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one


“A lake is the landscape’s most beautiful and expressive feature. It is earth’s eye; looking into which the beholder measures the depth of his own nature.”

—Henry David Thoreau



The morning was so still not even the wind whispered as Osborne sipped from his first cup of coffee. But as he sat, the woods awoke. A woodpecker rattled on a dead aspen and overhead a squirrel chucked.

He tipped back in his chair, closing his eyes and lifting his face to the sun. Below, just off his dock, a canoe paddle dipped. Henry Darden out for his morning cruise. Mollie, his wife, would be in her paddleboat heading straight across the lake. You could set your clock by those two codgers—on Loon Lake at the dot of seven any day it was decent.

A fish jumped. Even with his eyes closed, Osborne sensed the circles radiating out across the black surface. From the sound of the splash, he guessed a smallmouth. Loon Lake was rich with bass these days. He resisted the urge to trot down with his fly rod and tease a few, too darn cozy right where he was. And his rig was too light for bass anyway. He inhaled. Such peace, such solitude. Such a fine life. Even tonight would be good: He had a date to fly-fish with the woman of his dreams.

Osborne sighed happily. Then he grimaced. Things would not stay this calm for long. The news in the morning paper, folded on his lap, was good and bad. That national bass-fishing tournament set to open in ten days would pump a lot of bucks into the Loon Lake economy. With two warm winters sabotaging their snowmobile tourism, the little town needed the action. But geez Louise, the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel was estimating 15,000 visitors. Fifty professionals paired with fifty amateurs—and the rest gawkers?

Fifteen thousand was triple what the president of the chamber of commerce had told the city council when they voted to allow the tournament. This was bass country and the tournament had been angling for several years to have access to the three hundred-plus lakes in the region. Lakefront owners like Osborne had balked at first. The fishing tournament featured afternoon boat racing, which tended to draw too many cowboys. In the long run, no one could resist the money.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. Twenty miles away, on the very same late July weekend, Tomahawk was hosting their annual Harley-Davidson Rally—another 30,000 razzbonyas. What a contrast: one crowd decked out with bass poppers and miles of monofilament while the other flashed chrome and leather. Problem was, both drank way too much beer. On the roads and on the water, the northwoods would be a zoo. Lew would have her hands full.

Yep, Osborne thought as he opened his eyes and sipped from his mug. She just might need some help. He smiled. Every day he was amazed. Who would have ever expected this sixty-three-year-old retired dentist to be courting a police chief?

Not Henry and Mollie, that’s for sure. He could imagine the expressions on the faces of those two every time Lewellyn Ferris’s squad car passed their kitchen window, two doors down from his, on its way to Osborne’s. He wouldn’t put it past Mollie to sneak by in the wee hours to see if Lew was spending the night. They had nothing on him yet, but boy, hope springs eternal.

As if in answer to his thoughts, tires crunched in the driveway. Lew. He heard the door slam and waited for her whistle. It was a habit they had fallen into while grouse hunting last fall—makes it easy to know exactly where someone is in the woods so you shoot a bird and not a buddy. These summer mornings she often used it to see if he was already out on his deck.

But today—no whistle. Instead, footsteps through the house and the porch screen door banged. Heavy feet hit the wooden stairs behind him.

“Ray? Grab a mug.” Eyes closed again, Osborne kept his face to the sun as he waved his hand toward the coffeepot on the table beside him. He was surprised. The fishing guide was usually on the lake by now, with or without a client. Had he caught his limit already? Or more than that? Ray bent the law whenever he needed to.

When there was no answer, Osborne turned around.

He was surprised to see his daughter standing there, eyes red, arms crossed tightly across her body as if she was holding herself together. She wore jeans and an old purple T-shirt. Her pale blond hair was pulled back in a single braid. Her face looked pale, washed out.

“Erin, honey!” Osborne dropped his feet from the deck railing and stood up, a terrible feeling in the pit of his stomach. “What’s wrong—are the kids okay?”

“Kids are fine, Dad.”

“Are you okay?”

At the sound of his three simple words, his daughter collapsed onto the steps, covered her face with her hands, and sobbed.

Osborne watched in astonishment. He had just seen her two days ago and she was as lighthearted as ever. What on earth? He stood there, unsure what to do as the younger of his two daughters cried her heart out. Finally, wiping at her nose with the back of one hand as if she were three instead of thirty, Erin looked up, her eyes desperate.

