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AUTHOR’S NOTE

While the characters Jason Baymont, Soda, and Cricket in this story are fictional, this novel is inspired by the real-life fishing adventures of my brother, Jason Yelverton, Capt. Mike Noling (the real-life “Soda”), and Capt. Jimmy Crochet (the real-life “Cricket”). Their stories helped shape the heart of this book, though all events and characters are fictionalized for the purposes of storytelling.
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​Chapter 1:
THE FAMILY TRADITION
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He was a young man who fished the Gulf Coast. Jason Baymont had just returned to Destin, Florida, after a successful commercial fishing trip with his father. It was a beautiful late-spring day—the sun was shining, seagulls soared overhead, and a sense of excitement filled the air as people celebrated the arrival of warmer weather and the sea life that returned with it each year.

Nestled along Florida’s Northwest Panhandle, known as the Emerald Coast, Destin attracted visitors from around the world, drawn by its stunning emerald-green waters, powdery white sand beaches, and legendary fishing. Upon entering the city, visitors were greeted by a billboard with an iconic blue marlin leaping from the water, alongside the message: “Welcome to Destin, The Luckiest Fishing Village in the World.”

At the heart of Destin lay its harbor, located just inside the East Pass, which connects the Gulf to Choctawhatchee Bay. Known for having the largest private charter fishing fleet in North America, Destin Harbor was a hive of activity. 

Most of the charter boats and other commercial vessels were docked along the north side of the harbor, which stretched nearly a mile and was lined with waterfront seafood restaurants, shops, and lively bars. Among the boats docked at the boardwalk was an old 55-foot steel-hulled fishing boat named the Vanessa, owned and captained by Jason’s father, Jacob Baymont.

Years of exposure to the harsh marine environment and countless fishing trips had taken their toll on the Vanessa. Its hull, once a vibrant white with light blue trim, was now dull and weathered, marred by stubborn stains and dotted with rust spots. Old cut bait and fish slime clung to the vessel’s exterior, permeating the air with a pungent odor that seemed impossible to wash away. In contrast to the sleek, modern boats and luxurious yachts surrounding it in the harbor, the Vanessa looked—and smelled—out of place. 

Jason and three other fishermen, clad in dingy white bib-style slickers, were finishing the grueling task of unloading nearly four thousand pounds of fish from the boat’s cold storage room below deck. They transferred piles of bright red mingo snappers, each weighing roughly one to three pounds, into round, orange plastic baskets.

One by one, the fishermen carried the baskets full of fish from the boat to the dock, where they placed them on a weight scale. The work demanded both strength and endurance. Being young, tall, and athletic, Jason was well-suited for the physically demanding job.

From the dock, Jacob oversaw the unloading operation and managed the financial aspects of the transaction. He was an earnest man with dark weathered skin and deep creases on his hands, face, and back of his neck. A small adhesive bandage adorned his left cheek, covering a potentially cancerous spot that had been biopsied just days earlier. Despite his rugged appearance, Jacob’s eyes radiated joy and purpose. Commercial fishing was his passion, and he had built a successful career around it. 

“Alright, that’s the last basket!” Jacob said excitedly. “What’s that put our total at, Mr. Dan?”

Mr. Dan, the wholesale buyer, carefully inspected the quality of the fish, his expression serious and focused. As he recorded the total weight of the catch, the fishermen exchanged nervous glances, anxious to hear the final amount.

With an all-business tone, Mr. Dan replied, “I’ve got your total weight of mingos at three thousand eight hundred and ninety-two pounds, plus the ninety pounds of wahoo you had.”

Jacob exclaimed, “Not bad, boys! Not bad at all!” He turned to Mr. Dan and proudly added, “My son Jason was the highliner this trip. He caught over a thousand pounds, plus the wahoo.” 

Mr. Dan responded matter-of-factly, “Yes, sir, I believe he’s the highliner just about every time I buy your fish. I know you must be proud.” 

“I am! He did good. Real good," Jacob replied. "All these fellas did good this trip. I’m proud of ’em all.” 

The other three fishermen nodded with a subtle hint of envy over Jason’s impressive catch. Each fisherman was compensated based on their individual haul, creating constant competitive tension among the crew. Unlike the rest of the men, Jacob earned a percentage of the total payout as captain, along with an additional share as the boat owner.

After writing a check to pay Jacob for the fish, Mr. Dan said, “Well, sir, here is your check, Mr. Baymont. I appreciate your business.”

Jacob responded cheerfully, “Thank you, sir. I appreciate you doing business with us.”

As Mr. Dan departed with the refrigerated trucks full of fish, Jacob called out, “Alright, boys! That’s it for today—I’ll have y’all’s paychecks ready tomorrow.”

With their work completed for the day, the other three fishermen said farewell and departed, while Jason and Jacob remained on the boat to finish a few tasks and lock up.

As they prepared to leave, a longtime friend, Soda, stopped by to chat. Soda worked as a mate on a privately owned sportfish boat that competed in marlin tournaments. It was an exciting but expensive sport where boat owners battled for bragging rights and cash prizes worth millions of dollars. Smaller payouts went to the largest tuna, wahoo, and dolphin—a fish widely known as mahi-mahi. But among all the pelagic game fish, the blue marlin reigned supreme. With some weighing more than a thousand pounds and capable of reaching speeds of sixty miles per hour, these magnificent creatures could test the limits of even the most seasoned anglers and their gear.

