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You have to carry the fire.

I don’t know how to.

Yes, you do.

Is the fire real? The fire?

Yes it is.

Where is it? I don’t know where it is.

Yes you do. It’s inside you. It always was there. I can see it.

—CORMAC MCCARTHY, THE ROAD
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FOREWORD

IT ALL TRENDS TOWARD THE SEA.

That starts with the water itself. It’s pretty darn cool to straddle a tiny ribbon of water and think, “some of these molecules may just end up in the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean . . . or the Pacific Ocean.” I live for the headwaters. The cold, clean brooks that spring from the earth, or collect snowmelt and raindrops from the glades of rocky slopes or Midwestern marshes—places where trout typically live—fuel my angling soul.

I am hardly alone in that respect. The fly-fishing world, for better or worse, spins on an axis of trout, as evidenced by the fact that three-quarters (at least) of all the gear sold in the fly-fishing market is trout-centric. But my dirty little secret is that, while I often daydream about trout rising to a dry fly, my night dreams inevitably—and I mean always—revolve around tarpon, bonefish, permit, sharks, stripers, redfish, and other species native to salt water.

Any angler may indeed start fly-fishing on a creek or bluegill pond, a bass river in the Texas Hill Country, or any number of other waters and then stretch herself or himself to the big brawling rivers. Some may be perfectly content operating in that realm for an entire lifetime. And that’s just fine. But, in my experience, if you fish long enough, you’re going to at least sniff the salt. You’re gonna wonder. You’re going to feel the pull. And when you go there, it will change you and also change everything you’ve ever thought about fly fishing. After all, 71 percent of our earth’s surface is covered by water, but less than 3 percent of that is fresh water.

The salt is where the real action abounds, and where you really stand to evolve as an angler. It’s harsh. It’s honest. It’s all about tricking a raw, predatory instinct. You must know how to cast a fly rod. You must know how to fight a fish. There’s no day trip, instant gratification, “feel the tug for fun” happening in the oceans. The fish are often bigger, and smarter, and they’ll beat you up if you don’t know what you’re doing. Moreover, Mother Nature plays no favorites on the flats. It is what it is . . . wind, rain, ripping tides, whatever, that’s what you get, and you deal with it. You cannot force the matter in the sea. I can’t count the days I’ve spent shucking oysters and drinking beer on the dock in Louisiana because it “just wasn’t right.” That’s all part of the game and perfectly fine. I wouldn’t trade any of it for the world.

To the real point . . . I also wouldn’t have traded anything in the world for the chance to write this foreword for my brother-from-another-mother Steve Ramirez, because I am so damn proud of him for following the fly-fishing path full course. He started at home in the Hill Country of Texas with Casting Forward, which I thought read like a fly-fishing troubadour ballad. I actually got to fish with Steve and straddle some of those high-country brooks in the Rockies (and also fish for Guadalupe bass in Texas) as he worked on his second book, Casting Onward. Now, I think he’s closed the loop and established himself as one of the most honest and talented writers in the modern fly-fishing era with this one. He nailed it. Of course. Read on, and you will see.

Kirk Deeter, Editor-in-Chief, Trout Magazine, Trout Unlimited




PROLOGUE


Where there is no hope, it is incumbent on us to invent it.

~ ALBERT CAMUS



THIS IS A STORY ABOUT CREATING REASONS FOR HOPE IN AN ALL TOO often seemingly hopeless world. It is a reimagining of how nature and humanity can live together, from this moment onward. And it is an attempt to shake us free of our illusions so that we might confront and overcome the many challenges that have been the natural outcomes of our individual and collective choices. This is a hopeful plea that “We the People” will choose to demonstrate the courage and wisdom required to give humankind and our beautiful blue planet the best chance of surviving and thriving.

This is also the story of a man dealing with the consequences of aging and loss. Sometimes it’s hard to out-survive many of the people and places that I’ve loved. I once heard it said that the older we get the more life takes from us. Perhaps this is true. Still, it is incumbent on us to adapt to our new surroundings and find joy—wherever it lives. During my time living in Africa, I learned a saying that is as wise as that continent is old. In the Zulu language it is, “Guka ‘mzimba, sala ‘nhliziyo,” which means, “The body grows old but the heart stays young.” With each rotation of the Earth, I remind myself to live those words.

As I watch our society becoming increasingly dysfunctional and disjointed and our planet becoming alarmingly endangered, I refuse to surrender all hope. This is because I know that no one and nothing has any power over me unless I choose to give that power away. (The same is true for us all.) And I choose to do whatever I can do to be a trim-tab for the vessel that often feels lost in a sea of apathy and despair. I will not surrender . . . will you? There is hope, and that hope resides within each of us. As an aging man, I know that words and ideas outlive us.

It is important to realize and remember that everything is created twice: first in our imaginations and then in our realities. Once we can imagine and envision the way the world “should be” and “can be,” we can act on that vision, like raindrops on limestone, drop by drop, building a canyon and filling a sea. Nothing is as powerful as an idea whose time has come. It is almost past time for us, to change direction.

In my first book, Casting Forward, I wrote of my love for my Texas Hill Country homeland and home waters, and of my determination to find the best in human nature within myself and others. I wrote of my concerns for my homeland, community, and world, and of my hopeful optimism about the resilience of nature and humanity. I wrote of the healing and teaching powers of nature and the need for all of humanity to reconnect with our one and only true home.

