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  IF YOU LOVE RIVERS

  “When I die, if heaven isn’t like the Rogue River, I won’t go.” Willie Illingworth, 1942-2007

  “A river is the most human and companionable of all inanimate things.” Henry Van Dyke, Little Rivers.

  Jerry Dennis wrote that first quote in his book, A Place on the Water. The second is from a sign that hung in Willie’s office. Dennis is right. Willie right on. Henry Van Dyke wrong. Well, half wrong.

  Contrary to what Van Dyke says, rivers are by any measure certainly not “inanimate things.” They are living, breathing, tumbling, running, roaring, rollicking animate things. Some of the most animate things, I’d say, on God’s green earth. But Van Dyke gets the other half right: rivers are supremely “companionable.” Sometimes I think more companionable than human beings. And, like most human beings, they have personalities. And possibilities.

  Thus, when I look down the long corridor of my life, I see the names of a multitude of rivers. The Green, the Grass, the Bighorn, the Salmon, the Perkiomen, the Willowemoc, the Beaverkill, the Elk, the Umpqua. I see the names of people, too.

  That’s what this book is about: water, the sweet and the salt; and memories of people, the sweet and the salt. 1942–2007

  I have always been a stream-seeker. The kind of person who slows down when crossing bridges, even on the Interstate, to get a glimpse of the waters running beneath them. Wondering what their names are, wondering what kinds of fish swim in them.

  Like the people I have known, the rivers I have known exhibit different moods. Some are, at times, forlorn and sorrowful. Downright funereal. At other times happy and playful.

  Once in late October, I remember standing alone in a cold rain under a grayblue, crushed-velvet sky on the banks of the Salmon River in upstate New York near the town of Pulaski. There in the shallows, along the river’s edge, among the charcoal-colored rocks asleep beneath coverlets of frost, fringed with emerald moss, lay the black sarcophagi of giant salmon. Through the shallows, through the thin curtains of mist and rain, fishermen slogged slowly and silently past them, looking down as they passed like reverent guests at a viewing.

  I remember another time standing beside a river in late March in the northeast after a long winter of heavy snow. The ferocious waters, the color of frothy cappuccino, were filled with drowning debris. The river had boiled, like a forgotten pot, over its banks. It surged past me like wild dogs pursuing deer. It gnawed and tore at the roots and trunks of trees, which, in July and August, had stood calmly back from the river, dry and unafraid.

  But, by late spring, in another week or two, the wild dogs will be gone and most of the debris will have disappeared. A fallen tree will have created a new fishing hole with tempting possibilities. The river will now be as calm and as clear as moonshine. The banks will have reappeared. Where once there was all rush and roar, there will now be only the buzz of insects and the chirp of birds.

  In the fall, this same river, will be low and slow and well within its banks. It will be strewn with yellow leaves collecting like Post-It™ notes in stacks one upon the other in front of trailing limbs and in helter-skelter piles in eddies behind the rocks. More leaves will slowly pinwheel down settling on the surface like gentle rain. The kind of rain e. e. cummings said had “such small hands.” The kind of leaves that make you flinch when one flutters into your cheek and ruins your cast, and reminds you that another summer on the water has come to an end.

  Yet, for all their seasons, and all their and moods—malevolent, or merry, mild, or wild—no, because of them—I have seldom met a river I couldn’t somehow love . . . or, because of pollution, pity. My affection for them extends to their little relatives, the narrow creeks and tree-shaded brooks, the tiny mountain springs, the slender salamander sluice that trickles through the swampy bottom of a low, wet meadow. I love these little fellows, too.

  What is it about rivers?

  Well, a truly learned friend of mine, Ted Zeigler, once said, speaking, I think, about life in general, “You are always drilling over oil-bearing strata.” And so it is with rivers . . . and with fishing in particular. You are always exploring possibilities, always tempting the potential that a fish will rise and strike your fly. Do everything right, and, if the time of day, the season, the hatch, the moon . . . if your mood and the mood of the river is right, you may, indeed, persuade a fish to rise and take your fly. It is this flirtation with possibilities—drilling over oil bearing strata—that give rivers and the act of fishing such a potentially rich and compelling allure.

  That’s why I so often fish the dry fly. Because it lets you see the moment when possibility becomes reality. Nothing is hidden. That’s why I especially love to cast my floating flies on the calm, smooth summer glides and glassy pools because nothing here seems quick but the fish.

  Cast a floating fly and you can see it touch the water leaving behind a tiny telltale wink of light and around it a migration of tiny ringlets. Then, best of all, you may see the flash of the trout coming to your fly. See his take and turn. His splash and swirl. Feel his frantic tug.

  If you share my love of flowing water, and the solitude of the woods, the excitement of the salt—standing ankle-deep in the sapphire and sand of the flats—then follow me. We will visit the rivers of my memory, and I will introduce you to the people I have met along their banks and share a laugh or two and flirt with endless possibilities. Perhaps, although we are not looking for them, together we might find some parables right here in the company of rivers.
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  NYPD GOLD

  Random House Unabridged defines “fishing” as “the act of catching fish.” And “angling” as “the act and art of catching fish with a hook and line.” Both definitions should immediately be corrected to read “the act of trying to catch fish.” That’s because, unlike linguistics professors, all fishermen know that if fishing always resulted in catching fish, it would be called “catching,” not “fishing.”

