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Get hooked on Victoria Houston’s
Loon Lake Fishing Mysteries …

Dead Hot Mama

“Enough to make anyone long for the scent of pines. An addictive series … A complicated mystery with plenty of red herrings (and a few muskies) … that will have readers guessing up until the last minute. Another strong entry into a very atmospheric and entertaining series that will have even the most sun-worshipping readers consider digging a hole in the ice, dropping a line in and hoping for a bite."

—The Mystery Reader

Dead Frenzy

“Houston has a way with words … Her humor is well rationed … The good doctor is a pleasant, witty voice. The description of a fishing experience is well done, depicting the Northwoods to a ‘T.’ The mystery is plotted well, and there is enough action to keep the reader engaged to the end. The Loon Lake series holds great promise for a pleasurable reading retreat."

—Books ‘n’ Bytes

Dead Water

“Dead Water is her best yet … [Victoria Houston] puts me right there in the Wisconsin heat and cold, lets me know what the fish are biting on, lets me spy on the interesting characters of Loon Lake, and most of all, spins an intelligent and captivating tale. I look forward to more and more.”

—T. Jefferson Parker, author of Silent Joe

“Victoria Houston’s love for her Wisconsin setting—and her wonderful characters—is evident on every page of her fine series … A great getaway, even if it does keep me up at night."

—Laura Lippman, author of The Sugar House

Dead Creek

“[A] well-drawn regional police procedural … All the subplots smoothly return to the main theme and there are plenty of suspects to keep the audience guessing … With this fine novel, Victoria Houston will hook readers and make them seek her previous stories.”

—Painted Rock Reviews

“What a great story! A book that fishermen of all ages (and species) are sure to enjoy."

—Tony Rizzo, Northwoods fishing guide and author of Secrets of a Muskie Guide

“Murder mystery muskies! The X-Files comes to Packer Land."

—John Krga, dedicated Northwoods “catch-and-release” muskie fisherman

Dead Angler

“Who would have thought that fly-fishing could be such fun? Victoria Houston makes you want to dash for rod and reel. [She] cleverly blends the love of the outdoors with the thrill of catching a serial killer.”

—The Orlando Sentinel

“As exciting as fishing a tournament—and you don’t know the result until the end."

—Norb Wallock,

North American Walleye Angler’s 1997 Angler of the Year

“Houston introduces us to a cast of characters with whom we quickly bond—as fly fishers and as good citizens—in the first of what I hope will be a long series.”

—Joan Wulff, world-class fly caster, and cofounder of the Wulff School of Fly-Fishing

“A compelling thriller … populated with three-dimensional characters who reveal some of their secrets of trout fishing the dark waters of the northern forests.”

—Tom Wiench, dedicated fly fisherman and member of Trout Unlimited

“Colorful and eccentric characters … Readers who prefer their fish either in a restaurant or supermarket exclusively will still enjoy this delightful mystery because Victoria Houston hooks her audience from start to finish. The Great Lakes make a wonderful backdrop to fine characters and a delightful storyline … This regional mystery has a powerful (somewhat fishy) taste to it.”

— Midwest Book Review
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How cheerfully he seems to grin, How neatly spreads his claws, And welcomes little fishes in With gently smiling jaws!

—Lewis Carroll



The two kids knew better than to go where they went. It’s one thing to fish off your own dock, quite another to park yourself at the end of someone else’s. And while it can be argued that in Wisconsin no one owns the lakes and the rivers, it’s also understood that the water in front of your land is private. At least the first hundred feet.

But the girl and her little brother had lately elected to ignore that unwritten rule. Partly because they were bored, partly because they couldn’t resist the challenge of the feisty smallmouth bass hunkered down under the pontoon boat moored to the end of the McDonalds’ long dock.

It was Jennifer who kept urging them to go one more time, well aware you can’t be arrested for wading. Not even wading with a spinning rod unless you’re sixteen and trying to fish without a license.

But the smallies weren’t the only lure for Jennifer. She knew that Mrs. McDonald was a famous lady and rich. Very rich. It was the rich that fascinated Jennifer. She loved to wade slowly through the hip-deep water about thirty feet out from the McDonalds’ beach, close enough to take in every detail of the big sprawling house.

Built by Mrs. McDonald’s grandfather in the early 1900's, the mansion was one of the few on the Loon Lake chain and visible only from the water. And even water access was not easy as the old man had bought himself property on a 300-acre lake that connected to the chain through a channel so shallow few fishermen were willing to risk ruining their propellers.

