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Get hooked on the Loon Lake mysteries
from Victoria Houston …

Dead Water

“[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. Loon Lake is a great get-away, even if it does keep me up at nights."

—Laura Lippman

Dead Creek

“Fans of a well-drawn regional police procedural will want to read this novel. All the subplots smoothly return to the main theme and there are plenty of suspects to keep the audience guessing about what is going on and who is the mastermind behind the mysterious events. 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, legendary 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 Anglers’ 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

“Should net lots of fans … a good catch.”

—The Star Press
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the kindest and dearest of friends





one


“The true trout fisherman is like a drug addict; he dwells in a tight little dream world all his own….”

Robert Traver



Lost Lake. June 15, a Tuesday. Eight-twenty A.M.

The sky was peach that day. Peach scudded with wisps of periwinkle blue. An innocent sky. A sky that assured Paul Osborne nothing was wrong in the world. You dummkopf he would find himself saying before eleven that morning, never trust a sky.

The sea kayak was taking some getting used to, and he wasn’t sure yet that he liked it. Of course he could never tell his daughters that. They must have shelled out a thousand bucks or more for the boat, a Father’s Day gift handmade of red cedar and trucked to the backwoods of northern Wisconsin from Swan Lake, Montana. Osborne knew he was lucky: No one in Loon Lake had ever seen such an elegant two-cockpit seventeen-footer.

Still, he felt awkward: waist-deep in water but wearing a skirt, not waders, legs immobilized with only his upper body free to move, hands occupied but no fishing rod, not even his five-weight fly rod. Nothing about the damn thing felt natural.

Maybe it was being imprisoned below water level that bothered him. Maybe it was knowing the kayak was allowing him to cruise into wilderness where even canoes couldn’t go that made him feel he was violating nature. Or maybe it was instinct. Whatever it was, he felt uneasy. Uneasy yet compelled to keep pushing deeper and deeper into the swamp guarding the lakeshore.

“Ease up, bud, this is what a kayak is meant to do,” Osborne told himself, thrusting aside the sense that he was disturbing something he shouldn’t.

Dipping one end of his paddle and ignoring the rustled warnings of the weed bed underneath the calm surface, he slid the kayak over menacing shadows of submerged boulders. His eyes scanned the dense underbrush. What made the bog impervious to any other boat also made it a safe haven for nesting loons and the blue heron. A sighting of either would make his morning.

Osborne inhaled deeply. The air, fragrant with pine and spring grass, made him feel alive, alert, and exquisitely tuned to the signs and murmurs around him. He spotted a break in the wall of brush off to his right and let the kayak drift toward it. The water deepened as protective branches of tamarack fell away to expose a creek of good width. Something familiar in the pattern of trees and rocks tugged at the back of his mind. When had he fished here?

Suddenly he swung back on his paddle, pulling the kayak hard to the right, nose pointing north. Seeing the shore from that angle jarred loose the memory. That massive boulder to the east of the opening—he knew that rock, even though it had to be over twenty years since he had accidentally drifted into this watery trail. Suddenly, as if it were just yesterday, he remembered boosting his two young daughters out of the old wooden canoe so the three of them could sit on the big rock and eat bologna sandwiches, the sun easy on their cheeks and foreheads.

Maneuvering the kayak so he could see upstream, he studied the opening. The cedar and spruce hiding the entrance had grown and changed, but the same gap in the marshy border exposed the same creek, the same heartbreaking beauty of a path that shimmered as it twined north between spires of tamarack and skeletal fingers of dead pine. That year, he and the girls had canoed north to where the stream ended in a spring-fed pool tucked so deep into the tamarack forest that Erin, his youngest, had named it Lost Lake. Hard to believe she was over thirty now with children of her own.

Only an exceptionally high water level from the spring runoff of a heavy snow that year had made it possible for the three of them to reach the tiny circle of perfect water. Osborne edged the kayak upstream. Was Lost Lake still there? Or had beavers reworked nature? Erin would be tickled to death if he could bring her and the kids back in here. Osborne felt a grin spread across his face.

A flash over his left shoulder caught his eye and he ducked, rocking the kayak. But it was only a great blue heron not expecting visitors. As he watched, the gaunt, gangling bird unfolded like a giant origami sculpture coming undone. Then, tucking in its loopy neck, the great blue circled up and over to disappear behind the tamarack tips just as Osborne realized he was holding his breath. He exhaled. Fifty years of fishing the Northwoods, and that was as close as he had ever gotten to one of the prehistoric-looking birds. Jeez, he thought, maybe this kayak wasn’t such a bad idea.

He glided forward, feeling at one with the boat for the first time that morning. The solitude was bordered with a soft trill of birdcalls and a burbling of water. Fishing had addicted him to this kind of peace, a peace he was learning to substitute for the seduction of single-malt scotch, a peace he could find only near water. It restored his spirit when he felt the clutch of loneliness.

Sunlight and shadows drew him deeper, and the kayak slid through the rusted arch of an old culvert. Osborne ducked to avoid wolf spiders nesting in the dark recesses overhead. Nearing the end of the tunnel, he could see, less than a hundred yards upstream, the rusting girders of an abandoned railroad trestle that marked the entrance to Lost Lake.

As the kayak emerged into a patch of sun, dragonfly wings caught the light bouncing off the water. Hold on there. Was that a green stone fly hatch? Tiny helicopters with double sets of wings whirred overhead. No … maybe little yellow sallies? Osborne peered up intently, regretting again the lack of a fly rod, not to mention his polarized sunglasses. He looked down but all he could see were a few dead mayflies drifting on the surface. If the bug life was tantalizing any trout, the water, dark from the tannin of pine needles, was hiding its treasures. He’d have to come back with his waders to be sure.

What a shame, he thought, but he grinned, marveling for the umpteenth time at how his belated return to fly-fishing was changing his life.

Raising his paddle to let the kayak drift, he studied the insects. He was determined to learn the Latin names of the damn things. First, of course, he had to learn to recognize them in plain English. One, then another fish slurped. One splashed behind him. He spun around. A trout? A brown? Or a brookie? He sat rock still, not even breathing, hoping it would jump again. His eyes raked the surface for a betraying dimple. The water ranged from one to three feet deep here. That splash was loud. Could a young muskie be feeding in such cold water?

Letting his breath out slowly, he lifted the paddle from the water. Tamarack crowded his peripheral vision, spilling their spring needles in frothy strands studded with cones. What a juicy moment: He could feel the dark water alive beneath him, charged with larva hatching and fish feasting. Overhead, the peach sky had morphed into a crisp new blue. White clouds scudded. Utter quiet prevailed.

