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On the morning of January 6, two hours before dawn, a man named Robert Clinch rolled out of bed and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He put on three pairs of socks, a blue flannel shirt, olive dungarees, a Timex waterproof watch, and a burgundy cap with a patch stitched to the crown. The patch said: “Mann’s Jelly Worms.”


Clinch padded to the kitchen and fixed himself a pot of coffee, four eggs scrambled (with ketchup), a quarter-pound of Jimmy Dean sausage, and two slices of wholewheat toast with grape jam. As he ate, he listened to the radio for a weather report. The temperature outside was forty-one degrees, humidity thirty-five percent, wind blowing from the northeast at seven miles per hour. According to the weatherman, thick fog lay on the highway between Harney and Lake Jesup. Robert Clinch loved to drive in the fog because it gave him a chance to use the amber fog lights on his new Blazer truck. The fog lights had been a $455 option, and his wife, Clarisse, now asleep in the bedroom, was always bitching about what a waste of money they were. Clinch decided that later, when he got home from the lake, he would tell Clarisse how the fog lights had saved his life on Route 222; how a wall-eyed truck driver with a rig full of Valencia oranges had crossed the center line and swerved back just in time because he’d seen the Blazer’s fancy fog lights. Robert Clinch was not sure if Clarisse would bite on the story; in fact, he wasn’t sure if she’d be all too thrilled that the truck hadn’t plowed into him, vanquishing in one fiery millisecond the expensive Blazer, the sleek bass boat, and Robert Clinch himself. Clarisse did not think much of her husband’s hobby.


Robert Clinch put on a pair of soft-soled Gore-Tex boots and slipped into a vivid red ski vest that was covered with emblems from various fishing tournaments. He went out to the garage where the boat was kept and gazed at it proudly, running his hand along the shiny gunwale. It was a Ranger 390V, nineteen and one-half feet long. Dual livewells, custom upholstery and carpeting (royal blue), and twin tanks that held enough fuel to run all the way to Okeechobee and back. The engine on the boat was a two-hundred-horsepower Mercury, one of the most powerful outboards ever manufactured. A friend had once clocked Bobby Clinch’s boat at sixty-two miles per hour. There was no earthly reason to go so fast, except that it was fun as hell to show off.


Robert Clinch loved his boat more than anything else in the world. Loved it more than his wife. More than his kids. More than his girlfriend. More than his double-mortgaged home. Even more than the very largemouth bass he was pursuing. Riding on the lake at dawn, Robert Clinch often felt that he loved his boat more than he loved life itself.


On this special morning he decided, for appearance’s sake, to bring along a fishing rod. From a rack on the wall he picked a cheap spinning outfit—why risk the good stuff? As he tried to thread the eight-pound monofilament through the guides of the rod, Clinch noticed that his hands were quivering. He wondered if it was the coffee, his nerves, or both. Finally he got the rod rigged and tied a plastic minnow lure to the end of the line. He found his portable Q-Beam spotlight, tested it, and stored it under a bow hatch inside the boat. Then he hitched the trailer to the back of the Blazer.


Clinch started the truck and let it warm. The air in the cab was frosty and he could see his breath. He turned up the heater full blast. He thought about one more cup of coffee but decided against it; he didn’t want to spend all morning with a bursting bladder, and it was too damn cold to unzip and hang his pecker over the side of the boat.


He also thought about bringing a gun, but that seemed silly. Nobody took a gun to the lake.


Robert Clinch was about to pull out of the driveway when he got an idea, something that might make his homecoming more bearable. He slipped back into the house and wrote a note to Clarisse. He put it on the dinette, next to the toaster: “Honey, I’ll be home by noon. Maybe we can go to Sears and look for that shower curtain you wanted. Love, Bobby.”


Robert Clinch never returned.


By midafternoon his wife was so angry that she drove to Sears and purchased not only a shower curtain but some electric hair curlers and a pink throw rug, too. By suppertime she was livid, and tossed her husband’s portion of Kentucky fried chicken over the fence to the Labrador retriever next door. At midnight she phoned her mother in Valdosta to announce that she was packing up the kids and leaving the bum for good.


The next morning, as Clarisse rifled her husband’s bureau for clues and loose cash, the county sheriff phoned. He had some lousy news.


From the air a crop duster had spotted a purplish slick on a remote corner of Lake Jesup known as Coon Bog. On a second pass the crop duster had spotted the sparkled hull of a bass boat, upside down and half-submerged about fifty yards from shore. Something big and red was floating nearby.


Clarisse Clinch asked the sheriff if the big red thing in the water happened to have blond hair, and the sheriff said not anymore, since a flock of mallard ducks had been pecking at it all night. Clarisse asked if any identification had been found on the body, and the sheriff said no, Bobby’s wallet must have shaken out in the accident and fallen into the water. Mrs. Clinch told the sheriff thank you, hung up, and immediately dialed the Visa Card headquarters in Miami to report the loss.


“What do you know about fishing?”


“A little,” said R.J. Decker. The interview was still at the stage where Decker was supposed to look steady and taciturn, the stage where the prospective client was sizing him up. Decker knew he was pretty good in the sizing-up department. He had the physique of a linebacker: five-eleven, one hundred ninety pounds, chest like a drum, arms like cable. He had curly dark hair and sharp brown eyes that gave nothing away. He often looked amused but seldom smiled around strangers. At times he could be a very good listener, or pretend to be. Decker was neither diffident nor particularly patient; he was merely on constant alert for jerks. Time was too short to waste on them. Unless it was absolutely necessary, like now.


“Are you an outdoorsman?” Dennis Gault asked.


Decker shrugged. “You mean can I start a campfire? Sure. Can I kill a Cape buffalo barehanded? Probably not.”


Gault poured himself a gin and tonic. “But you can handle yourself, I presume.”


“You presume right.”


“Size doesn’t mean a damn thing,” Gault said. “You could still be a wimp.”


Decker sighed. Another macho jerk.


Gault asked, “So what kind of fishing do you know about?”


“Offshore stuff, nothing exotic. Grouper, snapper, dolphin.”


“Pussy fish,” Gault snorted. “For tourists.”


“Oh,” Decker said, “so you must be the new Zane Grey.”


Gault looked up sharply from his gin. “I don’t care for your attitude, mister.”


Decker had heard this before. The mister was kind of a nice touch, though.


Dennis Gault said, “You look like you want to punch me.”


“That’s pretty funny.”


“I don’t know about you,” Gault said, stirring his drink. “You look like you’re itching to take a swing.”


“What for?” Decker said. “Anytime I want to punch an asshole I can stroll down to Biscayne Boulevard and take my pick.”


He guessed that it would take Gault five or six seconds to come up with some witty reply. Actually it took a little longer.


“I guarantee you never met an asshole like me,” he said.


Decker glanced at his wristwatch and looked very bored—a mannerism he’d been practicing.


Gault made a face. He wore a tight powder-blue pullover and baggy linen trousers. He looked forty, maybe older. He studied Decker through amber aviator glasses. “You don’t like me, do you?” he said.


“I don’t know you, Mr. Gault.”


“You know I’m rich, and you know I’ve got a problem. That’s enough.”


