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To Joan
for everything


PRELUDE

FOR MORE than fifty years, I’ve been fly fishing for trout and writing stories about it. Nearly all those stories have been nonfiction—nothing but the truth. This, I know, flies in the face of popular tradition, which holds that virtually every fisherman is a liar, or at the very least is prone to great exaggeration. I have known enough anglers of both types to understand how those stereotypes took root and why they persist. Nevertheless, for my part I have always tried steadfastly and carefully to stay within narrow factual bounds in nearly everything I’ve written about fly fishing for trout. The few exceptions—several brief works of fiction—have been clearly labeled as such.

Yet one can keep doing the same thing only so long before it starts to wear a little thin. I decided finally to take a break and try more fiction—not a full-length novel, but a collection of stories, all still about anglers and trout. Once I started, I discovered how much fun it was to give my imagination free rein for a change and let it roam over the trout-fishing waterscape in any direction it chose to go. Here you have the results.

Whenever I read a fictional work by someone else, I always wonder where the author got the idea for the story. Most never tell. Maybe they want to keep their source of ideas a secret, like anglers protecting the locations of favorite fishing spots. Or maybe it’s because they really don’t know. I suspect it might be the latter, because that turned out to be the case for some of the stories in this book; when I tried to trace their origins, I found a few clues, but mostly I simply didn’t know where the ideas came from.

Take the first one, “The Man Who Came Back as a Trout.” Sam, the hero of the piece, is astounded to find himself suddenly reincarnated as a trout. After exploring his new surroundings, he discovers his home is the same stream he fished most often when he was still a human, and the anglers he fished with are now fishing for him! Most are old friends, and he’s not worried about them because they release all the trout they catch. But there’s another who’s despised by everyone because he always kills his limit, and Sam knows he must steer clear of him at all costs.

I’ve never heard of something like this happening to anyone; even if it did, it would be impossible for a reincarnated soul to communicate with the world of the living, as Sam learns to his intense frustration. So where did such an idea come from? I’m neither a user nor abuser of controlled substances, so if it came from my imagination, as appears to be the case, it came without any external stimulation.

Or there might be another explanation: Perhaps I was a trout in a former life and I’ve been reincarnated as a writer.

The second story, “No-Fly Zone,” is a little different. As a young newspaper reporter I covered many criminal trials, and I suppose some of those experiences helped inspire this tale about a down-and-out fly fisher who has the bad luck to be the first person arrested for violating a draconian new law restricting fishing in his local waters. The prosecutor wants to make an example of him and send him to prison for a long time. The public defender, who also is the narrator of the story, tries to get him off on grounds of temporary insanity. The jury, however, has different ideas, and comes back with a verdict that surprises everyone, even the judge. The courtroom scenario came from memory, but my imagination again pleads guilty for providing the rest of the story.

It has been a long time since I was drafted to serve on a committee established to come up with a definition of fly fishing that would be acceptable to everyone. It turned out to be a disaster because the committee quickly discovered there was (and still is) almost universal disagreement about what really constitutes legitimate fly fishing. That unhappy experience was surely in my mind when I conceived the third story in this collection, “An Honest Angler.” It’s the saga of a man who has strong convictions about the ethics of fly fishing and is determined to persuade everyone else to adopt his way of thinking. His first target, the editor of an influential fly-fishing magazine, is finally convinced to “upgrade his ethics,” but ends up paying a heavy price as a result. Except for the unhappy memory of the abortive committee, most of this story again is a product of my imagination, which appears to be in overdrive after all those years of writing nonfiction.

I’ve known several anglers who habitually carried pistols in their fishing vests, which always made me a little nervous. I don’t know what they expected to shoot—encounters with bears aren’t all that common in most places I fish—but the memory of those pistol-packing piscators was probably in the back of my mind when I conceived “The Nehallis Incident,” the fourth story in this assemblage. It’s about two anglers whose meeting on a lonely stretch of wilderness steelhead river deteriorates into a potentially deadly confrontation. Nothing like that has ever happened to me or anyone I know, so I suppose my imagination was mostly to blame in this case as well.

