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MAY 28
CANAAN, VERMONT

Live Free or Die

It was raining, a cold steady drizzle that belied the coming of spring. Claire, a reporter, probably the only reporter, for the News and Sentinel, Colebrook, New Hampshire’s “independent but not neutral” newspaper, sat on a rock looking very bored. Who could blame her? We weren’t going to win Claire any Pulitzer Prize, but in Colebrook, New Hampshire, we were news. In Colebrook, two coots setting out to canoe the entire length of the Connecticut River was front-page news, especially since we had a hook.

When Ramsay asked me if I’d make this trip, I said I’d do it under one condition: no camping. “I’m too old to be sleeping on the ground, cooking over an open campfire, and crapping in the woods,” I told him, “and so are you.”

“But Bugsy,” he’d said, “where will we stay?”

I’d been watching the movie A Streetcar Named Desire with Marlon Brando and Vivian Leigh, so I said, “We’ll rely on the kindness of strangers, like Blanche Dubois.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means at the end of the day, instead of putting up a tent and getting eaten by black flies and mosquitoes, we’ll find some stranger who’ll offer us a hot shower, wine us, dine us, and then tuck us into a couple of nice soft beds.”

“Well, I hope you and Blanche have a good time,” Ramsay said, and hung up.

I thought that was the end of our trip, but after a couple of days, Ramsay called back. “Okay,” he said, “let’s do it.”

In his retirement, Ramsay had become hooked on a TV reality show called Beg, Borrow, and Deal. I’d never seen the show, but as Ramsay explained it, the idea behind Beg, Borrow, and Deal was that three couples would race from New York to San Francisco relying solely on their wits. In addition to finding room, board, and transportation, they’d have to complete ten of twenty assigned tasks. The three examples Ramsay gave were score a goal on a NHL goalie, beat an NBA player in a game of H-O-R-S-E, and have your picture taken with an Olympic gold medalist wearing the medal. “Hot damn,” he said, “if these kids can talk their way into those types of things, surely we can find somebody to put us up for a night.”

Not wanting to dampen Ramsay’s newfound enthusiasm, I didn’t tell him I had no intention of begging, borrowing, and dealing my way down the Connecticut River. The strangers we’d be staying with weren’t going to be strangers at all. They’d be people I’d met through Deerfield, Amherst, and working thirty years in conservation. Sure, there’d be nights we couldn’t find anybody, but when that happened, we’d pull out some plastic and check into the nearest motel, hotel, or reputable bed-and-breakfast. Nothing begs, borrows or deals better than an American Express card, and I wasn’t leaving home without it.

Then a funny thing happened. Ramsay’s an organizational freak. He likes to plan things down to the minutest detail, so once we decided we’d make the trip, he began reading everything he could divine on canoeing the Connecticut. One of the books he found was The Complete Boating Guide to the Connecticut River (the Guide), published by the Connecticut River Watershed Council (CRWC). When Ramsay called CRWC to order a copy, he began talking with Whitty Sanford, CRWC’s associate director. During their conversation, Ramsay mentioned we were planning to paddle the entire river relying solely on the kindness of strangers. That piqued Whitty’s interest. “Maybe we can help,” she said. “If you’ll prepare a press release describing your trip, we’ll e-mail it to our members. You guys sound nutty enough that some of them might be willing to put you up.”

On Good Friday, 2003, the Connecticut River Watershed Council sent the following press release to its fifteen hundred members:


NEWS … NEWS … NEWS …

For Immediate Release—April 4, 2003

GREY HAIRED RIVER PADDLERS SEEKING “THE KINDNESS OF STRANGERS”

Connecticut River Watershed—Starting at the Canadian border in late May, two 60-year-old optimists will climb into a canoe and begin the 400+ mile trek down the Connecticut River to Old Saybrook, CT. Having no interest in carrying any equipment and sleeping outdoors, these carefree canoers plan to paddle ashore each evening to seek food, drink, and shelter from “the kindness of strangers.” They hope to reach Old Saybrook on July 4.

“They assure me they’re very affable company and would be good house guests,” says Whitty Sanford, Associate Director of the Connecticut River Watershed Council, which is assisting the pair in planning this leap of faith. “We are hoping that others along the river will be willing to take them in for a night. My husband and I are looking forward to hosting them in mid to late June.”

The bowman is Dave Morine, a native of Arlington, MA and a graduate of Deerfield Academy and Amherst College. During the ’70s and ’80s, Dave was the head of land acquisition for The Nature Conservancy. For the last twelve years, he’s been a professional writer who’s written several humorous books including GOOD DIRT: Confessions of a Conservationist and VACATIONLAND: A Half Century Summering in Maine. Dave’s latest book, SMALL CLAIMS: My Little Trials in Life will come out in June while he is on the river. Will he be writing about this trip? “That’ll depend on the kindness of the strangers,” Dave says. “At our age, there’s nothing humorous about drinking alone and sleeping on the ground.”

In the stern, doing all the heavy lifting, will be Ramsay Peard, formerly of Baltimore, MD and a graduate of Princeton. Peard started his working career with The Boston Consulting Group and ended as the CEO of a medical products company in Cincinnati. Says Peard, “I’ve caught a blue marlin off Los Cabos, had two holes in one, and met Teddy Kennedy at the Manchester, New Hampshire airport; other than that, this trip will be my greatest adventure. By the way, what’s a black fly?”

