Walking Away
 By
Tricia Hagerty
A down-on-his-luck gambler finds a cure for his misfortunes.

You might say I have a little problem with impulse control.


The month before, I’d spent my whole disability check on video poker at Ray’s Tavern.  I was all out of credit with my bookie.   Every credit card I owned was maxed out.  I was so behind on child support, I wasn’t even allowed to see my son.  No matter what the stakes --my brain just wasn’t wired to call it quits.  How can you quit when you’re clearly due for a win?

I hitched a ride to the lake about 5 a.m. that day.  I’d been out fishing on my little boat like it was my job, even though I’d been releasing more than I was taking home.  Sooner or later, I figured the action at the lake would pick up, and I was gonna be there when it did.   I caught a massive striper in my late teens.  Twenty pounds, if he was an ounce.   It was a high I never forgot.

Which is probably why I was so drawn to fishing, among other things.   Fishing is a lot like poker, in a way.   You win with skill, not luck.   No matter what anyone says.  On a good day, you can catch your limit in bass before the sun comes up.  Or if you’re like me, spend the whole day trying.

Leon’s Bait and Tackle was a tiny shack on a deserted bank of the lake.  I don’t even think he had a phone.  He sold only bait, tackle, egg sandwiches and rancid coffee.  Fishermen were generally a low-maintenance bunch.   

Leon was already there, setting up the foil-wrapped sandwiches under a hot lamp, a dozen keys jingling around on that coil he kept on his wrist.  The store was nothing but an old-time ice cream freezer full of bait, the register counter where the sandwiches were kept, and a coin-operated coffee vending machine.  There was always a dusty old radio in the window that played more static than music.   I bought myself a coffee and as usual, it tasted like dirty lake water.


“Leon, get yourself a Mr. Coffee, already,” I pleaded.  “That Costco store out on the Pike’s got giant cans of Folgers for about six bucks.”   

He huffed.  “There’s nothing wrong with my machine.”

“Don’t know why I keep coming to this lake,” I said.  “Near Lenape Lake they got Dunkin’ Donuts and 20-inch stripers.”


“So go,” Leon said.   He punched in a few keys on the register, took out a wad of  cash and did something with it below the counter.  “The father-in-law bought me that machine in ’79.  I make 40 cents on every cup.  Me and Loretta’s fixing to get a pop-up camper with that coffee money when I retire,” Leon said.


Mental math was never my strong suit, but 40 cents per coffee over 35 years seemed like a nice chunk of change.  “Well, I didn’t realize we had a financial genius in our midst,” I laughed.   “Since you’re so smart, maybe you can tell me what’s wrong with the fish in this lake of ours.” 

“Try a different bait,” Leon said.   “How ‘bout the Senko worms, for once.  Splurge a little.  Let me get them in the back.”  The back was nothing but a curtain on a rod, covering up boxes and unsightly bait buckets.  As you can imagine, the curtain did little to mask the smell.

Now, as a gambling man, I’m accustomed to making quick decisions.  Weighing my odds quicker than a wiggle of a minnow’s tail.  

“Like I always said, Richie.  You gotta use big bait to get the big fish,” Leon continued.  He came back with the worms in a small plastic container.  “My buddy was fishing near the dam?  Deserted up there.  Says he caught a bunch of rock bass last week.”
“Don’t say,” I mumbled.   I looked out the window at the lake.  It was still fairly dark and foggy.   I could’ve been on the other side in under 30 minutes.  Wouldn’t be many fishing at that hour.  The wardens wouldn’t be out until 8 or 9.  

Leon unwrapped an egg sandwich.  “Ever try bagel on your line?  Catfish love ‘em,” he said, handing me half a bagel and eating the rest.   His keys jangling on his wrist.  

“Any of those bucktail jigs left?  Got a couple bites on them,” I asked.

“I do!  Let me dig them up.  Maybe they’re behind the counter?  No, I bet they’re in the case, still,” he said.

Before he went back again, I grabbed his arm.  “The key for the men’s?” I asked.  He slipped the coil from his wrist and pitched it to me.  
“The gold Schlage,” he said, and I nodded.


As soon as he was in the back, I leaned over the register counter and spied a shoebox-sized metal safe.  I swiped it, hid it in my coat and took off on foot.

Thirty minutes later, I was standing on the dam at the far end of the lake.  Couple years back, I caught 9 pickerel and 2 large mouth bass there.  It was my good luck spot.  The locals called it the ‘Poor Man’s Niagara Falls’, but I was done being the poor man.  What was in that safebox was going to dig me out of my hole.   I felt the box inside my coat and was almost too excited to open it.

The waters above the dam were so calm and placid compared to the turbulence downstream.   And there I stood, in the middle.  I began to cry.  “I’ll be a better man,” I sobbed, removing the key coil from my wrist.  “I’ll pay back every penny.”

The key turned in the lock, and I held my breath.  

There was nothing.  Not one dollar bill.  Not a single dime.

But there was a pistol.  
And it was loaded.
