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Praise for A Cast Away in Montana

“What a warm, intimate, often humorous, and always textured account of a first fishing trip to Montana. It’s filled with the excitement a new and happy experience brings. There are fine glimpses of such great rivers as the Madison, the Beaverhead, Big Hole, and spring creeks—and Tim makes vivid the history of place and character of the friends and newcomers he meets. He has a great gift for friendship, and his connections are deep and honest. The book is filled with joy, surprise, and unforgettable anecdotes. I loved it.”



—Nick Lyons, author of Spring Creek, Bright Rivers, 

and Fire in the Straw


“Smart, funny, good-natured, deeply observed, free of clichés and sentimentality—this is the most entertaining collection of fly-fishing essays I’ve read in years. The fishing scenes are exciting and fresh—not an easy accomplishment in a genre that is five hundred years old—and the portraits of other anglers are vivid and colorful. A Cast Away in Montana uncovers an abundance of new literary ground in a place where it’s hard to find new ground.”


—Jerry Dennis, author of The Living Great Lakes

“The full range of Tim Schulz’s angling intelligence and artful sensibility is on display in this lively, entertaining, must-read memoir of his first and long-awaited Montana fly-fishing adventure. It is candid, observant, humorous, reflective, and knowledgeable about all the things that truly matter in life, fly fishing included. I know Tim as a superb, skilled fly fisher and now as an equally talented writer.”


—Bob DeMott, author of Angling Days and Astream: American Writers on Fly Fishing

“For an angler, there is nothing more thrilling than a road trip to hallowed rivers wherever they flow. Tim Schulz’s new book, A Cast Away in Montana, captures the essence of several weeks spent fishing some of the Big Sky State’s classic waters, and his thoughtful words will take the reader on a journey that is almost as good as being there. For those who love road trips, A Cast Away in Montana is a trip well worth taking.”


—Jerry Kustich, author of At the River’s Edge, A Wisp in the Willow, and Around the Next Bend

“Tim Schulz’s journey of discovery leads him deep into the Missouri headwaters of Lewis and Clark, but his corps features angling companions and waters whose names we know, or wish we did, and a sense of perception and humor that is transformative for him as well as for us. Accompanied by the ghosts of his past and a giddiness toward exploration of the fabled rivers of Montana, Schulz draws advice from Jerry Kustich, Todd Tanner, Kelly Galloup, and other guides to fellow travelers. Despite the apprehension that haunts us all as we set out from the beloved to the adventure, he sweeps us up in his awe of new places and their stories. With humor well tended by insightful analogies, Tim Schulz’s journey of discovery is a worthy companion to our own.”


—Kathy Scott, author of Changing Planes, Brook Trout Forest, and Moose in the Water—Bamboo on the Bench
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Foreword

Tim Schulz is good at many things. He’s a professor of electrical engineering at a prestigious technological university and an expert on optics whose papers on the subject are understood by a few brilliant people, of which I’m not one. But I’m told they’re very good.

He’s a good guitar player, singer, and songwriter and performs on weekends with a band popular in some corners of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan called Uncle Floyd.

He plays hockey, too, on what he says is the slowest hockey team in the world, and though he might not be especially good at scoring goals or passing the puck or, really, skating, I bet he can chirp at opponents with the best of them, though probably in a good-natured, inoffensive manner.

He’s a very good angler. Let me amend that. He’s a damned fine angler. He fishes with focus and finesse. He’s observant. He’s patient. He’s a problem solver. He casts like a dream. And he catches fish.

He is also good company. For one thing, the conversation never lags. It’s not that he’s a chatterbox, it’s that he is smart and has much to say. When I say “smart” I mean very, very smart, but he carries it lightly. You’ll find no Mensa bumper stickers on Tim’s truck.

I remember one late night riding home in his truck after fishing something like sixteen hours on three rivers. We were tired in that restless way that makes the synapses snap and can make you a little giddy. Somehow the conversation turned from the mysteries of trout behavior to the mysteries of the infinity between numbers. Tim’s an advanced mathematician of the PhD variety and a veteran college professor. He explained in what I’m sure were Math-101 terms that the infinity of rational numbers between 0 and 1 differs greatly, mysteriously, incomprehensively from the infinity of irrational numbers between 0 and 1. I might not have it right. The words were flying over my head, but Tim’s such a good teacher that for a moment, just a flash, I understood. I saw the vast distances between integers. I saw lines of numbers rolling away into infinite space. Tim said, “Do you see why it’s such an important question?” I said I did, but I didn’t, and anyway by then I was thinking about us shimmying through tag alder bottoms to remote stretches of rivers and how happy I am that we can still get lost in the world.

