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			Foreword

			Living where I live, I get a good glimpse of the Catskills from time to time. My home is east of the Hudson, and some days the light is so clear that the Catskills, on the western shore, seem to have jumped to my side of the river, especially after snow. Other days, they hunker far, far away, below a lowering midsummer haze, melting into the distance like a neglected burn pile. But no matter how they look, they always seem other, darker, more folded, more mysterious than the rational Taconic uplands where I live. I have to remind myself that, once upon a time, I knew the Catskills—knew the river valleys at least—as well as I’ve known almost any place.

			My topo maps of the region—purchased in the early ’80s—are thick with penciled reminders of hidden features: the invisible pullout, the productive riffle, the secret rope, tied to a tree near the road, that allowed me to shin down a steep bank to a pool on the main stem of the Delaware, where, in the gloom of astronomical twilight, the mouths of heavy, feeding trout gaped audibly in the dark. On the main stem, I promised myself again and again, to fish all through the night, but I never did because—it sounds pathetic now—I had to go home. I felt the full force of the old maxim—never leave rising trout—but still I had to go home.

			It’s not that Stephen Sautner decided never to go home again. He does go home from time to time, to New Jersey and to his laudable work with the Wildlife Conservation Society (which is how we first met). But when it comes to the Catskills, he made a very wise decision. Instead of buying a second home there, he bought a first cabin, and a used first cabin at that, with a quarter-mile of its own small stream. How many of us, trudging toward our cars in the darkness with a long drive ahead of us, have dreamed of having just enough cabin to keep the dew off, just enough room for family and a little hospitality? The place I mean is more than merely an oasis in darkness and rain. It’s a working laboratory on the banks of the rivers we love to fish, an observatory in the wild. This is the story of that cabin. And like the story of any simple place, it’s the story of how not simple that place turned out to be.

			I came up to see Sautner’s cabin in the spring of 2009 and to spend a night there so I could learn firsthand about fracking. It seemed unimaginable—the fracking, that is. It meant conflict between neighbors. It meant sucking the local rivers dry. It meant injecting a fracking fluid (no one would say quite what it was) underground and fracturing rocks to liberate natural gas. It meant devastation of a kind I’d seen only in Wyoming during the peak of the coalbed methane boom. Stephen, a friend who accompanied me, and I went for a long walk down the neighboring roads, looking at potential fracking sites. They were forests, meadows, lawns, clearings, outwashes from former flooding, normal places, places where people would hunt and fish and garden and build cabins. They were also everywhere. And because fracking nearly always implies horizontal drilling, it was almost impossible to say where fracking would not occur. The bottom line is this: Every argument used to sell fracking—and the so-called landmen were making a very hard sell—was totally bogus, a lie as basic as Trump’s promise to bring back coal.

			Sautner talks about fracking and its ultimate political failure in this book, but what he doesn’t say much about is the cost of living with the threat of fracking. A Cast in the Woods is, of course, a book about a fishing cabin in the Catskills. But it’s really a book about the extraordinary couple (never leave Mimi out of the equation!) and their son, who weathered flooding and the threat of fracking and the deeply imaginative decrepitude of a cabin built on rocks with a toilet that flushes to no one used to know where. Fishing in the Catskills can be very hard. It’s all the harder when, because of a growing array of environmental threats, you feel an undercurrent of despair in every cast. At times like that, every victory—even a victory over mice, who love cabins as much as humans do—seems like a triumph.

			You might, if you’ve never owned a cabin or an old house, pass lightly over the labor described in these pages. With a kind of gracious nod to the reader, Sautner minimizes how much effort (and I mean effort, not money) he and his family have expended on their cabin. Labor on one’s own property is its own gratification, but it’s still hard work, whether it’s rolling rocks or planting willows or trying to learn enough about the bureaucratic complications of property rights and mining law to stand up to the corporations who would have gutted the Catskill watersheds. In almost everything around him, Sautner finds a spirit of joy, which is all the more remarkable because his daily work—the work that pays the bills—is reporting on the uneven battle between the people who would save the natural world and the people who are destroying it.

			Visiting Sautner’s cabin reminded me of something I’d learned at great cost 20-some years earlier. I used to drive up to the Beaverkill or the Willowemoc or the Delaware from the Bronx in the early morning. I drove home again the same night, as late as I could stand it. I did it week after week, and I fished without stopping—which means that, most of the time I was fishing, there wasn’t a prayer of catching a fish. The sun was too high, the water was too warm, I was standing in the wrong place, I was fishing where there had never been a fish.