“I know you kept me suffocating in your neo-modern earth-tone lobby for two hours,” Decker said. “I know your secretary’s name is Ruth and I know she doesn’t keep any Maalox tablets in her desk, because I asked. I know your daddy owns this skyscraper and your granddad owns a sugar mill, and I know your T-shirt looks like hell with those trousers. And that’s all I know about you.”


Which was sort of a lie. Decker also knew about the two family banks in Boca Raton, the shopping mall in Daytona Beach, and the seventy-five thousand acres of raw cane west of Lake Okeechobee.


Dennis Gault sat down behind a low Plexiglas desk. The desk looked like it belonged in a museum, maybe as a display case for Mayan pottery. Gault said, “So I’m a sugar daddy, you’re right. Want to know what I know about you, Mr. Private Eye, Mr. Felony Past?”


Oh boy, thought R.J. Decker, this is your life. “Tell me your problem or I’m leaving.”


“Tournament fishing,” Gault said. “What do you know about tournament fishing?”


“Not a damn thing.”


Gault stood up and pointed reverently to a fat blackish fish mounted on the wall. “Do you know what that is?”


“An oil drum,” Decker replied, “with eyes.” He knew what it was. You couldn’t live in the South and not know what it was.


“A largemouth bass!” Gault exclaimed.


He gazed at the stuffed fish as if it were a sacred icon. It was easy to see how the bass got its name; its maw could have engulfed a soccer ball.


“Fourteen pounds, four ounces,” Gault announced. “Got her on a crankbait at Lake Toho. Do you have any idea what this fish was worth?”


Decker felt helpless. He felt like he was stuck in an elevator with a Jehovah’s Witness.


“Seventy-five thousand dollars,” Gault said.


“Christ.”


“Now I got your attention, don’t I?” Gault grinned. He patted the flank of the plastic bass as if it were the family dog.


“This fish,” he went on, “won the Southeast Regional Bass Anglers Classic two years ago. First place was seventy-five large and a Ford Thunderbird. I gave the car to some migrants.”


“All that for one fish?” Decker was amazed. Civilization was in serious trouble.


“In 1985,” Gault went on, “I fished seventeen tournaments and made one hundred and seven thousand dollars, Mr. Decker. Don’t look so astounded. The prize money comes from sponsors—boat makers, tackle manufacturers, bait companies, the outboard marine industry. Bass fishing is an immensely profitable business, the fastest-growing outdoor sport in America. Of course, the tournament circuit is in no way a sport; it’s a cutthroat enterprise.”


“But you don’t need the money,” Decker said.


“I need the competition.”


The Ted Turner Syndrome, Decker thought.


“So what’s the problem?”


“The problem is criminals,” Gault said.


“Could you be more specific?”


“Cheats.”


“People who lie about the size of the fish they catch—”


Gault laughed acidly. “You can’t lie about the size. Dead or alive, the fish are brought back to the dock to be weighed.”


“Then how can anybody cheat?”


“Ha!” Gault said, and told his story.


There had been an incident at a big-money tournament in north Texas. The contest had been sponsored by a famous plastic- worm company that had put up a quarter- million- dollar purse. At the end of the final day Dennis Gault stood on the dock with twenty-seven pounds of largemouth bass, including a nine-pounder. Normally a catch like this would have won a tournament hands down, and Gault was posing proudly with his string of fish when the last boat roared up to the dock. A man named Dickie Lockhart hopped out holding a monster bass—eleven pounds, seven ounces—which of course won first place.


“That fish,” Dennis Gault recalled angrily, “had been dead for two days.”


“How do you know?”


“Because I know a stiff when I see one. That fish was cold, Mr. Decker, icebox-type cold. You follow?”


“A ringer?” It was all Decker could do not to laugh.


“I know what you’re thinking: Who cares if some dumb shitkicker redneck cheats with a fish? But think about this: Of the last seven big-money tournaments held in the United States, Dickie Lockhart has won five and finished second twice. That’s two hundred sixty thousand bucks, which makes him not such a dumb shitkicker after all. It makes him downright respectable. He’s got his own rigging TV show, if you can believe that.”


Decker said, “Did you confront him about the ringer?”


“Hell, no. That’s a damn serious thing, and I had no solid proof.”


“Nobody else was suspicious?”


“Shit, everybody else was suspicious, but no one had the balls to say boo. Over beers, sure, they said they knew it was a stiff. But not to Dickie’s face.”


“This Lockhart, he must be a real tough guy,” Decker said, needling.


“Not tough, just powerful. Most bass pros don’t want to piss him off. If you want to get asked to the invitationals, you’d better be pals with Dickie. If you want product endorsements, you better kiss Dickie’s ass. Same goes if you want your new outboard wholesale. It adds up. Some guys don’t like Dickie Lockhart worth a shit, but they sure like to be on TV.”


Decker said, “He’s the only one who cheats?”


Gault hooted.


“Then what’s the big deal?” Decker asked.


“The big deal”—Gault sneered—“is that Lockhart cheats in the big ones. The big deal is that he cheats against me. It’s the difference between a Kiwanis softball game and the fucking World Series, you understand?”


“Absolutely,” Decker said. He had heard enough. “Mr. Gault, I really don’t think I can help you.”


“Sit down.”


“Look, this is not my strong suit. . . .”


“What is your strong suit? Divorces? Car repos? Workmen’s comp? If you’re doing so hot, maybe you wouldn’t mind telling me why you’re moonlighting at that shyster insurance agency where I tracked you down.”


Decker headed for the door.


“The fee is fifty thousand dollars.”


Decker wheeled and stared. Finally he said, “You don’t need a P.I., you need a doctor.”


“The money is yours if you can catch this cocksucker cheating, and prove it.”


“Prove it?”


Gault said, “You were an ace photographer once. Couple big awards—I know about you, Decker. I know about your crummy temper and your run-in with the law. I also know you’d rather sleep in a tent than a Hilton, and that’s fine. They say you’re a little crazy, but crazy is exactly what I need.”


“You want pictures?” Decker said. “Of fish.”


“What better proof?” Gault glowed at the idea. “You get me a photograph of Dickie Lockhart cheating, and I’ll get you published in every blessed outdoors magazine in the free world. That’s a bonus, too, on top of the fee.”


The cover of Field and Stream, Decker thought, a dream come true. “I told you,” he said, “I don’t know anything about tournament fishing.”


“If it makes you feel any better, you weren’t my first choice.”


It didn’t make Decker feel any better.


“The first guy I picked knew plenty about fishing,” Dennis Gault said, “a real pro.”


“And?”


“It didn’t work out. Now I need a new guy.”


Dennis Gault looked uncomfortable. “Distracted” was the word for it. He set down his drink and reached inside the desk. Out came a fake-lizardskin checkbook. Or maybe it was real.


“Twenty-five up front,” Gault said, reaching for a pen.


R.J. Decker thought of the alternative and shrugged. “Make it thirty,” he said.
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To Dr. Michael Pembroke fell the task of dissecting the body of Robert Clinch.


The weight of this doleful assignment was almost unbearable because Dr. Pembroke by training was not a coroner but a clinical pathologist. He addressed warts, cysts, tumors, and polyps with ease and certitude, but corpses terrified him, as did forensics in general.