Another thing about Tim: he’s generous. Once while exploring a warmwater river, he stumbled upon a spring-infused stretch where large trout fed regularly and aggressively on the surface, and nobody knew about it. Here’s the kind of guy he is: he took me there. Swore me to secrecy, then showed me a calm, ice-cold flat where tiny bulges on the surface were made by big-ass browns sipping midges. In the faster water we came upon bulging rises, head-and-shoulder rises, head-and-tail rises, splashing rises, slurping rises, and we caught and released more trout over fifteen inches than I can remember catching in a single day anywhere east of Montana. At dusk he led me to a section of still water under leaning cedars that he called the PhD Pool, placed me at the prime ambush point, and was delighted when I hooked and he netted my best trout of the year.

Tim can testify to it. He has the photos. He is also a good photographer.

And, best of all, he’s a good writer. A few years after we started fishing together, Tim called to say shyly that he had been “playing around” with some essays and wondered if I would look at them. Of course. Other friends have asked the same favor, and I’m always happy to see what they’re doing. But Tim was different. He had chops. His work was fluent, it was smart, it was funny in the right places, it rang with a distinctive voice—all the qualities that writers can spend years trying to develop and never achieve. Tim nailed it right out of the gate and has been getting steadily better ever since. You’ll know what I mean when you read the pages that follow.

Over the years we’ve talked often about writing and fishing. We agree that one reason so many anglers write so well is because sharing their stories allows them to double the pleasure they get from fishing. But I would argue that there’s more to it. Fly fishing is complex. It requires giving our full attention to the fish, water, weather, insects, our flies and how they’re tied, our rods and how we cast them, the weight of the line, the diameter of the tippet, the state of the world, the social and genetic history of humanity since the Pleistocene—and the more attention we give to it, the greater the quotient of the universe we draw upon. It requires a complex response, and only written language—imperfect as it is—is up to the challenge. Calculus is probably not much help in this case.

Though if anyone could express it mathematically, I bet Tim Schulz could.

I’ve never fished with him in Montana, but I’ve read this book twice and feel like I have. I was with him on every mile of highway, at every campsite and restaurant, on every river and lake. I mourned his dog with him and watched over his shoulder as he cast to difficult trout and sometimes fooled them. And I stood beside him grinning while he made new friends everywhere he went.

It turns out, Tim’s company is just as good on the page as it is on the river.

—Jerry Dennis










Chapter 1


Beginning
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The beginning is the most important part of the work.

—Plato

Great adventures often emerge from unexpected beginnings. Meriwether Lewis met William Clark after being court-martialed for getting drunk and challenging a lieutenant to a duel. Ernest Shackleton reputedly gathered his crew in response to a want ad promising small wages, bitter cold, and the unlikely prospect of a safe return. Life itself ofttimes begins with the caress of a hand, a suggestive smile, or the incandescent spark from an anxious eye. But even something as modest as an aging angler fishing in Montana for the first time has to start somewhere. And for me, it began alongside the Au Sable River in Grayling, Michigan.

Providing direct access from your car to your room, Gates Lodge is more like the roadside motor inns I loved as a kid than something my wife, Roxanne, would call a lodge. With a gravel parking lot and low-profile, barn-shaped sign flaunting playful sayings like, “Eat an early dinner, fish the evening spinner,” or “The best surprises are spring rises,” this rustic motel eight miles from a town with a population under two thousand wouldn’t likely be on her list of top romantic weekend getaways. Still, I told her we’d stay in a lodge if she came along on my trip to speak at the “Celebrate Michigan Rivers” event on the last weekend of September 2018.

“Maybe,” she said.

From the perspective of a traveler looking for a place to sleep, Gates Lodge is a motel. A door with a metal kick plate opens to the parking area, just like the doors at so many classic Route 66 motels with neon signs boasting television and 100 percent refrigerated air. But another door on the back side of the room—or the front side if you prefer to think of it that way—is a narthex to the Holy Waters of the Au Sable River, complete with pew seating for streamside worship. So from the perspective of an angler looking to experience one of the most storied rivers in the history of American fly fishing, Gates Lodge is a lodge, and you can make a convincing case it is the lodge among all midwestern fly-fishing destinations. Rusty Gates set this standard long ago. Josh Greenberg maintains it today.