Soda greeted Jason and his dad with a warm smile, accentuated by his stubby chevron mustache. He had a stocky build and a round face framed by short, light brown hair. He wore a white long-sleeve T-shirt, shorts, and flip-flops. A pair of sunglasses hung from a lanyard around his neck, leaving a perfectly matched suntan line around his eyes. He had an easygoing, laid-back personality that complemented his drawn-out Southern manner of speaking. “What’s happenin’, fellas?” he asked. 

Jacob beamed with pride. “Just weighed in nearly four thousand pounds of fish! How ‘bout that?”

“Nice!” he said slowly, his eyes wide with amazement at the impressive haul.

Jacob continued, “And Jason was the highliner again this trip!”

Soda shrugged, a grin spreading across his face. “Not a big surprise.” 

“He’s gonna be takin’ over as captain in just a few years,” Jacob added.

Jason nodded, a proud smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. 

“He’d make a fine captain,” Soda said with an affirmative nod. His gaze shifted to a pair of rod and reel setups by the cabin door. “Jason, I see you’ve got those trolling lures I gave you rigged up. Did you get a chance to try them out?”

Jason’s eyes lit up. “Yeah, I caught three big wahoo on them trolling on the way in!”

“Nice!” Soda replied.

Jason continued, “Thanks for letting me try them out. It’s definitely a lot more exciting to catch a wahoo on a rod and reel than a bunch of mingos on a bandit reel!”

“Mingos pay the bills, son! Mingos pay the bills!” Jacob said with conviction. 

“I know, Dad, but there’s just not a lot of sport in winching up a bunch of small fish on an electric reel,” Jason replied, frustration evident in his voice. Each bandit reel was equipped with an electric motor that allowed fishermen to effortlessly haul in up to thirty mingo snappers at a time, using a vertical string of circle hooks with cut bait.

Jacob quipped, “Sport? Well, son, you could reel them up by hand on that bandit reel like we did in the old days. That’ll make it a little more sporting for you!” 

Jason ignored his father’s ribbing and tried his best not to smile or laugh. “One of these days, I’m gonna catch a blue marlin like y’all do, Soda.”

Jacob couldn’t resist poking fun at his son again. “I don’t know what he’s gonna do with it! Can’t sell the damn thing!”

By that point, Jason was half smiling but still ignored his dad’s teasing. “So when is your next tournament?”

Soda responded, “We’ve got the Orange Beach Billfish Classic comin’ up at the end of May, so just about a week from now.”

“Sounds exciting,” said Jason.

“Yeah, I’m lookin’ forward to it,” Soda said with a lopsided grin. “I’m gonna be on a new boat this year, too.”

“Really? What boat?” Jason asked. 

Soda responded, “It’s called the Family Tradition and it’s a brand new sixty-two-foot sportfish. It’s got all the bells and whistles, including a Seakeeper. And let me tell you, when that thing is turned on, it don’t matter how rough it is, the boat don’t rock. It might go up and down, but it don’t rock.”

“Sounds nice!” Jason replied. “Is the boat kept here in the harbor?”

Soda answered, “No, right now it’s being kept in a slip down the road in Sandestin at the Baytowne Marina. But the owner just bought a house here in Destin over in Joe’s Bayou and plans to keep it there once they get a dock built that can handle that size of a boat.” 

Jason’s dad was now keenly interested and asked, “So, who’s the owner?”

Soda replied, “His name is Mr. J.P. Gregory, and he’s from Birmingham, Alabama. He bought the boat to go fishin’ with his daughter who wants to go after big marlins. Neither one of them know anything about marlin fishin’ or boats, but he’s got deep pockets and is payin’ me and Cricket good money. The kind of money we couldn’t say no to!” 

Cricket was the captain of the boat and had worked with Soda for many years tournament fishing. 

Jason took the opportunity to poke fun at his dad, saying, “Wait a minute. He bought a new sixty-two-foot sportfish to take his daughter marlin fishing just for fun? I can’t even get the old man over here to buy me a new rod and reel. He’s so cheap, he gives me coupons for my birthday!”

Jacob laughed at his son’s joke and responded in a defensive but playful way, “Well, it must be nice to have that kind of money to throw away gamblin’ on marlin tournaments.”

Soda chuckled. “All fishin’ is a gamble. That’s why they call it fishin’, not catchin’!” 

“You got that right! I prefer catchin’, though!” Jacob said.

The three men laughed at Jacob’s playful jab, and as the chuckles settled, he asked, “So, you think this new owner’s gonna be a good fella to work for?”

“Yeah, super nice guy, real smart too,” Soda responded. “From what Cricket told me, his family owned some big agriculture equipment business that he took over and expanded. He apparently did real well for himself, but he was workin’ all the time and didn’t see his family much. Then, about a year ago, his wife, Katherine, died in a car accident, and, uh...” Soda looked down for a moment. “Well, I guess he decided to step away from it a bit so he could do some things he’d been puttin’ off.”

“How old is his daughter?” Jason asked.

“She’s probably about your age,” Soda replied. “She goes to school at the University of Alabama, but she’s gonna be stayin’ in Destin over the summer break. She’s a super sweet girl. I’ve only met her a few times, but she’s got such a warm personality that I feel like I’ve known her a lot longer.”

With a raised eyebrow, Jason curiously asked, “And she wants to spend her summer break fishing marlin tournaments with her dad?”

