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Chapter 1

New Waters, New Friend‌‌‌‌‌ 


MT

I have this crazy belief that I can turn any—well almost any—bad event or disappointment into something much better. But when I first met Adam several years ago, I wasn’t practicing this technique, and my life was in the dumps. In early 2001, I was desperately trying to escape the corporate world, and thought I was well on my way to doing so through a career as an author.

I had begun to write books, but something happened to my original publisher, and the simple solution was for me to buy the stock of books they had produced. I sent them a check, and a week later an enormous truck pulled up to my house, and two men off-loaded pallets of book boxes. I was now the proud owner of a couple thousand books that filled my garage, with more still back at the warehouse. And if my checking account had a fuel gage, it would have been on empty.

I needed a publisher to distribute and sell the books fast. Another writer mentioned a Cape Cod publisher named Adam Gamble to me, explaining that he published the types of books I wrote, which at the time were mostly local history and travel guides. Adam and I met at my house, and quickly came to an agreement whereby he would publish and distribute my previously written books as well as a new one. We then had a cup of coffee and talked of writing and ideas for future projects. As we talked I felt like I found a great business partner, but nothing more. He struck me as a serious, well-organized young man who gave careful consideration to his words and actions. I thought of myself as the opposite. There was an age difference as well; I was forty-six and Adam was thirty-four. My wife and I had two teenage children while Adam and his wife were raising a one-year-old. His second child wasn’t even born yet. We even dressed differently: Adam in a blazer, gray slacks, and shined shoes, and me in a pair of fifteen-year-old jeans and frayed flannel shirt. I had also learned he was devoted Buddhist, while I had traded my Catholic religious upbringing for my own concoction of Christianity and a reverence for nature as a way to nurture my soul. But I didn’t belong to any organized spiritual groups, and my thoughts on the spiritual changed with each month.

After we talked I walked Adam out to his car, exiting the house through the garage. He noticed all my fishing rods, stacked in a tangled heap.

“What kind of fishing do you do?” he asked.

“Mostly trout in rivers in Vermont where I have a little cabin.”

“Have you fished for striped bass?”

“Well, about the only ocean fish I’ve caught are bluefish.”

Hearing that, Adam invited me down to Cape Cod where he lived and explained we could fish for stripers using his kayaks. I was game, and we set up a time to meet the following week, which was early October.

The bad event with the former publisher had led to something better, but I just felt relieved. I should have felt a profound sense of gratitude and excited for new opportunities.

I wasn’t perceptive enough to analyze the power of manifestation—transforming ideas into reality—and how to bring it to the next level. That would come later when I opened my mind to the full power of possibilities.

***﻿

We launched our kayaks in a large bay, and I followed Adam as he paddled out to a sandbar where the outgoing tide swept around its edges. It would be twilight soon, but now the sun was low in the sky, creating pink and gold hues near the horizon. In the distance I could see what looked to be an island with a small lighthouse on it, and I thought how beautiful Cape Cod was when seen from the water.

As we paddled, Adam seemed like a very different person than the one I met at my house. He started talking fast, giving me tips about where to cast, what speed to work my lure, and to be cognizant of the strength of the tide. I asked if he thought our odds were good to catch stripers.

“Mike,” he said laughing, “there are stripers right beneath you. I’ve already seen some race pass us and two have broken the surface. If you can’t catch a fish today, I’ll double your royalties!”

Gone was the serious and thoughtful young man I first met. Fishing can do that.

Adam paddled off to the far side of the sandbar, leaving me to work my side. My kayak was in about three feet of water and I saw a dark object pass beneath me. My heart skipped a beat. It had to have been a striper, and it looked to be three feet long. I cast and cast but nothing hit my lure, so I began paddling in a circle around the sandbar, intending to eventually intersect with Adam. I could see him in the distance and soon heard him shout something. He held up a fish of about twenty inches long and then dropped it back in the sea. While I paddled toward him, I trolled my lure behind my kayak and when I was within shouting distance my rod jerked and almost popped out of the rod holder. The fish stripped line from the reel, and I hoped it was a striped bass. I’d caught big bluefish from a boat, but in a kayak, with the ocean just inches away, I felt I was more in the fish’s element and it controlled the fight. I was more directly connected to the fish; I could feel when it thrashed its head, used its tail for power, or bull-dogged down. This was a more intimate kind of ocean fishing than I was familiar with. It reminded me a bit of trout fishing in the river where the fish telegraphs its movements right through the line to my hands.

