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CHAPTER I


BROWN TROUT
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Skip Walters should never have stopped at the BP gas station in Carabelle on the way to the coast that hot and humid North Florida panhandle morning in mid-June.  His boat in tow, Skip parked the rusty old beige Isuzu pick-up next to the convenience store portion of the business.  Nature called in a big, urgent way!

Fortunately, the men’s room was unlocked.  Yanking hard twice on the loose doorknob, Skip managed to get the squeaky, salt-air corroded door open.  

Looking in the mirror at his tall, thin reflection, he noticed the invasion of gray hair mingling with the brown and red hairs of his neatly trimmed beard.  As always he checked his fine brown hair to be sure the gray hadn’t infiltrated there yet, and was satisfied that it had not.  He wished there was some way to eliminate the small wrinkles fanning out from the corner of his hazel-colored eyes, but he knew that years of exposure to the sun took its toll.  

Locking the door behind him, he looked around in the dim light provided by a bare bulb above the dirty sink.  The toilet paper roll holder dangled from one screw on the wall next to the toilet bowl.  It held only a few squares of cheap paper, but, to his relief, there was a full roll on the top of the chipped white ceramic tank.  He took off his lucky fishing cap, placed it carefully next to the full roll of toilet paper, pulled some paper off the dangling fixture, and wiped the seat.  

Whoever designed the bathroom never had to relieve themselves in the sweltering north Florida heat, and the heat wave during the summer of 1998 made things worse.  There was no air conditioning duct, and the temperature in the cramped room must have been one-hundred-and-ten degrees.  Skip flushed, reached for his hat, and then it happened!  In a hurry for fresh air, he grabbed the hat in haste, which brushed the full roll of toilet paper.  Wobbling as it rolled toward the edge of the tank, like a car out of control, it tumbled over the raised seat back and plunged toward the open bowl.  He made a quick swipe at it with his hand, but missed.  

Nasty water splattered his calves and sneakers before he could jump back to avoid the splash.  At least his shorts had been spared the insult.

“Crap!” Skip shouted.  Having spent years in the retail business, he had promised himself that he would never leave messes for others to clean up, like so many had done to him.  “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” echoed in his mind.  On the other hand, he was not about to reach down into that God-forsaken bowl and yank the soggy mess out.  Pondering several possible solutions, he finally chose one he would come to regret.  He figured the best thing to do was return to his pick-up, get the stout grouper rod (he already had a big hook tied on), and catch a roll of toilet paper.  

Unlocking the rusty restroom door, he rammed it with his shoulder, and it opened with a creak.  Sticking his head out and looking both ways, he satisfied himself that there was no one in sight, and hastily continued with his plan.  Grabbing the thick rod and heavy reel combination, quickly untangling it from light spinning tackle he had tossed in the pickup bed, he returned to the bathroom unnoticed.  He freed the oversized hook from the eye of the pole.  Holding the rod with both hands, he began the delicate task of setting the hook in the waterlogged roll of toilet paper.  The round hole of the cardboard center became the game fish’s mouth, and he adroitly dropped the hook in it on the first try.  “This has got to mean good luck in the tournament!” he thought.  He set the hook firmly, flicking the rod tip to the left and up.  The end of the pole bent, and he had caught his first prize!  Lifting the dripping glob out of the bowl, his heart sank as he heard the squeaky bathroom door opening.  How he wished he had remembered to lock it!

“Someone in here!” he shouted.  

Too late!  A rough looking fisherman with a can of beer in his hand barged his way through the door.  The moment he saw Skip, he stopped dead in his tracks, staring at the sight of the bent rod and the soggy roll of toilet paper dripping on the dirty floor.  Skip froze, and stared back, horrified to be caught in the act.

“Hey, now, son!” said the large barrel-chested man.  “You know the tournament don’t start ‘til the morning – whatcha doin’ there?”

His slim, rough-looking companion who had been waiting outside looked over the burly fisherman’s shoulder in disbelief.  At that moment, the only thing that could have made Skip more embarrassed was if he knew those two guys.  As he looked in their smirking faces, to his horror, he realized he did know them!  Well, he knew who they were, casual acquaintances from past tournaments, and they didn’t know Skip all that well.

The second one in the door, Lucas Millender, shouted, “Hey, Buck!  I do believe that this boy has found himself a honey of a brown trout hole!”

They both started laughing so hard that beer began sloshing over the rims of their cans.  “And look at that chunk of bait!”  Buck Quigley blurted out between guffaws.  “He’s a-goin’ fer the big-uns!”  Laughing uproariously, they both stumbled back out of the bathroom in hysterics.  

Now, Skip always said that people with a poor sense of self-esteem are usually the ones who can’t take a ribbing, and folks with a healthy sense of self worth can roll with the punches.  He tried hard to remember that, as he dropped the dripping toilet paper in the plastic garbage can.  Resting the pole against the edge of the sink, he proceeded to wash off his line and hook, then his legs with soap and water.  Outside, the roars of laughter continued, and he heard Lucas blurt out “brown trout!” as Buck slapped him on the back in glee.  The two country boys were having a good ol’ time.  

Skip stood over the sink, shaking his head, wishing he were anyplace but there.  Looking in the mirror, his face flushed with a mixture of heat and embarrassment, Skip wondered how he could turn the table on the two laughing hyenas outside.  He washed his hands, reached for the handy cloth towel feeder, pulled down, hoping to find a clean place no one had used yet.  But the soiled cloth wouldn’t budge.  He looked at one of those useless hot air blowers on the wall, and wound up drying his hands half on the used cloth and half on his olive khaki shorts.  Taking a firm grasp of the rod and reel, he went out to face the music.  

“Hey, did ya get any keepers?” Lucas asked between chuckles.