“Tell me this—are we dealing with a life-and-death situation?”

“The dream is back, Dad … and there’s a reason. Can we take a walk?”

“Of course. Let me unplug the coffee.”

He knew the dream. It had taken two years of expensive psychological counseling and weekly trips to Wausau to push it out of her head. Why the hell was it back now?

Erin walked past him down off the deck toward the driveway. He followed her up the driveway to the road. Osborne’s home sat on a peninsula between two lakes in the Loon Lake chain of five lakes, each identified by a number. He expected her to turn left or right to follow the road, but she crossed instead. The overgrown path ahead of her would take them into an old hemlock forest and over to Second Lake.

“Erin … wait.” He wanted her to stop. She hadn’t been in there for seventeen years.

He hadn’t either. In fact, he had no intention of ever going in there again. “Erin, please stop. Where are you going?”

She marched ahead as if she hadn’t heard him. Osborne hurried to catch up. Maybe it would be okay. After all, things had changed. A cottage now graced the path that led into the old forest. He wondered if they weren’t trespassing and hoped no one was home.

But as he followed Erin into the woods, he could see one thing had not changed. The old hemlocks stood guard still, as menacing and secretive as ever. He had played there as a boy and even then would stay for only a short while. The forest floor beneath the trees was dark and shadowed and silent. He felt like he always had: that he was being watched. Erin must have sensed it, too, because she slowed and dropped back as if to be closer to him.

The old hemlock loomed ahead. The fallen one, the skeleton.

He caught up with her just as she stopped. She was looking down. His gaze followed hers into the cave that nature had carved under the branches of the ancient tree. And as if it were yesterday, he remembered every detail of that awful sight.

He had arrived home early from the office that late summer day seventeen years ago. He was planning to change, meet Dick at the landing, and get in a good evening of muskie fishing. But when he drove into the driveway of his new home, it was filled with cars. Mary Lee’s bridge group was running late. He’d hurried into the kitchen only to find Brenda Anderle, a pretty redhead who had just moved in down the road, on her knees trying to comfort Erin.

“She’s upset about something, Dr. Osborne.” Brenda had looked up with concern in her eyes.

“Paul—I told Erin I’ll help her out in a few minutes. I have one more hand to play,” Mary Lee called out from the living room, exasperation in her voice.

Meanwhile, Erin was looking up at him, eyes wide and terrified. She was wearing her Brownie uniform as was another little girl, standing by the back door, whom Osborne didn’t recognize. “Oh, Daddy,” Erin said, “we found a dead thing in the woods. I think it’s a person and it’s … it’s too scary, Dad—”

“A deer carcass, Erin. Don’t worry about it.” Osborne interrupted, feeling as impatient as his wife. These kids had imaginations out of control and he was already running late.

“No, Dad—it’s not!” The child was trembling. Osborne had never seen her so upset. The other little girl had begun to cry.

“Okay, okay. Let’s hurry then and take a look.”

He followed the girls across the road and down the path past the orchard and into the hemlocks. The stately timbers stood high against the sky, shutting out the light. As they ran, the girls told him how they had found this thing. Searching for mosses for their forestry badge, they had been feeling their way through the tangled roots of the old trees.

“I’m the one who found it, Dad,” said Erin, calming now that someone believed her.

“Okay, hon.” Osborne was so sure they had stumbled onto a dead deer that once they pointed to the cave beneath the tree, he hurried over and thrust his face forward so fast that he almost hit it with his nose. He backed off fast. Very fast.

Two arms reached up at him. Human, oozing and green, thrusting their way through a large burlap sack torn by animals. Later, he thought the smell should have warned him but the wind, at that moment, was from the east and masked the odor.

“OhmyGod,” he had managed just before vomiting.

Later that evening they learned that the corpse was what was left of a teenage girl, a local girl baby-sitting for a family of tourists from Illinois. She had been missing from the family’s cabin for two days but they thought she had run off with a boy. It was also learned that a desperate Loon Lake man, a patient of Osborne’s, had been seen with the girl and, later, seen leaving the woods. Before he could be arrested, he shot himself. The murder was considered solved.

“But why deal with this now?” he asked Erin. “That was a long, long time ago.”