My second book, Casting Onward, was a continuation and expansion of my first work. When I set out to write this book, my original plan was to travel across North America, connecting with and learning about these native gamefish within their historical range and natural habitat. I planned to learn about them and their watersheds and what that could teach me about the state of our nation’s environment, both human and nonhuman. And I decided that I would tell these stories through the eyes of the people who live within the watersheds where each native fish originates, and currently clings to existence.

In Casting Seaward, together we will take the next logical steps in the adventure by following the rivers and fish toward the sea, and then following them once again, from the sea to the rivers. Water imitates life just as life imitates water. They both travel in timeless circles—flowing through each other. Our finite bodies contain the lifeblood of the oceans. We are all simply animated and temporarily rearranged bits of stardust and seawater. We are drawn to the ocean in part because it is the original home from which we first sprung. We are also drawn to the ocean because it calls to us, lives within us, and if we choose to harness the right wind, it brings us together. Our understanding and perspective determine the seas we sail upon and our ultimate destination.

It doesn’t matter if you’re an angler, hunter, hiker, naturalist, birder, kayaker, rockhound, mountain climber, scuba diver, gardener, or just someone who enjoys a walk on the beach at sunrise—this is your book. I hope you will join me on this adventure around the varied coastlines of America the Beautiful. As long as we keep “casting” together, we can “turn the wheel” and begin to move in a more sane, healthy, and happy direction.

Namaste, Y’all . . . Keep Casting Forward!

Steve Ramirez, Comfort, Texas




CHAPTER ONE First Cast—Native Guadalupe Bass and Stocker Rainbow Trout

Crabapple Creek, Texas Hill Country


I wanted you to see what real courage is, instead of getting the idea that courage is a man with a gun in his hand. It’s when you know you’re licked before you begin but you begin anyway and you see it through no matter what.

~ HARPER LEE



WHEN I TURNED SIXTY, I WENT FISHING. I WENT FISHING NOT BECAUSE I was searching for some form of wisdom or enlightenment, and I wasn’t trying to escape from anything, anyone, or any place. I went fishing because after six decades of living I had finally learned that most human endeavors are the equivalent of building sandcastles at low tide, and almost none of them were half as much fun as angling. And I went fishing because life really is just a flicker of light, and we never know when the wind will pick up and blow out our candle.

It’s important to not look back and not look forward but rather, just cast, and see what’s biting. Instead, we must simply accept whatever the rivers, seas, or life itself chooses to give us, and then adapt to the prevailing currents. We need to play it out, and in the end, let it swim free without expectations, conditions, or regrets . . . allowing life to flow naturally, even as we set a hopeful course. After all, we aren’t going anywhere in particular. We’re just traveling in the here and now. We’re all treading water, as the sea moves us. “Time and tide wait for no man.”

The drive up to Crabapple Creek was a familiar one through my beloved Texas hills, across the wine country vineyards that line the Pedernales River and up into the Llano Uplift where the rocks are enchanting and the songs of canyon wrens warble hypnotically. It was my birthday, and I had arranged to meet my friend Sue Kerver, who had invited me up as her guest on a trout lease operated by the Hill Country Fly Fishers Club. It was a wonderful birthday gift for my friend to give me because although the area was familiar, the creek was not. Up until this day I had never been offered access to the creek that passes through private ranchland. And although there are a few road crossings where I could wade in, I had never done so until this day, my sixtieth birthday.

Crabapple Creek is a lovely little ribbon of Texas Hill Country water. It’s the kind of stream that people drive over while crossing a low bridge and they never give it a second look, but they should. It rises up out of the granite rock of the Llano Uplift and tumbles down into the ancient limestone seabed of the Balcones Escarpment until it empties itself into Pedernales Creek and onward, down the Colorado River to Matagorda Bay and the Gulf of Mexico. I smiled as I thought of the water drops of Crabapple Creek tumbling over the stones on their way to the sea. I envisioned them rising up into the clouds and falling back down as rain only to be sipped from the palm of my outstretched hand—temporarily becoming part of me.

We are nothing more than ephemeral streams that briefly contemplate their own existence. I wonder if Crabapple Creek ever lies awake at night wondering about mortality. Creeks like Crabapple are drying up all over the world as temperatures rise and thirsty sprinklers water worthless lawns that scar the landscape. If only we’d kill the lawns and revive the creeks—imagine the world we might know.

Sue is, among other things, a proud veteran of the U.S. Coast Guard who rose from the ranks of enlisted to officer, earning two master’s degrees in the process, including one from the famed military college of the south, The Citadel. She cares for a young dog named “Meatball” and an old dog named “Odin,” whom she loads into a red Radio Flyer wagon so that he can go on walks too. And she took good care of this old “Devil Dog” on his birthday, although she did not offer me a ride in her little red wagon.

One thing I’ve learned about Sue is that like me, she enjoys taking her time gearing up, pulling on waders, stringing up rods, and tying on flies. As we slowly gathered our gear we talked about life and love and living a life we love, out in nature. We talked about its challenges and rewards, and how quickly it all seems to pass, like an autumn leaf on Crabapple Creek. And we watched the water as it moved from somewhere to somewhere else . . . from creek to river to bay to sea to sky and ultimately back to the creek again. It’s a cycle and a circle, just like life. Sue and I know this, and we enjoyed talking about it as we walked up and waded into the cold, flowing water that once created us and currently saves us. The water was lovely, clear, and filled with stocked rainbow trout of admirable size and unusually nice color for stockers.

