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The Redneck Detective Agency was not a detective agency at all and its proprietor claimed he was no redneck.

Rusty Clay sat at the old roll-top desk, sitting in an antique swivel chair, with a pair of pliers in each hand, working the slug out of a .45 bullet.

The downstairs street door creaked open. Then, heavy footsteps came up the wooden stairs. Too slow for Sammy. He would have called first, before exerting himself up the steep, narrow, flight.

Rusty pulled the roll-top down, to hide the pliers and bullet. He swiveled one-eighty and stared at the translucent top half of his door. The backside of the black lettering in the translucent door glass read The Redneck Detective Agency. 

Soon, a blurry, large silhouette appeared in the translucent glass. Then there was a knock.

Rusty walked over and opened the door. The man stood there, letting his hands hang by his sides.

“Rusty Clay?” the man said. 

“Yes, sir.”

“I would like to talk with you.”

Rusty nodded and motioned the man in. The man stepped in and looked about, gave the place a quick once-over.

There were two big desks. One was the roll-top. The other was a flat-topped one sitting between two large front windows, with Venetian blinds. All that sat on was a bouillotte lamp.

To the left when you came in was an alcove with a little kitchenette and an old Frigidaire. A paddle fan hung from the middle of the ceiling. A wall unit a/c was cut into the wall off from the windows, about chest high.

A sofa and a hat rack were at the far wall. Off from the kitchenette was the door to a small bathroom. On down was another alcove you could step into to get to a walk-in closet.

The man looked as though he never seen a conman decorated detective office before. The only thing that had been added: In one corner sat a computer station and in the middle of the floor lay a small Persian rug worth about eight hundred dollars. Rusty was mystified Jenny hadn’t taken it. 

The six-foot man was a good hundred pounds overweight. An impression of a man from a different era hit Rusty. Big ears, big head, a man who wanted to shake your hand and sell you some aluminum siding.

His plump lips looked wet and his complexion ruddy, as if he drank too much scotch and ate too much red meat. Despite the adverse observations the man evoked, Rusty noted two redeeming features.

He wore dress khakis, a light blue oxford shirt, and wingtip shoes without a scuff on them. And his eyes were a deep blue and the whites were not blood-shot nor yellowed—not matching the rest of his bodily persona.

The man on the Persian rug. He turned to Rusty and said, “When you was ten years old you bare and single-handed caught a eighty-six pound catfish?”

“Yes, sir.” That was common knowledge. 

“Do you know you are the only person to ever grabble a catfish heavier than his own body weight?”

“That’s what I’ve been told.” 

“You’re the man I want to see,” the man said.

Rusty motioned him to the flat desk by the windows. They sat across from each other. Either could have looked to his right or left respectively and had a grand view of the Courthouse and much of downtown Dolopia, Alabama.

“I want you to find my catfish and who stole it.”

“Somebody stole some catfish of yours?” Rusty asked.

“A catfish.”

“I see,” Rusty said. Rusty was generally a man of his word, but right now he didn’t see at all. “Well, look, I’m not actually a licensed detective.” Rusty had no idea why he had said licensed.

“I don’t care if you’re licensed or not. I just need the thing found.” 

“Who are you?”

“Katfish King. I’m a grabbler, too.”

“You’re the catfish king?”

“That’s right.”

“And somebody has stolen your catfish?” This had Rusty hook, line, and sinker.

“That’s right. Here’s the story, Rusty. Two week ago I grabbled a two hundred fourteen pound catfish up near Kingston, Tennessee. We weighed him on a dock. Me and two other witnesses. Two hundred fourteen pounds, that’s enough for a world record.

“I had it transported, at great expense, to a catfish hole over here on the Gray River. I had the entrance to the hole barred. During the Gray River Catfish Grabbling Rodeo next week I was going to grabble my catfish out and not only win the Catfish Rodeo trophy but have a new world record for largest unassisted catfish ever grabbled.”

“Wait a minute. Isn’t that cheating? You planting the catfish? That sounds a little fishy to me.”

“I grabbled that catfish fair and square. And there’s nothing in the rules about it.  I read the rules cover to cover. No harm intended, but isn’t that what some of you local boys do? Know where a big cat is, then wait till the rodeo to grabble him out?”

“It’s been done, I’m sure. But to transport one hundreds of miles? Why risk all this? Why not just have your catfish weighed up in Kingston? Claim your world record?”

“No, no. It wouldn’t have been as official. It may have even been contested.  Davenport Marina is an official weigh-in station.”

“That’s true.”