In the shallow water the fish came to the surface in a swirl, and the quick glimpse I got convinced me that this was indeed a striper. The fish submerged again and made another run. It was a good-sized fish, because when I managed to take some line in, the striper soon responded by taking more out. I worried the drag on my reel was set too tight and the fish would bust my line, but I didn’t dare make any corrections. What saved me was the kayak itself. The vessel acted like a second drag, and the fish pulled the kayak in a semi-circle. Finally I gained more line and the tired fish was next to the kayak. I shouted for Adam. Slowly I reached over with my left hand and pulled on the leader until the fish’s head was near the surface. The silver body with the dark stripes confirmed it was a bass.

At the time it looked enormous next to the kayak. My heart pounded from the ordeal. Adam told me earlier that stripers, unlike bluefish, do not have sharp teeth, so I felt safe grabbing it by the lower jaw and swinging it into the cockpit. I was lucky it slid down by my feet and didn’t thrash around too much, or I could have got a hook in the crotch—not the best way to start a new sport!

I managed to get the hook out of its mouth, lifted it up and let out a whoop of joy. It was about twenty-five inches long, and was one of the biggest fish I ever caught. It was not, however, large enough to keep, as the legal size is twenty-eight inches, so I reluctantly started lowering it toward the water.

“Hold on a minute,” said Adam, who had paddled his kayak next to mine. “Let me take a look.” He glanced at the striper, gave me a high five, and I let the fish go.

In that moment two things happened. I became an avid striper fisherman and a friendship was born. Little did we know that the friendship would be a much-needed anchor when life threw storms our way and crucial decisions had to be made.

***

Without a mutual passion for fishing two people as different as Adam and I might not have become friends at all. Many men seem to need a shared activity to bring them together. While women, in my humble observation, are perfectly comfortable getting to know one another while meeting over a cup of coffee, men have to be actively engaged in the same hobby, business interest, or sporting event. That’s one of the reasons so many men golf. It’s a chance to enjoy and even compete at a game, while at the same time offering an opportunity to talk and share ideas. For Adam and me, fishing was the activity and the ocean the setting which afforded us the opportunity to exchange ideas, to brainstorm, and get to know the true measure of the other person.

We did, however, view our “coffee shop” with a slightly different perspective. Adam seemed to appreciate the beauty of nature more than me, though he was an intense fisherman, for sure. I, on the other hand, was focused on the fish first and then the setting, sometimes not even fully appreciating where we were until I had landed a fish. Even my conversation was governed by the hunt for fish. Until we caught a couple of stripers or bluefish I’d only want to talk about how we were going to catch them and where we should fish. It was a bad habit to be so locked into catching fish—I’d measure if the day was good or bad by the number and size of fish we caught.

***

We were back at the bay a week later, and this time we were ready to fish into the evening and maybe an hour or two past dark. Each of us wore a headlamp, and we both had a spare flashlight onboard.

While we unloaded the kayaks from the top of the car Adam confided that he was considering buying a boat. Being ever practical, I cautioned that he might not have enough time to justify its cost, and that boats were expensive to maintain. Adam said he knew all that, but a boat meant greater freedom, new waters, and bigger fish. I couldn’t argue with that part, but being twelve years older than he I felt it was my job to bring up opposing views and advised him to take his time, and maybe buy the boat when his kids were older.

It was a mild evening with no wind and after we launched the kayaks we trolled for a short distance, fishing rods held in special kayak rod-holders. I hooked into a fish that was quite large, and while I hoped it would race out in the front of my vessel and pull my kayak, it instead decided to dive straight down, wrapping my rod around the outside of the little vessel. Adam shouted, “Tip up!” but I couldn’t move the rod, let alone get its tip up. I was sure the rod would break as I hung on for dear life, but the line parted first and came back with a snap. I cursed, loosened my drag, and vowed I’d never lose another fish because of line tension.