With its white frame and forest-green shutters, whose Christmas tree cutouts emphasized its whiteness, the stately home looked like something out of a storybook with its gabled windows and romantic balconies. A white banister porch ran along the entire front of the house, and pots of pink petunias with English ivy cascaded over the handrails, inviting visitors from the lake. An ancient stone stairway snaking up from the dock was bordered on both sides by a lawn, deep green and perfectly trimmed.

At dusk, thanks to the glow of interior lights, the girl was often able to see the outlines of an elegant dining room just inside the French doors. More than once she had glimpsed Mrs. McDonald at the big table, dining alone.

Jennifer liked to pretend it was her house. That she could skip through the water, boost herself up onto the dock, dance up those stone stairs, and be welcomed into what she knew must be the most magnificent home in Loon Lake. Dusk was her favorite time to drop a worm and a bobber and linger out front. She brought her brother along just in case someone got upset. Who could be mad at a little boy and his sister trying to catch a couple crappies or fierce-fighting bass?

Tonight, the third night in a row that they had waded down this way, Jennifer was surprised to see Mrs. McDonald sitting at her dining room table in exactly the same spot she had been the night before. And the night before that. Even the low glow of the chandelier appeared identical to what she had seen each previous evening.

“Yow!” Timmy yanked his rod up and back, reeling fast. “Jenny, it’s big, it’s really big.”

“Keep your line tight,” said Jennifer, absently. The overcast sky made the evening darker than usual for early June, emphasizing the dimly lit interior of the big house. The longer she stared, the more Jennifer was convinced that woman had not moved since they saw her last. And she certainly wasn’t moving now.

While Timmy struggled with his catch, Jennifer edged closer to shore. She might be just nine years old but she was used to taking charge. Their mother worked evenings waiting tables at the Loon Lake Pub, and their dad lived in the neighboring town with his new family, so Jennifer was responsible for Timmy and the dog every day from six to midnight. She liked to think of herself as capable and fearless, though right now she was worried. And not a little scared.

Mrs. McDonald knew her. The lady, who had very pretty white hair and was a lot older than Jennifer’s mom, always waved if she saw Jennifer as she walked across the road to fetch her mail from the huge mailbox that dwarfed all the others on the lake road. Summertime, she got her mail every day at the same time. But she hadn’t done so today, and Jennifer hadn’t been home to see if she had the day before.

Jennifer gave herself two options: On the one hand she could wade home, peek in the McDonalds’ mailbox, and if it was empty she would know the lady was all right. Of course, how could she be sure that there had been any mail that day? Or she could walk up onto the porch, knock on the French doors and say that Timmy had stuck himself with his fishhook and they needed a Band-Aid. The second option was the best: the quickest, the easiest, and, if she was lucky, she might even be invited inside.

Feeling a little less worried, Jennifer set her rod on the dock, hopped across the stones at the water’s edge, and walked up onto the beach. She stopped and waved her arms at the figure in the window. No response.

“Jenny, where are you going?” asked Timmy, just as his fishing pole, bent low by the fighting fish, popped into the air. “Darn! Bit right through my line.” He waded toward his sister. “Wait for me. Do you have another hook on you? Man, that must’ve been a muskie to bite right through my line like that. Took my hook, worm, sinker even. Still got my bobber, though.”

The resolute tone in the seven-year-old’s voice made it clear he would treat this loss as a win. He didn’t lose some little bass, no sirree. He just survived a strike from the one of the biggest fish you can catch on the Loon Lake chain. Man, oh man. That would get his dad’s attention for sure.

Jennifer waved her brother over to the dock. From the back pocket of her wet cutoffs, she pulled out a Sucrets tin. Inside writhed half a dozen angleworms, and taped to the bottom of the tin were two fishing lures. The tin was a gift from their mother’s childhood pal, and sometime boyfriend, Ray Pradt.

Ray was a fishing guide and a stickler for not hauling along too much tackle. And he was the only grown-up who had not criticized her habit of wading along the shore to fish other people’s holes. Nope, he had just winked and warned her to be sure to get out fast the minute she saw any lightning.

“Here, Timmy.” She thrust the tin into her brother’s hand. “Be right back. Gotta ask Mrs. McDonald a question. You tie on one of those lures and wait for me here.”

“But I don’t have a sinker,” said Timmy, a long look on his face.

“So? You don’t need a sinker with one of Ray’s lures.”

Before her brother could protest, Jennifer was running up the stone stairs and onto the porch, waving her arms as she neared the French doors. She was right, it was Mrs. McDonald—she could tell from the white hair. But the woman was sitting slightly slumped with her head turned away.

Jennifer rapped on the glass door. Mrs. McDonald didn’t move. What appeared to be a full plate of food was set in front of where she sat at the far end of the long table that ran parallel to the doors. The low glow of the chandelier threw shadows into the room, making it difficult to get a good look at the seated figure.