“You didn’t run outta bait, did ya?” Big Buck chimed in.  “Cause they got a special on that kinda bait at the Winn-Dixie.  Four for ninety-nine cents!”  More laughter.  It was becoming clear to Skip that he would never live this incident down.  

He shook his head, and curled his thin lips in a forced smile, and put the fishing pole back in the bed of the pick-up.  Glancing back, he noticed their new, white seventeen-foot Grady-White center console, equipped with a powerful Yamaha 175 horsepower outboard.  The expensive rig was being pulled by a late model burgundy Dodge Ram extended cab truck.  Their outfit made his look like a toy.  Skip’s shallow sided fifteen-foot Lancer was powered by a twenty-nine year old 18 horsepower Evinrude, a gift from a friend.  Fiberglass patches dotted the brown sides and the tan bottom of the small boat.  It had been built years ago for use in rivers, lakes and tidal creeks.  Lucas and Buck’s boat would have done well in eight-foot seas, even though it was only seventeen feet long. 

“Nice rig!” Skip remarked, hoping to get their minds off of what they had just witnessed.  It didn’t work.  

“Thanks!” Buck said.  “We got her all rigged up for brown trout!”

Skip realized their belly laughing would go on for awhile, so, deciding to save himself more humiliation, he headed for the cab of his truck.  He had wanted to win the tournament pretty bad before this encounter with Lucas and Buck, but now he wanted it more than anything else in the world.  He became obsessed with getting the last laugh on those two clowns, and made up his mind to go to any length to beat them.  And when Skip was determined to do something, he would not let Hell or high water get in his way.  Or so he thought!

The two hysterical fishermen stumbled into the bathroom, one after the other, laughing like two kids.  Then an idea hit Skip – one of his inner voices shouted, “Don’t do it!”  Another voice shouted, “Go for it!”  He ignored the better side of him, and acted on the spur of the moment.  Quickly flipping the latch that held his boat trailer on to the truck’s trailer ball, he threw off the rusty chains held to the bumper with “S” hooks, disconnected the trailer lights, and started the old truck.  He carefully backed around his detached boat and trailer, and a few seconds later, the truck’s back bumper made a smacking sound as it bumped against the men’s room door.  When the two men heard the loud thump of the truck hitting the door, they stopped laughing for the first time in ten minutes.  They banged on the rusty door in an attempt to open it. The top corner of the door opposite the hinges buckled out as powerful Buck gave it a mighty, yet futile shove.  

“Say, you guys wouldn’t like to share with me where you caught that gator trout last year that won the tournament, would ya?” Skip asked in a calm voice.  Buck had taken first place in the speckled sea trout division with a six-pound ten-ounce whopper.  During the award ceremony, Skip had asked him where he caught it, to which Buck replied that they had discovered a mysterious hole while drifting in the bay.  That told Skip nothing.  He didn’t know what bay they had been drifting: Alligator Point, East, Apalachicola, or St. Joseph’s.  

After a few seconds of silence, Skip heard Lucas say to Buck, “Go ahead, tell him, Buck.  After all, we know where his brown trout honey hole is now!”  More laughter.  Skip knew it was getting hot in there, and he didn’t know what kind of tempers those guys had.

“Tell ya what...at least tell me which bay you were drifting when you hooked that monster that won the tournament last year.”

“Port St. Joe,” Lucas said reluctantly.

“Shut your mouth, fool!” Buck shouted at Lucas.

“Thanks!  See y’all out there!” Skip said, jumping into his pick-up truck.  All ready to speed away, Skip realized his get-even plan had one minor flaw; his boat was sitting bow-down in the parking lot!  He couldn’t just blast out of there as he had hoped.

Rolling up the windows and locking the doors in case things got ugly, he pulled away slowly, and drove the truck alongside, then in front of his boat and trailer.  As the bathroom door burst open, Lucas popped out, his gaunt, bony face flushed from the heat and the laughing.  Skip heard him say “Go ahead, Buck, but hurry!  I’m about to bust a bladder!”  

Skip quickly hooked the boat trailer to the truck, and took off.  Looking back, he waved good-bye to Lucas, who just stood there grinning and shaking his head.  Skip punched the accelerator to the floor, and thought “Let’s see you smile as I hold up the winning trout on Sunday, sucker!”  

Driving away, he had the feeling that, over the next three days of the tournament, he would be seeing those two again, and he’d be less than subtly reminded of his rendezvous with the brown trout.  
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CHAPTER II


GETTING AWAY
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“Big Buck” Quigley wasn’t about to let any jerk from the city beat him at the game he began playing when he was two years old in 1956.  His daddy put a cane pole in his hand and walked him out to the catfish pond on the farm near Blountstown, baited his hook with an earthworm, and Buck began pulling catfish out of that pond like he was born to fish!  

“Lucas, I’d be awful angry right now if I thought that city boy knew how to fish.  Why did you tell him where we caught that gator trout last year?”

“Hell, Buck, everyone whose worth their salt around these parts knows the biggest trout come from St. Joseph’s Bay.  Besides, that’s a big darn bay and he has no idea where you caught it.”

“Well, if that jerk starts following us around, I’m gonna introduce him to my friend Smith and Wesson!”

“No need to get upset, big guy.  You ain’t gonna win the tourney this year anyhow.  I’m gonna catch a trout so big it won’t fit in the dad-gum cooler!”  

Lucas Millender was no novice at the game, either.  Born in East Point, right on Apalachicola Bay, he was the son of an oysterman.  One day in mid-May, 1958, his father put him aboard the oyster boat at the ripe old age of four, gave him a closed-faced Zebco reel, a short rod, tied on a green-bodied jig, and taught Lucas how to cast.  As his callous-handed father went about the business of raking delicious shellfish from the choppy, shallow waters of the bay, his son amazed him by catching twelve speckled trout.  Lucas Millender was known by the folks in East Point to be one of the best sport fishermen around, and was constantly stopped and asked for advice on where to fish.  Being a convivial and talkative sort, he never minded obliging.  On the other hand, Buck had the attitude that you put in the time finding good spots, and when you finally find one, you keep it to yourself ‘til your dying day. 