Positioning another nugget of bait behind my snare, I told Roxanne our good friend Jerry Dennis would speak at the event too—although he’d stay in a cabin on the North Branch of the Au Sable and wouldn’t join us at the lodge. But another speaker and friend of Jerry’s—Bob DeMott—would be at Gates, and Jerry passionately assured us meeting Bob would be a great treat.

“Anyone good enough for Jerry is good enough for me,” she said.

“Does that mean you’ll come along?”

“Yes.”

In some sense, Roxanne and I were like the blind men in the fable, and Gates Lodge was our elephant. Although we touched the same doors and walls, she saw a motel everywhere I saw a lodge. During dinner at Gates’s restaurant, where the menu described dishes like chicken paprikash, steak au poivre, and parmesan-crusted whitefish, the playing field tilted in my direction.

“Well, that’s lodge-like,” she said.

For me, the lure of this place was the famous river in its backyard. For Roxanne, it was the proximity to Petoskey and its historic Gaslight District. And because Bob and I would be stranded while she was away on Saturday morning and afternoon, we hired a guide to pole us down the Au Sable River. What else were we to do?
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Three months earlier, in June, I had floated the big water of the Au Sable with my friend David McMillan during the Hex hatch. Because these mayflies are half the size of a hummingbird, sizeable brown trout abandon their inhibitions to fill their stomachs with the closest thing to fried chicken they’ll ever see—unless they get to eat a baby duck at some point. We fished from a classic McKenzie-style drift boat, which, for a fly angler, is the equivalent of using a moving walkway in an airport. You just stand there like a homecoming queen in a parade and let the boat and guide do all the work. Our guide was in his early thirties, and—like most guides on the river that night—he frantically exchanged text messages with his colleagues.

Bzzt Bzzzt . . . Bzzt Bzzzt . . . Bzzt Bzzzt

“Adam says three boats are posted below us on Angel Bend.”

Bzzt Bzzzt . . . Bzzt Bzzzt . . . Bzzt Bzzzt

“Oh no. Gunner says two boats are rowing like crazy a couple of bends above us. They’ll probably catch us soon, so we better post up here. This is good water.”

We were on good water, and when night fell, the ravenous trout crammed the hatching bugs into their mouths like Bonnie and Clyde filling their bags with swag. The armada settled, and we had plenty of room on our stretch of the river. Still, electrons soared from phone to phone, conveying messages of anguish and aggravation over the crowds. I understood and appreciated how our guide wanted to enhance our experience, and I detest crowds as much or more than anyone. Nevertheless, I wanted to hijack the guide’s phone and broadcast a message on his behalf:

“Guys, we aren’t fighting the crowd. We are the crowd.”

[image: ]
Bob and I floated the river in a different kind of boat with a different sort of guide. His name was Jimmy Calvin, and he wore a ragged cotton baseball cap instead of the millennial guide’s fashionable mesh-back trucker hat. And while Jimmy backed his wooden riverboat down the ramp at Keystone Landing, Bob answered a call on his cell phone.

“Oh, hi Nick, how are you?”

“I’m great. I’m here with Tim Schulz. We’re floating down the Au Sable River this afternoon before we speak at an event this evening. Jerry Dennis is here too . . . yes, yes, I’ll tell Jerry you said hello.”

Wouldn’t that be something, I thought, if the Nick on the other end of Bob’s call was Nick Lyons? It wouldn’t be that crazy, really. Nick has a blurb on the cover of one of Bob’s books that says: “DeMott’s Angling Days is a rare treat. It is intimate, brilliant, bone honest, and memorable.” Still, I couldn’t be a Nosy Parker and ask Bob to tell me who was on the phone.

“Hey, Tim, that was Nick Lyons,” Bob said when the call ended.

“We’re standing beside the Au Sable River, and you’re talking to Nick Lyons? Really?”

“Yeah. Nick doesn’t fish much anymore, but he lives vicariously through his friends, and I like to keep him posted.”

Jimmy put us on the seats of his wooden riverboat, then skillfully poled us through the Holy Waters while Bob and I cast small dry flies with our bamboo rods. Bob’s a certified casting instructor, so, unlike my prosaic casts, his loops unrolled like poetic strokes of calligraphy above Michigan’s river of sand. I wore my usual waxed cotton packer hat, and Bob wore a hunter-green wool beret, ensuring no one would mistake us for millennials. One of the several people who overtook us in a kayak yelled out as he passed:

“Boy, a picture of this would look like you gentlemen were in the nineteenth-century fishing for grayling.”

None of us took offense, and I’m pretty sure Bob and Jimmy were pleased, like me. Especially for being called—or, in my case, mistaken for—a gentleman, and for the fanciful notion that, in another time, we might have been fishing for grayling.

