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Mostly I fish to get away from the world. Retirement�s like a bad cold: once you�ve got one, no one without one wants to be near you. You go off by yourself and deal with it the best you can. Since I quit work, my life�s a fulltime vacation. I fish. I listen to the news. Lots of stuff now about the aliens. Lots of worry and fuss about how can we deal with them. Do we have enough points in common to have diplomatic relations? What are their intentions?
It doesn�t help that they aren�t talking much. They show up in Washington, Paris, Brussels, and Canberra, spend some time with the governments, then spread out. Do you regular news hounds read those tacky tabloids? They�re full of alien sightings. Here�s an alien at a supermarket, they say; here�s an alien at the horse track; here�s an alien at a graveyard. Can�t tell them apart. Don�t even know how many of them there are.
I got some thoughts on the matter myself. Everyone does. But no one�s been interested in asking an old fart like me my opinion, so I pack up my gear and head for the mountains every chance I get. Let you folks deal with it. The trout are waiting and that�s all that matters to me now.
I fish Blue Bottle Creek. You ever been there? It splashes down the mountain, rushing and rumbling the whole way, hissing into calm spots behind rocks, then blasting into spray at the next. And the tiny pools where the fish hang out are near impossible to drop a lure into. It takes a keen eye and a steady wrist to flick an eighth of an ounce of Daredevil into one without overshooting or falling short into the white water around it. On top of that, the bottom is full of waterlogged branches and jumbled up rocks that want to snag that lure and hold it forever, and willow and tamarask overhang the banks waiting to catch a cast that�s too high.
That�s why I fish the Blue Bottle, and have for nearly sixty years. You feel like you�ve really accomplished something just getting the hook into a place where a hungry fish can see it and clomp on down.
Of course, if you can do it�standing in the iron-cold water�if you can hold your breath just so, draw back the rod barely enough to avoid the underbrush behind you, snap the lure forward and release the line at the instant you should, that lure will drop pretty as you please into one of those puny pools, and more often than not (the fish gods willing and your mind in a good place) a Rainbow or Brookie will latch on. Oh, those are the moments. Even now, sixty-seven years old and more fish through my creel than most fishermen can imagine, there�s still that electric zap of the fish taking the line and the reverent tip of the rod bowing to the water to take away everything in the world that isn�t fish and stream and pulsing rod vibrating with the life at the end of the line.
Seeing as the Blue Bottle isn�t your regular creek, though; not an easy one with broad, flat banks and slow spots the size of parking lots that a blind man couldn�t miss even if you spun him around a few times, I was surprised to see another fisherman fishing one of my favorite holes. I�ve gone whole days without seeing a soul on this stretch of water, but there he was. And I was so taken aback�I mean, when you fish a tiny creek, and your day�s been nothing but wading and casting and the loneliness full of lively little lights dancing off the ripples�that it took me a moment to notice he was an alien.
I�m not a rube, exactly, so I know what one looks like. Like I said, they�re on the news all the time anyway. Fact is, they�re practically human, and he wore regular fishing stuff, so you can understand how I mistook him at first. But he had those extra-skinny arms and weird fingers that look like they�d go just as easy forwards as backwards, and his face, underneath a brand new, floppy khaki job that I�m pretty sure I�d seen for sale at Jack�s Bait and Tackle, was all those inhuman angles without ears or mouth. Just a couple of depressions and a slit.
It didn�t strike me at the time how unusual his being there was. Later, when you news folk caught wind of the story, I figured otherwise. Right then, though, he was just another guy on the stream.
And sure as I�m sitting here now, he was fishing. Not having a very good time of it either. I kind of faded into the brush to watch. First, he pointed his rod at a likely looking spot�the water was roiling pretty good in the Blue Bottle, so an accurate cast was even more important�and I heard a little pop. Something flew off the end of the rod and splashed into the pool, and an instant later the lure, or whatever it was, ripped out of the water and flew back to the end of the rod. It couldn�t have been in the pool for three seconds, and I figured that wherever he used to do his fishing, the fish were a considerable sight faster than ours.
Pretty high-tech rod. No line as far as I could tell. That lure rushed back to the end of the pole like a bolt might to a strong magnet. Still, its action looked like any you�ve ever seen. When the current dragged, its tip pulled down, and when the lure sprung clear, the rod snapped back. Fishing�s fishing, I say, and that alien was fishing, poor as it was.
