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			Come away, O human child!

			To the watery and the wild

			With a faery, hand in hand,

			For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.

			—from “The Stolen Child,” by W. B. Yeats

			Rivers, I suppose, are not at all like human beings, but it is still possible to make apt comparisons; and this is one: Understanding, whether instinctive and immediate or developing naturally through time or grown by conscious effort, is a necessary preliminary to love. Understanding of another human being can never be complete, but as it grows toward completeness, it becomes love almost inevitably. One cannot know intimately all the ways and movements of a river without growing into love of it. And there is no exhaustion to the growth of love through knowledge, whether the love be for a person or a river, because the knowledge can never be complete. One can come to feel in time that the whole is within one’s compass, not yet wholly and intimately known, but there will always be something ahead, something more to know.

			—from A River Never Sleeps, by Roderick Haig-Brown
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			The Medicine Bag

			“I HAD A nice dream,” my father said.

			“Really? What?”

			“We were camping somewhere. You, me, your brother. Perhaps up in the Blue Ridge. Nice river. Good swift water. We had a big fire going. I was reading something to you boys. Like old times.”

			“Uh-oh,” I said. “The Medicine Bag.”

			A dim smile appeared. He’d been sleeping most of the afternoon in my childhood bedroom. Now it was early evening in late February, the last of the day’s sun streaking low across the yard out the windows. You wouldn’t have known there was sleet in the forecast. My mother had gone out somewhere. His dog Molly lay sleeping on the floor. His skin was pale, nearly translucent, his hair neatly combed. My father had just turned eighty. He looked serene, almost beautiful, just an old man waking from a nap. At times he made dying look easy.

			“It wasn’t that bad.”

			“Not bad at all,” I admitted. “We didn’t want you to know that, though. If it got out that our old man read us Tennyson and Longfellow by the campfire we could have been socially ruined. Tough crowd, the ninth grade.”

			“It didn’t appear to do you much harm.”

			“Perhaps. Dick did all right. Thanks to the Medicine Bag he was safely cured of any interest in poetry forever. I nearly took up a career writing sonnets in the woods, though.”

			I was pleased to see I could still make my father smile. We both needed a lift. I’d been with him for more than a month, away from my two children and out of the stream of my own life. I’d spent my days attending to his needs as he slowly faded, avoiding my work, neglecting my rosebushes, waiting on his death. My brother would come join me later for the overnight vigil, and I wished he could have been here for this bit of give-and-take. Dad’s lucid moments were becoming rarer.

			The Medicine Bag was what Dad called the canvas book bag he hauled along on our camping trips. He liked to say the contents were good for whatever ailed us—the poetry of Whitman, Yeats, or Longfellow, The Just So Stories of Kipling, Edith Hamilton’s Mythology of Greek gods and heroes, White’s Once and Future King, various fables, psalms, Indian legends, bits of Plato and Aristotle, stories of the Old West and the New Testament.

			His roving chautauquas were pretty corny stuff, but then I found so much of what my father did and said in those days deeply embarrassing—how he’d cheerfully go out of his way to help people he hardly knew, attempt to find the silver lining in any situation, view even the smallest weekend excursion as a grand adventure, and quote Churchill on service or Emerson on joy to my impressionable teenage dates when they least expected it. For these and other high crimes of the heart I bestowed on him the nickname Opti the Mystic, a gently mocking moniker.

			I admitted to him now, perhaps not too late, how much I’d loved those camping trips, the Medicine Bag, all of it, just being with him, wading in rivers, catching our supper, listening to him read to us by the fire. The world felt so large but we felt so safe. I told him I planned to take my children soon on their first camping trip. Perhaps somewhere up the Allagash or possibly to Acadia in Maine, to where the mountains meet the sea. My daughter Maggie had recently asked me to teach her to fly-fish and my son Jack wanted to climb a mountain. The sky deeply interested him. If you climbed Cadillac Mountain, I said, you could be the first to see the sun rise on the continent, the way original peoples had. I would take my own Medicine Bag, perhaps.

			“I wish I could go with you,” Opti said, drifting away again.

			“Me too,” I admitted, then added, “You will.” But I’m not sure he really heard me.

			—

			Two nights later, we sat together watching a documentary on TV.

			The documentary was on Yellowstone Park, which was about to celebrate its 125th birthday. The world’s first national park was in deep trouble—slowly coming back from devastating wildfires, beset by problems of overcrowding and pollution, a damaged Eden due to federal budgetary cutbacks and a soaring park crime rate. Even Old Faithful, the world-famous geyser, a living symbol of America’s dynamism, wasn’t all that faithful anymore, rising less than half of its original height and erupting so erratically some geologists predicted it would actually cease functioning in the near future.

			“That’s too bad,” I said, really more to myself than to Opti, because he was asleep in his wheelchair. “We talked about camping and fishing our way out there.”