  This dictionary also fails to reveal that the words “fishing” and “angling” for that matter have other meanings as well. For example, “he was fishing for compliments.” Or, “he was angling for a raise.”

  In other words, “fishing” and “angling” have other meanings that go beyond the act of trying to catch fish, meanings that have to do with attempting to acquire things other than fish by “fishing” around for them.

  This linguistic song and dance brings me to the story of my dear old fishing buddy, Sergeant William Cotter, a most engaging man who had a most unusual way of fishing for his fishing gear.

  His success depended, in large part, upon something that he always carried in his wallet, not money but gold: his NYPD badge.

  As I said my friend’s name was Bill Cotter. William Daniel Patrick Cotter. I use his real name because, try as I have, no fictitious name will suit my recollections of him. There never was and never will be another Cotter.

  The good Lord already knows him, has forgiven his few venial sins and is right now, as I speak, enjoying his company. Those of us left here on earth will, I know, be equally quick to overlook any faults that might be revealed here.

  Remember, Bill was a New York cop and they enjoy a pocketful of dispensations denied to all ordinary men and women.

  Bill was tall and handsome with a bearing not unlike Gary Cooper’s. If you don’t remember Gary Cooper, then think of George Clooney. He was that sort of a guy. Never touched a drop (unlike Mr. Clooney) and I never heard him curse or raise his voice.

  Speaking of his voice. His vocal chords were strung as tight as the strings on Willie Nelson’s Martin guitar. Cotter unplugged. This lent that familiar Yankee, New Yorker twang to his speech. Listen, I bet you can hear it when he says, “Ya gotta see dis t’ing here, Eddie, babe.” He could turn good grammar on and off like a spigot. Of course, he had no such control over his Yankee accent.

  I first met Cotter on the banks of the Croton River just below the big stone dam. He was wearing a black and white plaid flannel shirt, a crushed and faded NY Yankees baseball cap with his dark curly hair poking out the hole in the back. His Red Ball hippers were turned down to his knees like a pirate’s boots. The rubberized canvas was crackled like the varnish on an antique dresser. He had a just-lit Chesterfield between his lips. He was, I’d guess, forty-three. Maybe older. And, for all of his being so loosely put together, he had a smoothly subtle elegance about him, a kind of untutored gentility twinkling through. You could see it in the way he talked, in the fluid way he walked.

  Once he told me matter-of-factly that he made it a practice of reading every book on the New York Times bestseller list. After you got caught up, he said, it was easy. What’s more, he said that he read every word in the Sunday Times , too. Even the Shipping News. Every Sunday. That kind of stuff, he said, came in handy, especially when dealing with those uptown perps.

  His first words to me that day were, “Doin’ any mischief, lad?”

  Now Cotter sidled up to everything like a crab. Ideas, people, angling, everything. Talked that way too. Sideways. You know, from the corner of his mouth (or as he called it, “mout”). His already mentioned New York twang was overlaid with a deeply melodic Gaelic lilt. The sound, if not the very manner, that the Irish poet Seamus Heaney said he remembered hearing as a boy. It was the way, Heaney said, the “scullions” talked. And it was the way Sgt. Cotter talked, giving his every sentence the sound and rhythm of a pronouncement. Something said ex cathedra as if he were Father Flanagan lecturing to his boys.

  He lived in a little white Victorian cottage with an encircling, generously spindled porch down by the mouth of the Croton River in the town of Croton in the county of Westchester. The town, like the river, is named Croton. Croton-onthe-Hudson, New York, to be precise.

  This town was, once, like many of the little towns strung from New York City north along the banks of the Hudson, a popular summer-home site for wellheeled city folks. And a permanent residence for those with thinner heels—the Italian stone masons, for example, who came to Croton to build the Croton dam to form the Croton reservoir. And Cotter’s cottage, indeed, once a summer cottage, long ago winterized (in a fashion), perched above the lower part of the Croton River just upstream from where it enters the wide and mighty Hudson. On Mulberry Lane.

  He had a wife (“da bride” he used to call her), a son, Michael and a daughter, Colleen. And a blue Chevy station wagon, I’d say five years old. He was a dailymass-going Roman Catholic. And, of course, a cop. A New York City police officer. NYPD blue. He rode the train to work on duty days rubbing shoulders with all the other commuters in their Brooks Brothers suits. Me included.

  “Was always in the tick ‘o t’ings, ya gotta know, Eddie. Never shirked my duty. Oh, Lord, I seen a lotta t’ings I wished I’d never seen. T’ings that swim around in a man’s mind for years. Carried dis .38 Special for years, I did. Near twenty years now. No, more. Smith & Wesson. Never once pulled the trigger. Must, by now, the barrel, you know, must be all plugged up with lint as t’ick as you’d find in da belly button of a Bowery bum. Green mildew on the barrel, Kelly green, you know, from the dampness in the leather holster. Wadda ya say, Eddie, babe? Pretty colorful stuff, I’d say.”

  The day we met I had broken my front tooth trying to bite a fly off the end of my tippet. Bit down on the eye of the hook instead of the knot. I couldn’t keep my tongue away from the jagged edge. Never knew where that hunk of tooth went. Damn near half the tooth! Swallowed it, maybe. Spit it into the river, maybe. Who knows? But, anyway, I was glad to run across someone who could assess the damage for me.

  “Yeah, doing mischief,” I replied, “like I just broke my tooth. Broke the damn thing in half it feels like. Can you see it?” I lisped.