			But I could work on my casting. I could practice getting a good drift. I could pretend that all my effort to master technique made up for the fact that I almost never caught a fish. And then one night I fished with Art Lee, who perhaps needs no introduction. We sat in Art and Kris’s house and talked and smoked—that is, Art talked and smoked, and I listened. Then, after dinner, we drove a mile or two to a spot by the river and sat while Art smoked a little more. We watched a while. After he saw what he was looking for, Art asked if I’d like to make a cast. I said no because I wanted to watch him fish. He made a single cast, caught a beautiful brown that was invisible to me because it was so unexpectedly near, and released it. And that was enough for the night. This is the kind of thing you can do when you don’t have to drive home during those crepuscular hours. And when you’re Art Lee—or, I’d add, Stephen Sautner, who will tell me when he reads this that only in his dreams can he fish like Art Lee.

			Verlyn Klinkenborg

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Mutation of an Angler

			There is a fishing truism—maybe you’ve heard it—sometimes called the “evolution of an angler.” It goes like this: First you want to catch a fish—any fish—regardless of species, size, or technique. As long as it has fins, it’s fair game. Traditionally this has meant bluegills, worms, bobbers, snelled hooks, old Zebco push-button reels, or even cane poles. But it could also be the first time you tentatively waded into a river, clutching a fly rod rigged with a Hare’s Ear Nymph.

			After that brief moment of glory, when your bobber (or strike indicator) slips under and your prize is brought to hand, you very quickly advance to the second level: the desire to catch a lot of fish. Depending on where you like to go fishing, this could mean more bluegills or maybe a mess of bullheads or a limit of stocked trout or, in coastal areas, perhaps a sack of mackerel or a pail of snapper bluefish—basically any species where you can catch ’em by the bucket or fill a stringer or gluttonously catch and release until you lose count.

			The next phase is big fish—you know, slobs, pigs, or simply “large.” Many anglers’ evolutionary progression dead-ends here, and they obsessively while away their remaining fishing careers, slinging eels for 50-pound stripers, or they double-haul 2/0 mouse flies at midnight for leg-sized brown trout or swim enormous live baits for largemouth bass that could swallow a volleyball.    
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			If you manage to evolve beyond that, you want hard fish. Here’s where fly fishing on chalk streams using size 26 midge pupae on 8X tippet comes into play. Or the machoism (is it masochism?) of fishing for muskies or Atlantic salmon or some other “fish of a thousand casts.”

			Then finally, the last rung on the evolutionary ladder is reached: catching fish on your own terms. This last phase is subject to widely varying interpretation. For some, it might mean slow-trolling traditional hand-tied smelt patterns for landlocked salmon—but only from a restored birch bark canoe after ice-out in Maine. Or it could be a regression to bluegills and cane poles—but this time with kids or grandkids.

			For me, this pinnacle of angling evolution, this summit from which I would loftily make Zen-like, mindful casts, was this: I would buy a place—a fish camp—in the trout-filled Catskill Mountains and fish whenever the hell I felt like it.

			The idea seemed so simple: a cabin so I can fish more. Spend less time driving and more time fishing. Get to know a few streams really, really well. Become a “sharpie”—the 10 percent of the anglers who catch 90 percent of the fish. Saunter around with a content, fish-induced glaze.

			Damn, if only it was that easy.

			It turns out that actually owning a fishing cabin, as I have since 2003 near the Upper Delaware River, has morphed—some might say mutated—into something far beyond fishing. For me it’s become an unending quest to preserve “Dark Hollow,” as my friend calls the place because of its shaded, deep-woods setting, to keep it exactly as I first perceived it: pristine and pure, even though I’ve come to realize that this vision is pure fallacy.

			Conservationists sometimes talk about “shifting baseline syndrome,” the perception that what’s unspoiled or untouched is often in the eye of the beholder, and it changes with each new generation—usually for the worse. Think of bison, for example. Visit Yellowstone National Park today, and all seems well; thousands of animals graze upon rolling hills. They look abundant and happy. But ask a Shoshone about the current state of bison, and you might get a slightly different opinion.