Soda smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “Yeah, it’s gonna be a new family tradition for them, I guess. What Cricket told me was that Mr. Gregory and his daughter saw some interview with Warren Buffet’s billionaire business partner, Charlie Munger, just before he passed away at the age of ninety-nine. The guy said his only regret in life was not catchin’ a two-hundred-pound tuna, and that he just waited too long to get around to it. Said he would pay any amount of money to catch one when he was younger and had the strength to do it. After they saw that interview, Mr. Gregory told his daughter that he had always wanted to catch a big tuna. Then his daughter told him that she wanted to catch a big marlin. The next thing you know, he buys a three-million-dollar sportfish boat, a four-million-dollar waterfront home in Destin, and hires me and Cricket to take ’em fishin’.”

Jason and his dad were completely captivated by the story, their faces reflecting a mix of wonder and disbelief.

Jacob said, “Dang. Well, I really hate to hear about him losin’ his wife like that, but I’ll tell you this, he couldn’t ask for a better crew than you and Cricket to take ’em fishin' for marlins and tunas. That’s a fact!” He then asked, “Is that boy Chip still gonna be fishin’ with y’all as the second mate?”

“No,” said Soda while he slowly shook his head and looked down. “Cricket had to let Chip go because he kept partyin’ too much and was showin’ up to work either still drunk or hung over. You know Cricket ain’t puttin’ up with that mess.” He then added, “I tell ya, it’s hard for a lot of these young guys not to get sucked into the party lifestyle when the liquor is flowin’ freely at these tournaments and everyone around you is partyin’ like there ain’t no tomorrow. But as you know, we get paid to fish, not party, and that boat don’t clean itself.”

Jacob responded, “You got that right! You got someone else lined up for the second mate?”

“Not yet, but I’m workin’ on it,” Soda replied. 

“Ten-four. Well, listen, man, I gotta run to a doctor appointment, but I’m glad you stopped by, Soda! It’s good to see you, man,” Jacob said.

Soda responded, “Yeah, good to see you too, Jacob.” He then asked, “Is everything goin’ alright with the Doc?”

“Oh yeah, the Doc just wanted to follow up with me on this spot he removed from my cheek,” Jacob replied. 

“Yeah, I seen that little bandage you got on there,” Soda responded. 

Jacob then playfully told Soda and Jason, “I told that joker, I said, ‘Doc, if you’re gonna go cuttin’ on my face, at least give me a big scar that makes me look tough, you know! I want a cool lookin’ scar I can make up a good story about! But no, what does he do? He gives me this little, tiny cut on my cheek that makes me look like a damn idiot that cut himself shavin’! I tell ya, man, I can’t win for losin’.”

The three of them laughed together while Jason shook his head at his dad’s antics.

Soda told Jacob, “Alright, well, I’m sure it’s nothin’. I’ve had a few spots removed myself. Ain’t no big deal.” 

Jacob waved off the concern. “Yeah, it ain’t nothin’.” Then he flashed a half-smile and added, with a touch of sarcasm, “But I guarantee they’re gonna send me a nice bill for it though.” 

“You got that right,” Soda replied as he and Jason nodded their heads.

Jacob glanced at his watch, knowing he needed to leave soon. “Well, congrats on that new job, man. It sounds like a good deal! I’ll give you a shout later on to see how things are going.” 

“Sounds good. Give me a shout!” Soda responded warmly. 

Jacob shook Soda’s hand and said farewell before walking to his truck parked at the boardwalk. As he closed the door, Soda and Jason waved goodbye.

Turning to Jason, Soda said, “Well, Jason, I actually stopped by to talk with you.” 

“Really? What’s going on?” Jason asked. 

“You know how I said I’m gonna need a second mate on this new boat?” Soda asked. 

Jason squinted slightly, curiosity flickering in his eyes. “Yeah.” 

Soda continued, “Well, I told Cricket and the owner that you were the guy we needed.”

“Really?” Jason asked, his eyes lighting up. 

“Yeah, I mean, you’re a hard worker, you’ve got your head on straight, and you were practically born with a fishin’ pole in your hand. Are you interested?” Soda asked.

Jason’s excitement quickly turned to frustration as he replied, “Well, of course I am, Soda. But you know I can’t leave my dad. He wants me to take over as captain of the Vanessa.” 

“Do you wanna be captain of the Vanessa?” Soda asked. 

Jason sighed, his shoulders slumping as he slowly shook his head. “Not really.”

Soda then told him, “I think you’d enjoy marlin fishin’ with us, Jason. There’s nothin’ quite like being in the cockpit, with a giant marlin dumpin’ line from the reel, the boat backin’ down on it, waves crashin’ over the back of the boat floodin’ the deck. Man, I love it!” He chuckled and nostalgically added, “This may sound silly, but sometimes when I’m wirin’ a marlin, it kinda feels like I’m that character Santiago in The Old Man and the Sea. Y’know what I mean?”

Jason nodded with a subtle, knowing smile. “Yeah, that’s one of my favorite books.” His gaze drifted for a moment as he envisioned himself battling a giant marlin—the leader line wrapped around his hand, the fish leaping out of the water in front of him.

Soda added, “The owner is willin’ to pay you a base salary equal to whatever you’re makin’ now, plus a ten percent cut of the boat’s tournament winnings.”

Jason’s eyes widened as he heard the tantalizing offer, but then he sighed, his shoulders slumping again. “I don’t know, Soda. I just feel like it’s gonna break my dad’s heart. All he talks about is how glad he is to have me on the boat, how proud he is that I’m commercial fishing like him, and how he wants me to take over as captain one day.”

