 FISHING FOR ACCEPTANCE 

By, M.M. Scheidel

I know deep down that my father had always wanted a boy. After waiting nine years to have children, my parents ended up with me, an only child and definitely not a boy. 

Dad worked swing shift throughout his career. For most of my childhood he was either at work or sleeping because he had to go to work. Somehow I got the idea that all 
fathers should play catch with their children. I’m not sure where that belief came from. Maybe from watching the neighborhood kids playing in the street with their fathers or 
could have been from television.  My dad never wanted to play catch or any other game with me. Mom explained that he didn’t like to play games. But I knew better.

I played tee-ball with the neighbor kids and then softball as I got older. I thought maybe Dad would play catch with me if I was on a team.  But he didn’t.

One thing Dad and I did together, was fish. We camped one weekend a month in the summer. Dad had four days off after working his midnight shift. We went to the same campground on Fletcher’s Pond every year. This isn’t your average backyard pond. It is 8,970 acres of flooded forest and bigger than many of the in-land lakes in Michigan. It also happens to be loaded with northern pike, bass and tons of assorted pan fish. Our family started out years ago in a tiny green canvas tent, then a two bed pop-up and eventually a travel trailer. 

An evening or two before we would go camping, Mom watered the flower beds for an extended amount time. At dark, Dad took his flashlight out into the yard and came back with his bait box filled. “A gourmet meal for fish,” he’d say. 

One evening, Dad asked me if I wanted to learn how to catch night crawlers.

“Sure,” I said.

“Are you certain you want to do this? It’s a dirty, slimy job.” Dad warned.

I nodded. I’d be happy to do anything with my dad, even if it was catching worms instead of balls. How hard could it be?
By the side of the house, Dad stooped close to the ground. He flipped his light on. Sure enough, beside Mom’s marigolds a thick juicy night crawler wider than my thumb 
and as long as a pencil stretched out over the mud. Dad snatched it up so fast I hardly saw his hand move. He dropped it onto the mossy green mixture inside the bait box. 

I never thought of a worm as being fast, but they are. I missed a lot of them by grabbing the wrong end or by moving too slow once the light hit them. The crawlers slipped through my fingers, leaving slime and mud all over my hands. I was glad it was dark so Dad couldn’t see my scrunched up face. I wouldn’t dare say ewww out loud, knowing he would send me back in the house. I wiped my hands on the wet grass like I had seen him do.  

Hearing my grumbling, Dad came over to help me. “Watch close,” he said, as he plucked another worm from the ground. He whispered his secret in my ear. “Grab the worm firmly, as close to the dirt as you can. They won’t break. Yank quick and hard while lifting upward.” I bet Dad was thinking I could do this better if I was a boy?
I rarely missed a crawler after that. 

Sometimes two worms tangled together. “Sweetheart worms,” my mother had called them. Most of the time they escaped into their separate holes, but when I finally captured two with one grab it was like was winning the gold. I jumped up and down screaming “Yes!” while wiggly, slimy worms dangled from my fingers. Dad shook his head and looked away. But before he did, I detected a smile and possibly a glint of pride.

By the time I was ten, Dad had taught me how to run the nine horse boat motor. I knew how to scale and filet a fish as well as any of the boys at the campground. I loved everything about camping. The frogs, turtles, owls, and even the snakes didn’t scare me.  
It thrilled me to catch fish, especially the ones I caught while with my dad. There’s nothing better than eating fresh fish, caught, cleaned and cooked all in the same day. 

Dad never has played catch with me. But he has taught me how to relax to the rhythm of the boat rocking over the water. He taught me patience when my line snagged one of the many stumps or branches.  I learned how to keep quiet and alert for the occasional deer sipping from the water’s edge.  He pointed out bald eagles nesting in the nearby pine trees. I learned when the ospreys squawked, we had drifted to close to their nests. Dad taught me how to catch worms and how to catch fish and so much more. What more could a daughter ask for?
I have two children of my own now. My dad was thrilled to be a Grandfather. I thought he would be ecstatic that they were boys. It didn’t really matter, he has never played catch with either of them, but they sure can fish.

