I sent Dash bounding and clawing madly down the hall and over the couch and table. The back door was open, and when Dash, frog in fangs, saw his chance, he dashed. I stepped out after the cat, adjusted the drag, and let him run across the empty parking lot—the boys squealing in delight. I was able to turn Dash and gain a couple yards, but his next run was too powerful and he broke free, slipping under the fence with the rubber frog. Everyone laughed.


“It’s getting warmer now. Maybe I could take these boys for some real fishing?” I asked. And they cheered.


On a sunny June day after the school term ended, we packed gear and lunches, and the older boy, Zach, tried to help me lift the plaster striped bass from the trunk, but he dropped it into a dozen chalky pieces. Zach burst into tears. “Don’t worry about it,” I said, hugging him. “It’s nothing. It’s not real. We’ll get some real bass today.”


I drove to a little known pond out in the country. When the boys groaned over the quarter mile walk through the pasture I told them we were “fish walking,” and they giggled, suddenly flopping on the ground like mudskippers. As we stepped over the grassy berm to the water, a family of glossy brown muskrats swam for the bank and disappeared into a burrow. The boys had no experience fishing, and I rigged up spinning rods with bobbers and small hooks, showing them how to bait with a worm and make a cast. The lesson proved challenging, but I took my time, remembering my father’s patience. When Gethin, the youngest, launched his bobber a few feet from the bank it instantly disappeared. He felt the tug and resistance, yelled for his mother to look, and reeled in a hand-sized sunfish with a bright orange breast. There were many tangles, snags, complaints, snack breaks, and a few more satisfying sunfish until the boys had enough and walked down through the flower-studded meadow, picking up spent shotgun shells. Chloë and I sat close and watched them.


“Is that safe?” She grew concerned.


“Sure, the shells are empty. I used to collect them when I was a kid.”


“You Americans and your guns,” she frowned.


But we were, indeed, safe in this secluded meadow beside this little pond. “Make another cast and set the rod down on that stick. We’ll have a beer,” I urged.


“I think I might’ve caught something already.”


“What?” I jumped up. She put her hand around my leg and laughed.


“Oh no, I’m supposed to say that. Women think I’m fish crazy. Too many fishing metaphors. Weird, right?”


“No,” she said. “It’s how you think.”


The teeming waters of a summer pond, the lessons, frustrations, casts, hopes, and a hooked sunfish flopping on the grassy bank raise a child’s delight and a man and woman’s growing interest in each other. How wonderfully simple. If fishing brings us closer to the earth’s essentials, can it also help us transcend that realm? Is angling an art that can actually lead to enlightenment, salvation, grace, and even love, as promised by some writers?


Chloë and I leaned back on the warm grass. “This is marvelous,” she said, and I bent over to kiss her. Her lips returned the soft, warm gesture with something more, and we looked at each other and smiled. “This is a nice fishdate,” she said.


Redwing blackbirds called from the cattails, a dragonfly alighted on the tip of my finger, then Chloë’s rod bounced off the stick and slid toward the water. “Fish!” I yelled. She chased the rod down the bank, picked it up, and reeled. A big bass thrashed and swam. “Fantastic,” she cried. The boys saw the splashing and came running. The foggy green water burned gold as the bass flashed clear before us.


“I can really feel it,” Chloë said and smiled back at me, reeling in her fish.


“Me, too,” I said, even before I did.




Casting Off


It’s clear,” my father said as we looked out over the water then turned into the potholed yard of Ralph’s Fishing Station on Long Island’s Mount Sinai Harbor. There were dinghies flipped over on cement blocks, runabouts, cabin cruisers, and barnacle-bottomed game boats on trailers and wooden racks. A speed boat spilled corroded parts out of its transom while an old sailboat, partly draped like a flapper after too much champagne, flashed bare oak above her waterline.


Spring 1973. People talked about Vietnam, Watergate, George Steinbrenner buying the New York Yankees, the amazing red azaleas outside our house, and a new TV show Sanford and Son, whose junkyard set reminded me of Ralph’s. My father parked his yellow Chevy pickup near two men in greasy sweatshirts poking into an Evinrude outboard tilted in a water-filled barrel. A tall man walked up, handed one guy a spark plug, then yelled, “Damnit, Charley. What-da-hell you think ya’ doing?” I jumped. It was my father’s name. But he walked right past us and stood below a guy pulling some wires out of the wheelhouse of a propped-up lobster boat.


“Either get me dat six months or get dis piece-a-shit outta here.”


“How’my gonna get your money if I can’t fish? For Chrissakes, Ralph!”