Just after we floated past a man walking an oversized tabby cat on a leash, I asked Jimmy the question everyone seems to throw at the guides.

“I’m sure most of your clients are good folks, but you must get some tough ones sometimes, right?”

We ask that question, hoping the guide will affirm we are the good clients. Many guides appropriately brush the question aside by saying, “Oh, most people are great. The river has a way of neutralizing the knuckleheads.” But Jimmy gave a slightly different response.

“Well, the guys who get most of their information from the internet and are constantly yapping about the big fish they caught in Montana can be annoying, but most people are okay. Except for the lawyers. You guys aren’t lawyers, are you?”

“No, we’re not. What’s up with the lawyers?”

“Well, if you tell a lawyer to cast to the left side of the boat, they’ll always cast to the right because they think you’re lying.”

“That’s a joke, right?” 

“What do you mean?” Jimmy said.

Later, I asked Jimmy about cooperation among guides.

“With so many guides on the river these days, do you share information about where, when, and what? At least with the ones from your shop?”

“Well, many guides talk and text continuously on their cell phones. I don’t do that, so I’m not in those circles. I do okay, though. You have to stop worrying about all that stuff and just fish,” Jimmy said. “A few months ago, on the big water, a couple of guys spent so much time stressing about where all the other boats were, I don’t think they ever settled down. I find some good water and let my clients fish. It’s pretty simple. Plus, I don’t own a cell phone.”

“No cell phone?”

“Yeah, everyone seems surprised. I don’t need one of those things and all the complications it brings.

“We had a guide meeting with the boss a few days ago. He told us he had to return a client’s money because he complained that the guide was on his phone the entire trip. The constant buzzing from text messages had pissed him off. The other guides were silent and fidgety, worrying they had pissed off their clients. After a few minutes, I broke the silence: Well, it sure as hell wasn’t me.”

At dinner the night before, Bob told Roxanne and me that he and his partner, Kate, would—as he had done for thirty years—rent a house for the entire month of August in a small community along the bank of Montana’s Madison River. They go there to fish for trout in Montana’s most storied rivers, places I’d never seen, let alone fished—a fact at odds with my lifelong admiration of western waters.

It’s a longing I gained as a young boy when my mom took me to Colorado to visit a distant cousin who never seemed to anticipate our visits with the same enthusiasm we did. Leading up to one particular trip, though, the cousin sent us tourism brochures from the State of Colorado describing rivers with names like Frying Pan, Gunnison, Animas, and Roaring Fork. Night after night, I’d fall asleep with those brochures on my chest, listening to the roaring water I heard in the photos, my mind canceling its regularly scheduled dreams about the pretty girls in my seventh-grade class, replacing them with documentaries of me fishing in a torrential flow in some Rocky Mountain canyon, holding tight to a spinning rod that strained to contain a wild trout desperately fighting to reclaim its freedom around the downstream bend.

Once we got to Colorado, my mom drove our old Plymouth to the bank of some roadside pond and paid a per-fish fee for us to catch trout that would literally fight for the right to wrap their lips around our baited hooks. The water in these ponds didn’t roar. There were no amnesty-granting bends for the fish to race toward freedom. But I caught rainbow trout in the west, and as my mom said after she’d implanted the stench of fried fish deep into the fabric of every curtain and upholstered item in the cousin’s house, those Colorado trout tasted pretty damn good.

At breakfast during our last day at the lodge, Bob invited me to join him and Kate in Montana. Roxanne reacted swiftly and with conviction. “This kind of opportunity doesn’t come along every day,” she said. “You need to go.” I’d canceled trips to Montana twice before because of things that might or might not have warranted the cancelation. Because of that, Roxanne firmly believed I should—and would—go this year. Later, when Bob reaffirmed his invitation, Roxanne told him I’d be there. And as happens more often than not, she was right.

In his travelogue Travels with Charley: In Search of America, John Steinbeck wrote, “I’m in love with Montana. For other states I have admiration, respect, recognition, even some affection. But with Montana it is love. And it’s difficult to analyze love when you’re in it.”

Indeed, but Livingston, Montana—the northern gateway to Yellowstone—is about twelve hundred miles from my home in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. That’s a long drive for a first date. But Roxanne and I lived over twice that far apart when we first dated, and wedding rings have banded our fingers for over three decades since. All I need to do is head south, make a right turn at Wisconsin, and then drive west until I see mountains. If my friend Jerry Kustich is right—and he usually is—the opportunity to plug into the magical world of Montana far outweighs any inconvenience of getting there. So it was settled. I’d load the truck and drive west, looking for love in all the right places.