Later, Adam hooked into a striper and it was pure pleasure to watch him play the fish with the sun setting behind him. The light from the sun illuminated the horizon with the most beautiful orange and red hues.

We saw a few birds working and headed that way. The stripers we paddled to were small schoolies but it was fun to catch a couple. We continued to chase pods of fish, but the light waned, and we had to follow the schools more by the sounds of their splashing and slapping than by sight. We turned our headlamps on so we could see our gear, and so other boaters would see us. A boat or two did go by, and in the dark we had to swing around and get our bows pointed at them, preparing to ride over the unseen wake that was sure to follow.

When the fish stopped biting, it really hit me that we were out on the ocean in tiny kayaks—in the pitch black. A few thoughts crossed my mind—well actually it was one thought but it came over and over. The thought was this: I was not at the top of the food chain out here. Sharks do cruise New England’s coast, and after visualizing what I would do if I saw a fin I felt more and more uncomfortable. I mentioned this to Adam, and he replied, “Nothing to worry about. I do this all the time. Never had a problem.”

It wasn’t until a couple hours later when we were back on land in the safety of his car, that Adam clarified his statement about never having a problem. “While it’s true I’ve never had a problem, my cousin Donny did tell me something that gave me pause.”

Adam hesitated, and of course I said, “Well, what happened, was it a shark?”

“No, but you’re close. A whale surfaced next to his kayak.”

“You’re joking.” I said, but Adam only smiled and nodded. “Was it at night?” I asked.

“Yup. Donny said it was just a wee bit spooky.”

“And where did this happen?”

“Not far from where we were fishing a couple hours ago.”

This was when I encouraged Adam to buy that boat he was thinking about, pointing out he deserved one and you can’t always be thinking about the cost.

***

We fished a few more times by kayak and talked a bit more about Adam buying a boat (even as a rookie fisherman I knew a friend with a boat was better than me owning one!). About a year later, Adam took the plunge and bought a small boat, making us both quite happy. It was a used Scout, eighteen feet long with a center console that he could trailer to different boat ramps on Cape Cod. Rather than give the boat a name, Adam simply called it the Scout, and that’s what we planned to do with it—scout out every bit of water we could. I fell in love with that boat on the first trip because it only drafted a couple of feet of water, and Adam could maneuver it right next to shore to some of the productive spots he had discovered during his years of fishing from a kayak.

We quickly developed our respective roles on the boat. Adam would be at the wheel guiding us through the maze of rocks and shoals, while I would stand on a cooler in the bow directly in front of the center console where I could grip a steel bar that came over the top of the windshield to help steady me and keep me from falling out. My duties were to spot fish in the shallows and warn Adam if I saw a big rock ahead. By standing on the cooler, I obstructed some of Adam’s view, so he often stood off center so he could see around me.

Perhaps because of that first trip in the kayaks to the sandbar, I was fixated on fishing in shallow water, using light tackle, and “hunting” fish where I could see them. Adam preferred the exact same type of fishing, so consequently we only ventured far offshore when we were getting skunked (fishless) at our inshore haunts.

As I got to know Adam better over that first year of fishing I realized that while our outward personalities were different we shared many of the same inner traits that dictated the direction we wanted our lives to follow. We each had an entrepreneurial streak that made us fiercely independent and brimming with ideas, but we lacked the know-how to turn those ideas into money-making ventures. One thing we had going for us was unflagging energy. Heck, I knew Adam had uncommon energy because there are not many people who fish the way I do—hunting and casting continuously from dawn to dusk. There were even a few days where we’d find ourselves out on the water in the pitch dark, going beyond twelve hours of fishing.

Adam once said, “I’m unemployable,” meaning he simply had to be running his own business, had to be in control. And I was beginning to think the same about myself, even though I still clung to a corporate job three days a week while moonlighting as a writer. I felt fortunate to have part-time job with benefits, but the reason I chose the position was anything but pleasant. In fact, it’s a perfect example of how poorly some corporations treat loyal and productive employees.

