God's Hooks!

by Howard Waldrop

They were in the End of the World Tavern at the bottom of Great Auk Street.

The place was crowded, noisy. As patrons camein, they paused to kick their boots on the floor and
shake the cinders from their rough clothes.

Theair smelled of wood smoke, singed hair, heated and melted glass.

"Ho!" yelled aman at one of the noisiest tables to his companions, who were dressed more findy than the
workmen around them. "Here's old I1zaak now, come up from Staffordshire.”

A manin his seventies, dressed in brown with awide white collar, bagged pants, and cavaier boots,
stood in the doorway. He took off his high-brimmed hat and shook it againgt his pantsleg.

"Good evening, Charles, Percy, Mr. Marburton,” he said, his grey eyes showing merry above hisfull
white mustache and Vandyke beard.

"Father 1zagk," said Charles Cotton, rising and embracing the older man. Cotton waswearing a
new-style wig, whose curls and ringlets flowed onto his shoulders.

"Mr. Pedle, if you please, sherry all around,” yelled Cotton to the innkeeper. The older man seated
himsdif.

"Sherry'sdear,” said theinnkeeper, "though our enemy the King of Franceis sending two ships
consgnmentsthisfortnight. The Great Fire has worked wonders.”

"What matters the price when there's good fellowship?' asked Cotton.
"Priceisdl," said Marburton, ameancholy round man.
"Well, Father |zaak," said Charles, turning to hisfriend, "how looks the house on Chancery Lane?'

"Praiseto God, Charles, the fire burnt but the top floor. Enough remainsto rebuild, if decent timbers can
be found. Why, the lumbermen are selling green wood most expensive, and finding ready buyers.”

"Their woodchoppers are working day and night in the north, since good King Charles gave them leave
to cut hiswoods down," said Percy, and drained his glass.

"They'll not sop till dl England'sflat and level as Dutchman'sland,” said Marburton.
"If they're not careful they'll play hob with the rivers" said Cotton.

"And the streams,” said | zaak.

"And the ponds,” said Percy.

"Oh, thefish!" said Marburton.



All four sghed.

"Ah, but come!” said Izaak. "No joylessness here! I'm the only one to suffer from the Fire at thistable.
Well have no long facestill April! Why, there's tench and dace to be had, and pickerel! What matters
the sdlmon'sin his Neptunian rookery? Who cares that trout burrow in the mud, and bite not from coat of
soot and cinders? We've the roach and the gudgeon!™

"| suffered from the Fire," said Percy.
"What? Y our houseliesto east," said | zaak.

"My book was at bindery at the Office of Stationers. A neighbor brought me a scorched and singed
bundle of title pages. They fdll sixteen mileswest o'town, like snow, | suppose.”

|zaak winked at Cotton. "Well, Percy, that can be set aright soon as the Stationers reopen. What you
need is something right good to eat." He waved to the barkeep, who nodded and went outside to the
kitchen. "l wasin early and prevailed on Mr. Pedleto fix a supper to cheer the dourest disposition. What
with shortages, it might not pass for kings, but we are not so high. Ah, hereit comed™

Mr. Pedle returned with a huge round platter. High and thick, it smelled of fresh-baked dough, meat and
savories. It looked like acooked pond. In aline around the outside, halves of whole pilchards stuck out,
looking up a them with wide eyes, asif they had been struggling to escape being cooked.

"Oh, 1zagk!" said Percy, tears of joy springing to hiseyes. "A dtar-gazey piel”

Peal e beamed with pleasure. "It may not be the best,” he said, "but it's the End o' the World!" He put a
finger dongside hisnose, and laughed. He took great pleasurein puns.

Thefour men at thetable fell to, elbows and pewter forksflying.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

They sat back from the table, full. They said nothing for afew minutes, and stared out the great bow
window of the tavern. The shop across the way blocked the view. They could not see the ruins of
London, which stretched, charred, black and still smoking, from the Tower to the Temple. Only the
waterfront in that grest length had been spared.

On thefourth day of that Greet Fire, the King had given ordersto blast with gunpowder al housesin the
way of the flames. It had been done, creating the breaks that, with adying wind, had brought it under
control and saved the city.

"What the city has gone through this past year," said Percy. "It'slucky, 1zagk, that you live down country,
and have not suffered till now."