But you don’t just drive to Montana and say, “Hello, my name is Tim. I’d like to catch some trout, please.” You need a plan that answers two fundamental questions: Where will you fish? And where will you sleep? Bob graciously offered a place to sleep for a few nights, but I needed an itinerary for three weeks. So I called on some friends I’d corresponded with but never met. They’d be matchmakers of sorts, and because a first date is an event from my distant past, I needed all the advice and guidance they could share.

Dave Delisi directed me to the Big Hole, where he said I might find “brook trout of prodigious size, cutthroats, rainbows, grayling, and of course, our beloved native whitefish.” I bought my first bamboo fly rod from Dave when he worked at Sweetgrass Rods, and through that experience I learned to listen to his advice and trust his judgment. “Anywhere up there is just stunningly pretty,” he told me. “And the fishing can be great throughout the stretch that extends for thirty miles upstream from Divide.” Like my adolescent self, I studied maps and imagined driving along a highway for thirty miles, stopping nearly anywhere along the way to fish for all the species of trout I’ve come to love, plus cutthroats, whitefish, and grayling. My sweet dreams returned.

The accomplished outdoor writer and School of Trout founder, Todd Tanner, prefaced his advice with this: “My thoughts are going to be colored by the type of fishing I enjoy. In general, I like to find big rising trout, target them, and try to catch them. I enjoy doing that in pretty places. It doesn’t much matter to me whether there are other people around as long as there are enough fish, and enough space, to scratch my itch.” Exactly the preface I hoped to get. Then he told me about rivers with big fish, rivers with elusive fish, rivers with rattlesnakes, and rivers with bears. As a warning, he told me August could be hot, dry, and windy.

I expected sage advice from writer and bamboo-rod builder Jerry Kustich about a state he’d lived in and fished for decades, but I didn’t expect him to guide me on a journey that would mean nearly as much to him as it would to me. Yet he did. On the day I’d leave for Montana, Jerry would summarize our connection in a short essay for the Sweetgrass Rods newsletter:

Sweetgrass friend and Michigan writer Tim Schulz contacted me a month ago about a several-week road trip he planned to take by himself to fish various waters around Montana. Since he has never been to the Big Sky State before, he was seeking my advice for an itinerary that would give him a good sampling of the Montana experience. In an instant flash of reverie, his request got me thinking about good ole times and the many road trips I once took to the Big Hole River and Rock Creek in the late 70s before moving to Montana in 1983. I close my eyes and still feel the excitement of sleeping in my truck and waking up to the whisper of flowing water humming an alluring tune like a siren beckoning me to dance with trout from sunup to sundown for days on end. There were few people around back then, so the sound of solitude overwhelmed my senses, inspiring a mood of introspection that has remained core to my fishing pursuits. Oh . . . the memories!


Since Tim was going to be camping out of his truck, I naturally directed him to the Big Hole River. Maybe it was wishful thinking on my part to be back there again or a wish for a friend to experience something special, but I suggested to Tim that he start there. A visit to the Big Hole last fall forged for me the realization that the entire valley had not changed substantially in forty-some years, and though fly fishing has become glamorized over the past couple of decades, hiding in the riffles and runs of the Big Hole are ghosts from bygone days when fly fishing was still a solitary endeavor of quietude and reflection. Although these types of journeys are not likely in my future, I figured I could vicariously relive those magical Big Hole days through Tim’s ventures.


And with that, I was set. Like a spaniel with its teeth sunk in the left-rear tire of a Corolla, it was time for me to figure out why I’d been chasing this thing. I’d begin my first date with Montana in late July and end in late August. I’d bring a bouquet of red roses, a box of Godiva chocolates, and a bottle of Beringer Private Reserve cabernet. I’d comb my hair, shave my cheeks, and put a nice crease in the sleeves of my newest plaid fishing shirt. I’d try to do all the right things at all the right times. Most of all, though, I’d navigate that awkward first glance, first smile, first touch, and—dare I say—first kiss with the guidance and support of gracious friends who, before me, had all surrendered parts of their hearts to this mysterious maiden named Big Sky.










Chapter 2


Goodbye
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How lucky I am to have something that makes saying goodbye so hard.