Most Florida counties employ a full-time medical examiner, or coroner, to handle the flow of human dead. Rural Harney County could not justify such a luxury to its taxpayers, so each year the county commission voted to retain the part-time services of a pathologist to serve as coroner when needed. For the grand sum of five thousand dollars Dr. Michael Pembroke was taking his turn. The job was not unduly time-consuming, as there were only four thousand citizens in the county and they did not die often. Most who did die had the courtesy to do so at the hospital, or under routine circumstances that required neither an autopsy nor an investigation. The few Harney Countians who expired unnaturally could usually be classified as victims of (a) domestic turmoil, (b) automobile accidents, (c) hunting accidents, (d) boating accidents, or (e) lightning. Harney County had more fatal lightning strikes than any other place in Florida, though no one knew why. The local fundamentalist church had a field day with this statistic.


When news of Robert Clinch’s death arrived at the laboratory, Dr. Pembroke was staring at a common wart (verruca vulgaris) that had come from the thumb of a watermelon farmer. The scaly brown lump was not a pleasant sight, but it was infinitely preferable to the swollen visage of a dead bass fisherman. The doctor tried to stall and pretend he was deeply occupied at the microscope, but the sheriff’s deputy waited patiently, leafing through some dermatology pamphlets. Dr. Pembroke finally gave up and got in the back of the squad car for the short ride to the morgue.


“Can you tell me what happened?” Dr. Pembroke asked, leaning forward.


“It’s Bobby Clinch,” the deputy said over his shoulder. “Musta flipped his boat in the lake.”


Dr. Pembroke was relieved. Now he had a theory; soon he’d have a cause of death. In no time he could return to the wart. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.


The police car pulled up to a low redbrick building that served as the county morgue. The building had once been leased out as a Burger King restaurant, and had not been refurbished since the county bought it. While the Burger King sign had been removed (and sold to a college fraternity house), the counters, booths, and drive-up window remained exactly as they had been in the days of the Whopper. Dr. Pembroke once wrote a letter to the county commission suggesting that a fast-food joint was hardly the proper site for a morgue, but the commissioners tersely pointed out that it was the only place in Harney with a walk-in freezer.


Peering through the plate-glass window, Dr. Pembroke saw a pudgy man with a ruddy, squashed-looking face. It was Culver Rundell, whose shoulders (the doctor remembered) had been covered with brown junctional moles. These had been expertly biopsied and found to be nonmalignant.


“Hey, doc!” Culver Rundell said as Dr. Pembroke came through the door.


“Hello,” the pathologist said. “How are those moles?” Pathologists seldom have to deal with whole patients so they are notoriously weak at making small talk.


“The moles are coming back,” Culver Rundell reported, “by the hundreds. My wife takes a Flair pen and plays connect-the-dots from my neck to my butthole.”


“Why don’t you come by the office and I’ll take a look.”


“Naw, doc, you done your best. I’m used to the damn things, and so’s Jeannie. We make the best of the situation, if you know what I mean.”


Culver Rundell ran a fish camp on Lake Jesup. He was not much of a fisherman but he loved the live-bait business, worms and wild shiners mainly. He also served as official weighmaster for some of America’s most prestigious bass tournaments, and this honor Culver Rundell owed to his lifelong friendship with Dickie Lockhart, champion basser.


“Are you the one who found the deceased?” Dr. Pembroke asked.


“Nope, that was the Davidson boys.”


“Which ones?” Dr. Pembroke asked. There were three sets of Davidson boys in Harney County.


“Daniel and Desi. They found Bobby floating at the bog and hauled him back to the fish camp. The boys wanted to go back out so I told ’em I’d take care of the body. We didn’t have no hearse so I used my four-by-four.”


Dr. Pembroke climbed over the counter into what once had been the kitchen area of the Burger King. With some effort, Culver Rundell followed.


The body of Robert Clinch lay on a long stainless-steel table. The stench was dreadful, a mixture of wet death and petrified french fries.


“Holy Jesus,” said Dr. Pembroke.


“I know it,” said Rundell.


“How long was he in the water?” the doctor asked.


“We were kind of hoping you’d tell us.” It was the deputy, standing at the counter as if waiting for a vanilla shake.


Dr. Pembroke hated floaters, and this was a beaut. Bobby Clinch’s eyes were popping out of his face, milkballs on springs. An engorged tongue poked from the dead man’s mouth like a fat coppery eel.


“What happened to his head?” Dr. Pembroke asked. It appeared that numerous patches of Robert Clinch’s hair had been yanked raw from his scalp, leaving the checker-skulled impression of an underdressed punk rocker.


“Ducks,” said Culver Rundell. “A whole flock.”


“They thought it was food,” the deputy explained.


“It looks like pickerel weeds, hair does. Especially hair like Bobby’s,” Rundell went on. “In the water it looks like weeds.”


“This time of year ducks’ll eat anything,” the deputy added. Dr. Pembroke felt queasy. Sometimes he wished he’d gone into radiology like his dumb cousin. With heavy stainless surgical shears he began to cut Robert Clinch’s clothes off, a task made more arduous by the swollen condition of the limbs and torso. As soon as Clinch’s waterlogged dungarees were cut away and more purple flesh was revealed, both Culver Rundell and the sheriff’s deputy decided to wait on the other side of the counter, where they took a booth and chatted about the latest scandal with the University of Florida football team.


Fifteen minutes later, Dr. Pembroke came out with a chart on a clipboard. He was scribbling as he talked.


“The body was in the water at least twenty-four hours,” he said. “Cause of death was drowning.”


“Was he drunk?” Rundell asked.


“I doubt it, but I won’t get the blood tests back for about a week.”


“Should I tell the sheriff it was an accident?” the deputy said.


“It looks that way, yes,” Dr. Pembroke said. “There was a head wound consistent with impact in a high-speed crash.”


A bad bruise is what it was, consistent with any number of things, but Dr. Pembroke preferred to be definitive. Much of what he knew about forensic medicine came from watching reruns of the television show Quincy, M.E. Quincy the TV coroner could always glance at an injury and announce what exactly it was consistent with, so Dr. Pembroke tried to do the same. The truth was that after the other two men had left the autopsy table, Dr. Pembroke had worked as hastily as possible. He had drawn blood, made note of a golf-ball-size bruise on Bobby Clinch’s skull and, with something less than surgical acuity, hacked a Y-shaped incision from the neck to the belly. He had reached in, grabbed a handful of lung, and quickly ascertained that it was full of brackish lake water, which is exactly what Dr. Pembroke wanted to see. It meant that Bobby Clinch had drowned, as suspected. Further proof was the presence of a shiny dead minnow in the right bronchus, indicating that on the way down Bobby Clinch had inhaled violently, but to no avail. Having determined this, Dr. Pembroke had wasted not another moment with the rancid body; had not even turned it over for a quick look-see before dragging it into the hamburger cooler.


The pathologist signed the death certificate and handed it to the deputy. Culver Rundell read it over the lawman’s shoulder and nodded. “I’ll call Clarisse,” he said, “then I gotta hose out the truck.”


