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			A Note from the Author

			Alone, in the darkness, the hunt for a trophy striped bass keeps me awake during the hours when I should be home tucked safely in my warm bed.

			As the years have passed, I’ve realized that fishing is not all about keeping every fish that I catch. Fishing for this beautiful creature has taught me a profound respect for all of nature. I’ve observed the striped bass go into decline and have learned that nothing is inexhaustible. I now do my part in conserving the fish I once longed to possess. Many times after I’ve landed a striped bass, I pause to admire its magnificent beauty, then I release it back into the surf and wish it well as it swims off to live another day.

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			The Hook

			STRIPED BASS, Morone saxatilis, are the most prized migratory game fish in the Northeast. They have earned respect from anglers because of their powerful fighting strength, beauty, and deliciousness as table fare. They can live for at least forty years and have been known to weigh up to one hundred pounds, although fish more than fifty pounds are scarce. They can grow to more than fifty inches in length. They have a massive strong head and their sides are silver with seven dark longitudinal lines including the lateral line. The striped bass spends most of its adult life in the ocean, migrating north and south seasonally. It ascends to freshwater in the estuaries to spawn in the spring. The juveniles remain in freshwater for a few years before entering the ocean to begin their lifelong annual migration.

			In New England, the striped bass has been a valued resource since the region was first settled in the 1600s. The early settlers described the bass as being in immense abundance. One of the first public schools in America was established in Plymouth Colony in 1670 with income from the striped bass fisheries. Today in New England this species is still a highly valued resource.
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					Pilot’s Landing, Aquinnah, 2014

				
			
			On Martha’s Vineyard, the saltwater fishing season starts in April and runs through November. When the water temperature drops to below forty-five degrees, the striped bass migrate south, following their forage to warmer waters. When the spring water temperatures rise above fifty-five degrees, they return to Vineyard waters.

			I enjoy fishing for many species, but striped bass are the fish that first captivated my interest, especially because they are so difficult to find since they are primarily nocturnal feeders. They have a reputation of being finicky and clever fighters. Under the cover of darkness, they will trap bait up against jetties or in between fields of large boulders near the shoreline. Once hooked, they have been known to rub their mouths against the rocks to cut your line. A bluefish is more likely to feed during the daylight hours and in open waters. Bluefish ferociously shake their heads and jump into the air trying to free themselves from a hook. They give the fisherman a hearty tussle; they feel more like fighting a fish of muscle, but not much brain.

			A fifty-pound striped bass from the surf has been the dream of many obsessed surf anglers for generations.

			

			—

			
			I was packing up my gear after a day of fishing for bluefish. Early that morning I had driven my 1979 International Scout from Katama Beach on Martha’s Vineyard to Wasque Point on Chappaquiddick Island, over a three-mile barrier beach that connects the two islands.

			A woman who looked to be about fifty years old, alone in her four-wheel-drive vehicle, stopped for a chat with one of the fishermen I was standing with at the Wasque Rip. To me, she was elderly. She told us she was heading out to Cape Poge for the night to fish for striped bass. From where we stood, Cape Poge is another seven miles of desolate beach driving on rough-cut roads through the dunes, and before the 1980s there was no beach management at night. It’s a barrier beach, Cape Poge bay on one side, Nantucket Sound on the other. I stood wide-eyed.

			I was impressed that all she had with her was her fishing gear, a thermos of coffee, and a sandwich. It was unusual to see any woman fishing on the beach. The idea of spending the night alone on a desolate beach in search of striped bass filled me with anxiety. A shiver of fear ran down my spine, but at the same time I felt excitement and got an adrenaline surge. At that moment, I wanted to be her.

			Becoming a respected surf fisherman has been a challenge. My first memories are vague, but I remember wanting to become a great fisherman—not a woman fisherman, separated by gender, but just a respected fisherman. I knew that I was as capable as any man of catching and landing a large fish. It took many years to prove to myself and to the male-dominated fishing community that I could make this come true. I’ve had many scary nights alone on the beach in search of a huge creature that I longed to know. As I think back over four decades, I’m not sure why I didn’t give up after being frightened half out of my wits. I’ve learned that giving up is not something I do.

			During the off-season, from December until mid-April, I live a normal life. I work, clean the house and cook dinners, walk the dog, pay my bills, and take care of everyday business. Come April, the first time I get my fishing rod out of its winter storage and stand in the surf up to my thighs to cast, I exhale. It feels as though I have been holding my breath for the last five months. My posture changes, my face relaxes, most of the aches and pains in my body melt away. I feel serene, focused, and safe. I’m home.

			
			It’s the meditative place similar to where gardeners go when they kneel in the dirt and dig their fingers in the soil. People who crochet or make quilts go to that place as they sit for hours and sew thousands of tiny stitches. Musicians get lost in the chords and notes, golfers know that place of peace when they chase a little white ball around the greens. My doctor told me that when he skis he no longer thinks of all his responsibilities and his mind becomes calm and quiet.