Soda replied, “Jason, I’ve been good friends with your dad for a long time. He’s gonna be proud of you no matter what.” He then added, “Just talk to him about it. Tell him you just want to try it out and see what he says. You can always go back to commercial fishin’ if it don’t work out.”

Jason gave a small nod, the weight of the decision evident on his face. “Alright. I’ll talk to him about it tonight and let you know how it goes.”

Soda smiled and nodded softly, a look of encouragement in his eyes as he extended his hand for a firm shake.

After the men exchanged goodbyes and Soda walked away, Jason pulled out his phone and texted his dad: “Going to stop by this evening. There’s something I want to talk to you and Mom about.”

Jason stood there, his mind swirling with conflicting emotions. Deep down, he knew Soda was right. He had the skills and passion for this type of fishing, but he felt torn between his own desires and his father’s expectations.

As he wrestled with his thoughts, his phone suddenly buzzed. He nervously glanced at the screen and saw his dad’s response—a simple thumbs-up emoji.

Later that evening, as the sun was setting, Jason arrived at his parents’ house, parking his truck next to his dad’s in the gravel driveway. The home overlooked the Choctawhatchee Bay to the west. It was a modest home nestled amidst the tranquility of sprawling oak trees. On the left side of the yard, there was an old 20-ft fiberglass gill-net boat sitting on jack stands. Jason’s father had used the boat to commercially harvest mullet in the past, but after the Florida gill-net ban in 1995 there was little use for it. The boat hadn’t moved in decades and was filled with leaves and small plants that had made it their home. Various fishing implements were scattered across the yard, including crab traps stacked on top of each other, several boat anchors, and heavy ropes coiled on the ground. The home, with its maritime items, blended seamlessly with the surrounding natural beauty, giving it a distinct old Florida charm.

Behind the home was a wooden dock that extended gracefully into the bay. Jason and his dad had built it themselves when he was just a boy, and it had miraculously survived multiple hurricanes over the years with little damage. However, the harsh sun and salty sea had left their mark. The once-smooth planks were now worn and splintered, revealing deep ridges running between the intricate patterns of the wood grain.

At the end of the dock, Jason saw his parents sitting in Adirondack chairs facing the setting sun. 

Jason’s mom, Ellen Baymont, had blond hair, fair skin, and a thin frame. She was a kind woman who was quick to smile and always full of encouragement. 

As Jason walked out onto the dock to greet his parents, he noticed several large blue crabs moving along the shallow sandy bottom. They occasionally raised their claws, ready to fight or feed on anything that ventured near. He spotted several more blue crabs clinging to the dock pylons, which were encrusted with oysters and barnacles.

Jason said to his parents, “I see the blue crabs are back. I’ll never forget that time Dad and I caught a hundred and fifty of them in one day chasing them with dip nets.” Poking fun at his dad, he continued, “Of course, Dad made me clean them all! I didn’t even want to look at another crab after that experience!” 

Jacob murmured in an uncharacteristically hollow voice, “Character-buildin’, son. Character-buildin’.”

As he continued toward them, Jason saw his parents’ faces and could tell something was bothering his dad.

His mom was doing her best to smile, and said, “Well, hey there, Jason.” As she got out of her seat to give him a hug, she added, “I heard y’all had a good trip!”

Jason beamed with pride. “Yeah, we crushed ’em and got a good price from Mr. Dan too. Probably one of our best payouts yet, right Dad?” 

Jacob kept his eyes on the setting sun. In a quiet, distant tone, he replied, “Yep. It was a good trip. A real good trip.”

“Is everything alright?” Jason asked. 

There was an uncomfortably long pause before Jacob responded, “Doc said that spot he removed from my face was the c word.”

Jason’s brow furrowed in confusion, his eyes filled with concern. “Cancer?”

Jacob nodded, trying to conceal the worry in his expression.

Jason sat in stunned silence, a wave of uncertainty washing over him. He and his mom took a seat on either side of Jacob, their movements slow and heavy with concern. 

“Well, they cut it all out, right?” Jason asked.

“The doc said he wants to run some more tests,” Jacob said, his voice tinged with a hint of worry and frustration.

Putting her hand on Jacob’s arm, Ellen supportively chimed in, “He’s going to be fine though. We’ll get those extra tests done, and see what’s next, but he’s going to be fine.”

Clearly uncomfortable with the discussion about his health, Jacob shifted the conversation. “So what’s going on with you? You said you wanted to talk to me and your mom about somethin’?”

Jason’s stomach churned with unease as he grappled with potentially burdening his dad with more unwelcome news. In a rush of anxiety, he blurted out, “It’s nothing. We can talk about it later.”

Puzzled by Jason’s response, Jacob turned his head to look at his son and could see the burden weighing on his mind. As he returned his gaze back to the setting sun, he said, “Son, you know spoiled milk don’t get any better if you leave it in your mouth. You just gotta spit it out, man.”

His dad’s quirky saying broke the tension and made Jason chuckle. Taking a deep breath, he mustered the courage to spit it out. “Soda offered me a job as a mate on that new boat he was telling us about.”

Surprised by the news, Jacob uttered a short, soft, “Oh.”

“But we can talk about it another time,” Jason replied.

Jacob asked, “I thought you wanted to become captain of the Vanessa. You went and got your license and everything.”