When asked if their wives approve of them taking off for a month, both men reflected that, “they seem absolutely jubilant.”

Strangers within easy drive of the River who are interested in perhaps hosting these two grey haired beggars should contact the Water-shed Council.



Ramsay called me the first thing Saturday morning. He was very upset. “Bugsy,” he said, “Whitty screwed us. Our press release said I’d met Ted Kennedy at the Manchester airport, but Whitty felt it was politically incorrect to say I’d met him in the men’s room so she left it out. Hell, that was my best line.”

It was his best line, but given the senator’s checkered past, Whitty was right to leave it out, not that it mattered. On Easter Monday morning, CRWC had fifty-five responses from strangers all up and down the river offering to put us up. Ramsay was ecstatic. “Bugsy,” he said when he called, “Whitty just e-mailed me the list. I’m going to start calling tonight, but we’ve got a problem.”

“What’s that?”

“A lot of them appear to be single women.”

“Ramsay, don’t flatter yourself. Nobody’s going to mistake us for Newman and Redford.”

“Hell, Bugsy, after a long cold winter, they might.”

One of the strangers who’d responded was John Harrigan, the owner and editor emeritus of the News and Sentinel. When Ramsay called, John sounded genuinely enthused about our trip. He told Ramsay he was going to throw us a barbeque when we got to Canaan, the little town in the northeast corner of Vermont where we planned to shove off. That got Ramsay all excited. He was thrilled with the way the trip had caught fire and was looking forward to a big send-off.

Ruth, my wife, was driving us to Canaan. Just before we reached the bridge where we’d put in, Ramsay told Ruth and me he’d come up with a great bit. “When we shove off,” he said, “we’ll start paddling upstream. Then, when everybody starts yelling we’re going the wrong way, we’ll paddle back to shore, get out, and say, ‘Hell, what’s for lunch.’”

When we got to the bridge, Claire, the reporter, was the only one there. “Where’s John?” Ramsay said, looking around for the crowd and the barbeque.

“He went fishing,” Claire said, “but he told me to take your picture and give you this.”

She handed Ramsay a brown paper bag. Ramsay took the bag and pulled out a six-pack of Pabst Blue Ribbon beer. Grudgingly, he popped one open. He was mad. Ramsay didn’t like being stood up, but that wasn’t Claire’s problem. Having delivered John’s gift, she sat on the rock in the rain and watched while we unloaded the car and packed the canoe.

Once we were set, Claire asked if we’d stand on the bank with our paddles so she could take our picture. It was then I noticed how odd Ramsay looked. He’d switched his regular tortoiseshell glasses for a pair of prescription sunglasses with dark lenses and heavy black frames, like Roy Orbison used to wear. In addition to the glasses, he’d donned a floppy, wide-brim boonie hat, the kind the army wore in Desert Storm, and for some reason, he’d put his life vest on under his sweatshirt. “Ramsay,” I said, “why’s your life vest under your sweatshirt? It makes you look like the Incredible Hulk.”

“If we tip over,” he said, “you’ll want to get the heavy stuff off fast, and you can’t do that if you have your life vest over it.”

From past experience, we stood a good chance of tipping over. Still, I preferred wearing my life vest on the outside. I wasn’t going to end up on the front page of the News and Sentinel looking like the Incredible Hulk.

With our picture taken, Ramsay chugged what was left of his Pabst, handed Claire the empty can, and said, “Here. Tell John he can keep his five-cent deposit.”

I kissed Ruth goodbye and steadied the canoe while the Hulk lumbered into the stern. Once he was settled, I picked up my paddle and eased into the bow. “Okay,” I said to Ruth, “you can push us off.”

She did, and for a moment we hung suspended in an eddy. Then the current grabbed us and the river quickly proved who was boss. It swirled us sideways and whisked us downstream toward a long set of riffles. “Hot damn, Bugsy,” Ramsay yelled, “Give me some speed!”

I started paddling knowing if we hit the riffles sideways, we were sure to flip over, but Ramsay got us straightened out just in time. Through the crisp, clear water, I could see a carpet of green moss flying along below us. Ramsay kept yelling and I kept paddling as the canoe kept bobbing its way down the Connecticut.

After a frantic half-mile, the river flattened and the water calmed. I stopped paddling to catch my breath and heard Ruth calling from what seemed very far away. I looked up and through the steady rain saw her standing high on a bluff on the New Hampshire side. She had both arms over her head waving, but before I could lift my paddle to wave back, we rounded a bend, and Ruth was gone.

It was then it hit me. What in the world had I done? Here I was, alone on a river paddling four hundred miles with a guy I hadn’t seen in twenty years. Neither of us knew squat about canoeing, and if by some miracle we made it through the days, we’d be spending the nights with complete strangers. Why had I ever agreed to go on this trip? I must have been out of my mind.
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After a few miles, it become obvious we had a problem. The upper Connecticut meanders through a series of seemingly never-ending oxbows. Paddling around them was literally a pain in the ass unless you let the current work for you, but Ramsay kept cutting every corner, which meant we were constantly losing the current and running aground.