"They say thefire didn't touch the worst of the plague didtricts,” said Marburton. "I would imagine that
such large crowds milling and looking for shelter will cause another onethiswinter. Best we should dll
leave the city before we drop dead in our steps.”

"Since the comet of December year before last, there's been nothing but talk of doom on everyone's
lips" sad Cotton.



"Apocaypsetalk,” sad Percy.
"Likeasnotit'sright,” said Marburton.
They heard the clanging bell of acrier a the next cross street.

The tavern wasfilling in the late afternoon light. Carpenters, tradesmen covered with soot, afew soldiers
dl soiled camein.

"Why, thewhole city seemsfull of chimneysweeps" said Percy.
The crier's clanging bell sounded, and he stopped before the window of the tavern.

"New edict from HisMagjesty Charles|| to be posted concerning rebuilding of the city. New edict from
Council of Aldermen on rents and leases, to be posted. An Act concerning movements of trade and
shipping to new quays to become law. Assize Courts sessions to begin September 27, please God.
Foreign nationsto send al manner of aid to the City. Murder on New Ogden Street, felon apprehended
in the act. Portent of Doom, monster fish seen in Bedford.”

Asone, the four men legpt from the table, causing agreet tir, and ran outside to the crier.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

"Seeto thehill, Charles" said 1zaak, handing him some coins. "WEell meet a nine o' the clock at the
I[ronmongers Company yard. | must go seeto my tackle."

"If the man the crier sent usto spokeright, ther€lll be no other fish likeit in England,” said Percy.
"Or theworld," said Marburton, whose spirits had lightened considerably.

"I imagine the length of the fish has doubled with each county the tale passed through,” said | zaak.
"It take stout tackle," said Percy. "Mefor my strongest sddmon rod.”

"I for my twelve-hair lines" said Marburton.

"And me," said |zaak, "to new and better angles.”

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

The Ironmongers Hall had escaped the fire with only the loss of its roof. There were afew workmen
about, and the company secretary greeted |zaak cordidly.

"Brother Walton," he said, "what brings you to town?" They gave each other the secret handshake and
made The Sign.

"Tolook to my property on Chancery Lane, and the Row," he said. "But now, isthere afirein the forge



downgairs?'

Below the Company Hall was alarge workroom, where the more adventurous of the ironmongers
experimented with new processes and materias.

"Certainthereis," said the secretary. "We've been making new nailsfor the roof timbers."
"I'll need the forge for an hour or so. Send me down the small black case from my lockerbox, will you?'
"Oh, Brother Wdlton," asked the secretary. " Off again to some pellucid stream?”

"| doubt," said Wdton, "but to fish, nonethe ess.”

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

Walton wasin his shirt, deevesrolled up, sanding in the glow of theforge. A boy brought down the case
from the upper floor, and now |zaak opened it and took out three long grey-black bars.

"Pump away, boy," he said to the young man near the bellows, "and there's a copper in it for you."

Walton lovingly placed the metal bars, roughened by pounding years before, into the coa's. Soon they
began to glow redly asthe teenaged boy worked furiously on the bellows-sack. He and Walton were
covered with sweat.

"Lovely color now," said the boy.

"To whom are you prenticed?' asked Walton.
"To the company, gr.”

"Ah," sad Walton. "Ever seen anglesforged?’

"No, sir, mostly hinges and buckles, nails-like. Sr Abram Jones sometimes puddles hismetal here. | have
to work most furiouswhen he's here. | sometimes don't like to see him coming.”

Walton winked conspiratorialy. Y ou're right, the metal reaches alikable ruddy hue. Do you know what
thismetd is?'

"Cold iron, wasn't it? Ore beaten out?"

"Noiron like you've seen, or me much either. I've saved it for nineteen years. It came from the sky, and
was given to me by agreat scientific man at whose feet it nearly fel.”

"No!" said the boy. "I heard tdll of stonesfdling from the sky."

"| assure you he assured meit did. And now," said |zaak, gripping the smalest metd bar with great tongs
and taking it to the anvil, "we shal tease out the fishhook that is hidden away insde.”

Sparks and clanging filled the basement.



& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

They were eight miles out of northern London before the air began to smell more of September than of
Héll. Two wagons jounced aong the road toward Bedford, one containing the four men, the other laden
with tackle, baggage, and canvas.

"Thisisrough enough," said Cotton. "We could have sent for my coach!”