			Sadly, I have experienced shifting baselines myself with fish I grew up catching in my home state of New Jersey. Take whiting—a saltwater fish once known to swim so aggressively into the surf chasing baitfish that they would actually beach themselves on cold winter nights. Old-timers called it frost fishing, and they would describe filling bushel baskets with the delicious silvery fish. By the time I started seriously surfcasting, whiting were in decline, and I was too late to experience true frost fishing firsthand. But you could still catch whiting from boats offshore, which I did—just before the stocks finally collapsed due to overfishing and climate change. Nowadays, I would have about as much chance of fishing a run of whiting in the surf as I would seeing a flock of passenger pigeons roost in the Catskills as they once did by the tens of millions. Anglers who came up after me have probably never even seen a whiting and therefore will never miss them like I still do.

			Some of this shifting is obviously inevitable. Changes to the climate are already being felt, and like it or not, they will alter things like weather patterns, forest composition, and some wildlife migrations. But by God, I am not going to be the one to sit idly by while the native trout in the little stream that runs past the cabin wink out because a flood washed away the shade trees that keep it cool. Nor will I allow the woods to be taken over by invasive Japanese knotweed or my favorite hard maples stripped by forest tent caterpillars or the landscape run roughshod by natural gas fracking—at least if I can help it. Nor will I allow mice to sneak into the cabin and get in my wife’s hair.

			Oops. Getting ahead of myself.

			So my baseline is this: a simple cabin on 14 acres of wildlife-filled woods and a quarter-mile of native trout stream. A half-dozen other great trout rivers a short drive away. Family and friends who stay there with me. Neighbors whom I have gotten to know so well over the years. Moments of incredible beauty and wonder, with notable encounters with various birds, frogs, snakes, salamanders, bears, mayflies, moths, and other critters.

			And of course, fish; I have gotten to understand the inner workings of a six-foot-wide trout brook more than most anglers ever will. And sloshing through this stream in a bathing suit in the summer with my son, Finn, beginning when he could walk, catching everything from frogs to crayfish, has been one of the great joys of owning the place. Meanwhile, the Upper Delaware and other Catskill rivers have served as an Angler’s Institute for Higher Learning. There I have honed my skills catching wild brown and rainbow trout, along with American shad, smallmouth bass, and walleye.

			Anyone who has taken a biology class remembers that mutation is a key part of evolution. You know, drop a tail here, grow an extra toe there. Sometimes it works out for the best. Darwin’s finches come to mind. Other times it doesn’t, like the story I just read on the internet about a turtle born with two heads on a reptile farm in China.

			So has it worked out for me, an angler who bought a cabin to fish—and only fish—but wound up hopelessly intertwined in something much larger than merely fishing? Have I become a graceful finch with a highly specialized bill or a two-headed turtle lumbering aimlessly in circles? I leave that up to you to decide.

		

	
		
			Perfection

			In May 2004, I stood on the deck of a floating house anchored in a side channel some ten miles south of the main-stem Amazon River. A several-day meeting of Amazonian experts and various conservationists had just ended, and some of us had gathered outside to relax before a riverboat would eventually take us downriver to the Brazilian port city of Tefé.

			It was the high-water season, and the river swirled and surged, running the color of coffee with just a splash of milk. Clumps of fallen tree branches, palm fronds, and other leafy debris had accumulated on the up-current side of the house and had begun to rot in the tropical sun, giving the air an earthy, fertile smell that was not unpleasant. On the far side of the channel, pink river dolphins, called botos, would occasionally surface with a breathy swoosh. Behind the floating house, in the vast, seasonally flooded forest known as the várzea, a troop of black howler monkeys called in the distance, their raspy sounds reminiscent of holding a seashell to one’s ear. Overhead, raucous shrieks of macaws pierced the air, their electric blue and red plumage flashing like an exclamation point.         
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			Below me, in the dark water, untold numbers of fish swam past. Eight-foot-long pirarucu—a giant predator that looks curiously like an enormous guppy—would sometimes surface to gulp air. Shoals of piranha lived under the house and would skeletonize our table scraps whenever we scraped them into the river. On the bottom, unseen, lurked literally hundreds of other species: mostly various catfish but also electric eels and freshwater stingrays.

			With the Amazon pouring its heart out that afternoon, it should have been a moment of entrancement or at least blissful observation of the natural world humming along in fifth gear. Instead, I remained distracted. You see there was this cabin in the Catskill Mountains some 3,200 hundred miles to the north . . .