They had met in Vietnam, Buck pulled Lucas out of a downed, burning chopper and saved his life.  They became best of friends, and, when the war ended, both went to work in the paper mill owned by the St. Joe Paper Company.  When the mill shut down a couple of years ago, Lucas scraped a living out of the bay, like his father before him, harvesting succulent oysters.  To supplement his income, he occasionally filled in for local light-tackle fishing guides, if he was lucky enough to be asked.  Being single, and living in the same home he grew up in that his father left him when he died, Lucas was able to make ends meet, but didn’t have a lot left over.  

Buck, on the other hand, was doing quite well for himself.  He managed a marina on Alligator Point, which provided him and his wife a place to live for free next to the marina, and a decent salary.  He supplemented his income by doing boat repairs for the clients of the marina, and his wife worked as a bar maid in the Blue Lagoon lounge in Apalachicola.  Buck purchased the Grady-White brand spanking new, and paid cash.  

Buck and Lucas had been fishing the Big Bend Saltwater Classic every year since its inception in 1989, and not a year went by without one or the other of them taking a first or second in the speckled trout division, they were that good.  However, the one thing that eluded them was winning the whole tournament.  In order to win the grand prize, you had to have the most over-all points.  That usually meant you had to catch other species of fish and win a first, second or third in those divisions, and have the most points of any of the fishermen entered in the tournament.  Rarely, if no one fisherman caught fish that placed in more than one division, someone would win by their first place fish being a larger percentage heavier than the second place fish in that category.  

Winning the grand prize was always a tough task, as there were a lot of talented offshore fishermen in the tournament each year, who would put together a winning combination of such species as grouper, amberjack, wahoo, kingfish, and cobia. Buck and Lucas fished for inshore species, and, although they consistently placed in the speckled trout division, they only occasionally placed in the flounder, gaff-top sailcat or Spanish mackerel divisions.  

––––––––
[image: ]


SKIP PULLED OUT OF the gas station heading west on U.S. Hwy. 98, known locally as Coastal Highway. Glancing to the left as he crossed the intersection of Marine Street, he strained to see if old Riley’s Bait and Tackle shop was still in business.  Ancient Mrs. Acres, the melancholy, yet talkative, gray-haired widow of the original owner had told Skip one of the most useful fishing tips he had ever heard.  She said her husband, Riley Acres, had been a long time local fishing guide, and fished the Carabelle River, Crooked River and the New River with his clients.  When Skip asked where her late husband did most of his fishing, she replied that he fished up and down all three, but mostly stopped by the steep banks near curves.  “Why there?”  Skip asked.  

“Don’tcha know, honey?” she asked.  “I thought everyone knew that’s where you find the deeper holes!  And the fish.”  

Well, maybe everyone else in Carabelle knew that, but Skip sure didn’t.  Fishing the New and Crooked Rivers later that winter, he found some of those deep holes by bends and scored nice catches of redfish and speckled trout.  

Skip attributed his fishing success, which was fair, to one thing – his penchant for listening to folks and asking a lot of questions.  And he wasn’t particular about who he asked.  It seemed to him that every person who fished knew at least a little something he didn’t.  Skip figured that the more you knew, the more likely you were to catch fish.  So he would query anyone: young boys, gray-haired women, wrinkled veteran fishermen and owners of fancy boats, if they had managed to catch some nice fish.  He gleaned knowledge about tides, lures, times of day, locations, live baits, techniques, water depth, and wind conditions, then stored it away in the back of his head.  It would have taken him two lifetimes of fishing every day to gather all the information he learned from other people by asking questions, and another two lifetimes of fishing every day to accumulate all the information about fishing he picked up by reading books, and magazines like the Florida Sportsman.  

Being very grateful to every person who shared their knowledge with him, he felt it was his duty to share all he had learned with others.  “Knowledge is nothing if it’s not passed on” was a motto Skip coined, and he applied that principle to knowledge gained in other aspects of his life as well.  

As the north Florida morning sun blazed down on his slow moving truck, he looked to the right and noticed the smallest police station in the world.  The locally famous police station consisted of a lone phone booth next to the curb on Coastal Highway.  If you needed to report a crime, that’s where you would go.  Or that was the idea.  The smallest police station was also the most useless police station, as the last time he looked inside, the wires to the phone were dangling in the air.  

For the quaint seaside town, which still had no direct mail delivery, change was brewing.  The stores next to the smallest police station, old brick buildings, once housed a general store and a veterinarian.  Now they were the offices of Apalachee Bay Properties and Carabelle Realty.  The “forgotten coast” had been remembered – discovered by wealthy folks looking to build retirement homes by the pristine Gulf shore.

North of town the landscape turned to swamps, then pine forest, and the pinelands stretch (with the exception of a few farms and villages) all the way to the Georgia border, some one-hundred miles to the north.  

To Skip’s left the Carabelle River, with its brackish, unpolluted, yet tannic acid colored water, gave a scenic backdrop to several small seafood restaurants nestled between Hwy. 98 and the river.  The Carrabelle also provided a deep haven for commercial fishing boats that were moored in back of oyster-shell filled lots and dilapidated wholesale seafood buildings.  Skip recalled the story of a seven pound sailcat that had been caught off one of the docks he was passing, that had won first place in the Big Bend Saltwater Fishing Classic tournament a few years earlier.  The unusual thing was that the lucky angler caught the winning fish within a hundred yards of the weigh-in station and tournament headquarters.  Wiley fishermen had fished their favorite spots from the Aucilla River to the east, to Mexico Beach to the west, and the prize winner was caught right there off the dock.