Worry and fear crowded back into Jennifer’s chest. What if Mrs. McDonald was sick or something and that’s why she didn’t turn around? The girl debated trying the handle on the door, which she knew was trespassing, or just going home and pretending she hadn’t been here or seen anything. But the urge to help was overwhelming.

She reminded herself that Mrs. McDonald had always smiled and waved. And Jennifer’s mom had said that she was very famous and did wonderful things for people. What those wonderful things were, Jennifer didn’t know—but if you did good things for others maybe you wouldn’t be too mad if someone tried to help you….

She pushed down on the handle. It was locked. Jennifer rapped harder on the glass door and called out, “Mrs. McDonald?” Still, the lady didn’t move. Jennifer knew she couldn’t stop now. She called louder and waited. Still no answer. Floor to ceiling windows extended along the wall beyond the French doors, so she moved along the porch until she was directly across from the woman.

A break in the cloud cover sent rays from the setting sun slanting across the table and Jennifer could see that Mrs. McDonald hadn’t been looking away at all. The side of her head was gone. No, it wasn’t. Something was there: something black and twisted and moving.

Jennifer froze, then flew from the porch and across the lawn.

“Timmy! Timmy!” Her screams turned into sobs. “Run!” At the sound of his sister’s terror, Timmy burst into tears. The two of them could never remember how they got home, but they made it. Not until the next morning did Jennifer remember that she left her Sucrets tin on the McDonalds’ dock.
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Fish or cut bait.

—Anonymous



The security service for the McDonald estate rang the Loon Lake Police Department within five minutes of someone exerting pressure on the handle to the French doors.

It was June fourth, seven forty-five in the evening, and Loon Lake Chief of Police Lewellyn Ferris was going over her schedule for the next six weeks with her campaign manager. Erin was not happy. The election was slated for August sixth, and her candidate was already two weeks behind on public outreach.

“Lewellyn,” said Erin, dropping the more formal “Chief,” which she should have used. Or even the less formal “Lew,” which she used when her father included Lewellyn Ferris in family gatherings. “Lewellyn, if you want to be elected sheriff of Lake County, you have got to go door to door and shake every hand. I’m dead serious.”

Erin emphasized her words with a pointed index finger. “You’re paying me to run this campaign—so I’m doing my level best to give you what you pay for. But if you don’t follow my directions, you are wasting your money and my time. Didn’t I take a break from summer school to do this?”

Lew teased Erin with a questioning look. She could get away with the first statement but not the latter. They both knew she needed the break from law school. With three children, a husband who was a practicing attorney, and a Victorian house in constant need of repair, Erin welcomed having her summer back. Plus she loved politics.

“I hear you,” said Lew, raising her right hand in surrender. “I’ll do it, I promise.”

“Okay, then here’s the deal. Set a daily quota of hands you shake before you go fishing with Dad,” said Erin, leaning forward in her chair. “That is the only way you’re going to cover this county in time.”

Lew winced. “But not tonight, kiddo. Not when there’s a weather change like this one coming in. The conditions will be perfect for muskie. Wind from the right direction for trying my fly rod—and you know that doesn’t happen too often.”

“Tonight’s okay. Too late to knock on doors anyway. But every day from here on in, the minute you’re off duty—between five and seven p.m., plus your lunch hour. If you’ll do that, we’ll—”

The intercom buzzed as Marlene, the switchboard operator, interrupted with news of a possible break-in on the McDonald property. “Their security has called the house twice and no answer,” she said. “They insist we check on it.”

“How many false alarms have we had on that one?” asked Lew, too familiar with flower-addicted deer and inquisitive bears to get excited.

“None. Ever. I checked,” said Marlene.

Her answer caused Lew to sit up straight. “Oh, then I better check it out. Give Roger a call and let him know he’s got to cover for me the next hour or so, will you? He’s not due in until nine.”

“The McDonald place?” asked Erin, eyes wide as Lew set down the phone. “The big house on Secret Lake? That’s not far from Dad’s by water—but half an hour or more if you have to take the road in.”

Lew picked up the phone and asked for an outside line. She waited. “No answer. Where do you think your dad is? I’m supposed to meet him,” she glanced at her watch, “in less than an hour for whatever night fishing we can squeeze in before the storm hits.”

“He’s probably still over at Ray’s,” said Erin. “I called this morning just as he was going out the door. Ray conned him into helping out with that ‘Fishing For Girls’ class of his—”

Before Erin could finish, Lew was ringing the phone in Ray’s trailer home.