I had been the manager of a department at one of the country’s major insurance companies. My department was making money hand over fist but we were woefully understaffed and our customer service was abysmal. Three coworkers and I made a presentation to the company’s new president highlighting our profitability, growth, and staffing needs. We hoped it would lead to proper staffing but the presentation had unintended consequences: the upper management decided my qualifications were inadequate to lead such a successful division. They decided a manager with an MBA from an Ivy League college should be running the department and within a few months I was pushed out and replaced. After years of running a short-staffed department and still managing to be quite profitable, my “thanks” was being “re-engineered” out of a job. The whole experience left me bitter and depressed, to the point that getting out of bed in the morning became a battle.

With the help of another “old-timer” I was able to find another position in the same company, but that position was highly technical, and that was never my strong suit. Gone were the days of managing a team of employees for whom I had the utmost respect. My new position basically kept me glued to a computer screen every hour of the day. After a short time in this position I ignored the advice of most friends and family and made another change, this time to the part-time position at a lower grade level. While my peers were climbing the corporate ladder, I found myself descending it. At least the move preserved my sanity. It also allowed me to build my writing and speaking career in a slow but steady way, and be creative in a manner that large corporations stifle.

Nonconformists like Adam and I have a hard time fitting ourselves into structured jobs where protocols and procedures trump the ability to make changes in strategy and capitalize on opportunities. So on the boat we’d toss out any and all ideas regarding our publishing and writing businesses, knowing the other person would give a frank opinion that was not born of conformity. We used those fishing trips to not only catch striped bass but also try to catch business ideas that would bring us financial freedom. We wanted to create joy for ourselves and those around us. In that first year, most of our ideas were like the bass we caught: good, but not good enough to keep. With our rods and reels we mostly caught “schoolies,” fish below the legal size limit that tended to travel in schools. And with our brains—or lack thereof—we hatched business ideas that just weren’t strong enough for us to take to the next level. Still, we had fun in the process of trying to get “keeper” fish and “keeper” business ideas.

Adam was the deeper thinker of the two of us, and in our brainstorming he’d push the conversation beyond our entrepreneurial goals, into what we wanted to accomplish here on earth—how could we improve not just our businesses, not just ourselves, but also improve the world around us.

Before we could make an impact on the lives of others, we first needed to get our own lives in order. We knew we could help each other make the adjustments needed. However, we had no idea of the changes that were going to be both forced upon us. I simply could not have imagined what was coming our way, nor could I imagine our responses. It wasn’t just storm clouds heading into our lives, there were some unbelievable blessings as well. As with our fishing, we had a lot to learn.











Chapter 2

Casting Buffalo‌‌‌‌‌ 


AG

“Slow it up, I just saw one,” Mike called to me from his perch atop the boat cooler on the deck of the Scout.

I promptly throttled down and killed the engine. Our momentum carried us a little. Mike hopped up onto the small casting deck at the peak of the bow, his lightweight six-foot rod in hand. As I grabbed my own, he made a cast straight off our nose.

“There’s a lot here,” he declared.

An offshore breeze blew opposite an incoming tide. It was May, about an hour before sunset. I had on a heavy, zip-up sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over my baseball cap. We were in about three and a half feet of water on sand flats in Cape Cod Bay, perhaps a mile offshore. Before casting, I quickly scanned the water. I imagined I spotted a shadow under the surface, perhaps thirty yards away.

Hurling my lure high, it tumbled in an arc against a sky dappled with clouds before splashing down a short distance beyond the shadow.

“Fish on! Yeah, baby,” Mike called out.

At that moment, my shadow, obviously a fish, shot quickly away. I turned and saw Mike’s rod arch out in front of him, line zipping out through the guides. It held all the tension of a hunter’s bow just prior to the release of an arrow. His face was all delight.

We had been out on the water four hours with only three small schoolies between us. We were finally into fish. This one took yards of Mike’s line before finally slowing up and changing direction, parallel to the boat rather than away from it. Mike was forced to follow it counter-clockwise around the center console of the Scout. He made his way first along the port to the stern next to me, so I had to duck under his line. Then the fish brought him back up the starboard side and off the bow again. After a couple of minutes, he cranked back a bit of his line, forcing the fish toward us. But then it shot out again.

“You got it, Mike,” I encouraged him, even though I was thinking the opposite. The way it pulled him around, it looked like the fish had caught Mike.

“You should keep casting. This might take a while,” he told me after another minute of what appeared to be a stalemate. “There’s more fish out there.”