“Peace and solitude, bud, life don’t get no better than this,” whispered Osborne, relishing the bad grammar of his fisherman’s mantra as he let the kayak drift.

A scream split the silence wide open. A full-throttle human scream.





two


“Only dead fish swim with the stream.”

Anonymous



Osborne froze, blood drumming in his ears.

“Hel-l-o-o,” he hollered, once he recovered from the shock of the scream. Had someone fallen out of their boat? Who could possibly be back in here?

No answer.

“Hel-l-o-o-o,” he tried again, his voice booming into the silence of the woods around him. The scream still reverberated in his head. Whoever it was sounded terrified. But no one answered his calls.

Just as Osborne thrust the kayak forward, a slash of orange rounded a curve beyond the trestle. Another instant and the slash became a kayak moving swiftly toward him. Above the cockpit, a woman’s face twisted with fear and exertion as she pushed over the still water. Mouth gaping, shoulders heaving, she looked like she was strangling on her own breath. Behind her sat a small child in a bright blue life jacket.

As the kayak neared and slowed, Osborne recognized the strong-boned Swedish face under the short frizzy hair.

“Marlene! What on earth—?” He pulled his kayak toward her.

“Oh, Doctor … Dr. Osborne.” She slowed to a stop, heaving as she spoke. Tears were streaming down her cheeks.

“What is it, kiddo? Is someone hurt? How can I help?” Even as he offered assistance, Osborne felt inadequate, his legs locked in place in the damn kayak. He couldn’t jump out to help if he had to.

Marlene Johnson was the same age as his oldest daughter, Mallory. She and her parents had been patients of his years ago, but the elder Johnsons were now dead a good ten years or more. Marlene had not lived in Loon Lake since her marriage to a man from Stevens Point. Osborne vaguely remembered Mallory saying she had seen Marlene, now divorced, at a recent high school reunion.

“Oh my God, oh thank God,” Marlene gasped, looking back as if she were being chased. “Someone’s dead. Back there.” She pointed toward the trestle with her paddle. “We’ve got to get out of here. The face … it’s too awful … it’s …”

“Marlene,” Osborne spoke sternly. The woman was on the verge of hysteria. “Settle down. Now take a deep breath.” At the look on her face, he repeated himself louder. “I mean it,” he said, “take … a deep … breath.”

Osborne may have retired from his practice, but he hadn’t lost his skills. Years of dentistry had vested him with a tone of authority designed to stun frightened patients into stillness. Early on he had learned that adults calmed quickly when treated like a child.

Marlene was no exception. She relaxed ever so slightly.

“Okay,” said Osborne, as if rewarding her, “I will go back and see what the story is, but first I want you and your youngster here to take it easy. Can you do that?” His eyes fixed on hers for an answer. She nodded.

“You’re safe, Marlene, nothing is going to happen. If you found a dead person, they’re dead. That means they’re not moving.” His tone softened.

“You’re absolutely right, Dr. Osborne,” she said, smiling at his little joke and breathing easier as she wiped the wetness from her face. Then her eyes widened again. “But what if the killer saw me?”

Osborne studied her, deciding not to express the opinion that someone had been watching too much TV. “Listen, kiddo.” The sternness crept back into his voice, “If you found a body back there, chances are it’s a hunting accident. You’re in Loon Lake, Marlene, not Milwaukee. Besides, you didn’t see anyone, did you?”

“No … but that’s no hunting accident.”

A little face leaned out from behind Marlene. He couldn’t have been more than five years old. “That dead lady lost her pants.”

“I did not intend for my son to see what he saw,” said Marlene, switching from fear to anger. Her tone implied it might be Osborne’s fault that she had stumbled onto something ugly.

The sudden change in Marlene’s attitude triggered an equally sudden and unpleasant memory of his late wife, who had a talent for placing blame elsewhere, elsewhere being him. Some folks learn to drive defensively; Osborne had spent thirty-odd years living on the defense.

Enough of this, was his immediate thought. “I wouldn’t worry, Marlene.” He worked at keeping an edge out of his voice and resisted the urge to tell her the kid was in much better shape than she was.

“Why don’t you and your son head for my place and call the police. The house is open. My dog is loose in the yard, but he’s friendly. The phone is in the kitchen, and I want you to see if you can reach Chief Ferris, okay? She knows exactly where I live. If you can’t reach her direct, let the switchboard know where you are and what’s going on. Then help yourselves to anything in the fridge—a pop or some iced tea. There’s hot coffee on the counter, too. I’m going upstream and take a quick look. Okay? Can you manage that, Marlene?”

“I … how do I get out of here, Doctor? We came in from Shepard Lake, but I don’t know my way out this direction. Once I got past that body, I couldn’t bear to go back. And be very careful. Someone may be back there, y’know.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ve done this before,” Osborne assured her. “The way back is easy. Just head straight downstream, bear right as you enter the bog, and that’ll take you to the channel between First and Second Lake. Take a right through the channel markers into Loon Lake, then a left down the west shoreline. My dock is the sixth one down, the one with two rocking chairs.”

“Got it.” Marlene raised her paddle. Sitting up straight, the fear out of her eyes and the redness in her cheeks subsiding, Marlene took on an air of competency. Her son’s eyes were sparkling. Osborne could see this was all great fun for him, blood and guts included.

Osborne pulled his kayak tight to the bank so she could glide past. Then he thrust his paddle deep into the water. He had forgotten to ask where the body was, but it wasn’t necessary.

No sooner had he emerged from under the trestle than he heard, even before he saw, the cloud of flies to his immediate right—a distinctive sound he remembered well from his tour of duty as a forensic dentist during the Korean War. Twenty feet beyond the cloud, the stream widened to become Lost Lake, but he was no longer interested in the lake.

Osborne pulled up to halt the kayak. He let it drift toward the bank. The air was pungent with death. But it was the sight rather than the smell that pulled at his gut: Loon Lake was so small, the odds were great he was about to encounter someone he knew, someone who hadn’t expected to die and whose death would cause grief to others he knew. He just hoped he didn’t know them well.

At first glance, the corpse appeared to be standing on its head, the face turned away from him toward Lost Lake. The lower torso, buttocks, and legs were naked and hung up on a tag alder bush. The upper back and shoulders still wore a woman’s halter top, and the head was tipped down onto the bank, almost but not quite touching the water. She couldn’t have been dead too long as the color was not bad. Certainly not black, thank goodness. The last two nights’ temperatures had dipped into the low forties, and the days had been cool. That would help, too.

The limbs were splayed as if someone might have tossed the body through the air. He looked up. They had. She either fell or was dropped from the trestle. Could this be someone who was taking a walk along the old bridge only to be hit by a stray bullet from a hunter? Not with hunting season five months away. Osborne’s stomach tightened. Marlene’s theory was looking good.