“I was so frightened, Dad. But I got past it, didn’t I? And I can stand here today and it won’t hurt me, will it?”

“Of course not, sweetheart. You know, you’re not making much sense to your old man.”

“They found the man who killed her, didn’t they?”

“I believe so,” said Osborne. He hesitated. Should he say it? Since he didn’t understand why they were here in the first place, would he make it worse if he told her he never had believed Jack Schultz was guilty? Osborne decided to keep his mouth shut.

“Let’s go down and see if that old bench is still by the water.”

Again, he followed her. The bench was there, weathered, the red paint long gone, but sturdy enough for the two of them to sit.

“Well, Dad,” Erin managed a grin as she sat down, “I survived that—so … I guess I can survive this.” Tears squeezed from her eyes. She wiped them away.

“Erin.” Osborne put his hand on her knee. “I don’t understand what this is all about. Survive what?”

She sat back, sniffled, crossed her arms again, and took a deep breath. “Mark left me two days ago. I don’t know where he is. I thought he would be back yesterday, but he’s gone. Oh, Dad, I am so frightened.”

“What! Mark’s gone? Well, how do you know he left? Maybe something happened. He fell out of his boat—”

“He left me a letter, Dad.”

“Oh.”

Stunned, Osborne pulled her close. She breathed in deeply as if to settle herself but all the extra air did was flush out more tears. He rocked her as she wept. Erin, happy, ebullient Erin with the perfect family. How could this happen?

“Take it easy, now. It can’t be as bad as it seems. Mark’s a good man. Let’s take some time and figure this out.”

Deep down Osborne had a hunch. Much as he loved her, he knew her to be too much like her late mother in one way: too full of her own life, always overprogrammed. Even he found it hard to make her stop and listen.

“And there is certainly no reason to be afraid.”

“But I am. I am so afraid. I know that’s why I’m having that nightmare, Dad.”

He gripped her shoulder and felt defeated. For two years after finding the girl’s body, little Erin would wake up screaming, haunted by a dream of bloody arms in a wooden box reaching out to grab her. How many nights had he held that terrified little body? If this was Mark’s way of getting attention, he was having one hell of an effect.

They sat in silence, arms around each other. Osborne listened to the hollow roar of the wind overhead. He watched the whitecaps rolling at them, ferocious and foaming. This peninsula always amazed him—you cross a twelve-foot road and walk half a mile into a different world. First Lake would be still and Second Lake wild. Like life, calm one moment, out of control the next.

Yes, he thought, Erin has a serious problem at hand. But she brought up another one that concerned him just as much. A problem long forgotten but as potent today as it was seventeen years ago. If he believed that Jack Schultz did not kill that girl—and he had good reason to—then who did? And where was the killer today?





two


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

—The Art of Angling, 1577



Thrusting his hands into the pockets of his khakis, Osborne stood in his driveway watching Erin’s van as she backed out. He waited until she was out of sight, then dropped his head in thought for a long, long minute before turning back toward his house and yard.

Mike, always the happy black Lab, was busy picking up and tossing a bright green tennis ball, all the while eyeing his owner eagerly.

“Not today, guy,” said Osborne. “I just don’t feel like it, sorry.”

Looking past the dog and down the hill as he opened the gate to the yard, he could see that First Lake, his lake, was as serene as it had been an hour earlier. He wished he could say the same about his life.

Patting Mike’s head absentmindedly, he mulled over what to do next. He’d lost the urge to join the boys for morning coffee at McDonald’s—this would be the first morning he’d missed in six months. He glanced at his watch. It was too late anyway.

Osborne was the first to admit he did not handle conflict well. Maybe that was why he’d let Mary Lee run his life for so long: the easy way out.

But this situation with Erin, this was different. Different even from a year ago when Mallory, his elder, had announced her decision to divorce. That husband he had been happy to see go. Never did like the guy.

But Erin and Mark? They seemed so right for each other, they complemented one another. Sure, she’s the front man, thought Osborne in defense of his daughter’s outspoken ways. She has the ideas, the charm, and the outgoing personality. But while she might appear to run the show, it was Mark—quiet, solid, calm Mark—who kept it all together, the one who built her dreams.