Skip knew the tide was low because the sandbar that mysteriously rose from the middle of the deep river and paralleled the shore was visible.  He wondered how many inexperienced captains grounded their craft on that particular bar.  

Just before crossing the concrete Tillie Miller Bridge that would carry him over the river, he glanced at the large Carabelle Marina complex, host of the Big Bend Saltwater Classic.  It consisted of eighty-seven slips filled to capacity with fishing boats, pleasure vessels, and sailboats.  He noticed two men hoisting the thirty-foot plastic banner that boldly announced “Big Bend Saltwater Classic” over a street entrance to the marina.  They had their backs turned to him, and he could see fish swimming in a circle of blue water on their tournament T-shirts.  One of the nicest things about entering this tournament was, with the payment of the forty dollar entry fee, you got a shopping bag full of goodies.  It reminded Skip of getting a stocking full of surprises Christmas mornings of his youth in the once quiet town of Tallahassee.  Now each year he looked forward to opening that complimentary bag of fishing accessories with the open-eyed delight of a child who still believed in Santa Claus.  The bag was filled with products donated by merchants and manufacturers.  He loved to pull out one item at a time; lures, floating key rings, caps, hats, tooth brushes with “Quill Turk, DDS” stamped on the handle, elastic sunglass bands to keep your sunglasses from falling overboard as you tried to boat a big game fish, can openers, hooks, plastic jig bodies, and much more.  The finest thing in the bag, year after year, was always the beautiful Big Bend Saltwater Classic T-shirt.  The contents of the bag were not all fluff items to be eventually discarded.  Skip’s friend Todd Wiggins, who had fished the tournament with him for the past several years, had taken second place in the speckled trout division using a plastic jig body he found in his bag of odds-and-ends.  He wished Todd had been available to fish the tournament with him again this year, as it had become sort of a tradition.  But Todd apologetically explained that he had previous commitments.  

The road rose under him as Skip ascended the small bridge that spanned the Carabelle River.  The concrete railings stood sentry for those enjoying the sights too much, and ensured that their vehicles stayed on course.  Looking north, to the right over the guardrail, he caught sight of a man-made island that split the river to the north of the bridge.  It consisted of sand dredged from the riverbed when they deepened a too-shallow channel.  Further to the north, he could see small tidal creeks that divided marshes of spartina grass, fertile areas so necessary for the continued proliferation of the abundant sea life in the area.  Looking south, he saw rows of boats in the Carabelle Marina, and beyond them the tall riggings of commercial shrimp boats and net boats that sat at the docks awaiting their crews.  Further south, he could see where the Carabelle emptied into Apalachicola Bay.  Across the bay he caught a glimpse of Dog Island, which sheltered the harbor from big waves that occasionally rose in the Gulf of Mexico.  When the wind howled from the southwest, choppy waves pushed their way through East Pass and across the three-mile wide bay, making the mouth of the river a dangerous place for small boats.  The Dog Island Ferry traversed the bay twice daily.  It was the only way to access Dog Island, unless you were lucky enough to own a boat or a small plane.  Fifty or so beach houses dotted the remote island; some were vacation homes, others year-round residences.  It seemed like the perfect quiet haven from the always-too-much-to-do life Skip was leading, raising a young son, owning a house, and working for the State of Florida in the Public Assistance program.  But Skip knew better than to allow his mind to ponder the stresses of his job when not at work.  

One of the most refreshing things about fishing was that, when he floated in the middle of a beautiful saltwater bay, and the breeze was blowing and the waves were rocking his boat, and he just knew that the next cast was going to produce a vicious strike, all the troubles and worries and responsibilities in his life were a long, long way away.  Taking a deep breath of fresh salty air, looking around at the distant shore, and gazing at an osprey circling overhead, his mind was totally in the present.  It was moments such as these that he came to realize just how blessed he was to be alive on such an awe-inspiring planet, and thanked God for the beauty of it all, and for having the time to enjoy it.  When he was in that state of mind, he could fish all day without a bite, and still have a really good time!

On the right, the Hobo’s Ice Cream Parlor sign beckoned him to stop and partake of their smooth, cold treats.  But Skip was starting to get excited about the prospect of casting some top water plugs as the sun set over St. Joseph’s Bay.  A thin, attractive woman raced by him in an old forest green Fiat spider convertible, her light brown hair blowing in the wind.  She waved as she passed, and Skip waved back, but he wasn’t sure the woman saw him wave, as she was obviously hell-bent on arriving somewhere in a hurry.  Skip wished her luck getting to her destination, as he recalled the reputation of those sports cars – fun to drive, but hard to keep running.  He wondered where she was going in such a rush, and if their paths might cross sometime during the weekend.  

Skip passed the little municipal beach area, with its picnic tables and grills protected from the heat of the sun by a concrete overhang built to withstand tropical storms.  The beach was narrow, and had tannish-brown sand, and Skip for the life of him couldn’t understand why anyone would stop there, a beach on the bay, when in another twenty minutes they could be spreading their blankets on the powder-fine white sand of St. George’s Island.  “Oh, well,” he thought, “each to his own.”  

He daydreamed about an article he read in the Florida Sportsman.  Two fly fishermen had spent years experimenting with different color combinations while fishing St. Joseph’s Bay.  They discovered the fly pattern that worked best in enticing fish to strike; yellow and orange.  Yellow and orange!  Bizarre!  What the heck were those fish thinking?  Skip could not recall anything he saw swimming in those waters that was yellow and orange.  He visualized one fish saying to another, “Hey, Joe!  Look at that!  Have you ever seen anything so stupid looking in all your life?  I feel sorry for it.  Let’s eat it and put it out of its’ misery.  Gulp!!”