“You know who Mrs. McDonald is, don’t you?” asked Erin while Lew let the phone ring. Ray was notorious for owning an answering machine of dubious reliability and no cell phone. Assuming he might be out on the dock, if not still on the lake with his students, it could take a few rings to get an answer.

“No luck. I better drive out there;” said Lew, reaching for the jacket to her uniform, which hung on a coat rack near the door to her office. “You’re right about the roads—I can save time if I take your father’s boat over.” Erin ran behind Lew as she hurried down the hall and out the front door to the parking lot.

“Who did you say these McDonalds are?” asked Lew, opening the door to her police cruiser. “They put the fear of God into the security people. Poor guy told Marlene he’ll lose his job if I don’t show up ASAP.”

“The wife is Hope McDonald Kelly—she goes by her maiden name. You know, the famous advice-columnist. The one you read in the Loon Lake Daily News. Eighty million readers worldwide every day.”

Lew looked at her in astonishment. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Not too many people know that, either. I guess she hides out up here all summer—has for years. Ask Dad, he knows the family. They were summer patients.”
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Rains pour down without water,

and the rivers are streams of light.

One love it is that pervades the world;

few there are who know it fully.

—Kabir



The first hint that his Tuesday might not go according to plan was the call from Ray at five forty-five that morning: “Hey, Doc, how’s it goin'?”

Osborne cleared his throat. “Other than the fact you just woke me up?”

“Sorry about that. Had to catch you before you headed into town. How … would you like … to earn … a few buckaroos today, Doc?” Ray vested each word with the importance of a winning lottery ticket.

“Okay—what’s wrong?” asked Osborne, not a little cranky and clutching the cordless to his ear as he stumbled toward the porch to let the dog out. The fishing guide, so chronically short of cash that he dug graves to make ends meet, had something up that crisply ironed khaki sleeve of his. No one in their right mind pays a retired dentist to dip minnows and hook leeches. Six years living next door to the guy, Osborne knew all the red flags: an offer of cold cash as opposed to a string of fresh bluegills was not good news.

Gazing west through the porch windows while he listened, Osborne checked the conditions on the water. Sixty-three years into life, and fishing made him a better weather predictor than any of the jokers on TV.

Now that he had Osborne’s attention, Ray spoke fast. “Doc, these gals are paying a hundred fifty each plus very nice tips, I’m sure. I have no problem giving you seventy-five and, brother, do I need the help. Five lovely ladies on one pontoon learning to cast? No way I can handle that all by myself. Not without someone getting hooked in the ear.”

“Hold on there, big fella,” said Osborne with a chuckle. “Am I not talking to a man who’s been known to juggle half a dozen close female friendships simultaneously?”

“Not the same thing, Doc. These are five adult women about to be let loose with multihooked muskie lures after mainlining way too much coffee. This … could be … a safety sit-u-a-tion and … it worries me.”

Osborne said nothing. This was classic Ray: exaggerating words and pauses until his listener would plead for a punch line. Only this time Osborne owned the punch line. He relished the moment.

“Please, Doc … Seventy-five … buckaroos.”

It had all started when a reporter for the Loon Lake Daily News, researching a Sunday feature on local fishing guides, decided to pick up on a comment Ray made on how single women could meet more guys if only they knew how to fish. “Think about it,” he quoted Ray as saying, “hundreds, maybe thousands, of single guys rich enough to own their own boats up here in the northwoods every weekend all summer long. Now that, ladies, is opportunity.”

By the end of the interview, egged on by the reporter, he had decided to offer a two-day seminar: “On catching fish, not guys. I’ll call it … umm … ‘Fishing For Girls.'”

This mushroomed into a sidebar to the main story that detailed not only what Ray would teach but included his home phone number along with a color photo of the thirty-four-year-old single white male wearing a stuffed trout on his head and holding a forty-eight-inch muskie.

Osborne suspected it wasn’t the muskie that prompted the deluge of phone calls. And it wasn’t the fish on his head. It was Ray. Tall, lean, tan Ray Pradt with his dark-brown curls just visible under the brim bearing the stuffed trout. It was the easy grin, the friendly eyes, and the flash of white teeth framed by the beard, curly and flecked rust and gray.

Ben Kaupinnen, one of the McDonald’s coffee crowd that Osborne met with most mornings around six thirty, summed it up when he said, “You give that razzbonya (meaning Ray Pradt) just two dimensions (meaning a flat photo), and he can charm the living daylights out of a gal. Not to mention her pocketbook.”

The Sunday that the newspaper story ran on the front page of the “Outdoors” section, Ray’s phone never stopped ringing. Two calls were from teenagers who got a kick out of pretending they thought Ray’s clinic was all about trolling for babes—the rest were from interested babes.