The final story is “One Size Fits All,” and I know where this one came from. For a considerable portion of my fly-fishing life I wore the same hat, simply because it was comfortable and I liked it. Inevitably, it began to show signs of wear—stains from sweat and dry-fly dressing, scorch marks from cinders emitted by the pipe I used to smoke, rusty spots from hooks of flies stuck in the hatband, and so forth. One fishing friend said the hat made me look like an itinerant preacher. Others said it made me look like a Confederate soldier.

I wore that hat until it finally became so tattered and shapeless it would no longer stay on my head, let alone protect me from sun, wind, or rain, so at last I was forced to retire it. I’m not ordinarily a superstitious person and never associated any magical properties with the hat, but not long after I stopped wearing it I realized I wasn’t catching nearly as many trout as before. I thought maybe it was because there just weren’t that many trout any more, but eventually I began wondering if something more was at work, and the absence of my old hat was really to blame. By then, however, the hat had disappeared and I couldn’t have resumed wearing it if I had wished.

That experience, I’m sure, was the origin of this tale of a boy who discovers a well-used fishing hat for sale in a thrift store. He buys it for twenty-five cents and immediately catches the biggest trout he’s ever seen. Then the hat’s original owner comes looking for it, convinced the hat has supernatural properties that brought him great fishing luck before it went missing. He tries to buy back the hat, but the boy refuses, setting in motion a complicated series of events that ultimately leads to the greatest catch either one will ever make.

So that’s about as much as I can say concerning the origins of these stories. They were written mostly for purposes of entertain-ment—mine as well as yours—but several also have serious underlying themes, some evident, others subliminal. I hope these will stimulate thoughtfulness and understanding.

Finally: No trout were killed, injured, or otherwise harmed in the making of this book.

For nearly two centuries, composer Franz Schubert’s Trout quintet has been a staple of the classical chamber music repertoire. It has been called “the one piece of music everybody likes,” and I daresay anyone hearing it for the first time will understand why. As its name indicates, the quintet was scored for five instruments—piano, violin, viola, cello, and contrabass—while most chamber music in Schubert’s time (1797–1828) was written for four instruments or less. Since there are five stories in this book, all concerning trout in one way or another, Trout Quintet seemed the perfect title.

Schubert first composed some of the music as a song, Die Forelle (“The Trout”), inspired by a poem written by a man with a similar name, Christian F.D. Schubart. Die Forelle never quite made it to the top of the charts in Schubert’s Austria, but around 1819, several years after he wrote the song, Schubert was asked by a wealthy patron to include part of it in a chamber work, which eventually became the famous quintet. The patron apparently never had the work performed in public, however, and the score wasn’t published until after Schubert’s death at a tragically young age, so he may never even have heard the quintet during his lifetime, except in his mind.

I have not been able to find any evidence that Schubert ever was an angler, although he might have been. He was short and a bit chubby—his friends called him Schwammerl, meaning “Little Mushroom”—but lack of height and a generous waistline have never been serious impediments to becoming a fisherman. There is evidence he spent time in the northern Austrian city of Steyr, which has its own fly shop and lies in the vicinity of several lovely trout streams—the Erlauf, Salza, Ybbs and others. Schubert must have had some familiarity with one or more of these streams, if not as a fisherman then likely as a spectator. It’s easy to imagine him standing on a wooden bridge spanning a stream, listening to the sounds of the river and peering through his thick spectacles at trout rising gracefully to a hatch of fly. How else could he possibly have written music that so vividly captures those sights and sounds?

So to those about to read this book I would offer this suggestion: Your enjoyment will be greatly enhanced if you obtain a recording of the Trout quintet and listen while you read. You’ll hear what I mean.

—Steve Raymond


THE MAN WHO CAME BACK AS A TROUT

WHENEVER SAM thought about reincarnation, which wasn’t often, it seemed like a pretty good idea. The only problem with it, as far as he could see, was that you had to die first.

Now it seemed his family thought that time had come. His son, daughter, and two sisters had gathered around, all looking sorrowful and speaking in hushed tones. His wife of more than fifty years was holding his hand as firmly as she could. Even his old fishing partner, Frank Vincent, was there. Sam thought they were making a much bigger deal of the occasion than it warranted.