The largemouth bass is the most popular game fish in North America, as it can be found in the warmest waters of almost every state. Its appeal has grown so astronomically in the last ten years that thousands of bass-fishing clubs have sprung up, and are swamped with new members. According to the sporting-goods industry, more millions of dollars are spent to catch largemouth bass than are spent on any other outdoor activity in the United States. Bass magazines promote the species as the workingman’s fish, available to anyone within strolling distance of a lake, river, culvert, reservoir, rock pit, or drainage ditch. The bass is not picky; it is hardy, prolific, and on a given day will eat just about any God-awful lure dragged in front of its maw. As a fighter it is bullish, but tires easily; as a jumper its skills are admirable, though no match for a graceful rainbow trout or tarpon; as table fare it is blandly acceptable, even tasty when properly seasoned. Its astonishing popularity comes from a modest combination of these traits, plus the simple fact that there are so many largemouth bass swimming around that just about any damn fool can catch one.


Its democratic nature makes the bass an ideal tournament fish, and a marketing dream-come-true for the tackle industry. Because a largemouth in Seattle is no different from its Everglades cousin, expensive bass-fishing products need no regionalization, no tailored advertising. This is why hard-core bass fishermen everywhere are outfitted exactly the same, from their trucks to their togs to their tackle. On any body of water, in any county rural or urban, the uniform and arsenal of the bassing fraternity are unmistakable. The universal mission is to catch one of those freakishly big bass known as lunkers or hawgs. In many parts of the country, any fish over five pounds is considered a trophy, and it is not uncommon for the ardent basser to have three or four such specimens mounted on the walls of his home: one for the living room, one for the den, and so on. The geographic range of truly gargantuan fish, ten to fifteen pounds, is limited to the humid Deep South, particularly Georgia and Florida. In these areas the quest for the world’s biggest bass is rabid and ruthless; for tournament fishermen this is the big leagues, where top prize money for a two-day event might equal seventy-five thousand dollars. If the weather on these days happens to be rotten or the water too cold, a dinky four-pound bass might win the whole shooting match. More than likely, though, it takes a lunker fish to win the major tournaments, and few anglers are capable of catching lunkers day in and day out.


Weekend anglers are fond of noting that the largest bass ever caught was not landed by a tournament fisherman. It was taken by a nineteen-year-old Georgia farm kid named George W. Perry at an oxbow slough called Montgomery Lake. Fittingly, young Perry had never heard of Lowrance fish-finders or Thruster trolling motors or Fenwick graphite flipping sticks. Perry went out fishing in a simple rowboat and took the only bass lure he owned, a beat-up Creek Chub. He went fishing mainly because his family was hungry, and he returned with a largemouth bass that weighed twenty-two pounds, four ounces. The year was 1932. Since then, despite all the space-age advancements in fish-catching technology, nobody has boated a bass that comes close to the size of George Perry’s trophy, which he and his loved ones promptly ate for dinner. Today a historical plaque commemorating this leviathan largemouth stands on Highway 117, near Lumber City, Georgia. It serves as a defiant and nagging challenge to modern bass fishermen and all their infernal electronics. Some ichthyologists have been so bold as to suggest that the Monster of Montgomery Lake was a supremely mutant fish, an all-tackle record that will never be bested by any angler. To which Dickie Lockhart, in dosing each segment of Fish Fever, would scrunch up his eyes, wave a finger at the camera, and decree: “George Perry, next week your cracker butt is history!”


There was no tournament that weekend, so Dickie Lockhart was taping a show. He was shooting on Lake Kissimmee, not far from Disney World. The title of this particular episode was “Hawg Hunting.” Dickie needed a bass over ten pounds; anything less wasn’t a hawg.


As always, he used two boats; one to fish from, one for the film crew. Like most TV fishing-show hosts, Dickie Lockhart used videotapes because they were cheaper than sixteen-millimeter, and reusable. Film was unthinkable for a bass show because you might go two or three days shooting nothing but men casting their lures and spitting tobacco, but no fish. With the video, a bad day didn’t blow the whole budget because you just backed it up and shot again.


Dickie Lockhart had been catching bass all morning, little two- and three-pounders. He could guess the weight as soon as he hooked up, then furiously skittered the poor fish across the surface into the boat. “Goddammit,” he would shout, “rewind that sucker and let’s try again.”


During lulls in the action, Dickie would grow tense and foul- mouthed. “Come on, you bucket- mouthed bastards,” he’d growl as he cast at the shoreline, “hit this thing or I’m bringing dynamite tomorrow, y’hear?”


Midmorning the wind kicked up, mussing Dickie Lockhart’s shiny black hair. “Goddammit,” he shouted, “stop the tape.” After he got a comb from his tacklebox and slicked himself down, he ordered the cameraman to crank it up again.


“How do I look?” Dickie asked.


“Like a champ,” the cameraman said thinly. The cameraman dreamed of the day when Dickie Lockhart would get shitfaced drunk and drop his drawers to moon his little ole fishing pals all across America. Then Dickie would fall out of the boat, as he often did after drinking. Afterward the cameraman would pretend to rewind the videotape and erase this sloppy moment, but of course he wouldn’t. He’d save it and, when the time was right, threaten to send it to the sports-and-religion network that syndicated Dickie Lockhart’s fishing show. Dickie would suddenly become a generous fellow, and the cameraman would finally be able to afford to take his wife to the Virgin Islands.


Now, with the tape rolling, Dickie Lockhart was talking man-to-man with the serious bass angler back home. Dickie’s TV accent was much thicker and gooier than his real-life accent, an exaggeration that was necessary to meet the demographic of the show, which was basically male Deep Southern grit-suckers. As he cast his lure and reeled it in, Dickie Lockhart would confide exactly what brand of crankbait he was using, what pound line was on the reel, what kind of sunglasses (amber or green) worked better on a bright day. The patter carried an air of informality and friendliness, when in fact the point was to shill as many of Dickie Lockhart’s sponsors’ products as possible in twenty-four minutes of live tape. The crankbait was made by Bagley, the line by Du Pont, the reel by Shimano, the sunglasses by Polaroid, and so on. Somehow, when Dickie stared into the camera and dropped these bald-faced plugs, it didn’t seem so cheap.


At about noon a third bass boat raced up to the fishing spot, and Dickie started hollering like a madman. “Goddammit, stop the tape! Stop the tape!” He hopped up and down on the bow and shook his fist at the man in the other boat. “Hey, can’t you see we’re filming a goddamn TV show here? You got the whole frigging lake but you gotta stop here and wreck the tape!” Then he saw that the other angler was Ozzie Rundell, Culver’s brother, so Dickie stopped shouting. He didn’t apologize, but he did pipe down.


“Didn’t mean to interrupt,” Ozzie said. He was a mumbłer. Dickie Lockhart told him to speak up.


“Didn’t mean to interrupt!” Ozzie said, a bit louder. In his entire life he had never boated a bass over four pounds, and was in awe of Dickie Lockhart.


“Well?” Dickie said.


“I thought you’d want to know.”


Dickie shook his head. He kicked a button on the bow and used the trolling motor to steer his boat closer to Ozzie’s. When the two were side by side, Dickie said impatiently, “Now start over.”


“I thought you’d want to know. They found Bobby Clinch.”


“Where?”


“Dead.”


Ozzie would get around to answering the questions, but not in the order he was asked. His mind worked that way.


“How?” Dickie said.


“In Lake Harney.”