The story had legs all the way into the next week as three irritated readers peppered the Loon Lake Daily News’ “Monday Mailbag” with anonymous letters complaining that the name of the seminar was tasteless. That it implied Ray was offering tips on Internet dating or how to find websites with unsavory content: “Not suitable for a family newspaper!”

Once Osborne’s daughter, Erin, assured him that “any publicity is great publicity,” Ray relished every call and complaint even as he signed up a total of twenty-four women for seminars to be offered midweek over the next six weeks. The fact that he had never done this before didn’t faze him. Nor the local merchants: Ralph’s Sporting Goods agreed to let his students sample their rods and tackle; the local marina said they would provide a boat.

“All right, all right, let me check my calendar for the day,” said Osborne, taking his time as he picked up his mug of hot coffee and walked back through the living room to the porch. He bent to look through the window once more.

The lake was serene, streaked with muted shades of rose and lavender stolen from the clouds overhead. Early summer breezes teased the curtains. He watched Mike chase two chipmunks across the yard. Hard as he tried every morning, the black lab never won that race.

Osborne inhaled. If you counted the promise in the air, this could be a very good day to be on water. And the evening looked good as well. He had plans to wade the weed beds off his dock, fly rod in hand. His favorite fishing partner had promised to give him some pointers on fly-fishing for muskie. Nope, life didn’t get much better than this. He could spare a little of his good humor.

“Okay—looks like I can put a few things off. But forget the cash. How ‘bout one of these nights, you sauté up some walleye cheeks with a side of that wild rice casserole of yours for Lew and myself?”

“Deal. Can you be here by seven-thirty?”

“Sure. How many women did you say there are?”

“Five. I had four booked and squeezed another one in at the last minute. All beginners. Never touched a spinning rod before yesterday. And, hey, Doc, just for fun I got a pop quiz for you. You get it right, and I’ll enhance your little dinner party with a thimbleberry pie.”

“Forget it. I said I’d help you out and that’s enough,” said Osborne, wincing as he poured himself a second mug of black coffee. He hated Ray’s guessing games. Everyone hated them. Like Mike with the chipmunks, you never won.

“You gotta listen, Doc, this is right up your alley. Just take a minute. Ready?”

“No, I am not. Forget the quiz. Let me drink my coffee, get showered, and see you in an hour. I like to start the day happy.”

“C’mon. You’re the father of two daughters. You’ll ace this. Now here’s the deal. Yesterday we spent the day studying fish and their habitat, basic equipment, yadda, yadda. The usual stuff, right?”

Osborne sipped from his mug, eyebrows raised, waiting.

“However … I decided we would begin with … a little philosophy. Kinda Zen-like, y’know? Some thoughts on why we fish.” Osborne rolled his eyes.

“So first thing yesterday I had each one write on a slip of paper why she signed up for the class. Tonight, after we’ve had fun all day, I’ll cook up our catch, and when we’ve eaten, I’ll read each little slip. The ladies will have to guess who wrote what … and….”

“And?” asked Osborne, anxious to hurry the story along.

“And whether or not the writer still feels the same way about fishing. These two days could change their lives, doncha know.”

“Ray, the ladies signed up for a fishing seminar—not rehab.”

Ray ignored Osborne’s remark. “Let me tell you what they wrote, then later this afternoon after we’ve taught them how to cast, you tell me who you think said what.”

Osborne sighed, wondering if the thimbleberry pie was worth it.

“Ready for the first one?”

“Please—and can we do this fast?”

“'Since I don’t golf, I need some outdoor sport I can do with clients.'”

“Okay … next?”

“Number two: ‘I want to show my father that I can run a boat and catch a fish every bit as well as my brother might have. Get a little more respect.'”

“That’s it?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Hmmm.” Never having raised a son, Osborne wasn’t sure what to make of that one. “Number three: ‘The only reason I’m here is because someone else was afraid to come alone.’ ”

“Is that someone who even wants to fish?”

“See what I mean, Doc. I could be changing some lives—”

“Hit me with the last two. It’s getting late.”

“Number four is easy: ‘I’m here because my friend said it would be good for our business.’ You’ll guess that one right away. But then … number five, Doc….” Ray paused before he spoke, then enunciated each word with care: ‘I need some way to avoid my husband … and I know he hates water.’

“Doc, you won’t believe this girl. She is such a sweetheart. Very quiet, pretty as a forget-me-not. Can’t be over a day over thirty. Can you … imagine … being so unhappy so early in a marriage?”

“That’s too many clues, Ray—you’re giving away the pie.” By this time, Osborne knew the quiz had nothing to do with pie. Ray was looking for approval to misbehave.

“Seriously, Doc. What do you think of that last one?”