“Well, get in the goddamn water then.”


I was seven, and my father turned me away from the dispute. Rancid fish wafted from blue barrels on a flatbed truck stacked with wooden lobster pots. Men were drinking canned beer and smoking cigarettes. Among them stood a short, stocky guy in khaki trousers and a flannel shirt.


“Hey Herbie,” my father greeted him. “What’s going on?”


“Getting my skiff outta hock. Didn’t catch many muskrats this winter.”


“No, hah? You working?”


“Here and there,” Herbie said. “I’d rather be fishing.”


My father introduced me to Herbie Clark, a union laborer he knew from work. The man was older than my father, with a high-tide hairline, reddish face, and bulbous nose, but his eyes were warm, and he asked if I liked fishing. “Yes,” I said, though I’d never really been.


The men talked construction. My father was a crane operator, and Long Island was building, but there were highs and lows, good jobs and bad. Such things bored me and I wandered behind a wind-torn blue building, admiring a quiver of rods leaning against a fence. Squatting to touch the reels, I looked up and screamed. A huge pig bore down on me, his snout and jaws smeared red. My father and Herbie were right there. “That’s Arnold,” Herbie laughed. The boar sniffed me, snorted, and trotted off.


“He killed something,” I gasped.


“No,” Herbie laughed some more. “They gave ’im some spaghetti and meatballs. He loves Italian food.”


Ralph finished chewing out the lobsterman and walked over to us, his face softening in concern. “Everything okay?”


“Arnold scared the boy, that’s all,” Herbie said.


“He’s a big pig,” Ralph nodded. “Ate a whole bucket of flounda d’udder day.” Ralph offered the men cigarettes and lit one for himself.


“The boy wants to do some fishing,” my father said. “Can you help us out? I don’t know nothin’ about it.”


“Yeah, d’er gettin some flounda.” Ralph smiled at me. “Fishing’s a lotta fun. You wanna ren a boat, Charley?”


“Sure. It’ll be me, the boy, and his friend.”


“Okay,” Ralph said. “High tide’s at nine tomorrow. Come over round six-thirdy. We’ll set you up.”


[image: image]


“From fish-shape Paumanok where I was born,” wrote the Long Island bard Walt Whitman. But I was born into an Island family that did not fish. My father grew up in Port Jefferson, near where we lived, and he knew a bit about boats and motors but never had any interest in catching a fish. My mother grew up in Queens. “Your grandfather liked to fish,” she told me. Aunt Lillian, my mother’s older sister, wrung a dish rag and smirked, “Yeah, he caught things all right.” I would later learn that my late grandfather was a philanderer, but the daughters had made peace with him in the last years. Lil lived with us in our cedar shingled Cape Cod on Central Avenue and did a lot of the cooking.


“Yes, yes. He liked to fish,” Lil said and surrendered a smile. “He’d dump ’em in the sink. What a mess. But he cleaned ’em and I cooked ’em.” I was too young to remember my grandfather as anything more than a red sweater rowing off into the fog. A couple of his varnished wooden rods and corroded Penn reels hung in the garage.


We ate fish at least once a week, almost always on Fridays, and I liked going with my mother and Aunt Lil to Wally Brown’s Fish Market on East Main Street in Port Jefferson. Wally and his wife, Gladys, smiled and nodded when I named the characters on ice. They let me walk behind the counter and peer into the bubbling lobster tank or examine the whole cod and striped bass before they were filleted. Wally had no right hand, but his flippered forearm pointed encouragingly. I poked eyeballs, touched skin, stroked fins, and smelled on my hands a salty, mucusy something that was both familiar and strange. I asked Wally questions then just listened to the iced silence of the fish, dreaming into their watery world.


I loved fish, dead and alive, managed a few home aquariums, sat glued to every episode of Jacques Cousteau, and poured over books about fish, beginning with Fish Do the Strangest Things, which my aunt read to me over and over. I had been to the New York Aquarium and The American Museum of Natural History in Manhattan, where my mother put a time limit on how long we could stay in the Hall of Ocean Life—the ninety-four-foot blue whale breaching above the dazzling walls of life-size full color fish. But aside from my father’s half-hearted attempt at letting me soak a worm in a fuzzy duck pond while he listened to the Mets on his truck radio, no one had really taken me fishing.
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The next morning we woke in the chilly dark, picked up my friend Joey, then drove the four miles to Mount Sinai Harbor. There were very few cars, raccoons crossed in our headlights, and it felt—as it still does, driving early to fish—like having more of the world to yourself.