Mike didn’t dare put another ounce of pressure on his line for fear of snapping it. So I scrambled up onto one of the platforms in the stern and took another cast.

“Let’s get a double hookup,” my friend hooted. “You gotta get some of this action.”

I was retrieving my topwater lure and thinking that there was little chance of that, given the skittishness of the first fish I had cast at when a swirl emerged behind my retrieve. I stopped and let the lure sit a second. A wide fish mouth suddenly opened from below it and my lure was gone. I yanked back to set the hook, and then line started streaming out with a high-pitched whine from my reel.

“Fish on!” I bellowed.

An extraordinarily fun ten minutes later or so, Mike and I exchanged high fives and draped our measuring tape across the two big fish bodies on the deck. Then we snapped photos with Mike’s film camera. (It was that long ago.) Our broad smiles were strained by the effort of holding up yard-long striped bass at the ends of our arms, both more than twenty-five pounds.

It was one of many bright highlights of our now twenty-five-year fishing friendship. But however exciting the fishing has been—like glittering waves on a choppy summer sea—it really does pale in comparison to the warm sunshine of our friendship. Fishing may be the glue that has bound us, but our friendship has transcended it. In fact, our relationship didn’t even start with fishing, but with the book business. Mike does not remember the incident, but he and I met four years prior to my visiting his house and our subsequent kayak trips.

***

“I’m giving my two-week notice,” I told my editor at the small-town weekly newspaper I worked for in 1996. I was twenty-nine years old, and those few syllables were among the most terrifying I had ever uttered. I had meager savings, and my only plan was to focus full-time on writing a book that didn’t have a publisher. Still, there I was—finally—with the guts to pursue my dream of being a full-time author.

The book didn’t come out until more than a year later, and only then as a self-published work. In the Footsteps of Thoreau: 25 Historic & Nature Walks on Cape Cod is a hiking guide with literature and history mixed in. It sold relatively well for a local book of its type. My timing was fortuitous. It was probably a high-water mark for regional book publishing in the United States. Amazon.com was only starting to nibble at market share, and even the advent of bookstore chains hadn’t driven many local shops out of business just yet, at least not in New England. Virtually every town on Cape Cod had a bookshop or even two. As had been the case for millennia, ink on paper was still the primary medium for storing and sharing knowledge and wisdom. In short, the internet hadn’t transformed the world yet, and people still relied on the printed word.

My problem was that I didn’t know how good I had it. No sooner had my dream come true then I started letting it slip out of my grasp. Because I had paid for the printing, design, and editing from credit cards, I felt obliged to earn that high-interest debt back as quickly as I could. In fact, I was filled with financial fears and worries. I immediately began selling copies to stores throughout the region directly out of the trunk of my beat-up little Dodge K-car. This income was supplemented by my giving paid slideshows about Henry David Thoreau to local civic groups, and by leading Cape Cod “Thoreau nature walks.”

My dream was to be a full-time author. I hadn’t realized it, but I had been living it, albeit impecuniously, for more than a year. Now I was embracing the life of a book salesman and publisher who often did not “have the time to write.”

Then one day a customer grabbed my shoulder. “Adam, I heard a guy give a lecture the other night. You’ve got to meet him. He’s so much like you!”

“Who?” I asked.

Next thing I knew I was sitting on the edge of a metal folding chair at the Middleboro, Massachusetts, public library watching Michael Tougias project a slideshow onto a screen. He told story after story of one of America’s bloodiest, least-known conflicts, King Philip’s War, 1675 to 1676. Mike spoke with an enthusiasm grounded in practical realities. I recall him talking about both authoring and coauthoring books.

After turning off his projector, Mike made his way to the back of the room where not just one but two tables were covered by stacks of different books, each with Mike’s name somewhere on the cover. He proceeded to sell dozens and dozens of autographed copies to the crowd of about seventy-five people. I had given presentations to only a few groups that even compared in size to this one of Mike’s, and I only had one book to sell at my events. I was even more impressed when I saw all the greenbacks happily handed over to him by his fans.

This is why, when I eventually got a call from Mike four years later, asking if my business, On Cape Publications, would be interested in working with him, I immediately drove more than an hour to his house to close the deal.