“I think you should mind your own business. An unhappy married woman? You’re asking for trouble—you know that.”

But Osborne had another thought that he kept to himself, one laced with guilt. How often had he gone fishing during his thirty-plus years of marriage just so he didn’t have to listen to Mary Lee. A habit honed in desperation within three months of their wedding and two years short of his thirtieth birthday.
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I’m not saying that all fly-fishing, yes, even bait-casting, is not a fine art …, but I do think that there are far too many people who are satisfied to accumulate tackle and terminology, rather than to fish.”

—Negley Farson



Osborne ambled down the pine-needle path that passed for Ray’s driveway. Nearing the small house trailer, he paused to take a long look around. Wow. No doubt the sunshine helped and the fresh air helped and the lush white pines gracing the sky overhead helped—but wow. Ray had outdone himself. Either that or a miracle had taken place.

Whether it was a heaven-sent downpour or a plain old garden hose, something had blasted the thatch of dead pine needles and dried leaves from the top of the rusting trailer—and splashed across the windows, too. They gleamed squeaky clean in the morning light.

Even the garish green muskie that Ray had painted across the front of the trailer seemed younger, livelier, greener. Osborne suspected a touch-up. The old “shark of the north” had been positioned so that its gaping jaws framed the entrance to the trailer. Today those raked spears glittered more ferociously than ever: thanks to a painterly piscatorial dental hygienist. By the name of Ray Pradt.

Backed in tight to one side of the trailer was the battered blue pickup, fenders peeling paint where rust had taken over. But even that managed to look spiffy, its leaping walleye hood ornament so polished and shiny it might have been made of sterling.

Osborne glanced at his watch as he strolled past the trailer towards the lake. It was not quite seven thirty, and the women weren’t due until eight. But Ray must have been up since dawn. Over a dozen spinning rods rested side by side on the picnic table near the dock, price tags fluttering in the breezes. Five tackle boxes stood open on the table benches, their contents sorted into plastic trays as carefully as if they were spices in the pantry of a French chef.

At the sound of the screen door opening, Osborne turned. Ray descended from the jaws of the muskie, a happy grin on his face, a mug of hot coffee in one hand and his stuffed trout hat in the other. He was so freshly showered that the wet curls clustered across his forehead still glistened. Crisp khaki shorts and black Teva sandals exposed long, tanned, well-muscled legs and his shirt, sleeves rolled up, was freshly ironed to match the shorts.

“Hey, Doc. Whaddaya think?”

Walking over to the picnic table, Ray brushed at some invisible dirt before setting his hat down. Osborne could swear that trout was sporting new stuffing, and the silver on the lure crisscrossing its chest sparkled from a recent polish.

“Looks like you got everything under control,” said Osborne. He paused to study the contents of the tackle boxes. “Using some of your custom tackle?”

Ray liked to paint his own lures, deliberately reversing traditional color schemes. Since he caught more walleye and muskie than anybody else Osborne knew, he was probably on to something. But it was tough to say.

Could be the custom paint job, could be the poaching on private stocked lakes (Ray never said where a fish was caught nor was he expected to), or it could be the penchant for fishing out of season. Whatever it was, no one had better stats than Ray Pradt on the numbers of fish caught and mounted, fish caught and eaten, fish caught and released. Assuming you believed everything he said, which some folks found difficult. Not Osborne. He could always tell when his friend was exaggerating.

“Yeah, a couple of these are mine,” said Ray, bending over one of the tackle boxes. “I want the ladies to try spoons, poppers, jerkbaits, crankbaits, surface baits. Some live bait, too—got plenty of minnows and leeches on the pontoon all ready to go. Speaking of which,” he turned and pointed off to the left, “did you see the We B Miss B Haven?”

“No, I did not,” said Osborne, noticing for the first time the surprise bobbing at the end of Ray’s dock: a brand-spanking-new pontoon boat, the platform white with creamy leather seats and forest-green carpeting.

“Now, Ray, where the heck did you get this?” Osborne walked onto the dock. Ray followed. “This isn’t yours….”

“Heavens, no. This is forty thousand bucks’ worth of boat and motor. Borrowed it from the marina. Brusoe said if I can sell it to one of the gals, he’ll give me a commission.”

Ray stepped into the boat. “Look here,” he flicked a switch near the steering wheel, “it’s got a state-of-the-art locator/GPS system. You can see structure at the same time that you can pinpoint exactly where you are on the lake. Or zoom back and see where you are in the county, for God’s sake. It’s amazing.

“And here,” he raised the lid of one of the seats, “LED lights to illuminate the livewells from the bottom up. Up here on the throttle—here’s a button that’ll raise and lower the prop without so much as a whisper. And that’s one big outboard, too—you can pull a skier with this boat.”