“Whoa,” he’d say as the stern of the Mad River suddenly spun sideways. “I don’t understand what’s happening here. Every now and then, the canoe just turns for no reason.”

“That’s because you keep moving us out of the current. Keep to the far bank, then we’ll stay with it.”

“No way, Bugsy. That would add a quarter of a mile to every turn.”

Some genius at Princeton must have impressed on Ramsay that the shortest distance between two points was a straight line. However, the river, unencumbered by a Princeton education, didn’t care about the shortest distance. It was looking for the path of least resistance, which meant the current kept weaving back and forth. When the river turned, the greatest speed was always on the outside bank, like the horses on the outside of a merry-go-round or the last skater in a pinwheel. But Ramsay wouldn’t accept that fact. “Water’s water,” he maintained. “Why go around the outside of the loop when we can go right through it?” He kept cutting every corner, and we kept losing the current and running aground.

As bowman, it was up to me to get out and pull us free. The water was freezing and the riverbed was covered with slippery, fist-size stones that hurt my feet. Every time I got out, my feet were getting bruised and cold. After Ramsay put us aground for about the fifth time, I’d had it. As I took off my shoes and socks, I was about to tell him if he couldn’t stay with the current he’d have to give up the stern, but I bit my tongue.

During our planning, I’d discovered Ramsay didn’t take criticism very well. This fact came to light when Whitty Sanford told him she wanted a photo of us to send out with our press release. When Ramsay called to tell me we needed a picture, I told him not to worry, I’d send one to Whitty that very day. “No, no,” he said, “you don’t understand. It has to be of us together.”

“Together? Ramsay, in case you’ve forgotten, we haven’t seen each other in twenty years.”

“No problem. I’ve got a buddy down the street who’s got a digital camera. He’s going to take a head and shoulders shot of me standing ten feet in front of a pine tree. You get a guy to do the same and e-mail the picture to my buddy. Then he’ll merge them and e-mail the result to Whitty.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. That would take all day, and I don’t have a day to waste on some picture.”

There was a long, stony silence at the other end of the line. Finally, Ramsay said, “Bugsy, it’s no big deal. All you have to do is get your picture taken and e-mail it to my buddy. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“It may not be a big deal for you, but it’s a big deal for me. Assuming I could find someone who has a digital camera, I wouldn’t want to ask them to give up the time to take a picture of me standing ten feet in front of a pine tree, then e-mailing it to your buddy. What do you say I just send your buddy some pictures of me and he can use one of them? If that doesn’t work, send Whitty a picture of you. Believe me, my feelings won’t be hurt if I’m not in it.”

Ramsay had been calling me every day for two months. Now, for four days, I didn’t hear a word. On the fifth, he called. He was very serious. “Bugsy,” he said. “I once dated a girl who wanted me to go out on a boat with her for the weekend. When I told a buddy what I was doing, he said, ‘Don’t you know the rule about boats? Every day you spend on a boat with someone, the boat gets a foot shorter.’ Well, I figure we just lost about five feet of canoe on this picture deal.”

As my toes hit the water, I kept biting my tongue. I didn’t need to be losing five feet of a sixteen-foot canoe, not on our first day. Besides, what did I care. It was Ramsay’s trip. If he wanted to cut corners, let him cut corners. Now that I was on the river, it wasn’t like I had anything better to do. Still, as the rocks chewed at my feet, I could feel the canoe shrinking.

By the time I worked us free and climbed back into the bow, my feet were too numb to feel the cuts and bruises. But I didn’t say a word. Having resolved not to confront Ramsay, I developed a private protest. The seats of the Mad River were attached to the gunnels with wooden pegs. When I leaned hard into the paddle, the pressure on the seat would make the pegs squeak. For the next 398 miles, making the pegs squeak was my way of telling Ramsay he was being an asshole. If Ramsay ever broke the code, he never let on, but hearing the squeaks always made me feel better. On the bright side, I was gaining new respect for our canoe. All the crunching and scraping didn’t seem to bother it one bit. This despite the fact it was a cheap, bottom-of-the-line “second” that Mad River Canoes had given to CRWC and Whitty had lent to us.
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On this, our first day, we’d planned to go from Canaan to Cole-brook, a distance of ten miles. Not being experienced paddlers, we had no idea how long it would take us, but somewhere in his research, Ramsay had read that the current in this part of the river ranged from two to three miles per hour. Even with Ramsay constantly running us aground, we’d probably make it to Colebrook in less than four hours, so having nothing better to do, I decided to sit back and enjoy the ride.

In truth, there wasn’t much to enjoy. For the most part, the ride was cold, rainy, and boring. The Guide said to watch for deer, moose, bear, mink, muskrat, fox, and turkey, but a flock of eight common mergansers had assumed the role as our advance party. Every time we got to within a hundred yards of them, they’d take off downstream, quacking and beating their wings on the water. Thanks to the mergansers, there was no chance we were going to surprise any wildlife.

“Bugsy,” Ramsay said, “have you noticed all those trails coming down to the water? What do you think formed them? Cattle?”

I looked up and saw he was pointing to a muddy slide on the bank. “No, those are moose slides. Pull over and I’ll show you the tracks.”

