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“I fish because I love to. Because I love the environs where trout are found, which are invariably beautiful, and hate the environs where crowds of people are found, which are invariably ugly.” – Robert Traver
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“This is where he used to fish.”

Tom Foley gazed out at the water in that dreamy way that always made Rob chuckle.

“Who?” Rob said. Although he had a strong suspicion who Tom was talking about.

Tom glanced at his friend as he continued looking out at the stream.

It was late April, time for the Hendrickson hatch, a favorite time of year for Tom. Like many fly-fishers, he waited what seemed forever—through the long winters of northcentral Pennsylvania—to get back on streams to fish for his beloved trout.

“Morris J. Heckle where are you?” 

Tom had whispered the words as he gazed at the water.

“He’s gone. No one has seen him in a long time. Maybe he drowned on some stream in Idaho or Montana.”

As if stricken, Tom glanced at Rob then back at the water. “Cut it out Rob. You’d think there would be some word about him around here. I mean, he grew up ...”

“In Denton. He grew up in Denton. We both know that.”

“He had family there, but I think they’ve all passed.”

“Look Tom. We’ve been through this. How many times?”

“I know. I know.”

They both stared at the stream near the far bank where trout were rising.

“Looks like the Hendrickson hatch is on,” Rob said.

He looked at Tom with a grin. “How about I go down near the rock,” he said, pointing his rod at the boulder hugging the bank below where they stood. 

But Tom didn’t hear his friend. He was thinking of Morris J. Heckle, the legendary Morris J. Heckle, fly-fisherman and author. God. He’d read all his books, those wonderful essays of streams fished, and trout caught, his writings philosophical, sometimes whimsical. Right around here is where he’d landed his first trout, a stream-bred brownie. He’d written about it in different variations over the years. Of course, the precise spot was in dispute. The bend of the stream some fifty yards away from where they stood seemed about right, and that old gray barn with the words, Chew Mail Pouch Tobacco, painted on its faded, weathered wood, set far back in the meadow across from the stream, had been mentioned in at least one of his essays.  

The Local Trout Unlimited group, of which Tom had served as vice president, had erected that bench near where he and Rob stood, with the simple metal plaque screwed into the wood: Morris J. Heckle, Legendary Flyfisher. That was it. Nothing else.

There had even been a dedication ceremony that September afternoon a few years back, a simple affair attended by five or six Trout Unlimited members. 

“He had the right idea you know,” Tom said.

Rob had already started down the bank, his eyes trained on the spot where trout were continuing to rise for bugs, when he stopped and turned. “What? What are you talking about Tom?”

“Heckle. He had the right idea. Took off and followed his dream.”

Rob shook his head. “Right.” 

Tom watched Rob set himself in the stream as he took a long look at the rises near the far bank. Tom had to hand it to Rob. He was a damn good fly fisherman, with a real knack for reading the water, but also a graceful fly caster. Then again, everything Rob did was done with skill, even style. All his flyfishing gear was top of the line and well maintained. His neoprene chest waders fit snugly over his slim body. He really looked like a fly-fisherman with that forest green ranger hat pulled down low on his brow. Everything seemed to come so easily to the guy, who was without a shred of self-awareness in his soul.

They’d been friends since high school, teammates on the baseball team. Tom had been mostly a benchwarmer, despite constant practice and diligence, while Rob was the star pitcher and best hitter from his freshman year, talented enough to be scouted by Major League teams, but had rejected offers to sign a professional contract. Instead, he’d gone to college on a baseball scholarship, but quit the team in his sophomore year. “I don’t really like the game that much,” he’d said.

After college, Rob had gone into sales and done quite well for himself, and was now pulling down six figures with, as far as Tom could see, little effort. When he wasn’t fishing, he was playing golf. Of course, he displayed the same degree of skill on the golf links as he did with everything else.

It would have been easy to hate the guy, this man who seemed to live such a charmed existence, but they got along well. Rob often chuckled at Tom’s off-beat and sometimes self-deprecating humor, his stories from the newsroom, the colorful characters he worked with and wrote about, but also the petty politics of the place, the one or two insufferable editors he endured, the lousy hours, the crumby pay.

Rob occasionally admonished him to get out of that place. “Hell. You can make three times the money working with me in your first year.”

“Sales? You have to be kidding me.”

“I know. You don’t like the idea of pushing things on people Tom. That’s not what it’s all about.”

Most years, from April into November, they got together, once or twice a month to fish, to share in that familiar bonding of two men enjoying a common passion. Never mind that they were two completely different people.

Tom watched from the bank as Rob caught the first trout of the day, one of the stream’s wild browns that Rob expertly brought to his net after a brief struggle.  