			For me, it’s fishing. Standing in the surf, casting my lure toward the horizon, I feel like I am the woman I’m meant to be. As I watch the sun rise or set, rain or shine, all those important thoughts that have been occupying my mind become trivial. I feel small under the light of the moon and a ceiling of bright stars. When I’m fishing, I feel alive and right-size. After four decades, fishing is not something I do, it is part of my being. It’s who I am. My life becomes meaningful and I feel part of my surroundings.

			I never thought about fishing from a boat. I worked as a waitress for twenty years and then as a fish taxidermist for the next thirty, and on my wages, purchasing a boat was out of the question. When I first got interested in surf fishing, buying a rod and a few lures was challenging enough.

			In 1912, Charles Church caught an International Game Fish Association (IGFA) world-record striped bass weighing seventy-three pounds off of Cuttyhunk Island, Massachusetts. In 1967, Charlie Cinto, from Plymouth, Massachusetts, tied that record. Both fish were taken from a boat in the waters around Cuttyhunk. In 1981, fourteen years later, another seventy-three-pound striped bass caught from a beach on Cape Cod by Tony Stetzko Jr. tied that record.

			Al McReynolds from New Jersey broke all those records in 1982 with a seventy-eight-pound, eight-ounce striped bass caught from a jetty in Atlantic City, New Jersey. That fish held until Greg Myerson caught an eighty-one-pound, fourteen-ounce striped bass in 2011 from his boat in Westbrook, Connecticut. Greg’s fish is the current world-record striped bass.

			I know that as a surfcaster my odds of ever seeing a fish close to sixty or seventy pounds are slim, but stories like these keep me hoping because you never know when the fish of a lifetime might come to you.
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					The Origins of Angling, Dame Juliana Berners fishing, 1496

				
			
			Striped bass have caused fishermen to become obsessed. Here on Martha’s Vineyard, anglers, visiting and resident, have tragically lost their lives while fishing for stripers. We have lost more than a few men who drowned walking into the ocean in chest waders with no belt. Waders are necessary apparel for a surf fisherman, especially in the early spring or late fall when the water temperature is below sixty degrees. A tight belt around the waist keeps water from entering your waders. Without a belt, if a big wave hits you or you step into a deep hole and your waders fill with water, you can lose your footing and get pulled into the surf. Boat anglers have met their demise when unexpected weather and rough seas became too challenging for the size of their boat.

			Once hooked, the striped bass becomes a hard-fighting, clever opponent. It can take a lifetime to become a proficient striped bass fisherman. Each spring and then again in the late fall, fishermen all along the coast from Maryland to Maine arm themselves with rods in hand, hoping to connect with a school of migrating striped bass.

			Women, who are generally physically smaller than men, have been perceived as weaker as well, and thus not capable of handling large fish without the aid of a male. Up until the early 1990s, another challenge for women had been that most foul-weather clothing was designed and manufactured to fit men. I struggled for years wearing waders that were much too big for me.

			
			Women have been noted in the sports fishing world for a long time. The first known work on the sport of fishing, an essay published in 1496 called The Treatise of Fishing with an Angle, is said to have been written by a woman, Dame Juliana Berners, a nun in England, although there is some controversy about whether she really existed.

			Since the days of Dame Juliana, many women have knocked on the door to be accepted into the recreational fishing world, but upon entering have faced many challenges. I can only imagine what it felt like for Dame Juliana, standing in a stream fly fishing, wearing the garb of a fifteenth-century nun.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			My Beginning

			I RAN AWAY FROM HOME three times when I was eleven years old. It was springtime, and I remember feeling as if I couldn’t stand living with my family one more minute. I was daydreaming at my desk during school hours when spring was blooming, and I could hear the birds in the trees in the schoolyard. I imagined that I could build a little shack in the woods and live among the creatures of the forest.

			The first time I attempted to leave, I walked the railroad tracks heading north. The Boston-to-Maine line ran through Salem, New Hampshire. I put an extra set of clothes in a bag and set off with a couple of dollars that I had saved from my fifty-cents-a-week allowance. Where was I going? I didn’t care. The cops picked me up as it was getting dark.

			The last time, I left with my childhood friend Ruthie. I had found a partner in crime. She said she knew of a barn that we could stay in. I thought that sounded perfect. After school, she took me to the big old barn. We climbed a ladder and settled onto some bales of hay in the loft. I was free and on my own. I felt no fear. I felt safe and happy.

			
			Then it started to get colder and it started to snow. We were having one of those late spring storms. Ruthie started to cry. She wanted to go home. I didn’t. As the night grew colder and darker, she begged me to go back home. I reluctantly gave in. I was angry with her, but knew she would tell where I was, so I had no choice but to leave with her. We went to her house and turned ourselves in. I have no idea how I got home, but the police were at the house when I got there.