"And lost four hours," said Marburton. "These fellows were idle enough, and 1zagk wanted an especialy
heavy cart for some reason. |zaak, you've been most mysterious. We saw neither your tackles nor your
baits

"Suffice to say, they are none too strong nor none too ddlicate for the work at hand.”
Away from the town there was atouch of coming autumnintheair.

"We might find nothing there," said Marburton, whaose spirits had sunk again. "Or some damnably small
sdamon.”

"Why then," said 1zagk, "well have Bedfordshire to our own, and al of September, and perhapsaninn
where the smell of lavender isin the sheets and there are twenty printed balads on thewal!"

"Hmmph!" said Marburton.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

At noon of the next day, they stopped to water the horses and est.
"| ventureto try the trout in this stream,” said Percy.

"Come, come," said Cotton. "Our god is Bedford, and we seek Leviathan himself! Would you tempt
gport by angling here?"

"But abrace of troutswould be fine now."

"Have some more cold mutton," said Marburton. He passed out bread and cheese and mest all round.
The driverstugged their forelocks to him and put away their rougher fare.

"How far to Bedford?" asked Cotton of the driver called Humphrey.

"Ten miles, sr, more or less. We should have come farther but what with the Plague, the roads haven't
been worked in above ayear.”

"I'm bruised through and through,” said Marburton.
|zaak was at the stream, relieving himsdlf againgt atree.

"Damnme!” said Percy. "Did anyone leave word where | was bound?’



Marburton laughed. "lzaak sent word to al our families. Always consderate.”

"Well, he's become secretive enough. All those people following him a-angling since his book went back
to the pressesthe third time. Ah, books!" Percy grew slent.

"What, still lamenting your loss?" asked 1zaak, returning. What you need issinging, theair, sunshine. Are
we not Brothers of the Angle, out a-fishing? Come, back into the charts! Charles, start us off on Tom o
the Town." "

Cotton began to sing in aclear sweet voice thefirst sanza. One by one the othersjoined, their voices
echoing under the bridge. The carts pulled back on the roads. The driver of the baggage cart sang with
them. They went down the rutted Bedford road, September al about them, the long summer after the
Plague over, their losses, heartaches dl gone, dl deep thoughts put away. The horses clopped timeto
their Snging.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

Bedford was atown surrounded by villages, where they were stared at when they went through. The
town was divided neatly in two by the doubled-gated bridge over the River Ouse.

After the carts crossed the bridge, they adighted at the doorway of a place called the Topsy-Turvy Inn,
whose sign above the door was aworld-globe turned ass over teakettle.

The people who stood by the inn were all looking up the road where asmall crowd had gathered around
aman who was preaching from a stump.

"I think," said Cotton, asthey pulled their baggage from the cart, "that we're in Dissenter country.”

"Of that I'm sure," said Walton. "But once we Anglicans were on the outs and they'd say the same of
lJS"

One of the driverswas listening to the man preach. So was Marburton.

The preacher was dressed in somber clothes. He stood on a stump at two cross streets. He was stout
and had brown-red hair which glistened in the sun. His mustache was an unruly wild thing on hislip, but
his beard was a neat red spike on his chin. He stood with his head uncovered, agreat worn clasp Bible
under hisarm.

"London burned clean through,” he was saying. "Forty-three parish churchesrazed. Plagues! Fires! Signs
in the skies of the sure and certain return of Christ. The Earth swept clean by God'sloving mercy. | ask
you sinnersto repent for the sake of your souls.”

A man waking by on the other side of the street dowed, listened, stopped.
"Oh, thisis Tuesday!" he yelled to the preacher. " Save your rantings for the Sabbath, you old jail-bird!"
A few peoplein the crowd laughed, but others shushed him.

"Inmy heart," said the man on the sump, "it isdways the Sabbath aslong as there are snners among
you."



"Ah, afig to your damned sneaking disoya Non-Conformigt drivel!" said the heckler, holding histhumb
up between hisfingers.

"Wasn't | once asyou are now?" asked the preacher. "Didn't | curse and swear, play at tip-cat, ring
bells, cause commotion wherever | went? Didn't God'sforgiving Grace ... 7"

A constable hurried up.

"Here, John," he said to the stout preacher. "There's to be no sermons, you know that!" He waved his
saff of office. "And | charge you al under the Act of 13 Elizabeth 53 to go about your severd
businesses”

"Let him go on, Harry," yelled awoman. "He's got wordsfor snners.”