“When?”


“Flipped his boat and drowned,” Ozzie said.


“Goddamn,” said Dickie Lockhart. “I’m sorry.”


“Yesterday,” Ozzie said in conclusion.


Dickie turned to the cameraman and said, “Well, that’s it for the day.”


Ozzie seemed thrilled just to be able to touch the deck of the champion’s boat. He gazed at Dickie Lockhart’s fishing gear the way a Little Leaguer might stare at Ted Williams’ bat. “Well, sorry to interrupt,” he mumbled.


“Don’t worry about it,” Dickie Lockhart said. “They stopped biting two hours ago.”


“What plug you usin’?” Ozzie inquired.


“My special baby,” Dickie said, “the Double Whammy.”


The Double Whammy was the hottest lure on the pro bass circuit, thanks in large measure to Dickie Lockhart. For the last eight tournaments he’d won, Dickie had declared it was the amazing Double Whammy that had tricked the trophy fish. His phenomenal success with the hire—a skirted spinnerbait with twin silver spoons—had not been duplicated by any other professional angler, though all had tried, filling their tackleboxes with elaborate variations and imitations. Most of the bassers caught big fish on the Double Whammy, but none caught as many, or at such opportune times, as Dickie Lockhart.


“It’s a real killer, huh?” Ozzie said.


“You betcha,” Dickie said. He took the fishing line in his front teeth and bit through, freeing the jangling lure. “You want it?” he asked.


Ozzie Rundell beamed like a kid on Christmas morning. “Shoot yeah!”


Dickie Lockhart tossed the lure toward Ozzie’s boat. In his giddiness Ozzie actually tried to catch the thing in his bare hands. He missed, of course, and the Double Whammy embedded its needle-sharp hook firmly in the poor man’s cheek. Ozzie didn’t seem to feel a thing; didn’t seem to notice the blood dripping down his jawline.


“Thanks!” he shouted as Dickie Lockhart started up his boat. “Thanks a million!”


“Don’t mention it,” the champion replied, leaning on the throttle.
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R.J. Decker had been born in Texas. His father had been an FBI man, and the family had lived in Dallas until December of 1963. Two weeks after Kennedy was shot, Decker’s father was transferred to Miami and assigned to a crack squad whose task was to ensure that no pals of Fidel Castro took a shot at LBJ. It was a tense and exciting time, but it passed. Decker’s father eventually wound up in a typically stupefying FBI desk job, got fat, and died of clogged arteries at age forty-nine. One of Decker’s older brothers grew up to be a cop in Minneapolis. The other sold Porsches to cocaine dealers in San Francisco.


A good athlete and a fair student in college, R.J. Decker surprised all his classmates by becoming a professional photographer. Cameras were his private passion; he was fascinated with the art of freezing time in the eye. He never told anyone but it was the Zapruder film that had done it. When Life magazine had come out with those grainy movie pictures of the assassination, R.J. Decker was only eight years old. Still, he was transfixed by the frames of the wounded president and his wife. The pink of her dress, the black blur of the Lincoln—horrific images, yet magnetic. The boy never imagined such a moment could be captured and kept for history. Soon afterward he got his first camera.


For Decker, photography was more than just a hobby; it was a way of looking at the world. He had been cursed with a short temper and a cynical outlook, so the darkroom became a soothing place, and the ceremony of making pictures a gentle therapy.


Much to his frustration, the studio-photography business proved unbearably dull and profitable. Decker did weddings, bar mitzvahs, portraits, and commercial jobs, mostly magazine advertisements. He was once paid nine thousand dollars to take the perfect picture of a bottle of Midol. The ad showed up in all the big women’s magazines, and Decker clipped several copies to send to his friends, as a joke on himself.


And, of course, there were the fashion layouts with professional models. The first year Decker fell in love seventeen times. The second year he let the Hasselblad do the falling in love. His pictures were very good, he was making large sums of money, and he was bored out of his skull.


One afternoon on Miami Beach, while Decker was on a commercial shoot for a new tequila-scented suntan oil, a young tourist suddenly tore off her clothes and jumped into the Atlantic and tried to drown herself. The lifeguards reached her just in time, and Decker snapped a couple of frames as they carried her from the surf. The woman’s blond hair was tangled across her cheeks, her eyes were puffy and half-closed, and her lips were gray. What really made the photograph was the face of one of the lifeguards who had rescued the young woman. He’d carefully wrapped his arms around her bare chest to shield her from the gawkers, and in his eyes Decker’s lens had captured both panic and pity.


For the hell of it Decker gave the roll of film to a newspaper reporter who had followed the paramedics to the scene. The next day the Miami Sun published Decker’s photograph on the front page, and paid him the grand sum of thirty dollars. The day after that, the managing editor offered him a fulltime job and Decker said yes.


In some ways it was the best move he ever made. In some ways it was the worst. Decker only wished he would have lasted longer.


He thought of this as he drove into Harney County, starting a new case, working for a man he didn’t like at all.


Harney was Dickie Lockhart’s hometown, and the personal headquarters of his bass-fishing empire.


Upon arrival the first thing Decker did was to find Ott Pickney, which was easy. Ott was not a man on the move.


He wrote obituaries for the Harney Sentinel, which published two times a week, three during boar season. The leisurely pace of the small newspaper suited Ott Pickney perfectly because it left plenty of time for golf and gardening. Before moving to Central Florida, Pickney had worked for seventeen years at the Miami Sun, which is where Decker had met him. At first Decker had assumed from Ott’s sluggish behavior that here was a once-solid reporter languishing in the twilight of his career; it soon became clear that Ott Pickney’s career had begun in twilight and grown only dimmer. That he had lasted so long in Miami was the result of a dense newsroom bureaucracy that always seemed to find a place for him, no matter how useless he was. Ott was one of those newspaper characters who got passed from one department to another until, after so many years, he had become such a sad fixture that no editor wished to be remembered as the one who fired him. Consequently, Ott didn’t get fired. He retired from the Sun at full pension and moved to Harney to write obits and grow prizewinning orchids.


R.J. Decker found Pickney in the Sentinel’s newsroom, such as it was. There were three typewriters, five desks, and four telephones. Ott was lounging at the coffee machine; nothing had changed.


He grinned when Decker walked in. “R.J.! God Almighty, what brings you here? Your car break down or what?”


Decker smiled and shook Ott’s hand. He noticed that Ott was wearing baggy brown trousers and a blue Banlon shirt. Probably the last Banlon shirt in America. How could you not like a guy who wasn’t ashamed to dress like this?


“You look great,” Decker said.


“And I feel great, R.J., I really do. Hey, I know it’s not exactly the big city, but I had my fill of that, didn’t I?” Ott was talking a little too loudly. “We got out just in time, R.J., you and me. That paper would have killed both of us one way or another.”


“It tried.”


“Yeah, boy,” Ott said. “Sandy, get over here! I want you to meet somebody.” A wrenlike man with thick eyeglasses walked over and nodded cautiously at Decker. “R.J., this is Sandy Kilpatrick, my editor. Sandy, this is R.J. Decker. R.J. and I worked together down in the Magic City. I wrote the prose, he took the snapshots. We covered that big voodoo murder together, remember, R.J.?”