			The only thing I recollect is that the police and my parents said, “If you run away one more time, you will get locked up in ‘girls’ school.’ I didn’t know what ‘girls’ school’ was, but I knew that the bad girl down the street was sent there and I never saw her again. I didn’t know what kind of bad thing she did, either. I made up my mind to stay put until I could legally leave when I turned eighteen.

			When I found alcohol at fifteen and marijuana at seventeen, I could run away without going anywhere. The need to escape was the deep-down feeling I had from a young age. Many years later fishing became my escape.

			My journey began as the daughter of mill workers. My father’s family emigrated from Sicily to Ellis Island with Lawrence, Massachusetts, as their destination. Lawrence is where they worked in the textile mills and where they remained for their whole lives.

			When my dad was young he worked at the Rockingham horse racetrack in Salem, New Hampshire. He started as an exercise boy and later became a jockey. He traveled with the racetrack. After World War II began, he left the track and joined the Army. While stationed in England during the war, he met his bride-to-be, my mom, Sybil Saxelby.

			When the war ended, my dad returned to America on a troopship. His young sixteen-year-old wife, with my brother, Paul, who was born in England, were transported on a massive ship, the Alexandria, with hundreds of other English war brides and their babies. My parents were reunited in New York City and then traveled to Lawrence. Not long after they settled in a three-story tenement building on High Street, I was born.

			Jobs were scarce in Lawrence at that time. Most of the mills had shut down or moved to the South. My dad had become a family man—no more riding the horses—so, like his family before him, he went to work in the textile mill. They had no car, and he walked from our apartment back and forth to work each day.

			
			He didn’t have a high school education, but he enrolled in classes offered by the Veterans Administration, training to become a dental assistant. He thought this was an opportunity for him since he had been a medic in the Army. But he found out that without the proper education, there wasn’t enough money in that field at that time for him to be able to support a family.

			His uncle Joe, who worked in a jewelry store, taught him to repair watches. Then in around 1953, Western Electric opened a factory in Lawrence and hired him right away. There were lines of people wanting to work, so he was lucky to get a job. For the rest of his career days he worked at Western Electric. Once my brother, Paul, and I started school, my mom was also hired by Western. He worked the day shift, she the night shift.

			While I was growing up, my brother and my father were the sportsmen in our family. They had few opportunities to fish, but they never missed a chance to cast into a river or brook or, on rare occasions, to go deep-sea fishing with drop lines for cod or flounder. During summer vacation, we would sometimes rent a little apartment, together with family and friends, and spend a couple of weeks by the ocean.

			I can remember following my dad and Paul out to the Black Rocks at Salisbury Beach. I watched them cast from the jetty while I searched for shells and crabs in between the rocks.

			I have memories of playing around the rivers near my childhood homes. When I was three we moved into a veterans’ housing project, where we stayed until I was eight. It was an improvement from the cramped third-floor rooms on High Street, which were hot in the summer and cold in the winter. Paul and I now had a bedroom to share and my parents had their own room. The project was a fun place to grow up. Except for the “Ragga Man.” He was an old man who drove a horse and carriage through the projects collecting rags. He would yell, “Ragga man, ragga man!” They told us children that if we did not behave, we would be given to the ragga man. Terrifying.

			The Shawsheen River ran by our neighborhood. The dozens of buildings were inhabited by veterans and their war brides from all over the world. We always had lots of other children to play with.

			
			When we moved over the Massachusetts border into New Hampshire, the Spicket River became our new playground. In those days, probably because I was a girl, I was neither encouraged nor discouraged from fishing. My mom told me that I was usually around the periphery looking for interesting bugs or creepy-crawlies to keep me entertained. I tagged along with my brother, much to his dismay, trying to catch anything that I could fool with a worm and a bobber. I spent most of my time trying to free my hook from the debris that littered the river bottom. Paul was always much more successful than I was.

			As a teenager, like most of the young people from the Lawrence-Salem area, I got my first job at Rockingham racetrack. I worked in the concession stands selling jumbo hot dogs for thirty-five cents each—not as glamorous as my dad’s job riding the horses. I saved my money and bought an Epiphone acoustic guitar. Once I turned seventeen, I followed the family tradition and got a job working in a factory, the Blue Bonnet Shoe Company. I was a box-toe girl: I glued the reinforcements into the toe of each shoe. I worked after school and on weekends. It was a steadier job than working seasonally at the racetrack.

			We were fortunate teenagers in Salem. The ballroom on the reservoir at Canobie Lake amusement park held record hops every Friday evening. Each week during the summer months we got to hear all the up-and-coming rock-and-roll stars. Little Stevie Wonder, then sixteen years old, playing “Fingertips” on his harmonica, and Sonny and Cher singing “I Got You Babe” wearing raccoon vests, and the Shirelles singing “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow.” I heard the Beach Boys, Jerry Lee Lewis, the Temptations, and too many to list of the Motown groups. I was a regular, when I was not grounded for disobeying family rules.