			On the overnight flight home from Manaus to Newark Airport, thoughts of the cabin continued. It had been nine months since my wife, Mimi, and I bought it as a weekend retreat/fishing camp. Since then, we had spent most of our Saturdays and Sundays working on it—mostly cleaning, scraping, painting, and setting it up. Now for the past week, while I remained tethered to the floating house on the Amazon, a local contractor had been working on the biggest job to date: transforming the outside.

			For decades, the exterior of the cabin had been covered with sheets of asphalt made to look like bricks. But they were strange looking: extra thin with pastel shades and odd geometry. There are still a few old sheds and barns nearby with the same siding. The theory is that a local salesman made the rounds in the area decades ago and did well for himself.

			To cover these odd faux brick walls, we chose rough-cut, or Adirondack, siding—whole logs unceremoniously ripped into boards at a sawmill. Wavy edges, uneven ends, saw marks, bark, and knots are their hallmark. Many consider it junk wood, but it can be beautiful, rustic stuff. We chose hemlock: rot-resistant due to its high resin content; native; and, most importantly, inexpensive. Just before I left on my trip, a truck delivered the planks from the local sawmill and left them on wooden pallets stacked all around the cabin.

			Mimi picked me up from the airport, and we headed directly upstate. She had stayed at the cabin earlier in the week while the contractor and his assistant worked. She said they did their job slowly and thoughtfully, like they were assembling a giant puzzle. She told me they would nail up a plank, consider it for a long minute often while smoking a cigarette, then search through the stack for just the right piece to match it with. They both told her they had never worked with Adirondack siding before and were enjoying the challenge.

			“Well, how does it look?” I repeatedly asked. But she just smiled as we continued driving.

			The foliage started to change the farther north we drove. Though I was gone only a week, it already felt and looked like summer when I landed. Most of the trees had fully leafed out, and the grass had turned a deep green, less so the more we drove. I watched May slip back into early April. Fully developed leaves shrunk into mere buds. Cherries, crabapples, and eastern redbuds that had already dropped their flowers nearly a month ago blossomed once again. By the time we made the last turn down the long hill that leads to the cabin, there was little more than a warm, chartreuse glow around most of the hardwoods.

			We dropped into the valley. We drove past a field scattered with dairy cows, then we passed my neighbor’s family farm—three houses of various sizes, a barn, assorted sheds, and a pond. We slowed and made a hard right off the road into what looked like just woods but was really a hidden grass driveway. It led over a short rise past three mature Norway spruce trees on the left that stood one after another like immense guarding soldiers. Their long sweeping bows gave the effect of a tunnel as we drove beneath them. To the right was a steep, ferny hillside. A mix of hemlocks and hardwoods provided additional shade. We parked, shut off the car, and got out.

			There, in a clearing stood the cabin, resurrected. The new hemlock planks, now the color of honey but soon to be stained dark, ran horizontally along its length. The carpenters had clearly built well. Where one plank ended, a new one of virtually the same width joined it, and the course continued. The siding was framed by sturdy two-by-eights that ran lengthwise along each of the cabin’s four corners. The windows were similarly framed. The waviness of the hemlock’s edges, the knotholes, and the bark made it look like the entire structure rose from the woods themselves, which in a way, it did.

			As I gazed at this new center of the universe, other things came into focus, too. The brook chuckled away, mere feet from the cabin’s screened front porch, which was strategically and safely perched on a high bank. The brook ran clear and bank-full. Its stony bottom had begun to take on a warm, golden springtime color, already shedding the sometimes-blackish algae that grows in the winter. I knew some early mayflies—mostly blue quills and some Hendricksons—had already started hatching along with the first of the caddis and that native brook trout and a scattering of rainbows that lived there would pounce on virtually anything that floated. And I knew my six-and-a-half-foot two-weight—the perfect fly rod for the little stream—was already rigged with a bushy Adams, and it hung invitingly on two hooks on the front porch.