Sure enough, when we pulled over the shoreline was covered with tracks. Moose tracks were the most obvious, but on closer inspection I found evidence of turkeys, foxes, raccoons, even a bear. Ramsay was duly impressed, as well he should have been. “Bugsy, how do you know all this stuff?”

“Well, I’ve been working in conservation for thirty years. During that time, you figure I had to learn something.”

Actually, I knew very little about nature. My time with The Nature Conservancy was spent saving land, not studying flora and fauna, but I wasn’t going to tell Ramsay that. Better he thought I was some great outdoorsman. That way, he might listen to me when I told him to stay with the current. But he didn’t. As we came to the next bend, he started to cut the corner. “Ramsay,” I said, “stay to the far bank. That way, you’ll keep the current.”

“No way. I’m taking it close. Just keep paddling.”

Squeak! Squeak! Squeak! CRUNCH!
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Earl Bunnell was our first “stranger.” We were going to meet Earl at the Colebrook Bridge. The plan Ramsay had worked out with all our strangers was that he’d call them two nights before we were going to arrive to see if they were still willing to put us up. If they were, he’d call again the night before we arrived and tell them where to meet us. Finally, he’d call a third time when we got to the meeting spot.

Ramsay had called Earl Bunnell just before he’d left Cincinnati, then again the night before from Cornish, Vermont, where we’d stayed with Claire Porter, one of Ruth’s college roommates. Now, as we pulled in under the Colebrook Bridge, he’d have to go find a phone to tell Earl we’d arrived. We’d made a conscious decision not to bring a cell phone. Time on a river’s meant to be quiet and peaceful, not yapping on some cell phone.

The sun had come out, so Ramsay had taken off his sweatshirt. That left him wearing his life vest over a T-shirt. Before the trip, I’d gone to Wal-Mart and bought a snazzy BassMaster aquamarine life vest with gray lining and black trim. It looked manly. Ramsay, on the other hand, had gone into his basement and found a little kid’s life vest that had long ago belonged to his daughter. It was candy-apple red with blue lining and white trim. It looked girlie. I hoped Ramsay wouldn’t have to go too far to find a phone. Dressed in his dark Roy Orbison sunglasses, Desert Storm boonie hat, and red, white, and blue little girlie life vest, he was one weird-looking dude.

After about half an hour, Ramsay came running back down the embankment. “Bugsy,” he gasped, “I’ve got to get my cards. There’s a cop helping me out. He’s waiting in a squad car on top of the bridge.”

“A cop’s driving you around?” That didn’t sound good.

“Yeah, I had to walk all the way into town before I found a phone. While I was looking up Earl’s number, this cop came by and asked me what I was doing. I told him I was trying to find Earl Bunnell, but there were two Earl Bunnells in the book, and I only had enough change for one call. When I mentioned I had the number back at my canoe, he said, ‘Get in. I’ll drive you out there.’ Pretty neat, huh?” Pretty strange was more like it, but maybe small-town cops had nothing better to do than drive weird-looking guys around.

Ramsay dove into his duffel and found the waterproof plastic bag where he kept his maps, the 3 × 5 index cards he made for all of our potential hosts, and his copy of the Guide. He opened the waterproof plastic bag, found Earl’s card, scribbled down the number, and carefully put the card back in the bag and the bag back in the duffel. I would have just taken the card with me, but Ramsay had a rule: His cards never left his duffel. That done, he ran back up the bank.

Typical of Ramsay’s anal attention to detail, each card contained the name, address, telephone number, and a short first impression based on his initial call. Earl’s card read, “Old New Englander.” When I’d asked Ramsay how he’d formed his opinions, he said, “Easy, I chat ’em up and see how they react to my lines.”

“Lines? What lines?” Nobody was going to mistake Ramsay for Groucho Marx.

“I’d start them off with, ‘Hi, this is Ramsay Peard with the Kindness of Strangers Expedition. Your mother asked me to call and tell you you’re not exercising very good judgment.’ If that got a laugh, I’d tell them my golfing buddies said I must be crazy to spend a month in a canoe with a guy I hadn’t seen in twenty years, but after thinking about it, I figured, ‘What the hell, Bugsy couldn’t have gotten any worse.’ Finally, when they asked what we’d like for dinner, I’d say, ‘If the beer’s cold, who cares?’ That was to make sure we didn’t get stuck with anybody who didn’t drink.”

The bulk of Ramsay’s notations were factual, such as “Has car-top canoe capability,” or “Will be in Wyoming from 6/21 to 6/28.” The most self-serving was “Doesn’t drink, but will buy us beer.” The least complimentary, “Very dull!” The most enthusiastic, “Super guy!”

Ramsay only gave out two “Super guys!” John Harrigan, the newspaperman, was one. John got his rating because when Ramsay called, John told him he raised sheep and didn’t want to hear any sheep jokes. Ramsay said not to worry, he didn’t know any sheep jokes, which was true. Except for some very old golf stories, Ramsay didn’t know any jokes, sheep or otherwise. When John told Ramsay to take down his 800 number, Ramsay said, “Hold on, I’ve got to find a pen,” to which John said, “Hey, watch it, that’s a sheep joke.” Bingo, that and the fact he was going to throw us a barbeque made John a “Super guy!” At least until he stiffed us and went fishing.

