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Cash Call by William Manchee

CHAPTER ONE

Christine TC \l1 "Christine

Everyone needs an escape from the relentless pressure that we all face in today’s feverish world. Whenever I felt overburdened with my client’s problems, or with my own,  I would get my three boys together and we’d all go fishing. I don’t know why it worked so well, but it did wonders for my sanity. As soon as the kids were in the car, and I got behind the wheel of our big Chevy custom van, all thoughts of my law practice and the reality of my life evaporated like the morning dew on a hot August day. 


Though I wasn’t the greatest fisherman on the planet, it wasn’t for lack of trying. I had fished all my life, but just couldn’t quite master the art. All of the tips from the pros at the tackle shops, in the fishing magazines, and on TV hadn’t helped.  A couple of times I even hired a guide just to see how it was supposed to be done. Visual observation usually worked for me as I was a quick study. But in the case of fishing, there was more to it than met the eye.


In the end it didn’t really matter, because we always had a great time whether we caught anything or not.  It was cheap therapy—well, not all that cheap actually when you consider the gas, lodging, license, bait, tackle, food, and boat rental fees—not to mention the dozens of expensive lures that the kids loved to snag on the bottom of the lake. 


It was unfortunate that Rebekah hated fishing because that meant she and Marcia missed out on these great adventures. It was particularly hard on Marcia because she hated it when her brothers did things that she couldn’t do. She would plead relentlessly with her mother for permission to go and sulk for days when Rebekah refused.  Of course, I had no problem with bringing Marcia along, but Rebekah wanted her little princess to be ladylike, not a tomboy. With three older brothers that was definitely a losing battle.


It was on a Friday in August 1983 when the need for one of these therapy sessions became abundantly clear. Cash flow had dried  to a trickle,  receivables were climbing and aging to the point that the Turner Law Firm’s demise appeared imminent. It wasn’t that I didn’t have business—business was booming to the extent I could hardly keep up. Apparently the word had leaked out that I worked for free or was a sucker for a sad story. Usually I didn’t let this bother me, but with the recent death of my CPA and the suicide of his wife, I was generally depressed and was often tempted to curl up with a bottle of Jack Daniels. But when you have a wife and four kids depending on you, that’s not a viable option.


As the day slowly waned, I stared out my office window at the cars traveling up and down LBJ Freeway. That wasn’t unusual. It actually helped me calm down when I got too stressed out. Sometimes the tranquility of the moment would even lead to inspiration—something  I usually needed desperately. My daydreaming was suddenly interrupted by my secretary Jodie’s deliberate voice over the intercom. "Paul Jones on line two."


The name sent a shudder down my spine. I knew what he wanted: money, the root of all evil. It should have been obvious to him that I didn’t have any or American Express would have already been paid. He knew that, so why the phone call? Should I take it? Or, should I have Jodie tell him I was out. Better yet. I’ll take it and tell him to take a hike. That would feel good . . . but it would only piss him off and he’d just start calling more often. I walked over to the phone and picked it up. We exchanged frigid greetings.


“Your payment's late again—forty-five days,” he informed me.


"I know. I’ll get something out to you soon."


"What seems to be the trouble? Our records show you pay this account consistently late."


"I know, cash flow's a little tight."


"Well if you know you can't pay the bill, then why do you use the card?"


My blood pressure began to rise. It really ticked me off when a bill collector asked a good question. He was right. I shouldn’t have used the damn card. Every month it was a chore scraping up enough money to pay it. But did he really expect me to discuss responsible household budgeting with him? No, he was trying to embarrass and humiliate me.


"You’re right. Just as soon I get the bill paid, I’m going to cut it up and throw it into the garbage. Then you’ll never have to call me again.”


There was a moment of silence. “Well, that’s not really necessary. Just send us a payment.”


“Listen, I've had this card for three years, and everything's been paid, hasn't it?"


"Yeah, but it’s always late."


"It may be late, but you always get the payment, plus your ten percent late fee. You should be happy I always pay late. You get all that extra money.”


"Ah, well. I'll mark our records that you're going to have a check in the mail by—"


"By the weekend . . . hopefully."


"Okay, and try next month to pay this bill on time."