He was about to say so when suddenly everything went dark and the next thing Sam knew he was alone, drifting on a dark and silent sea. A long time passed. Or maybe it was just a short time; there was no way to tell. He waited for something to happen, a little nervous but still confident that something would happen. He wondered what his next life would be like. Maybe he’d be a great chef, an ambition he’d always harbored secretly. Or a game warden; that would be interesting. Perhaps even an astronaut.

Wait! What was that? He thought he saw a distant flash of light. There it was again, coming closer! He heard the sound of rushing water, growing louder. He began feeling cold.

In another instant he was surrounded by water and light, caught up in a mighty current and a blinding torrent of bubbles. Rocks, boulders, roots, branches, and trailing weeds flashed past along with glimpses of fishes. Panicking, he tried to swim for what he thought was the surface, but his arms and legs didn’t seem to work. Looking down, he saw he had no arms or legs; instead he had fins. The effort of looking turned him upside down, then sideways to the current and he was swept downstream even faster.

“Hey, take it easy, Mac!” someone said, and he saw a sizeable trout as he hurtled past. That’s when he realized he hadn’t exactly heard the admonition; it had been more of a feeling instead, an odd sensation he traced not to his ears but rather to his flanks, to a long, sensitive line of nerves that ran up and down his sides like an antenna.

He was still trying to understand how such a thing could be possible when the current deposited him in an eddy behind a large boulder and he somehow managed to turn himself upright. The rushing water found him again and nearly sucked him from the eddy, but with a powerful thrust of his tail—his tail?—he managed to propel himself forward, facing upstream, and find some quiet water in the shelter of the boulder. There he tried to rest, his gills—his gills?—opening and closing rapidly, then finally settling into a slower, steady rhythm. As they did, he felt strength flowing through his body.

What the hell had happened? Where was he? What was he?

He tried again to look at himself, but what he saw merely confused him. If he looked straight ahead he could see things pretty clearly, but then his eyes would stray off in different directions so he saw two different images at once. It was worse than when he’d tried on his first pair of bifocals. Eventually he found that if he looked back at his whole body, he could see a long, silvery shape, dark and spotted on top, nearly pure white on the bottom, with a thin, strawberry-colored stripe running down his flank.

There could be no doubt: he had become a rainbow trout.

Well, that was something of a relief. For a moment he’d been afraid he might be a catfish, or a carp. Or maybe even an alligator gar.

Still, that was not exactly what he’d had in mind for reincarnation. He could scarcely grasp the fact that only moments before he had been a human being and now he was a rainbow trout. Somehow he’d been transported from his warm bed and loving family to a cold, aquatic existence in an unknown stream.

He turned for another look at himself. Yes, he was certainly a rainbow trout. That probably wouldn’t have been his first choice for reincarnation if he’d had one. But that’s what he was, and there seemed nothing else to do but try to make the best of it.

As he surveyed his trout’s body, he realized it was quite handsome—maybe two and a half pounds, he guessed, though he remembered occasionally exaggerating the size of trout he’d caught when he was a human. He also realized the cold water no longer bothered him. In fact, he was beginning to feel rather comfortable. He began looking around, sometimes in two directions at once, noticing the broken silvery ribbon of daylight above the surface of the stream, the nearby boulder shielding him from the full force of the river’s flow, the tiny objects continually drifting past—leaves, fragments of wood or bark, squirming mayfly nymphs, and other things he could not identify.

Maybe it was the sight of those mayfly nymphs, but Sam suddenly realized he was hungry. He saw another nymph approaching and turned to try to intercept it, but the movement carried him out from behind the boulder and back into the current, and once again he was swept downstream.

This time it was a short trip, however, as he experimented with his fins and tail and found a combination of movements that stabilized his streamlined body and got him oriented facing upstream. Eventually he also found a comfortable balance between the current’s speed and the amount of effort required to resist it. Once that equilibrium was established, he experimented with minor movements to adjust his trim, or maybe just to see what would happen when he tried them, and soon he felt more confident in his ability to maneuver and maintain stability.

Confident enough that when he saw another nymph drifting toward him, he tried to capture it. This time he wasn’t swept downstream, but he didn’t catch the nymph either; his lunge was awkward and his new sense of vision was still confusing. His quarry easily drifted past his open mouth and vanished.