Skip had heard some folks say fish can only see shades of black and white.  He heard others say fish can see colors the same as we can.  Skip believed they could – he had no other explanation for why some colors produced more strikes than others.  He had always heard that it was wise to match the lure color to the color of bait the predators were eating.  Although he had found that to work well sometimes, other times the fish seemed to prefer hot pink, and, yes, maybe even yellow and orange combinations.  He intended to find out for himself, as he had just bought a yellow and orange-bellied top water popper with a green back by J & W Lures the night before at Wal-Mart.  The lure was called a Tootsie Pop (yeah, some fisherman are suckers!) and Skip was convinced that no one would believe him if he told them he’d been catching fish on one.  Skip could resist ice cream, he could resist gambling, he had the willpower to resist drug and alcohol addiction, and he could resist all kinds of material enticements, but he was a weak person when he found himself amidst hundreds of fishing lures that he had not tried yet.  One voice inside him said “You can’t afford any more lures!”  Then another voice reasoned “But that might be the one that wins the tournament!”  The second voice always won, much to the chagrin of his meager bank balance.  That’s why his tackle box looked like a condominium!  The chagrin on his friend’s faces told it all when he showed up with his huge tackle box.  “You’re not bringing that thing aboard!  Where am I going to stow that?”  Anticipating their question, Skip mentioned the fact that, if the boat sank, they could paddle the tackle box to safety.  They were usually less than amused.  To confirm their suspicion that they made a big mistake inviting Skip fishing, he would pull seven rods out of his truck.  After a few words, and several hints, such as, “You know, man, this ain’t the Queen Mary!” Skip would whittle his selection down to five, and his friends begrudgingly stowed them.  Maybe, Skip thought, that’s why he was fishing the tournament alone this year.

As he approached the tiny town of East Point, he could see the seafood wholesaler’s tin framed warehouses sitting quietly on the shore of Apalachicola Bay.  Not much happened on Thursday afternoons in Eastpoint.  The old pickup’s exhaust system had rusted away from the frequent launching of his boat in salt water.  The noise of the diesel engine echoed through the peaceful fishing village as he accelerated.  It was louder than the refrigerated sixteen wheelers that sat idling next to the warehouses, waiting to be loaded with oysters and fish, and driven to major cities in the East and Midwest.  Black hooded seagulls glided above the piles of oyster shells bleaching in the sun between the highway and the narrow, man-made harbor.  Forming the 50-foot wide harbor on the south was a small rock barrier that sheltered the oyster boats docked behind the seafood retail stores and warehouses.  Choppy waves from Apalachicola Bay lapped at the rock jetty that ran parallel to the shore, as a southerly breeze blew across the wide expanse of water that stretched from St. George’s Island to the mainland.  The bay came within ten feet of Coastal Highway 98 in places, the erosion of the beach causing 98 to be vulnerable to being wiped out by tropical storms and hurricanes.  Looking out toward the two sections of bridge that spanned the four miles and connected the mainland to St. George’s, he could see at least forty small oyster boats bobbing in the waves.  The strong-armed oystermen were grinding their tongs on the submerged oyster bars, opening and closing the tool like a big pair of scissors, reaping shelled delicacies from the shallow, fertile waters of the bay.  Skip envisioned sheepshead and black drum cruising through the murky sediment to feed on the shrimp and crabs disturbed by the oystermen’s rakes.  A thought of fishing close to the oystermen came to mind, as he recalled an article he read about someone fishing in the Great South Bay of Long Island, New York.  The fisherman noticed schools of bait being blasted in the middle of a loose ring of clam boats.  Casting into the commotion, his rod was nearly jolted out of his hand.  Fighting the fish for fifteen minutes the lucky fisherman finally prevailed and boated a beautiful, huge eight-pound weakfish; a close relative to the speckled trout.  Yet Skip had not explored fishing near oystermen, and resolved to try that some time soon.

One of Skip’s earliest memories came back to him.  He recalled the first time his father put a cane pole in his hand, baited the hook with a cricket, and, sitting on a dock on Lake Talquin, helped three-year old Skip swing the bobber and bait into muddy water.  He recalled his excitement when the pencil bobber stood on end, then vanished beneath the water, and his father and mother shouted “Pull it up!”  He yanked with all his might on the long, thin cane pole, and, to his surprise and delight, out of the water came a red-breasted shell cracker, which he managed to swing up to the dock all by himself.  He remembered shaking, just shaking with excitement, as his parents cheered his success.  That was how his life-long love affair with fishing had begun. 

Across the bay St. George’s Island’s white outline emerged on the hazy horizon.  The barrier island stretched its rolling sand dunes, scrub brush and pine trees across the Gulf, and offered East Point and Apalachicola some protection from the raging seas during hurricanes.  The fine white sand beach, created by the waves rolling in from the Gulf of Mexico, appeared in his mind.  How nice a quick dip in the warm Gulf water would feel on that humid ninety-five-degree North Florida afternoon, Skip thought.  His daydreaming was rudely interrupted by someone blasting their horn behind him.  Looking in his rear view mirror, he saw Buck and Lucas tailgating him, the sun glinting off of their fancy burgundy truck.  Buck flashed his headlights, and blew his horn.  It sounded like a siren on top of a lighthouse.  Skip decided it would be prudent to let them pass.  So he pulled off the road into the parking lot of Fisherman’s Choice Bait and Tackle store.  As they roared by, Buck yelled out the window “Get that trash off the highway!”  Skip was tempted to give him the peace sign minus the index finger, but figured he’d already annoyed them enough for one day, and didn’t want to push his luck.  But their rude, king-of-the-road behavior stirred an anger deep inside Skip.  “We’ll see who has the last laugh!”  He redirected his rage into a determination he had never before experienced in a fishing tournament.  He knew he would do anything humanly possible to beat those guys this year.  He wanted to win so badly, he could feel it from his head to his toes.  Nothing would stop him, he resolved.  He would do whatever it took to look down at those two clowns from the winners’ platform at the awards ceremony. 