			I wanted to go to the Maine College of Art in Portland, but my parents said that they would not fund art school. I came from a time when most women were not supported to pursue a career to become something but rather to get enough education to get a job to meet a man who had a high-paying job and could support his wife and children. It was the mid-’60s and most of the girls in my class went on to be secretaries, nurses, or teachers. Artist was not an acceptable career choice.

			
			At seventeen years of age, after graduating from high school in 1965, in the evenings after work I attended three months of private art school in Lawrence. I paid for the classes with the wages I had saved from working at the shoe factory. My instructor was an accomplished artist, but his teaching style was old school, and I felt I was being suffocated. He was a realist and had no tolerance for any works that went off in another direction. If I had been more mature, I might have been able to learn from him, but I was rebellious and couldn’t fit into his interpretation of art. I left home when I turned eighteen and got an apartment in Lawrence, not far from my job at the shoe factory.

			I always felt that my shoe shop job was temporary. One of the women who worked across from me on the conveyor belt had been employed in that factory for many years. She worked on one of the heavy sewing machines and her mother worked right next to her. She won a trip in a raffle to some exotic island that the factory sponsored. Instead of taking the vacation, she cashed it in for the money. It was a turning point for me. I thought, “This is not the life for me. If I don’t leave now, I might be here forever!” I walked up to the time clock, punched out, and never returned.

			My dad got me a job at IT&T, International Telephone & Telegraph. They produced specialty components for the aerospace, transportation, and industrial markets. It was a big step up from the shoe shop, but I knew that working in factories was not the path for me.

			Shortly after I turned eighteen, I left my family in New Hampshire and my job at IT&T, with no more than an extra change of clothes in my knapsack, my raccoon vest—like the one Cher wore—and my guitar. It was early spring, and I was suffering again with the urge to run.

			Cape Cod was my destination. Much to my parents’ disapproval, instead of continuing my education so I could become a teacher or a secretary, I was drawn to the artistic beatnik community that had piqued my curiosity during a family vacation in Provincetown in 1960. My vision was to set up an easel with a canvas on the sidewalk and to wear a beret on my disheveled head of long curly hair. I loved the smell of oil paints. I wasn’t even dreaming about fishing rods. I wanted to be a beatnik.

			
			It was early spring in Provincetown, and after a month or so, I found more drama than art in the streets, and I didn’t meet anyone with similar goals. I left, thumb out, and headed for Hyannis. I met two guys from Southbridge, Michael and Bernie, who shared my love of guitar playing. One day, while we were sitting in a park in the center of town playing our guitars and singing Bob Dylan and Woody Guthrie songs, they asked me if I wanted to go to Martha’s Vineyard.

			“What’s Martha’s Vineyard?” I asked.

			They said, “It’s an island!”

			Being from a small mill town, I pictured palm trees, monkeys, and bananas. That sounded fascinating to me. Once again, I grabbed my guitar and knapsack and hopped on the back of Bernie’s Vespa. We headed for the ferry in Woods Hole that brought us to the island of Martha’s Vineyard.

			

			—

			I soon learned that the Vineyard is not a tropical island with monkeys and bananas. The streets are lined with privet hedges, oak trees, and all the typical New England greenery. I imagined a small ferryboat that could carry only a few people at a time. I was surprised when we entered the port at Woods Hole and a huge white ship came into view. This fleet of ferries owned by the Steamship Authority transported huge trucks, cars, and hundreds of passengers to and from Martha’s Vineyard each day.

			It was 1966 when I rode off the boat on the back of that Vespa scooter wearing my raccoon vest, short-short cutoff jeans, and lace-up leather sandals. I felt like I had come home.

			It took no time at all before I was surrounded by a community of artists and liberal-minded young, adventurous friends. We called our way of life “being on the skids.” I had not a care in the world. I was elated to be living on my own. I enjoyed mid-’60s island life, being young and feeling carefree. The Vineyard was a safe place for me to let loose the free spirit that was bursting from my seams.

			
			That entire summer was full of adventure, mostly on the island. I did make a couple of short trips off-island, but I always made my way back. The Vineyard had become my home base.

			The summer was coming to an end and I didn’t understand why suddenly most of my friends were leaving—going home, going to college, or going somewhere else. I didn’t want to go anywhere else. I didn’t really have anywhere else to go. Going back to my parents’ home was not an option. This was a safe environment for a naive eighteen-year-old girl and I wanted to stay.

			By September, most of the friends I had made had left the island. It was starting to get cold and sleeping under skiffs on the beach or under the Vineyard Haven drawbridge was not as comfortable as it had been in July. Maybe it was time to look for work.

			One day I was wandering around Oak Bluffs Harbor. That’s what I did every day: I wandered, waiting to see what adventures would find me. That day what found me was a job.

			The boat was the Marsh Wind. I think the captain’s name was Paul Dunn. It was a head boat, sometimes called a party boat. Once or twice a day the boat was hired to take people out to fish with drop lines and bait. I was hired to bait the hooks and take the fish off them for the clients. I cleaned up the gear and swabbed the deck after each group of fishermen was finished for the day. My pay was two dollars a day and a cot to sleep in on the boat. I loved it. This was my first fishing job.