I always have mixed feelings about “stockers.” I mean, it’s not their fault that they are raised in stainless steel tanks like cattle in a feedlot, only to be dumped into foreign waters, where, in the case of Texas, they never belonged and have zero chance of long-term survival. Their hearts beat just as hopefully as mine, and my only consolation is, for a small space in time, they live in the illusion of freedom, also, just like me. I do catch them, but I don’t try too hard to catch them, and when I do, I treat them with all the respect that any living creature is due, including the Earth itself. That’s how I see the Earth. It is a living being, complete with wounds and healing and the constant threat of being wounded so deeply that healing becomes impossible.

Sue walked down to a nice pool just downstream of where we crossed the creek, and I took one farther upstream. We were both tossing streamers, small olive buggers with golden-colored beads that proved a little too lightweight, and a hint of flash that proved to be just flashy enough. I cast into my pool and immediately got a follow and refusal from a chunky rainbow that looked to be about sixteen inches or so. All of the trout stocked here are at least that big.

To me, this kind of fishing is a bit like casting into a koi pond at the zoo, but I did not let it spoil the beauty of the place or the good fortune of investing time in nature with a friend. In short order my friend started catching one trout after another from the bottom of her deep, clear, fishy-filled pool. For a while it seemed like she was hooking a fish every other cast. Sue was showing off, I guess. I smiled, happy for my friend.

“Come on down here!” she called out to me over the sound of rushing water. “You need to catch your first ‘birthday fish’!” I did, and while she remained at the head of the pool, I positioned myself at the tail and began working the streamer across the current. I caught a nice trout on my second cast which gave me a brief but beautiful battle that included a couple of jumps that would make a Romanian gymnast envious. Once in the net I quickly slipped out the barbless hook and was happy to watch him swim away, seemingly no worse for wear.

He was so damn beautiful that it was almost heartbreaking to know his fate. I hoped that he did not know what was coming next. None of us do, really . . . but I knew that he was either destined for a frying pan or the belly of any number of predators in and along this creek. I knew that soon the bluebonnets will bloom, and the days and water will grow warmer. By the end of April, the water will grow so warm that he and his kind will lose the light in their eyes and the color on their sides. His fate was sealed the moment he was spawned in that hatchery runway. In time he will return to the creek, river, and sea, which I guess also makes him just like me. Impermanence is life; life is impermanence.

Sue moved upstream to a new spot where the current ran beneath a rocky ledge and a couple of big fish were milling about as if they were waiting for something. As I walked away, I was hoping that my friend had just the right “something” tied to her tippet to bring their waiting to an end. I switched to a soft-hackle wet fly that just felt right when I looked at it in the box. There was nothing more scientific to my choice than the recognition that it seemed “buggy,” and that I liked it.

I went prospecting downstream, looking long and hard into a pool that appeared to be empty, and then finding another that was teeming with trout from one side to the other. A massive head and shoulders rose from the surface. That rainbow looked to be eighteen to twenty inches long as he slid into the deepest pool like the Loch Ness Monster, or at least, that is how he seemed, on such small water. I waded in and set up my cast, allowing the wet fly to swing with the current. I received a quick tug and hook up with a fish that leapt three times before I brought him to the net, slipped out the hook, thanked him, and sent him back to the stream. Two more casts brought two more trout, all about sixteen inches long and brightly colored. The monster eluded me.

Every one of these fish jumped once I set the hook, and every time they did, they seemed to be shaking off water-colored diamonds. The slanting sunlight caught them perfectly in midair as each rainbow defied gravity and their own need for oxygen in an attempt to be free. For a moment I wondered what right I had to catch them, and then I remembered that there is no such thing as “rights,” or “morality,” or “justice” or “fairness” in nature. All are human constructs, unknown outside our own imaginations. But there is nothing wrong with imagining a kinder, better, more decent world. Ideals such as kindness and respect are not things we can realistically expect from the world, but they are things we can choose to give to the world.

Don’t get me wrong, I am an angler and I have been a hunter who has no regrets about the animals I have killed and processed into food and textiles. I do not regret a single fresh fish shore lunch or the kudu steaks we roasted on an open fire under a blanket of African stars. I recall every catch and kill as being my contribution to the true circle of life, and I treated each creature with respect and gratitude. Hunting and gathering are the natural way of things for Homo sapiens. I doubt that any trout feels regret about swallowing a mayfly. But I have thought of these things as I catch fish, however ethically I do so, for the sheer joy of it. I have asked myself, “Is this right?”

Each of us comes to our own ethical conclusions in life, and mine tend to change as I learn new things. But I have decided that angling, like so many human interactions with nature, is vital to keeping people connected to fish, streams, rivers, and oceans. It’s easy to care about songbirds because we see and hear them every day. But fish live in a hidden world. We must find them in order to know them, and we must know them in order to love them, and we must love them in order to save them—from us. Ironic, huh?