Osborne was beginning to think Ray wanted him along, not so much to help out but so he could show off these temporary toys of his. “The ladies will like the leather seats,” he said, brushing his hand across one. It might be vinyl but it looked expensive.

“My ladies like everything,” said Ray with a wink as he sipped from his mug.

“Your ladies, huh? You had a good first day, I take it.”

“Great day. Doc, I’m on to something. I’ll tell you, I’m a darn good teacher—and you won’t believe the money these girls got to spend. I may not sell the boat, but you wait and see how many rods and all the tackle they’ll buy—which they should if they want to fish with decent equipment. I’m not selling them anything they don’t need, y’know.”

“And you make a commission on everything, right?”

“You betcha.” “Well, who knows Ray, if you’re having fun with the teaching…. Nice people, these women?”

Whatever his cash-flow crisis of the moment, Ray had standards. More than once he had refused to guide clients who were rude, too demanding, or just plain unpleasant.

He paused before answering. “Nice enough. Their answers as to why they signed up got me thinking though.” His face tightened as he took a final sip of coffee then tossed the rest into the lake. Osborne caught the change of expression.

He shook his head as Ray walked back up to the trailer. It was going to be interesting to find out which of the five women was “pretty as a forget-me-not.” Osborne was not going to be surprised if the poor husband who hated water found himself at risk of going overboard.








five


Beauty without grace is the hook without the bait.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson



Five minutes before eight, the first of Ray’s students appeared on the horizon. She came by water and she came full-bore, not cutting the motor on the big outboard until the last second.

“Show-off,” said Ray, hands thrust into his pockets as they watched the boat drift towards the dock. The high performance black Skeeter bassboat sparkled with the brilliance of a billion sequins: a dais befitting a lake queen and her entourage.

Make that two imperial images, thought Osborne, at the sight of the women on board. One sat watching from a rear seat—arms folded, legs crossed, eyes hidden beneath a wide-brimmed straw hat tied down with a scarf and dark glasses. Aloof, if not haughty. Not so the one behind the wheel: she was waving with all the enthusiasm of a Dairyland Princess in a Fourth of July parade.

And wearing a lemon meringue pie on her head. As the boat neared the dock, close enough for the driver to toss Ray a line, Osborne could see it wasn’t a pie after all. The woman, who couldn’t be more than five feet tall, had short hair, streaked blonde and swept back and up into a kind of pouf guaranteed to add at least two inches to her height.

“Doc,” Ray ducked his head so his words wouldn’t carry, “check out the name on this Skeeter.” Along the side of the watercraft, custom-painted in silver edged with scarlet was one word: boatox.

“Ray, hoo-hoo! Good moorning!” As the woman continued to wave, she hollered at a decibel level six times louder than necessary.

“Ouch—is she always that loud?” asked Osborne, voice low under the throttle of the idling engine as Ray nursed the boat towards the dock.

“Yep, lives at the top of her voice.”

As Ray stood by to help the driver up onto the dock, Osborne got a good look and all he could think was, “Please, Lord, don’t do this to me.”

Over the years, when he had encountered women like this, he did his best to avoid them. If they arrived in his office as potential patients, he’d waste no time referring them elsewhere. If they were friends of his late wife, their presence at a bridge game in his home would spur him out the door and into the boat no matter how bad the weather.

This particular version resembled an overripe raspberry. Her eyes were too bright, her lips too red, and her bosom too generous. The latter was pushing its way up and out of a sleeveless red blouse, shirttails knotted before meeting the waistband on her shorts, which were also red and way too tight. A fuzzy little pin with glittering eyes substituted for the most important button on her blouse. If it was intended to draw the eye to the valley of her cleavage, Osborne made sure not take the hint.

Looking everywhere except there, he estimated a dozen thin gold bracelets climbing her left arm and a scattering of rings across pudgy fingers tipped scarlet. Miniature diamonds outlined the lobe of one ear; at least as many pierced the other. No doubt she was fishing for more than just fish—but did she realize that if she fell in the lake, she might sink?

Even Ray noticed. As he gave her a hand up and out of the boat, he said, “What’s that in your ear, Kitsy? Been tagged by the National Park Service?” With a mock grimace on her face, Kitsy punched him in the arm.

“Hello there,” she said, pushing past Ray to thrust a hand at Osborne. “Dr. Osborne, remember me?” She had a grip so firm he could feel every ring. Returning the handshake with a silent wince, he struggled to place her face then gave up. He focused on the line of the jaw and the expanse of forehead—the two features least likely to have been surgically altered. “Well … now, I’m not sure….”