  “See it? Looks ta me like the entrance to Lincoln Tunnel. Like the black hole of Calcutta. Now, if asked, and I was , I’d say it looks like it’s gonna need some fixin’, lad. Some serious fixin’.”

  “That bad, huh?”

  “Let’s just say, not good. But here’s the real question: Does it hurt?”

  “No, I don’t feel a thing.”

  “OK then let’s get back to fishin’. The fixin’ can come later. Old Sidney Rosenfeld, friend of mine and fellow fisher, he can fix it. Got his office right up there on the hill, on the way home. You live up there in the village don’t ya? Tell him I sent ya. Made me these choppers. Wadda ya t’ink?” he smiled like a model in a Pepsodent ™ ad, “Name’s Cotter. What’s yours?”

  Now Cotter may have sidled up to things but once he got there, he’d get hold of them real tight. By the throat. In those days he had just sidled up to the art of fly fishing. And he was always spilling over with questions about it.

  “Hey, Eddie,” he’d say, “if you was gonna have the best rod, know what I mean, old pal, the best rod, the very best, what would it be?”

  Or, “Hey, Eddie, what kinda reel do the heavy hitters use? You know, what’s a guy like Nelson Bryant or Joe Brooks use? The real McCoy.”

  And one day he asked, “Hey, Eddie, if you could buy any waders, any waders in the world, the best, what would they be, my boy?”

  I’d always patiently answer his questions, like, for example, the one about waders.

  “Well, Mr. Cotter, old buddy, it would be Hodgman waders. Hands down. They’re the best. The very best. And I’d get chest-highs. Not hippers. With matching suspenders. And a belt around the middle. I’d put felt soles on ’em.

  You know, thick enough so I could walk up the side of Croton dam in an ice storm.”

  “Hodgman, huh. Hodgman waders? Chest highs. Spell it for me, Eddie.”

  “H-O-D-G-M-A-N. Hodgman. They’re imported. Come from England.”

  “Ah, all the way from Merry Old England. Musta lost the ‘e’ on da way over, huh? Whoda guessed?”

  It was a few weeks later (Sidney Rosenfeld, D.D.S., who turned out to be a wise old fly fisherman himself, had fixed my tooth) when Cotter called me on the telephone.

  “Eddie,” he said, “got me some fine and fancy new fishing gear. Some real hummers. Let’s us, you and I, sashay down to the banks of the ole Croton River this very minute, if not sooner, and test these t’ings. Wadda ya say, Eddie, me boy?”

  So, I went. And, there he was, lean and lank, resplendent in a sparkling pair of right-out-of-the-box British tan chest-high Hodgmans. Matching suspenders, belt and all.

  “How do I look?” he said, removing his baseball cap and sweeping it in a half circle as he bowed.

  “Well, Mr. Cotter, damned if you don’t look like Mr. Nelson Bryant himself. An autograph would be in order.”

  “Yes, Nellie—that’s what I’d imagine his downtown buddies at da Times call Mr. Bryant—he never looked so good. And, you might ask, Eddie, babe, not for an ortergraph but for the amazin’ story of how I did become so prepossessing by possessing such a fine pair of British waders.” He finished the sentence with another theatrical pirouette and tucked his thumbs into the web belt cinched around his middle.

  “OK, Mr. Cotter, tell me the amazing story of where you got your waders?”

  “Well, since you asked, Eddie, babe, and nice it was of you to ask, I’ll tell ya the story.

  “Starts out while I was eatin’ my lunch and mindin’ my business—ham and cheese on Wonder Bread—and drinkin’ a brewsky down by the wharf. Ya know where I mean, Eddie? Down the waterfront. Downtown. It’s important ya know I was down where all the big ships come in to New York harbor. Ah, yes, the BIG ships, Eddie, from across the great pond. And wadda ya know, there’s this here boat from Merry Old England. And there’s this here little Puerto Rican lad scurrying about, hither and thither, fetching sandmidges and sodas and brewskies for the longshoremen, and I calls him over and I says to him, ‘Hey, my little lad,’ what’s up with that boat? That ta one, says I pointing like this. What’s the guys unloadin? And he says, ‘Dunno, stuff from England, man. Hey, want me to getcha anudder beer? ‘ And I says, naw, already gotta a beer. What I need is a pair of waders. Watcha call fishin’ boots. Think there’s boots watcha call waders in dem boxes dere?” ‘Boots?’ he says, ‘How ta hell would I know?’ “Well, you ask , little feller. That’s what you do, says I. You go right over dere and you ask them guys, de ones right dere.

  “Well, he goes over. And glory be to God, there is a shipment of boots on that boat. And I says to that there little Spanish fellow, I says, why, you know, lad, I’m wondering if they’re the kinda boots we high-class fishing fellows call ‘waders,’ more precisely ‘chest waders.’ “How th’ hell would I know!’ says he. “OK, OK,” says I, “I’ll go over dere myself and ask.

  “Now I don’t really need to ask ’cause I know what’s on that ship. No surprise ta me, laddy. I checked the shipping news in the Times and confirmed it with O’Brien who’s down there on the wharf beat. So, I’m what you might say, fishin’ in well-stocked waters. And now I says to the little Spanish lad, do them boxes every fall offa that forklift thingamajig?” ‘Sure they do, well, sometimes they do,’ he says.