			“I remember,” Opti replied softly, opening his eyes.

			I looked at him and smiled, then turned my attention back to the documentary and grumbled something about the world coming apart at the seams.

			“Things change. Worlds come and go. Yours will too.”

			I looked at him again, wondering what he meant by such an unsettling remark. It seemed so unlike Opti. Before I could ask, though, he spoke again.

			“Keep the faith,” he said. “You can figure it out.”

			I went outside to see if perhaps there was an explanation in the stars. My father knew his constellations and I was working on mine. But no stars were visible. Clouds had rolled in from the west.

			—

			The next afternoon, as I washed his arms, we talked of Aunt Emma.

			Emma was his paternal grandmother, a full-blooded Cherokee Indian woman, perhaps a foundling from the infamous Trail of Tears. No one knew her history clearly; she had been dead more than half a century. But her farm in Orange County had been my father’s favorite place as a boy, and he’d taken my brother and me there as boys at Christmas to shoot mistletoe out of the oak trees that surrounded the abandoned homeplace, a house settling in the morning glory vines.

			For years my father and his brothers Jim and Bob had talked of buying the property, but it had fallen out of family hands and been sold to a man who wouldn’t sell. They were proud of the family’s Indian blood and I reminded my father of how he was always dragging my brother and me to Indian burial mounds, all those hours we spent looking for traces of a lost race of warriors on hot summer afternoons.

			I’d finished with his arms and asked if he wanted something to drink. He was really drinking only water now.

			“You could still go there,” he said quietly.

			“Where?” For a moment I thought he meant Aunt Emma’s place in the oaks. But of course that was long gone. A cluster of condos stood on the site now, guarded by a man at a gate.

			“Out west. To Yellowstone.”

			The sockets around Opti’s eyes were deep, like small fierce craters. “Take Maggie and Jack and just go. Show ’em their history, tell ’em some stories. Teach ’em to fish and camp. Just go.”

			“Maybe I will,” I said.

			—

			Later that night, I went to the attic in search of books from his Medicine Bag.

			My father’s words had touched a nerve, but I also needed something to read to get my mind off the fact that I couldn’t imagine the world, however it had changed, without Opti the Mystic in it.

			I found a pile of books in an old chest containing, among other things, the scouting merit badge sashes and toy armies that had belonged to my brother and me. I sat on the floor and lined up soldiers—Roman gladiators, Johnny Rebs, Greek warriors, Viking chieftains, GI Joes, Indian warriors, Deadwood gunslingers, Arthurian knights. What epic wars we’d had with them. Now their swords were broken and their bayonets bent. But I still loved them, every one. I decided I would take them home to my son Jack.

			I looked through several books and brought Whitman’s Leaves of Grass and something called The Soul of an Indian, by Charles Eastman, back downstairs. I read the Whitman for a while but soon found myself engrossed in The Soul of an Indian. Eastman, I learned, was a mixed-blood Sioux named Ohiyesa who came East to become a physician in the white man’s world. He later returned to serve his people as a reservation doctor, witnessed the massacre at Wounded Knee, and wrote ten or eleven books eloquently attempting to explain the vanishing Native American ways to the conquering white race. His stated goal was to be a sympathetic bridge between two colliding worlds, a vision at which he pretty much failed. Among other things, though, Ohiyesa had a strong and lasting influence on the values of the American Boy Scouts, which he helped found.

			I read most of this little book with its badly frayed cover while seated beside my father’s bed. “The attitude of the Indian toward death,” Ohiyesa wrote, “the test and background of life, is entirely consistent with his background and philosophy. Death holds no terrors for him; he meets it with simplicity and perfect calm, seeking only an honorable end as a last gift to his family and descendents….If one be dying at home, it is customary to carry his bed out of doors as the end approaches, that his spirit may pass under the open sky.”

			—

			“Is that rain?” my father asked.

			“Sleet.” The storm had finally arrived.

			“That’s okay,” he assured me calmly. “It’ll be fine in the morning. Go kiss your wife.”

			I tried to smile at him, thinking how even now he was dispensing useful advice. A few weeks before we’d had a conversation about the complications of modern family life and I’d admitted to him that something was chewing at me about my marriage—the way things had quietly gone out of focus, how distant my hardworking wife of ten years and I sometimes seemed to each other. It was curious. Our marriage was so calm and civilized and productive that no one could really see this, I said, except us. The children didn’t have a clue, and neither did our closest friends. Perhaps I was just making too much of it, worrying about something that time and a decent vacation would take care of. As usual, he didn’t say much except that it sounded like I was describing a corporation rather than a marriage. He added that you could love your kids more than life itself but your lover had to come before everything else. It was curious that he always called my mother his lover. Curious, too, I realized later, that he always put her first but my brother and I never felt second. How had he managed this feat?