Skip’s new-found motivation to win the tournament, along with his addiction to fishing lures, made him jump out of his truck and enter the tackle shop.  Most specialty tackle shops’ merchandise was high-priced, but he had found some good deals on lures in Fisherman’s Choice in the past, and they had a wide variety of tackle.  The young man with big arms and a blue, beat-up baseball cap behind the counter greeted him with a “Howdy!” and “Can I hep ya find anything?” 

“Nah, just looking around.  What are the trout hitting now-a-days?” asked Skip.  

“I caught some nice ones by the dry bar last week on that purple Mirror Lure.” The clerk offered.  

“Sinker or floater?”  

“Sinker.”

“Fast retrieve or slow?”

“Slow.”

“What tide?”

“Incoming.”

“Any size to ‘em?”

“One was over five pounds.”

“That’s a nice trout!  What time of day?”

“Late afternoon.”

Skip put the purple Mirror Lure he selected on the counter.  “Where’s the dry bar?”  The clerk tried to explain the location to him, but Skip was too preoccupied thinking of his run-in with Buck and Lucas to concentrate.  He thanked the clerk for the tip, went to the bed of his truck, and managed to squeeze the lure in with three other colored sinking Mirror Lures in a compartment of his oversized tackle box that was only meant to hold one lure.  He put his seat belt on, and cranked up the engine.  He was really anxious to be out on the water.  He wanted to get to St. Joseph’s Bay as soon as he could, set up his tent, launch the boat, and try out some spots that afternoon before the tournament began the next morning. Even before his encounter with Lucas and Buck, he had decided to fish St. Joseph’s Bay, as he knew the reputation it had for harboring oversized speckled trout.  

The Big Bend Saltwater Classic is held each year on the Friday, Saturday and Sunday of Father’s Day weekend.  Skip’s ex-wife used to get upset about the timing of the tournament.  “You’re supposed to spend Father’s Day with your family!”  she would complain.  Skip explained to her that he looked forward all year to this tournament, how much it meant to him, and that, at 2 PM on Father’s Day it would be all over and he could spend the rest of the day with her and their son.  She never did get it – fishing this three day tournament was a bigger, more meaningful gift to him for Father’s Day than anything she could buy.  But that wasn’t the reason for the divorce.  She was a beautiful woman, used to the finer things in life, and he was the son of a state worker.  She had a taste for filet mignon.  He had a taste for fish and chips.  She spent like they had a million.  He worked overtime, and still couldn’t make ends meet.  She was a hairdresser in a fancy salon, and rubbed elbows with the most wealthy of Tallahasseans.  He worked for the state, and determined eligibility for Food Stamps, Cash Assistance and Medicaid, and rubbed elbows with the folks that had the least.  He bought clothes at the discount stores and yard sales.  She bought her wardrobe from only the most expensive specialty stores in town.  And he came home early one day to find her in bed with the owner of the salon she worked for, and his heart was broken and he couldn’t find it in himself to forgive her, and she didn’t seem to care that much that he couldn’t.  So they went their separate ways, each retaining half custody of the most precious little three-year-old boy in the world.  He was the one jewel that came from the ill-fitted relationship, and Skip loved that boy more than life itself.  He couldn’t wait until Benny was old enough to fish the tournament with him.  And now, at the tender age of six, Skip knew Benny didn’t have the patience or the desire to be out fishing all day, and so he left him with his ex-wife for the weekend.  She agreed to drop Benny off to Skip at the weigh-in on Father’s day.  Although he missed his son any time he was away from him, he was glad to have the freedom to fish the tournament this year without having to take care of the lad.  And looking into Benny’s smiling face at the end of the tournament after not seeing him for a few days would be so uplifting, it would make the end of the tournament a delight no matter what the outcome.

Back on the road, Skip’s thoughts returned to the fiasco at the gas station, and his yearning to win the speckled trout division grew each time he recalled the brown trout episode. 
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CHAPTER III


THE GOOD SAMARITAN
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“Thirty-five more miles and I’m there – paradise!”  

St. Joseph’s Bay occupied his thoughts.  He considered it one of the prettiest bodies of water on the face of the Earth.  Dreaming of the crystal clear salt water, he imagined himself peering over the side of the boat, seeing the sea grass flowing with the tide and the baitfish darting about.  The water clarity made the bottom look so close it seemed you could reach out and touch it with your hand, even though it was twelve feet deep.  He thought nothing could delay his much anticipated arrival at Presnell’s Fish Camp, when he saw her standing, hands on her slender hips, looking under the hood of the green Fiat Spider – the same woman who had recently blown past him, hell-bound for who-knows-where.

Skip didn’t want anything in the world to distract him from the burning desire he felt to win the trout division of the tournament.  Yet his conscience couldn’t allow him to simply wave and pass the stranded woman.  It was just not his nature.  Besides, she was awfully pretty.  And that’s when his carefully planned weekend strategy went askew.

A driver of old cars, he had been very appreciative of those folks kind enough to stop, seeing him broken down on the side of the road, and offering their assistance. He recalled the words of a South Florida truck driver with whom he had hitched a ride when he was a college student.  After the driver treated Skip to a steak dinner and took him from Tennessee to the Florida border, Skip asked him how he could repay him.  The driver said, “Just do something nice for someone else – sooner or later it will come back to me!” 

So like a reluctant Good Samaritan, Skip pulled his truck and boat into the parking lot of a small motel beyond the broken-down Fiat.  Getting out of the pickup, he walked back toward the stranded woman.  

“Hi!” he said in the friendliest tone he could muster, stopping ten feet away from her to let her know he meant no harm.  “What’s wrong with your car?”

“The hell if I know!”  

“I’m no mechanic, but I’ll take a look at it if you want.”  