With a quick thrust, he drove the kayak onto the grassy bank, unsnapped the skirt from around his waist, and boosted himself up, out, and into the water. He decided to walk in the shallows as much as possible so as not to disturb any footprints or other sign that might be left near the body.

Osborne crouched to study the corpse from the back. He thought he could detect an entry wound at the back of the head: a blackish red bubble of dried tissue that stood out against the light-colored short hair. He’d know for sure in a minute. That could rule out suicide. Tough to shoot yourself in the back of the head.

He stood up, chagrined he did not have his tackle box. Too many years of people mistaking the Dr. in front of his name to mean doctor, not dentist, along with too many years of being asked to remove fishhooks from noses, ears, and eyes, had taught him to always approach water with a pair of latex surgical gloves in his tackle box. He sure could use those now. Osborne patted the back pocket of his fishing khakis, hoping against hope he had a pair tucked away. Nope.

Spotting a dead tree limb on the opposite bank, he opted to use that instead. Extending the branch, he prodded the left arm. Limp. Rigor mortis had come and gone. That would put time of death at or over twenty-four hours ago, but—given the amount of maggot activity he could see plus the color of the corpse—still within the last forty-eight hours. That would make sense. He could not imagine anyone in Loon Lake missing more than two days without everyone in town knowing.

Taking as few steps as he could, Osborne hiked up to the back of the tag alder for a better view of the lower body. The lab in Wausau, sixty miles away, was much better prepared than he to assess many details including time of death, the nature of the assault, and the exact weapons used, but his training in dental forensics might help speed up the identification, maybe even point out a few more mitigating factors, something always appreciated by Loon Lake Police Chief Lewellyn Ferris.

And she needed every advantage she could get over the goombahs in Wausau, who had a habit of trying to weasel in on interesting cases, either for publicity’s sake or to pad the bill for their services. In Osborne’s opinion, the Wausau boys relished giving Lew a hard time simply because she had nailed a job two of them had applied for. He knew that in their feeble minds, a dutiful Northwoods female, mindful of the alpha male culture of the region, should have declined the position when it was offered. Not Lew.

She embraced it with enthusiasm, gender politics and all. And the politics were an ongoing issue as Loon Lake, population 3,197, was too small to have its own crime lab, though it held its own when it came to crime. Or so Osborne had learned since helping Lew out on two earlier occasions. Those two occasions had also shown him an easy route to Lew’s affections: She loved whatever he could do to save her time, paperwork, and money by limiting the involvement of the Wausau boys.

From where he stood now, Osborne got a good view of the chest below the halter top. Blood had pooled along the left rib cage, indicating the victim was deceased before she flew off that trestle.

He stepped around the buzzing flies to view the right side of the body. That’s when he saw what had terrified Marlene: the blown-out face. Not a great sight for a five-year-old. Not a great sight for a sixty-three-year-old retired dentist either, forensic experience or not. He looked away fast, then looked back. Had to be a high-powered rifle to do that kind of damage. Made him think .30/06, but he’d let Wausau answer that question.

Even though most of the upper face was missing, the mouth and portions of the lower jaw were intact. The mouth gaped, making the teeth easily visible. Osborne knelt again. The canines and the lateral incisors looked vaguely familiar. The lower front teeth were crowded, a pretty distinctive pattern there. With several fillings visible, the mouth appeared cared for. He had a strong hunch he had seen this mouth before. If so, he would have a record in his files. Thank God he had hidden those when Mary Lee tried to force him to throw them away.

Osborne leaned back on his knees. So … a woman from Loon Lake with a nice smile. A sick sadness flooded his chest as he stood up. Thrusting his hands deep into his pockets, he stood staring at the still, pale form, committing the details of its position and location to memory.

Osborne turned to wade quickly through the stream and pull the kayak into the water. He had to get Lew out here right away. With that thought, the sadness gave way to a sheepish eagerness: The murder would generate just the opportunity for which he had been hoping.

To be honest, more than one opportunity. Given that Lew felt she did her best strategic thinking in the trout stream, and given that she did not like to fish alone, chances were excellent that if she deputized him to work on this case, she would have to include him in her fly-fishing. That could be every night. She had done so in the past, which had improved his fly-fishing immeasurably, not to mention increased the number of trout flies (tied by Lew) added to his box. Her ability to forecast a hatch—and have the right trout fly along—impressed the hell out of Osborne.

But his urge to help the Loon Lake chief of police went well beyond improving his backcast or learning the hatch. The simple fact was that assisting Lewellyn Ferris bought him time to be around a woman who had no idea he adored her.

As Osborne leaned to lower himself into the kayak, he scanned the landscape one last time. Marlene had seemed so sure someone might be back here. He heard nothing except the flies buzzing and a few random birdcalls. Not a branch, not a blade of grass moved in the still sunshine. A few yards away, Lost Lake looked as peaceful as heaven.

He gave the body a once-over. From this angle, he could see the eagles and turkey buzzards had already begun their work: myriad puncture wounds stood out in sharp relief along the curve of the bare shoulders, so close to the ground that he had almost missed them. His eyes lingered. Something was too familiar in those patterns. Much too familiar.

Shoving the kayak aground and slogging back to the corpse, Osborne dropped to his knees for a closer look. This was not the work of vultures or eagles. No sirree. The Northwoods held many surprises, but that did not include birds with canines, molars, and incisors. Yet he was looking down at four bites, almost symmetrical, two on each shoulder.

Four bites from four different sets of teeth. Human teeth.
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“An expert is a person with whom you go fishing, and if nobody catches anything, knows all the reasons why.”

Anonymous



Marlene ran onto the dock just as Osborne pulled up in the kayak. Osborne had forgotten the woman was six feet tall. She was strong, too, reaching without hesitation to give him a hand up, then help him hoist the kayak from the water. Behind her, Mike, his black Lab, was bouncing happily.

“I take it you reached Chief Ferris?” said Osborne as they boosted the wooden craft onto their shoulders and started up the river rock stairs toward his house. She nodded. Mike took off ahead and disappeared.

“She’s on her way,” said Marlene. She turned to look at him, her eyes dark with concern. “Wasn’t I right? That was no natural death, do you think?”

“I agree with you … but it’s Chief Ferris who makes the call,” said Osborne, reluctant to say more until Lew could check it out. Word spreads fast in a small town, and he knew Lew would want to control just how many details were out there. “She may ask you to keep this quiet for a while, Marlene.”

Marlene trudged in silence for a minute. “Do you think she was raped?”