"l can't arguethat. | can only tell you the law. The sheriff's about on dire business, and held have John
back injail and thejailer turned out in atrice. Come down off the sump, man.”

The stout man waved hisarms. "We must disperse, friends. The Sabbath meeting will beat ..."

The congtable clapped his hands over his ears and turned his back until the preacher finished giving
directions to some obscure clearing in awoods. The red-haired man stepped down.

Walton had been listening and staring at him, as had the others. 1zaak saw that the man had abag of his
tools of the trade with him. He was obvioudy a coppersmith or brazier, hissmal anvils, tongs, and tap
hammersidentifying him as such. But he was no ironmonger, so Walton was not duty-bound to be
courteousto him.

"Damnable Dissentersindeed,” said Cotton. "Come, Father 1zagk, let'sto this hospitable inn.”

A crier gppeared at the end of the street. "Town meeting. Town meeting. All free men of the Town of
Bedford and its villagesto be in attendance. Leviesfor the taking of the Great Fish. Four of the clock in
the town hdl."

"Wdl," said Marburton, "that'swherewe shal be."

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

They returned to theinn at dusk.

"They're certainly going at thisthing full tilt," said Percy. "Nets, pikes, muskets."

"If those children had not been new to the shire, they wouldn't have tried to angle there.”
"And wouldn't have been eaten and mangled,” said Marburton.

"A good thing the judge is both angler and reader,” said Cotton. "Else Father Walton wouldn't have been
given al the morrow to prove our mettle againg this great scaly beast.”

"If it have scdles," said Marburton.

"| fear our tackleisnot up toit,” said Percy.



"Didn't Father Walton always say that an angler stores up histackle against the day he needsit? I'll wager
we get good sport out of thisbeforeit's over.”

"And the description of the place! In such anarrow defile the sunlight touchesiit but afew hoursaday.
For what possible reason would children fish there?”

"Y ou'relosing your faith, Marburton. I've seen you up to your whiskersin the River Lea, snaggling for
sdmon under acutbank.”

"But |, praise God, know what I'm about."
"l suppose,” said |zaek, seating himsdlf, "that the children thought so too."

They noticed the stout Dissenter preacher had come in and wastaking jovialy with hiscronies. He
lowered his voice and looked toward their table.

Most of the talk around Walton was of the receding Plague, the consequences of the Gresat Fire on the
region'stimber industry, and other matters of report.

"l expected moretalk of thefish,” said Percy.

"To them," said Cotton, "it'sdl the same. Just another odious county task, like digging anew cand or
hunting down a heretic. They'll bein holiday mood day after tomorrow."

"They strike me as a cheerlesslot,” said Percy.

"Cheerless but efficient. I'd hate to be the fish."

"Y ou think we won't have it to gaff long before the workmen arrive?"
"I have my doubts," said Marburton.

"But you dwaysdo."

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

Next morning, the woods became thick and rank on the road they took out of town. The carts bounced
intheruts. The early sun waslogt in the mists and the trees. The road rose and fell again into narrow
vdleys.

"Someoneisfollowing us," said Percy, getting out his spyglasses.

"Probably apeddler out thisway," said Cotton, Straining his eyes at the pack on the man's back.
"I've seen no cottages,” said Marburton. He was taking kinks out of hisfishing line.

Percy looked around him. "What a godless-looking place.”

The trees were more stunted, thicker. Quick shapes, which may have been grouse, moved among their
twisted boles. An occasiond cry, unknown to the four anglers, came from the depths of the woods. A
dull boom, as of agrest door closing, sounded from far away. The horses hated, whinnying, their nogtrils



flared.

"Intruth,” said Waton from where he rested against acushion, "I fed mysdf some leagues beyond
Chrigendom.”

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

The gloom deegpened. Green was gone now, nothing but greys and browns met the eye. Theroad wasa
rocky rut. The cartsrose, whedl s teetering on stones, and agonizingly fell. Humphrey and the other driver
swore greeat blazing oaths.

"Beso abusive asyou will," said Cotton to them, "but take not the Lord's nameinvain, for we are
Chrigian men."

"Asyou say." Humphrey tugged hisforelock.

The trees reached overhead, the sky was obscured. An owl swept over, sartling them. Something large
bolted away, feet drumming on the high bank over the road.

Percy and Cotton grew quiet. Walton talked, of lakes, streams, of summer. Seeing the others grow
moody, he sang aquiet song. A driver would sometimes curse.