“And the publicity. Being Katfish King it is publicity that counts. Everyone knows that Gray River has the monster catfishes. It was perfect, all perfect, until I went yesterday to check the hole. The bars had been taken away. The catfish was gone! It was a blue cat. Ole Blue, I called him.”

Rusty held up his hands. “Listen, you and your story are very intriguing, but this isn’t my line of work.” Rusty didn’t want to have anything to do with a catfish anymore.

“You’re a grabbler. You live on the river. You hear stuff. It is perfect for you.”

“I used to be a grabbler,” Rusty said. 

“Oh, hell. Once a grabbler, always a grabbler. We both know that.”

Then the fat man reached into his pants pocket and plopped a bundle of hundred dollar bills on the table in front of Rusty. It was as thick as a bundle of fifty ones. If they were indeed all hundreds, the man had just plopped down five thousand in cash.

Rusty pushed the stack back toward the fat man. “I’m sorry, sir, I just don’t think I can help you.”

The man pushed the stack toward Rusty. “Please, please, Rusty Clay. I am not normally a desperate man.”

“Oh, I can see that, but...”

The fat man held up a fat finger to Rusty. Rusty stopped mid-sentence.

Then the fat man reached down at his belt. He retrieved a cellphone and looked at it. He placed it back at his belt and then put his fingertips gingerly and in a very precise manner down onto the desktop.

“Listen, Rusty. I have to go. You keep the money for now. How about we meet right here say at ten sharp Friday morning and go over all this? Could you do me that? Grabbler to grabbler?”

“Sure. I can do you that.”

The man stood up, shook Rusty’s hand, and then hustled over for the door, like he was late for something.

Rusty went over, opened the door for him. Rusty closed the door, listened to the heavy footsteps echo in the stairway. He walked to one of the windows, to look down and see what kind of car the man was driving. But from where Rusty stood, he could see nothing. 

He looked at the hundreds, went over, and put it in a roll-top desk drawer.

Rusty sat down, pushed the roll-top back up and went to work on the blasting cap, getting ready for tomorrow.
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At first light the next morning, Rusty drifted in the mouth of the Gray River, where it emptied into the Tennessee. He sat at the stern of his flat-bottom wooden skiff. Tied to the skiff was a fourteen-foot V-hull aluminum boat with a twenty-five horse outboard.

He connected the cap he’d made from the .45 bullets and the fuse to the five sticks of homemade dynamite and put the bundle at the stern of the aluminum boat. The end of the long fuse rested over the transom.

Then he looked to the east. The top of the sun touched the horizon now.

At the southwestern most tip of Travertine County, right where the Gray and Tennessee merged, sitting on the point—The Point they called it now—stood a five story condominium building. Condominiums on Gray River. Shit. If his dead daddy could see this, he would be turning over in his grave so fast, he’d plow up that ground at the Mt. Sinai Cemetery. 

Rusty reached into his shirt pocket and retrieved a box of matches. He untethered the boat. He lit the fuse and then pushed on the transom, making the two boats drift apart.

The reached back and yanked the cord on his eighteen-horse Johnson. He slid the outboard from neutral to forward and pulled away from the other boat. He headed toward the west bank of the Gray. When he felt he was a safe distance away, he did a one-eighty and idled. He sat there staring at the other boat.

In a moment, the aluminum boat exploded into a big red and yellow ball.

The aftershock hit Rusty and almost knocked the wind out of him.

“That was a good batch,” he mumbled. “Or I’m a little too close, one.”

A fireball rose high enough he bet it could be seen five miles away at the county courthouse square. And let the condominium tenants figure that one out. They were probably calling Homeland Security about now. Mistook it for an atomic mushroom cloud. Figured somebody had bombed the nuclear plant.

Then, swoosh, plop. Something landed. He looked right in front of him, not twenty feet. The outboard top floated on the water. “Yamaha” just staring at him. The very thing he tried to blow up. 

Rusty reached into the toolbox at his feet, got out his daddy’s Army-issue World War II Colt .45 semi-automatic, chambered it, and emptied seven shots into the outboard lid. That filled it with water and sunk the son of a bitch into the channel of the Gray.

Rusty cruised on up the river. The river was about a quarter of a mile wide along here. He went under the Lee High Bridge, and headed to the Davenport Marina.  

The marina, Gloria’s café, and what he could see of the RV park were plumb full.  The Catfish Rodeo was still two weeks away and he could tell it was going to be a shit bucket of confusion this year. All these assholes coming in from Mississippi and God knows where.

You could thank Edsel McCormick for this mud-stirrers invasion. He put up all the cash prize money—five thousand in four different categories and ten thousand for biggest catfish grabbled unassisted.