“I have no idea. The Wausau lab will test for that. One thing I do know, which ought to make you feel better, is this: That individual has been deceased at least twenty-four hours. I saw absolutely no sign of anyone lurking, not even a crushed blade of grass. That body came off the trestle sometime yesterday at the earliest. So don’t you worry that you and your son saw something you shouldn’t have or that you were observed by anyone.”

Marlene’s shoulders relaxed under the weight of the kayak. Even her stride up the rock stairway was suddenly firmer, lighter. Osborne smiled gently at the sight of her relief. He felt like a good father. “Turn right at the gate, head toward the garage, and watch for Mike mines.”

“Mike mines?”

“Dog poop.”

“Ah.” They walked forward in silence. At the gate, Marlene paused to adjust the kayak. “My son is in your kitchen with a strange man,” she said, her voice cheery. “He seems to know you. He walked right in without knocking.”

“Oh yeah? Tall guy?”

“Very tall—with a stuffed fish on his head. Robby is fascinated.”

“My neighbor, Ray Pradt,” said Osborne. “Did you see that trailer home as you paddled toward my dock? That’s his place. You remember Ray, Marlene. He’s just a couple years younger than you and Mallory.”

“That’s little Raysie?” said Marlene. “Last time I saw him, he was four feet tall. My God, he’s grown!”

Osborne chortled. “Yes, he has.” At six feet five and in his early thirties, Ray would be mortified to learn that an attractive single woman remembered him as little Raysie. Whoa, Osborne couldn’t wait to lay this one on his pal. Little Raysie. Wait till the guys at McDonald’s heard about it; the seven a.m. coffee klatch would have fuel for weeks.

“So what does Ray do these days, Dr. Osborne?” She tried to sound nonchalant.

“You mean, why does he wear a fish on his head?”

Marlene laughed.

“Well …” said Osborne, hesitating only because he always got a kick out of describing Ray to adults who spent their lives making sensible decisions. “Ray Pradt is considered one of the finest fishing and hunting guides in the Northwoods. He guides for muskie and walleye in the summertime, ruffed grouse, duck, and deer over the winter. He has clients from Chicago, Milwaukee, even Saint Louis and Kansas City. People who won’t fish if they can’t fish with Ray.”

“You sound like you’re bragging about a son,” said Marlene, a soft smile on her face.

“I do?” Now it was Osborne’s turn to be surprised. “Then I didn’t mention the grave digging. God knows why he does that.”

“The what?”

“Oh, it’s the goofiest thing,” said Osborne, easing the kayak onto the ground beside the sawhorses and pausing while Marlene did the same. The boat was deceptively heavy. “Yep, Ray’s got the franchise on dead Catholics in Loon Lake. He insists he loves it.” Osborne mimicked his friend’s spiel: “ ‘A grave a week on average, double that over the holidays, and triple ‘tween Christmas and New Year’s. Mackerel snappers love to check out before tax time, doncha know.’ ”

At the look on Marlene’s face, Osborne eased up. “Well, it is steady work, and it does augment his income between seasons.”

“Jeez,” said Marlene, “and his father was a surgeon.” Her tone implied that being a doctor’s son should somehow insulate you from career choices such as grave digging. Osborne shrugged. That was just one of Ray’s many contradictions. If anything, his friend and neighbor was living proof you can never predict the future.

“But he’s a hell of a fisherman, Marlene.” And with that, Osborne made clear the bottom line on Ray Pradt. He knew she knew that in the Northwoods, praise doesn’t come much higher.

He chose not to say more: Not to tell her that Ray, his junior by a good thirty years, had taught him more about life than any of his peers, that the two of them drove in Ray’s battered blue pickup twice a week to those heartbreaking meetings behind the door with the coffeepot on the front, and that Ray had saved his life on at least three occasions, not counting the drive through the blizzard the night Mary Lee died.

“Who did you say he’s married to?” Again the forced nonchalance as she followed Osborne’s lead to lift and turn the kayak over onto the sawhorses.

“Ray?” Osborne repressed a big grin. He had been asked this question in so many ways and on so many different occasions it was ridiculous. Why don’t women just flat out ask if a man’s available or not? Even his daughters stepped around such matters, though they were hardly oblique when it came to their interest in his love life. Mindful of Marlene’s childhood friendship with Mallory, Osborne decided to take it easy on her. That plus the fact that her day had not started out so well.

“Confirmed bachelor,” he said. “Too bad, too. The man is an exceptional cook.” Osborne stopped there. She would have to discover the rest on her own. He reached for a large blue tarp that lay nearby and threw one end of it at Marlene.

“That’s so funny,” said Marlene. “I would never have guessed Ray Pradt would turn out this way. He was such a serious kid when we were growing up. I would have thought he’d turn into someone quite different—”

“Oh yeah?” Osborne interrupted, intrigued to hear speculation on Ray from someone who had known him as a child and hadn’t seen him in years. A bad judge of people too often himself, he loved to hear others make the same mistake.

“Oh … college professor, history or philosophy … something like that. You know, responsible father of four.”

“Well, he may be all of those in a certain sense,” said Osborne. “You should get to know him again, Marlene.” She gave him an odd look, her mouth opening then closing as if she had decided not to ask a certain question. Instead, she finished tying down the tarp on her end.

Calm now and over her fear, Marlene was not a bad-looking woman. Tall as she was, everything was firm, muscled even. That was something Osborne liked about his daughters’ generation: These women looked healthy, quite the opposite of Mary Lee and her crowd. What was with the women in his age group, anyway? They were either overweight or bird-boned. Out of shape, weak, and hardly a one could hold in her stomach. Excluding Lew Ferris, of course. But then he figured Lew to be a good ten years younger. Too young for him, unfortunately.

“Marlene,” said Osborne, directing her back around the garage with a wave of his hand, “what the heck were you doing in that swamp? That’s a darned remote area, y’know. Not many folks find their way back in there.”

“Are you kidding? Lots of people know Secret Lake. That’s what we kids called it. There’s a path from my cabin on Shepard Lake—I own my parents’ old place—that takes you back in there. You have to portage a little ways over a patch of Consolidated Paper land, but that’s not hard to do. Dad rigged up kind of a wheelbarrow contraption for our boat, and the two of us would fish almost every day when I was a kid. Great crappie hole—summer and winter.

“So, anyway, that’s what I was planning to do with Robby this morning. Beach the kayak, fish off an old log that was my favorite spot when I was a kid, and … gosh, that body … I didn’t see it until I was on top of it, and it just scared the living daylights out of me. Thank God you came along.”

“Halt! Who goes there?” boomed a man’s voice suddenly from the screened-in porch that fronted Osborne’s home.

Ignoring the intruder, Osborne put a hand on Marlene’s shoulder. “You’re sure you’re okay? And Robby?”