Ramsay’s other “Super guy!” was Bill Webster, a Dartmouth grad who owned a home on Fenwick Island, a swishy enclave in Old Saybrook right at the mouth of the river. Fenwick Island would be our last stop. When Bill asked Ramsay what date he thought we’d be getting there, Ramsay said he wasn’t sure, but figured it’d probably be around July Fourth. Bill said that would be perfect because he always had a big Fourth of July party, and we could be the honored guests. “To be honest,” Ramsay said, “don’t get carried away on our account. There’s a chance we might crap out before we ever reach the Sound.”

“Nonsense,” Bill said. “I’ve got a thirty-two-foot cabin cruiser. You get to Hartford, and I’ll come get you. Then, for the party, I’ll let you off a half-mile upstream. While we set off some fireworks, you can paddle in. It’ll be a real show.”

Somewhere during the conversation, Bill mentioned his next-door neighbor on Fenwick Island was Katharine Hepburn, and somehow, Ramsay got the impression Katharine would be at the party. For Ramsay, a thirty-two-foot cabin cruiser, fireworks, and Katharine Hepburn were more than enough to rate Bill Webster a “Super guy!”
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Ramsay hadn’t been gone more than few minutes when a rosy-cheeked octogenarian dressed in a coat and tie appeared under the Colebrook bridge. “You one of those guys canoeing the river?” he said.

“Guilty as charged,” I said. “You must be Earl Bunnell.”

“Where’s the other guy?”

“A cop just drove him into town. He’s trying to call you.”

“That guy’s always calling me,” said Earl, clearly exasperated with Ramsay’s three-call system. “I told him I had to go to a friend’s funeral this afternoon and would meet you here at four. I’m going home to get my truck. You all right sitting here?”

“Just fine.”

“Okay, I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes.”

“What about Ramsay?”

“If the cops got him, serves him right. All he had to do was wait until four.”

Right at four, Earl and I were loading the Mad River into the back of Earl’s pickup truck, when I saw Ramsay trudging our way. His little girlie vest was unzipped in the front and the brim of his boonie hat was stained with sweat. Behind his dark sunglasses, I could see he was pissed. Ramsay didn’t like glitches, and not being able to get a hold of Earl was a definite glitch. “Ramsay,” I said, when he reached the truck, “meet Earl Bunnell.”

I was sure Ramsay was going to quiz Earl on why he hadn’t waited for his call, but Earl beat him to the punch. “Ramsay,” he said, “it’s about time you showed up. While you were out sightseeing, Dave and I were doing all the work.”

That immediately defused Ramsay. “Earl,” he said, “if you got Bugsy to do some work, you’d be the first.”

On the way to Earl’s house, Ramsay told us the cop had driven him back to the police station and let him use their phone. While Ramsay was talking to Earl’s wife, Irene, the cop got called out on a case, so Ramsay had to hoof it all the way back to the bridge. “Earl, people aren’t too friendly up here,” he said. “I tried bumming, but nobody would pick me up. I swear a few guys actually sped up when they passed me.”

Seeing Ramsay in his boonie hat, dark sunglasses, and little girlie vest, I couldn’t blame them. I sure as hell wouldn’t have stopped for him.

Earl lived out in the country a few miles north of the Cole-brook Bridge. His modest but comfortable two-story wooden house sat back in a field off of Route 102, the main road running along the Vermont side of the river. Earl pulled into the driveway, parked his truck, and after we left our shoes by the door, (which is the custom in the North Country), he ushered us in. After introducing us to Irene, Earl asked us if we’d like a drink. Surveying Earl’s well-stocked bar, I said, “Sure, how about a Myers’s Rum and tonic.”

“I can do that,” Earl said “How about you, Ramsay?”

“I’ll have a cold beer, if you’ve got one.”

Earl got Ramsay a beer from the refrigerator, then went over to the bar to fix drinks for me, Irene, and himself. While Irene started dinner, Ramsay went outside for a smoke, and I wandered into a small den off of the kitchen. The den was full of family photos. I immediately was taken by a black-and-white picture of an attractive, middle-aged woman sitting on a rock holding an English setter puppy. “Who’s this?” I said to Earl.

“Oh, that’s Vicki, our daughter,” Earl said, handing me my rum and tonic.

“Vicki’s an attractive woman. Where’s she now?”

“Vicki’s dead. She was murdered six years ago.”

I almost dropped my drink. “I’m awfully sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

“You might have read about it.” Earl said, studying the picture. “It was national news. The guy who murdered her killed two state troopers, the editor of the paper, and wounded three other people before they finally got him.”

I might have remembered something about a mass murder in northern New England, but with so many mass murders in the news, I wasn’t sure. I took a gulp of my drink hoping Ramsay would come in, but he was still outside having his smoke. Earl took his bourbon and water and sat down at the kitchen table. I joined him while Irene kept cooking. There was a long, awkward silence.

Now what? I could ask more about Vicki, or I could change the subject. Changing the subject seemed like the polite thing to do, only I didn’t want to change the subject. If Earl and Irene wanted to talk about Vicki, that was their call. Why ignore it? “Earl,” I said, “I think I remember something about a mass murder up here, but I don’t know the details. If you want to talk about it, that’s fine, if not, we can move on to something else.”