“Looks like they’re hitting the Hendricksons Tom,” Rob called back as he carefully removed the fly from the trout’s mouth and released the fish into the stream’s gentle current.

“Sounds good.”

They spent the next few hours stalking the water, walking streamside, looking for rising trout. They never went too far before finding a prime holding spot for fish. Here, they’d separate, each of them slowly and carefully wading into the water. For a solid hour, the trout were easy pickings, rising to the bugs that spilled from the air on this spring afternoon in the different pools and other stretches of the stream. For once, Tom was matching his angling friend in numbers of trout landed.

They encountered no other anglers on this long stretch of stream, the no-kill, artificial flies only section. 

They had backtracked to the Morris J. Heckle bench to fish that spot once again when they caught the pungent aroma of pipe smoke. Coming around the bend, they spotted a lone fly fisherman, an aging angler with his back to them, knee deep in the water in hip waders, a faded ball cap atop his head, puffing on a pipe, gazing at the long pool alive with rising trout.

“Hell. I guess he’s got this spot,” Tom whispered.

“First come, first served,” Rob said. “C’mon. There are some other good places to fish.”

The man turned. He was, they could both now see, an old angler, eighty at least. He held a bamboo rod outfitted with a fine nickel-plated reel. For a long moment, he stood there knee deep in the water staring at them with a mildly perplexed look, as if trying to recall them from a long-ago encounter on the stream. Slowly, he removed the pipe from his mouth and smiled. “Hello gentlemen.”

“What’s up?” Rob said.

“Hi,” Tom said.

Turning partway around, he gestured with his pipe at the long pool where trout continued breaking the surface. “It’s been quite a day of fishing. I don’t know when I’ve seen a hatch quite like this.”

“Yeah. It’s been pretty good,” Tom said.

“Pretty good? I’d say spectacular.” The man took a long pull on his pipe. He looked at the sky, his eyes squinting from the bright sun, then back at the water.

“You gentlemen are welcome to fish here,” he said, looking back at them. “I’ve certainly had my time with these creatures of the water.” He turned part way around, his eyes on the stream. 

“Do you know Morris Heckle?” 

And just like that, Tom had blurted it out. He couldn’t help it. This old man was around Heckle’s age. It was possible he knew the legendary angler and had fished alongside him on these waters.

The man curiously eyed Tom, his bamboo rod cradled under one arm, the pipe in his other hand, wisps of smoke rising in the spring air.

“Jesus Tom,” Rob whispered. What the hell?”

“Yes. Yes, I know Morris Heckle,” the man said. “Why do you ask?”

Tom could feel the man’s eyes holding him. 

“He used to fish this stream,” he said.

The man smiled.

“He did indeed.”

A breeze, bringing with it the chill of the recently ended long winter, shimmered the surface of the pool. Up till now, it had been a breezeless day, rare for spring, an almost perfect afternoon for dry-fly fishing.

Wind, Tom knew, usually stopped the trout from surface feeding.

“Why do you ask?”

“I’m ... kind of looking for him.”

It was the first time he’d come out with it. Yes. He wanted to find Morris J. Heckle, perhaps the most celebrated fly fisher of modern times. He wanted to talk to him, a figure from this local region, to find out more about him. How had he done it? Lived the life that so many men like him envied, spending his life fishing, and writing about it. Not tied to a nine-to-five job and the life of quiet desperation like so many of the anxious crowd. And why had he dropped out of sight? The man had authored his last book more than twenty years ago.

He’d heard the rumors. There had been that damning article in a national publication that seemed to take on a life of its own, accusing Heckle of using his writing to celebrate the different trout waters of America and beyond, in effect, creating a madness for flyfishing, attracting more people to the sport. Suddenly, this leisurely pastime meant for solitude and basking in the soul of nature, had thrown open the streams to the masses. 

Over the years, more articles, blogs, YouTubes, podcasts, picked up the rant. Heckle popularized the sport, let the genie out of the box. It would never be the same. The foul aroma of commercialism tainted the sport. Of course, there were counter arguments as well. Morris loved flyfishing, mostly for trout, because they lived in the most beautiful places on earth. His devoted readers, people who cared about the sport, took up his passion, shared it. That alone had helped bring about a movement with active organizations formed to protect these hallowed waters across the West and other places from the polluters.

Hell. Tom and Rob, fly-fishers themselves for more than thirty years, had seen the Trout Unlimited groups sprout up everywhere, dedicated groups formed to protect streams and the aquatic life of waterways. They’d witnessed the growing numbers of fly fishermen on streams. Never mind that this old man was the only angler that they had encountered on the stream during their afternoon of fishing. 

Tom could feel the man’s eyes boring in on him where he stood there before the pool, now still, on this spring afternoon. “I know where he is. I certainly do, but I’m not going to tell you.” He abruptly turned. 