“Sure – have at it.  But if you can’t get it going in the next ten minutes, I’m outta here.”

He looked at the engine and mulled over what she just said.  “How’re ya gonna leave if I can’t get the car started?” 

Their eyes met, he noticed the green-gold flecked coloring of her irises, and his heart skipped a beat.  There was something about her he found incredibly attractive.  Her high cheekbones and the way she held her lips, in an I-can-handle-anything confident way, caused him to want to keep looking at her.  She was very slender, and her small bra-less breasts made little creases in her white cotton, loose fitting sleeveless blouse.  She wore blue denim cutoff shorts that fit tight at the waist but had a few inches to spare on the bottom, giving her sinewy, yet shapely thighs room to breathe.  Perhaps she was a runner.  Not the type of woman who would win a beauty pageant, but Skip was attracted by her natural, outdoors look.  She wore no makeup, nor did she need any as far as he was concerned.  His palms  became sweaty.  

“I’ll hitch a ride, if I have to.  I’ve got to meet someone at five o’clock!”  

“Well, if I can’t get this started, I’ll give you a ride.”  As fascinated and taken by her as he was, he would have given her a ride to Texas and back, had it not been the weekend of the tournament.  

“Thanks.” she said, nodding toward the open hood.  

He checked the spark plug wire connections, from the distributor to the plugs, then inspected the battery connections, looking for loose or frayed wires.  Nothing seemed amiss.  

“You have plenty of gas?”

“Yes!” 

“What did the car do before it stopped?”  

“Sputtered a few times, then just conked out.”

“Hmm...that could be your fuel pump.  Or the timing chain.  Either way, I wouldn’t be able to fix it.”

“Then let’s go!  I only paid four-hundred for it anyway.”  

“You’re not going to just leave it here, are you?”

“No, I don’t want a ticket.” she said in a tone that he took to mean, “of course not, you idiot!”  

“How about pushing it into the lot of that restaurant?”  She pointed to the Sand Bottom Barbeque parking lot.

“Not a good idea, unless you want to get it towed away.  Let’s push it down the road a little, just beyond the Motel parking entrance, and it will look like you’re staying at the Motel.” 

“O.K.”  

Skip said, “Hop in.”  

She put the car in neutral.  He closed the hood, and began pushing it from the rear.  “My name’s Skip!” he shouted.  

“I’m Claudia!”  He detected some warmth in her voice for the first time.  “Thanks for your help.”

She stopped the car on the sparse grass of the road’s shoulder, just beyond Aaron’s on the Bay Motel.  He helped her get the convertible top up, and she locked the car.

“Shouldn’t we let the folks at the motel know we are leaving my car here for awhile?”

“You can if you want, but what if they say you can’t leave it there?”

“Right.  Let’s just get out of here.”  

While pushing the Fiat, he had noticed the Monroe County, Florida license plate and wondered what someone from south Florida was doing so far from home.  

“Where ya from?” Skip asked.

“The Keys.”

“Where ya headin’?”

“Treasure Bay Lodge.”

Her tone of voice gave Skip the feeling his questions were making her uncomfortable. 

She swung the pocketbook strap over her freckled shoulder.  The small blue bag matched her shorts, and was embroidered with a tropical beach scene depicting the sun rising, or perhaps falling, over a palm tree island.  She carried a black duffle bag that had compartments at either end, and was full to bursting with what Skip imagined to be clothes.  Had this been Melissa, his ex, she would have been carrying three suitcases.  They walked back to the truck side-by-side.  At six-foot, Skip was only two inches taller than Claudia.  He tried to glimpse her face again through the straight, sun-lightened brown, shoulder length hair. He unlocked the passenger door, and, to make way for her, threw his sleeping bag and tent in the bed of the truck.  He slid the box of Cheezits over, brushed off some yellow crumbs from the seat, and she hopped in.  He started the engine, and was embarrassed by the loudness of the old diesel blowing it’s exhaust out somewhere below the driver’s seat.  They got a few miles down the road, and he asked, “So, where you meeting this guy?”  

“Who said it was a guy?” she said in a playful manner.  “I’m to meet this person in front of the Treasure Bay Lodge near St. Joe – do you know where that is?”

“Yeah!” he said, thrilled not to have to go out of his way.  “It’s just before Presnell’s, which is where I’m camping for the next three nights.”

Noticing she was looking north over the wide expanse of bay and tidal creeks visible as they made their way over the two long bridges that led to the town of Apalachicola, he said, “That’s East Bay.”

“Oh, no!” Claudia exclaimed.  

“Yeah – it really is...”

“Can you go back?” she pleaded.

“I’d rather not, but I can,” he responded, seeing the chances of wetting a line that afternoon dwindle.  There was no place to turn around until he got to the island between the bridges.  He looked at his watch and it was 4:14.  

“I’m really sorry, but I left some stuff in the car that I’m going to need.”  

“What did you forget?”

“Just some stuff that I really must have.”  

“Can’t this person drive you back to East Point to pick it up, and get someone to look at your car at the same time?”

“Not really!” 

“O.K.”  

As the first bridge ended, Skip pulled over near a pair of sand palms, and waited for the lanes to clear before making a U-turn.  Heading back East on Hwy. 98, he tried to place her accent, but couldn’t.  It was not a deep southern drawl, yet not a northern accent either.  

“What part of the Keys are you from?”  

“I was born and raised in Ft. Lauderdale.  Lived in Key West recently.”  He got the feeling she was not a very talkative person.  

“What brings you to this corner of the world, Claudia?”

“Personal business.  Can we change the subject?”

After a long period of awkward silence, she pointed to the disabled car.  “There it is.  This will only take a second, I promise.”

She jumped out of the truck almost before it stopped, keys in hand.  Opening the trunk, and she pulled out a square cookie-tin, white with red writing, a wide-brimmed Panama hat with a leather strap to secure it in a wind, and a metal-handled spade that had been broken down into two pieces.  