—A. A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh

Ever since Bob planted the seeds for this trip last September, Roxanne has watered and weeded until roots have taken hold and sprouts have pushed through the soil. Now the crop is mature, the fruit is ripe, and it’s time for me to go to Montana. I’ve packed the truck with all the pots, pans, blankets, pillows, and tackle I’ll need to eat, sleep, and fish for the next three weeks. Enough stuff, really, to stay twice as long if I want. I planned to leave around 8 a.m., but it’s close to noon, and I’m pacing the house like a child delaying bedtime, pretending I need to find one more thing for the trip. Roxanne knows I should have left hours ago. It doesn’t take Nancy Drew’s eye to decode my tactics, and she also knows why I haven’t. My stalling routine this morning is as transparent as the clear Montana sky will be tonight. So when I take the leash from its hook, she smiles and says, “Just one more time.” Saying nothing in return, I fasten the clasp to Sunny’s collar and take him for our third—and final—morning walk.

I hate to say goodbye. Whether to a person, an animal, a place, a thing, or simply an idea, I don’t like to do it. I’ve been like this since I was a kid. Most notably, I dreaded how Sunday brought its abrupt farewell to the weekend. I never wanted to go to school the way kids with straight teeth and brand-name shoes did. I didn’t like what it was—a place where I had to sit still and pretend to listen. Or what it wasn’t—a place without cornfields, oak trees, and bluegill ponds. My issue with Sundays went further than that, though. On that day—while watching an episode of Bonanza—I first realized everyone and everything I knew would die: my mom, my dog Brandy, Uncle Floyd, Aunt Gladys, and, yes, even me. I don’t remember what it was about that show that did it. Maybe Little Joe got bushwhacked in the desert. Perhaps Ben said something profound about life and death. I’m not even sure it had anything to do with the show. I only know I didn’t want to watch Bonanza again after that night.

When I was in college, a friend and I, who both lived in the dormitory, always showed up at some friends’ nearby apartments on Friday afternoons and stayed until Sunday. We did it every weekend, and when the guys who lived there went to bed, we crashed on their couches like the Sooners in the panhandle plains because, I guess, neither of us wanted to say goodbye. Even now, as a supposedly mature adult, I’m often the last to leave a party, and when the second-to-last person departs, I close the door behind them and exclaim, “Gee, I thought they would never leave!”

The eight guys who lived in the two college apartments never formally invited my friend and me to stay the night. They just accepted that we’d imposed our version of squatters’ rights on them. They had a pretty friendly attitude about it, though, and at some point, they printed a couple of T-shirts with The Things That Wouldn’t Leave on the front. The back of mine said Thing 1; the back of my friend’s said Thing 2. I hadn’t thought about this much until last year when I learned Thing 2—a guy we called Fish because he drank like one and, I suppose, liked to catch them—had died. I found that out on a Sunday.

Earlier this summer, I said goodbye to my old fish truck, a 2010 Ford Expedition with enough miles to make me and—more importantly—Roxanne nervous about my trip. My replacement plan was simple. I’d find a similar model with ten to twenty thousand miles on its odometer, buy it, then sell the truck I called “The Great White Whale” to a private buyer. I traveled a lot of back roads, escaped several snares, and slept many nights in that vehicle. It took me where I wanted or thought I needed to go and always brought me home safely, even when I bounced its undercarriage off the tops of boulders and stumps. Saying goodbye would be difficult, but I’d get to approve the new owner, which assured The Whale would go to a suitable home where they’d change its oil on schedule and rub Armor All on its seats. Somehow, though, I stopped at the local Chevrolet dealer, and, after some transactional details with a neighborly lady named Jennifer, I signed the adoption papers for a brand new Suburban and gave the guy behind the counter the keys to The Whale. With that, I had a shiny new green ride that my friend Cam immediately christened, “The Green New Deal.”

Sunny, the yellow dog on the end of my leash, is the third dog Roxanne and I have had in our family. The first was a cocker spaniel named Linus that she bought for my birthday the year after we married. Linus was an affectionate dog around anyone who knew him or, more importantly, anyone whom he knew. But as happens with many breeds, the cocker spaniel’s popularity incentivized a rash of selfish breeding practices. Linus inherited an irrational fear of everyday items like grocery bags, trash cans, open ovens, open refrigerators, and—most tragically—unfamiliar people, especially small ones. For a time, we controlled his encounters with people in general, and small people in particular, by using leashes, fences, and crates. But we needed a more reliable plan after Roxanne gave birth to Daniel. Although Linus took to Daniel pretty well, little people attract other little people, so we hired outside help. Our dog made good progress until the day someone left the gate to our yard unlatched, and the neighbor kid found Linus roaming the streets. Everything was fine when the boy brought the dog to the front door. But something in Linus snapped when the kid turned and walked away from our house, and Roxanne watched in horror as our dog charged into the street and sunk his teeth into the boy’s arm.