			I followed the brook upstream with my eyes, noting some of the trout lies I had learned over the past nine months: the undercut bank beneath the three birches where you could often watch brookies rise to midges; the surprisingly deep plunge pool below the submerged table-sized river rock worn smooth; and the Shipwreck Pool—named for the five-foot-long jagged stone that looked like the hull of a capsized schooner. The first rainbow I ever caught in the stream came from there—a plump seven-incher that jumped repeatedly before I released it. Mature hemlocks, ash, river birch, and a scattering of planted spruce lined the streambanks. Their foliage kept the stream shaded and cold, while their mesh of roots kept banks from slumping. Farther upstream, the brook vanished in the darkness of a steep, wooded ravine. Downstream, it would eventually join the Delaware, one of many nearby Catskill rivers known for large wild trout.

			The woods themselves smelled of dew and new growth. Shafts of sunlight spiderwebbed through the evergreens and speckled the ground. Fiddleheads had begun to unroll, and a few burgundy trillium flowers could be seen here and there giving dots of color to the otherwise somber early spring undergrowth.

			Overhead, the first wave of warblers and other spring migrants sang. A phoebe, repeating its wheezy trill, looked for a perch to construct its nest of moss and mud. The repetitive “here I am, over here” of a red-eyed vireo had begun and would continue unendingly until the middle of July or later. The rhythmic, almost Latin song of a black-throated green warbler buzzed high in the canopy—a musical proclamation that it had safely returned from wintering grounds in Central America or Mexico. And all the while, a chorus of hundreds of spring peepers called loudly from a wet hill on the other side of the road.

			Deeper in the woods there were other unseen animals, too. Black bears whose tracks and scat I sometimes saw while hiking; white-tailed deer that last fall gathered each morning under an apple tree in the yard; and even a bobcat I once glimpsed just a few yards from our fire pit before it vaulted across the stream and bounded up a steep hillside into thick unbroken forest. Lesser creatures, too: wood frogs, spring salamanders, red-spotted newts, luna moth larvae, and glowworms would all soon emerge from their respective winter beds of bottomlands, leaf litter, and fallen logs.

			I continued to watch and listen, breathing in lungfuls of silky May air. Here was the North American version of the Amazon, these great eastern woods. And our cabin high above a trout stream would be our own version of a floating house to observe nature humming along in fifth gear.

			I took in another deep breath, turned to Mimi, and uttered these fateful words: “It’s perfect.”

		

	
		
			The Search

			The seed to buy a cabin was first sown several years earlier while on a fishing/camping trip along the Upper Delaware River. I knew a certain island—now posted, sadly—that boasted a lovely campsite known only by a few trout fishermen and canoeists. A friend had let me in on the spot but told me not to tell anyone.

			Because the Upper Delaware—widely considered the best wild trout fishing east of the Mississippi—was nearly three hours from my home in suburban New Jersey, overnight stays were mandatory unless you wanted to stumble blearily through your front door in the wee hours.

			The campsite was a secret worth keeping. It sat on a high bank and boasted a sweeping view of the river. Enormous white pine trees towered over it, keeping it shady and cool. A century of fallen needles made for luxurious, soft bedding to pitch a tent and unroll a pad and sleeping bag. Other amenities included a picnic table dragged there by some unknown benefactor and a well-constructed fire pit ringed by flat rocks—perfect for resting pots and cooking implements. There would always be some kindling and a few logs left behind as a courtesy for the next camper. You were expected to do the same, and we always did.      
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			On a warm, humid June day during trout season, Mimi and I beached our canoe in the backwater behind the island and set up a pleasant camp. After dinner, we fished in the run immediately downstream of the island. At first, fish rose sporadically. But the main event took place at dark, when we were treated to a dense spinner fall of brown drakes—a relatively rare hatch on the Delaware that lasts only a few evenings. Trout came up greedily, sipping and gulping down the meaty mayflies literally just off our rod tips. But it turned out to be one of those times when spinners blanketed the water, and the trout were nearly impossible to fool. It was still fun just to witness such an impressive hatch, and we continued fishing until we could only hear the sucks and slurps of unseen trout gorging in the darkness. After fishing, we hung up our waders, stoked up the campfire, and poured ourselves a nightcap. Eventually we went to bed in sultry, almost summery air. A gentle breeze blew, and the sound of whispering pines overhead competed with the gentle hiss of the river. Sleep came easily.

			At around midnight, I awoke to the first rumble of thunder. It sounded far away. Then I saw a faint flash of lighting through the tent, followed by another low, rolling grumble. A distant, late-spring thunderstorm coasted along somewhere in the river valley well south of us. I sighed contentedly, feeling particularly snug in our tent.