As my buddy Bob White might say, “fish were caught,” with my friend Sue jokingly pointing out that she “out fished” me, and me seriously pointing out that, “I couldn’t care less.” As it turns out, the sixty-year-old man was quite like the six-year-old boy who caught tiny bluegills on a cane pole while never caring a lick that his dad was catching the “big fish” on his spinning rig. I’m not hardcore at angling. I don’t keep count and don’t care if I catch a trout that is six pounds or six ounces. I only care about being truly alive and fully connected in the moment. I don’t expect anything in particular, so I am seldom disappointed in the outcome. I just keep casting forward, just as a trout keeps rising. And like the trout, I wait to see what the river might bring. Uncertainty is the essence of adventure; certainty is a myth that breeds boredom.

The fish in the upper pool proved to be the shy type, so I told Sue she should try the one downstream of me, and once she did, she immediately began to catch fish. I was happy for her. As for me, I felt content. I had found another deep pool that surrounded three sides of a granite boulder that was about the size of a minibus. It was full of surprisingly big trout, stacked up like lumber at a sawmill.

I tossed a streamer in there and they flashed at it and turned away, but that was fine for me, because, quite like these fish, my heart wasn’t into it. I had caught enough, and all I really wanted to do was listen to the birds and the sound of the rushing water as it and time passed me by. So, I sat on a rock, between two waterfalls, in the middle of the creek, my rod across my lap, and I watched and listened and felt everything around me and inside me. I watched Sue casting and catching with a three-quarter moon suspended above her in the clear, blue sky. I watched some deer as they foraged among the junipers and oaks on the bluff above us, and I felt the coolness of the breeze and the warmth of the sunlight. And although I tried not to think, I did think, a little.

When we got back to our trucks we sat on the tailgates and Sue ate her soup while I enjoyed my chili and tortillas. At one point she mentioned that she saw me sitting on the rock in the middle of the creek just watching the water falling all around me. She asked, “Were you thinking about turning sixty?”

“A little,” I replied.

“How do you feel about that?” She asked.

After a pause I said, “I feel fine about that.”

Then, after a moment, I added, “After all, there’s not a damn thing I can do about it! Sure, I’d love to go back thirty years with all I have learned along the way and try the whole ride once again, but I have no regrets and besides, regrets are a waste of time. I rarely look back except to recall something I have learned, and I never look forward except to set a general direction—all the while knowing that I’m liable to end up someplace else. Life happens as we plan. Still, I am planning to make this decade of my life, the best decade of my life. So . . . I feel fine about turning sixty.”

The chili tasted good, and the tortillas tasted good enough, and I thought about my younger friend as she drove back toward Austin and I drove back toward San Antonio. I was feeling that sleepiness that comes after a peaceful day in the outdoors, and I needed to keep my eyes open for the long drive home. Thankfully, the coffee in my insulated cup was still warm enough to drink. It tasted wonderful and lifegiving. I had enjoyed a good day on a nice creek with a friend who, like me, was in transition.

It’s kind of ironic that we humans are always wanting to “get back to normal” when the only thing that is normal in life is change. Living authentically is all about being the best version of ourselves, in the moment. That’s a much better path than whining about “lost youth.” In my heart I am still the boy of six with my cane pole in hand and a “lifetime” of living yet to do. In “real time,” I am a man of sixty casting graceful loops toward the progeny of those first fish, many generations removed. Nothing lasts forever, even as life on Earth outlasts any one lifetime. Even the sun will sleep—in time.
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Every moment of value I have ever experienced was the result of choosing to ignore the voices of limitation and fear. Life is a series of choices, and I genuinely believe that we must choose to live many lives, now. When we stop learning, we stop growing. When we stop growing, we are by definition—dead. Why do so many people choose to be the living dead?

When I got home from Crabapple Creek, I stowed my fishing gear before dropping to the floor and knocking out one push-up for every year of my life, just because I could. I guess some people might say that it was a childish thing to do, but I saw it as the childlike thing to do, and there is a big difference. Sometimes children choose to run fast, simply because they can. I guess quite like the character Rocky Balboa, I wanted to prove to myself that I still have “stuff in the basement.” I wanted to remind myself that no matter what comes my way, I can choose to keep casting onward. I hope you remember that too.
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When I was a young Marine, I had two best friends, both of whom I loved like brothers. Dave, Monty, and I were the three amigos. We were different in so many ways, and yet the same in the ways that mattered.

Dave was the ultimate boisterous bad-boy Marine who seemed to do his best to hide his great intellectual and spiritual depth, turning every eventuality into an opportunity for laughter and lighthearted rebellion. He was always getting into trouble, breaking the rules, and walking on the edge of disaster. Dave died almost twenty years ago, and part of me died with him. He was forty-one years old when he crossed that river. I was the only person who openly cried at his funeral. I’m not ashamed of that.

Monty was quiet, intellectual, and seemed too gentle to be a warrior. Yet he served his country as a U.S. Marine and then as a twenty-year Parks and Wildlife law enforcement officer. Three days after my sixtieth birthday, I got the call from Monty’s life partner, Ginny. At sixty-one years of age, Monty was gone. My heart broke a little more at the tragedy of his declining health and ultimate passing. And now with them both gone, I am the lone survivor.

Dave died at forty-one and Monty at sixty-one . . . would I live to be eighty-one? There’s no telling. All I know is, I want to keep living as long as I live. All I know is, I’m going to keep casting until there is no more river left in life.