For ten minutes he struggled at it. He worked the high end of the pool, then the low end. It was obvious he was no stranger to the angler�s art. He tried upstream and downstream casts. He fiddled with a lumpy thing where his reel should have been, which must have changed the depth of the lure, because for a while the thing skipped back across the surface, and then later he snagged the bottom, doubling that rod up. Lost the lure. Had to dig another one out of a pocket. Lost that one a minute later, and I could see he was getting frustrated.
Well, I had a choice here. After all, a fisherman goes to a stream like the Blue Bottle because he wants to be alone, and I figured he must have been no different. I don�t care where you come from or who you are, there�s something sacred in that. Like someone once told me, �The hours you spend fishing don�t count against all the hours you get in life.� So, even if he�s not catching anything, he at least deserves the privacy of the experience. But a part of me watched this guy (hell, I don�t even know if he was a guy�no one�s too sure about that part of them) and I thought, if I were fishing a strange stream, and I didn�t know what the fish were biting on, I wouldn�t mind someone giving me a suggestion or two. You know, just a push in the right direction.
So I stepped out of the bushes and waded downstream, making plenty of noise so I wouldn�t surprise him.
�How�re they biting?� I said, to be polite.
He shrugged his shoulders and pointed to his chest where nothing was there, and I nodded to show him I understood.
I said, �No translator thing, huh?�
He shook his head. You news guys kind of dwell on the little you do know about the aliens, like the fact they understand our speech fine, but their voices don�t get themselves around our words too good, so they have these boxes that speak for them. No reason for him to be wearing his if he thought he�d be doing a spot of fishing on a creek no one ever came to.
�What�cha fishing with?� I said.
He reached up to the end of his rod and plucked the lure off, holding it out to me on the palm of his weird hand. His fingers were too long and there weren�t any knuckles, and in a lot of ways they looked more plastic than animal, but I didn�t pause�I thought it�d be rude to act like he was any different from anyone else�I took the lure.
At first I wanted to laugh. I mean, if I�d stuck a hook through a dirt clod, it might look like his. No self-respecting creek fish would bite on as unlikely looking a thing as that, but then I thought my lure probably would look just as silly to him, so I snapped the Daredevil off the swivel and handed it over. It�s just a red and white striped spoon with a hook. Doesn�t look like a bug. Doesn�t look like anything natural, but trout go for it sometimes.
He turned it over in his hand and bounced it, feeling its weight. He nodded as if he approved.
�Here,� I said, �Fish in these parts are kinda particular. Maybe I can show you a thing or two.�
He gave me back the lure, and I readied my line.
�We�ve spooked them here, so we got to move to another pool where they haven�t seen us yet.� We walked right up the middle of the stream because the banks are overgrown, past the spots I�d already fished. He placed his feet carefully, like he was old, then I decided that he was just getting a feel for the stream. Who knows what the rivers are like in his world? Heck, just going from the Blue Bottle to Jumbo Creek a valley over is a switch. Here the bottom�s moss-covered stones all round and slick, and there it�s all busted-up slate and pea-sized gravel, so I don�t blame the alien for treading lightly. Heck, I�m not as fast as I used to be myself.
I peeked over a boulder that marks a bend in the creek. On the other side were a pair of those tiny holes I was telling you about. Ideally, I�d fish �em from the side, dropping the lure in the foam at the far side of the pool, then working across the current, but there�s no way to get to the side without the fish seeing you, so I�d have to try the cast from here.
The alien moved out of the way of my backswing, his pale eyes glittering with interest, so I felt kind of pressured to do it right. Wouldn�t look good if I hung the hook up in a tree or something. I�ve been doing this a long time, though, and my habits carried through. The lure plopped into the edge of the first pool instead of splashing into the middle or clanging off a rock, which would�ve scared the fish for sure. The alien studied my lure as it came back. How fast? he was probably thinking. How deep? Water was as clear as air, and we could see that spoon wiggling and waggling as I reeled her in.
Next cast I got a strike. The trout jumped once, dove for a shadowy spot under the rock, but I�d already reeled in part of the line, and he pulled up short. A few seconds later, he was flopping in my net.
I held the net to the alien, and he peered at the fish without touching, which was good. These creek trout don�t take much handling. I pulled him free of the net, measured him against the creel�he was a smidge under ten inches�then unhooked him as gentle as I could and let him wriggle free. Water felt cool against my wrists, and I rubbed the fish�s slipperiness off my hands.