			Now I wanted to say something but I couldn’t speak. Perhaps it was thank you; perhaps it was just good-bye. I really don’t know. Suddenly my mother was by his side and taking his hand and I stepped back. They’d been married for fifty-five years. I left them alone and he passed away a few moments later.

			In the morning, just before dawn, I accompanied Opti’s body to the funeral home where his remains would be cremated. The attendant, a young man with an impatient air, looked mildly stricken when I asked him to open the wooden box so I could see my father’s body.

			Opti was still dressed in his pajamas, his silver hair swept back. His body looked oddly beautiful, as noble as any Viking chieftain about to be put to sea on his burning longship. I leaned over and kissed his forehead, which felt pleasantly cool, like a marble statue. I took a small plastic figure out of my pocket, an Indian warrior, one of my favorites, hand-painted for war long ago by me, and placed it on his chest, just above his clasped hands.

			As I did this, Ohiyesa’s words were still fresh in my mind and a powerful thought occurred to me—a crazy wish, really—that I could take Opti’s earthly remains up to some high Blue Ridge summit, build a great bonfire, and commit his soul to the Great Mystery or whichever thoughtful deity had fashioned this rarest of men from the elements of earth and wind. With this vision of my father’s death, something seemed to be stirring and awakening in me. I wish I could say it was peaceful and reassuring, this awakening, a vision of comfort, but it wasn’t. It was nothing short of frightening.

			I was forty-one years old and this was my first day on earth as a fatherless child, the beginning of a journey I never imagined I would have to take, a painful unraveling and unexpected rebirth.

			But I couldn’t possibly have known any of that then. All I knew, as I watched his remains roll to the fire, was that once again Opti had been right. The ice storm was gone, and the morning, as he’d promised it would be, was really fine.
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			Babes in the Woods

			EARLY ONE FRIDAY afternoon a year after my father died, my children and I drove up to Acadia National Park and found a beautiful campsite by the sea.

			The campground was virtually empty—strange, I thought, for the start of what a native-born pal of mine calls Luggage Rack Season in Maine, that alternately blessed and accursed time when seven million tourists lash half of everything they own to the roofs of their cars and haul it into the state. I put up our new L. L. Bean tent and suggested to my children that they take Amos, our elderly golden retriever, for a nice walk on the beach before supper.

			Amos was almost fourteen, an amiable brute who was either deaf or perhaps no longer particularly interested in what anybody had to say to him, particularly me. He’d always more or less followed his own path through life and generally behaved as if I was damned lucky he didn’t object to my hanging round him.

			I reminded Maggie to be sure and keep our senior citizen safely on the lead, per federal regulations, and also advised her to keep an eye on Jack, her younger brother, who was almost six and didn’t realize that he hadn’t quite learned to swim. Maggie was seven going on fifteen and already an excellent swimmer and advisor on matters of life and sport. But I still didn’t want anybody near the water.

			“Dad,” Jack said, “what’s over there?” He was pointing east, past Cadillac Mountain and over the ocean.

			“Ireland, I think. Or maybe Portugal. Don’t even think about trying to swim that far.”

			“Dad,” Maggie said with that world-weary sigh all seven-year-old girls seem to possess. “You worry too much.”

			“I know,” I said, smiling at her. “That’s my job.”

			—

			She was right. I do worry a lot. Worrying about things is my nature. Sometimes I worry about the vanishing rain forests or hidden land mines in Bosnia. Other times I worry about declining songbird populations, wormholes in the universe, and the escalating wages of Major League Baseball players—things, in other words, I’m pretty helpless to do anything about, a feeling of global powerlessness that also makes me worry. Mostly, though, I worry about my children.

			As I started preparing our first camp supper, I realized I was even more worried than usual because something I once couldn’t have even imagined was about to happen to our world. A few days before this trip, their mother and I sat together in the attractive office of a woman named Jennifer. Jennifer was a certified family therapist. She was a pleasant woman in her late fifties who drove, I noticed, a snazzy red sports car with vanity plates that cutely read MDLFCRS.

			“I think,” Jennifer said pleasantly, “it’s time we stopped talking about marriage counseling and began talking about divorce counseling.”

			My wife looked at me and I looked at her.

			“I guess so,” my wife said to Jennifer.

			I didn’t bother answering—perhaps I merely nodded dumbly, like a stunned musk ox or something. The truth was, I was having difficulty believing any of it was really happening, as my wife no doubt was as well, because the previous year had been like one long bad dream. Three months after my father’s death, we had a rare fight in front of the children and my wife suggested we take our coffee out to the deck and talk. I was anxious to talk because our lives, in my view, had drifted even more out of focus, what with her busy work schedule and mine, the needs of the children, the demands of three aging cats and two elderly dogs, a garden that never got thoroughly weeded, and a house that never felt fully clean.