The flounder were waking up in the shallow April waters, and good weekend weather meant fish and fishermen would be on the move. People milled around Ralph’s Fishing Station drinking coffee from white Styrofoam cups, listening to radio weather, smoking cigarettes, and talking quietly. There was the clang of buckets and rods and snarly boat engines starting. Standing alone smoking a pipe was a wildly bearded old man with a strange mole centered on his forehead under a dirty white yachtsman’s cap. “Good morning, Captain,” my father greeted, holding open the rattlely door as I pushed through with my grandfather’s fishing pole, spearing Joey in the back. Ralph was busy taking orders for sandworms, filling out rental cards, making change. It was all cash over the counter. Rigs, sinkers, line, bait, gas. Ralph scratched his head and poked the cash register while another puffy faced man counted sandworms into rectangular white boxes.


In no rush to get started, my father carried a cup of coffee out to Captain, had a smoke with him, and then came back in the store. “Old Captain was in World War I,” my father said. “On a ship made right in Port Jefferson.” I looked out the window and saw the grizzled man standing alone. We shuffled forward to the counter. “Okay, Charley. We got ya boat,” Ralph said. “A few of dese spreader rigs heer, some two-ounce sinkas. A couple dozen wirms should do. Barbara’ll set you up on the dock. Just anchor outside the channel. Fish right on the bottom through the tide, okay?” My father nodded.


Down on the dock, Ralph’s wife, Barbara, was arguing with a group talking in Spanish. “Six is duh limit,” she commanded in a loud voice. “Three, four, five, six. Dat’s it. You’ll need another boat.” She saw us and walked up the dock followed by two large dogs. “Hi Charley. Is dis your crew? Gonna get some flounda, boys?” She tipped her chin toward the people rocking the green skiff. “Puerto Ricans. What are ya gonna do? Dey love to fish.”


Even early in the morning, Barbara had a bright, smooth face, her movements swift and strong like a Diana of the docks as she handed us three life jackets and then bent to pet one of her dogs. She looked at my old blistered fishing pole and shook her head, “Sorry, honey. These’ll work betta for you.” Three white fiberglass rods stood against the red sign for gas. “You want me to start it, Charley?”


“I got it, Barb. Thanks.” My father smiled. She pointed down the dock. “Boat numbah five. Have fun.”


My father held the boat steady while Joey and I stepped in and sat down on the wooden seats. I was a plump child, but I felt magically light in the boat, like the world was suddenly more supportive. The rental was a fourteen-foot green lapstreak skiff with a six-horse Johnson outboard. My father was good with engines. He vented the gas tank, squeezed the ball on the fuel line, opened the choke, and pulled the starter rope twice. It popped. He pushed the choke halfway in, pulled again, and it started. After letting it warm up for a few minutes, he reached over and untied the bow line from the cleat. “Cast off,” he urged with a gesture, and Joey and I pushed the boat from the dock.


Like any beginner, my father just followed the others. About half a mile from Ralph’s in the vicinity of a couple small boats, he asked Joey and me, “Well, you wanna try it here?” What did we know? He turned off the engine and told me to drop anchor. But by the time I had untangled the mess of rope and heaved the heavy iron over the bow, we had drifted deep into the channel. My father began rigging the rods, Joey’s first, tying on a double-hooked spreader rig with square knot and burning off the excess with his lit cigarette.


Poking through the seaweed-packed bait box, my father recoiled with an, “Ouch.” Then, like a snake wrangler on Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom, a favorite Sunday evening television program, he grasped a sandworm firmly behind the head and held it up, fangs flashing. “Damn,” he said. “This worm means business.” But this was bait, so he pushed a hook through its skin. Blue blood squirted and the worm writhed and twisted. Right from the beginning I would recognize that there was pain connected to fishing. A medic attached to an aid station during the Korean War, my father was not squeamish, but I could see he was not enjoying himself.


“You crucified him,” Joey wailed.


“Take it easy, Joey,” my father said and frowned, always skeptical of high drama. “You wanna catch a fish, right?”


My father knew enough about reels to understand the clutch and drag and how to avoid backlash—some of the same principles applied to crane operating—and he gave us simple instructions. Joey flipped the clutch and sent the clumsy rig down to the bottom, the reel spooling on into a bird’s nest of green line. “You gotta keep your thumb on the spool,” my father repeated. “Stop when you feel it hit bottom.”


“How do I know it’s the bottom?”


“You feel it, I guess. Okay, just hold on. Let me get this other one going.”


Just as my father started helping me, Joey’s rod jumped. “I got one! I got one,” he shouted, cranking the reel to a tangled halt. “It’s stuck.”
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