It was comforting to read the many heartfelt messages from friends across the country when I shared of the loss of my second Marine brother. Speaking of spiritual brothers, Bob White wrote me a private message that was so brave and beautiful that it brought both a smile to my face and a few tears to my eyes. I told my daughter Megan about Monty’s passing via a video call, and she cried. I knew it was because she felt her dad’s pain. My wife Alice was kind and oh so understanding with my constant need to talk it out and my need to sometimes be silent with my memories. And then I received a message from my friend Sue that simply asked, “Do you want to return to Crabapple Creek for one last fishing trip before I leave?” (Sue was moving to Montana and a new life adventure at the end of the week.) I read the message, smiled, and replied, “Let’s go!”

There was so much kindness sent my way, all I could think of was something Monty once said, “When times get tough, you don’t lose any friends; you just find out who your true friends are and who never really was a true friend.” I found out what I already knew. I found out that I’m a lucky man.
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When we arrived back at Crabapple Creek, everything seemed in flux. The water was still cold enough to keep the doomed stocker rainbows alive, but the air was almost too warm to wear waders comfortably. The trees were still mostly winter bare, but the first tiny green buds were opening cautiously, hoping for spring. And Sue seemed a bit troubled, mulling over the seemingly big leap of faith that she needed to make, that same day. You see, this was the day she needed to resign from one job and finalize the acceptance of another. This was the day she had to commit to selling her house in the hope of creating a new home in the mountains of Montana, so far away. We talked about it a little bit as we strung up our rods, and then we let it go for a while and went fishing. That’s what fly fishing allows us to do—let go. Mulling over things can drive us mad, but letting them find their own drift, can carry us home. It was like that, on this day. A homecoming of sorts.

We walked upstream and I stood on the banks of a lower pool as Sue continued toward the next. At first I saw a single trout as it held in a foam line just below a small waterfall. I knew to keep looking, silently and patiently. Fishing begins long before the first cast. This wasn’t something casual; it was courtship. As with a beautiful woman, I needed to respect the stream and get to know her, before I asked her to dance.

I always find it magical how the invisible can become visible if we are patient and open both our eyes and our mind’s eye. In time, one trout became two, and two became six, and six became a dozen, all jockeying for space in a couple of pretty runs and a few lovely pools. I had tied on a small wet fly, just because I felt like it. I was matching my mood, not any particular hatch. I cast once, let it swing and drift and then began a halting retrieve and I felt a bump, but no solid take. I could not see the fish that bumped the fly as it passed through the bubbles below the falls. I cast again and this time felt a take which I returned with a hook set that resulted in a spectacular leaping rainbow that soon was brought to hand, revived, and released. Sue saw me land it and she cheered me on over the sound of the rushing, tumbling, gurgling stream.

These trout were educated after months of being bombarded by the fishing club membership, and once again, I almost felt guilty trying to catch them. But it wasn’t easy fishing, because the water was clear, the current was modest, and the trout had learned to resist impulsive eating and to inspect everything that floats, swims, or skips by them, in or on the water. We changed flies again and again without much luck. I caught another rainbow fair and square, hooked another in the lip but lost it halfway through the fight, and somehow accidentally managed to foul hook one in the tail as it rejected and turned from the fly, just as I was raising my rod tip. I landed that fish and released it, but it was a surreal experience to play a fish backward!

That was about the time I looked upstream and saw my friend sitting in the middle of the creek on a big rock, just staring at a couple of waterfalls, quite like I had done on our first trip to this place, on my birthday. I could see that she was deep in thought, not about the passing of another year, but about the uncertainty of choosing a vastly different venue for her next chapter in life. I reeled in and walked up along the shore until I was within view, and I called out, “You’ve found a nice place to sit out there! I’d come join you, but the water is a bit deep between you and me . . . how did you get out there?”

“I swam,” she replied.

“You swam?”

“Well, first I fell in, and then I swam. I’m soaked all the way down to my socks!”

I smiled. “Want to swim back and have lunch?” I joked.

She laughed and began working her way across the stream at a slightly shallower crossing.

We’d agreed to have a tailgate lunch and then go back to fishing for these reticent rainbows, but that never happened. Instead, we spent a long time with Sue sitting on her tailgate and me on mine, just chatting about life and living and the struggles of two military veterans who carry both wounds and wonderful memories from our time of service. We talked about her ruminations over resigning from her job and moving into another one, thousands of miles away. And I listened, as any good friend must do. And once I felt the time was right, I said, “Every adventure contains uncertainty. Every life, is a brief moment in time, filled with choices that define us. How do you want to be defined?”

“I want a big life,” she replied.

After a moment of silence I said, “Then just go, and enjoy this adventure without any expectations, except that you will have new opportunities to practice living a big, beautiful life.”

In the span of two fishing trips to a pretty little ephemeral stream, fish were caught, a friendship was grown, and cares were released along with the fish. In the span of two fishing trips, my last Marine brother had died, my new friend had decided to make a bold leap that any trout would envy, and we managed more laughter than tears, although both became part of this journey. And a beautiful journey it was, complete with all the challenges and rewards that come whenever we do as author Richard Bach once wrote and “run from safety.”

Every great thing I have ever done in life, I have done by ignoring the voices of limitation and fear and leaping into uncertainty, just because I felt that failing to do so would be more dangerous than anything I’d face along the way. Life is a series of choices. I genuinely believe that we must choose to live many lives, now.