			I remember sitting on the deck and looking out at my woefully neglected yard—perennial beds choked with weeds, rosebushes growing like feral children—thinking how we’d been through so much in the past ten years: the birth of our children, a miscarriage, the deaths of both our fathers, working careers that always seemed to be sending us to different places. It was time to clear the air, get the issues on both sides finally out in the open. I decided it was time to propose a new beginning. Perhaps we could renew our wedding vows, take stock of our careers, go on a serious family vacation, or at least indulge in the occasional romantic “couples” weekend—the kind of stuff all old marrieds do to try and revive a sputtering flame. We’d be more lovers and less corporation. Maybe we could have a third child. We’d always talked about a third child.

			But I never got the words out. My wife wiped her eyes and said she thought our marriage was about to be over.

			I think I laughed. God, I wish I hadn’t done that—but when all else fails I sometimes make a joke or laugh at the terrible irony of things, and in this instance the awful mistiming of our moods and revelations seemed like some darkly comic nineties version of The Gift of the Magi. I wanted in, she wanted out. I wanted to begin again, she reluctantly wanted to begin packing.

			For a couple hours, as our coffee grew cold and the sun crossed the yard, I tried to make her see it my way, saying that we had so much more than every other working couple we knew—happy kids, a nice life, a strong house, good values, all the Big Picture stuff in sync. I said that all our friends knew how much I loved her and pointed out that through everything that happened to us, good and bad, for better or worse, up and down, broke or flush, I could count the number of genuine disagreements we’d had on one hand. Wise people learned from their mistakes, I said, and good people deserved second chances. We deserved one.

			It was a nice speech and I meant it to my core. But something big obviously wasn’t in perfect sync. She talked again, I listened, my spirits nosedived. She felt profoundly smothered, unloved, overwhelmed—by me, by life, by something. I knew so much of what she said was true. Her instincts were nearly infallible. There was no third party involved, no booze, no violence. Just an unshakable feeling tearing her up that life had drawn us inexorably apart.

			Both deeply shaken by the frightening reality that emerged, we declared a moratorium and she rounded up the kids and took them to our favorite beach. I took Amos and went to a nearby lake for a cold swim and a clear think. Sometimes, the poet Wallace Stevens said, the truth depends on a walk around a lake.

			Jung said we can never begin to love until we face our shadows. A year of quiet counseling had followed. We worked hard to face our shadows, shadows all couples have, shadowy histories peculiar to us. We learned, among other things, that two people who seemed so adept at communicating understood just about everything around them except each other. Most people saw nothing but an outwardly happy family seated together at church or walking together on the beach, but the truth was, our family was slowly coming apart at the seams, unraveling like a baseball in the tide. We were good, kind, civilized, Christian people, I told myself. How could this sort of thing happen to us? My wife talked to a psychologist named Michelle; I did a private weekly stint with a guy named Herman. We worked hard at salvaging paradise and I took it one step further by discreetly talking with close friends and family, probing their brains for clues and insights I might have somehow missed or stupidly ignored.

			Marriage is a medieval mystery play. Chekhov said we only lie at the beginning and end of relationships—the middle is where the truth resides. I desperately wanted to believe this was true and that we were simply somewhere in the middle of our married journey, but the truth wasn’t something I really cared to see: We were somehow mysteriously ending. These friends advised me to give it time, keep the faith, keep an open mind, confront my own failings honestly. These things happened to every couple, they counseled. Be patient, keep talking. If you get through this, you two can survive anything—hard weather makes good timber, as they say in Maine. The children heard long and sometimes tearful discussions into the night as we wrestled with this demon like Jacob and the angel, but they had no clue of the approaching meteorite about to shatter their worlds.

			And so, mere days before this camping trip to Acadia, we’d come together in the presence of Jennifer, a highly recommended marriage counselor who was going to try and help us reach some final conclusions. It was only our third session with Jennifer and as I sat there pretending to be so calm and civilized I still clung to a fraying faith that we would find the words that would help us untangle the wires and redeem a decent, honorable marriage that had somehow become impossibly complicated. Most of all I wanted redemption and a second chance. I couldn’t even imagine what being divorced would be like, and I didn’t wish to learn.

			But apparently this was a minority opinion of one. Jennifer complimented us on our great affection for each other, thoughtful composure under stress, and shared conviction that the welfare of the children was really paramount in this situation. Our children, she said, would always be our spiritual common ground—the place we discovered and celebrated the best part of ourselves. She said the goal was to make a dignified break and create a new kind of expanded but loving family. Someday, in time, she said, we would each move on and begin new relationships while retaining in memory only the best things about our time together as man and wife.