			But slowly the thunder grew louder and the lightning brighter. The sound of the pines overhead turned raspier, until they eventually drowned out the pleasant din of the river. Soon after, I could hear raindrops hitting the rainfly of the tent. The storm seemed determined to muscle its way up the river valley. And my God, did it.

			The lighting became more and more intense. It would illuminate the inside of the tent every few seconds, followed by increasingly louder claps of thunder. I thought Mimi had been sleeping until, on a particularly dazzling flash, I saw her staring at me saucer-eyed. A second later, an absolute howitzer blast of thunder sprung both of us upright from our sleeping bags. With the next burst of lightning, we looked at each other helplessly.

			With a full-blown squall now raging overhead, it suddenly occurred to me that the once-delightful towering white pines that shaded us earlier in the day now loomed over us like menacing ogres—or better yet lighting rods. I was convinced it was only a matter of time before one of them would get struck, sending down a half-ton limb that would squash us like two ants. Or we would simply get electrocuted outright.

			The storm seemed to stall directly above us. Lightning was so close you could hear the sharp crack of electricity just before another percussion bomb defibrillated our chests. Rain poured down. I remember looking at my watch: one o’clock; then two o’clock; then, sometime later, fitful sleep.

			Morning. We unzipped the tent and crawled outside into thick, leaden air. Everything that was not in the tent or under a tarp was soaked. Our waders, left draped over branches, had since fallen and were now partially filled with rainwater. I looked at the canoe and could see a forgotten roll of toilet paper swollen and floating in six inches of bilge.

			We reorganized the camp as best we could. I drained the canoe, and we laid out gear to dry on the picnic table. Then I fruitlessly tried to make coffee over a campfire using soaking-wet kindling. And it was at that very moment the kernel was planted: “Maybe,” I thought, “just maybe, a cabin might be better than this.”

			A cabin! We could have fished until late, then retired to four solid walls and an even more solid roof. We would have had a few pleasant after-dinner drinks and maybe some dessert while we sat on a screened porch. I’d be in slippers. Mimi would be reading a book. Then we’d cheer on the storm under warm and dry blankets. And, most importantly, I would be drinking hot coffee right now instead of hyperventilating into a pile of wet twigs and watching a slug crawl up my empty cup.

			But then the fire crackled to life. Coffee was made, and the cabin-seed went dormant for a few more years. The long-range fishing trips continued to the Delaware and other far-flung rivers. It always seemed like the best ones—the West Branch, the Neversink, the Beaverkill—were the farthest away. We’d fish until late, followed by the inevitable long drive home while trying to stay awake; or we’d camp or occasionally splurge for a motel room.

			As sometimes happens in life, it took a tragedy to finally motivate—in this case September 11, 2001. Suddenly there was an urgency to get things done in one’s life—particularly things that involved being far away from New York City in case the big one went down. And so the search began in earnest.

			I looked at hundreds of listings on real estate agents’ websites. Phrases like “country charmer” and “woodsy retreat” seemed to be endlessly repeated, but usually, they were neither charming nor woodsy. There were entire mountains for sale (complete with your own stone quarry!), palatial riverfront trophy houses with a runway for your plane, split-level homes straight out of a Long Island suburb, working dairy farms, and double-wide trailers. But there were surprisingly few true cabins in the woods—at least the kind we were hoping to find.

			Then came appointments with various real estate agents. We would explain how we were looking for just a simple cabin, and they would nod knowingly and tell us they had just the place. But it turned out their ideas and ours were wildly divergent.

			One of the first properties we were shown featured a house built of cinderblocks that could have doubled as a bomb shelter. It had few windows and felt chilled—like a good place to age meat. Surrounding it was a five-acre lawn that looked like it would take an entire weekend to mow. “No,” we explained. “We’re looking for more like a cabin, something woodsy, you know?”

			“Oh, I’ve got just the place,” said the real estate agent. The next property he showed us was literally a ten-by-ten wooden shed no more than 30 yards from a working railroad. Inside, the furniture consisted of two cots shoved against opposing walls. The “kitchen” was a camp stove on a metal folding table in the corner. No running water, electricity, or bathroom. He told us a couple of hard-core deer hunters owned it, and we believed him.