Driving home, once again I imagined the faces of many friends, old and new, as I listened to the Steve Miller Band playing, “Space Cowboy,” and watched the Texas Hill Country rolling south toward the Texas scrub country, coastal plains, and ultimately, the Gulf of Mexico. I sang along with the song of my youth, and I thought about the water drops of Crabapple Creek as they traveled south from their fresh spring water source to their saltwater destination in Matagorda Bay. Water flows like life, never-ending, always changing. Everything is connected to everything. I keep reminding myself that I am the ocean, not the fish.

However hapless or happy this adventure might be, I’ve made my choice for this, my sixtieth year of life. This year, I am taking a new leap of faith, living life big and finding out what’s biting, and what’s not. This year, I am going to seek out more of the best in nature and the best of human nature. And this year, I’m choosing to keep casting seaward.

I wonder what I’ll discover. I wonder what we’ll discover. So much can be pondered and understood while wading a sand flat, walking a sandy beach, or chatting with a friend from the back of a tailgate. Let’s go fishing for answers—together.
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CHAPTER TWO Bluefish and Striped Bass

The Estuaries of Eastern Long Island, New York
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We have only this moment, sparkling like a star in our hand . . . and melting like a snowflake. Let us use it before it is too late.

~ MARIE BEYON RAY



THE THING ABOUT LIFE IS THAT YOU JUST NEVER KNOW HOW MANY sunrises, sunsets, moonglows, moments for memories, smiles and belly laughs, breaths and heartbeats you have remaining. And it’s not “time” that gets you; it’s the Second Law of Thermodynamics. I can go back in clock-time if I get on a plane and chase the rotation of the Earth while flying at supersonic speeds toward the setting sun, but it won’t make me one day younger or cause me to live one day longer. Entropy rules, Camus’s absurdity exists, and there isn’t a damn thing any of us can do to change that, nor should we if we could. All of life is now.

I thought about this as I flew forward in time from my home in the Texas Hill Country toward the home of my friend David Blinken on New York’s Long Island. David and I turned sixty within thirty-five days of each other, and although he shared with me that he didn’t much like “looking down that tunnel,” neither of us is looking back or forward . . . much. Instead, we get up each morning and seek moving water, moving winds, and moving moments with as much grace and gratitude as we can muster. Every cast counts, and we know it.

When I arrived at the house I was slightly awestruck by its grandeur as I drove through the gate, past the sign that reminded me to “please drive slowly” because “grandchildren play here.” David’s wife Cathy, and Hana the pup who owns them, came out to greet me. Hana is a magnificent standard poodle with black curly hair, an efficient yet aristocratic trotting gait, and a disposition made up of boundless playfulness and love. Cathy showed me to my room for the next few days on the east end of the main house and invited me to walk down to the cottage by the water for some tea as we waited for David to return from a fishing charter. (I was soon to discover his client had a great day that included a dozen striped bass and some bluefish for extra measure. Things looked promising.)

My new home away from home included ceiling-to-floor windows with a view of the bright green lawn, dark green trees waving in the oceanic breeze, and Georgica salt pond that emptied into the Atlantic Ocean. From the open window I heard both the songs of birds in the trees and the rush of waves against the sandbar just beyond. It was perfection in a moment, and it was then that I first saw him sitting under a tree, immovable, stone-faced, and seemingly timeless. It was Pablo Picasso, or at least, it was a seated concrete statue of the master, bald-headed, cross-armed, and emotionless, looking out to sea . . . like me. I walked across the lush, perfectly clipped lawn and up to Picasso and in that moment, I was struck by a sense of recognition that went far beyond the artist’s intentions. I could not place the where or why of it, but I knew it was real. I had been in the presence of this likeness before. Somehow, I had to remember when we last met . . . stone-faced Picasso and me.
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The night was soft, starlit, and filled with the songs of spring peepers and the aroma of black locust blooms. The morning was cool, damp, and filled with the sounds of the ocean colliding with the near-distant sand bars and the bleating of invasive mute swans as they flew and fed in the nearby salt pond. Picasso remained motionless, cross-armed, and sullen, and still looking unblinkingly out to sea as if he knew something about the universe and wasn’t going to share it.

I’ve always wanted to be able to see through the eyes of Picasso and Van Gogh, so I walked across the lawn with my coffee in hand and sat beside him while looking outward and inward, trying to recall where we had met before. In time, I turned to him and said aloud, “You’ve got a nice spot, my friend.” I half expected him to reply. It was a bit unsettling, so I left Pablo where I found him and met up with David to help load up the skiff and soon, we were headed off toward the launch site while listening to the Grateful Dead singing “Ship of Fools.” The song was either prophetic or simply amusing. We had yet to find out.

There are few things in life that I enjoy as much as I do when I’m skidding across some salty flat, bay, or shoreline at first light. My mind drifts briefly to all those golden-edged mornings when I would sit on the bow of my father’s boat, feeling the salt spray against my face, watching the flying fish fly and porpoises porpoise. And every now and then when he ran up onto a swell the bow rose up into the sky as if suspended and then fell with a crash into the sea, my dangling young legs would be soaked to the knees, and my smiling young face, dripping and wonderfully salty. This is the magical imaginary time travel that I experienced as we raced across Sag Harbor Bay toward Northwest Creek. All at once, I was a young man, sitting on the front of my father’s old boat, and a much older man, sitting in the back of my friend David’s brand-new skiff. These moments are timeless.