I let out a silent scream. He just had to throw in one more insulting remark. If we had been face to face I would have punched him out. "I'll do my best," I said and slammed down the phone.


I pulled out my checkbook and frowned at the negative balance. No matter how hard I worked, there was never enough money.  As I was putting the checkbook away, Jodie walked in and said, "Maybe one of your deadbeat clients will pay their bill today, and you can send AmEx something."


Jodie, up to then, had always been understanding and sympathetic, but it didn’t lessen my embarrassment. She probably regretted the day she came to work for me. Her check had bounced more than once, but she always  redeposited it without mentioning it to me.  Each time I got the notice from the bank I nearly died. It was kind of  surprising to me she still showed up every morning with a cheerful smile. She was a wonderful secretary, and I feared one day she’d get tired of my financial instability and quit. 


I smiled and replied semi-confidently, "Oh yeah, somebody's bound to pay sooner or later."


Jodie frowned, put her hands on her hips, and said, "Why don't you get tough with them, cut them off if they don't pay—sue them if you have to?"


I looked up at her somewhat surprised. It was the first time she had ever been so outspoken. She was a beautiful young girl and particularly sexy when angered.  My pulse quickened. "Law practice isn't just about money, Jodie. Most of my clients want to pay me, but they can't always do it."


"I think a lot of them could pay you if they really wanted to."


"You think so?"


She nodded. "Yeah, it's just not a high priority to them.  They know you won't do anything if they don't pay."


"You don't have much faith in human nature, I guess."


"No, I don't. Robert Taylor is a perfect example."


"Robert Taylor?” I said. “How's that?"


 "Did you know he just got back from a cruise to the Cayman Islands?"


"What?”


That bit of information blew my mind. Robert Taylor had come to me with hat in hand. He had been sued and wanted me to defend him. When I asked him for a retainer he moaned and whimpered about how broke he was. He promised he’d pay my bills promptly every month as soon as he received them. Gullible me agreed. “But he owes me three grand."


"I rest my case."


"How do you know he went to the Caymans?"


"When I called him about his bill, his secretary told me."


"That dirty bastard."


I turned, gazed out the window still in shock. I looked back at her. "Okay, I guess you're right. Get him on the line."


"Really?"


I nodded. Jodie eagerly left the room. That son of a bitch has been lying to me through his teeth. After a moment Jodie’s voice came out over the intercom, "Robert Taylor on two."


I hesitated a moment thinking about what I should say, then picked up the phone and said, "Robert?"


"Yes, Stan. What's up? Don't tell me they filed another motion for summary judgment."


"No, I was just curious about your trip to the Cayman Islands. You didn't tell me you were going on vacation."


"Oh, yeah. Didn't I mention that to you?"


"No. Did you have a good time?"


"Sure, it's always beautiful there."


"Really, I've never been there myself."


"You haven't? You ought to go some time."


"I'd like to, but I have this problem with clients who don't pay their damn bills."


"Listen, Stan. I know what you're thinking, but we had planned this vacation long before I got sued. Gloria would have killed me if I canceled it."


"Uh huh. You begged me to take the case without a retainer. You swore to me you would pay all your bills on time. You said I had nothing to worry about."


"I know."


"And then instead of paying my bill, you take a lavish vacation. I should have let them take a damn default judgment against you!"


"Come on, Stan. It's not like that. I'm serious. Gloria would have divorced me if I canceled the trip. You know what a pain in the ass she can be."


"Well, you better start sending me some serious money or I'm going to withdraw from the case."


"Don't do that, Stan. I'll pay you. Don't worry."


"It's not a matter of worrying, Robert. I've got bills to pay—lots of them."


"I'll send you something Monday, all right? Just give me a little time."


"Okay . . . but don't let me down or you’ll be looking for a new attorney."


"I won't."

 
I sat back in my chair and took a deep breath. It felt good to let off a little steam once in awhile, particularly during periods of depression.  I couldn’t help feeling a little guilty though, coming down on him the way I had. Jodie walked in, smiled and asked, "So, is he bringing over a check?"


"On Monday."


"Monday! Why not today?"


"He doesn’t have it today.”