A droning flapping sound grew louder, passed to their right, veered away. The horses shied then, trying
to turn around in the road, amost upsetting the carts. They refused to go on.

"Well haveto tether them here,” said Humphrey. "Besides, Y our Lordship, | think | see water at the end
of theroad.”

It wastrue. In what dim light there was, they saw a darker sheen down below.

"We must take the second cart down there, Charles,” said Waton, "even if we must push it ourselves."
"WEIl never makeit," said Percy.

"Whatever for?' asked Cotton. "We can take our tackle and viands down there?"

"Not my tackle," said Walton.

Marburton just Sighed.

They pushed and pulled the second cart down the hill; from the front they kept it from running away on
the incline, from the back to get it over stonesthe size of barrels. It was stuck.

"l can't go on," said Marburton.
"Surely you can,” said Walton.
"Y our cheerfulnessis depressing,” said Percy.

"Bethat asit may. Think trout, Marburton. Think samon!"



Marburton strained against the recacitrant whedl. The cart moved forward afew inches.
"See, seel” said Walton. "A foot'sgood asamilel™

They grunted and groaned.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

They stood panting at the edge of the mere. The black sides of the valey lifted to right and left like walls.
The water itself was weed-choked, scummy, and smelled of the sewer-ditch. Trees camedown to its
very edges. Broken and rotted stumps dotted the shore. Mist rose from the water in fetid curls.

Sunlight had not yet come to the bottom of the defile. To left and right, behind, al lay in twisted woody
darkness. Thevaley rose like ahand around them.

Except ahead. There was abreak, with no trees at the center of the cleft. Through it they saw, shining
and blue-purple against the cerulean of the sky, the far-off Chiltern Hills.

"Those," said avoice behind them, and they jumped and turned and saw the man with the pack. It was
the stout red-haired preacher of the day before. "Those are the Delectable Mountains,” he said.

"And thisisthe Sough of Despond.”

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

He built asmal lean-to some hundred feet from them.
The other three anglers unloaded their gear and began to set it up.
"What, Father Walton? Not setting up your poles?' asked Charles Cotton.

"No, no," said |zaak, studying the weed-clotted swamp with asure eye. "I'll let you young onestry your
luck firgt.”

Percy looked at the waters. "Thefishismost likely acarp or other rough type,” he said. "No respectable
fish could livein thismire. | hardly see room for anything that could swalow achild.”

"ItisLeviathan," said the preacher from his shdlter. "It isthe Beast of Babylon which shdl risein the days
before Antichrist. These woods are benesth hisswvay."

"What do you want?" asked Cotton.

"To dissuade you, and the others who will come from doing this. It is God'swill these things cometo
pass.”

"Oh, hell and damn!" said Percy.



"Exactly," said the preacher.

Percy shuddered involuntarily. Daylight began to creep down to the meré€'s edge. With the light, the
stench from the water became worse.

"Y ou're not doing very much to stop us," said Cotton. He wasfitting together an eighteen-foot rod of
yew, fir, and hazelwood.

"When you raise Leviathan," said the preacher, "then will | begin to preach.” Hetook asmall cracked pot
from hislarge bag and began to set up hisanvil.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

Percy'srod had a butt asthick asaman's arm. It tapered throughout its length to adender reed. Theline
was made of plaited dyed horsehair, twelve strands at the pole end, tapering to nine. The linewasforty
feet long. Onto the end of this he fastened asinker and ahook aslong as acrooked little finger.

"Wheresmy baits? Oh, herethey are." He reached into a bag filled with wet moss, pulled out agob of
worms, and threaded seven or eight, their ends wriggling, onto the hook.

The preacher had started asmal fire. Hewasfilling an earthen pot with solder. He paid very little
attention to the anglers.

Percy and Marburton, who was fishing with a shorter but thicker rod, were ready before Cotton.

"I'll take thisfishy spot here," said Percy, "and you can have that grown-over place there.” He pointed
beyond the preacher.

"Wewon' catch anything,” said Marburton suddenly and pulled the bait from his hook and threw it into
the water. Then he walked back to the cart and sat down, and shook.

"Come, come," said |zaak. "'l've never seen you so discouraged, even after fishless days on the Thames.”

"Never mind me," said Marburton. Then helooked down at the ground. "I shouldn't have come dl this
way. | have businessin the city. There are no fish here.”