In retrospect, it seems obvious our paths would cross. The books business in New England isn’t all that big, and there are only so many authors writing about local history, the outdoors, and who give slide presentations. Still, as Mike has acknowledged, if it wasn’t for fishing, we probably would have remained colleagues and may never have become friends.

***

One of the earliest memories I can clearly place is from the age of four. It is of my father taking me fishing in a pond in Delaware Park near our home in Buffalo, New York. We encountered a few bicyclists and walkers on our way from the car to the pond. It was a relatively early weekend morning, and the sun glistened off the glassy water. A grass lawn ran down a small hill to the edge of the pond where we stood with my father’s fishing rod and tackle box. The water bugs intrigued me.

“How do they walk on the water, Dad?”

It seemed like magic. My younger brother, Matt, was a babe-in-arms still, at home with our mother. My father was spending the whole morning, just with me. I remember his warm masculine presence.

I thought of my father very differently than my mother. There was some resistance in me to his roughness, his dark voice, and his thick scratchy beard and moustache. I didn’t know him anywhere nearly as well as my mother, or even as well as his parents, my grandparents. My mother stayed at home and took care of Matt and me full-time, while my father seemed to mainly be at work. I remember returning home with him later that morning and his telling my mother multiple times what a good fisherman I was.

“That Adam is a good fisherman. He’s a good fisherman.”

I recall my four-year-old brain thinking that he was not quite telling the truth, because I didn’t actually catch any fish by myself. He had done the catching. I just reeled in some that my father had hooked. I was already starting to learn about fishermen and exaggeration.

That was one of the only father-and-son activities we had together. From all accounts, he was a compassionate young man, twenty-seven years old at the time. He was passionate about the civil rights movement that remained so active back in 1971. A teacher by training, he purposely chose to work in the poorer parts of Buffalo with underprivileged kids. He later worked in drug and alcohol counselling, a fact that makes me wonder today what struggles he himself may have had with those substances. I’ve never been involved with drugs myself, but I’ve suffered from alcohol problems, and we all know what they say about apples and trees.

At one point around then my father received a psychiatric diagnosis of bipolar. Tragically, he died the year after our lone fishing trip together by suicide. His bouts with depressions had become so intense that he was checked into hospitals for short periods a few times that year. The final time, he apparently grew terrified of what people would think of him when he was to be discharged. There were even greater social stigmas attached to mental illness back in the early seventies than there are now. Unable to cope with it all, the night before he was to be released he wrapped the belt from his robe around his neck and hanged himself in the closet.

It was a violent act, abruptly ending his young life and deeply wounding our surviving family. When five-year-old me was informed by my mother and grandmother that my father “would not come back” as they put it, I burst into a tantrum. “He didn’t even say goodbye!” was my inconsolable lament. I don’t recall much of the event, but I recall picking up on the intense grief that permeated the house. Children are like emotional tuning forks. I’m told my grandmother eventually called our family doctor who came to the house and administered a sedative to me. (Yes, you read right; our doctor made a house call. It was a long time ago.)

My mother, brother, and I felt abandoned by my father. Fortunately, I’ve come to feel differently about it. When someone has a heart attack and dies, we usually don’t conceive of them as abandoning anyone. I now believe it’s very similar in the case of mental illness leading to suicide. Instead of having a heart attack, people like my dad have what I think of as a “brain attack.” Their brains fail in a way that results in death, not unlike any diseased major organ. That’s how I’ve come to think about my father’s case. He had a brain attack.

Working on The Power of Positive Fishing with Michael, I have come to wonder how much my fishing has been concerned with seeking the sense of connection I felt during that trip to the park. I also wonder how much of my enthusiasm for fishing was inherited from my dad. His obituary doesn’t include a lot of biographical details, but one sentence notes his having been a fisherman:

“Mr. Gamble was a member of the Buffalo Casting Club.”

Who knew they built fishing rods strong enough to cast buffalo?











Chapter 3

Icarus and the Kayak Incident‌‌ 


MT

Even though Adam now had a boat, every now and then I’d insist we take the kayaks out instead. Maybe I was trying to recapture that magical first kayak outing that got me hooked on striper fishing. I also liked the stealth a kayak provided for approaching fish, the exercise from paddling, and the lack of engine noise. But there was one outing where I wished we’d taken the boat.