The latter half of his question was answered by Robby himself. Dashing out the front porch door of Osborne’s house, he rushed up to his mother, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Mom, can I go fishing with Ray? He knows where I can catch a five-pound walleye. Can I please, huh? Please?”

“Robby,” said Osborne, “want a pop?”

“Sure. Whaddaya say, Mom?”

“I want to hear you thank Dr. Osborne for the soda pop first; then I’d like to hear you say ‘May I please'; and, Robby, you know we don’t call grown-ups by their first names; it’s Mr. Pradt,” said Marlene, looking over her son’s head at Osborne with a question in her eyes. “As far as fishing, let me think about it.” Osborne could see she wasn’t entirely sure it was wise to trust the well-being of her only child to a man wearing a stuffed trout between his ears—even if she had known him when he was short.

Just then, Ray stepped out from the porch. He was looking exceptionally well put together in a pair of creased hunting pants, the rust-colored cotton duck contrasting nicely with an olive-green fishing shirt, sleeves rolled up and an embroidered walleye glistening on the left pocket. He may have even trimmed his beard, thought Osborne, as the auburn curls flecked with gray looked more tailored than usual. The prized hat must have been left indoors as Ray’s head was bare, the rich bounty of auburn curls that matched his beard gleaming in the sun as if freshly shampooed.

An easy grin highlighted the humor in his dark-brown eyes as Ray loped toward them. Whether it was the care he had taken that morning in the shower or simply the sunny loveliness of the day, Osborne could see from the sparkle in Marlene’s eyes that Ray was looking particularly handsome.

Or maybe it was Marlene. That was it. Osborne watched Ray straighten all six feet five inches of his lanky frame and suck in his gut as he thrust a large hand toward the woman. “What the heck are you doing looking so doggone beautiful, Robby’s mother?” he said, running his words together while pumping Marlene’s hand with enthusiasm. “Doc, she ran out before I could ask her her name.”

Marlene, simultaneously charmed and alarmed, backed up, stepping on Osborne’s foot.

“You’re Ray Pradt,” she said, her voice less certain than when she was talking to Osborne. “Don’t you remember me?”

Ray’s eyes looked her up and down, amused, interested. “Give me minute,” he said, staring at her.

“This is Marlene Johnson,” said Osborne when it was clear Ray didn’t recognize her.

“I am a few years older than you—”

“No, don’t tell me,” interrupted Ray, raising his hands as if to stop her, “you look at least five years younger.”

Marlene blushed a deep red. Osborne shook his head; there was something about Ray that ladies liked right off the bat. On the other hand, Ray never played his hand quite right once he had his foot in the door. In the two years they had been fishing and kibitzing together, Osborne had learned more about women just from watching Ray’s mistakes. Another lesson appeared to be on its way.





four


“The last point of all the inward gifts that doth belong to an angler is memory.

The Art of Angling, 1577



“Hey, you.” Ray leveled a stern look at Robby over his mug of hot coffee. “Knock, knock.”

The youngster, delighted to find a grown-up capable of communicating on his five-year-old wavelength, swung his legs so hard he could barely stay in his chair.

“Who’s there?” said Robby with a grin so wide it framed three missing teeth.

Osborne looked away from the kitchen window where he was watching Lew’s cruiser pull into his driveway just in time to see a smile break on Marlene’s face. Robby’s pride in letting Ray know he knew this game was so infectious, Osborne followed her lead with an understanding grin of his own.

Ray, meanwhile, having positioned himself across from Robby at the round kitchen table, sat with his legs crossed, arms folded, and fish hat resting in front of him, while his face did its darnedest to look serious.

“Canoe,” said Ray.

“Canoe who?” The short legs kicked faster.

“Canoe come out and play?”

“Oh, you!” Robby slammed one fist on the table and hit his forehead with the other. If there was ever a question of Robby’s fishing with Ray, the look on Marlene’s face sealed the deal.

She’s a Northwoods woman all right, thought Osborne. Probably married and divorced a city boy and relieved to finally find a man who could do for Robby what her father had done for her. Yep, chances were good the little guy would see a cane pole, a bobber, and one of Ray’s famous egg salad sandwiches before the week was out—not to mention a stringer of big, fat walleyes. Ray might have to poach to make Robby’s dream come true, but poaching was just one of the illegal acts that Ray could indulge in when absolutely necessary.

“Doc.” Ray looked over at Osborne with a sideways glance. “Any problem my hearing what you have to say to Lew, or do you need me to leave?”

“Stay right where you are,” said Osborne.

As he spoke, the back door opened.

“Turns out I do have a missing person,” said Lew in her clipped way after Osborne had finished describing the scene at Lost Lake. She had taken the chair next to Ray at the kitchen table and gratefully accepted a microwave-warmed mug of black coffee. She was hardly relaxed, however, positioning herself on the edge of the chair and swallowing the coffee in gulps.

Osborne couldn’t take his eyes off her. The police department’s summer uniform of khaki pants and a matching shirt, buttoned to the neck and anchored with a forest-green tie, set off the warm brown of her skin, lightly toasted by a late-spring sun. Her mouth was generous, smiling easily, exposing the even whiteness of her teeth. Osborne could never get over the fact she had the blackest eyes, the liveliest eyes of any woman he’d ever known. Right now, those eyes were focused on him.

It had crossed his mind in recent weeks that Lew had a way of filling a room. At least, he was acutely aware when she was nearby. Not a small woman, Lew Ferris stood about five feet eight inches tall, with a figure Osborne described to his oldest daughter, Mallory, as “trim, extremely fit, and with enough upper-body strength to slam a two-hundred-pound drunk to the deck so fast he’d never know what hit him.” This morning her khaki shirt was tucked neatly into the belted waistband of her smooth, narrow-legged trousers, but not so loosely that Osborne wasn’t aware of her breasts pushing against the crisp cotton.

Even though Lew had a tough edge to her—she had been brusque in her introduction to Marlene—she exuded confidence, a subtle warmth, and something more. Erin had nailed it. As a Loon Lake wife, mother of three, parttime lawyer, and chairman of the Loon Lake school board, she knew people. Better than that, she knew women. It was Erin who had commented to Osborne after watching Lew during a county commission meeting when she was being grilled on her annual budget that she considered Chief Ferris one of the few women she knew to be “happy in her skin.”

Osborne was not sure exactly what that meant, but he knew he was happy when she waved to him if their vehicles happened to pass going in opposite directions, when she invited him to share a trout stream on a calm summer night and, at the moment, he was doubly happy that she was inhaling coffee in his kitchen. At the same time, he was refusing to think how deeply pleased he would be if she drafted him to be a deputy on this case.