�Someone else will have a chance at him now,� I said, and the alien nodded. Deep in my creel, I found two other Daredevils and offered them to him. �Maybe you ought to try one of these.�
He hesitated. I thought, heck, if it were me, I�d be embarrassed to have another fisherman tell me my lures were no good, and maybe that�s what was going through his head. But he took them, hooked one in his hat, like mine, and pressed the other to the end of his rod. Don�t know what held it there, but it dangled free and easy like it ought to.
He nodded his thanks and headed upstream. I watched him picking his way among the boulders, walking in the water when he had to, until he vanished behind a willow stand twenty yards away.
I thought, here�s a story to tell the grandkids. I taught an alien how to fish. Shoot, they�d never believe that, and I laughed. Laughter sounds a lot like creek water on rocks. It blended in real well.
Rest of the afternoon I worked through my favorite spots downstream. I tell you, there�s a lot to be said about water and rocks and looking at a brook like this one the way a fish must see it. And it started me thinking about the Universe�not that that�s unusual for fishing�and all the wonder of it: I�m flipping a lure into little patches of calm water behind rocks, beneath overhangs, along the banks; reaching in with my lure to see what lives there, and every once in a while I find out. Kind of like those aliens trolling through space, until they fetched up on our calm spot and found us. Makes space travel sound right restful, thinking about it that way.
Meanwhile, everyone else is in a lather about the aliens. Heck, from the one I met, they seem regular enough. Not all that different. Course, I have no confidence about that. Maybe I read him all wrong. He was from a strange world. Got his own way of seeing things. Maybe aliens and Earth folk can never get along. I heard a commentator talk about �modes of commonality,� which is just fancy for stuff we can agree on. Maybe there isn�t enough of that, and the aliens will go away, figuring we�re a bad bet. Or worse, like some folk fear, they�re judging us. If we don�t pass the test, then they�ll just dust our little rock off.
You reporters sound plenty scared. Lots of worry.
Still, flicking a lure into the water soothed me, so I wasn�t really stewing over those questions. Air smelled like fresh-cut watermelon, all alive and tasty. Water rolled around my calves, tingling where it splashed high up, and numbing everything below. I had a few good strikes. Brought some of them in. Lost a couple of others. Finally, the Sun slanted long and low through the pine on the top of the hills and, fishing pole resting on my shoulder, I headed for my car. A long day of fishing like that just puts the life back in a man.
And there, leaning against my car, was the alien. His clothes were wet to his armpits. Somewhere along the line he must have slipped and fallen in. Told you that the rocks were a bother in the Blue Bottle. He waited until I got close, then straightened up. He held out his hand, and there were the two lures. I can tell you, I didn�t think I�d see those old things again. I�d already written them off to interstellar diplomacy. My contribution, as it was, to peace among the stars, but there they were, glittering in that setting Sun, so I took them and dropped them into the creel.
�Any luck?� I asked. I looked around. My car was the only vehicle in sight. Don�t know how he got there.
He nodded, holding up four fingers.
�Great,� I said. �How big?�
He put his hands less than a foot apart.
�Yeah,� I said, �Stockers. We see a lot that size from the hatchery.�
Then he made a fist with one hand and swiped the top of it with an open palm.
�Sorry. Didn�t get that,� I said.
He repeated the gesture, then waved his fingers back and forth like a fish swimming.
I laughed. �Ah, one got away.�
He nodded.
�How big?� I said. The Sun was setting behind his back. The light was all yellow and dusty now, full of pollen, and I felt like I was in the middle of a Norman Rockwell painting: two fishermen standing by the side of the stream at the end of the day, swapping stories.
He held his hands about eighteen inches apart.
�Really?� I said, and something in the tone of my voice must have caught his attention, because he lowered his eyes sort of sheepishly, it looked like to me, and moved his hands four inches closer.
�Wow,� I said. �That�s a good fish.�
He nodded, and I thought he seemed happy. Couldn�t really read anything for sure in that face of his.
We stood there, sort of awkward like for a minute, then I said, �Well, I got to head on home.�
He didn�t make a gesture or anything. He just spun on his heel and walked away from my car, up the hill, and I watched him until he was out of sight.
I stowed my gear, started the car, drove away from the stream, and I was thinking those folks in Washington are all hot and bothered over nothing: tiptoeing around the aliens and wondering if we got anything in common. Shoot, even a retired old fisherman could see right away we got no cause for worry. If this alien was typical of the rest, we�re gonna be OK, because any fool could tell you that there hasn�t ever been a fourteen-inch trout in the Blue Bottle, but a lot of human fishermen will swear that the one that got away was at least that big.
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