Decker remembered. He remembered it wasn’t exactly a big voodoo murder. Some redneck mechanic in Hialeah had killed his wife by sticking her with pins; safety pins, hundreds of them. The mechanic had read something about voodoo in Argosy magazine and had totally confused the rituals. He loaded his wife up on Barbancourt rum and started pricking away until she bled to death. Then he pretended to come home from work and find her dead. He blamed the crime on a Haitian couple down the street, claiming they had put a hex on his house and Oldsmobile. The cops didn’t go for this, and the redneck mechanic wound up on Death Row.


As Ott was reinventing this story, Sandy Kilpatrick stared at R.J. Decker the way visitors from Miami got stared at in this part of Florida. Like they were trouble. Kilpatrick obviously had heard Ott’s voodoo-murder story about four hundred times and soon started to shrink away.


“Nice meeting you,” Decker said.


Kilpatrick nodded again as he slipped out of the office.


“Good kid,” Ott Pickney said avuncularly. “He’s learning.”


Decker helped himself to a cup of coffee. His legs were stiff from the long drive.


“What the hell brings you here?” Ott asked amiably.


“Fish,” Decker said.


“Didn’t know you were a basser.”


“I thought I’d give it a try,” Decker said. “They say Harney’s a real hotspot for the big ones.”


“Lunkers,” Ott said.


Decker looked at him quizzically.


“In these parts, they’re not big ones, they’re lunkers,” Ott explained. “The most mammoth bass in the hemisphere.”


“Hawgs,” Decker said, remembering one of Dennis Gault’s phrases.


“Sure, you got it!”


“Where’s the best place to try, this time of year?”


Ott Pickney sat down at his desk. “Boy, R.J., I really can’t help you much. The man to see is Jamie Belliroso, our sports guy.”


“Where can I find him?”


“Maui,” Ott Pickney said.


Jamie Belliroso, it turned out, was one of a vanishing breed of sportswriters who would accept any junket tossed their way, as long as gourmet food and extensive travel were involved. This month it was a marlin-fishing extravaganza in Hawaii, sponsored by a company that manufactured polyethylene fish baits. Jamie Belliroso’s air fare, room, and board would all be paid for with the quiet understanding that the name of the bait company would be mentioned a mere eight or ten times in his feature article, and that the name of the company would be spelled correctly—which, in Belliroso’s case, was never a sure thing. In the meantime, the blue marlin were striking and Jamie was enjoying the hell out of Maui.


“When will he be back?” Decker asked.


“Who knows,” Ott said. “From Hawaii he’s off to Christmas Island for bonefish.”


Decker said, “Anyone else who could help me? Someone mentioned a guide named Dickie Lockhart.”


Ott laughed. “A guide? My friend, Dickie’s not a guide, he’s a god. A big-time bass pro. The biggest.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means he wouldn’t be seen in the same boat with a greenhorn putz like you. Besides, Dickie doesn’t hire out.”


Decker decided not to mention Dennis Gault’s grave allegations. Ott was obviously a huge fan of Dickie Lockhart. Decker wondered if the whole town was as starstruck.


“There’s a couple good guides work out on the lake,” Ott suggested. “Think they’re up to two hundred dollars a day.”


The world has gone mad, Decker thought. “That’s too rich for my blood,” he said to Ott.


“Yeah, it’s steep all right, but they don’t give the tourist much choice. See, they got a union.”


“A union?” It was all too much.


“The Lake Jesup Bass Captains Union. They keep the charter rates fixed, I’m afraid.”


“Christ, Ott, I came here to catch a fish and you’re telling me the lake’s locked up by the fucking Izaak Walton division of the Teamsters. What a swell little town you’ve got here.”


“It’s not like that,” Ott Pickney said in a you-don’t-understand tone. “Besides, there’s other options. One, rent yourself a skiff and give it a shot alone—”


“I wouldn’t know where to start,” Decker said.


“Or two, you can try this guy who lives out at the lake.”


“Don’t tell me he’s not in the union?”


“He’s the only one,” Ott said. “When you meet him you’ll know why.” Ott rolled his eyeballs theatrically.


Decker said, “I sense you’re trying to tell me the man is loony.”


“They say he knows the bass,” Ott said. “They also say he’s dangerous.”


Decker was in the market for a renegade. The mystery man sounded like a good possibility.


“What does he charge?” Decker asked, still playing the rube.


“I have no idea,” Ott said. “After you see him, you may want to reconsider. In that case you can hook up with one of the regulars out of Rundell’s marina.”


Decker shook his head. “They sound like hot dogs, Ott. I just want to relax.”


Ott’s brow wrinkled. “I know these folks, R.J. I like ’em, too. Now I won’t sit here and tell you bassers are completely normal, ’cause that’s not true either. They’re slightly manic. They got boats that’ll outrace a Corvette, and they’re fairly crazy out on the water. Just the other day I wrote up a young man who flipped his rig doing about sixty on the lake. Hit a cypress knee and punched out.”


“He died?”


“It was dawn. Foggy. Guess he was racing his pals to the fishing hole.” Pickney chuckled harshly. “No brakes on a boat, partner.”


“Didn’t the same thing happen a few years ago in one of those big tournaments?” Decker said. “I read about it in the Orlando papers. Two boats crashed on the way out.”


Ott said, “Yeah, over on Apopka. Officially it’s a grand-prix start, but the boys call it a blast-off. Fifty boats taking off from a dead stop.” Ott shaped his hands into two speedboats and gave a demonstration. “Kaboom! Hell, those tournaments are something else, R.J. You ought to do a color layout sometime.”


“I’ve heard all kinds of stuff goes on. Cheating and everything.”


“Aw, I heard that, too, and I just can’t believe it. How in the world can you cheat? Either you’ve got fish on a stringer, or you don’t.” Ott sniffed at the idea. “I know these folks and I don’t buy it, not for a second. Texas, maybe, sure. But not here.”


Ott Pickney acted like it was all city talk. He acted like the desk made him an authority—his desk, his newsroom, his town. Ott’s ego was adapting quite well to the rural life, Decker thought. The wise old pro from Miami.


Pickney perked up. “You on expense account?”


“A good one,” Decker said.


“Buy me lunch?”


“Sure, Ott.”


“The guy at the lake, his name is Skink. As I said, they talk like he’s only got one oar in the water, so watch your step. One time we sent a kid to write a little feature story about him and this Skink took an ax and busted the windows out of the kid’s car. He lives in a cabin off the old Mormon Trail. You can’t miss it, R.J., it’s right on the lake. Looks like a glorified outhouse.”


“Skink what?” Decker asked.


“That’s his whole name,” Ott Pickney said. “That’s all he needs up here.” He rolled his chair back and clomped his shoes up on the bare desk. “See, sport, you’re not in Miami anymore.”


The man named Skink said, “Go.”


“I need to talk to you.”


“You got thirty seconds.” The man named Skink had a gun. A Remington, Decker noted. The rifle lay across his lap.


It was a large lap. Skink appeared to be in his late forties, early fifties. He sat in a canvas folding chair on the porch of his cabin. He wore Marine-style boots and an orange rainsuit, luminous even in the twilight. The shape and features of his face were hard to see, but Skink’s silver-flecked hair hung in a braided rope down his back. Decker figured long hair was risky in this part of the woods, but Skink was substantial enough to set his own style.