“I did, but I’ve always dreamed about fishing for marlins—and at this point in my life, I just don’t feel like my heart is in commercial fishing or being a captain.”

Jacob nodded with a sense of understanding. After a brief pause, he told Jason, “Well, Soda is one of the best in the business. You could learn a lot from him.” 

Jason replied, “I just don’t want you to feel like I’m abandoning you or anything, Dad.”

As Jacob pondered his son’s response, memories of his own past flooded his mind. He told Jason, “You know your grandad wanted me to be a commercial shrimper like him.” A smile crept across his face as he continued, “I hated shrimpin’. First thing I did when he gave me the Vanessa was get rid of those damn nets and I bolted on some bandit reels!” Jacob laughed. “Boy, he was madder than hell when he found out!” 

Laughing lightly, Ellen said, “Yes, he was, I remember that conversation very well.”

Jacob sighed, “You only go around once, partner. You’ve got to follow your dream, not my dream, or anyone else’s. If this is what you really want to do, then you should do it. You don’t need my permission. You’re your own man now.”

Jason met his father’s eyes. His voice was firm as he said, “This is what I want to do.”

Jacob nodded, acknowledging his son’s choice to go his own way. He reached into the cooler beside him and pulled out a beer. After twisting off the cap, he turned to Jason. “Alright then, it’s settled. And since you’re gonna be twenty-one in a few weeks, I wanted to offer you a beer for the first time tonight, son.” He slowly extended the beer toward Jason, then abruptly stopped. “But—since you’re quittin’ on me, I’m gonna make you wait till your birthday.” Grinning, he pulled the beer back toward himself and took a sip.

Jason chuckled, nodding at his father’s teasing. “Fair,” he replied.

Reflecting on the weight of his choice to venture down an exciting new path and the uncertainty of his father’s health, Jason gazed out across the bay with his parents. They were captivated by the final moments of the sun disappearing behind the silhouettes of trees on the distant shoreline. The sky that evening was painted to perfection in various shades of orange, yellow, and blue, accented by blots of grey and wisps of white. Its reflection sparkled like tiny jewels in the gentle waves that rippled across the water’s surface.

Ellen commented, “What a beautiful sunset. I never get tired of coming out here to watch them.”

“Me neither,” Jacob responded as he reached for Ellen’s hand. He then commented, “You know, it’s hard to see just how fast that ole sun is movin’ across the sky until it sets on the horizon like that. It moves a lot faster than you think.” 
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​Chapter 2:
THE WIREMAN
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After watching the sunset with his parents, Jason returned to his home on Holiday Isle, a narrow peninsula on the south side of Destin Harbor that serves as a barrier against the expansive Gulf. This stretch of land primarily featured luxury vacation homes and condominiums, although some locals, including Jason, lived there full-time. He owned an older yet cozy waterfront townhome that overlooked the harbor and the boardwalk to the north. The beach was just a short stroll to the south, and he could hear the rhythmic sound of the ocean most days as the waves crashed against the shoreline.

A slight chill hung in the air as Jason stood on the back deck of his townhome, overlooking the water and reflecting on the remarkable events of the day. The deck extended toward a short dock where he kept his 22-foot center console skiff. A few sailboats were moored toward the center of the harbor, their silhouettes dark against the evening sky, illuminated only by a single small white light shining at the top of their masts. On the other side of the harbor, the businesses along the boardwalk were brightly lit, and the faint sound of live music drifted through the air.

Though physically exhausted from a long day, Jason was eager to share his decision with Soda and couldn’t wait until morning. He dialed Soda’s number that night, a wide smile spreading across his face as he anticipated the conversation. When Soda heard the news, his excitement matched Jason’s, and they quickly arranged to meet the next morning at Baytowne Marina in Sandestin — just a short walk from the vibrant Village of Baytowne Wharf, a major attraction with upscale shops, dining, art galleries, and lively nightlife venues.

The marina sat in a quiet cove along the southern shore of Choctawhatchee Bay. Waist-high needle rush grass in shades of gray and green swayed in the coastal breeze. Schools of mullet — each about a foot long with sleek silver-gray bodies — glided along the sunlit shoreline. Occasionally one would leap into the air, twisting slightly before splashing down onto the mirror-like surface of the water.

The primary dock at Baytowne Marina extended far into the bay, flanked by four finger piers stretching north and three extending south. Though not as busy as Destin Harbor twelve miles to the west, Baytowne remained a premier destination with more than two hundred slips, many occupied by sportfish boats and yachts.

The next morning, Soda eagerly waited for Jason at the foot of the long marina dock.

Jason understood that his appearance would matter on this boat—unlike his time spent commercial fishing on the Vanessa. He arrived looking sharp in a crisp new fishing T-shirt, fresh shorts, and waterproof flip-flops that squeaked softly with each step. Sunglasses dangled from a neoprene strap around his neck, ready for the day ahead.

A broad smile stretched across Soda’s face when he saw him. “What’s happenin’, buddy!”

“Hey, what’s up, Soda!” Jason said as they shook hands, their grips firm and familiar. 

“I’m excited that you decided to join our team!” Soda replied.

Jason shook his head, grinning with disbelief. “Yeah, me too, man! I can’t believe this is really happening.”

Soda gave him a hearty pat on the shoulder. “It’s real, buddy, it’s real! Let’s go check out the boat.”

As the two started walking down the lengthy main dock, Soda asked Jason in a concerned tone, “So when’s your dad going back to the doctor to follow up on the skin cancer they found?”

