Jay Woolsey 1938-2006

The news of Jay Woolsey’s death jolted me like rain water down the back of the neck. Knocked off his bike by a car in the southwest. Gone like nothing those previews I had often run in my head, as I will, of fond reminiscing in a limitless future, with Scotch, in the sunset, by a lake. Soon after I got word, my thirteen-year-old son and I headed up that same fire road to that same pond that Jay and I had explored thirty-five years before. 

Many mornings I fell asleep in his tan VW wagon, awakened by the click of a Zippo and a wash of lighter fluid. Jay smoked Vantage, with its suggestion of RAF insignia by the marketeers. One super clear day on the Bigelow ridge the subject turned to developments in forests. Sugarloaf’s gashed ski-trails to the south were one thing, but rumor was that something bigger might be going in on Flagstaff Lake to the north. Jay must have been preoccupied by the notion; he lit a Vantage right on the trail, which he never did. He apologized to thirteen-year-old me and pulled out a metal film cannister, a handy-dandy ashtray. Jay liked trying out handy-dandy folding saws, backpacking stoves; he even bought a handy-dandy Folbot, that fold-up canvas kayak advertised in the back of National Geographic for years. My memory of that boat is breaking my strand of Love beads, long past their moment, and littering the interior with bright plastic. I can still see him shaking his head across the water. 
Jay, the quiet bachelor, avoided major attractions. I wanted to bag peaks and complete lists, but he knew better. Three times, in bluebird weather, on Kibby, on Abraham, and on Little Jackson, we thought we could see Katahdin and Washington at the same time. The world spread out like that, it didn’t matter that we couldn’t prove it. Once we rode out fierce lightning and thunder in the West Kennebago fire-tower with a nervous looking warden. A moose swam next to our canoes on Canada Falls Deadwater, breathing powerfully. Jay heard about a pond near the state line, another ski resort proposal in the wind. Our first trip was all dusty wood roads and deerflies, ending at a postage stamp of white sand on a hundred-acre tea pond. We returned to the pond several times, in rickety Otcas with faded green canvas cracked like raku pottery, and in proto-plastic kayaks. A large glacial erratic poked above the surface enough to hold our boats, and diving from the outward side of that boulder you could see good sized shadows scooting off to deeper water. One time we stopped at a diner in Norway on the way home and Jay ordered me a Birch Float – a glass of water and a toothpick.
My parents had relayed bleak reports from Jay about condos in the western hills. I arranged to stay in a cabin a therapeutic school owns near the pond. We spent an hour on old skidder paths, no cabin to be found, but a young cow moose springing up from the tall grass got our hearts going. Checking the shore from the canoe produced no tents, no people. We contentedly set up ten yards from a sandy beach. The Bureau Of The Way Life Should Be would have a plywood Holstein if they could package that glassy pond, that balsam fragrant solitude. We swam, we ate, we caught and released good smallmouths. Coyotes, barred owls and loons chorused the woods. Three days of trolling, swimming, studying clouds and wading moose. My son was rapt. 
In the last decade I have brought my three sons to this pond several times. I want badly for them to store away pond-summer, absorb some ineffable magic. This, I could have said, is one thing I can show you. Already the two older boys are finding their own summer projects. When I return in three years my youngest son will fish without joy under a cloud of high-school depression, I will be divorced, and my transmission will be failing. 
At a downgrade on Route 302, I recognized where a young hellion in a muscle car had roared blindly past my father, who was driving a Suburban full of students and pulling a canoe trailer. The muscle car slammed into Jay, who was turning left in front of us; the tan VW wagon, two green canoes up top, went up on its right wheels, smacked forward like a toy. Nobody was hurt; the defiant driver stood unshaven and sleeveless while the teenagers from the Outing Club milled in the roadside sand. I watched the trooper write Jay’s age as 32.  We both took up biking in later life, him on long miles of southwestern pavement, me on fat tires and New England ledge rock. He may have thought mountain biking a yahoo pastime; I often hear his voice when I barrel through quiet woods faster than a sensible person should. Was that an owl, or a leaf snag, in the tree I just zoomed past? Often too I take a long climb home, on a narrow, paved road shared with cars that give off cigarette and transmission smoke, the zip of steel inches from my left hand. 
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