This is not good, he thought. I’ve got to practice this.

So he did. Over the next few hours—or was it days?—he kept trying until he finally succeeded in catching and swallowing a nymph. He had been dreading the thought that it might not taste good, but he didn’t taste it at all; it was like pasta without any sauce. Still, he felt a sense of triumph.

A second nymph came more easily and it wasn’t long until Sam learned how to refine his movements so he could move surely and swiftly in the direction of any drifting or swimming nymph, focus on it and catch it in his mouth. His growing confidence even inspired him to try capturing hatched-out flies he could see floating overhead on the surface, and after a few awkward misses, he had that procedure down pat, too.

With his belly finally comfortably full, Sam settled into a quiet spot beneath an undercut bank and rested, thinking about nothing. Maybe he napped for a while, although he wasn’t sure whether trout slept, so he really couldn’t tell whether he had or not. All he knew is that he felt refreshed.

He decided to explore. Having learned to coordinate the movements of his fins and tail, he found it relatively easy to push upstream, moving from pool to pool and pausing in each just long enough to take in his surroundings. At length he came to the largest pool he had seen, a long, deep stretch of water with a tongue of current spilling into its upper end from a narrow chute between two huge boulders, one on either side of the stream. Smaller boulders were scattered across the bottom and at least a dozen sizeable trout occupied stations behind them, darting out now and then to capture something from the drift. Sam had never seen the pool from an underwater perspective, but there was something vaguely familiar about it. It was surely a classic trout pool.

The sense of familiarity made him reluctant to leave the pool, but he still wanted to learn more about his new surroundings, so with a powerful thrust of his tail he drove upstream through the narrow chute and entered a stretch of quiet water. Here the stream spread out and rubbed against its borders until, over time, it had carved a series of deep holes under the banks. This stretch, too, seemed vaguely familiar.

Suddenly Sam knew: he was in the South Branch of the Amalak, his favorite trout stream, one he had fished countless times as a human.

The dark recess of the undercut bank beckoned. It appeared to be a good, safe spot for a trout, and in his mind’s eye he remembered the large rainbow he had once hooked that ran under that very bank and broke off on a submerged root. The spot also offered shelter near a line of drift that seemed to be bringing an endless supply of food downstream. It looked like a perfect place for a trout to hang out, so he nosed his way into the gloom. Almost immediately he bumped into another trout.

The other trout sent a quick message that Sam felt mysteriously along his lateral line. “Shove off, Bud,” it said. “I was here first.” It took a moment for Sam’s eyes to adjust to the darkness, but when they did he saw the other trout was smaller than he was, perhaps only fifteen inches. “Too bad, fella,” Sam thought, and felt the message somehow radiating from those sensitive lines along his sides. “Maybe you can have this spot again when you get to be as big as I am.” He lunged forward and snapped at the tail of the other trout, which fled swiftly, transmitting signals that Sam didn’t recognize but felt certain were probably the trout’s equivalent of a string of profanities.

He was proud of himself. It was his first territorial confrontation as a trout and he had won. But then his pride turned to guilt. This type of behavior wasn’t like him at all. He had always tried to be kind and respectful to others… at least, that had been his nature when he was human. He was beginning to wonder what sort of personality he had inherited along with his trout’s body.

The undercut bank became his home. It was early spring when he settled there and the timing was fortunate because the Amalak was just coming alive with the season’s first hatches. As the days gradually lengthened and the water warmed, mayflies hatched thickly and became his favorite food, if only because they were more plentiful than anything else. The nymphs and freshly hatched duns were both decent mouthfuls, but he found mayfly spinners had scarcely enough food value to make it worth rising to the surface to capture them. He fed on them only when there was nothing else.

Caddisflies and stoneflies followed the mayflies in abundance. The caddis became another favorite. They came in all sizes and Sam discovered it was great fun to chase the little ones that fluttered across the surface and deeply satisfying to rise quietly and suck in the larger adults that didn’t move as quickly. He also fed avidly on the defenseless caddis pupae as they ascended toward the surface on their way to hatch. He found stonefly nymphs a bit crunchy, but they were big mouthfuls. Same for the adults. A few of those and he didn’t have to eat again for the remainder of the day.