Osborne did a quick run-through of his son-in-law’s virtues: a successful young lawyer, so good with his hands he could fix just about anything, a decent fisherman, granted he was better at hunting deer than birds—Erin was the grouse hunter. And a good father. A very good father.

Negatives? Osborne pondered that. Too quiet. Yep, the kind of guy who might let a problem build too long before saying anything. And bullheaded when he was convinced he was right. “Bullet head,” Ray called him. Of course, Osborne shrugged, what the hell did he know—he didn’t live with the guy.

So okay, you have a quarrel with your wife, but why on earth would you leave your children? He could understand Mark stomping out for a few hours—but to be missing for a night and a day? He should have asked Erin what was in that letter Mark had left behind.

Osborne rounded the corner of the house and started up the stairs to his deck. Someone had been there. A golden lattice-topped pie sat on the small table that held the coffeepot. He walked over and brushed his fingertips along the sides of the glass pie dish. It was so fresh-baked, it was still warm to the touch. He bent over and inhaled deeply. Ray, you son-of-a-gun, you know I love peach pie. His heart lifted ever so slightly. Little did the rascal know that this was the perfect moment for a peach pie. At least something was right in the world.

“Hey, Ray—I’m out here,” he said in a loud voice, certain his neighbor must be inside looking for him or just leaving through the yard on the opposite side of the house. No answer. Something rustled in the yard behind him. Osborne glanced back over his left shoulder toward the garage and the screened-in corner porch that he used for cleaning fish and storing some of his less expensive equipment. He thought he saw movement.

“Ray? Is that you over there?”

Silence. Not a leaf or a pine needle moved. The dog was busy chasing a squirrel at the far end toward the lake. Osborne looked past the fish hut through the stand of red pine that separated his property from old man Balser’s. The longer he looked, the more he was sure he had seen something, but it didn’t make sense. Ray lived on the other side of his place. And old man Balser was no baker of pies, that’s for sure. He spent his days going to yard sales, filling his tumbledown garage with junk. Osborne made a mental note to ask the old geezer again if he was interested in selling. He would love to have a buffer of land between him and the glut of year-round homes popping up around Loon Lake.

With a shrug, Osborne turned away. He checked to see if the pie was cool enough to pick up. Slipping his left hand under the glass plate, he reached with his right to shove open the sliding screen door. This time he was sure he saw a flash of movement to his right. The dog saw it, too. Mike was up and nosing around the fence on the far side of the fish hut. He gave a low growl and crouched back. Someone or something was definitely there.

“Hel-l-o-o, who’s there?” Holding the pie in both hands, Osborne walked over to the deck railing. No answer. He waited, Mike waited—then the dog snuffled off after something more interesting. Whoever, whatever, had moved on. Balser’s barricade of balsams along the road made it impossible to see anyone walking off to the east.

Kids! Osborne gave up and walked back to his doorway. Normally he would have checked out any trespassers—he kept enough fishing gear on the little porch that he didn’t need youngsters nosing around. But not today. He had too much on his mind.

The house was cool inside, the kitchen meticulous. He made it a point to keep it that way in case Lew dropped by. Setting the pie down in the middle of the kitchen table, he leaned back against the counter with his arms crossed. He wished he could think of some piece of advice, some … thing that would put Erin’s life back together. As if shoveling through a junk drawer, he reached back into the memories of his therapy sessions in rehab.

Were there clues in the map of his own misguided emotional history that might help this daughter he cherished?

He was concentrating so hard, he didn’t even hear the soft padding of moccasins across the deck and onto the front porch. Mike, used to those particular footsteps, didn’t bark.

“Doc?” said Ray, looking toward the bedrooms as he stepped into the living room.

“Out here, Ray,” said Osborne. He moved around the counter so he could see into the living room. “Thanks for the pie.”

“What pie? I haven’t been baking pies—I’ve been digging graves since the crack of dawn. Don’t know what got into everybody, biting the Big One on a gorgeous day like today.”

 • • •

Ray’s lope across the living room reminded Osborne of nothing so much as a young buck caught in the headlights: four limbs exploding in different directions simultaneously. At age thirty-four, Ray still found six feet five inches of height a lot to handle. The rest of him was better organized.

This morning he was so freshly showered that moisture still glinted on the random gray hairs curling through his russet-red beard, a beard that had only recently been trimmed to a more civilized length of four inches from his lower lip. No such concession had been made for the crazed mass of curls on his head. Those he shoved behind his ears and hoped for the best. Ray had too much hair, true, but at least he kept it clean.