“He would have had it if he had not gone on vacation.”


“True, but his marriage is in trouble. He would have been in deep shit had he canceled his vacation."


"You're not buying that story are you?"


"Hey. . . . I've met his wife, she is a pain in the ass." 


"He's just using you. Can't you see that?"


"No, I believe him."


Jodie shook her head. "You're so good to your clients. I just hate to see them take advantage of you. I wish they would just pay their damn bills when we send them. We shouldn't have to beg them to pay us."


"Maybe they need the money worse than we do."


"Yeah, you can tell AmEx that the next time they call."


"I couldn't sue a client anyway.  Most of them are my friends. It wouldn't be right."


"Why not? You sue people all the time for your clients."


"That's different. That’s them suing, not me. I'm just doing my job. . . . Besides there are too many of them. I wouldn't have time to practice law. I’d be spending half my time in court suing my own clients."


"Okay. . .  I give up. So what are you going to do about your dire financial situation?” Jodie asked. 


I looked at her and smiled. Her anger had turned to sadness and depression. I sighed. Why was I such a terrible businessman? I didn’t know what I was going to do. Then the telephone rang. Jodie turned and left to answer the phone. She yelled back to me, “It’s Robert Taylor again.”


I frowned. What did he want now? Had he been holding out on me? Did he suddenly find some money to pay me with? I prayed that was the case but somehow knew it wasn’t. I lifted the receiver.


“Robert?”


“Listen, Stan. I was just thinking. Do you ever get paid in kind?”


My heart sunk. When clients started talking about paying me in kind that usually meant I wasn’t going to get paid at all. I looked over at the six pieces of ancient Peruvian pottery that sat prominently on the top of one of my bookcases. It was payment in kind from a missionary who’d been down in Central America several years saving souls.  I’d defended him here in a civil suit stemming from a car wreck he got into while he was home visiting family. He swore on a stack of Bibles it was worth fifteen thousand easy. 


“What did you have in mind?” I asked.


“I’ve got this great boat that I never have time to use. It’s just sitting out in the back yard and I know your boys love to fish. . . . How about we swap the boat for my bill?”


“What kind of boat?”


When I hung up the phone, I felt exhilarated. In the past, whenever we went fishing we were forced to fish off the bank, on a dirty old fishing barge, or out of a John boat. This was not real fishing and I longed for the day I could get a Bass Tracker®. Robert’s boat wasn’t a bass boat per se, but it was a nice combo ski and fishing boat that would be quite satisfactory. Jodie walked in and was shocked to see me smiling from ear to ear.


“He’s bringing in money?” She asked. 


“No,” I replied gleefully.


“Then what are you so happy about?”


“He’s bringing me a boat.”


“A boat  . . . oh my God. Tell me you didn’t—“


“I’m going fishing. I hear the striper are hitting top waters at Texoma.”


Jodie looked at me incredulously. “But what about our cash flow problem?”


I shrugged. “Why don’t you try to find me an expert on Peruvian civilizations. Maybe I can figure out how to unload that ancient pottery I’ve got in my office.”


“Good luck.”


“Call the SMU library. I bet someone over there might have some ideas.”


“Fine.”


“I don’t have any more appointments today, do I?”


“No.”


“Good. Rebekah has a nursing seminar she’s got to go to tomorrow, so it’s a perfect time to go fishing.”


“Oh, what a wonderful solution, Stan. . . . So, since you obviously won’t have the money to pay me on the fifteenth, I think I’ll take off too.”


Jodie sarcasm stung a bit, but not enough to diminish my excitement which was waxing by the second as I thought of gliding across Lake Texoma in my new boat. Well, it wasn’t new exactly. Robert had said it was a 1975 model, but eight years for a boat wasn’t that old.


“Good idea. You’ve been looking a little stressed out here lately. You could use the afternoon off.”


“Fine.  I’m out of here then.”


Jodie turned and started to leave. I looked at her and said, “Don’t worry about getting paid. You’re my number one priority. I couldn’t practice law without you. You know that, don’t you?” 


 Jodie took a deep breath. She turned, looked back at me and said, “I know, but what if you just run totally out of money? Then what?”