Edsel was one of the three local victims of the River Clay Detective con. Rusty figured if the man wanted to be a philanthropist he could find a better cause than muddying up the lower Gray worse than it was.

At least somebody hadn’t taken Rusty’s slip. Gloria let him have one on the main pier that was protected by a tin roof. He pulled in, moored his boat, staring down at the dock cleat. He heard: “I finally got it figured out.”

Rusty looked up. Gloria stood on the dock at the bow of his boat. She had appeared on the dock like magic. 

Gloria herself was magic, a work of art. Fifty-nine years old and from behind she looked like twenty-five, a slim shapely twenty-five. She had a flat stomach going for her too. Face looked forty-ish.

“What you got figured out now, Gloria?” 

He stood up straight in his boat. He was eye-level with the wide, tight crotch of Gloria’s jeans. 

“You in denial about being a grayneck.” 

Gloria made the word up. Something from combining redneck with Gray River rat. Rusty figured you had to be one to know what it meant. 

“Denial. You been watching Okra?”

Rusty had never watched the Oprah Show but just from second hand talk knew what kind of things were on it. That it didn’t come on any more meant nothing to him.

“Let me tell you something. I’m not in denial. And I’m not a grayneck.” 

“Yes, you are,” Gloria said.

“I can run off a dozen reasons I’m not. I’m a river man, first and foremost. I’m a gentleman. I am forever trying to improve my lot.”

“I know all that.” 

“You can’t name me just one reason I’m a grayneck.” 

“You’ve been married three times,” Gloria said.

“So, what? You’ve been married three times.”

“Yeah, but not to the same person.”

Gloria cocked her head in a smug sort of way. She knew she won that round. 

Gloria stepped her game up on her accusations against Rusty about the time she and husband Al split up. Not to mention her dress had shifted away from safari, river casual attire.  

“Oh, speaking of my darling other half, remember Al says he needs about three sticks of dynamite to blow some tree stumps out.” Al was Gloria’s soon-to-be ex-husband, and Rusty didn’t mind doing him a favor. Even if Al was somewhat of a mystery and wasn’t from around here.

“I didn’t forget. I had to mix my nitro soup with some clay to stabilize it into dynamite.”

“I never knew putting a Clay into the mix ever to stabilize a damn thing.”

“That’s a good one, Gloria,” Rusty said, staring straight at her crotch. 

“And the main thing. I got to go to a wedding for my sister’s niece-in-law and listen to them McAllisters bullshit for three straight hours Saturday. Did you check to see if you had any more peach moonshine?”

Rusty reached down into the bottom of the boat, got the paper bag, stepped up on the bow thwart and then up onto the dock. Gloria took his hand and helped him up. Her very touch sent a bolt of electricity through his body. She held on a bit longer than she needed and let go very gently.

“You smell like gunpowder,” Gloria said. 

“Thank you.”

He handed her the bag. She opened it, looked down into it. 

“Tell Al to be careful,” Rusty said. “It was a strong batch. I wouldn’t be having it around any playing radios if I was you. The right radio wave could set it off.”  

Maybe Gloria didn’t care if her soon-to-be ex-husband blew himself up or not. It was none of Rusty’s business.

“I will.” Still peering down into the bag, she said, “Peach Moonshine. Gray River Brandy. Why don’t you put it in a fruit jar like everybody else?” 

“Because I’m not a grayneck. Fine whiskey doesn’t belong in a mason jar.” 

Gloria looked up, looked him right in the eye, like she was going to say something smart-ass. Rusty didn’t give her the chance. 

He said, “I had a pint left. Is that enough?”

“Yeah. If I drink it on an empty stomach.”
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Rusty climbed the gentle slope and stepped into Gloria’s Café. 

Alene worked the register, chattered on to a couple patrons, adding up their tab. She looked up and caught sight of Rusty.

“Your cousin Raymond is in the back booth. Us crowded like this and he’s taking up a whole booth by hisself.”

“I’ll go sit with him and cut your losses in half.” 

“You’re a doll.”

Rusty walked off to the left wing of the café. The wing looked out to the marina. 

Ray sat in the very back booth, had his hook arm on and looked to be half way through his breakfast. His cap was off and lay on the edge of the table. 

Some things Ray, three years Rusty’s senior, just hadn’t given in to age. Ray was slim, no gut, had a full head of dark brown hair. When he grinned his face looked boyish and his eyes mischief. Rusty looked the elder of the two these days. 

Rusty slid in opposite Ray.

