Mid-Summer Fishing

I feel like a reptile, slithered up against this sun-roasted slab of stone:  Not a snake, but some sort of well-fed, sun-loving lizard.  Even that deluded osprey eyeballed me as if I might mean lunch.


There was a rise.


I'm here to fish, though serious fishermen might say I've arrived too early on a hot day.  Might better wait for the evening hatch.  Might better wait for the Second Coming. I saw three caddis flies and two mayflies that could be duped into mating with a light Hendrickson.  Is that a hatch?  


That westbound freight seems as much a part of this scene as the river.  Alberton, Montana, was a railroad town before I was born.  The passenger business is gone and the freights pass right on through.  Now, Alberton is a two bar town:  Chet's and The Sportsman's.  I could see them both from where I parked my car.  Last week, a man with a gun held four women hostage in Chet's, but believe me, it could have happened at The Sportsman's.  One of the hostages was a woman named Vendy.  The gunman, a local man whom everyone knew, is reputed to have said:  "Vendy, you lock that door, and anybody who comes near that door, I'll blow away."


I haven't seen a rise in the last ten minutes.


Just before dawn, he let the women go.  Soon thereafter, the crowd outside the bar, which included most of Alberton's population and a large contingent of western Montana's law enforcement personnel, heard one shot from inside Chet's.  One was enough; the perpetrator had shot himself in the head.  He was said to have been distraught over his marital difficulties.


Distraught.


Do lizards sweat?  The osprey was right to look elsewhere for lunch.  I guess I'm not a reptile.  I'm as human as the guy in Chet's.  And this damned rock is too warm for comfort.  It must be about seven thirty.  I'm here until the moon turns yellow.  It's a ghostly-white globe right now.  A large trout just jumped.  There goes a beaver.  Damn, he looks as big as my old Golden Retriever.  Mr. Beaver looks relaxed.  He’s just cruising downstream.  I'd be worried about the swim back home.  This river is bank-full and mighty.  


There's a rise; there's another.


When I arrived this evening, a half dozen good trout were working this slick in front of me.  Took me three casts to put them down.  But I had a take on the second cast.  I missed, but, hey, this is tough fishing.  Strikes count.


The interstate highway is two hundred yards north of me.  I can hear the traffic.  Doesn't make me want to go anywhere.  When the moonlight chills me or brings out the bats, I'll head east, home to Missoula.  Missoula must be a fifty bar town.  The trains don't stop there either, but students do, and tourists.  So, the old train stations are restaurants and/or casinos.  Just last night, a man in Missoula drove a woman friend to his house from one of these establishments.  Once there, he lured her down to his basement, shot her repeatedly with a stun gun, tied her up and raped her.  He was said to be "apologetic," later; told her he didn't want to go to prison.


Apologetic.


There's a rise.


I just spent fifteen minutes standing in the river, casting to three very skittish trout.  The spray off my fly line frightened them in this clear quiet water.  That's difficult fishing.  But, I'm cooler now.  My rock is sliding into shadow.  I'm half a mile downstream from a place I call the highway department hole.  There is more current there, and the fishing is easier.  But, nights like tonight, this place suits me fine.  The catch isn't even most of it.


Why a stun gun?


When I walked down to the river this evening, a pair of Mergansers and their brood flushed from the bank into the water.  The young birds all dove.  Ma and Pa swam downstream a good distance before their babies surfaced.  Last week, I flushed the same family of birds.  The ducklings were too young to dive; they paddled like hell instead.  All those little webbed feet created a white wake in their panicked, flightless, flight.  There must have been a dozen ducklings.  Tonight, there were three.  Most of us learn too late to be properly afraid.


I just crawled back on my rock.  I left this perch an hour ago.  The stun gun question was bothering me.  My mind, left untethered has a tendancy to wander into dangerous neighborhoods.  One reason I fish is to visit safe areas.  When I left the rock, there was no activity on the surface, but standing in cold water seemed like a good plan.  Fifteen minutes later, several fish were working steadily within casting range.  I figured my #16 Adams matched the hatch perfectly, but it was rejected, cast after cast.  The fish continued to rise.  Finally, I switched to a #14 Royal Wulff.  The Royal Wulff stands out in the muskrat brown, hare's ear gray, olive drab world of a fly box like a British soldier in a New England wood lot, circa 1776.  It is a foo-foo fly, red floss and peacock herl embellished with large white wings--the Easter bonnet of trout flies.  The Royal Wulff doesn't imitate anything.  I call it a strawberry short cake fly.  Serious anglers call it an attractor pattern.  Are trout curious? 


The woman wasn't worried.  She'd been in the man's house before.  She'd known him for ten years.  They were not lovers, but she would have called him her friend.  Maybe he was acting a bit weird tonight, and she couldn't imagine what he had to do down in the basement that was so important, but it never crossed her mind to be frightened.   She just sat at the kitchen table and waited.    He called to her.  Probably said:  "Hey, come on down here.  I want to show you something."


She never hesitated; she didn't think she had anything to fear.  Her "friend" hid behind the stairs, and, when she came down, shot her with the stun gun.  She was momentarily paralyzed.  Then, according to the MISSOULIAN, he told her to "disrobe."  

Disrobe!


A trout took the Royal Wulff on my second cast.  A big deep rainbow, he jumped six times, his sides as red as the reflection of the setting sun.  Then he sounded, and swam hard against the pressure, downstream.  The fly rod bent against his weight.  My reel buzzed like bees in a bottle as the trout stripped line.  But I had the advantage, and in the end I won.  The fish slid up on the sandy bank, its gills working in exhaustion.


Rose and I like to eat fish, and, though I don't keep many that I catch, I’d decided on the way to the river that if I caught a good one, I would bonk it on the head.  


Bonk it on the head.


It is easy to kill a fish.  I have a good knife in my vest.  It has a sharp, flexible blade and a heavy wooden handle.  If I hold the knife (carefully) by the blade, I can snap the handle down smartly on the head of a trout.  Then I can roll him over, insert the blade of the knife in his belly, and eviscerate him before he realizes he's dead.  It's all over in less than a minute.  I've done it many times.  I'll do it again.


But not tonight.  Tonight, I don't want to feel even remotely apologetic.  I removed the fly, held the fish upright in the water and moved it gently back and forth until it felt strong again.  Then I let go and watched the big trout swim away.  


The beaver just swam back upstream dragging a branch I couldn’t lift.  The sun is setting behind me, painting the hillside in front a brilliant red.  The moon is a ball of gold.  Lizards have long ago headed for shelter, and soon I will do the same.  I can't imitate a lizard for long, focused solely on the warmth of the sun.  And, I’ll leave serious fishing to the Osprey.  Obviously, I can’t stay totally focused on fishing either. 

I know that these evenings on the river are just a respite.  Tomorrow morning, the radio alarm will go off and I’ll awaken to “All Things Considered.”  Before I eat breakfast, I’ll be considering things I’d rather not hear about.  I’ll chew on world news all the way to work.  We can’t hide from the world, even in Montana.  We can’t shut down our minds, even while waiting for a rise.  But watching the river helps me cope. No matter what news I awaken to, I won’t be surprised if tomorrow night finds me settled in, once more, on Reptile Rock.
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