I didn’t have a good answer for her, nor was I about to let something as trivial as money dampen the ecstasy I was feeling on my first day as a boat owner. I smiled and said, “Have a nice weekend, Jodie. I’ll see you on Monday.” 


Jodie shook her head, turned, and walked out the front door. I cut the lights, locked the door, and headed to Robert’s place to get my new boat. On the way there all I could think about was where we’d start looking for those stripers.


Rebekah’s mouth dropped when I walked in the door at three in the afternoon.  She glanced at the clock and then back at me. It suddenly dawned on me that Rebekah wasn’t going to be pleased with my new acquisition. She looked at me warily. I wondered if there was anything I could do or say to lessen her inevitable displeasure over what I had done.  Nothing coming to mind, I decided just to plunge onward and hope for the best.


“Stan, what are you doing here?”


“You won’t believe what I brought home.”


“Really? What is it?”


Marcia came running in yelling, “Daddy. Daddy. You’re home early.” She jumped into my arms as she loved to do when I came home. I flung her around a couple times and gave her a bear hug. 


“Yes, amazing, isn’t it?”


I smiled and looked into her bright brown eyes. She looked just like her mother did when she was a girl. In fact, if you put pictures of them at eight years old side by side, it was hard to tell them apart.


After putting Marcia down, I said, “Go find your brothers. I’ve got a surprise for everyone.”


“Oh. A surprise. Daddy’s got a surprise!” she yelled as she ran off. Rebekah’s look of apprehension was intensifying by the minute as she waited to find out what was going on. I smiled at her, but she didn’t respond. A minute later Reggi, Mark, and Peter ran into the room with Marcia hot on their heels.


“Okay, come on outside,” I said. “It’s in the driveway.”


They all rushed out the front door and stopped in their tracks when they saw it. I looked at Rebekah and held my breath. Reggi broke everyone’s stunned silence, “Whoa! What a cool boat.”


“Stan, you bought a boat?” Rebekah groaned.


The boys climbed eagerly into the boat. Marcia tried to follow them but wasn’t tall enough to make it over the side. I grabbed her under the arms and lifted her inside.


“No, I didn’t buy it exactly. A client gave it to me.”


“Why would he do that?” Rebekah questioned.


Mark pushed a button on the dash and there was a loud, “Hoooonk! Hoooonk!” The kids laughed in delight. I couldn’t help but laugh too, but Rebekah wasn’t smiling. 


“It’s an inboard/outboard. It cruises at thirty-five miles per hour. We can use it for skiing or fishing.”


“Okay, what’s going on? Clients just don’t give you expensive boats.”


“It was a trade.”


“Oh, for chrissakes. You took this boat instead of money?”


“Well, you know Robert Taylor. He has owed me three grand for over six months. I’ve been pressing him for the cash but he just doesn’t have it. So, I figured at least with the trade we’d have something the family could use.”


Rebekah shook her head. “I can’t believe you. We are destitute and you’re letting your client unload a worthless piece of junk on you.”


“What are you talking about? It’s a beautiful boat and we’re going to have some great fun with it.”


“Can we take it out, Dad?” Reggi asked.


“Yes, that’s the plan. We can take it to Texoma tomorrow while your mother is busy with her seminar.”


“What about Marcia?” Rebekah said. “I don’t want her out in the boat.”


“She’ll be okay. Don’t worry.”


“Four kids are too many for you to watch. Marcia can stay with my mother. I’m sure she won’t mind watching her.”


“No. Mommy! I want to go fishing,” Marcia moaned.


“No argument. You are not going fishing. Little girls don’t fish. Maybe Grandma will  take you to a movie.”


Marcia started bawling. “I don’t want to go to—“


Rebekah glared at her then turned to me. “See the trouble you caused with your foolishness.”


“Listen. I don’t need a bunch of crap from you. I’m taking my boys fishing. It’s no big deal, so calm down.”


“Who’s Christine?” Rebekah said pointing to the Christine painted on the side of the boat. 


“What?” I said. “Oh that.  I think Christine was Robert’s ex-wife.”


“Wonderful. My husband is running around with a boat named after his deadbeat client’s ex-wife.”