  “Well, if that happened and if a box broke open and spilled out a pair of watcha call, listen careful, chest-high waders— say that, chest waders . And he says, ‘Aw come on man.’ And I says, just remember this, lad, that’s a real tall boot, that’s what it is, lad, comes near up to your armpits. You getting’ my drift? ’Cause if you ain’t what I’m saying to ya is dis—if an accident was ta happen and if dem boxes was ta spill out onto the wharf and if in da box dere happened to be a pair of waders my very size—that’s nine wide, nine wide, my lad, nine wide and chest high, if dat was ta happen, well, know what I’d do? I’d give you—and the thingamajig driver—a fiver, that’s a fiver each, just to pick ’em up and fetch ’em here fur me to see.”

  ‘Man, you gotta be kidding. I can’t do shit like that,’ says he. ‘Those guys ud smack me up th’ side-da m’head if I grabbed holt a box a boots.’ Not likely, my lad, ya just go over dere, tell the forklift driver that you work for Sgt. Cotter, tell him about the fiver, point over ta me and I’ll wave back.”

  “Eddie, are ya listenin’?

  Well, that little lad, he goes over dere and God Almighty in Heaven be my witness to da trut, it weren’t more’n a minute when a whole load of boxes topples helter-skelter offa that fork lift thingamajig, and, ya musta guessed it by now, them boxes, Eddie, the trut, I swear, had the very words ‘Hodgman Ltd, U.K.’ stamped on ’em. And that little lad, he runs over there yellin’ back ta me, ‘Hey, man what’s your size? What’s your size? I forgot.’ “Nine wide,” yells I, chest highs, nine wide .” And like a Labrador ‘triever, he squirts in among all them boxes that spilt offa the lift t’ing, while me, I’m sitting there waving, and he comes back with nine-wide-chest-highs. Job well-done, says I slipping him a fiver and I walks myself over to the driver and says, “You OK dere, pal?” and slips him a fiver and waves to the other longshoremen and off I walks with these here sweet and supple honey-colored British boots draped over me arm. Nine wide. Chest highs. The very same that now grace my nimble body.”

  Cotter pirouettes yet again hooking his thumbs under the matching suspenders that hold up his gleamingly new Hodgmans and pull them tight up under his armpits.

  “Now, Mr. Cotter,” says I, “can we please go fishing?”

  “Why don’t mind if I do. Like they say, Eddie, deer’s a million stories in dat city. Maybe more. And, you just heard only one of ’em.”

  Yes, and it’s only one of the stories of how my pal Cotter went about the task of fishing for his fishing gear—“da finest t’ings dat money (or in this case an NYPD badge) can buy.”

  There was, for example, the gorgeous Orvis Battenkill bamboo seven-footer with its perfectly balanced Orvis CFO reel and slippery-smooth ivory-colored fly line that he discovered in the back of his Chevy when he returned to Mulberry Lane after graduating with honors from the Orvis Fly-fishing School up there in Manchester, Vermont.

  “Dis rod, Eddie, it was my faithful companion during my wholt time up dere. And we formed dis bond, one wid de udder. And after we’s all t’ru fishin’ we’d stack all de rods in a barrel dere like umbrellas. And, dis here rod, obviously overcome with deep and abiding affection for me, musta leaped into the back of ole blue Sally and come home wid me. Now, Eddie, Eddie, tell me, how could I turn my back on such devotion? ‘Sides, Orvis ain’t gonna miss one itty-bitty rod and reel. Dey got trillions.”

  And then there was his fly-fishing vest:

  “So Jimmy Gallagher says ta me, Sgt. Cotter, I knows how much you like ta fish and dere’s not a fancier sporting goods store than the one on my beat, right on Madison Avenue. Abercrombie & Fitch. So, if you walks my Madison beat next week, I’ll walk yours.

  “So we trades beats for a week. And in I walks the Madison Avenue beat on Monday and goes inta Abercrombie and starts right off chewin’ th’ fat wid th’ manager, a fine gentleman named Mr. Frederick Atkinson, and he tells me that all the world’s best-known anglers, they all buys their stuff here, comes here ta be ‘outfitted,’ he says, and so I says, Freddie, ‘What’s a guy like that, say, a guy like Mr. Nelson Bryant or Joe Brooks or Lee Wulff wear when he’s a-stream?” And he shows me a khaki vest wid a zillion pockets for fly boxes, zippers more you cudda count, says it was designed by none other than Lee Wulff hisself and I says, dats beautiful, beeootiful, but, Freddie, pal, way, way otta my reach pricewise. And waddya know, Eddie, this I know will stretch your credulity, but when I goes up to say goodbye to Freddie on Friday, he hands me dis box all wrapped up in dark green paper, little gold elastic bands on da corners and de words ‘Abercrombie & Fitch’ in gold ‘crost it and he says ‘tight lines, Sergeant, hope to see you someday on the Amawalk.’

  “Well, my face turned red with joy and gratitude, my eyes filled with salty tears and I says, “Freddie you are a true gentleman and a scholar and in your debt I shall remain et cetera, et cetera.

  “And, thus, I got me dis here gen-u-wine khaki Lee Wulff fly fishing vest. Oh, look here at the label, embroidered, look, it says ‘Abercrombie & Fitch.’ See da label? Now, tell me, what daya t’ink, Eddie, is dis de cat’s meow, or what?”