Jason replied, “In about three weeks. The doc wants to do what’s called a Mohs surgery on him, which will do the least amount of damage to his face.”

The tension in Soda’s posture eased. “Good deal, man. I was worried when you told me it was cancer. Is he handling the news okay?”

Jason replied, “Yeah, I could tell it was bothering him yesterday, but he seemed to be doing fine this morning when I called him. I asked if he was still going fishing this week, and he said, ‘Does a fish crap in the water, Jason?’”

Soda chuckled, shaking his head. “Yep, that sounds like ol’ Jacob, alright!”

As they approached the Family Tradition, docked at the end of the furthest finger pier extending to the north, Soda beamed, “There she is! Beautiful, isn’t she?”

Jason’s eyes widened at the sight of the Family Tradition, a stunning 62-foot sportfish with a sleek, shiny white hull and polished chrome hardware throughout. 

At the back of the boat was a rectangular area called the cockpit, where the fishing took place. At its center stood a beautifully crafted fighting chair made of glossy dark mahogany. The chair gleamed in the sunlight, creating a striking contrast with the boat’s white exterior and the light-colored teak of the deck and coverboards atop the sidewalls of the cockpit.

A wide step led from the cockpit to the mezzanine, where comfortable white outdoor bench seating was positioned against the bulkhead separating the mezzanine from the boat’s interior. The bulkhead featured dark tinted windows and a rich mahogany door that opened to the living room, known as the salon.

Directly above the salon was the open-air flybridge, where the captain steered the boat. A tall fishing tower loomed above the flybridge, offering an even greater vantage point to help spot fish.

Despite having been around boats his whole life, Jason was awestruck by the beauty and craftsmanship of the Family Tradition.

Soda motioned for him to follow. “Come on aboard, and I’ll show you the inside.” 

As Jason entered the salon behind Soda, he was captivated by the elegant white interior with glossy dark wood trim throughout. Even the ceiling was white and featured narrow strips of glossy dark wood trim spaced several feet apart, running the length of the salon. The boat’s air conditioner kept the interior comfortably cool, and a distinct new boat smell filled the air, with hints of fresh leather and newly laid carpet. 

A white leather couch ran along the port side (the left when facing forward) with a narrow wood side table opposite on the starboard side. Soda pressed a button on the table. With a soft electric hum, a large flat-screen rose from its hidden well.

Jason grinned. “Not too shabby.”

Ahead of the couch, the galley had white granite countertops, a built-in bar — with a matching dinette to starboard.

Soda gestured toward the carpeted stairs leading below. “Come on, let me show you below deck.”

While walking downstairs, Soda told Jason, “On the port side are the crew quarters and Mr. Gregory’s master stateroom. Starboard side are the captain’s quarters, a linen closet, and a washer and dryer.” He then added, “There’s another stateroom for Mr. Gregory’s daughter in the V-berth,” referring to the “V” shaped room in the bow of the boat.

Jason couldn’t help but grin as he inspected each room, taking in the details with quiet amazement. The crew and captain’s quarters featured two twin-size beds, while the master stateroom boasted a luxurious king-size bed. In the second stateroom located in the V-berth, there was a spacious queen-size bed. Each bed was fitted with an elegant beige bedspread, showcasing a striking white coral reef pattern. The walls were decorated with original paintings of various pelagic gamefish—like a blue marlin leaping from the water, a sailfish swimming with its dorsal fin proudly raised, and a vividly colored mahi chasing after flying fish. Each room also had its own bathroom, referred to as a head, which included a shower.

Although the crew cabin was relatively small compared to the staterooms, Jason was used to much tighter quarters from his time working on the Vanessa, which featured five narrow sleeping bunks and a single head shared among four fishermen and the captain. 

“I think this will do!” Jason told Soda. 

“Yeah, I thought you’d like these accommodations.” Soda pointed to a nearby door. “And the engine room is in here.”

The two stepped into the expansive engine room. It was painted white and filled with ultramodern equipment. A steady, low-frequency hum from the generators filled the air. Raising his voice to be heard over the noise, Jason said, “I feel like I’m inside a spaceship right now! It’s so clean in here too.”

Soda chuckled. “Yeah, it’s definitely full of advanced technology down here!” He pointed toward the two massive, head-high V12 engines. “These will put out about two thousand horsepower each. Cruisin’ speed is forty-two knots, and she’ll do forty-six at wide open throttle.”

Jason let out a low whistle through pursed lips—clearly impressed that a boat that size could cruise at the equivalent of 48 miles per hour and reach 53 at full throttle.

Soda continued pointing out key pieces of equipment in the engine room. “That’s the Seakeeper I was tellin’ you and your dad about yesterday mounted over there.” He turned toward Jason. “Have you ever seen one of these?”

Jason shook his head. “No. What is it?” 

“It’s called an omni sonar and is the latest advancement in side scannin’ technology to help locate fish,” Soda told him. “It’s like an upside-down periscope that deploys from the bottom of the boat and scans a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degrees for fish up to a thousand yards away. If we see a good-sized fish with it, we can position our trollin’ spread in front of its path.”

Jason’s face lit up with intrigue. As he continued to look around the engine room, his eyes were drawn towards two massive gaffs stowed near the entry way. 

“Flyin’ gaffs,” Soda called out. “We use them when we need to boat a big marlin or tuna.”