“My name is Decker.”


“You from the IRS?” The man’s voice was deep and wet, like mud slipping down a drain.


“No,” Decker said.


“I pay no taxes,” Skink said. He was wearing a rainhat, though it wasn’t raining. He was also wearing sunglasses and the sun was down. “I pay no attention to taxes,” Skink asserted. “Not since Nixon, the goddamn thief.”


“I’m not from the government,” Decker said carefully. “I’m a private investigator.”


Skink grunted.


“Like Barnaby Jones,” Decker ventured.


Skink raised the rifle and aimed at Decker’s heart. “I pay no attention to television,” he said.


“Forget I mentioned it. Please.”


Skink held the gun steady. Decker felt moisture bead on the back of his neck. “Put the gun away,” he said.


“I don’t know,” Skink said. “I feel like shooting tonight.”


Decker thought: Just my luck. “I heard you do some guiding,” he said.


Skink’s gun lowered a fraction of an inch. “I do.”


“For bass,” Decker said. “Bass fishing.”


“Hundred bucks a day, no matter.”


“Fine,” Decker said.


“You’ll call me captain?”


“If you want.”


Skink lowered the rifle all the way. Decker reached into his pocket and pulled out a one-hundred-dollar bill. He unfolded it, smoothed it out, and offered it to Skink.


“Put it away. Pay when we get your fish in the boat.” Skink looked annoyed. “You act like you still want to talk.”


For some reason the banjo music from Deliverance kept tinkling in Decker’s head. It got louder every time he took a good look at Skink’s face.


“Talk,” Skink said. “Quick.” He reached over and set the rifle in a corner, its barrel pointing up. Then he removed the sunglasses. His eyes were green; not hazel or olive, but deep green, like Rocky Mountain evergreens. His eyebrows, tangled and ratty, grew at an angle that gave his tanned face the cast of perpetual anger. Decker wondered how many repeat customers a guide like Skink could have.


“Do you fish the tournaments?”


“Not anymore,” Skink said. “If it’s tournament fish you’re after, keep your damn money.”


“It’s cheaters I’m after,” Decker said.


Skink sat up so suddenly that his plastic rainsuit squeaked. The forest-green eyes impaled R.J. Decker while the mouth chewed hard on the corners of its mustache. Skink took a deep breath and when his chest filled, he looked twice as big. It was only when he got to his feet that Decker saw what a diesel he truly was.


“I’m hungry,” Skink said. He took ten steps toward his truck, stopped, and said, “Well, Miami, come on.”


As the pickup bounced down the old Mormon Trail, Decker said, “Captain, how’d you know where I was from?”


“Haircut.”


“That bad?”


“Distinctive.”


“Distinctive” was not a word Decker expected to hear from the captain’s lips. Obviously this was not the type of fellow you could sort out in a day, or even two.


Skink steered the truck onto Route 222 and headed south. He drove slow, much slower than he had driven on the trail. Decker noticed that he hunched himself over the wheel and peered hawklike through the windshield.


“What’s the matter?” Decker asked.


“Hush.”


Cars and trucks were flying by at sixty miles an hour. Skink was barely doing twenty. Decker was sure they were about to get rear- ended by a tractor- trailer.


“You all right?”


“I pay no attention to the traffic,” Skink said. He turned the wheel hard to the right and took the truck off the road, skidding in the gravel. Before Decker could react, the big man leapt from the cab and dashed back into the road. Decker saw him snatch something off the center line and toss it onto the shoulder.


“What the hell are you doing?” Decker shouted, but his voice died in the roar of a passing gasoline tanker. He looked both ways before jogging across the highway to join Skink on the other side.


Skink was kneeling next to a plump, misshapen lump of gray fur.


Decker saw it was a dead opossum. Skink ran a hand across its furry belly. “Still warm,” he reported.


Decker said nothing.


“Roadkill,” Skink said, by way of explanation. He took a knife out of his belt. “You hungry, Miami?”


Decker said uneasily, “How about if we just stop someplace and I buy you supper?”


“No need,” Skink said, and he sawed off the opossum’s head. He lifted the carcass by its pink tail and stalked back to the truck. Decker now understood the reason for the fluorescent rainsuit; a speeding motorist could see Skink a mile away. He looked like a neon yeti.


“You’ll like the flavor,” Skink remarked as Decker got into the truck beside him.


“I think I’ll pass.”


“Nope.”


“What?”


“We both eat, that’s the deal. Then you get the hell out. Another day we’ll talk fish.”


Skink pulled the rainhat down tight on his skull.


“And after that,” he said, turning the ignition, “we might even talk about cheaters.”


“So you know about this?” Decker said.


Skink laughed bitterly. “I do, sir, but I wisht I didn’t.”


Clouds of insects swirled in and out of the high beams as the truck jounced down the dirt road. Suddenly Skink killed the lights and cut the ignition. The pickup coasted to a stop.


“Listen!” Skink said.


Decker heard an engine. It sounded like a lawn mower.


Skink jumped from the truck and ran into the trees. This time Decker was right behind him.


“I told the bastards,” Skink said, panting.


“Who?” Decker asked. It seemed as if they were running toward the noise, not away from it.


“I told them,” Skink repeated. They broke out of the pines, onto a bluff, and Skink immediately shrank into a crouch. Below them was a small stream, with a dirt rut following the higher ground next to the water. A single headlight bobbed on the trail.


Decker could see it clearly—a lone rider on a dirt bike. Up close the motorcycle sounded like a chainsaw, the growl rising and falling with the hills. Soon the rider would pass directly beneath them.


Decker saw that Skink had a pistol in his right hand.


“What the hell are you doing?”


“Quiet, Miami.”


Skink extended his right arm, aiming. Decker lunged, too late. The noise of the gun knocked him on his back.


The dirt bike went down like a lame horse. The rider screamed as he flew over the handlebars.


Dirt spitting from its rear tire, the bike tumbled down the embankment and splashed into the stream, where the engine choked and died in bubbles.


Up the trail, the rider moaned and began to extricate himself from a cabbage palm.


“Christ!” Decker said, his breath heavy.


Skink tucked the pistol into his pants. “Front tire,” he reported, almost smiling. “Told you I was in the mood to shoot.”


Back at the shack, Skink barbecued the opossum on an open spit and served it with fresh corn, collards, and strawberries. Decker focused on the vegetables because the opossum tasted gamy and terrible; he could only take Skink’s word that the animal was fresh and had not lain dead on the highway for days.


As they sat by the fire, Decker wondered why the ferocious mosquitoes were concentrating on his flesh, while Skink seemed immune. Perhaps the captain’s blood was lethal.


“Who hired you?” Skink asked through a mouthful of meat.


Decker told him who, and why.


Skink stopped chewing and stared.


“You know Mr. Gault?” Decker asked.


“I know lots of folks.”


“Dickie Lockhart?”


Skink bit clean through a possum bone. “Sure.”


“Lockhart’s the cheater,” Decker said.


“You’re getting close.”


“There’s more?” Decker asked.


“Hell, yes!” Skink tossed the bone into the lake, where its splash startled a mallard.


“More,” Skink muttered. “More, more, more.”