			She said other reassuring things but I can’t recall what they were, exactly. As she talked and we listened, I remember vaguely wishing I could take a tire tool to the hood of her nice red sports car with the cute vanity tags. The rage wasn’t really meant for her but rather myself—for somehow spoiling our little paradise and then, worse, being helpless to save it.

			Finally, we all stood and shook hands. Jennifer said she was sure we’d make excellent “coparents,” as if a new corporation were being formed. My wife wiped her eyes and thanked her. I thanked her, too. Then we walked slowly down her carpeted stairs together like two people who had just seen the baby doctor and been told they would soon have a newborn. Our newborn was an uncoupling.

			We embraced and kissed in the parking lot. It felt—or at least appeared—so horribly normal. My wife went back to work and I went to the bookstore and bought a book on fly-fishing because Maggie and I were scheduled to take a fly-fishing course together at nearby L. L. Bean the same weekend.

			—

			Amos and the children came back to our campsite.

			I was pleased to see that everyone was dry. Jack, swinging a large stick, wanted to know what was for dinner. I said we would start with a lovely Ducktrap River goose pâté followed by a select bed of fine arugula greens, medallions of grilled venison served with a lively mango salsa and puree of Belgian parsnips, followed perhaps by cherries flambé, a wedge of aged Stilton, and a nice bosky Andalusian port on the terrace afterward.

			“Hot dogs and beans, Jack,” Maggie helpfully translated to her brother.

			“Oh good.” He was clearly relieved.

			Maggie explained that Amos had met a girlfriend on the beach, a small poodle named Wanda.

			“Amore happens,” I said, “even to old geezers.”

			“Amos isn’t a ‘geezer.’ ” Maggie felt obliged to defend her dog’s honor.

			“He’s thirteen,” I pointed out. “That’s ninety-one in dog years.”

			“How old are you?” Jack wondered.

			“Two hundred and fifty-seven. Believe me, I feel every one of those years, too.”

			“That’s a geezer,” Maggie said, pointing out the obvious.

			I sat on a log watching my children eat beans and franks by the campfire, thinking how what they didn’t know really was going to hurt them. Their mother planned to move out of the house in a matter of days; she’d already rented a small cottage by a salt pond on the way to their favorite beach. We’d purchased bunk beds for their new “other” bedroom and my framed photograph was already sitting on the windowsill overlooking the pond—all the things you’re supposed to do to try and soften the blow to the innocent parties of a “civilized” split-up. Jennifer would be pleased.

			“Guys,” I said casually, as we neared the ceremonial marshmallow-toasting course of the meal, “I’ve been giving some thought to this summer. I think we should take a big vacation. If we could go anywhere and do anything, except go to Disney World, what would it be?” My work as a golf writer took me to Orlando every January for the annual PGA Merchandise Show and we usually made a small family vacation out of it. It was time to expand our horizons a bit, though.

			“I’d like to go fly-fishing,” Maggie said simply.

			This was no great surprise. We’d just finished the fly-fishing course at Bean and she’d not only been the only girl in a class of ten men and nine little boys, but the only child who earned the right to wear her graduation pin right side up for catching a small brook trout. She also displayed a natural instinct for identifying bugs and at one point startled the Bean instructors, and disgusted her male contemporaries, by identifying a dragonfly pupa and then, on a tongue-in-cheek dare from her favorite instructor, dramatically popping the small critter into her mouth and eating it. “That’s a sign,” the instructor whispered to me later, “of a real fishergirl.” Her maternal grandfather would undoubtedly have been pleased, but then Sam Bennie had been fly-fishing crazy, a charming Scotsman who tied his own flies and chased trout all over Scotland and the Alaskan Yukon. Perhaps fly-fishing was merely wandering through Maggie’s bloodline the way golf wandered through mine.

			“I want to see a rocket go up,” Jack said matter-of-factly. “And go to Africa.”

			I nodded, not surprised in the least my son would say this. We were always talking about rocket ships and Africa. Africa was the place, I’d told him, where the first human beings may have walked upright and where lions still roamed in the wild. He had loads of picture books about Africa but he was also a little boy drawn by the mysteries of space and flight. I’d painted stars on his dormer room ceiling and he was forever asking me questions about how far away the stars really were and what it felt like to fly. My nickname for him was Rocket.

			I held my marshmallow over the fire and told Jack I was fairly certain we would do those things in time.

			“What about taking a camping trip out West?” I tossed out casually.

			“Where out West?” Maggie seemed interested.

			“I dunno. Wyoming or Montana. The best trout streams in the world are out there. To say nothing about the incredible stuff along the way. We could do the Adirondacks. See the Badlands and Mount Rushmore. I’ve got a friend in Minnesota who wants to fish the Boundary Waters. Who knows, really.”