  Now that I’ve mentioned, or rather now that Mr. Frederick Atkinson mentioned the Amawalk; I have to tell you another Cotter story.

  The Amawalk is a well-known little stream—at least among the cognoscenti of downstate New York anglers. It is filled with trout. At least it was then and I pray it still is. It is a fly fishing only, artificial lure only, catch-and-release tailwater that percolates from under the Amawalk Reservoir dam in Westchester County. Yes, the water is as clear as polished window glass and cool all year round. The air above the stream is filled with the buzz of plentiful and predictable hatches.

  So close to New York City is this stream that it gets visited day in and day out by well-equipped anglers of the very highest sophistication and skill. As a consequence, the brown trout in its waters are equally skilled and sophisticated, a breed of the most fastidious and discriminating gourmet brown trout to be found anywhere, I suspect, on the planet.

  They never rush up to snatch a dry fly off the surface. Even during prolific hatches. Instead, they tilt their bodies to elevate their nose casually and drift back underneath a fly, natural or otherwise, sometimes even moving up slowly to actually nudge it with their nose, sniffing as if they were wine tasters. Then and only then, if the fly meets their list of criteria, will they sip it in with the grace and elegant good manners of a lady of a certain age sipping afternoon tea at the St. Regis on Park Avenue.

  Now, obviously, their chief criterion is that the fly appears NOT to be tied onto anything. It has to drift freely with the current. This means that the line, the very end of the line, which in fly fishing circles is called the “tippet,” has to be of the smallest diameter possible. That means having at least 32 inches of an 8x tippet, which is finer than a spider web, tied with a surgeon’s knot onto the end of a 12-foot long 7x leader.

  Such gossamer tippets were at the time all imported from France. To tie a fly onto such a fine French tippet, besides the patience of a saint and the vision of an eagle, you had to use a size 28 fly . . . or, if truth be told, smaller.

  Fact is, speaking of surgeons, I once met a heart surgeon from Einstein Hospital on the Amawalk who was using and claimed that he regularly used size 32 flies. I have heard of none smaller. They were, he claimed, Royal Coachmen. But I had to take his word for that. You see, a fly that small is about the size of a mustard seed.

  What’s more, the trout have also become so acclimated to the constant parade of anglers that they do not abandon their feeding stations as we marched by on the path above the stream. What did they care? Their razor-sharp discrimination and their infallible good taste would save them from the prick of a hook. And, if, by chance, one did get hooked, he would not fight with much gusto. After all, he knew that he was fortunate enough to live in a catch-and-release stream and although being caught was embarrassing, he knew he would immediately be released by the gentle touch of a patrician hand. Therefore, few anglers, except the Amawalk regulars, and they only after long practice, much refinement of gear and many frustrating hours, could even get an Amawalk trout to rise to their fly.

  It was to this stream that I took Cotter one sunny day in June and showed him a big brown trout (18 inches at least) holding languidly at the top of the infamous curve pool. After one full hour of incessantly casting to this fish, he gave into frustration, turned and plucked a Japanese beetle from a stream-side laurel leaf, tore the feathers off his fly with tweezers and impaled the struggling beetle on his now bare number 12 hook and cast it with a plunk four inches above the nose of that implacable fish.

  The fish surfaced with the characteristic nonchalance of its kind, examined the struggling beetle for a moment, tipped his nose up, nudged it, drifted back in the current underneath it and sipped it in like a Geisha at tea ceremony.

  Out of pure spite, Cotter wanted to kill that fish on the spot; but at my urging he released it and rebaited his hook with another freshly captured beetle.

  He had just impaled the second beetle on his hook when a New York State fish and game officer strolled up. In a mannerly yet authoritarian fashion, the officer said, “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” and asked to see our licenses and to inspect the flies on the ends of our lines.

  After commenting on the beauty of the day, Cotter launched into litany of inquiries, asking about the health and well-being of the officer and his wife, the names, age and gender of his children and while doing so Cotter produced his fishing license from the bowels of his bulging wallet. In so doing, he casually displayed the gleaming gold of his NYPD badge pinned inside.

  By this time the officer had Cotter’s hook and beetle in his hand.

  “Sir, you have a live beetle on your hook,” he said calmly. “Do you know, sir, that using live bait—anything but an artificial fly—on this stream, you do know you are on the Amawalk, is against the law?”

  “Not possible,” said Cotter, using his best grammar. “That’s an artificial Japanese beetle. I tied it myself with the finest peacock herl and a copper-painted piece of cork. Sir, for you to think it is real is an unexpected, yet welcome tribute—yes, compliment—to the skill and artistry of my fly tying.”

  “This beetle, sir,” replied the officer, “is not only real. It is alive.”

  “No, sir, I assure you. Not possible, sir,” said Cotter shaking his head with innocent conviction. He then raised the bill on his cap, bent over and peered down at the beetle wiggling in the palm of the officer’s hand, “Well, glory be to God,” he said with mock astonishment, “so it is, real, real by God, alive and wiggling. How’s that possible? By what divine intervention . . . well, I must have snared that Jap fellow from the bush on my back cast. Plucked the little foreign devil right out of the laurels. Must have impaled the poor unfortunate creature on my back cast. Shows you, there’s an explanation for everything.”

  “And what, sir,” replied the officer, “did he do with your peacock herl and copper-painted cork imitation?”