He also learned to forage nose-down among the weeds growing thickly along the river’s bottom. There he found occasional caddis larvae, numerous squirming little scuds, and small black snails, which he plucked from the weed as if they were ripening grapes. In the nearby rocks he also found clinging mayfly nymphs not yet ready to hatch.

Sam loved the mornings best. As the sun slowly warmed the river, the river in turn slowly began warming him, awakening him and bringing renewed strength. He likened it to lying in bed late on a Saturday morning, perhaps enjoying a leisurely cup of coffee. At first he had hated the thought of being cold-blooded, of having to depend on the ambient temperature to raise or lower his own, but he had adapted quickly to his circumstances and now enjoyed the soft, almost sensual feel of warming water sliding easily past his flanks.

Mornings also were quiet along the stream. Aquatic insects, cold-blooded like trout, were also just warming up and beginning to stir. Most fishermen, knowing this, remained absent until later in the day when they knew the hatches would be underway and the trout would be rising. Until then it was a good time just to lie back and enjoy scenery such as Sam had never seen above the surface. The river was a continuing kaleidoscope of colors and textures, delivering a never-ending parade of twigs, leaves, bits of bark, corpses of drowned insects, and the quick movements of small trout searching for food or shelter. The water also was filled with rising bubbles, far more than Sam had ever dreamed were present when he had looked on the river from above; they were generated by the turbulence of the current flowing over rocks, forcing air into the water, or from the photosynthetic discharges of weeds anchored tightly to the bottom. But Sam most enjoyed looking up at the dappled silver surface of the stream, with its constantly shifting patterns of shadow and light and occasional blurry hints of distant sky or foliage.

He liked evenings, too. Sometimes, during hours of darkness, he would leave his lair beneath the cut bank and watch for small disturbances on the river’s surface, marking the struggles of moths or crane flies that had fallen to the water, and he would gratefully consume a few as evening snacks. He felt safe in the darkness.

One warm, late-spring day there was a great fall of ants on the river. They came as thick as rain, ants of all sizes, especially small ones (Sam figured they were about a size 18), and he swam around just under the surface with his mouth open, ingesting ants by the score until he could eat no more. This, he thought, must be life as easy as it ever gets for a trout.

Sam spent the whole summer under the cut bank, watching scores of fishermen come and go even while he grew steadily larger on the rich diet served by the stream. He looked on with amusement as anglers tried to solve the tricky current and somehow get their flies under the cut bank. Most failed, but Sam was contemptuous even of the few who succeeded. He remembered when he was human he’d always wondered if a trout could see the hook hanging down from the body of an artificial fly. Now, as a trout, he knew the answer; the hook was plainly visible.

Nevertheless, smaller trout regularly managed to hook themselves and get caught, and Sam understood it was because they had never seen hooks before and didn’t recognize them as a threat. Only after having been caught and released a few times did other trout grow wary of flies with hooks—and not all trout were released after being caught.

Sam recognized some anglers as fishermen he had known and fished with during his human life. It was a weird feeling to know that now they were fishing for him! He longed to reach out to them, to communicate with them somehow, but although he could sometimes see through the transparent meniscus that marked the boundary between water and air, that thin barrier also prevented any communication between the world Sam now inhabited and the world he had left.

One fisherman he recognized easily was Frank Vincent, his old friend and fishing partner who had been at his bedside when Sam died. He had always admired Frank’s fly-fishing abilities, but now, seeing him from the perspective of a trout, he was somewhat critical of his technique. To be sure, Frank still caught his share of gullible smaller trout—which he always released—but his flies didn’t look as good from under water as they had from above, and his presentations were too transparent to fool Sam for a moment.

Still, he watched Frank with affection, remembering his friendship, the many afternoons they had spent together along this very stream, fishing and talking or just resting on the bank and watching the unfolding saga of the river’s life. He also fondly remembered evenings at Frank’s home, the pair of them tying flies, sipping bourbon, chewing the fat, or enjoying the antics of Frank’s unusual pets, a pair of chipmunks he’d named Ferdinand and Isabella, for reasons known only to him.