Maybe more than clean. Osborne had good reason to suspect that Ray spent nearly as much time in the mirror as a teenage girl. And why not? Any guy would if he had what Ray had: a lean body, a deep tan, an engaging grin, remarkably good teeth, and the kind of eyes (according to his daughter Mallory) that women love to fall into. Actually, Osborne liked his eyes, too. They were honest.

The only thing Ray lacked was steady income. But being in his early thirties, that could change. At least, that’s what the women always thought. People who knew him well knew better. All it took to make Ray happy was a few bucks in the wallet, no limit on his catch, and a place to sleep close to the water. He bragged to his clients that success was matching lure, weather, and the correct-weight monofilament to make for an excellent stringer of fish—be it walleye, bluegill, bass, or muskie. As he always said when he hooked a big one: “Life don’t get much better ‘n this.”

“You didn’t leave this peach pie on my deck a few minutes ago?” said Osborne.

“Nope, but I sure can help you out if it’s more than you can handle.”

“Well, that’s strange,” said Osborne. “I wonder…. ”

“The lovely Lew perhaps?”

“I doubt that—but we’re fishing tonight so I’ll ask her. What’s up?”

“Not much—need to borrow some flour. I’m all out and I got a mess of bluegills to fry up.”

“Help yourself.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Ray walked into the kitchen and over to the cupboard where the staples were kept. An excellent cook, he was always short of something. Chances were good he knew Osborne’s kitchen better than his own. He glanced over at his friend as he reached up.

“Doc, you seem preoccupied … is anything wrong?” he said as he pulled a tall silver canister down from the cupboard.

Ray had an uncanny ability to read the weather—in the sky, on the water, and in a man’s face. While it might make him one of the premier fishing and hunting guides in the entire northwoods region, it was a talent not always appreciated. And right now Osborne did not feel like talking about Erin, not even to the man he considered one of his closest friends.

“Nah, I was just thinking about that girl whose body they found across the road years ago, back in the stand of hemlocks. The one they pinned on Jack Schultz—remember that? Or were you too young?”

“Oh, I remember that all right,” said Ray. “A bunch of us kids rode out from town on our bikes to watch the cops pick it up. I remember that like it was yesterday, those bones. The hands with the flesh falling off, y’know—and they were reaching up…. ”

Ray mimicked what he’d seen with a sudden thrust of his own arms. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so desperate in my life.”

“C’mon, you were a kid, you don’t remember all that.”

“Doc …” Ray leveled his eyes at Osborne. “The stuff I remember most clearly is the stuff I saw as a kid. And I will never forget that night. A lot of excitement at home, too, because no one knew who the killer was, remember? Those days my folks never locked their doors and that night they were frantic—couldn’t find the key—and they sure as hell weren’t going to bed until every door and window was locked up tight. One of the Ginzl girls, wasn’t it? I remember you were living here in those days, Doc.”

“Yep, we had just built this place.”

“So why are you thinking about that today?” said Ray as he scooped a cup of flour into a plastic bag.

“I never thought Jack Schultz was the killer. He was a patient of mine, we’d fished together once or twice … and I’ve just never thought he had it in him…. ” Osborne paused, then decided. “You know, I’m going to ask Lew if I can take a look at the file on that.”

Ray turned and looked at Osborne, measuring cup in hand. “You didn’t answer my question, Doc. Why … are you … thinking … about that … today?”

Ray had an annoying habit of stretching out his vocabulary when making what he considered a very important point or asking what he considered a very important question—making it impossible to ignore him.

Suddenly, inexplicably, the inside of Osborne’s eyelids felt hot and wet. He bent his head to run a hand through his hair and hide his face.

Ray reached for the pie. His voice softened. “Hey, you old jabone, you. Time for a good breakfast and a slice of homemade peach pie. C’mon,” he urged with a shrug of his left shoulder. “Whatever it is, Doc, you are not going to solve it standing here.”
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“Some men fish all their lives without knowing it is not really the fish they are after.”

—Henry David Thoreau



The walleye fillets were long gone, the butter mopped up with whole wheat toast, and the pie almost half-eaten when Ray pushed his chair back from the table, extended his long legs, crossed his arms, and gazed out the window at the lake.