“The guy was trouble,” Earl said. “Always had been.”

“Vicki called him a time bomb,” Irene added, not looking up from the stove.

“Vicki had a gun, but it wasn’t loaded,” Earl said. “She kept the clip locked in a drawer. When she saw Drega drive up—that was his name, Carl Drega—she couldn’t find the key. Vicki never had a chance. He shot her in the back as she was running to her car.”

At that moment, Ramsay came in. “Ramsay, Earl and Irene are telling me about their daughter, Vicki. She was murdered six years ago.”

Ramsay took a sip of his beer and sat down without saying a word. For the next hour, neither of us said much. Instead we listened to Earl and Irene tell us about Vicki and how she’d come to be murdered by Carl Drega, the time bomb that finally went off.

Earl and Irene had two children, Earl and Vicki. After finishing school, Earl Jr. got a job with the New Hampshire Registry of Motor Vehicles and moved to Colebrook. He still lived there, which was why Ramsay had found two Earl Bunnells in the phone book. Vicki had gone to Plymouth State College and then to the University of Puget Sound Law School in Tacoma. “Graduated with honors,” Earl said.

Vicki came home after law school, worked for a while with a lawyer in Colebrook, then hung out her own shingle. Over the years, she established a practice that dealt mostly with child custody cases, adoption, family abuse, and the environment. She never married and lived with her English setter in Columbia, a little town on the New Hampshire side of the river just south of Colebrook.

“In 1990, Vicki was elected a selectman for Columbia,” Earl said. “That’s when she got drawn into a long-running fight the town was having with Drega, an ex-Army MP who moved up here in the early seventies. Drega built a house down on the river, but in order to reduce his taxes, he never finished it. After a while, the neighbors started complaining his tar-paper siding was an eyesore, so the town hit him with a zoning violation. From then on, it was one battle after another.”

“Did Drega have a family?” I said.

“Naw, he was a loner, and a real nut. He had a bunch of guns and was always shooting them off. He never went anywhere unarmed. He’d strap a pistol on just to walk out for the mail. People were scared to death of him.”

“The neighbors all thought he was weirder than a three-dollar bill,” Irene said.

“Vicki got crossways with Drega one night in 1991,” Earl said. “She was working late in the selectmen’s office when he showed up and began rummaging through the property files trying to find out what other people were paying in taxes. Vicki told him the town hall was closed and he’d have to leave. Drega said he wouldn’t go so she called the state police. When they came, Drega still wouldn’t leave so they cuffed him and physically lugged him out. He was madder than a wet hen. After that, Vicki was on his hit list, and she knew it. Drega told her point blank he was going to kill her. Then he started sending her notes saying the same thing.”

“Damn, Earl,” Ramsay said, “couldn’t she get a restraining order against him?”

“She had all that stuff, but it didn’t do any good. Drega had a whole list of people he said he was going to kill. Everybody knew it, but nobody would do anything about it. That’s why Vicki got a gun.”

On August 19, 1997, at 2:45 p.m., Drega exploded. According to clippings Earl had from the News and Sentinel, two state troopers pulled Drega over after he’d run a red light in downtown Colebrook. As they approached his pickup, Drega, who was 67 at the time, pulled out an automatic rifle and shot both of them. Leslie Lord, 45, died instantly, but Scott Phillips, 32, managed to stagger into an adjacent field before he collapsed. While a number of people watched in horror, Drega, who was wearing a bulletproof vest, got out of his pickup, calmly walked over to where Phillips was lying, and shot him four times. Then he got into the police cruiser and headed for the building that housed Vicki’s law office and the News and Sentinel, John Harrigan’s newspaper.

“Someone had the presence of mind to call Vicki and tell her Drega was coming,” Earl said, “but before Vicki could find the key to the drawer where she kept the clip to her gun, he pulled up in the squad car. When she saw him get out, she ran back to the News and Sentinel and told everybody to get out, Drega was coming and he had a gun.”

It was too late. Dennis Joos, editor of the News and Sentinel, tried to tackle Drega as he came through the door chasing Vicki, but Drega shot him dead. Then Drega followed Vicki out into the parking lot and shot her once in the back with the assault rifle as she was getting into her car. That was enough. Vicki, one of the North Country’s brightest stars, had been murdered by some wacko everybody knew was a nutcase who should have been put away years ago. Having killed four people in Colebrook, Drega got back in the police cruiser and raced over the Colebrook Bridge, the same bridge where Earl had picked us up, into Vermont. By that time, every enforcement officer, local, state, or federal, in the North Country was after him.

“Drega ended up wounding a game and fish officer, a border patrol agent, and another state trooper before they finally got him,” Earl said. “Shot him dead in a lumberyard just south of here in North Stratford, which was good. At least we had closure the same day. We’d never have made it through a long, drawn-out trial.”

Irene nodded.

Later that night, as I lay in bed, it occurred to me why the cop had given Ramsay a ride back to the bridge. After what happened to Vicki, some oddball wandering around Colebrook dressed in dark sunglasses, a boonie hat, and what could have been a bulletproof vest looking for Earl Bunnell would have raised a few eyebrows.