			I told them about Yellowstone Park, Old Faithful, herds of elk and bison in the wild, beautiful trout rivers I’d never seen, gorgeous desert canyons I’d never visited. It was a long way from Maine, I said, but wouldn’t it be fun to drive clear across America and see what we could find? I didn’t bother telling them why I was so anxious to leave home for a while.

			“Are you sure we’ll go see the space shuttle go up?” The Rocket was beginning to sound as worried as his old man.

			“Absolutely. You’ve got my word.”

			“Pinkie promise?” Maggie was a veteran negotiator who knew enough to invoke the ultimate verbal contract on behalf of her younger brother. I reached over and we hooked small fingers, sealing the deal.

			“Pinkie promise.”

			—

			Then something strange began to happen around us in the pines where the mountains met the sea.

			I’d just fetched The Soul of an Indian and started reading them a bit about an Indian child’s life when the campground began to fill up with other paying customers.

			A truck camper with Connecticut plates pulled into the site next to us and a man climbed out bellyaching at his wife. A baby was squalling within. We watched a pair of kids hop out and begin pestering the man for their bikes, which he unstrapped from the rear luggage rack and placed on the ground. They hopped on them and pedaled away whooping.

			We watched other vehicles arrive—a caravan of campers, the late arrivals of Luggage Rack Season. They pulled into campsites and threw up tents, cranked up generators, fired up electronic bug killers. Teenage girls were now sauntering past us on the road, playing rap music on a boom box, and I watched Maggie watching them. Behind us through the trees someone else turned on a gas generator and soon we heard a television set playing—the Red Sox were hosting the Twins at Fenway. There was a raucous burst of male laughter from another direction where, through the trees, an evening poker game was under way.

			“Dad,” Jack said, balancing his marshmallow over the flame, “next time can we bring our TV?”

			“Absolutely not,” I told him, a bit more sharply than I should have. “The point of camping is not to watch television.”

			“What is the point?”

			I told him I thought the point of camping was to get as close as possible to nature without being murdered in your sleep by mosquitoes. I said living close to nature was the Indian way.

			“Are there Indians around here?” Maggie wondered.

			I said there once had been—plenty of them. The Penobscot and Passamaquoddy tribes had lived here and all of the land where we were sitting had been part of Norumbega, the Indian name for Maine. I told them the first European explorers had mistakenly thought Norumbega was a mythical city whose streets were paved with gold and searched for it for many years but never found it.

			“Maybe it wasn’t there,” Rocket said.

			No, I said, Norumbega was there all right. I explained that the Europeans made the mistake of thinking that because Indians didn’t build grand cities like their own, they were basically godless and uncivilized. Indians saw life through a different lens, though. To build something permanent in nature, they knew, would be the quickest way to spoil God’s paradise. So they moved around all the time, making camp and living as close to the land as possible, taking only what they needed from it. I said their great-great-grandmother would have understood this thinking because she’d been a full-blooded Cherokee Indian woman, perhaps even a foundling from the Trail of Tears.

			“Cool,” Maggie said. “You mean we’re Indian, too?”

			“Some part of you.”

			“Me too?” Jack perhaps feared being left out but I had no intention of ever leaving him out.

			“You too.”

			—

			Emerson said we do not live an equal life, but one of contrasts and patchworks; now a little joy, then a sorrow. Someone else said a divorce is like the death of a small civilization.

			That’s exactly how I felt watching our children’s faces on the morning we broke the news to them about the divorce. Jack sat rigidly on my lap and finally began to shake with tears. Maggie, sitting with her mother in my faded green reading chair, squeezed her arms and refused to make eye contact with either of her parents, staring in stunned disbelief at a bookshelf. She had combed her own hair and pinned it up beautifully; she looked like a young princess being betrayed.

			Her mother spoke eloquently and bravely—it was perhaps her best moment ever, explaining how brokenhearted both of their parents were that things had come to this moment, but revealing our shared determination to create a better, perhaps even happier life from this unhappy time. Mom and Dad genuinely loved each other, she said, but they couldn’t live together and didn’t wish the two people they loved most to be caught in the cross fire. It was time, she added, for everybody to start healing. Then I took a turn at explaining the unexplainable, trying to calmly reassure our children that everything their mother said was true, that things would be better in time, the pain would subside, and with God’s help we would all eventually heal. It was perfectly natural to be sad, I said, afraid and angry and worried.

			I said these words with great conviction, and may have even believed them. But it still felt like a civilization was dying. After a little while and a lot of tears, they went out with their mother to see their new place on the salt marsh and Amos and I got in Old Blue, my truck, and drove to L. L. Bean to purchase a canoe.

			A week later, around noon on a Sunday, I finished packing up the truck. The rear cargo hold was full of gear, a new Discovery canoe was strapped on top, and the backseat had just enough room for the Medicine Bag and my guitar. I put the Medicine Bag in the backseat and returned to the house for my guitar, which Maggie had specifically asked me to bring.