“So Mark changed jobs a year ago, huh?”

It was a rhetorical question. Osborne knew he was well aware that Erin’s husband was no longer the district attorney for Loon Lake, the man who went a little easy on him when he was caught inhaling on the Willow Flowage.

“Wonder how he likes private practice. He joined Chuck Kasmarek’s firm, didn’t he?”

Osborne nodded with a grimace. He hadn’t said anything to Erin and Mark when that decision was made. They were so pleased with the huge increase in salary—and with three young children, they needed the money.

“Now there’s a razzbonya.” Ray continued to look out the window as if the answer to Erin’s dilemma might roll in on the next whitecap. “Guided him and a bunch of his law school buddies out fishing muskie a couple years back. They hooked a big one all right. One of their own right in the schnozz.”

“Emergency room?”

“Nah, he didn’t deserve it. I whipped it out with my fish pliers.”

“Ouch.”

“He’d had so many brewskis, he didn’t even know what was happening. That’s a hard-living crowd in that firm, Doc. I know for a fact Chuck’s at the casino almost every night.”

“Oh boy.”

“You didn’t know that?”

“Mark never talks about his work.”

Ray was quiet again for a while. While his friend ruminated, Osborne stood up, picked up both their plates, and walked them over to the sink. The house trailer might appear small from the outside but indoors it was open and airy and kept as tidy as Ray’s boat, which was always in perfect order. Osborne felt welcome any time. He had his own chair at the old oak table with its blue-and-white-checked placemats, and his own coffee cup, white background sprinkled with trout flies. Ray had bartered for it with the owner of the fly-fishing shop up in Boulder Junction: one coffee mug for directions to a tiny private lake bursting with brook trout.

Ray’s yellow Labs, Ruff and Ready, were sleeping soundly on the overstuffed couch in the living room. The aroma of fresh-caught fish sautéed in butter still hung lightly in the air, and a lake breeze fluttered the white cotton curtains framing the open window above the kitchen sink. Osborne turned on the faucet to rinse the plates, then set them on the drainboard and dried his hands. Yep, it was a happy, homey place all right. You just had to get past the rusty exterior with its humongous neon green muskie leaping at you.

Two springs earlier Ray had used his downtime between the ice going out and opening day of fishing to paint the “fish of 10,000 casts” smack dab across the front of his trailer, positioning the monster so visitors had to enter through gaping jaws. Then, just before the arrival of a new guiding client, Ray would position himself behind his kitchen curtains and wait—ready to judge his new client by the expression on their face as they got out of their car.

“Tells me everything I need to know about a person, Doc, everything.”

“I don’t know about that, Ray—that’s before they’ve met you.”

In Osborne’s opinion, the true test was when and if a new client agreed to entrust their life and the lives of their loved ones over deep and unfamiliar waters to the man who stepped out of that trailer wearing a stuffed trout on his head. And he wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

Ray’s approach to a day’s guiding was a frequent source of commentary among Osborne and the rest of the guys in the big booth at McDonald’s. Meeting every morning from seven to eight-thirty or so, the six regulars, all of them experienced fishermen, relished a critique of the man who lived a life they envied. Most had fished with him; almost all had sent friends Ray’s way for guiding. While they admired his talent for locating trophy fish, they were well aware of his faults, not the least of which could be poor judgment in personal relations.

To a man, they had nodded in agreement with Osborne when he said, “That client makes up his mind when Ray comes down those two stairs with that damn hat on—that’s the moment that tries the soul.”

“You betcha,” said five guys simultaneously.

But whatever the exact moment of truth, the reality was that if you were new to fishing with Ray, the outcome of your day was determined in the seconds that passed between the time you got out of your car and shook Ray’s hand. No smile and a thin lip line broadcast that you were worried over getting your money’s worth out of an individual who appeared to need electric shock treatment.

Ray knew instantly what was on your mind and he would plan accordingly: If you looked tense—that thin lip line—you got textbook technique, not too many jokes, egg salad on wheat for lunch, and a decent stringer of bass and walleye. If you were a real pill, you got suckers. And he didn’t want to see you again either.

“On the other hand,” he said to Osborne one night as they sat on Ray’s dock enjoying a peach and lavender sunset, “if the party at hand registers less chagrin—well hell, I’ll give him a day he’ll never forget.”