I laughed. “Okay. We’ll change the name if it bothers you. How about Rebekah One?”


“Don’t do me any favors,” Rebekah said, as she shook her head, turned and stormed back into the house.


I know it didn’t make much sense to accept the boat in payment of Robert’s bill, but I frequently made decisions based on gut feelings rather than logic. I had learned early in life to trust my instincts and so far that had been a good strategy. The moment Robert mentioned the boat, I knew it had to be. I also feared Rebekah would react the way she did—not because of the money so much, but because being an emergency room nurse she had seen some very serious injuries resulting from boating accidents. She would be scared to death every minute we were out on the lake. But I just couldn’t let her fears keep us from enjoying life to the fullest. We would be careful, extra careful for her sake.


The following morning at five we were eating breakfast and getting ready to take off. The fishing was usually best between six and ten in the morning, and it took an hour to get from our house to Lake Texoma. Rebekah had finally resigned herself to our male madness and worked diligently to make us a nice picnic lunch. At five-thirty she hugged the boys goodbye, gave me a peck on the lips, then waved goodbye with Marcia at her side.


“Goodbye, Daddy. Bring me home a big one!” Marcia yelled as we pulled away.


We drove north on Highway 75 to Sherman and then cut over to Lake Texoma via Pottsboro.  Just out of Pottsboro we stopped at a convenience store to stock up on lures and buy some snacks. After dropping a half dozen lures, four candy bars, and a six pack of Coke on the counter, I asked the clerk if he knew where the stripers were schooling.


He said, “Just go north out of Little Mineral and when you get to end of the point, go west about a mile. You should be able to see the boats tracking the striper school.”


“Great. Thanks for the info.”


“No problem. You need a license?”


I thought a moment, then opened my billfold to check. Sure enough there was a  Texas license. I checked the expiration date and was glad to see it hadn’t expired.


“No, mine’s still good,” I said. 


The sun was just peeking over the eastern horizon when I finally put Christine in the water for her maiden voyage. It was tricky getting her into the lake. Previously we had always launched from a dock. Backing the boat into the lake wasn’t as easy as it looked. The kids held their breath as we eased our way down the boat ramp.


“Don’t go too far, Dad,” Reggi said. “You might kill the engine.”


“I know. Tell me when you think the boat is in far enough to float.”


“Now!” Reggi screamed.  I put the car in park, set the brake and got out. The tricky part was getting into the boat without getting soaked. I stepped up onto the trailer, edged my way over to the boat and climbed in. Reggi unhooked the cable that held the boat in place on the trailer. I cranked the engine and put it reverse. All eyes were on me while I backed off the trailer.  Upon clearing the trailer I pushed the throttle forward and eased the boat over to the dock. After parking the car we all climbed in the boat and were ready to go. 


The kids were all smiles as we idled out of the harbor. I didn’t know what to expect as I pushed the throttle forward. The boat took off with a thunderous roar jolting us backward.  Everyone started laughing hysterically. Soon we were sailing across the lake at full throttle experiencing exhilaration I had never thought possible.  As I looked back at my delirious crew I knew trading for the boat had been a good decision.


It took us about thirty minutes to locate the armada of boats who were stalking the school of stripers. We idled into the pack and got ready to fish.  Reggi could handle his own rod and reel, but my two youngest needed constant help and monitoring. As a result, on most of these trips I did very little fishing of my own. Usually, I was kept busy untangling bird nests or tying on new lures. After everyone got their line in the water, we waited . . . and waited . . . and waited.


“I got one!” Mark screamed, as his pole bent, and his reel began to wail. “It’s a big one.” He pulled back and tried to reel it in when suddenly the line went limp.  “Oh, crap! I lost it.”


“Oh, no. That’s too bad,” I said. “I thought maybe we wouldn’t get skunked today.”


Mark reeled in his line. He had lost his lure as well as the fish. Peter and Reggi watched their poles anxiously, but there were no more strikes. After a while it became obvious the striper had moved on, and the armada began to disperse. We followed a couple of guide boats for a while but they soon split up and we lost them. We found several other groups of boats and joined them, but we saw very little action. It was almost noon when I suggested we go to the islands and take a swim. 