Jason nodded, struck by the sheer size of the flying gaff. Its large, stainless-steel barbed hook was nearly a foot wide, with a heavy-duty rope attached to it.

Soda explained, “When you gaff the fish, the pole is released, and the hook stays in the fish with the rope still attached. The rope is tied to the base of the fighting chair, and we use it to pull in the fish.”

Jason’s mind raced at the thought of battling a fish massive enough to require the flying gaff. 

Soda leaned in. “Let’s go check out the bridge.”

As the engine room door closed, the sound of the generators became barely audible. Jason and Soda went back up the stairs and through the salon to the mezzanine, where the ladder to the flybridge stood. 

The flybridge’s open layout made it easy to spot fish all around the boat. It also offered access to a variety of sophisticated electronic devices and screens. On each side, bench seats with plush white cushions provided comfortable seating, with a walkway between them and the driving station in the center.

Although it had an open-air design, clear, flexible vinyl panels could be zipped closed, giving the captain some protection from inclement weather. Above the flybridge, a second, smaller driving station in the tower offered greater visibility but less protection from the elements and limited access to electronics.

Every detail of the flybridge was carefully considered and masterfully constructed to assist the captain while offshore fishing. The only item on the dashboard that wasn’t built into the boat was an old, worn Bible with curled edges, resting beside the steering wheel. 

“Cricket never goes fishin’ without that,” Soda told Jason, pointing to the Bible. 

Jason nodded with a sense of reverence. As he continued to look around, he pointed to two large reels mounted in the ceiling above their heads. “What are these?”

Soda responded, “Those are the bridge teaser reels. Each reel has a line that runs to one of the outriggers. Have you ever used outriggers before?” 

Jason shook his head, clearly interested in learning more.

Soda explained, “Okay. Well, we typically run two teasers and two lures from each side of the boat, and the outriggers help us keep the lines spaced apart. The lines go from the reels to a pulley system on the outriggers. The first teaser line on each outrigger is usually a dredge of some type that looks sort of like a chandelier and mimics a school of bait fish. You and I will control those teasers usin’ electric reels in the cockpit. Cricket controls the next set of teasers, called the bridge teasers, which are positioned further out on the outriggers. We typically use lighter weight teasers like a squid chain on the bridge teaser lines, and they’re run a little further back in the water than the dredges. The next two lines on the outriggers are lure lines. The lure lines are attached to the outrigger with clips that release the line when a fish bites. We don’t use the terms port and starboard when we talk about the lure spread. Instead, when you’re lookin’ behind the boat, the first lure line on the left is called the left short rigger, and the second one is called the left long rigger. The ones on the right are named the same way, right short rigger and right long rigger. We also run one more lure line from the center of the boat, known as the center rigger. It’s positioned the furthest back behind the boat.”

“I gotcha. Makes sense,” Jason replied. 

Soda responded, “There’s a lot that goes into the tackle. Every knot we tie has to be perfect, and every hook we use has to be razor sharp. Tackle failure for us mates is not an option.”

Jason nodded. “Yeah, my dad always told me that you can either suffer the pain of being meticulous or suffer the pain of losing fish. You might get lucky and bring in some fish being sloppy with your tackle, but the attention to detail pays off every time when the paychecks are handed out.”

Soda nodded, a satisfied smile spreading across his face. “Yep. Your dad taught you well, Jason.”

“Yeah, I’ve learned a lot from my dad,” Jason replied. “And I’m looking forward to learning from you and Cricket, too.”

Soda adjusted his position to look behind Jason toward the dock. “Well, speakin’ of Cricket, here he comes now.” He then shouted a cheerful greeting, “What’s happenin’, Cricket?”

Cricket was walking down the dock carrying a bag in one hand. He called back, “What’s happenin’!”

Soda and Jason climbed down the ladder from the flybridge to greet Cricket in the cockpit.

Cricket was in his mid-forties—tall and lanky, with a distinctive presence. He wore khaki shorts, a faded navy-blue long-sleeve T-shirt, and flip-flops. A white visor rested on his head, blue-mirrored sunglasses hugged his face, and a gold necklace with a small cross hung around his neck.

As Cricket stepped onboard the boat, Soda introduced the two, “Cricket, this is Jason Baymont. Jason, this is Cricket.” 

The two shook hands, and Cricket said, “Nice to finally meet you, Jason! I’m glad you decided to join our team.” 

“Thanks, Cricket. I’m glad to finally meet you too. I really appreciate y’all giving me this opportunity,” Jason said. 

“Whatcha got there?” Soda asked, pointing to the bag in Cricket’s hand. 

“Oh! These are our new crew shirts. I just picked them up. Check ’em out!” Cricket said as he reached into the bag. He then handed both Soda and Jason a light-grey T-shirt. The two held the shirts out at arm’s length where they could see them better. The T-shirts had long sleeves and a hood. They were made from a synthetic quick-dry material that was breathable and would help the fisherman stay cool and dry. On the back of the T-shirt was a large, printed image of their new boat and Family Tradition name. As they turned the shirts over to the front, they could see the boat name was also printed on the front left chest area, accompanied by “Destin, Florida” in smaller font below it.

Soda exclaimed in his usual drawn-out manner, “Nice!”

Jason added, “These are awesome!”

“I got these matching grey camo gaiters for everyone too for those days we need a little extra sun protection on our face,” Cricket said as he handed the gaiters to Soda and Jason.

Jason glanced at Soda, clearly thinking about his dad’s skin cancer scare. “Definitely gonna be using this.”

