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My best friend, Harold Phelps, died when I was twenty-four.  Although I had known him for most of my life, Harold had only known me for a fraction of his.

We first met on my tenth birthday as I was coming out of the post office, carrying a package my grandparents had mailed me from Florida.  Thoughts of what brand-new video game was inside distracted me so much that I ran right into him, causing him to drop his letters.

I had seen Harold before, but never exchanged anything more than a simple greeting.  He was a white-haired little man with narrow glasses perched on the end of his nose, and he had a peculiar habit: after he stepped out of the post office, he’d turn to the American flag erected outside, and salute it.  In a busy metropolis, this would’ve gone unnoticed.  But in a Minnesota town where the population number scratched into the four digits, it was hard to miss.

“Sorry, Mr. Phelps,” I said, then moved to help retrieve his dropped letters.

“Well, now, there’s no harm done,” Harold said, smiling.  He pocketed the letters, and extended his hand.  “You can call me Harold instead of Mr. Phelps.  And you are?”

“Corey Little,” I said.  I shook his hand, becoming instantly at ease.

“Good to meet you, Corey.  So, what’s in the package?  Something good, I hope.”

The next day, as I walked up to the post office, Harold was waiting outside with a pair of fishing poles in one hand and a light-gray metal tackle box at his feet.

He saluted the flag, then said to me, “Happy belated birthday, Corey.”  He handed me one of the poles.  The cork handle had chunks broken out and the reel also had traces of rust.  The line, on the other hand, had a shiny gleam, not that dull, wavy look old line gets when it’s sat unused in a spool for years.  “Care to join me for a little fishing?”

“Sure,” I said, even though I had already planned on playing the new video games I got yesterday.  “Thanks for the pole, Mr. Phelps—I mean Harold.  It’s great!  But I can’t be gone too long.  My Mom will worry about me.”

Which was only partially true.  If she knew I was going fishing with a new friend, she’d be thrilled, for I didn’t have very many friends.  She always tried to sign me up for baseball or football or even hockey, but I wasn’t interested in those things.  I thrived in the solitude of my beloved video games.

I followed Harold down to the river.  “Ever fished here before?” he asked.

“Not very often,” I said.  “My Dad first took me when I was about five or six.  We usually fished over there.”  I pointed to the right, where a bare patch of rocks sloped out from the banks, creating a natural landing.

“Doesn’t he take you anymore?”

I shook my head and said, “He died last year.  Car crash.  Wasn’t his fault.  The other guy was drunk.  He died too.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember reading about that one,” Harold said, then laid a hand upon my shoulder.  “I’m sorry, Corey.  I know how it feels to lose someone close to you.  My . . . wife passed away from cancer years ago.  We had two sons.  Don and Casey.  Oh, they may have had their father’s scrawny build but they had their mother’s good looks.  Thank goodness for that.”

“Where are they now?”

“Far from here,” Harold said.  “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen them too, but I reckon I’ll see ‘em again.  One day.”  A tear tumbled down his cheek.  He caught it with a quick finger swipe.  “Say, let’s get these lines in the water.”

He clipped a bobber onto my line, then, from the bottom of his tackle box, he lifted out a small foam bowl filled with dirt.  From within, he pulled out a squiggly nightcrawler, and skewered it onto my hook.

We fished in silence, letting the babble of the river and the hushing breeze calm and relax us.  This was what fishing was like with my Dad, something I thought would never happen again.

* * *
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Harold and I fished quite often, my hours spent playing video games diminishing rapidly.  On the river, we caught everything from walleyes and catfish to small-mouth bass and perch.  During the weekends, however, we’d go boating on one of the many lakes in our immediate area.  He had an encyclopedia of knowledge when it came to fishing techniques.  Aside from that, he even taught me the finer points of filleting and cooking our catch.

While camping one weekend, I caught a pregnant small-mouth bass.  Back at our campsite, Harold instructed me on how to separate the eggs from the filets.

“What are we going to do with those?” I asked, pointing at the glob of bass eggs he put in a bowl.

“Watch this,” Harold said, grabbing a frying pan.  “You’ll love it.”

He melted a slab of butter, and poured the eggs onto it.  Before too long, they were a deep golden color.  At first, I didn’t know if I’d like it, but when I tasted it, I was amazed.  They were deliciously divine.

“What do you call it?” I asked.

He smiled.  “Redneck caviar.”

For each birthday, Harold of course gave me more and more fishing equipment, even upgrading my rusty rod and reel with a brand-new Shimano spinning reel with a graphite rod.

On my eighteenth birthday, Harold was waiting for me outside the post office with his tackle box and fishing pole.  After he saluted the flag, he said, “Happy birthday, Corey.”  He handed me a triangular-shaped package.  “This is something I’ve always wanted you to have.”

I tore off the paper, and saw it was an American flag.

“Thanks!” I said, running my thumb along the smooth fabric.  Then, I looked at it more closely.  The flag appeared to be burnt along some of the edges and there were at least two holes in it that I could see.  Holes that were not made by any machine.  “Was this in a war or something?”

A grin creased Harold’s wrinkled face as he said, “The man who sold it to me said it was on one of the naval ships when Pearl Harbor was attacked.”

“Cool!”

* * *
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I went to college for two years, just to get the generals out of the way, and when I still couldn’t decide what I wanted to do with my life—besides fishing—I enlisted with the US Army.  And in all this time, whenever I had breaks and leaves, Harold and I would compete in both walleye and bass fishing tournaments all across the country.  We soon became quite successful, as we placed near the top in most tournaments.

Then, while on my second tour in Afghanistan, I e-mailed Harold to inform him I was finally coming home in a month and we were awarded a coveted slot in a major Bassmasters tournament on Leech Lake, scheduled three weeks after my arrival.  He responded that he wasn’t able to go.  He didn’t give an explanation and even stopped e-mailing me altogether.  I logged onto Skype, but he refused to answer.

I called Mom.

“It’s not good, Corey,” she said, wiping her eyes.  “He has pancreatic cancer.”

“Since when?” I asked, my lips trembling.

“He didn’t want to bother you with it,” she said.  “He was diagnosed about nine months ago, and it’s steadily getting worse.”

I couldn’t believe it.  Cancer.  Pancreatic, even.  Nobody seemed to be able to survive that kind for very long.

“He’s not expected to last more than a month or two.  He’s getting ready to go to the hospital right now.  Oh, I wish you were here.”

“Me too.”

The time leading up to my arrival home was the most grueling, not being able to contact Harold, but Mom gave me frequent updates.  It felt like my whole world was collapsing, something I hadn’t experienced since my father’s death.  Looking back, it’s probably one of the reasons why I immersed myself so heavily into video games.

* * *
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It was after midnight when I arrived at the airport, still dressed in military fatigues.  I gave my Mom a quick hug, ignoring the fanfare celebration going on around me, and she drove me straight to the hospital.

I found Harold’s room on the ICU floor.  He was hooked up to an IV and various monitors, one issuing a steady, lethargic beeping.  His skin was pale and his bald head, which normally had white hair stuck in disarray, was a shocking reminder of his intense treatments.

“Are you Mr. Phelps’s grandson?”

I turned and saw a nurse peeking
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