			I was called a tomboy as a child. I never minded getting my hands dirty and felt more at home in my brother’s hand-me-down jeans than in a dress. I would rather dig worms and climb trees than play with dolls. Working on a fishing boat suited me. I had no problem preparing the bait by chopping squid into small pieces and taking a wiggling fish off a hook for the clients. My hands were bloody and covered with fish slime. I loved it.

			I was getting to know some of the island locals who spent time on the harbor. One day, a good friend of the owner of the Marsh Wind, George Lawrence, asked me if I needed a place to stay. He offered me a room in his house in exchange for taking care of his two boys and doing some light housekeeping. I jumped at the offer. My job on the Marsh Wind was coming to an end as the fishing season subsided.

			
			George’s house was an old Victorian home on Penacook Avenue in Oak Bluffs. The boys, Cliffy and Eddie, were thirteen and fifteen. The family was from Medford, Massachusetts, and George wanted to get his teenage boys out of the city. His wife and other children stayed in Medford.

			I loved living in the quaint town of Oak Bluffs. Circuit Avenue, the main street, which had been bustling with tourists eating ice cream and searching for the perfect trinket in the gift shops, was now empty. The music that could be heard coming from the restaurants and barrooms had gone silent, and I could hear the dried leaves that had fallen from the trees blowing across the road in the wind. It was late October and the island was deserted. Most of the homes were boarded up for the winter. I walked among the gingerbread-type houses hidden one block behind Circuit Avenue. This cluster of bright-colored Victorian cottages surrounds a tabernacle built in 1879. In the summer it holds weekly interdenominational services and hosts cultural events. Oak Bluffs now felt like a ghost town, especially after six in the evening. The island people would say, “They roll up the sidewalks after Labor Day.”

			

			—

			I had a few close friends my age. One was Laurie Miller and the other Nick Kempf. Laurie was an artist and Nick a blues harp player, astrologer, and seriously into the occult. Nicky was living in his grandmother’s second-floor apartment on Circuit Avenue above the Lemon Tree store. We spent our days listening to or playing music, doing art projects, and talking to spirits on the Ouija board. Life was good. I had a bed to sleep in, a little food in my belly, and living with the Lawrence family was peaceful and drama-free.

			One afternoon when I was with the guys at Nicky’s grandmother’s apartment, there was a knock at the door. A police officer asked if I was there.

			Everyone knew me as “Mess,” short for my last name, Messineo. It seemed like everyone had nicknames in those days. My friends had started calling me Mess at an early age, and it stuck for the next forty years. No one on the Vineyard knew my real name. The officer asked me to step outside. I followed him down the stairs and onto the street.

			
			The officer asked me if I could produce ten dollars. I had no money, so I said, “No.”

			He said, “You are breaking the law. You’re a vagrant.” He gave me a choice: “Either you leave the island, or you go to jail.”

			He wouldn’t let me go back to talk to Nicky and Laurie.

			I said, “I guess I’ll have to leave.”

			He drove me to George’s house. Unfortunately, no one was there. It was in the afternoon; the Lawrence boys were in school and George was off-island. I didn’t know how to get in touch with him. I grabbed my guitar, packed my knapsack, got back into the police cruiser, and was driven to the ferry terminal in Vineyard Haven.

			By then it was late afternoon. It was fall, so the sun was low and it was getting dark. The officer locked me in the police cruiser and went into the ferry terminal to buy me a ticket.

			Then we sat. In the off-season in 1966, they didn’t run many boats. We sat and waited for awhile longer. I don’t remember talking to him. We just waited for the boat.

			Finally, he asked, “Do I need to wait here with you or will you take the next boat?” It must have been his dinnertime.

			I started to cry. I said, “Of course I am going to leave. I have nowhere to go and I don’t want to go to jail.”

			He gave me the boat ticket and left. By that time, it was dark.

			I must have known a telephone number for Nicky or Laurie, and apparently I had a dime to make a call. Somehow, I got in touch with my friends. I was crying and told them I was being thrown off the island. I told them that the cop had told me that if I didn’t leave he was going to put me in jail. They told me to stay right where I was and wait for them.

			I stood in the dark, alone and crying. The ferry docked, unloaded, loaded, and left once more. I hid in the shadows of the terminal.

			Finally, a small truck pulled up with Laurie and his older brother, Allan Miller. Allan rolled down his window and said, “Get in.” I was wailing now, saying, “No, I can’t—they’re going to throw me in jail.”

			
			“They can’t do that,” he said. “He is a town cop and he transported you over the town line.” I got into his vehicle. Allan started driving toward Oak Bluffs. “We’re going back to the police station to talk to them,” he said.

			I was screaming, “No, no, they’ll throw me in jail!” I was shaking all the way to the Oak Bluffs police station.