“Yup!” Soda responded.

“You got a nickname, Jason?” Cricket asked.

Jason thought for a moment. “Some of my surfing buddies call me J-Bay.”

“Perfect!” Cricket replied, “Like the surf spot in Africa!”

“Yeah, exactly! Do you surf?” Jason asked.

“Every chance I get! I actually just went on a surf trip to Costa Rica this past April,” Cricket replied. 

Jason’s eyes lit up. “That’s awesome! Costa Rica is definitely on the list of places I want to surf one day.”

Cricket chuckled as he turned to Soda. “A fellow surfer that wants to marlin fish with us, huh? I like him already!” 

He then added, “Well, listen J-Bay, I do have three important rules you need to follow if you want to work with us.

Rule number one is don’t use the Lord’s name in vain on this boat. What you say off this boat is between you and God, but when you’re on this boat, don’t do it. 

Rule number two is don’t show up drunk, hung over, or on any types of drugs. We might have a few drinks every now and then, but just remember fishing is our job. It’s how we pay the bills. We’re here to fish, not party. Understood?”

“Yeah, of course,” Jason replied.

Cricket continued, “The third rule is—don’t be hittin’ on the owner’s daughter. Seriously, I need you to keep things professional, and don’t be gettin’ too friendly, alright?”

A flicker of surprise crossed Jason’s face, but he quickly reassured Cricket. “Yeah, no problem.” 

“Alright! Well, again, welcome to the team, J-Bay!” As he reached out to shake his hand, Cricket added, “Let’s get ready to catch some big fish and win some big money!”

Jason beamed as he shook Cricket’s hand. “Thanks, man! Let’s do it!”

Cricket turned toward the salon and made his way inside. As the door shut behind him with a soft click, Jason leaned closer to Soda and asked in a playful tone, “So, is the owner’s daughter hot?”

Soda gave Jason a pat on the shoulder. “I would just try to avoid direct eye contact.”

Jason stared into the distance, squinting as he tried to make sense of Soda’s advice.

Changing the subject, Soda said, “Well, I guess we better start gettin’ to work. We’ve got a lot to do this week to get ready for the tournament. I got all the new reels spooled up with fresh line and some of the tackle loaded up in my truck, so the first thing we need to do today is move all that stuff to the boat.”

“Sounds good,” Jason replied. 

Soda had picked up an arsenal of fishing gear that included eight 80W reels, six 50Ws, and six 30Ws. These numbers followed an old naming convention, where each reel size corresponded to the yards of monofilament it could originally hold. The 80W—called an “eighty-wide”—was designed to spool 700 yards of 80-pound test and was the standard for trolling. However, thanks to advancements in line technology, Soda had the eighty-wides spooled with 800 yards of smaller diameter 200-pound braided line, topped with 300 yards of 100-pound clear monofilament for a total of 1,100 yards per reel. 

The 50Ws—referred to as “fifty-wides”—were lighter and easier to handle, typically rigged with pitch baits like large ballyhoo or Spanish mackerel for targeting fish under 400 pounds. The 30Ws—“thirty-wides”—were usually paired with small dead ballyhoo to pursue white marlin, sailfish, and smaller blues under 250 pounds.

Jason and Soda spent the next hour making trips back and forth from the truck to the boat, pushing a cart loaded with gear down the long marina dock. 

With everything aboard, Soda reached for one of the eighty-wide rods behind the fighting chair, pulled several feet of monofilament from the tip, and picked up a skirted lure in his other hand. "Alright, let me see you rig this for trolling. Use a Bimini Twist to make the double line and then connect it to the swivel using a Johnny Dukes Knot." Soda said. 

Jason took the line and began tying, wetting each knot in his mouth before carefully cinching it tight. He threaded the leader through the skirted lure and crimped it to the hookset, then handed the finished rig to Soda.

Soda eyed it over and nodded approvingly. “Pretty work.” 

“Thanks,” Jason replied proudly.

They spent the next several days getting tackle and provisions ready for the upcoming tournament. The morning before they planned to leave, Soda was teaching Jason how to rig a ballyhoo pitch bait while Cricket was upstairs in the flybridge talking on his cell phone with the owner Mr. Gregory. 

Jason and Soda heard Cricket respond, “Oh, so the new dock is completed. That’s great news, Mr. Gregory.”

Cricket continued to listen to Mr. Gregory talk, then responded, “Uh, yeah, we can bring the boat over today. No problem.” 

Cricket hurried to the back of the flybridge and spotted Jason and Soda in the cockpit. Eyes wide, he silently mouthed, “Moving the boat today!”

“Can we be there by one o’clock?” Cricket replied, repeating Mr. Gregory’s question with a skeptical expression.

Soda held up five fingers and emphatically mouthed, “Five!”—hoping for a little more time to finish preparing and clean the boat.

But it was too late. Cricket turned back and said, “Yeah, we can be there by one. No problem. We just need to give the boat a quick wash first, and then we’ll be on our way.” 

Soda’s head dropped, frustrated by the unexpected time crunch. The process of thoroughly washing and detailing the boat to Soda’s preferred level of perfection usually took four hours, but now they would only have two hours.

Cricket ended the call with Mr. Gregory, and said to Jason and Soda, “Looks like we’re gonna have to get the boat cleaned up in a hurry, fellas. Mr. Gregory really wants us to be there by one. I’ll start working on the inside.”
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