  “Well, he must have thought it was the very real thing and attacked it on my back cast in a mating frenzy. Tried to mate with the artfully crafted imitation on my hook and the frenzy of copulation pulled it clear off my hook and got himself speared in the very act. This has got to be one of the wonders of nature. An article for Fly Fisherman magazine or Annals of Etymology . Can you believe this?”

  “No, I can’t,” replied the officer.

  “Would I lie to a fellow officer?” inquired Cotter.

  “Sir, in spite of whatever divine intervention occurred here, the fact is that you are fishing with live bait on the Amawalk. And that is a serious offense.”

  “But an accident, it was. No, a miracle of nature. An accident of nature. Surely that mitigates the severity of my alleged transgression?” said Cotter.

  “Sir, I am holding in my hand the live beetle you are fishing with, and accident or not, that is against the law.”

  “Then, sir,” replied Cotter, “as a fellow officer, husband, father and member of the Mother Church, I have no alternative but to pray for your mercy. I can only hope that in making your decision regarding the sanction for this alleged offense, you will weigh the part this foreign beetle himself may have, could have played in my entrapment.”

  So it was that instead of a costly and embarrassing encounter with the law, Sergeant Cotter got no more than a warning. He was, you might say, like the brown trout of the Amawalk, caught and released by a touch of mercy and the gentle hand of what men of the law call professional courtesy.

  I know that Mr. Cotter, my good ole fishing buddy, enjoyed a long retirement from the NYPD. I know he replaced old blue Sally with a big SUV stuffed with the finest fly fishing gear you could find anywhere in the world, the very best that charm and guile and the glitter of NYPD gold could bring his way. Although I know better, I like to think that he is still casting about for trout and the impedimenta to catch them with and that every now and then he looks over his shoulder, and says, with his melodic Gaelic lilt, “Hey, Eddie, babe, waddaya t’ink a dat?”

  And I reply, “Hey, Bill, wait up. I’m on my way.


  3

  THE LEGEND OF SAVANNAH SOUND

  I have trouble falling asleep. So, what I do is this. I crawl under the covers, punch a head-hole in my goose down pillow, close my eyes and go fishing in the waters of my imagination.

  I put myself where ever I want to be . . . wading or in a boat . . . in Chile, Labrador, New Zealand, Belize or the Florida Keys. Anywhere.

  I make the weather warm, the winds gentle, the waters smooth . . . and, depending on my mood, I either fill the water with hungry fish or with just one fish, a giant one, a particularly elusive one of the species of choice. Often trout. Sometimes tarpon. Last night bonefish.

  I call it dream fishing. Actually dream catching because in my wakeful imaginings, I never, unless I want to, fail to stalk, hook and, after an epic battle, capture the fish.

  Real fishing is different. It always puts hope and the lessons of experience to the test. Pits imagination and expectation against reality.

  That’s why, in the arena of fishing, as, for example, in politics, Truth is often a noshow. That’s why, when it comes to the arena of fishing, there are always plenty of seats available for the more rowdy fans, like Exaggeration and Wishful Thinking.
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  On Monday, a storm spread its vast cumulous wings, soared across the Gulf of Mexico, banked northeastward, casting a shadow of torrential rain and brutal winds below.

  On Tuesday, both the Miami and Fort Lauderdale airports were closed. Marathon, Florida, was evacuated; it’s streets awash in a powerful nor’easter.

  The fisherman beat the storm to the Bahamas, arriving Monday afternoon. But late that night at Heron Hill, on Eleuthera, east of Nassau, he was awakened by the Venetian blinds chattering like sea birds over a shoal of baitfish. The wind blew the bedroom door open and slammed it shut. He closed the windows, cranked the jalousies down in the bathroom, used a towel to mop the windowsills and lay back to listen to the wind, the surf and the rain.
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  That same night, five miles south, in the waters of the Caribbean just off Savannah Sound, a fish sank slowly beneath the breakers into its sanctuary in the shadow of a coral ledge. There she would ride out the storm. In the textbooks, she is known as Abula vulpes. To fly fishermen, she is the exalted bonefish capable of sustained runs of 24.7 mph. By comparison, the rainbow trout chugs along at 4.7.

  Her feeding grounds are the shallow, translucent flats dappled with green sea grass and mangrove clumps surrounding the islands. Her prey, the myriad snapping shrimp, small crabs and clams that inhabit them.

  On Tuesday at dawn, she moves her pectoral fins imperceptibly and rises above the reef to ride the incoming tide toward the entrance to Savannah Sound, a narrow passageway of deep water flowing between Eleuthera and the northern tip of Windermere Island.

  She is not alone. For through this narrows hundreds of her kind will pass as they enter and leave the feeding grounds, coming and going on the ebb and flow of the tides, moving as one, just inches below the surface in teeming pods.

  And once they enter the flats, you can see them, say the guides, if you look carefully for “nervous water,” patches that resemble what sailors call cat’s paws—patches that look like tiny rain squalls moving across the surface of the water.

  Not all of the bonefish will enter the sound itself. Some will remain in the deep channel that flows from the Caribbean side of the island to the Atlantic along the western shore of Windermere. If you stand on the little bridge connecting Windermere to the mainland, if you are lucky, you may actually see them darting through the mangrove-lined channel on their way to the flats on the Atlantic side.