After a tearful goodbye to Linus, the dog psychologist told us the best medicine would be a new dog. She said we deserved a friendly one and recommended a place called Leader Dogs for the Blind. Dogs in that program would have excellent temperaments—the sort you could trust with someone’s life. But because their standards are so high, some fail the curriculum and get offered for adoption. The guy on the phone laughed when I told him we were moving to the Upper Peninsula the next week and I wanted to adopt a dog to take with us. He said the waiting lists were two to three years, but he took my number and promised to get back to me if the Mississippi River started flowing north. Two days later, though, he called and told me about a dog they hadn’t trained because of heartworm and cataracts. If we would take on the expense of completing the heartworm treatments and refrain from making any “blind leading the blind” jokes, the dog could be ours. And that’s how Sampson, a yellow Lab the same age as Daniel, moved with us to Houghton.

Sampson’s cataract-clouded eyes watched over the growth of our children for twelve years. He was their pillow and blanket, both literally and figuratively. A big brother and best friend who protected them from the creatures of the night or, at least, made them feel protected. They paid him with stolen cheese, chicken, and other scraps from the table, pats on the head, and plenty of belly rubs. Sampson had a dash of a vagabond heart, causing a few sleepless nights when the voices in his head called him to the road. But he always returned. After he died, the heartbroken kids insisted we replace him with another yellow Lab. Roxanne preferred a smaller dog, but we’d furnished all the rooms in our home with carpet and couches in either a dark or light shade of a color we called “yellow Lab,” so another yellow dog made good sense. At least that was the case I made. And so it was that an undersized yellow Labrador retriever named Sunny joined our family in the summer of 2005.

The kids picked Sunny’s name before seeing the dog, and their choice was perfect. From the first day in our home, he found immediate comfort in the glow of even the slightest patch of sunshine. As a small puppy, he circulated about the house like a hairy high-energy sundial: mornings by the east-facing windows, evenings by the west-facing ones. With age, Sunny perfected the art of sunbathing and taught himself the difference between a sunbeam’s leading and trailing edge. He used that knowledge to maximize his time under the beam and minimize the number of moves he’d need to make from window to window. “What do dogs do on their day off?” the comedian George Carlin asked. “Can’t lie around. That is their day job.”

I mean none of this to portray Sunny as a lazy dog. The “puppy crazies”—those moments in life when something deep inside compels us to run like hell in circles for the sole purpose of running like hell in circles—were encoded permanently into his DNA. Mine too, I suppose. When he was happy, which was any time he didn’t hear the frightening sound of thunder or anger in a human voice, his tail would wag every inch of his muscular body. He had no limit to how many times he could chase a stick into Lake Superior’s frigid water. But time is a relentless bandit who has gotten his hands on both of our strongboxes. We’ve slowed, and neither of us can deny that. The gray hairs on our faces signal sprains, strains, and worn-down joints that will never have that new-car feel again. When either of us gets that urge, though, we still drop just about anything we’re doing to take twenty or thirty laps around the coffee table. Or at least we give it one hell of a try.

Now, with over fourteen years in the mirror, it’s hard not to notice how every day behind is one less in front. Sunny’s arthritic hips don’t navigate the stairs and trails with the linebacker’s power and gymnast’s grace they once did. His old ears don’t respond to commands and calls, not even in the selective way they used to, partly because he’s lost most of his hearing, and partly—as Jimmy Buffett once put it—because “he don’t care what most people say.” Several tumors—mostly those benign fatty ones that plague so many dogs—have misshaped his body. But the cancer tumor on his back is more massive than his heart. And that—being the heart of a Labrador retriever—is enormous.

Still, we walk the trail we’ve walked together countless times. He stops to smell every daisy and black-eyed Susan his failing eyes see. I’ve never needed to tell Sunny to stop and smell the roses, or another dog’s poop, for that matter. He marks his favorite oaks and maples to warn the other dogs—especially the younger ones—that they are still guests in his woods. A gray squirrel crosses the trail before us, but Sunny doesn’t chase. Instead, he cocks his head to the side, just the way he does when someone says “please” and he thinks they’ve said “cheese.” Then, after a few seconds, he gives the squirrel a deep “in my younger days” bark and limps his way on with our walk. The trails here have names from The Lord of the Rings: Troll, Ring, Ent, Gnome, Elf, and Hobbit. Maybe—just maybe, I hope—if we walk the Elf loop one more time, Sunny can be immortal.