“Just as I was leaving the office after Marlene’s call,” Lew was saying, “Phil Herre stopped in to tell me he and Georgia haven’t been able to reach their daughter, Sandy, for a couple days now. She’s got her own place, so they didn’t worry too much at first, but when she didn’t show up for a nephew’s baptism yesterday, they got concerned. And she hasn’t been answering any phone calls. He asked me to go with him to her town house on my way out here, which I was happy to do….”

The kitchen was quiet as Lew took a long sip of her coffee. “No sign of the woman. She’s got a bassett hound, and the poor dog was left in the house the entire weekend. Phil said it was not like Sandy to leave him with no food or water, having accidents all over the place—”

“Sandy Herre?” Osborne interrupted. Bracing both hands on the kitchen counter where he stood, he dropped his head, thinking hard. That mouth, the crowded teeth on the lower jaw … it had looked so familiar. “Sandy Herre,” he repeated himself. “Excuse me a minute.”

Osborne hurried around the garage to the little room off the back where he cleaned fish. Using his shoulder, he shoved at an inside door that opened reluctantly to a narrow storage area running across the rear of the garage. Here he had hidden the old oak files that held all the dental records from his practice. Mary Lee had insisted that he throw them out. Instead, when she was out playing bridge one night, he had enlisted Ray to help him hide them back in here. Fortunately, she had never thought to look in this musty, cobwebbed room.

The files were meticulously organized. He had separated his thirty-five years of dentistry into decades, then alphabetically within each decade—a system that had evolved from his habit of making up new files for each patient every ten years or so.

He loved these files. They spoke to him of his pride in his work and his affection for almost all the people that had needed him. He and Ray often joked that the dental file was to Osborne what the headstone was to Ray: a point of departure for a good story. And if Ray insisted that the inscription on a headstone was a clue to character, Osborne could argue that what he found in a mouth was a metaphor for a life: sparkling clean or crummy with unnecessary plaque; teeth broken and left unrepaired or strong from healthy habits; every space accounted for or gaping holes where teeth should have been, holes left open for reasons beyond the owner’s control.

To find Sandy Herre, he had to go back only seven years. He was lucky she was there. Anything more recent than five had been left with the young dentist who took over his practice.

Osborne pulled the file and opened it to find a set of full-mouth X rays taken when she was sixteen. Turning toward the light from the doorway, he held up the narrow strip of white cardboard with its small gray black inserts. As he studied the X rays, he could recall Phil Herre’s voice as he, a man of modest means, and his daughter had decided she could live with the slightly crooked lower teeth because the bill for orthodontics would have crippled the family’s finances.

Lew rose from her chair as Osborne returned to the kitchen, the question in her eyes making them seem even darker. She said nothing as Osborne stopped and looked at her, his right thumb cupping his chin as his index finger pressed against his pursed lips. He cursed his autonomic nervous system as he had so often in his life when emotion reduced him to silence. Feeling his eyes tear up, he cleared his throat, but no sound came out. Where should he start? Sandy was just a kid. Only twenty-three. Younger than his daughters. Phil and Georgia would be devastated. And they were such good people….

Ray spoke first, laying a firm hand on little Robby’s shoulder, which caused the child to quiet down instantly. Osborne was always amazed at the intuition of young children: Robby’s eyes, watching Osborne, were as worried as his mother’s.

“Ah, so it is Sandy.” Ray’s deep tones filled the silence. Osborne nodded.

“Hmm …” Ray looked down at the table as he twisted a curl of his beard; then he glanced around at the group, the easy humor gone from his face. “This will be one tough grave to dig.” His voice was matter-of-fact yet soft in the quiet room. “She was a good … kind … woman.” Ray had a way of drawing out his words when the situation was serious.

“Good, kind, and dead,” said Lew, with not a little anger in her voice. “Son of a bitch.” She set her coffee mug down hard as she spoke. “Bring that file along, Doc?”

Osborne nodded.

She walked past him to the door, then gave him a sidelong glance. “Got time to work on this?”

He nodded again. Funny how life turns on a dime.

“Ray.” Lew stopped and turned, her right hand resting on her nine-millimeter SIG Saur holster. “Nobody knows that damn swamp better’n you. What’s the best way to get there from here?”

“The best or the fastest?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Let’s look at a map. Any chance of suicide?” asked Ray, unfolding his long body from the kitchen chair.

“Nope,” said Osborne, “not unless you can shoot yourself in the back of the head. And, Lew, I suggest you call your bug man right away. If you can get him in to set time of death, you can probably shave two to three days off your billing from the Wausau boys.”

“Good idea, Doc. Bob Marlett is terrific with maggots, best in the region, and he lives just over in Point. Boy, if I can get him up to the site before we bag the body … well, let’s just hope he’s not on vacation.”

Marlene, who had been leaning against the kitchen counter behind her son’s chair, suddenly brought both hands to her face and burst into uncontrolled sobbing.

“Oh, golly,” said Osborne. He set the file down on the table and walked over to fold his arms around her. “There, there.” He patted her heaving shoulders as if she were one of his own daughters. “Marlene … kiddo,” he murmured into her ear, “take it easy. I’ll tell you what. Mallory is driving over from….” He paused, deciding not to tell her where Mallory was coming from. “She’ll be here later today. Why don’t I have her give you a call? You two can catch up. Take your mind off this. How’s that, huh?”

He looked over at Lew, expecting her to follow his attempt to console the young woman with something reassuringly official like a request for a brief statement. Instead, he found her watching him with a peculiar look on her face. A look that made him acutely aware that he had his arms around a young and attractive woman. It was a look he had never expected and one he would mull over again and again in the coming days, secretly pleased each time.





five


“At the outset, the fact should be recognized that the community of fishermen constitute a separate class or subrace among the inhabitants of the earth.”

Grover Cleveland



A quick study of the Wisconsin Gazetteer, an atlas of back roads that Osborne kept in his car, along with a suggestion from Ray, pointed them in the direction of an old logging lane running parallel to the abandoned North Central Railroad tracks. With luck, they could park close to the body.

Lew waited while Osborne double-checked the contents of his black bag, making sure he had all the dental instruments he would need for an on-site exam. He slipped Sandy’s file in, too.

“Call the Herres, Lew?” he asked before they left the kitchen.

“Not until I’m absolutely positive.”

“Doc,” said Ray, walking them out to Lew’s cruiser, “I’ll take care of Marlene and Robby … put their kayak in my truck and give them a ride over to her cottage. But I stopped by for a reason.” Ray thrust his hands into his pockets and looked at Osborne with unsmiling eyes. “I hope you don’t mind; I have a favor to ask for one of my clients.”

“Sure,” said Osborne, opening the door on the passenger side of the police cruiser and wondering why Ray looked so uneasy.