I also realized I’d met Vicki. In the summer of ’83, Champion International, the big paper company, gave Fourth Connecticut Lake, a small bog just 300 yards south of the Canadian border that is the headwaters of the Connecticut, to The Nature Conservancy. At the time, Ramsay had just divorced his first wife and was visiting Ruth and me at our cabin in Maine. Champion International was having a big dedication ceremony at Fourth Connecticut Lake, and as the head of land acquisition for the Conservancy, I’d driven over to accept the deed. It turned out Vicki was the local attorney we’d hired to record it. I remembered her because she came to the ceremony with an English setter, probably the mother of the puppy in the picture. When I got back from the ceremony that night, I mentioned to Ramsay how the Connecticut was truly a New England river in that it started right at the Canadian border and ran all the way to Long Island Sound. That’s when he got the idea that someday we should canoe it. Now, twenty years later, here we were spending the first night of our trip with Vicki’s parents in Vicki’s house, maybe even in Vicki’s bed. Amazing.
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MAY 29
ACROSS FROM COLEBROOK, NEW HAMPSHIRE

Nobody Gets Lost on a River

Over breakfast, Ramsay asked Earl if he would mind driving us down to North Stratford so we could avoid fooling with the dam at Lyman Falls. Putting in at North Stratford meant we’d skip fourteen miles of river, or a whole day’s paddling, but I was in full agreement. According to the Guide, “The breached Lyman Falls Dam can offer fun whitewater for the experienced paddler. However, numerous hazards must be watched for, including some steel rods sticking out of the dam. Proceed with caution, and don’t plan on running the dam unless you’re prepared to swim.” We were not experienced paddlers, and we weren’t prepared to swim, especially through steel rods.

“That’s a good decision,” Earl said. “There’s not much warning before you reach the falls, and once you’re there, there’s no easy take out. If you boys didn’t see the dam in time, you’d be in a heap of trouble.”

After a stop at a convenience store so Ramsay could buy a six-pack of Bud Light and a pack of Carltons, Earl drove us to a put-in just south of North Stratford. As we settled into the Mad River, Earl said, “You boys keep those life jackets on all the time?”

“You bet,” I said, remembering Earl had mentioned he was a member of the Colebrook Volunteer Rescue Squad.

“Good,” Earl said. “I never pulled anybody from the bottom of a river who was wearing a life jacket.”

As we pushed off, we saw a look in Earl’s eyes that we would see over and over. Earl wished he was coming with us, and who could blame him. While he was left standing on shore dealing with the realities of life, we were like Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn setting off on a new adventure.

Earl gave us a push and once again, the Mad River hesitated, then caught the current. This time, we were prepared. I started paddling and Ramsay pointed us downstream. We’d barely gone a mile when the river split. The main course swung far to the right around an island. A smaller channel kept going straight. “Ramsay,” I said, “stay with the current. Go right.”

“No way, Bugsy. That channel has to be shorter.”

I was sure taking the channel meant I’d be spending the rest of the morning pulling us off sandbars, but for the first few hundred yards it was flat and calm. We soon discovered why. Somebody, probably a fisherman wanting to create a pool, had built a dam between the shore and the island. “Ramsay,” I said, “pull over. This dam could be trouble.”

Both banks of the channel were high and steep. To get ashore, I tied the Mad River to a tree hanging over the water. Then, using the trunk, we climbed up onto the island. From above, we could see the dam was formed by a wall of rocks a couple of feet high. Below the dam, the current picked up, but it was nothing we couldn’t handle.

“Piece of cake,” Ramsay said. “Let’s shoot it.”

“Are you nuts?” I said, surprised Ramsay would be so aggressive. “Look at the flow. There’s not enough water to make it over the dam. We’ll have to portage it.”

“Bugsy, just give me some speed. We’ll be fine.”

“Look, if we tip over, we’re going to be cold and wet the whole day. Why take the chance? We can portage it in twenty minutes.”

“Look at that bank. How are we going to lug the canoe up that? Hell, let’s just go for it.”

“I’ll tell you what: Let’s portage the bags. That way if we go over, at least we’ll have some dry clothes. And taking the bags out will make the canoe lighter.”

Ramsay agreed, albeit reluctantly. With the duffels safely downstream, we got back into the Mad River and pushed off. “Give me speed, Bugsy,” Ramsay yelled. “ Speed!” I did, and he pointed the Mad River for the dead center of the dam. We hit it perfectly, and much to my surprise, there was plenty of water. We bobbed over, whisked through the riffles, and pulled into the beach where we’d left the bags. Neither of us said a thing. Neither of us had to. We both knew Ramsay had been right. Now, no matter how many times he ran us aground, he’d earned the stern for the rest of the trip.
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Our goal for the day was to reach Maidstone Bridge, which, according to the Guide, was twelve miles from North Stratford. Scot Williamson, our host for the evening, lived in Stratford, just up from the bridge. Except for the weather, which once again was cool and rainy, it looked like we were in for an easy day. We’d gone from Canaan to Colebrook, a distance of ten miles, in about four hours so we should be able to do the twelve miles from North Stratford to Stratford in no more than five. That would put us at Maidstone Bridge around three.

As we meandered mile after mile through a broad flood-plain, we saw nothing of real interest. The banks were high, and even without our advance party of mergansers, we surprised no wildlife. One thing we were glad to miss was the black flies. Everyone had assured us we were going to get eaten alive, but so far, we hadn’t seen a black fly, or any other bugs.