			Luck was with me. The police station was closed for the night and no one was there.

			Allan said, “You can stay with me and my wife.”

			We drove back to Vineyard Haven, up State Road to West Tisbury, then we turned down a long dirt road, passing a tiny wooden chapel built in 1680 by a minister, Thomas Mayhew Jr. The Christiantown chapel’s purpose was to Christianize the indigenous peoples, the Wampanoag tribe. We continued down the bumpy dirt road until we came to the Miller family home.

			Allan had built a beautiful house deep in the woods and I felt safe there. I met his wife, Bonnie, and their two toddlers, Andrew and Tina. The house smelled of fresh-cut lumber and was spacious and creatively decorated. I stayed with them for a few weeks until another adventure came my way.

			About thirty years later, as I was telling my “getting deported” story I realized that it made no sense for the police to seek me out. Why didn’t they come to George’s house to get me when everyone was home? How did they know that I didn’t have any money? For that matter, how did they know I was at Nicky’s grandmother’s apartment?

			How was I a vagrant? I had a place to live, after all. But I was young, and I believed them when they said I had to leave the Vineyard.

			It was 1966 and I was a young white girl living with a black man and his two sons. I now imagine the town fathers sitting around a big table saying, “This cannot happen in our town. We have a teenage white girl living with a black family. How are we going to get her out of here?”

			
			I’ll never know the real story. George passed away many years ago. Cliffy and Eddie found me again about ten years later. We reconnected, but they were young, like me, and were just as oblivious to what happened that day. They have grown into handsome, productive adult men who, being well over six feet tall, tower over my five-foot frame. They refer to me as their sister.

			Now I wonder what would have happened if I had taken the boat that day. What if I had left the Vineyard? I can imagine myself alone in Woods Hole in the late fall, on a dark evening, confused, with no money and nowhere to go, waiting for an adventure to find me. I don’t see any positive ending to that story. I am ever indebted to Allan Miller for rescuing me on that cold, dark evening and I’m grateful that I stayed safe on the Vineyard.

			

			—

			The following summer I met and married my first husband, Richard Lesko, nicknamed Butch. He was working as a lifeguard at Owen Park Beach, a small public beach on Vineyard Haven Harbor, a short walk from Main Street and adjacent to the Steamship Authority. Protected by a large breakwater so that it stays calm, Owen Park is a popular beach for parents to bring their little children for a swim as they sit and watch the ferries travel back and forth from the mainland.

			Our ideas were different from our parents’ expectations. The times were changing, and we felt like we were a part of something exciting, political, important.

			In the winter of 1968, we left the Vineyard in a ’61 Plymouth Valiant bound for California with our rescue dog Freckles and two friends, Frank Atkinson and David Boyd. Some LSD dealers from California had come to the Vineyard and inspired us to take the trip. They invited us to stay with them on a commune.

			We headed west to experience some off-island adventures. I don’t remember too much about our trip cross-country. We did pick up a couple of guys who were hitchhiking in Virginia, hoping that they had some money. They didn’t, but they stayed with us all the way to California.

			Now we had six people and a dog and not much money. We barely ate anything, drove all day, and then slept sitting up side by side, all the way to the West Coast.
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					Holding Fix, Butch with Freckles, Haight-Ashbury, 1968

				
			
			Once we crossed the California border, we headed north to meet up with friends and try communal living. It was called Holiday Commune, in the town of Felton, near Santa Cruz, a peaceful rural place with a large main house and small shared cabins along a rambling river. It was okay for a while, but it wasn’t too long before we packed our few belongings and Freckles and drove to San Francisco.

			We found a room to rent in a second-floor shared apartment on the corner of Haight and Ashbury, right in the center of the drug culture.

			Our landlord’s dog had a litter of black Lab mutt puppies, so of course we fell in love with one. We named him Fix. We stayed in that room, with our two dogs, for about six months. Then we wanted to get out of the city, so we got enough money together to buy a tent and we hitchhiked down to below Big Sur. There was a huge three-day festival on the beach, off Route 1, at Lime Kiln Creek. After the music ended and everyone left, we hiked about two miles into the redwood forest. There we set up camp and enjoyed living among the redwood trees on the edge of a rushing river.

			
			After almost three months, in which we lived on not much else but brown rice and a whole lot of peace and serenity, the forest rangers found us squatting. We were told to leave. The rangers told us, “You’re really lucky that we are the ones that found you. Pig hunting season is about to begin, and you would not want to be found by that group.” I can only imagine!

			We went back to San Francisco, where we worked odd jobs for a few more months to get plane fare back to the East Coast. I cooked for an elderly woman each day and Butch got temporary labor jobs when he could. My parents, reluctantly, took us into their home in Salem until we could get on our own feet, dogs and all.