There were a string of islands about midway between the Texas and Oklahoma sides of the lake. They had nice sandy beaches, picnic tables, and big shady trees. A lot of people camped there, and at night you could see their campfires across the lake. It was hot, and the boys were exhausted, so I got no argument.


As we neared the shore, I cut the engine to an idle and we gently pushed up onto the beach. After I tied the boat to a rock so it wouldn’t drift away, we took our shirts and sneakers off and hit the water. A brisk southerly wind created some nice waves that the kids used to pretend they were surfing. Fortunately, Rebekah had insisted each of the kids take swimming lessons when they were toddlers, so they were all like fish in the water.


The water was cool and very pleasant on this hot summer day.  It was totally enjoyable, and my only regret was that Rebekah and Marcia were not there to enjoy it with us. After a half hour I got out of the water and watched the kids play from the shore. The sun was hot so I applied a thick layer of suntan lotion, hoping to avoid looking like a lobster on Monday.  After another half hour had passed, Reggi came in to shore with a serious look on his face.


“Let’s go do some more fishing, Dad,” he said. “I’m tired of swimming.”


“I doubt we’ll catch any striper this time of day,” I replied.


“I bet there are some nice bass in those coves we passed.”


“Maybe. I guess it wouldn’t hurt to check it out.”


“Great! Let’s go.”


“Call your brothers in.”


Reggi turned and yelled, “Mark . . . Peter! Get your butts over here. We’re going bass fishing!”


After they had put their clothes back on, they got back in the boat, and we shoved off. I idled backward a ways and then turned the boat around and gave it full throttle. The kids looked at each other with broad smiles. Normally I had a good sense of direction. Even on a big lake like Texoma I had never had a problem getting where I wanted to go. But suddenly I looked around and didn’t know where I was. 


“Daddy,” Reggi yelled, pointing toward the shore. “Look at that cove over there. I bet it’s full of bass.”


“Yeah, Dad,” Mark chimed in. “Let’s go over there.”


I scratched my head, wondering where the hell we were.  Finally I shook my head and said, “Okay,” and headed the boat toward the cove.


It was a beautiful little cove about a half mile deep. I slowed the engine to an idle and glided along the shore. When we were about a hundred yards out, I saw a bass jump, so I cut the engine and dropped the anchor. The boat slowed, and when the anchor hit bottom we turned 180E and then came to a stop.


“This looks as good a spot as any,” I said.


Everyone jumped into action as the hunt began. “Daddy, fix my lure. It’s tangled,” Peter said.


“All right. Bring it over here.”


While I was fixing Peter’s lure, Reggi made a long cast toward the shore.


“Nice,” I said.


He smiled and started slowly reeling the lure back toward the boat. Mark cast his lure to the rear of the boat. Half way to its expected destination it snagged and dropped straight down about ten yards from the boat. The lure lay dead in the water.


“Crap!” he said. Then suddenly the lure disappeared, and his pole bent like a palm tree in a hurricane. “I got one!” he yelled.


“Good. Don’t let it get away this time,” I said.


“Damn,” Reggi said. “Mark always catches the first fish.”


He was right. Mark, for some reason, always caught the first fish and, often, the only fish. Reggi was shaking his head in disgust when there was a jerk on his line. His eyes lit up.


“I got one! . . . Oh, man! It’s an elephant!”


By this time Mark had his catch on board. It was jumping around like water on a hot griddle. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t get a grip on it to pull off the hook. “Help me, Daddy!” he screamed.


“Daddy! Get my line in the water,” Peter moaned. “I wanna catch one!”


“Okay,” I said, finishing up my knot. “You’re set.”


Peter tried to cast but snagged the side of the boat instead. “Help me!” he said.


“Give it here,” I said. He handed me his pole, and I cast the lure fifty feet and watched it hit the water. I gave it back to him. “Here, now reel it in slow.”


As I grabbed Mark’s fish to take out the hook, Reggi brought his aboard.


“Wow! It must be five pounds.”


“It’s a big one, all right,” I said as I extricated the hook from Mark’s fish with a pair of needlenose pliers. To my rear I heard a splash. I turned to see a bass jump eighteen inches out of the water.