  They come to the flats hungry, quick and wary like wild dogs to a garbage dump. Once on the flats they disperse to forage on their own. This day she remains among those who leave the deep channel and fan out across Savannah Sound, maneuvering through the clumps of sea grass that lie like green stains on white cloths. She stalks through the narrow, shadowy pathways between the sea grass, avoiding, at first, the wide, creamy pink patches of sunlit coral sand.

  Sometimes larger bonefish and larger fish only, do not leave the flats with the outgoing tide; instead, they find safe havens either among the mangrove roots or in pockets of deeper water along the edges of the grass. This is what she does today, holding in a shallow depression, shouldering against the grass, lying as still as a barracuda, her only movement caused by the undulations of the wind-stirred water.

  She is twenty-six inches long. A gleaming, living broadsword. At that length, according to the formula in Dick Brown’s book, she weighs nine pounds, eleven ounces. A giant for this place and this season. A trophy. She is in her eighth year. A clear adipose covering, like a scuba diver’s goggles, protects her black, yellowrimmed, unblinking eyes that are the size of doubloons. Her polished silver scales mirror her surroundings, making her virtually invisible. She is, in fact, revealed only by the shadow she casts beneath her as she slides above the white sand. Or by her large, pointed, deeply forked tail when it breaks the surface and flickers in the sun as she tips her head down to dig in the sand in the ankle-deep water of the flats.
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  By Tuesday morning, the rain stops. The clouds break apart. But the wind still blows out of the northeast, chasing the remaining shards of clouds across the sky so fast that it looks like time-lapse photography. It is chilly. The fisherman puts on a sweatshirt. No one else on Heron Hill is awake yet.

  The storm has littered Heron Hill’s long curving gravel drive with palm fronds and coconuts. Andrew Bethel, the caretaker, has already filled the bed of his small brown truck, the color of stale chocolate, with a load of the storm’s debris. He’ll give ten or twelve of the green coconuts to the baker at Palmetto Point. The rest will go to the dump.

  The fisherman has rented a chalky white, two-door 1987 Olds Cutlass Supreme and now he drives it between the black waters of the turtle bog and Margaret Hill Cemetery, past the gigantic, ancient cotton-silk tree into North Palmetto Point. There he turns north on the macadam road and drives five miles farther to Governor’s Harbour. There’s a red rubber band on his left index finger to remind him to drive on the left-hand side of the road.

  His destination is Pammie’s. That’s where he’s been told he will find Gladstone Petty, “Bonefish, Reef & Deep Sea Fishing Guide.”

  Pammie’s, windowless, squats on pink cinderblock haunches at the very edge of the road across from Governor Harbour’s liquor store. Inside are three white, chrome-edged Formica tables. Clustered around each are four tubular aluminum chairs with red plastic seats. A white and gold ceiling fan slowly stirs the air, which smells like the downwind side of an egg roll stand on Sansom Street at noon.

  Behind the bar—white Formica—are bottles or dark rum, whiskey, scotch, gin, vodka, and some bottles of beer—a gold bottle of Kalik, a green bottle of Beck.

  Pammie’s is empty and silent except for the buzzing of flies.

  The door to the kitchen is a yellow cloth curtain. The waitress (or is she the cook?) pushes it aside and steps out. Two small black faces are attached to her thighs. She is wearing a pink bandanna, metallic gold lipstick and metallic chartreuse eye shadow. Her nails are long and painted to match her eye shadow. Her blouse is red. It’s first two or three buttons are open revealing a dark valley between two mountainous breasts. She wipes her hands on her red-and-white-checkered apron. She is expressionless. Says nothing. Only looks at him blankly. Something sizzles behind her on the stove.

  “Is Gladstone here? It’s about fishing,” he says.

  “No. He is not here. Not now. He will be back soon. You can wait.”

  She and the small faces disappear behind the curtain. He goes outside to blow the smell of twice-or-thrice-cooked grease from his nostrils.

  Across the street, at the liquor store, the fisherman buys a case and a single cold bottle of Kalik, the Bahamian beer, named for the sound that the island’s cow bells used to make—ca-lick, ca-lick—before the insidious black spiders drove all the cattle off the island. The single bottle is wrapped in a brown paper bag. He uses the opener mounted on the doorjamb. The cap clicks off and falls into the pile of caps beneath the opener.

  The clouds are back now. The rain has begun again. The wind is blowing. He drinks the beer, sitting in his car. And waits. And waits. There is no sign of Gladstone.

  Leaning against Pammie’s is a narrow figure in a yellow rain slicker. A figure that turns now and then to look up and down the road as if watching and waiting for someone. The figure now walks over to his car, walks, even in the windy rain and under the stiffness of the slicker, with an unusually erect, yet casual, slow, smooth motion, like a person marching in a procession.

  The fisherman rolls down the window.

  “Are you going up the road?”

  “Do you want a ride?”

  “I am going to J.C.”

  “Where’s J.C.?”

  “Up the road, that way.” The figure raises its arm and points a finger north.

  “How far is it?”

  “Not far.”

  “Ah, OK I guess.” He has nothing better to do.

  The figure in the rain slicker opens the passenger-side door and slides in.

  “My name is Georgiana.” There is a tender seductive music in her voice.

  “Georgiana!” Yikes, a girl, a child! Sixteen, hell, maybe, thirteen, he thinks. God, I’ve probably just broken some law.

  She unsnaps the slicker and he sees that she is as thin and supple and the color of as a # 3 bamboo fly rod.