			We found a small three-room cottage for fifteen dollars a week, and we rented out one of the rooms to a single man for five dollars. We squirreled away all the money we earned. We bought a VW bus just in time for the Woodstock music festival in Bethel, New York, and managed to save enough money to buy forty acres of land in Milton, New Hampshire, for eight thousand dollars. We were attempting to build a log cabin while growing our own food and residing in a tipi for two years from May until October. We moved into an apartment in Lowell, Massachusetts, the first year. I left to come back to the Vineyard after the second year.
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					“Ah, but I was so much older then…”
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					Our tipi, Milton, New Hampshire, 1970
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					Butch, third from left, and me, right, at a Sunday flea market in Derry, New Hampshire, with friends, trying to make money to buy land, 1969

				
			
			As time moved on, our back-to-the-land lifestyle was wearing me out. I was twenty-four years old and the Vineyard was calling to me. The idea of sitting in the sun on a beach, listening to music, dancing, and maybe even going bowling was seeping into my dreams.

			I returned to the island in 1972, without a husband.

			

			—

			Until I could find a place of my own, I stayed with my friends Donna and Eddie Montesion in Edgartown. I helped take care of their two little girls, Missy and Martha. It took a while to get the smoke odor from the tipi fire out of my hair and clothes, but it didn’t take long to get accustomed to island life.

			One sunny day, we all piled into Eddie’s Toyota Land Cruiser and headed for Chappaquiddick. It was my first ride onto Norton Point Beach. The access on the south shore of Chappaquiddick Island, Norton Point is a narrow three-mile barrier beach that passes by Katama swimming beach and connects Martha’s Vineyard to Chappaquiddick. It is only accessible by four-wheel-drive vehicle.

			
			Eddie let some of the air out of his tires so the Land Cruiser wouldn’t sink into the sand. I realized immediately that we were not driving on a solid road. Our bodies gently swayed in rhythm to the bumps in the trail. The soft tires carried the vehicle as if the Toyota was riding on puffy clouds. We laughed as we bumped our heads on the ceiling when Eddie hit a couple of deep holes. We bounced down the soft trail between Katama Bay and the south shore of islands. I was somewhat anxious; I wasn’t used to being miles from any civilization. We passed only a couple of other vehicles and it looked like a desert, devoid of stores or service stations.

			Once we arrived, Donna and I spread out blankets and beach chairs and sat chatting, soaking up sunshine, and watching the girls play in the sand. We could hear the squawking seagulls and screaming terns flying overhead. The tiny shorebirds were running back and forth, pecking in the sand on the edge of the water.

			Then Eddie grabbed his fishing rod, ran to the edge of the surf, and started casting a tiny shiny lure into the water. After only a few casts, he hooked something. We jumped up from our beach chairs and gathered around him with anticipation to see what was on the end of his hook. As it came out of the water and landed on the beach at our feet it looked like a little tuna fish. Eddie said it was a bonito. I had never seen such a beautiful fish. It was about two feet long and its back was a shiny bright green. Its belly was the purest white, and in the sunlight, I could see a rainbow of subtle iridescent colors.

			I stood looking toward the horizon and out over miles of ocean and wondering how he did that. Why had he suddenly decided that some fish were swimming close by? He later told me that the birds were diving, indicating that some fish were feeding close to shore. It was a magical moment and I wanted to learn how to do that.

			Eddie filleted the fish, cooked it on the grill, and we all shared it for lunch on the beach. I still smile when I think of that day. After living in a tipi in the woods of New Hampshire for a couple of summers, growing our own food, and attempting to build a log cabin, I thought, “This has to be island life at its best.”

			Fishing in the rivers with a bobber and a worm when I was a child couldn’t compare to this day on the ocean. I am sure that was the moment that inspired me to want to fish from the surf. I wanted to do that, and I had talked for years about wanting to buy a four-wheel-drive vehicle.

			
			I had no interest in wanting to fish from a boat. I knew owning my own boat was not a reality, but the simplicity of fishing from the beach felt like something I could accomplish and maybe even do well someday. A few more years passed before I began my quest to become a shore fisherman.

		

	
		
		
			
			3

			The Journey Begins

			THE BLACK DOG TAVERN was designed in 1970 by Robert Douglas, captain of the Martha’s Vineyard tall ships the Shenandoah and the Alabama. Allan Miller, the carpenter who rescued me from being deported, and a handful of local carpenters were the builders. The Black Dog sits on a waterfront property owned by Captain Douglas on Vineyard Haven Harbor. Allan managed the tavern for the first five years.

			Before the Black Dog, the Vineyard was lacking any good, wholesome year-round restaurants. When I was in my teens, in the winter, Butch and I would go to Brickman’s bowling alley, sit at the counter, and order a packaged blueberry muffin and a teacup and saucer of coffee. The island needed a place where one could sit and enjoy a fresh cup of coffee, an oversized sandwich made with homemade bread, and a piece of homemade pie.