We used Adam’s kayaks. He gave me the bigger one that was more suitable for the ocean, and he used a smaller one more suitable for a bathtub. No matter; he was the more experienced ocean kayaker, and seemed to handle the shorty just fine. When we first launched we were in the marginally protected confines of a harbor, and the brisk wind did little to deter us from paddling out toward the same sandbar we fished on our very first trip together. But this time the fish did not cooperate, and not wanting to go home empty-handed we ventured toward the distant mouth of the harbor. That’s when Adam spotted the terns hovering above the water far out in the distance. He pointed them out to me and hollered, “What do you say?”

I replied, “Let’s do it!”

“Ok, but let’s stick together. It’s going to be choppy. And let’s turn back if those birds are too far out.”

And so off we went, paddling full steam, plowing our way through one-foot seas. The ocean looked different than that first trip, gone was the touch of light blue, replaced by a steely gray, as if the sea’s mood had changed. But the sight of birds working over fish does something to me, something that happens to impulsive anglers, something that causes what little common sense we possess to go out the window and be replaced by a single thought—there are probably big fish under those birds, and I gotta get there quick. I was a modern-day Icarus, drawn to the birds like he was to the sun, oblivious to the risk that should have been obvious.

I went racing ahead of Adam, and was surprised by the speed with which I reached the wheeling terns and gulls. Tiny bait fish leapt from the water and the little patch of ocean boiled with big fish breaking the surface. Here was predator and prey in action, and I felt an intimate connection to nature, awed by the deadly dance of birds and what I hoped were keeper stripers intent on capturing every little fish they had corralled and trapped near the surface. Being in a kayak smack in the middle of the feeding frenzy is about as close as you can get to this violent side of the natural world—without actually being a fish. I cast a top water plug into the fray thinking I’d be into a fish within seconds. Three times I cast through the churning water without so much as a fish taking a swipe at it. Maybe it’s too big I thought, and replaced the plug with a small, gray, soft plastic lure about six inches long that looks like a worm, eel, or snake.

The fish, which I now knew were stripers, were likely feasting on sand eels and the small lure did the trick. I was soon hooked up with a striped bass, similar to the size I caught with Adam on our very first trip.

It took a while to work the striper to the kayak and release it. I had drifted far from the birds, and when I tried to paddle back toward them I realized the combination of the wind and outgoing tide was formidable. Now it would be a long slog back into the harbor, but maybe I could squeeze in one more cast.

I could see Adam in his “toy” kayak still coming out of the harbor, and after a few minutes we were side by side.

“I lost sight of you for a few seconds,” Adam shouted. “The wind is picking up and I don’t like the look of these clouds, so let’s head in.”

He didn’t need to tell me twice. I felt badly that I had bolted ahead of him and caught a fish, simply because he had given me the faster vessel. But my kayak didn’t feel so fast now, fighting the wind and current. I really had to dig the paddle in deep to make headway. The rain that Adam feared soon materialized. It decreased visibility, making it look more like twilight than 10 a.m.

Adam was quite a ways behind me and I shouted, “Let’s head to the nearest land!”

He hollered back in agreement, “Straight ahead!”

I fought the chop toward shore, thankful for my life jacket, but wished I had some drinking water to sustain my energy. The waves were not even big enough for a small craft advisory, but a two-foot wave looks plenty large from a kayak, and occasionally one slapped the side of my vessel hard enough to send water into the cockpit. Thank God the coast was still discernible, and I simply focused on paddling as hard as I could, worried that conditions would deteriorate. When I was almost at the welcoming sand of the shoreline I twisted in my seat to see how Adam was progressing in his little toy. He was nowhere in sight. The gloom from the rain seemed to have swallowed him up.

Do I go back and look for him? Could he be ahead of me?

My arms felt as heavy as cement, and I decided to first get myself off the water, and catch my breath. The beach I pulled out at was bordered by a salt marsh behind it, and I had no idea where I was. Even worse, there wasn’t a house in sight. I thought perhaps Adam had landed on the same beach either to my right or left, and first I jogged one way and then the other. He was nowhere in sight, and I could feel the panic rising, and fought it back by considering my next move. If I could find a house, I’d be able to use their phone and dial 911. Then I’d relaunch my kayak and do my best to look for him.