“Kitsy Kelly! Dr. Osborne. Kitsy McDonald Kelly. You used to check my teeth every summer when I was a kid. Don’t you remember? My mom would haul me into your office insisting I was eating so many marsh-mallows, every single one of my teeth would fall out.” She hooted loudly.

“Of course, Kitsy. My apologies. How could I forget?”

He hadn’t seen the woman since she was eleven—or was it twelve? Had to be twenty years ago, maybe longer. And this incarnation bore no resemblance to that sullen preteen. Certainly not those lips. Boatox, indeed.

Osborne was no stranger to the impact cosmetic surgery was having on dentistry. He may have retired from his practice but not his profession, not since Lew Ferris had been willing to trade time in the trout stream for his assistance with dental forensics.

Eager to maximize any opportunity to fish with the woman who had shown him how to cast a trout fly even as she hooked his heart, he made sure to keep current with national dental journals and stay active in the Wisconsin Dental Society, attending monthly meetings and seminars.

So he was familiar with Botox. Along with other advances in cosmetic surgery, it had become both a dollar sign and a favorite topic of conversation among the younger dentists. Lips fat with Botox signaled a patient likely to want her teeth whitened, straightened, capped, or crowned. Not to mention dental implants. It all translated to serious money. How much of that money was in Kitsy’s mouth? He was happy not to know.

“Julia!” Kitsy turned to her friend, who was just stepping off the boat. “You won’t believe who’s here. Remember I told you I had that terrible crush on my dentist when I was a kid? This is the one!”

Kitsy turned back to Osborne, “Dr. Osborne—you still married?” Her eyes met his: bold and teasing. He gritted his teeth. If this continued all day, Ray would really, really owe him.

“Doc’s widowed,” said Ray, his tone soft and blunt enough to curb the conversation.

“Oh? Sorry to hear that,” said Kitsy, not looking sorry at all. But she got the message. Waving a dismissive hand, she peered past Osborne, “Ooh,” her voice ratcheted up six notches, “loook at all that good stuff….” And off she scurried towards the picnic table.

“Nice to meet you, Dr. Osborne,” said the second woman, removing her hat and sunglasses as she walked toward him, a ghost of a smile on a face so pale that Osborne hoped she had brought along some sunscreen.

“Julia Wendt.” She extended a hand he was relieved to find free of metallic objects. But her grip was slight, fingers only. He wondered if she would have the strength to handle a spinning rod. Everything about her was fawn colored: her long-sleeved shirt, her trim pedal pushers, even her hair and eyes. She wasn’t small. Her features were full and round, but she gave the effect of needing protection.

“So you know Kitsy from way back, I take it?” asked Julia, her voice so soft that Osborne had to lean in close to hear her better. So close he could smell her scent. It, too, was soft and lovely.

“Haven’t seen her since she was a youngster,” said Osborne. “I knew her mother’s family and her parents, but I’m retired from my dental practice. I’m afraid I didn’t recognize her. She’s … changed.”

“That is putting it mildly,” said Julia with a laugh so pleasant, Osborne had to smile. “Kitsy is addicted to change.”

“And how do you two know each other?” asked Osborne as they strolled down the dock and over toward the picnic table.

“Oh, we’ve been friends since our teens. Met at summer camp one year and now that we both live in Madison, every summer we try to get away for a week somewhere. Last year we went to Florence, Italy; this year we decided to come here.”

“That’s quite a contrast,” said Osborne.

“Sure is,” said Julia, raising her eyebrows and laughing. “But Kitsy has just finished decorating a beautiful, beautiful summer home she’s built down the lake from her folks. She wanted to show it off. That, and that big honking boat of hers.” Again, the pleasant peal of laughter.

She shook her head. “We almost didn’t make it on time this morning. I was sure we’d get stuck in the channel on our way over.”

“So you and Kitsy aren’t staying at the big house?” said Osborne. “Well, I suppose it needs updating given it was built in the early nineteen hundreds. I’m sure the plumbing leaves something to be desired. These old lake lodges are so obsolete, must cost a fortune to update—”

“It’s not that so much,” said Julia. “She’s … Kitsy loves it up here, but she’s not exactly close to her folks.” She hesitated. “You know, that’s none of my business, and I shouldn’t be saying anything.”

“Families,” said Osborne. “Can’t live with ‘em, can’t live without ‘em. You know what my daughters tell me is the definition of a dysfunctional family? More than one person.”

Pleased with the ease with which he let her off the hook, Osborne excused himself to give Ray a hand. He watched her walk away towards the picnic table. He found her reserve attractive. Could she be Ray’s forget-me-not? He made a mental note to check out her left hand.
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