Another fisherman he recognized was Miles Anthony. His profile was distinctive because he always wore a pith helmet, shorts, and a vaguely military shirt with shoulder straps and flap pockets. He always waded wet, without waders, displaying a pair of scrawny, hairy legs with prominent purple veins. His posture was that of a West Point cadet, which rumor had it he once had been, although nobody knew for sure and Miles wasn’t telling. As a fly fisher, he was the staunchest of traditionalists, fishing only a dry fly and casting only upstream to rising trout, as if he had learned the sport directly from the great Halford.

More than once Sam had been treated to close-up views of Miles’ scrawny legs while he spent long minutes casting upstream to rises beyond Sam’s vision. The unflattering view prompted Sam to consider biting one of his legs, but he finally dismissed the idea as potentially dangerous, both for himself and Miles. Instead, he merely sidled farther back into the darkness under the bank and waited for Miles to run out of rises and move upstream.

Owen Fenner was another angler Sam recognized. He was easy to identify because his height barely exceeded five feet. Somehow he had obtained a waiver from the Navy’s minimum height requirement and had a long career as an officer, a good one by all accounts. An easygoing man, he was fond of joking that he had been forced to retire from the Navy because his sleeves were too short to accommodate any more gold stripes. His angling companions gently chided him about all the places his short stature prevented him from wading, but Fenner countered by pointing out it wasn’t his shadow that frightened all the trout away, because he barely had one. He was an efficient angler who fished with great concentration and caught perhaps more than his share of trout.

Brian Barquist, fondly known to his compatriots as “Frugal,” was another Amalak regular. A rotund man well past middle age with endless energy and enthusiasm, he had spent his working life running a bookstore that sold only used books. He also claimed he had written several used books, including one titled The Frugal Fly Fisherman, the source of his nickname.

Frugal was often asked how it was possible to write a used book and was always ready with a reply: “It’s easy. You write the book and when it’s printed you just fold over the corners of a few pages, like people do to mark their places. Then you add a few stains—coffee for sure, some mustard spots, maybe a little ketchup or bacon grease. Then you underline or highlight a few passages, write a phone number or two in the margins, put in the sales receipt from a supermarket or maybe the stub from an airline boarding pass as a bookmark, and sprinkle in a few cat hairs. Just for fun you can also write something in the front, like ‘To John from Marsha, Christmas 2005,’ and Presto! You have a used book. Put it on sale in a second-hand bookstore and it will pass through many hands and be read many times. What more could an author wish for any book?”

Frugal’s frugality and his interest in used things also extended to fly fishing. He fished an old brown fiberglass rod with at least two guides held on by electrician’s tape. Attached to the rod was an ancient reel whose click had long ago uttered its last clack. It held the only fly line he owned, which was so worn there was little left of it but the core, and as a caster he was the very antipathy of grace. His waders had more patches than a quilt. All these impediments might have handicapped a lesser man, but Frugal nearly always held his own in terms of numbers of trout hooked and released. “Why should I spend $700 on a new fly rod, $400 on a reel, $300 for waders, and $100 more on a new line?” Frugal often asked. “When I was a boy, you could nearly buy a car for all that. I’d have to write a dozen used books to make that much money.”

There were others Sam recognized, some whose names he knew and some he didn’t. They were all part of the convivial if slightly eccentric band of anglers who shared the Amalak.

And then there was Doctor Evan Hobbs.

If Hobbs had been an amiable sort, everyone would have called him Doc. The fact that everyone called him “Doctor” instead spoke volumes about his personality. He was hated by other Amalak anglers for a number of reasons. One was that he was not only a very competent fisherman, he also consistently tied the most perfect flies anyone had ever seen, inspiring jealousy and frustration among every angler who saw them. Even more aggravating was that Doctor Hobbs was the only dentist in town, which meant everyone was forced to rely on his services for their dental health. Hobbs had made it a cruel habit to fill the mouths of his fishing patients with rubber and metal so they couldn’t talk, and then, while he worked, subject them to endless stories of his fishing trips to exotic trout-fishing locales such as New Zealand, Alaska, Patagonia, or Tasmania—trips financed by his patients. Most of his fishing patients would have given their eye teeth (and Doctor Hobbs would gladly have pulled them) to make such trips if only they could afford them.
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