Ramsay liked to pull ashore every couple of miles for a smoke and a beer. During these breaks, I’d get out the snack bag Ruth had given me. The snack bag, which took up a good third of my duffel, was supposed to be for both of us, but Ramsay wasn’t a snacker. He was a beer and butt man. That left all the Nature Valley granola bars, Hershey Kisses, Nestlé Crunch Bites, Snickers bars, Tom’s peanut butter crackers (cheese and regular), Blue Diamond salted almonds, See’s Krispy Mints, and Starbucks chocolate-covered cherries for me. It was Halloween every stop. After one day, I’d become addicted to breaks.

Around mid-afternoon, Ramsay said, “Bugsy, start looking for the bridge. We have to be getting close,” but we never saw it.

The only thing that crossed the river was a trestle of rusty steel girders covered with rotting wooden planks. “What the hell’s that?” Ramsay said.

“Looks like an old railroad bridge.” I said, peering up through the holes in the planks.

At that point Ramsay stopped paddling, unzipped his duffle, and pulled out the Guide. “Bugsy, what does it mean when they say twelve miles? Is that river miles or road miles?”

“Well, since we’re on the river, I’d assume it’s river miles.” Just then, a school bus came rumbling along south on Route 102. “You know, while I was waiting for you and Earl under the Colebrook Bridge, I noticed the school buses came by at around three-thirty. If that school bus is any indicator, it must be about three-thirty, which means we’ve gone at least twelve river miles.” As with cell phones, we’d both agreed that watches have no place on a river; rivers should be timeless.

Ramsay kept looking at the Guide. “This map shows a road going across the river
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Afterword

Luke Eaton graduated from high school in 2007 and went right to work on the farm. Thanks to his extensive collection of Rigid Tools calendars, Luke doesn’t mind spending long hours in his shop. With the Auburn Star herd up to 250 milkers, all of the Eatons are keeping plenty busy.


Jeff Wheeler created a comfortable nook in the Village Book Store where customers can buy a cup of coffee and tasty pastries while relaxing with a good book. If you ever get to Littleton, New Hampshire, drop by the store. Tell ’em Bugsy sent you, and you might get a free cup.


Tim McKay waited for the third pitch and blasted not one, but two hits off the Spaceman. And to think Ramsay said, “Bugsy doesn’t know his ass from second base.”


Carl Demrow is a happy boy. To date, twenty-five landowners have signed conservation easements protecting over 3,500 acres in the Headwaters project. Little Ramsay is no more. After a distinguished barnyard career, he was dispatched by Little Davey, a huge, all-white rooster Carl bought online as a gift for his new wife.


Pete and Keenie Richardson eventually exercised the option they had for the retirement community in Exeter, New Hampshire. While the food is good, there are no eggs on Pete’s menu.


The Flamingo kids are back in California where Kyle remains in a coma. The pink flamingo shows up for birthdays and like all the Derrick family, still hopes for Awaking Dreams.


Mary Hepburn and Ryan Ostebo bought the old cape, and after two years of meticulous restoration, Ryan created another architectural gem. For a while Hayden was a regular visitor, but as he grew older, he gradually drifted away.


Monique Fordham graduated cum laude from Vermont Law School and is now in Washington, D.C., working for the U.S. Forest Service in the Office of Tribal Relations. Rick continues to be a computer geek during the day, but at night morphs into the lead guitarist for a very popular local rock band.


Bob Bissell wrote his novel, liked it, and wrote another. Then, noveled out, he started restoring his old wood and canvas canoe, but quickly concluded he wasn’t very handy. With nothing left to do, Bob got recertified and happily returned to his pediatric practice where he feels rejuvenated.


Jeannie Friedman’s Mount Holyoke crew continues to dominate the Seven Sisters, and in May 2009, Coach Friedman was inducted into the Philadelphia Jewish Sports Hall of Fame. With Jacob in school, Jeannie and C.A., who formally tied the knot in 2004, are thinking of returning to competitive rowing. When they do, they’ll be able to train at Mount Holyoke’s new rowing center, scheduled to open in 2010.


Mark Noonan is now the conservation officer for the town of West Springfield. While he doesn’t want to rush into anything, Mark is seriously thinking of proposing to his girlfriend of five years.


Bob Glenn, Rachelle Colburn, and Jake are moving back to Texas in fall 2009. Despite the new round of funding, Bio-cube didn’t make it, and after five years with another robotic company in Flagstaff, Arizona, they decided to head home. Jake has set his sights on becoming a pilot, which is not surprising. Ramsay always maintained his little buddy had “the right stuff.”


Jim Woodworth finished his five year stint as president and during that time, GMTC completed nine new projects and saw the E.B. Wolfe Land Acquisition Fund triple in size, further proof that volunteers like Jim are the heart and soul of the conservation movement.


Kätchen Coley remains the grande dame of conservation in Middletown, Connecticut, and despite the state’s latest round of cuts, Kätchen continues to push for more funding for conservation.


Ramsay could be untying the Mad River (front and back) for his next great adventure while Katherine Hepburn waits to push him off. Life is short, keep paddling.
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