			When I came back to the truck, two dogs had added themselves to the cargo hold. I ordered Bailey, our younger female golden, out of the truck and she obeyed because she’s an excellent dog and always does what her owners command. I ordered Amos out of the truck but he stuck his head out the window and rested his chin thoughtfully on the sill, ready to see the USA in our Chevrolet.

			“Look,” I tried to reason with him, “we’re not just going to the store for a loaf of bread. We’re going out West, to the land of sagebrush and rattlesnakes. Get out. You know how you hate heat.”

			He yawned, implying I should shake the lead out. I carried the guitar back to the house.

			The children and my wife were waiting for me at our favorite seaside restaurant, a lobster shack on the docks at Cundys Harbor. The place had recently been written up in USA Today as one of “Maine’s best-kept secrets,” which meant it was no secret anymore and the place was crawling with tourists and summer people. They looked so lithe and happy in their fresh sunburns and new summer clothes and we looked for all the world, I suppose, like the perfectly flawed four-part family we’d been not so long ago.

			Maggie was going West with me, Jack was accompanying his mother to Nantucket. That was the plan. This was the Brave New World of loving coparenting. Jennifer would be pleased but it made me sad to be leaving the Rocket behind, though he didn’t seem as unhappy as I thought he might be. He was thrilled about the prospect of riding a ferry to an island and asked me again if we would see a rocket go up and I promised him we would. Then I ordered my usual fried fish sandwich, realizing I didn’t have the appetite to eat it.

			—

			All travel, someone said, is a vanishing act. You decide to go and disappear down the rabbit hole.

			Two hours later, we crossed the great steel span over the Piscataqua River into New Hampshire and noticed a long line of tourist traffic headed north into Maine. A few miles farther, we came to a halt at the New Hampshire tolls. Thousands of people were flooding into Maine, thousands were going home. Old Blue was running hot, I noticed, and the air-conditioning wasn’t working at all. I’d forgotten to have it checked out so I switched it off. Maggie was busy unwrapping a new Trisha Yearwood cassette tape. She’d packed a small ecumenical arsenal of road tunes—country artists, Broadway show tunes, Disney themes, classical favorites. Music for all occasions and landscapes.

			“Dad,” she said, looking over, “please put on your shoulder harness.”

			I’m always forgetting to put on my shoulder harness. I obeyed and asked her if she planned to nag me about that for the next six weeks or five thousand miles, whichever came first.

			“If I have to,” she assured me with a big toothy grin.

			It struck me, as I said the words “six weeks,” that we really were leaving home and headed to God knows where. My truck was ten years old. My dog was almost fourteen, my daughter seven. None of them had any business wandering the roads of America. Perhaps I didn’t either. I was a professional traveler and my job took me to a lot of swell places in the world, but families on bootless odysseys were another matter. Modern families didn’t go on vacations like my family had in the fifties and sixties, led by the indefatigable Opti the Mystic—just hop in the car and go where the spirit leads them, with no reservations of any kind, seeing what they could kick up. They made airplane and hotel reservations, booked a car, bought the theme park tickets months in advance, made sure the restaurants accepted their brand of plastic, and bought trip insurance in case the whole thing was a flop.

			The car behind me tooted impatiently. He was anxious to get his vacation safely over with. The car ahead of me had rolled three whole feet and I had failed to keep pace. On one hand, the idea of what we were biting off was downright thrilling; on another, utterly terrifying.

			“Dad, you look worried.”

			“Do I? It’s this awful traffic, Mugs. At this rate we won’t make Boston by nightfall.”

			As usual, I was worried. Adopted Mainer E. B. White once said there is nothing sadder than a summer day, and a lovely Maine woman I knew who always buried cut flowers in her garden after they’d gone by insisted that every leave-taking, regardless of size, should be properly observed and mourned. Perhaps I was simply doing that—mourning a bit. Often, before I went on a long trip, I swept the walk or watered my rosebushes as a final act of homage to home. But as we sat there clogged in tourist traffic, I remembered that I’d forgotten to do that, pay homage, this time.

			The larger truth was, though, I was worried about the world we were leaving behind, and worrying about the world we would come home to inherit. Too sad to stay but anxious to go, I was suddenly sorely tempted to turn Old Blue around and just go straight home and water my roses, forget this nutty idea of driving all the way out to Yellowstone Park because the embarrassing truth was, I had no idea where we’d go after reaching Boston—I’d been so preoccupied with throwing together this hasty expedition that I’d somehow neglected to choose an actual starting point for our great camping trip West. It had never felt real—or for that matter necessary—until this very moment.

			“Cinchy. Why don’t you take another road?”