When we arrived at our first little backwater cove, not far from Sag Harbor, David cut and raised the engine. I grabbed an eight-weight with a sinking-tip line and a brown, shrimpy-looking fly at the end of the tippet. The water was motionless, the air was imitating the water, and David began poling us across the edges of a slight drop-off that was about twenty feet from the grass-covered marshland. Sea robins seemed to be everywhere on the muddy bottom of this cove, and although David said that they were tasty and would take a fly, these were not the fish of my dreams. I had come here, in part, to chase striped bass in the shallow backwater flats from the Peconic River to Montauk. And I had come here to battle bluefish in the slightly deeper waters of the bays, but like life and any fishing trip, you cast out and discover what’s out there.

The water here was shallow, slightly stained, and seemed to have little current. The marshland looked healthy, and that pleased me as I cast casually and methodically toward “eleven o’clock” off the port bow, into the deeper water, counting down a few digits to allow the fly to sink into the feeding lane, and then stripping it in so as to make it appear as brown and shrimpy as a pinch of fur and feathers can seem. It was about then that I felt the first bite. We were being swarmed by no-see-ums. David stopped to put on his bug net, and I pulled up my buff, and we went on fishing. It’s all part of the adventure.

No-see-ums or biting midges have over 5,000 species that range across every continent except the Arctic and Antarctic. The adults spend most of their lives feeding on flower nectar as sweetly as any butterfly. But when the adult females require protein and other nutrients to produce eggs in the act of reproduction, they ingest the blood of various animals before laying their eggs in moist soil near water. Mostly, their bite is simply annoying, but like mosquitoes, they can be vectors for diseasecarrying pathogens. In nature, everything is feeding upon everything and the larvae of no-see-ums are eaten by microbic predators in the soil while the adults are eaten by dragonflies and damselflies. I love the irony of nature. We are feeding the creature that is feeding something else, and we help reproduce the source of our brackish bayside torment.

Anglers are optimists. If we’re honest, we’d admit that we expect a fish at the end of every cast and are somewhere between surprised and dumbfounded when our expectations are foiled, again and again. But fortunately for us, fly-fishers are also quite frequently practicing “Imperfect Buddhas” and as such, we are doing our best to live in the moment, so that each cast is our first cast. That way, the imperfect part of us keeps expecting a fish while the Buddha in us is not attached to any expectations, and so we cast again. Every cast is our first cast, just like life. In the vast view of things, I am casting a circle, not a line, again, also . . . just like life.

We worked our way around the edge of the cove while the no-see-ums worked their way along the edges of our clothing. Not a single fish rose to the occasion and so we decided to move out into the harbor away from the bugs and hopefully toward the stripers. It felt good to feel the breeze again and breathe fresh ocean air that didn’t smell like mud.

The skiff bounced along past Shelter Island and the Nature Conservancy’s Mashomack Preserve, down the Peconic River, across Noyack Bay, and into the backwater coves of Little Peconic Bay. Here the breeze was moving and the shoreline was a mix of estate-like homes, docks, and marshland grasses. We drifted into a smallish cove and immediately saw the swirling, syncopated action of “bunker” as they were being chased and eaten by something. David returned to the poling platform to work his alchemy, and I began casting the eight-weight into the cove, again, half expecting a strike on the end of every cast. After half a dozen hopeful tries, a striper flashed up from the dark bottom, smacked the fly, and returned to the deep. Expectation became excitement and I worked that spot in the bay with all the repetition of Ravel’s Boléro, to a now silent audience below. We moved on.

Just across the little cove we noticed the baitfish swirling again, and I realized that being a “bait fish” was as sorry a fate as wearing a red shirt on an away team in the original Star Trek. Sooner or later, you’re dead meat. I guess in a way, everything and everyone becomes poop for something else. Billionaires and bunker fish all end up where they started billions of years ago, in the guts of a microbe. Again, nature is ironic in its apathy.

David moved the skiff closer to the commotion and poled me within striking range of whatever was causing the bunker such consternation. We were hoping for stripers but could not yet see the source of their terror. I cast toward the edges of the troubled waters and in an instant had a vicious strike, brief tussle, and then nothing. No fish. No fly. No tippet. It was a bluefish!

I racked the eight-weight and grabbed for a ten with a sixty-pound shock tippet already set up for blues. Adjusting to the new rod took a moment but in a brief time I was enjoying its extra punch and dropping the fly into the melee. It took no time at all to notice the circling and slashing images of bluefish, with their sickle-like tail fins, slicing the water. I almost felt sorry for the baitfish, but this was no time for sentimental emotions. This was a battle. A bluefish seized the fly, I strip set the hook, and the fight was on!