Crazy thoughts go through your mind when you’re scared, and I was already having the conversation with Adam’s wife that he was missing. Then I’d have to explain why I didn’t stay with him.

I forced that imaginary conversation from my head and turned toward the marsh, running along its edge behind the beach, hoping for a path through it. That marsh seemed to stretch out endlessly, and I gave up the idea and instead retraced my steps back to my kayak. I’ve got to get back out there, and start shouting for him.

Something on the ocean caught my eye, but I couldn’t make out what it was. I took my rain and salt splattered glasses off and wiped them off, and looked again.

It might be Adam, but something is wrong.

Either his kayak got a lot smaller or I was looking at a little log bobbing on the waves. Whatever it was, it was coming my way.

Then it all made sense. It was Adam alright, but he was facing away from me, paddling in backwards.

When he was in shallow water I waded out to him, and of course my first question was not about his welfare but instead wanting to know what the hell he was doing paddling backward.

“I was taking on water,” he said, shaking his head. “This piece of crap isn’t made for the ocean. The waves were rising up under me so the kayak was kind of surfing them. But with the smooth surface and no keel, I was going to tip over. Facing the waves and letting them push me backward allowed me to have some control. I figured it out on the fly. It was either that or swim.”

I think I was more relieved than he was to have him safely onshore.

“Geez, we did everything wrong,” I said. “We should have never gone racing after those birds. We should have a compass, flares, the works.”

“I know,” Adam said. “We’ll make some changes before our next trip.”

“So where are we?”

Adam explained that we were north of where we parked the car, but not more than a mile and half. We dragged the kayaks through the shallows for the first part of our journey to the car, and then in more protected water were able to paddle them. Once at his butt-ugly yellow Dodge K-car we were cold, wet to the bone, and thirsty as hell. We each drank two bottles of water, then loaded the kayaks onto the roof.

“Don’t tell my wife about what happened,” Adam said.

Then we decided that since we aborted the trip ahead of schedule we had time to go get coffee and a midday breakfast at a restaurant near his house.

Over coffee, I told him this wasn’t the first time a kayak got me in trouble. I explained that the incident in question happened on the Connecticut River, about thirty miles from its source on the Canadian border. My friends, Boomer and Cogs—whom I have fished with since elementary school—had joined me in a combo kayak/fly-fishing trip. There was plenty of white water, with large boulders scattered across the river, and the occasional sharp bend where the current flowed under fallen trees on the outside edge of the curve. Cogs and I were ahead of Boomer, and we had gotten out of our kayaks to cast into a fishy-looking pool. I had just mentioned to Cogs that Boomer must have stopped upriver to fish, when his wooden paddle came floating by us. Not a good sign.

We expected him to come drifting down the river paddle-less in his kayak like a fallen leaf, so we continued casting. But when he didn’t appear after a few minutes, we decided we’d better go looking for him, so we jogged upstream along the riverbank. We found him all right. His kayak had him pinned against a fallen tree which crossed part of the river just above the water’s surface. Some people call them “strainers” because the tree separates you from your canoe or kayak, but in Boomer’s case he was still in the kayak, holding himself upright with the tree across his lap as the current held the vessel in this perfect trap.

We helped extricate him, and he told us that he thought he would surely have drowned if we hadn’t come, as he couldn’t hold on much longer. He may have been right, because his kayak was half filled with water, and behind the fallen tree were more branches and logs submerged in the river. Boomer asked us what took us so long, and before I could answer, Cogs did:

“We saw your paddle, but Toug wanted to take a few more casts. He was convinced a lunker brown trout was in that pool.”

Adam interrupted my story. “And you probably wouldn’t have helped me today if you found fish along the shore. Well, at least you have your priorities straight.”

We had a good laugh, discussed how we would be more safety conscious, and counted our blessings that in the case of Adam’s kayak misadventure there was a safe outcome.

I said, “That close call we just had is making me really think about the fear that crews must experience in boats during truly big storms. While I was writing the Blizzard of ’78 book you are going to publish, I came across an incredible story of bravery
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