Caoling could not get him up again. 1zaak's face became troubled. Marburton stayed puit.

"Well, I'll take the fishy spot then," said Cotton, tying onto hisline an artificid fly of green with hacklesthe
szeof porcupinequills.

He moved past the preacher.
"I'm certain to wager you'll get no strikes on that gaudy bird'swing,” said Percy.
"Thereisno better fishing than angling fine and far off," answered Cotton. "Heavens, what astink!"

"Thisistheplace," said the preacher without looking up, "where al the sins of mankind have been flowing
for sixteen hundred years. Not twenty thousand cartloads of earth could fill it up.”

"Prettle" said Cotton.



"Prattleit may be," said the preacher. He puddled solder in asandy ring. Then he dipped the pot init. "It
ginks from mankind's Sns, nonethdess.”

"It ginks from mankind's bowels," said Cotton.

He made two back casts with hislong rod, |etting more line out the wire guide & thetip each time. He
placed the huge fly gently on the water Sixty feet away.

"There are no fish about,” said Percy, down the mire's edge. "Not even gudgeon.”
"Nor snakes," said Cotton. "What does this monster eat?'

"Miscreant children," said the preacher. " Sin feeds on the young.”

Percy made aclumsy cast into some dime-choked weeds.

Hisrod was pulled from his hands and flew acrossthe water. A large dark shape blotted the pond's edge
and was gone.

The rod floated to the surface and lay till. Percy stared down at his handsin disbelief. The pole came
dowly in toward shore, pushed by the stinking breeze.

Cotton pulled hisfly off the water, shook hisline and walked back toward the carts.

"That'sal for me, t00," he said. They turned to Izaak. He rubbed his hands together gleefully, making a
show hedid not fed!.

The preacher was grinning.

"Cadll the cartersdown," said Wadton. "Move the cart to the very edge of the mere.”

While they were moving the wagon with its rear facing the water, Walton went over to the preacher.
"My nameislzaak Walton," he said, holding out hishand. The preacher took it formally.

"John Bunyan, mechanic-preacher,” said the other.

"l hold no man'srdigious beliefs againgt him, if he be an honest man, or an angler. My friends are not of
like mind, though they be both fishermen and honest.”

"Would that Parliament were full of such asyoursdf," said Bunyan. "I took your hand, but | am dead set
agangt what you do."

"If not us" said Walton, "then the sheriff with his powder and pikes."

"l shdl prevail against them, too. Thisis God's warning to mankind. Y ou're aLondon man. Y ou've seen
the Fire, the Plague?’

"London is no place for honest men. I'm of Stafford.”
"Evenyou see London asaplace of Sn," said Bunyan. "Y ou have children?’
"Havetwo, by my second wife," said Walton. "Seven othersdied ininfancy.”

"I have four," Bunyan said. "One born blind." His eyestook on afaraway look. "I want them to fear God,
in hope of eternd salvation.”



"Asdowedl," said Walton.
"And this mongter iswarning to mankind of the coming rains of blood and fire and thefal of sars.”
"Either we shdl takeit, or the townsmen will come tomorrow.”

"I know them dl," said Bunyan. "Mr. Nurse-Nickel, Mr. By-Y our-Leave, Mr. Cravenly-Crafty. Do ye
not fed your spiritslag, your backbonefail? They'll not last long as you have."

Walton had noticed his own lasstude, even with the stink of the dough goading him. Cotton, Percy, and
Marburton, finished with the cart, were sitting disconsolately on the ground. The swvamp had brightened
some, the blazing blue mountain ahead seemed inches avay. But the woods were dark, the defile
precipitous, the noises loud as before.

"It gets worse after dark," said the preacher. "I beg you, take not the fish.”

"If you stop the sheriff, hell have you in prison.”

"It's prison fromwhich | come," said Bunyan. "To geol | shall go back, for | know I'm right."
"Do your conscience," said Wdton, "for that way liessdvation.”

"Amen!" said Bunyan, and went back to his pots.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

Percy, Marburton, and Charles Cotton watched as Walton set up histackle. Even with flagging spirits,
they were intrigued. HeE'd had the carters peg down the trace poles of the wagon. Then he sectioned
together arod like none they had seen before. It was barely ninefeet long, starting big asasmith's
biceps, ending in afine end. It was made of many split lathes glued seamlessy together. On each foot of
itslength past the handle were iron guides bound with wire. Therewas ahole in the handle of the rod,
and now Walton reached in the wagon and took out a shining metal whed .