			We actually considered it. Maybe it would be just like a sturdier version of a tent. And an occasional old rumbling freight train might be fun in a hobo, Boxcar Willie kind of way. Maybe I’d learn to play the harmonica. But more importantly, the property had another amenity: a couple of acres of actual Delaware River frontage literally on the other side of the tracks. So we hiked down a brushy trail leading to the river to survey the fishing possibilities. A slow-looking run flowed past—not great trout water but perhaps a decent place to fish for smallmouth or shad, or maybe it would be a nice swimming hole in the summer. But on the hike back we found a deal breaker—actually several—crawling up our legs. Wood ticks. I had seven; Mimi had an even half-dozen. Not sure how many the real estate agent had. Indiana Jones hates snakes; Mimi hates ticks. Next listing, please.

			Real estate agents may have begun to tire of us—me especially. There was one cabin a fairly long drive from the agent’s office, but it seemed to have all of the boxes ticked off: rustic yet charming—owned by an artist—and hidden down a long gravel driveway shaded by beautiful, mature maple trees. But when we got out of the car, I took two steps, stopped cold, and told the real estate agent to forget it. “Why?” he asked.

			Beyond the maples, maybe a quarter-mile up a nearby hillside, I could hear the roar of a state highway. There was no way, I explained, I could commune in the woods listening for warblers and thrushes over the sound of Jake-braking Peterbilts. He may have stopped calling after that.

			Another real estate agent told us this time he really, truly had just the place. “A real cabin,” he assured us. So he took us down a pleasant wooded dirt road that lurched abruptly to the right, then headed nearly straight up what could best be described as a medium-sized mountain. “Might need four-wheel drive to get up here,” he told us while downshifting into lower and lower gears. “So the first home improvement,” I thought, “would be to buy a Jeep.”

			But then the road ended at a small but sturdy wooden cabin with a truly spectacular river view. And it was quiet up there. Things began to look up. Then he unlocked the front door, and we stepped inside. It was small, just one room with a loft but with a nice porch with that same incredible view.

			The cabin itself was dark, with few windows. And then we both saw the painting. It hung dead center on the largest wall—clearly there as a centerpiece. It sort of reminded me of a Native American symbol, the one that looks like a swastika. But the truly creepy part was that the symbol was made up of strangely contorted women’s legs complete with fishnet stockings and high heels.

			The real estate agent must have saw us staring, so he said, “Cabin’s owned by a New York City detective. He likes to paint, too.” Somehow this did not make us feel better. I began to think his inspiration must have been some horrible crime scene. We umm-ed and err-ed until I changed the subject by asking where the bathroom was, as I didn’t immediately see one.

			“Bathroom? You bet,” the real estate agent said cheerily. “Just outside, follow the rope.” And sure enough, tied to a rail on the porch, was a long rope that led along the edge of what looked like a cliff and ended at what I assume was an outhouse. I say assume because I never looked inside to confirm. Clearly, late night toilet visits would have a downright expeditionary feel to them. So we politely said we would think about it but already knew we would be passing on the severed-leg Nazi cabin.

			Time passed. Later that summer, we came close to actually buying a decent A-frame near the Beaverkill River but lost to another bid at the last minute. This wound up probably being a good thing, as the cabin only had a generator for electricity. Hauling up gallons of gasoline in the back of our car to run the refrigerator would have gotten old over time.

			Over the fall, I continued to look at more online listings but found nothing new unless I wanted to buy a 500-acre beef-cattle farm with good land for logging or a lakefront contemporary complete with media room for a cool half-million.

			So perhaps it was out of desperation when we decided to drive upstate once more to check out a double-wide I saw listed. At least the location looked nice—a few acres of woods and close to the Delaware. So we drove up on a bitterly cold Saturday in early January and met the real estate agent in his office. Then we drove a few miles out of town and turned up a rutted driveway, where, on a concrete slab, the home sat, sagging slightly amidships.

			There was a truck parked in the driveway. A guy in his late 20s answered the door. He looked like he just woke up but said we were welcome to look around. If he straightened the place up a bit for the real estate agent and his clients, he had not done a good job. Clothes, dirty dishes, and other ephemera laid scattered about. The agent opened the bedroom door, and we saw a pile of blankets on an unmade bed. Then the blankets began to move, and from underneath, a pair of feet poked out, complete with red toenail polish.

			“You know,” I said as politely as possible while backing toward the front door. “I think we’re good. Thank you so much.”
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