			My daughter pointed to an exit ramp just ahead of us on the highway. “Cinchy” was her hip first-grade word for any question that had a simple or obvious answer.

			I smiled at her, took the exit, and soon found us on a highway I once knew very well, a winding blacktop road that led us west through small towns with green commons and stone soldiers facing south, where Independence Day flags still hung from porches and geraniums bloomed in cemeteries.

			Old Blue cooled down and Amos hung his big head out the window to let the rushing wind flap his jowls. Maggie sang along with Trisha Yearwood, a lovely torch song about somebody aching to hit the road after a love affair gone wrong, anxious to get out from under a rain cloud and find a way to live again. Funny how some perfect stranger can sing your deepest thoughts. The sound of my fishergirl’s sweet voice made my anxiety begin to lift like Portland fog.

			A few minutes later, it suddenly came to me where we could go—someplace I’d almost forgotten about, a beautiful river where I’d once begun another life before I somehow found my way here.

			Cinchy.

			And with that, we slipped down the rabbit hole.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			Trout Music

			THE SUN WAS dropping into the hills, casting a golden hue over the broad Connecticut River as we rambled over its darkly swirling currents into Vermont. I’d been calmly driving for two hours, alternately chatting with my daughter about this and that and then being left alone to angle in the quiet rivers of my own thoughts, still vaguely trying to sort out some kind of reasonable itinerary. I was feeling slightly better and Maggie, displaying the faith of a mustard seed, seemed downright thrilled to be headed God knows where after trout.

			She asked if we could stop and fish the Connecticut and I replied that we couldn’t because I hoped to make the banks of the Green instead before dusk. It was only a few miles ahead and I even knew a place we might pitch camp.

			“What’s the Green?”

			“A river. The place I learned to fly-cast by verse.”

			“Did Granddaddy teach you to fish there?”

			“No. He taught me to spin-fish in North Carolina. Fly-fishing is something I picked up much later. Spin-casting and fly-fishing are entirely different, Mugs. Sort of like hockey compared to figure skating.”

			“Who taught you to fly-fish?”

			I smiled at the image of his face.

			“Funny old guy. Just somebody I met when I first came to Vermont.” A moment more and I recalled his oddly apt nickname. “Saint Cecil.”

			“Was he really a saint?” We’d recently read a book about Saint Francis.

			“No. Just a retired college professor. A devoted dry-fly man.”

			“Tell me,” she said, and crossed her bare legs Indian style on the seat, anticipating the tale.

			I had six weeks and nothing better to do. So I told her.

			—

			“As I frequently used to say to my overly serious first-year students at seminary, naked cameth I into this world and naked I shall surely leave it, except perhaps for the Hardy Brothers split-cane fly rod and a couple Royal Coachmen and the odd brookie in my creel. My little funny was meant to loosen them up, prepare them for a life that takes itself much too seriously, though I’m afraid it seldom had the desired effect. The Lord loves a good joke, you know. That’s what I used to say. Except those we see fit to elect to higher office.”

			The speaker was a powerful-looking man in his late sixties, bullnecked, sun-wrinkled, his bristly hair gone the color of new snow. He had a small audience of attractive young women drinking white wine.

			“That’s Saint Cecil,” Dorothy whispered to me, “my late aunt Edna’s husband, an old lefty preacher who’s positively mad for fly-fishing. He used to teach New Testament at some Bible college down South until they ran him off. Not shy for opinions on any subject, I’m afraid. He and my aunt always came for the Bach festival in Marlboro and he’s just kept coming. He’ll be underfoot here at least a week.” She issued a small tragic sigh, then glanced at me. I was her new tenant, having just signed the lease on the small wood-heated house she owned on the banks of Vermont’s Green River. “You’re from the South. I nearly forgot. Please tell me you adore trout fishing.”

			I hated to disappoint her, but she seized my arm and dragged me over to meet her uncle regardless. He threw his hand at me like a punch and nearly fractured a couple knuckles squeezing my hand.

			“I know why I’m here,” he declared with a booming Alabama drawl, “to soak up the two-hunnerd-year-old strains of a Leipzig choirmaster and chase truite de mer. That’s French Canadian for eastern brook trout. Question is, why the hell are you so far from home?”

			It wasn’t a question I was fully prepared to answer. I didn’t wish to tell him I’d run away from home at age thirty, so I smiled and mumbled something polite about taking a year off from my journalism career, a hiatus, a much-needed sabbatical before I resumed interviewing politicians and murder suspects for my magazines.

			“Reporter, eh?” The revelation seemed to annoy him. “Do you fly-fish?”

			I said no and explained that I used to bass-fish with spinner bait but I mostly played golf now.

			“Golf’s a splendid game for old men,” he agreed, lowering the tide in his wineglass by half with one swallow. “Tell you what. I’ve got
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