"What's that, asquirrel cage?" asked Percy.

They saw him pull line out fromit. It clicked with each turn. There was a handle on the whedl, and a peg
at the bottom. He put the peg through the hole in the handle and fastened it down with an iron screw.

He threaded the line, which was thick as a pen quill, through the guides, opened the black case, and took
out the largest of the hooks held fashioned.

Ontheline hetied astrong wire chain, and affixed asinker to one end and the hook on the other.
He put the rod in the wagon seat and climbed down to the back and opened his bait box and reached in.

"Come, my pretty," he said, reaching. He took something out, white, ssgmented, moving. It filled his
hand.

It was amaggot that weighed half a pound.
"I had them kept down a cistern behind ashambles,” said Walton. He lifted the bait to show them.



"Charles, take my line after | bait the angle, make a hand cast into the edge of those ssumps yonder. As|
was saying, take your gentles, put them in acool well, feed them on liver of pork for the summer. They!ll
eat and grow and not change into flies, for the changing of one so large killsit. Keep them well-fed, put
them into wet moss before using them. | feared the commotion and flames had collapsed the well.
Though the butcher shop was gone, the baitswere il fat and lively."

Ashe sad thelast word, he plunged the hook through the white flesh of the maggot.

It twisted and oozed onto his hand. He opened asmall bottle. "And dowse it with camphire oil just
before the cast.” They smelled the pungent liquid as he poured it. The bait went into afrenzy.

"Now, Charles" he said, pulling off fifty feet of line from the redl. Cotton whirled the weighted hook
around and around his head. "Be so kind asto tie thisrope to my belt and the cart, Percy,” said Walton.

Percy did so. Cotton made the hand cast, the pale globule hitting the water and sinking.
"Doas| havetold you," said Walton, "and you shdl not fail to catch the biggest fish."
Something large between the eyes swallowed the hook and five feet of line.

"And set the hook sharply, and you shall have greet sport." Walton, seventy yearsold, thin of build,
stood in the sest, jerked far back over his head, curving therod in aloop.

The waters of the dough exploded; they saw the shallow bottom and along dark shape, and the fight
was on.

The preacher stood up from his pots, opened his clasp Bible and began to read in aloud, strong voice.

"Render to Caesar —," he said. Walton flinched and put his back into turning the fish, which was heading
toward the sumps. Thered's clickswere abuzz. Bunyan raised hisvoice, "... those thingswhich are
Caesar's, and to God those things which are God's."

"Oh, shut up!" said Cotton. "The man's got trouble enough!”

The wagon creaked and began to lift off the ground. The rope and belt cut into Waton's flesh. Hisarms
were nearly pulled from their sockets. Sweat sprang to hisforehead like curds through a cheesecloth. He
gritted histeeth and pulled.

The pegslifted from the ground.
Bunyan read on.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

The sunlight faded though it was only |ate afternoon. The noise from the woods grew louder. The blue
hillsin the distance becameflat, grey. Thewhole valey leaned over them, threatening to fdl over and kill
them. Eyes shined in the degper woods.

Walton had regained somelinein the last few hours. Bunyan read on, pausing long enough to light ahorn
lantern from hisfire.



After encouraging Walton at first, Percy, Marburton, and Cotton had become quiet. The soundswere
those of Bunyan's droning voice, screams from the woods, small pops from thefire, and the ratcheting of
thered.

Thefish wasfighting him on the bottom. He'd had no sight of it yet since the strike. Now the water was
becoming aflat black sheet in the failing light. It was no salmon or trout or carp. It must be apike or ed
or some other toothed fish. Or aserpent. Or cuttlefish, with squiddy armsto tear the skin from aman.

Walton shivered. His arms were numb, his shoulders atight, aching band. Hislegs where he braced
againg the footrest quivered with fatigue. Still he held, even when thefish ran to the far end of the
swamp. If he could keep it away from the snags he could wear it down. The fish turned, theline
dackened, Walton pumped the rod up and down. He regained the lost line. The water hissed asthe
cording cut through it. The fish headed for the bottom.

Tiredly, Waton heaved, turned the fish. The wagon creaked.
"Blessed are they that walk in the path of righteousness,” said Bunyan.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

The ghosts came in over the dough straight at them. Monkey-demons began to chatter in the woods.
Eyes peered from the bole of every tree. Bunyan's candle was the only light. Something walked heavily
on alimb at thewoods edge, bending it. Marburton screamed and ran up the road.