She tossed the tool into the rusty truck bed, and Skip winced as the digging end of her shovel clattered to a stop against his fishing poles.  He had just spooled each spinning reel with new line, and he was not about to lose the prize fish because of a nick.  He put on the emergency brake, got out, carefully lifting the spade and nestling it between her bag and the wheel well.  

“What do you use that shovel for?”

No response.

“If it were mine, I’d use it to dig for sand fleas on the beach.  Do you know what sand fleas are?”  

“No.”

“They’re little white crustaceans that look like miniature armadillos, and make excellent bait for pompano.”  

“Oh.”

“So, what do you use it for?”

“Ah, I’m into gardening.”  

“Gardening!  I thought maybe you were going to dig for buried treasure!”

Her face flushed.

“Are you going fishing, or coming back?”  

“Take a sniff.  If I was coming back, you’d know it!  I’m going.  I fish in the Big Bend Saltwater Classic tournament each June, and it’s this weekend.  Ever heard of it?”

“No.”

“Well, it’s a big event in these parts.  The tournament lasts three days, and there are several divisions.  Recreational – that’s the one I enter, Team, Commercial, Fly and Children’s divisions.”

“What kind of fish are you after?”

“Brown trout!” Skip giggled.  She looked at him as if he was crazy.  

“You had to be there!”  Skip shook his head.  “Actually, I’m hoping to win the speckled trout and flounder categories.  I’ve been looking forward to this tournament for a long time.  I began cleaning and lubricating my reels seven months ago, in December.  And I’m so psyched that I had a hard time sleeping the last couple of nights.”

“What do you get if you win?”

“Well, if you take a first place, you get four-hundred-and-fifty dollars, second is two-hundred-and-fifty dollars, and third is a hundred dollars.  Then, in the Recreational Division, the one with the most over all points gets a five day fishing trip to Costa Rica.”

“Oh, joy!” She rose slightly in her seat and pulled at the end of her shorts.  “What if you don’t like to fish?”

“Then you probably wouldn’t have entered the tournament in the first place.”  

“True.”

“But it’s not just about the money and the trip to Costa Rica.  I’m gonna fish ‘til I drop if that’s what it takes to beat those two clowns.”

“What two clowns?”

“Buck Quigley and Lucas Millender.”

“Why do you want to beat them so badly?”

“They think they’re the greatest fishermen that ever walked the earth.  They drive a new truck, have a fancy new boat with all the electronics and use only the best fishing gear.  Besides, they just embarrassed the hell out of me.”

“How?”

“I’d rather not say.  But I want to win the speckled trout division so bad, I can taste it.  Holding up the winning fish, and seeing the expression on their faces would be worth more to me than all of the prizes put together.”

“I hope I’m not getting in your way – “

“No.  Not at all.  Like I said, I’m heading to St. Joseph’s Bay anyway, and the Treasure Bay Lodge is right on the way.  It’s nice to have some company.”

“What is the thrill of fishing anyway?  I always thought it was pretty boring.”

“It’s all in your attitude.  If you go out hell-bent on catching a load of fish, chances are you are going to be disappointed.  But if you go fishing with the idea that it’s a wonderful way to spend some time, relaxing by the sea and appreciating the beautiful surroundings, the sights and smells, and the feel of the waves rocking your boat, then if you catch a fish, it’s kind of a bonus.”

“But aren’t you hell-bent on catching fish?”

“Got me there!  But once this tournament is over, I’ll be back into fishing for the peace of mind it brings.  Ever catch a fish?”

“I’ve gone a few times, but haven’t really enjoyed it.  Waiting hours for something to happen, having to be quiet so you don’t disturb them – I don’t think it’s my cup of tea.”

“To me, catching a fish is one of the most thrilling things in the world.  I cast these top water plugs about fifty feet away from the boat.  Then I reel in the slack, twitch my rod, and make that lure pop on the surface.  Sometimes, after a few noisy pops, BLAM!  The water explodes as a trout blasts the plug.  You jerk back and reel as fast as you can.  The rod bends, and you hear your drag peeling out line as the fish races to get away.  Sends adrenaline through my whole body!  I get so excited that, ten minutes after boating the fish, my tongue is still tripping over words, and my whole body tingles with excitement.  There’s nothing like it in the world!”

“So why fish in tournaments?”

“Combine the excitement that you feel when a fish suddenly blasts your plug, with the thought that you’ve got four-hundred-and-fifty dollars on the end of your line, and it makes for a thrilling time.  You have to play the fish just right – have the drag set soft enough that the line doesn’t break, yet hard enough to set the hook.  Speckled trout have soft mouths, and if you try to horse them in, the hooks will pull out.  But if you take too much time playing a fish, the hooks loosen and the fish can pry them out of their mouth.  So it’s a real balance, and quite a challenge to land a gator trout.”

“What’s a gator trout?”

“One that’s graduated from the University of Florida.”  She didn’t get the joke.  Skip knew this woman hadn’t spent much time in north Florida.  

“What?” 

“Just a joke.  A gator trout is one that weighs over, say, five pounds.  That would make it twenty-five or twenty-six inches long or longer.”

“Oh.”  She stared out the window at a few scattered pine trees next to the road, whose straight, tall trunks held surprisingly few branches and pine needles for their height.  

“It’s amazing those pines can survive like that, isn’t it?” Skip said, trying to draw her into conversation.  He was curious to know this woman, and what she was doing, and why she was in the panhandle having come from Key West.  

“What do you mean?”  Claudia squirmed in her seat.

“Well, they’re growing in soil that looks to me like it’s nothing but loose, white sand.  And they have so few branches and pine needles, yet they’re huge and healthy.  I heard once that the roots can go as deep as
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