He would, too, which was why, after all the discussion, the boys at McDonald’s would still book any visiting relatives they knew and loved for a full day of fishing with Ray. It was a day guaranteed to deliver two-word pointers that could change your luck (if not your life), a steady supply of “Ray jokes” (slightly off-color even if females were along), sautéed-in-butter catch of the day (lightly seasoned with fresh ground pepper), directions to at least one “secret” fishing spot (including advice on how to deal with the game warden if arrested)—and a whole lot more fish than the thin-lipped client ever imagined could be caught. The only fish Ray could not deliver on command was muskie but he’d sure as hell help you try—even set you up with a long-term plan you could do on your own.

Ray was not stupid—he knew a happy fisherman when he saw one. He knew who tipped better and who was a heck of a lot more likely to come back even if the weather was lousy. That was how he handled his live clients.

Summers, Ray split his time between guiding fishermen and digging graves for Loon Lake’s Catholic cemetery. Winters he spent ice fishing, shoveling snow, carving wooden muskie lures, and defrosting the ground for the internment of less lively Loon Lake residents. The coffee crowd agreed on one thing: Ray was a marketing genius; he could make a buck off anyone—living or dead.

“I’m not sure Kasmarek’s the sharpest knife in the drawer, Doc.”

“I wouldn’t argue that, Ray,” said Osborne. “But he sure as hell makes money.”

“Easy money. Bought and sold by the mining interests moving in from Canada.”

“You can’t fault free enterprise, Ray. He’s not the only one—but I wouldn’t be surprised if he doesn’t have more than that going on.”

Again Ray gazed out at the water. His tone was softer and thoughtful when he finally spoke. “Kasmarek is dangerous, Doc. He’s not very nice and he’s not very happy.” He looked away from the window to Osborne. “He’d be tough to work for … maybe old Mark is having a career crisis of some kind. He wouldn’t be the first to bring work problems home, y’know. He is a bullet head, Doc. We’ve agreed on that before—maybe he and Chuck locked horns.”

“I’d like to think it’s that rather than something between him and Erin.”

“Tell you what…. ”

Ray pushed his chair back from the table, stood, and reached for the trout hat sitting on top of the refrigerator. Summertimes, he anchored the treasured fish to a baseball cap, the head and tail extending to the right and left over his ears. That way he could wear the hat backward and still get the same effect. He stepped down into his living room and looked into the mirror hanging over the sofa where the dogs were sleeping. Setting the hat carefully on his head, he tucked a couple rogue curls up under the sweatband, then tipped the stuffed trout slightly forward and to the right.

Osborne waited patiently, watching Ray complete an act he performed many times a day and always with the same slow precision he used when casting for trophy fish. Frustrating as it was for friends and relatives, Ray did not rush through life. There was virtue in that, Osborne knew, but it did not make being around the guy any easier. At least watching him, you could see progress. A telephone conversation was something else: Punctuated with long pauses, the wait could be torture. At last, Ray was ready.

“I’ve gotta go by the bank this afternoon, Doc,” he said, ambling past Osborne to open the screen door. “Kasmarek’s law office is right around the corner from the drive-in and one of the gals who works there is a real sweetheart. She wants a pup next time I breed Ready. I’ll stop by and chat her up a little, see what I can find out. You home later?”

Osborne followed him out the door. “Lew and I are fishing the Wolf—heading out around five if she doesn’t get held up.” Even Osborne heard the lack of enthusiasm in his voice. Ray gave him a sharp look.

“Now, Doc,” he coaxed, throwing his arm over Osborne’s shoulder as they stepped into the sunny clearing he used for a driveway, “lighten up. You can’t live Erin’s life for her.”

“I know that…. ”

“No, you don’t. I can tell from the look on your face you don’t. Doc … step back and look at the sit … u … a … tion.” He stretched out the word as he looked hard at his friend. “What’s … the worst … that can happen?”

Their eyes met. They had shared too many sessions in the room behind the door with the coffeepot on the window. Osborne knew right where Ray was going and he knew it was exactly what had been bothering him since Erin’s visit that morning.

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” said Ray. “It was Erin who got you into rehab, she’s the one who led the intervention. She’s taken the lead with Mallory. That’s one family tradition your daughter is not going to follow. Believe me, she’s not. So … given that, what’s the worst?”