Betty walked over with coffee. She worked all year round, full-time, cooked during the slow parts of the year. “Rusty and Ray Clay.” She set a cup in front of Rusty, filled it with coffee. 

“Thanks, Betty. And I’ve already eaten breakfast,” Rusty said. Betty moved on with her coffee pitcher.

“I know your mama taught you better than to put your cap on the eating table,” Rusty said. “At least you’re not wearing it while you eat like half these ill-mannered bastards in here.”

Ray took a sip of coffee. “I have it sitting there just for you.”  

Ray lifted the cap up with his hook pincher. Some hundred dollar bills lay there.  He put the cap down on the seat, leaving the hundred dollar bills in plain sight for the whole world, in general, and Rusty Clay, in particularly, to see. First the catfish man and now Cousin Ray with a bunch of hundreds.

“Twelve hundred dollars,” Ray said. “My final offer.” 

“A Clay shouldn’t have a damned Yamaha. I can’t believe I let Jenny pawn that damned thing off on me in our divorce settlement.”

“Was that the explosion I heard this morning? Big ole fireball went up in the sky toward the Tennessee.”

“I told you I was going to blow it up. Only two kinds of outboards for us.”

“Mercury or a Johnson.” 

“That’s right,” Rusty said. 

“Or an Elgin or Evinrude. Both same as a Johnson.”  

“Look, Ray.” He leaned in toward Ray. “We the last two River Clays.”

“What about old Aunt Essie?”

“She lives on the Tennessee River.”

“Her roots are here.”

“I mean male River Clays. The River Clay name, Ray.” 

Ray laughed. “Well, I’ll be dipped in shit. I never knew you to care what somebody else thought, Rusty.”

“I care what you and me think. I mean if there were fifty of us Clays running around, me or you could go up and down the river all we wanted in a damn Yamaha.  ‘Aw, there goes that crazy ass Ray Clay in a fucked up communist piece of shit outboard.’ I mean, can you imagine what our daddy’s would think?” 

“Plowing up the ground out yonder at the cemetery.” 

Rusty looked over. The folks in the booth across from them were leaving. Four men—not river men, but looked like businessmen from Dolopia—waited at the end of the wing to take the booth.

One of them gave Rusty a glance, like who were he and Ray to take up a whole booth. Rusty and Ray were year around regulars, that’s who they were. And they’d been coming to this café back when only Gray River trash frequented the place. Rusty was all too willing to explain that to the man, if the man wanted to make something out of it. 

Rusty turned back around. One of the men motioned to his buddies to come on, that the booth was now empty. The man slid into the booth across from Ray and Rusty. 

At first, Rusty thought the man was crazy, that he was just talking to the wall, at best, maybe rehearsing something he was going to say at a business meeting later today.  “Listen, we’re talking apples and oranges here. If they want to push the envelope on that contract...”

Then Rusty saw the thing in his ear. One of those cell phones no bigger than an old hearing aid. The other men came over and started getting in the booth, while the first man kept yapping away at thin air.

Rusty reached into his jeans pocket, and brought out a .45 bullet. He plopped it right in front of Ray.

“Ray, if I ever start wearing one of those cellphone pieces of shit in my ear, like that shit-ass over there, I want you to take this bullet and shoot me in the head, right between the eyes and put me out of my misery.”

Ray picked the shell up. “This exact bullet?” 

“It doesn’t have to be that exact one. But a .45 or a .38. None of this 9mm bullshit.”
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John Russell “Rusty” Clay needed being in a boat and going down a river or a creek with a bank on both sides of him. It made him feel he was living, like adventure was just around the next bend.

It gave him pleasure to open up the throttle on his Johnson, do a sharp ninety degrees in the mouth of Big Creek. Woods at one bank, low bluffs on the other. 

He came to the exact area where Clear Springs got its name. About fifteen feet above the water line on the north bank of Big Creek, Old River Road was carved into the rocky hillside. On the other side of the road, straight sheer bluffs rose some thirty feet.  

In several places natural, clear, cool spring water poured out of the rock. In a couple places a little trickle of water flowed across the blacktopped road and emptied off into the creek.

Sometimes people parked their cars on one or the other side of the bend and took jugs and filled them for fresh drinking water. 

Nobody was at the springs filling up their water jugs now.  

Rusty pulled up near where water flowed off the road. He tied his skiff to a sapling, got two empty glass gallon jugs, climbed the embankment, crossed the road. About chest high a stream of cold spring water spilled off slick rock. He filled his two jugs from that. He had a well at home. But nothing tasted like the water from Clear Springs. His daddy never made his moonshine with anything else. 