  “Ah, why aren’t you in school?”

  “The schools are closed today.”

  “Closed? Why? Is it a holiday?”

  “No. Closed because of the rain. Because of the storm.”

  “The rain? Funny, we only close our schools because of snow.”

  “Snow? We have no snow here. Only rain. Where are you from?”

  “Philadelphia.”

  “Why did you come here?”

  “To fish. To fish for bonefish.”

  “The fishing is very good here in the summer.”

  “You mean it’s no good now?” He swung the Cutlass around and drove north.

  “Oh, well, not so good now, better in the summer when the water is warmer.”

  “Do you know where the bonefishing is good; I mean where people go on the flats to fish?”

  “Oh, everywhere. They go everywhere. Right there,” she points out across Governor’s Harbour itself.

  The water in the harbor is whipped into froth by the winds. Contained by the seawalls, it looks like the top of a giant Key Lime pie. In fact, driving out of Governor’s Harbour along the breakwater is like driving through a car wash. He rolls the windows up.

  “All along here, too, right here, too, they fish right here,” again she waves her hand toward the choppy flats along the side of the road.

  “You mean I could stop and fish right along here? Anywhere along here?”

  “Of course you can. But you must be very careful here. You must lock the car. They might take the car. They take the car and repaint it, change the numbers and no one knows the difference.”

  “Ah, but this is Dwight Pindar’s car. They would have to deal with him.”

  As they passed the airport, she pointed again.

  “Back there, too. See back there. Behind the airport. Lots of people go there. There’s a big flat there just inside the reefs. Lots of fish are caught there. Mostly in the summer.”

  Eleuthera (they say it means “freedom,” but in what language?) wallows like a giant antediluvian crocodile with its dark green back exposed above the turquoise waters near the edge of the Caribbean Sea at Latitude 25 N., Longitude 76W,

  There is only one macadam road on the island. It runs north/south along the narrow central ridge from Southeast Point through a litany of tiny settlements of pastel-colored cinder-block houses for 110 miles, up through The Bogues, to the Harbour Island ferry moorings.

  The fisherman and the schoolgirl have run out of conversation as they approach J.C., one of these tiny settlements named James’ Cistern, presumable for a man named James who built a cistern there. It is, like all the others, a cluster of dwellings situated five miles north of the airport. And when he lets Georgiana out there, she walks up a narrow, ragged path, up a hill between white, yellow, pink, green, pale orange and sky blue houses. A small golden-brown brindled dog runs out to sniff at her heels. She doesn’t notice it. She does not look back and never breaks that smooth, processional stride of hers.

  As the fisherman turns the car around, he sees two boys beside the road. They are hitchhiking. One is tall like the girl. The other is short. He stops the car.

  “Where are you going?” he asks them.

  “To Governor’s Harbour. Will you take us there?”

  “Maybe, maybe not. First, let me ask you: Do you know anything about fishing?”

  “Fishing? Everybody knows something about fishing,” says the tall one.

  “Then hop in.” They both slide into the back seat.

  “My name is Kareem. This is Luke. He is my brother,”

  “Kareem?”

  “Yes, like Kareem Abdul Jabbar,” says the tall one.

  “Do you guys know anything about this place behind the airport?”

  “Everybody knows that place.”

  “Everybody?”

  “Yes, everybody but the tourists. They know, too, but they never go there. Almost never.”

  “Will you take me there?”

  “Sure, mon, we will take you there.” They both slide forward and cross their arms on the back of the front seat.

  The rain has stopped. The sky is blue. The sun is bright.

  “Here, here, right here,” Kareem points to a narrow unmarked, unpaved road. It winds behind and then alongside the airport runway, and then turns left through the bush toward the ocean. It runs a long way, or so it seems, especially since it is a sand road with potholes and great cement-gray puddles.

  The fisherman turns in at Kareem’s command and stops in front of one of the more formidable puddles. “Kareem, will you get out and tell me how deep that puddle is?”

  Without hesitation, Kareem leaps out of the car and wades cautiously into the puddle.

  “OK, no problem, c’mon. OK, c’mon, c’mon,” he motions with his one hand and points ahead with the other. The gray water laps up to his knees. It is as thick as house paint and colors his legs gray. There is a manly expression on his face.

  After creeping from puddle to puddle with the brush scraping the sides of Mr. Pindar’s car, they suddenly break into a clearing. And there it is. On either side of them. The Dump. Two great undulating mounds of trash—rusting cars, refrigerators, stoves, crumpled cardboard boxes and cans and bottles of every description—and above them, wheeling, hovering and darting like pieces of blown paper are sea birds, although such birds are not plentiful on the island until summer.

  Kareem tests the final puddle, the largest of them all. The water is up to his calves. He wades slowly through hiking up his short pants, and steps aside. Then, with his legs painted Cape Cod gray, he motions the fisherman forward. When the fisherman stops the car on the other side, Luke bolts out of the back seat and together, he and Kareem scamper up and over the rocks and across the dunes and down toward the water, like escapees from Devil’s Island, never looking back.


OEBPS/Images/img.jpg






OEBPS/Images/i-1.jpg
In the Company of Rivers





OEBPS/Images/iii-1.jpg
In the Company of
Rivers

+

An Angler’s Stories & Recollections

Ed Quigley

Skyhorse Publishing







OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
IN THE
COMPANY
OF RIVERS

An Angler’s Stories
and Recollections