“I would like to borrow your Browning, if I may.”

“My twenty-gauge?” Osborne, who had just bent to climb into the car, straightened up to stare at his friend. Ray knew better than that. The Browning was one of his treasures. He had purchased the Belgian-made side-by-side shotgun with the small inheritance he had received from his father. The Browning was more than a gun; it was a cherished relic. He loaned it to no one, not Erin, not Mallory. Not even the man who had saved his life.

“What are you doing after you drop off Marlene and Robby?” asked Lew, buying Osborne time to consider the request.

Ray checked his watch. “It’s ten-thirty now. I have to meet my client at the gun club at one. Doc, it’s that Gabrielle from Dallas. Her fiancé is taking her wing shooting in Ireland, and he has some fancy twenty-thousand-dollar shotgun from Holland & Holland. She wants to impress him, and I had mentioned your Browning—”

“Do you have time to meet us at the site in half an hour?” interrupted Lew.

“I can do that.” Between his question and her questions, Ray looked a little discombobulated.

“Let me think about the gun,” said Osborne, still perplexed by the request. He knew all about the client. Ray had been thrilled to book the flashy Texan who was staying at the exclusive Dairyman’s Association in Boulder Junction. She was paying him a thousand bucks a day for crash courses in walleye fishing, skeet, and shooting clays, courses she hoped would coax a wedding ring out of her billionaire boyfriend. Osborne wavered. If the gun was worth another five or ten thousand for Ray, who could really use the cash, and if it would help to land Hubby Number Four, garnering Ray a serious bonus even, should he be selfish? Ray would take good care of the firearm.

“All right, all right,” Osborne called out with some reluctance as Ray was opening the door to the back porch, “you can borrow the gun. Take it out of the cabinet while you’re in there. You know where I keep the key.”

“Thanks, Doc.” Ray smiled and stepped into the house.

“You sure you want to do that?” asked Lew as she turned the ignition key. “The look on your face—”

“No,” said Osborne, “I’m not. The last thing I want is that gun in the hands of some overaccessorized blond, but the woman is the best piece of business Ray’s ever landed. I don’t think I told you about her, Lew.

“Gabrielle Westbrook is a well-preserved divorcée, maybe in her forties, and stalking Husband Number Four—maybe it’s Number Five—who the hell knows with people like that. She called Ray out of the blue two months ago and told him she wants this big-game goombah to think she’s an expert outdoorswoman. Offered to pay him a thousand a day—”

“A thousand bucks a day?”

“Yep.”

“That’s a lot of money for Ray.”

“That’s a lot of money for anybody, especially up here … and I owe him, Lew. He’s been there for me when it counted. You know that. So he can have the damn gun.”

And Lew knew exactly why he owed the younger man.

Taking cover under an overhang of the Wolf River while trout fishing late one night, they had had to wait nearly an hour for a thunderstorm to pass. An hour during which Osborne had told the story of his wife’s death. He wanted her to know the details of that night because it explained his loyalty to Ray Pradt.

Lew tended to come down hard on Ray, needling him for his bad jokes, his ill-timed bird calls, and his record of misdemeanors, a lengthy list that included repeated citations for poaching on private land and, at the same time or on other occasions, smoking a popular controlled substance. It was the latter that caused her to balk at deputizing Ray just when he was most needed.

Lew might deputize Osborne for help in identifying victims and early clues to cause of death, but when she needed a jump on some nogoodnik hunkered down in an abandoned whiskey still somewhere deep in the Northwoods, she would need Ray, arrest record and all. At least Osborne thought so. No one—meaning no one on the police force or in the Loon Lake telephone directory—could cut through woods and cross water like Ray. It was as if he had been born with the instincts of an eagle. It had crossed Osborne’s mind more than once that where Ray’s father had been a cutter of the body, Ray could go to the heart of nature. Unerringly and without fear.

And so he had taken advantage of the lightning strikes over the Wolf River to make Lew listen. Methodically, as if detailing a new technique for root canals, he had described Mary Lee’s dedicated torture of the young and not-so-innocent fishing guide.

It started when Ray lucked into ownership of the property next door to the Osbornes’ newly constructed lakeside home because he happened to be at a grave site, waiting to fill it in, just as the deceased’s heirs discussed their plan to put the land up for sale. Loon Lake being one of Wisconsin’s top five trophy muskie lakes, Ray, shovel in hand, made an offer over and above the asking price.

Days later, the parking of the “Pradt Mobile,” the scruffy trailer Ray called home, in full view of Mary Lee’s living room picture window, was the catalyst for full-scale warfare. The president of the Loon Lake Garden Club was not going to have that trailer trash ruin “everything I’ve worked for in my life.”

She wasn’t exaggerating. Over the thirty-eight years of their marriage, Osborne had come to realize that he’d married a woman who prized her possessions above all else, certainly above him. Nor was she happy unless she was in full control of any life that touched hers. This meant she was seldom happy.

If Osborne had fine-tuned the art of escape through fishing, Mary Lee had turned negativity into her artistic achievement. The most pleasant remark or gesture from her husband—or a friend—was always interpreted as a cover for some hidden, dastardly agenda. Only her daughters were viewed as benign.

And so it was that Ray met one of the few people who ever hated him.

He took it on the chin. Where Osborne had learned to duck and cover, Ray stood his ground, a sheepish, amiable grin flitting across his features as Mary Lee conducted herself like Rumpelstilskin, stomping along the property line, hands hard on her hips or fingers jabbing into the air, and all the while shouting demands.

“I hear you, Mrs. Osborne,” was Ray’s gentle response. Just those words and nothing more. One morning, pushed to the edge by Ray’s refusal to move his trailer and the Oneida County sheriff’s determination that the Pradt Mobile was legally sited, she even called Ray’s heritage into question. At that point, Osborne suggested she quiet down. He reminded her it was Ray’s mother who had proposed Mary Lee for membership in the Rhinelander Garden Club, a group considered more prestigious because it drew from a population ten times the size of Loon Lake.

Meanwhile, unbeknownst to Mary Lee, Osborne decided to befriend Ray, whom he had heard was a wizard when it came to catching trophy fish, whether muskie, walleye, bass, or bluegills. Inviting the younger man to share a couple beers one night when Mary Lee was out playing bridge, the two men reached a détente, based on mutual regard for the trophy fish each had caught over the years. The détente was tested only once, when it was discovered that Ray was piping his sewage illegally, down a gulley that emptied into Mary Lee’s rose garden.

The morning Mary Lee realized why her roses were flourishing was one of the few times Osborne got in the way of his wife’s ballistic behavior: “You’re winning awards for the damn flowers, woman,” he had said, “so put a lid on it.”