David knows more about angling than I will ever know, and I was grateful not only to be sharing this moment with him, but also to have his expertise giving me helpful encouragement as I fought this fish that I had already come to love. I have caught bluefish once before when I was with my friend Ted Williams off the coast of Cape Cod. But that was deeper water and open ocean, and the fish routinely sounded downward, bending the heavy rod, and straining my arms and shoulders so thoroughly that I would have to take a moment between catching and casting just so I could get the blood circulating again in my aching arms. But this was shallow water, and the fish fought accordingly as he twisted, pulled, and leaped, with his angry head shaking and his dark eye seeming to stare directly at me. We made eye contact, and that is the same as recognition. I’m not sure what the bluefish saw in me, but I saw a magnificent warrior in him, and I felt respect and joy and something almost like regret as I pulled left as he pulled right, and right as he pulled left. And in the end he was boat-side, and David reached down and seized his tail, and I relaxed a little too much and allowed the leader to slip from the corner of his toothy mouth, and in that instant he bit down, snipping the sixty-pound shock tippet as if it were the easiest thing in the world to do, and then he kicked his mighty tail fin and swam away. Silence is deafening in moments like that. It was as if all of time stopped, as my mind looped through that last image, like a scratched vinyl record.

I felt bad for him and proud of him all at the same time. I had visions of the Old Man and The Sea, and I loved him for the way he never gave up, but I wished he had not left with my hook in his lip. To that end, David ties his flies with barbless hooks that are designed to eventually rust and remove themselves . . . hopefully. I thought of that fish many times since then, and every time, I wished him well.

Don’t get me wrong, I am a predator too. I have no problem with purposely killing a fish, deer, or radish and making it part of my sustenance. But I respect every living thing and the Earth itself. And I kill nothing without a reason. Perhaps someday I will evolve to the point where I fish with hookless flies, just to feel the initial tug . . . but I’m not there yet. I’m still a caveman who needs to know that I can hunt or gather my own food, if need be.

There were more fish in that cove and so we kept casting and drifting with both David and me hooking a few and landing fewer. It felt like catching lions while they were on the hunt. Hunting the hunters and trying to beat them at their own game. The only difference was I wasn’t casting zebras, and the bluefish weren’t charging the boat. Still, just like lions, whenever they flipped their tails, they meant business, and interesting things were bound to happen. In time, the bunker stopped swirling and the bluefish stopped slashing and there was nothing left on the water’s surface but the inquisitive heads of diamondback terrapins and the occasional cry of an osprey. Again, we moved on.

Ever since I was a boy, I had always wanted to see a diamondback terrapin in the wild. I have looked for them along the mangroves of the Florida Suncoast and among the spartina marshes of the Texas Coastal Bend, thus far, to no avail. But now I found myself seeing them swimming and sunning by the dozen along the marshlands of Sag Harbor, Little Peconic, and Northwest Creek, and it gave me a feeling of hope because after all, this was New York, and if they can make it here, they can make it anywhere. Then and there I decided that I would seek to find more of them as I traveled the American Atlantic and Gulf Coastal waters connecting with gamefish and good friends.

The diamondback terrapin, Malaclemys terrapin, is native to the coastal, tidal marshes from Cape Cod to Florida and around the Gulf of Mexico to my home state of Texas. Seven subspecies are recognized, including Northern, Carolina, Mississippi, ornate, mangrove, East Florida, and Texas. These are beautiful creatures with ornate diamond patterns on their carapaces and artful zigzag patterns on the gray, tan, yellow, or even white skin. They have webbed feet for swimming and strong jaws for crushing the shells of the snails, clams, oysters, and crabs that make up the majority of their prey. And they even have adapted to find fresh drinking water by sipping the surface film after a heavy rain or opening their mouths during a rainstorm.

In the latter part of the nineteenth and early twentieth century diamondback terrapins were hunted nearly to extinction for the delicacy of turtle soup, and none of the populations have fully recovered from these decades of slaughter. Now over 70 percent of American coastal marshlands have been lost to human development and nesting sites are being lost to seawalls and other erosion controls. Thousands of terrapins drown each year in active and abandoned crab traps, and more are lost to everything from boat propellers, car tires, and predation from the exploding populations of invasive rats. With all this pressure and the impacts of climate change, these little turtles are up against it! And yet, here they are, swimming past me, probably laughing at the ridiculous primate swinging that stick in the humid air. And the mere fact that these creatures are still here is reason enough for me to feel a little hope for America’s estuaries.

It’s not that a world without diamondback terrapins is a world in collapse. But as I will say again and again . . . everything is connected to everything. The turtles, spartina grass, no-see-ums, menhaden, seagulls, striped bass, and me, are all joined at the ecological hip. As an angler, hunter, hiker, paddler, and human being, I need to understand this and act accordingly.
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After a spirited time of catching and releasing and more often losing bluefish after bluefish, David indicated it was time to move on to new waters and another chance to find the striped bass we were seeking. We skidded across the water past palatial homes and mega-yachts and the remnants of ancient estuaries. We took a few casts just beyond the “Buffet House”—Jimmy, not Warren—and then moved on across Noyack Bay, and into the expanse of water known as Little Peconic Bay. To the starboard I saw Shelter Island with the Nature Conservancy’s Mashomack Preserve, and it was easy to see why David and so many others had come to love this place, its culture, and its beauty. In time David guided the boat into a cove that contained a few promising flats, surrounded by narrow marshlands, and guarded by a sandbar that was covered in shorebirds.

Massive great black-backed gulls that looked as if they could eat small children patrolled the muddy edges, while midsized herring gulls did the same in the skies above them. Osprey sailed overhead, periodically propelling themselves like javelins toward the water, eyes focused and talons at the ready. Tiny common, least, and roseate terns fluttered
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