Toward the end of Sampson’s life, his worn-out hips barely supported his body on level ground. So I carried him up the stairway to the bolster bed in our room each night and back down each morning. Everyone except me saw his pain, but I believed my care was best for him, even though it wasn’t. We prolonged his life because we—well, I actually—didn’t want to say goodbye. How we take care of our pets at the end of their lives is equally important to how we care for them at the beginning. Even more important. So the day we brought Sunny, the mischievous puppy, home with us, Roxanne told me she couldn’t—and wouldn’t—let that happen to him. When it was time, she said, we would do what was best for him, not what we—meaning I—thought was best for us. I told her I understood. But understanding something like this is easy when your puppy is young and full of piss and vinegar. Fourteen years later, when time has taken most of the piss and all the vinegar, it is not.

When we get home, I remove his leash and return it to its hook. Sunny pushes his head between my legs, which is his way of asking me to scratch his ears and rub his back. Based on fourteen years of data, there is no limit to how long he will stay if I keep scratching and rubbing. But I also know that when I stop, he’ll back his head out and limp to a familiar and comfortable place to curl up for a nap. “It’s time for you to go now,” Roxanne tells me. I hug her, kiss her, tell her I love her, and promise to be careful. Then, with tears welling in my eyes and a lump growing in my throat, I tell her that if the time comes while I’m gone, I know she’ll do what’s best for Sunny. Then I say the same thing to my dog.

Out at the Suburban, I inspect my gear one last time. I have a cooler, portable stove, camp chair, rods, reels, waders, nets, sleeping bag, pillows, battery-powered fan, mosquito netting, and boxes of clothes and food lashed together and stacked nearly up to the roof—a modern-day covered wagon readied for a six-month journey on the Oregon Trail. Still, I tell myself I need to scrutinize the contents one more time. I might have forgotten to pack that thirteenth fly rod, that ten-year-old pair of socks Roxanne threatens to throw out every time she sees them, or some other gizmo or gadget I won’t use even once on the trip. But I know it’s all there. Every little circle on my packing list has a checkmark on it. I don’t need Roxanne to tell me I’m stalling this time.

In The Lord of the Rings, the half-elf Arwen tells Aragorn, “I would rather share one lifetime with you than face all the ages of this world alone.” Our dogs love us more than they love themselves. They lick away our tears, fetch us from burning buildings, and protect us from intruders—real and imagined. In return, they expect only an encouraging smile, a loving pat, and an occasional slice of bacon. Dogs don’t dwell on the concepts of the future and the past the way we do; instead, they live fully in the here and the now. Still, I think Sunny understands something about the finiteness of life. Unlike me, though, I don’t think he consciously considers it. For him, life is likely both simple and straightforward. We are all immortal until that one day when we aren’t.

I start the Suburban, back out of the garage, and look at the vertical sidelight window beside our front door. There, in the first pane at the bottom, I see the nose, the gray muzzle, and the dark eyes of a faithful friend who—for fourteen years—has watched me drive down










OEBPS/Images/sb.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Half Title


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Contents


		Foreword


		Chapter 1: Beginning


		Chapter 2: Goodbye


		Chapter 3: Doing the Right Thing


		Chapter 4: Indecision


		Chapter 5: I’ve Been There


		Chapter 6: Stages


		Chapter 7: Missouri


		Chapter 8: Uniquely Portable Magic


		Chapter 9: Just in Time


		Chapter 10: Guide’s Day Off


		Chapter 11: Coincidence


		Chapter 12: People of Letters


		Chapter 13: Everything After That Is a Bonus


		Chapter 14: Sunshine and Rainbows


		Chapter 15: The Troutsman


		Chapter 16: Spring Creek


		Chapter 17: The Richest Hill on Earth


		Chapter 18: Learning to Look Out


		Chapter 19: Skunked


		Chapter 20: Grayling


		Chapter 21: Wait, Watch, and Wonder


		Chapter 22: Redemption


		Chapter 23: Those Are the Gods I Turn To


		Chapter 24: I Only Want to Catch That First Fish Again


		Acknowledgments







Guide



		Cover


		CONTENTS


		Chapter 1








OEBPS/Images/LYONSpress_LOGO.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Chapter_1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Infinity_symbol_TM.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Chapter_2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
“The book is filled with joy, surprise, and unforgettable anecdotes.
['loved it.” —Nick Lyons

e o S0

Illustrations by Bob White | Foreword by Jerry Dennis

S S —

—— et