“Daddy! Look. I’ve got one,” Peter yelled.


“Whoa! I guess so.”


The pole was suddenly jerked out of Peter’s hand and he fell hard against the side of the boat still holding the line in his hand. 


“Peter! Hang on. Don’t let it go,” I said, grabbing his foot so he wouldn’t go overboard.  After crawling over him, I reached out and grabbed the pole just before it sank out of sight. I got up and started reeling it in. “Stand up.” Peter rubbed his stomach and then struggled to his feet. . . . “Now here,” I said, handing him the pole. “Hang onto it this time.”


Peter took the pole and began reeling in the fish. It was slow as the fish was stronger than he was.  I watched in amazement at our sudden fortune—but not for long.


“I’ve got another one!” Mark yelled.


“Me, too,” Reggi screamed.


“Jesus! We must be in a school,” I said. “Where’s my pole? I want some of this action.”


“Daddy, take off my fish. I want to catch another one,” Mark said.


“Take it off yourself. It’s my turn to catch one.”


Thirty-two fish later, the waters calmed and we stood with our lines in the water, dumbstruck—numb from excitement beyond our wildest fantasies. I took a deep breath and shook my head.


“Well, I think we caught them all,” I said. 


“No, I bet there are more,” Reggi said.


I looked at my watch and saw it was almost four. Since I wasn’t sure exactly where we were, I decided it was time to head on home. We certainly didn’t need any more fish and it might take a while to get my bearings and find Little Mineral.


“Okay, men. It’s time to head back.”


“Nooo!” Peter moaned.


“Not yet, Daddy,” Mark echoed.


“No argument,” I said sternly. “It’s getting late.”


Reluctantly, the boys reeled in their lines and settled in for the ride home. As I was about to crank up the engine, I saw a boat coming at us fast.  When it got about fifty feet from us, it slowed down to an idle and came up along side. It was an Oklahoma Fish & Game patrol boat with two officers aboard. My stomach tightened. What is this about?

“Hi, there,” the older of the two men said.


“Hi,” I replied politely.


The two officers scanned the fish scattered about our boat.


“Quite a catch you got there.”


“Yeah, we came up on a school, I guess. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


“You gotta license, I guess?”


“Oh, sure. I checked it before we came out.”


“Good. Let me take a look at it.”


“Sure,” I said, as I reached for my wallet. I pulled out the license and handed it to the officer.


He studied it a second. “This is a Texas license.”


I nodded. “Right.”


“I hope you have an Oklahoma one.”


“An Oklahoma license? Why?”


“You’re in Oklahoma waters.”


I looked around at the landscape. “I am? I thought for sure I was on the Texas side. I didn’t mean to come into Oklahoma waters.”


“Well you did, and unless you’ve got an Oklahoma license we’ve got a problem.”


Suddenly I remembered I had purchased an Oklahoma license when I was up at Lake Murray a few months before. “Wait. Maybe I do have an Oklahoma license.”


“Daddy, what’s wrong?” Mark asked.


“Nothing, Mark. Just a little misunderstanding.”


“I gotta pee,” Peter said.


“Hold it a minute. I’ll be done here soon ,” I said as I fumbled through my wallet. “Here it is, an Oklahoma Fishing License.” I handed it to the officer.


“Nice try, but this expired forty-five days ago.”


“What? That can’t be. Aren’t they good for a year?”


“This was a 30-day license.”


“Oh no. I am so sorry. I never intended to come into Oklahoma waters.  I promise to buy an Oklahoma license next time.”


I was trying to plead ignorance even though I knew in my heart it wouldn’t work. How could I have been so stupid not to realize I needed an Oklahoma license? It just never occurred to me. I thought of all the times I had gone fishing without a license. Who would have thought I’d run into a Fish & Game Warden? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d even seen one. 


The officer frowned. “I’m afraid we can’t let this go. What I can do is sell you an Oklahoma license.”


Relief blew over me like a cool ocean breeze. “Great, no problem. How much is it? Twelve bucks?”


“That’s what it is on shore, but out here it’s two hundred dollars.”


“Two hundred dollars!”


“Yeah, I’m afraid I’m gonna have to collect two hundred dollars or take you into custody.”