Percy was on hisfeet. Ghosts and banshees flew a him, veering away at the last instant.
"Y ou have doubts," said Bunyan to him. "Y ou are assailed. Y ou think yoursdlf unworthy.”

Percy trotted up the stony road, ragged shapesfluttering in the air behind him, trying to tug his hair.
Skeletons began to dance across the dough, acting out pantomimes of life, death, and love. The Seven
Deadly Sins manifested themsdlves.

Hell yawvned open to receive them all.

Then the sun went down.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

"Before you join the others, Charles," said Walton, pumping the rod, "cut away my coat and collar.”

"Youll freeze," said Cotton, but climbed in the wagon and cut the coat up the back and down the
deeves. It and the collar fell away.

"Good luck, Father Walton," he said. Something plucked at his eyes. "We go to town for help.”

"Be honest and trustworthy al the rest of your days," said Izaak Walton. Cotton looked stunned.



Something large ran down from the woods, through the wagon, and up into the trees. Cotton ran up the
hill. Thething loped after him.

Waton managed to gain Six inches on the fish.

Grinning things sat on thetaut line. The air wasfilled with meteors, burning, red, thick as snow. Huge
worms pushed themselves out of the ground, caught and ate demons, then turned inside out. The demons
flew away.

Everything in the darkness had claws and horns.

"And lo! the seventh sed was broken, and there was quietness on the earth for the space of half an hour,”
read Bunyan.

He had lit histhird candle.

& middot; & middot; & middot; & middot; & middot;

Walton could seethe water again. A little light came from somewhere behind him. The noises of the
woods diminished. A desultory ghost or skeleton flitted grayly by. Therewasacadmintheair.

The fish wastiring. Waton did not know how long he had fought on, or with what power. Hewasa
human ache, and he wanted to degp. He was nodding.

"The townsmen come,” said Bunyan. Walton stole afleeting glance behind him. Hundreds of people
came quietly and cautioudy through the woods, some extinguishing torches as he watched.

Walton cranked in another ten feet of line. The fish ran, but only a short way, dowly, and Waton reded
him back. It was till along way out, still another hour before he could bring it to gaff. Walton heard low
talk, recognized Percy's voice. He looked back again. The people had pikes, nets, asmall cannon. He
turned, reded thefish, fighting it dl theway.

"Y ou do not love God!" said Bunyan suddenly, shutting his Bible.

"Yes| do!" said Walton, pulling as hard as he could. He gained another foot. "I love God as much as
you.”

"You do not!" said Bunyan. "l seeit now."

"I love God!" yelled Walton and heaved the rod.

A fin broke the frothing water.

"Inyour heart, where God can see from His high throne, you liel" said Bunyan.
Walton reeled and pulled. More fin showed. He quit cranking.

"God forgiveme!" said Wadton. "It'sfishing | love."

"| thought s0," said Bunyan. Reaching in his pack, hetook out apair of tin snipsand cut Walton'sline.



|zaak fell back in the wagon.

"John Bunyan, you son of abitch!" said the Sheriff. ™Y ou're under arrest for hampering the King's
busness. I'll seeyourot.”

Waton watched the coils of line on the surface dowly sink into the brown depths of the Sough of
Despond.

He began to cry, fatigue and numbness taking over his body.

"l denied God," he said to Cotton. "I committed theworst sin." Cotton covered him with a blanket.
"Oh Charles, | denied God."

"What'sworse," said Cotton, "you lost thefish."

Percy and Marburton helped him up. The carters hitched the wagons, the horses now docile. Bunyan
was being ridden back to jail by constables, histinker's bag clanging against the horse's side.

They put the crying Walton into the cart, covered him more, climbed in. Some farmers hel ped them get
the carts over the rocks.

Waton'slast view of the dough was of resolute and grim-faced men staring at the water and readying
their huge grapples, their guns, their cruel, hooked nets.

They were on the road back to town. Walton looked up into the trees, devoid of ghosts and demons. He
caught aglimpse of the blue Chiltern Hills.

"Father 1zaak," said Cotton. "Rest now. Think of spring. Think of clear water, of legping trout.”
"My dreamswill be haunted by God the rest of my days," he said tiredly. Walton fell adeep.
He dreamed of clear water, legping trouts.

TheEnd