Rob nudged Tom. “Does this mean he’s not going to give this spot to us?”

“Wait. How do you know him?” Tom cried out. “Did you fish with him?”

He realized now his voice sounded loud, shrill, even pleading. He felt the firm hand of Rob’s grab his arm. “Tom. Jesus.”

The man slowly waded farther into the pool, his wooden spoon-shaped fishing net dangling over his back. He raised his rod and began to make false casts. The sun had peaked behind an ominous dark cloud. There came a strong gust of wind and then pelts of rain, initially only a few, but then more, golf ball-sized nuggets that popped the stream’s surface. And then, it was sleeting, piercing shards that rained down on them. 

“C’mon,” Rob said. “I’ll buy you a beer.”

They turned and sloshed through the stream to the near bank. When they looked back, they saw the old man with his back to them, hunched, a still figure fishing in the shards of sleet.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


“I’m quitting my job,” Tom said.

He stared at his beer.

“You’re not kidding this time?” Rob said with a grin.

“No. I mean it.”

“Okay.”

They were at Dunleavy’s, a bar/restaurant in downtown Silerville, a ten-minute drive from the stream. Dunleavy’s was a favorite watering hole for them following a day or evening on one of the local trout streams. They were at the end of the bar near the big window facing Main Street. 

“So, are they offering you an incentive package to quit at the newspaper or what?”

Rob allowed himself to laugh. Tom had often scoffed at the low pay and the paltry benefits package he earned at the newspaper.

“Nope. I’m just going to pack it in. It’s time.”

Rob looked long and hard at his friend. In truth, he had always felt a little sorry for him. Two marriages that had gone bad, bills he couldn’t always pay, and a newspaper job that rewarded him with crappy wages. And Tom, so prideful, always spurning his offers of loans. Hell. Most times, he wouldn’t even let him pay for the beers.

“Well ... okay. I understand you’ve had it with the job, but what you are going to do?”

“I’m going on a trip,” he said.

“A trip?”

Miranda, a pretty and vivacious bartender, appeared in front of them. “You guys okay here? Need another beer there Rob?” She smiled at him as he raised his empty beer mug before quickly turning her attention to Tom. “Hey there buddy. You haven’t touched your beer.”

Tom shook his head and looked out the window. Outside, a chilly rain was falling, the street now a black sheen reflecting the streetlights already on in the early evening. 

“He’s got some things on his mind?” Rob winked at Miranda, who threw him a knowing smile before grabbing his empty beer mug. 

Tom noticed Rob watching her as she rushed off to the other end of the bar. 

“No. I haven’t ...”

“No, you haven’t what?” Tom said.

But they both knew exactly what Rob meant. It seemed, Tom thought, that his friend had been to bed with half the good-looking women of Silerville. Neither of Tom’s ex-wives had been particularly fond of Rob, whom they considered the worst lothario.

Miranda came back with a full mug of beer for Rob and set it down in front of him.

“You do good work Miranda,” he said, raising his glass in a mock salute toward her.

“Sure, I do,” she said, with a knowing smile. “Sure, I do.” And off she went.

“Ah ... these young gals,” Rob said.

“Yeah. Sure.”

“C’mon buddy,” Rob said, giving him a firm push on the shoulder with an open palm. “Snap out of it. Didn’t we have fun today? We caught some fish. We’re having some beers. Good times.”

“I’m serious about the trip Rob. I’ve wanted to do this for a long time. Head west. Fish. Now I have all the best reasons for doing it.”

“And what are those reasons, my poor misguided friend?”

“I want to find Morris Heckle.”

Rob stared long and hard at Tom.

“You really are serious. Aren’t you?”

“I’ve never been more serious.”

“Okay. When do you plan to leave on this grand journey?”

“Maybe in a couple of weeks. Hell. Maybe sooner.”

“But Tom. You’ll miss some great fishing, the March Brown hatch is coming any day, and the green drakes later down at Penn’s Creek.”

“Been there done that.”

“How long will you be gone?”

For now, Rob realized that his friend was serious, that he was intent on going on this crazy quest to find Morris J. Heckle, the flyfishing legend, his hero. 

“What about money?”

Tom lifted his beer from off the bar and took a drink. He set it down and stared hard at his friend. “I’ll manage. I got some money in the bank ... not much ... but enough to get me through.”

“Tom. You’re quitting your job for this?”

Tom broke into a grin. “Wasn’t it you who always said that I should quit that stupid job?”

“Yeah ... sure buddy. But only to find a better job, something that pays you a living wage.”

“So ... I’ll find another job eventually or ... maybe not.”

Neither of them said anything for the next few minutes. It was
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