“Take me into custody? You’re going to arrest me over a fishing license?”


“I’m afraid so.”


“Can’t you take a check or a credit card?”


“No. . . . Just cash.”


I knew I didn’t have two hundred dollars—not even close. And I knew if I got arrested over a fishing license Rebekah would divorce me for sure. What concerned me the most, though, was what they would do with the kids while I was in the tank. Something like this could traumatize a child for life.  It was ridiculous to think I could be taken to jail for not having a fishing license, but then I remembered watching in dismay one day at the county  jail when a DPS officer brought in a guy in cuffs who had neglected to wear his glasses while he was driving.  They treated him like he had just raped a coed.  I struggled to breathe.


“Listen, I am an attorney. Just give me a ticket, and I’ll pay the fine just as soon as I get back home.  You can trust me. I’m an officer of the court.”


“It’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s just regulations. You don’t have a fishing license, so we’ve got to bring you in.”


“What about my boys?”


“We’ll have to bring them in too, I reckon.”


“Daddy, are they going to arrest us?” Reggi asked.


“No, just me.”


“Step into the boat,” the officer instructed as he took out a pair of handcuffs.


“You can’t arrest my Daddy,” Peter screamed as he swung his pole at the officer nearly hitting him in the head. The officer grabbed the pole and yanked it away from Peter.


“What’s your name, boy!”


“Peter Turner,” he said meekly.


“Hasn’t your Daddy told you never to resist—Turner?”


He looked at me. “Stan Turner?”


“Right,” I said wondering why that mattered.


“You’re not the Stan Turner who defended that college girl over in Sherman, are you?”


“Yeah, Sarah Winters. Did you hear about that?”


He smiled and shook his head. “Did I hear about it? It’s all I heard about for three months. . . . Well, I’ll be.  It’s a pleasure to meet a man of your stature, Mr. Turner. . . . I’m so sorry about this little misunderstanding. You know what I’m gonna do?”


“What?”


“I’m gonna buy you a fishing license. It will be my pleasure.”


“Gee. That’s really nice of you.”


“You know that took a mighty lot of courage to chase after that devil worshiper the way you did. You’re a real hero in these parts.”


“Well, thank you, but—.”


“Can we escort you back into Texas waters?”


“Oh no. That’s not necessary. But if you would point me toward Little Mineral, I would appreciate it.”


He nodded and pointed out across the lake.


“Thanks,” I said as I cranked up the engine and got the hell out of there. We waved as we sped off. Twenty minutes later we pulled into Little Mineral. It took us an hour to clean all the fish, load them into the cooler and ice them down. Finally we got in the car and started home. I was still rattled from the encounter with the game warden. The kids had been very quiet ever since it happened so I figured I better do some explaining.


I said, “Well, I guess next time I better get a Texoma license. I never even dreamed we’d end up in Oklahoma waters. We always stay on the south side of the islands.”


“I knew we were in Oklahoma,” Reggi said.


“You did? . . . Why didn’t you say something?” I asked.


“I didn’t know it made any difference.”


“Well, usually it doesn’t. How many times do you get stopped by the Fish and Game Warden, huh?”


“We don’t have to go to jail?” Mark said, sounding disappointed.


I laughed. “No, thank God. Can you imagine what your mother would have done, had she been forced to come bail us out of jail?”


“She’d be really pissed,” Reggi said.


“Yeah, she’d be nuclear pissed. I can guarantee we’d never go fishing again.”


“I’m glad we didn’t get arrested then,” Reggi said. “This was the greatest fishing trip I’ve ever had. I can’t wait for the next one.”


I smiled. “Then listen up, men. When we get home don’t mention the game warden. We never saw a game warden, did we?”


“What game warden?” Reggi said with a smile.


“I didn’t see any game warden,” Mark echoed.


“I saw one,” Peter said.


Reggi took off his fishing cap and whacked Peter over the head.


“Ouch, Daddy.  Reggi hit me!”


“You didn’t see a game warden, did you?” Reggi persisted.


I said. “Okay, cut it out.”


Reggi continued to glare at Peter. Peter sunk down in his seat, “Okay,  I didn’t see one.”