He got back into this boat and went upriver, past the marina, the quarter mile to his house. He cruised up to his pier, jumped out, moored his boat.

Connected to the pier was a two-slip boathouse made out of weathered barn wood, had a tin roof, and stood about thirty feet from the bank. It was one of the three structures on his acre lot property.

Up the incline a bit sat his two and a half bedroom wood frame house that his father built right after World War II. It still stood firm. When Rusty and Jenny moved in three years ago, they’d redone it. Painted the wood siding, put on a new shingle roof, tore out the kitchen wall, put in a new kitchen, took out the linoleum floors, painted the wide wood board flooring, put in new bathroom fixtures. And then, just like with the other male Clays, Rusty’s wife moved out. The Clay curse. At least his mother didn’t divorce his father after she took some of the money from a land sale and moved to Dolopia to live out her life as a city woman. Not that Rusty held it against her. 

Back of the house on up the hillside, practically at the top of hill, sat a big shop and tool house, with an open bay on either side, big enough to park a vehicle. 

Now, Rusty just stood on his dock, sort of lost, looking around like he’d never been here before. 

That was when an unmarked county car pulled into the double rut of a driveway and parked behind Rusty’s pickup. It was his brother-in-law. No ex to it. Sammy’s marriage to Lola had not ended in divorce. 

Rusty headed up his way, ready for some bullshit. Not from Sammy, but from life itself. Maybe Sammy was here to give him a heads up. That the law was on its way to question him about blowing stuff up on the river.

Sammy, for his weight and age, agilely got out of the car’s front seat. Sammy was the Travertine County District Attorney. He could stand to lose fifty pounds but if he gained another twenty pounds he could run for state office.

Everybody liked Sammy. Except maybe the hardcore criminals he put in jail. Sammy had been a Green Beret in Viet Nam. Now he wore gray tailored suits. His shoes were always spit shined and every hair, and it was thick and he had plenty of it, was in place.

“Come on in, Sammy.”

“No, thanks, Rusty. I can’t stay long.”

“Come on down to the pier. I get you a gallon of Clear Springs drinking water.”

“That, I’ll take.”

They walked down to the pier. Rusty got in his boat, took the two gallons out and set them up on the dock, climbed back out. Sammy leaned against the dock railing, stared out at the river.

“How’s business lately?” Sammy said.

“All right. Ray and I just sold off the last of the floating docks we spent three months making. The profit on that will hold me a little while.”

“I do. How’s Crystal doing?”

Out of the blue questions. Sammy didn’t just stop in to say hey.

“She’s doing fine. Down in that art college on the west coast of Florida on a full scholarship. Got a year and a half left to graduate and already studios lined up to hire her.”

“That’s good, Rusty. I’m glad to hear that. I knew she was doing well at the college, but not about the job prospects.”

“Yeah. Doing better than her old man ever did.”

“I actually stopped by for a reason, Rusty. It’s not an easy subject to bring up.”

“What subject is that, Sammy?”

“Jenny. You know about her, don’t you?”

“About her and the heart surgeon?”

“Yeah. They’re having an engagement party Saturday week. I know Dr. Compton quite well. And Joni, of course, she wants to go big time. Society shit, you know. I didn’t want to do anything that might offend you.”

Now it was official. Jenny entered a social stratum Rusty would never have access to. He gripped the two by four railing. “You go, Sammy. Jenny’s new friends and husbands-to-be aren’t my enemies. Hell, you know me. I’m not into that kind of petty yappy shit.”

“Thanks, Rusty.”

Sammy took the gallon jug of water. Rusty followed him to the car. Sammy got in, put the water in the seat beside him, cranked up the car, put the window down.

When Sammy backed out, Rusty hollered, “Don’t drive too fast, or the police will stop you, think that water is moonshine.”

“Hell, I am the po-lice,” Sammy said, laughed and sped off back out the dirt road, making a cloud of dust.

Rusty figured he would get in his hydroplane and go for a fast skim over the water. That would help relieve the news he’d just gotten. 

He went into his boathouse and flipped two switches. One to let his hydroplane down into the water and the other to open the slatted exit gate.

Rusty stepped down the wooden ladder and into the boat—a homemade hydroplane with an old classic fifty-five Mercury outboard. Ray built the boat, with Rusty helping. It could blow those overpriced pieces of shit bass boats with their hundred horse outboards out of the water.

Rusty unhooked the cables from either end of the boat and placed them out of the way. He tested the electric motor that adjusted the Merc engine up and down on the transom, so that you could start off with the prop down in the water and as you built up speed you could lift it on up nearer the water’s edge to get maximum speed.
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