“Let’s hear it, captain,” Decker said.


“Another night.” Skink spit something brown into the fire and scowled at nothing in particular. “How much you getting paid?”


Decker was almost embarrassed to tell him. “Fifty grand,” he said.


Skink didn’t even blink. “Not enough,” he said. “Come on, Miami, finish your damn supper.”
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Ott Pickney stopped by the motel before eight the next morning. He knocked loudly on R.J. Decker’s door.


Groggily, Decker let him in. “So how’d it go?” Ott asked.


“A lively night.”


“Is he as kooky as they say?”


“Hard to tell,” Decker said. Living in Miami tended to recalibrate one’s view of sanity.


Ott said he was on his way to a funeral. “That poor fella I told you about.”


“The fisherman?”


“Bobby Clinch,” Ott said. “Sandy wants a tearjerker for the weekend paper—it’s the least we can do for a local boy. You and Skink going out for bass?”


“Not this morning.” Skink had left the proposition in the air. Decker planned to meet him later.


Ott Pickney said, “Why don’t you ride along with me?”


“To a funeral?”


“The whole town’s closing down for it,” Ott said. “Besides, I thought you might want to see some big-time bassers up close. Bobby had loads of friends.”


“Give me a second to shower.”


Decker hated funerals. Working for the newspaper, he’d had to cover too many grim graveside services, from a cop shot by some coked-up creep to a toddler raped and murdered by her babysitter. Child murders got plenty of play in the papers, and a shot of the grieving parents was guaranteed to run four columns, minimum. A funeral like that was the most dreaded assignment in journalism. Decker didn’t know quite what to expect in Harney. For him it was strictly business, a casual surveillance. Maybe even Dickie Lockhart would show up, Decker thought as he toweled off. He was eager to get a glimpse of the town celebrity.


They rode to the graveyard in Ott Pickney’s truck. Almost everyone else in Harney owned a Ford or a Chevy, but Ott drove a new Toyota flatbed. “Orchids,” he explained, a bit defensively, “don’t take up much space.”


“It’s a fine truck,” Decker offered.


Ott lit a Camel, so Decker rolled down the window. It was a breezy morning and the air was cold, blowing dead from the north.


“Can I ask something?” Ott said. “It’s personal.”


“Fire away.”


“I heard you got divorced.”


“Right,” Decker said.


“That’s a shame, R.J. She seemed like a terrific kid.”


“The problem was money,” Decker said. “He had some, I didn’t.” His wife had run off with a timeshare-salesman-turned-chiropractor. Life didn’t get any meaner.


“Jesus, I’m sorry.” The divorce wasn’t really what Ott wanted to talk about. “I heard something else,” he said.


“Probably true,” Decker said. “I did ten months at Apalachee, if that’s what you heard.”


Pickney was sucking so hard on the cigarette that the ash was three inches long. Decker was afraid it would drop into Ott’s lap and set his pants on fire, which is what had happened one day in the newsroom of the Miami Sun. None of the fire extinguishers had been working, so Ott had been forced to straddle a drinking fountain to douse the flames.


“Do you mind talking about it?” Ott said. “I understand if you’d rather not.”


Decker said, “It was after one of the Dolphin games. I was parked about four blocks from the stadium. Coming back to the car, I spotted some jerk-off breaking into the trunk, trying to rip off the cameras. I told him to stop, he ran. He was carrying two Nikons and a brand-new Leica. No way was I going to let him get away.”


“You caught up with him?”


“Yeah, he fell and I caught up to him. I guess I got carried away.”


Pickney shook his head and spit the dead Camel butt out the window. “Ten months! I can’t believe they’d give you that much time for slugging a burglar.”


“Not just any burglar—a football star at Palmetto High,” Decker said. “Three of his sisters testified that they’d witnessed the whole thing. Said Big Brother never stole the cameras. Said he was minding his own business, juking on the corner, when I drove up and asked where I could score some weed. Said Big Brother told me to get lost, and I jumped out of my car and pounded him into dog meat. All of which was a goddamn lie.”


“So then?”


“So the state attorney’s office dropped the burglary charge on Mr. Football Hero, and nailed me for agg assault. He gets a scholarship to USC, I get felony arts-and-crafts. That’s the whole yarn.”


Pickney sighed. “And you lost your job.”


“The newspaper had no choice, Ott.” Not with the boy’s father raising so much hell. The boy’s father was Levon Bennett, big wheel on the Orange Bowl Committee, board chairman of about a hundred banks. Decker had always thought the newspaper might have rehired him after Apalachee if only Levon Bennett wasn’t in the same Sunday golf foursome as the executive publisher.


“You always had a terrible temper.”


“Luck, too. Of all the thieves worth stomping in Miami, I’ve got to pick a future Heisman Trophy winner.” Decker laughed sourly.


“So now you’re a . . .”


“Private investigator,” Decker said. Obviously Ott was having a little trouble getting to the point.


The point being what in the hell Decker was doing as a P.I. “I burned out on newspapers,” he said to Ott.


“With your portfolio you could have done anything, R.J. Magazines, freelance, the New York agencies. You could write your own ticket.”


“Not with a rap sheet,” Decker said.


It was a comfortable lie. A lawyer friend had arranged for Decker’s criminal record to be legally expunged, wiped off the computer, so the rap sheet wasn’t really the problem.


The truth was, Decker had to get away from the news business. He needed a divorce from photography because he had started to see life and death as a sequence of frames; Decker’s mind had started to work like his goddamn cameras, and it scared him. The night he made up his mind was the night the city desk had sent him out on what everybody figured was a routine drug homicide. Something stinky dripping from the trunk of a new Seville parked on the sky level of the Number Five Garage at Miami International. Decker got there just as the cops were drilling the locks. Checked the motor drive on the Leica. Got down on one knee. Felt the cold dampness seep through his trousers. Raining like a bitch. Trunk pops open. A young woman, used to be, anyway. Heels, nylons, pretty silk dress, except for the brown stains. Stench bad enough to choke a maggot. He’d been expecting the usual Juan Doe—Latin male, mid-twenties, dripping gold, no ID, multiple gunshot wounds. Not a girl with a coat hanger wrapped around her neck. Not Leslie. Decker refocused. Leslie. Jesus Christ, he knew this girl, worked with her at the paper. Decker fed the Leica more film. She was a fashion writer—who the fuck’d want to murder a fashion writer? Her husband, said a homicide guy. Decker bracketed the shots, changed angles to get some of the hair, but no face. Paper won’t print faces of the dead, that’s policy. He fired away, thinking: I know this girl, so why can’t I stop? Leica whispering in the rain, click- click- click. Oh God, she’s a friend of mine so why the fuck can’t I stop. Husband told her they were flying to Disney World, big romantic weekend, said the homicide man. Decker reloaded, couldn’t help himself. Strangled her right here, stuffed her in the trunk, grabbed his suitcase, and hopped a plane for Key West with a barmaid from North Miami Beach. She’d only been married what, three months? Four, said the homicide guy, welcome to the Magic Kingdom. Haven’t you got enough pictures for Chrissakes? Sure, Decker said, but he couldn’t look at Leslie’s body unless it was through the lens, so he ran back to his car and threw up his guts in a puddle.
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