			Captain Bob Douglas changed the Vineyard restaurant scene forever—big heavy mugs of steaming hot, fresh coffee, french fries made from freshly cut potatoes, bakery-fresh pies, breads, and pastries, and home-cooked food served in front of a huge fireplace in a post-and-beam dining area that was designed to look as if it had been built in the 1700s.
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					Mess Apron made by Woodchips

				
			
			When I first returned from my New Hampshire tipi days, until a position came open in the tavern for a waitress, Allan hired me to work in the Black Dog Bakery on Beach Road right near the Vineyard Haven ferry dock, in front of the tavern.

			In January 1972, I moved from being a baker to the tavern on Vineyard Haven Harbor and became a Black Dog waitress. We were able to wear our own clothes and not a typical waitress uniform. I designed my own apron that I modified from a carpenter’s bib apron. I embroidered the bibs with flowers and other designs. Arnold Brown and his wife, Edie, liked them so much, they asked if they could produce them in their shop, Woodchips Designers. They named them the “Mess Apron” after my nickname and sold them to the public. I still have one.

			It took a few years for some of the townspeople to accept the tavern. They felt like they were being invaded by hippies, and it was rumored that they thought they might be drugged if they ate there. Unlike the long lines of today, some winter evenings we barely had any customers.

			
			The Black Dog was a meeting place for many talented island musicians and artists. One evening a group of musicians from Long Island, New York, were performing in the tavern dining room. They played a ukulele, a saxophone, and guitars and sang original three-part harmonies. They called themselves Mr. Timothy Charles Duane, aka TCD.

			I looked across the restaurant and locked eyes with Duane Giesemann. A few months later we were in love. He left his band behind in New York and moved to the island. Shortly afterward, the rest of the band members and their families also moved to the Vineyard.

			For four years, we lived in a cozy second-floor two-room apartment on Beach Road in Vineyard Haven, a short walk from the Black Dog. The Lagoon was our backyard, where we watched shellfishermen scalloping in the fall and were entertained watching people learning to sail in small rented sailboats in the summer. We could see Vineyard Haven Harbor and watch the ferries come and go through our kitchen window on the other side of the apartment.

			Remembering that day on the beach with the Montesions, and now living surrounded by the ocean, I had an idea that we should learn to fish. I bought an inexpensive department-store two-piece rod and reel for Duane for a birthday gift. We lived near the Lagoon Pond drawbridge, where the water flows in and out of the Lagoon. We had noticed people fishing there so one cloudy afternoon we decided to give it a try.

			It started to rain. Hard. Duane and I looked at each other, shrugging our shoulders, confused. Were we supposed to leave or keep fishing? Were we supposed to go home? Finally, I could hear my mother’s voice saying, “Not enough sense to get out of the rain!” We reeled our line in and headed for our warm and dry home, never to fish together again.

			Duane’s passion was his music. He was done with fishing, but I still wanted to learn. I went down to the bridge and tried to fish on my own a few times. After getting my feet drenched, I realized I needed boots, so I bought a pair of hip boots. I also bought a few hooks and sinkers. I was not successful, but it seemed to me that patience and technique, rather than physical strength, were what it took to become a successful surf fisherman. I felt like I was ready for the challenge.

			
			After school hours, Allan Miller’s children spent a lot of time at the Black Dog Tavern with their dad. When his son Andrew was about nine years old he taught me how to make my first squid jig. He showed me how to cut a round wooden clothespin, paint it white, and attach a three-prong treble hook to the bottom. I spent most of my spare time, after waitressing a dinner shift, fishing from the piers in front of the Black Dog on the harbor. I would tie my handmade jig onto a line on a small lightweight rod and jig it up and down off the lighted docks at night. It wasn’t long before a squid would grab it. I would jig up a bucket of squid to use for bait. Switching to my bigger rod, I would attach a whole squid onto my hook and throw it into the harbor. Occasionally a fish would take my bait, but, being inexperienced, I was not often successful at landing it. The harbor is full of boats and moorings, and as soon as a fish took my bait it would swim around an obstacle and my line would break.

			Dick Curwell was the drummer in a local jazz band, and a well-known local fisherman. Before I was married to Butch, I was dating the band’s piano player, Johnny Cassel. Dick and I had become close friends.

			One day I followed him out to the end of the jetty at Anthier’s Bridge in Edgartown.* He reluctantly gave me a pittance of advice on how to catch a striped bass. I could sense that he didn’t want me hanging around disturbing his concentration, but he did tell me a Rebel was a good lure. I went and bought one. Luke’s Tackle Shop was just down the road from my apartment on Beach Road in Vineyard Haven. I was in awe of all the attractive gear I saw hanging on the walls. I looked with envy at the lures that dangled on the inside of the buckets that all the fishermen carried onto the beach. I thought they had to be rich to own that many lures. At that time, a lure cost between three and six dollars, and on waitress wages that was expensive. I hoped to someday have a bucket full of lures just like the real fishermen, but that one-ounce Rebel was my first.

			
			Whenever I was around guys who fished, I asked if they would take me sometime. “Please take me,” I would beg. “I
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