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Among a handful of small cardboard squares in the family slide collection lies evidence of my father's former life.  They are pictures of tan young men, shirtless and slim, on a deep-sea fishing expedition.  The men display their catch for the camera's lens, hoist slain shark from a jade ocean, and strain against the bluefish's bitter struggles.  These slides predate my siblings and me, and as children we wondered not at the color and drama of these images, but at seeing my father reel in anything larger than the length of his palm.


Our family fishing trips were quite different.  Each summer my father would chisel out one precious vacation week and drive us to Maine. Short on time and even shorter on cash, he felt, nonetheless, that he could give us nothing better than a summer sojourn in Vacationland.  Born and bred in New York City, he had weathered his own adolescent summers in Maine, at Pine Island Boys Camp in Belgrade. Despite tales of blood-sucking mosquitoes which rivaled those of Siberia and Alaska, and black flies rumored to have carried off small children, he found Pine Island to be a bug-free heaven on earth.  

Nothing in his life impressed him more than those still summer nights in a canvas tent, listening to the loons. Or lying out on the dock and losing count of the shooting stars, Mars low on the horizon, its red glow reflected in the water of Great Pond.  He made lifelong friends there who, as adults, also brought their wives and children to Maine.  Unlike us, however, they summered at all-inclusive, traditional family camps like Hiram Blake's in Cape Rosier, or Cobb's on Pierce Pond. They sailed or fished with camp boats, played camp horseshoes, and ate communal meals in a comfy lodge, things like meat loaf on Fridays or chowder and lobster on Saturdays. 

Our family would stay in housekeeping cottages that boasted efficiency kitchens, most often in the vicinity of Damariscotta Lake. I remember running through the small pine lots that bordered these establishments, filling my lungs with the scent of the trees, the carpet of moss and dry needles giving my legs springs.  I remember my mother slicing bologna sandwiches for us on a formica table; and once, I saw my father in the motel bedroom, his brow furrowed, carefully counting a handful of bills.


Each morning we would head to the lake.  My father would rent an aluminum boat with an outboard motor and my mother would bring a cooler filled with sodas, suntan lotion and sandwiches.  Outfitted in bright orange, rented life preservers, we would buzz across the water, ever alert to my father's single command: look for the lily pads.


Beneath the lily pads, he told us, in the cool part of the lake, fish hid.  White perch and bass, sunfish and trout darted beneath the floating shadows, and only the smartest fishermen knew how to find them.


Not only did we find the lily pads; we would glide our craft silently into them, failing to alert the fish and succeeding in wrapping the pads' long, underwater tendrils completely around the blades of the outboard motor.  Those same long stems would twist about our lines, forcing us to cut them and abandon hooks, leaders, and sometimes even the red and white bobbers.


My father would spend entire afternoons wrestling with the boat, the weeds, and our knotted lines.  He would wring his hands in frustration as he watched the sun slant westward and the ambitious basket he had brought to carry home the day's catch remain empty.  "I can never fish!" he would exclaim when my brother proffered, once again, a reel enmeshed in a curly halo of fish line.  My mother would cluck her tongue sympathetically and hand him a cola.


Probably as a result of those vacations, I do not love fishing.  Still, I find myself drawn to boats and water, catch myself looking for the floating greenery in quiet coves.  Last summer a friend invited me for an evening excursion on the tidal portion of the St. George river, where the bluefish, drawn far north by unusually warm water, were rumored to be running.  I accepted with enthusiasm but declined to bring a rod.


We reached a likely spot and my friend cut the engine.  It was late, and the remaining sunlight allowed him only a few casts before it was time to head back.  He turned to prepare his rod, then stopped, puzzled.  I followed his gaze, drawn also by an unusual sound.


All around us the pogies were breaking the water.  Chased to the top by the blues' terrible appetites, they slapped the surface by the thousands, like the soft applause from a distant schoolyard.  You could just make them out in the dusk-lit waters, a momentary reflection off the lowering sun as a tail or fin kissed the air, like shards of glass protruding from a dark mirror.


Not a lily pad in sight, but here, finally, was the inlet of fish dreams, the one place on earth where even my father, beset with children and coldcut sandwiches, could catch a whopper.


The blood quickened inside me as I thought of a place hundreds of miles away where I knew he sat sleeping before the blue glow of a television.


Quick, before it passes, Dad, I wanted to call out.  I've found the spot.
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