She was so stunned, her jaw dropped. But Osborne wasn’t finished: “The last thing we need is inspectors over there who might drop by here. You hassle Ray Pradt on his plumbing, and I can guarantee I’ll be tearing down that gazebo you insisted on building ten feet too close to the shoreline.” Mary Lee shut up, though she stomped around the house all day.

That afternoon she went golfing with her girlfriends. Osborne, extremely pleased with himself, strolled down to Ray’s dock with a six-pack of cold Leinenkugel’s and the news that Mary Lee had been told to back off. Early the next morning, he found a mess of fresh-caught bluegills on the back porch, filleted and ready for the frying pan. Prized catch in hand, he stepped into the kitchen only to be confronted with yet another surprise. During the night, Ray had moved the trailer twenty critical feet, twenty feet that restored Mary Lee’s vista and made her happy for an entire day. She backed off Ray for a few weeks after that, but soon she found other matters to niggle about. Basically, his very presence aggravated her, and she made no effort to hide it.

That February, a blizzard blew out of the northwest, closing roads and whipping snow so deep into driveways that travel was hopeless. Late on the worst night of the storm, Mary Lee’s viral bronchitis turned deadly. It was four in the morning when Osborne knew he had to get her to the hospital. Desperate, he called the only man with a pickup that could plow through their driveway.

Ray hitched the heavy blade on in thirty-below-zero temperatures and three feet of blowing snow, plowed them out, then insisted on driving behind them to the hospital. “If you go in the ditch, Doc, it’s all over.” And so the two men did everything they could to save the life of a woman who had made them both miserable.

When it was over, Ray was there to drive Osborne to Erin’s to deliver the grim news. On the way, Osborne tried to apologize for all the abuse that Mary Lee had heaped on the younger man, but Ray had only shrugged and smiled. “Doesn’t matter, Doc. Never did.”

That was as much of the story as Osborne chose to share with Lew, though he suspected she knew the rest.

In spite of the fact that Mary Lee had been a hard woman to live with, her death left a hole in Osborne’s life, a well of loneliness he tried to fill in all the wrong ways. So wrong that some mornings he awoke on his living room floor, never knowing how he got home. He had, in fact, a vague memory of being helped one night by a police officer who closely resembled Lewellyn Ferris. Why he didn’t end up dead, in jail, or without a driver’s license, Osborne never quite knew.

It was Erin who intervened, demanding he get help or lose his children and grandchildren, too. She drove him to Hazelden for rehab. Weeks later, back in Loon Lake, he drove himself to AA. The Loon Lake chapter met every Tuesday night. On his first visit, he entered to find an unexpected but familiar face.

“Hey, Doc,” said Ray, “take a seat over here if you’d like.”

“Thank you, Ray,” Osborne had said, walking past other familiar faces. Several were former patients. Two he knew to be drunks, but the others were a real shock. The room was silent as he took his chair. Then Ray curled his right upper lip and let go with a bird trill that brought the other six people in the room to their knees in hysterics. That’s when Osborne knew for sure he could change his life. He went home happy for the first time in years.

“Years?” Lew had asked him as he finished his story.

“You betcha.” He was happy that night, too, that he was alive to hear the ripples of the river and see the glow of the moonlight in those dark eyes.

Yep, he owed Ray more than the loan of a gun.

Lew’s radio hummed suddenly: “Chief Ferris?”

“Lucy.” Lew grabbed the handset. “What’s up? I’ve got Doc Osborne in the car, and we’re heading over to a logging road that’ll put us close to the victim. Looks like it’s about a third of a mile past Fire Number Forty thirty-nine. I’ll call in after I see exactly what we’ve got.”

“Fine, but a call just came in from some folks over in Pine Lake, Chief. They found a fatality on the road to their house about half an hour ago. Looks like some woman was out jogging and had a heart attack or something. Wait—hold on a minute, the emergency line is ringing …

As Lew pulled off the county highway and continued down the dirt road, she held the microphone open, waiting for Lucy.

“That was them again,” said the switchboard operator. “Not a heart attack. They looked closer and … well, they sound pretty upset. Apparently someone out there thinks she was shot.”

“Oh for God’s sake,” said Lew, “will you please tell them not to touch a damn thing.”

“I did, Chief,” said Lucy. “Do you want me to get Roger out there?”

“Yes, please, and tell him not to touch a damn thing.”

“Okay,” said Lucy.

“Anything else?”

“Hank Kendrickson called. Wants to know if you can go to dinner and fly-fishing with him tonight. Or fly-fishing and dinner, whichever, depending on your schedule.”

Osborne froze. Kendrickson was fairly new in Loon Lake, a well-to-do businessman, who appeared to be in his late forties and who Osborne had met only once. Osborne relied on his cronies at McDonald’s, with whom he had coffee most mornings at seven, to update him on local gossip. But when it came to Kendrickson, all anyone had gleaned to date was that the man had plenty of money, drove a Range Rover, and had bought the game preserve over in Hazelhurst with money he made in the stock market. Osborne hadn’t paid much attention to the gossip. He sure would now.

“What did you tell him?”

“I said you were booked pretty solid with two murders and a bat loose in a house over on Lincoln Street.”

Lew snorted.

“I said you’d get back to him,” said Lucy. She was an older woman, kind of a blowsy blond with penetrating blue eyes, early wrinkles from smoking too much, and a no-nonsense attitude she applied to shield her boss from the ridiculous: the missing pets, angry mothers-in-law, and late trash pickups. Right now, she was doing her best to keep the tension level under control, given that she was well aware that two deaths in one morning was a very serious matter for Lew.

“Jeez,” said Lew. “Why does everything happen at once? Lucy, would you mind calling Hank back? Tell him we’ll do it sometime next week.”

A few more back-and-forths with Lucy, and Lew was able to set the handset back on its hook. “That woman’s a pro, Doc. Don’t know what I’d do without her.”

“So, how did you meet Hank Kendrickson?” asked Osborne in what he hoped was a carefree tone of voice.

“Jerry Redfield put us in touch,” said Lew, referring to an elderly man considered the guru of fly-fishing. Lew had learned much of what she knew from old Jerry. “He’s learning to fly-fish and asked me if I had time to help him out … like I do with you.”

She looked over at Osborne, and he thought he caught a sly twinkle in her eye. “Of course, I’m not getting a thousand bucks a day. Just a dinner every now and then.”

“Oh?” He hoped he sounded a lot more nonchalant than the awful thud in his stomach indicated.

Osborne glanced at the clock on Lew’s dashboard. Holy cow, it wasn’t even eleven o’clock, and already he was feeling like he’d been taken apart and put back together. What a Tuesday.
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