“Suicide?”

“Be serious.”

“Okay.” Osborne let his shoulders slump under the weight of his worry. “If they break up, she’ll be so unhappy and my grandchildren …” He couldn’t finish.

“True—but geez, we all have times like this, Doc. You and I both know you can’t beat life, right? So …” Ray resumed the drill. “Is that the worst?”

“I’ll bet you anything Erin will have to go to work full-time.”

“Now that would be terrible,” said Ray, arching his eyebrows. “A full-time job? That would kill me, I tell ya!” And he meant it.

They both burst out laughing. Osborne felt a little better. Ray was right, he had to step back and let Erin find her way. Nothing he could do or say could change a thing.

“You don’t have the whole story yet either,” said Ray. “Two days from now everything may be just fine. If you ask me, knowing your daughter and Mark—I’m sure it will be.”

“You’re right, Ray,” said Osborne with a grudging smile. “Y’know, I can always count on you to be really right—or really wrong. Today, for a change, you’re right.”

Minutes later, walking up his neighbor’s rutted drive toward his own place, Osborne’s step was much lighter than it had been on the way over. Just talking to Ray had eased his mind. Taking care not to drop what remained of the peach pie, he checked his watch. Only nine and a half hours until he would see Lew. That was not a bad thought.

Not a bad thought at all. She might know something about Kasmarek, too. In fact, the more he thought about it, the more he thought Ray might be on to something.

By the time he got to his back door, he had decided to surprise Lew with a picnic dinner. If the mosquitoes weren’t bad, they could take a break from their fishing and eat on the riverbank. Mallory had just sent him an easy recipe for making a roast lemon chicken and an equally simple orzo salad to match—”Just boil the stuff and add herbs, Dad.”

He had to admit he was enjoying Mallory’s interest in his relationship with Lew. She might have her hands full with her divorce, her therapy, her AA meetings, and being back in school, but his elder daughter wasn’t letting any of that or her Chicago location get in the way of helping her old man upgrade his dating techniques. And she seemed to really like Lew. Instead of asking questions, she sent recipes, which he appreciated. Not the recipes so much as her willingness to keep a lid on the questions. Questions he couldn’t answer if she did ask.

He decided to try his hand at the orzo dish, too, and for dessert, they could finish off the pie. Osborne found himself whistling as he checked his shelves for ingredients. Cooking would be an excellent way to take his mind off Erin and bodies rotting in burlap potato sacks.

Half an hour later, list in hand, he headed off to Loon Lake for groceries. The day was exquisite—sunny and breezy and tempered with light gusts from the west. He decided to shop as quickly as possible, put the chicken in the oven, and see if he couldn’t get a little time on the lake in his canoe. Days like today were at a premium in the northwoods.

Actually, Mary Lee’s unexpected death two years earlier had taught him that days like today were at a premium period.

He scanned the roadside, on the alert for a mother bear and two cubs he had seen earlier in the week. Mother bears were hard on old Subaru wagons like his, plus the cubs needed a mom.





four


“Fish and visitors smell in three days.”

—Benjamin Franklin



Summertime is crazy time in the northwoods. Even in little Loon Lake with its population of 3,112, midday traffic on a nice day can reach gridlock proportions. Tourists cram sidewalks, intersections, and parking lots as they rush to stock up for cruises on the decks of their pontoon boats, which would soon perpetrate the same gridlock in the narrow channels between lakes. But Osborne had to admit the tourists weren’t the only ones at fault.

Loon Lake is distinctive for being the last town of any size on the way north to Lake Superior. It is also the county seat and—not least—it boasts a Wal-Mart. Add to that two good-sized grocery stores and Main Street is ripe for crowd control. From mid-June to late August, thousands converge for supplies, to see their lawyer, or to visit family and friends.

When it comes to the latter, a small but potent group arrives to visit relatives incarcerated in the brand-new jail adjacent to the courthouse. Though Lew would never say as much, Osborne could tell just from watching and listening during the midmorning cup of coffee they often shared in her office that she was quite proud of the building she had helped plan and design. It certainly raised her profile among the law enforcement professionals in the region—though the effect was not always positive.

More than once she joked about a less welcome effect the new building was having on her career, calling it “the jealousy factor.” She could always see it coming, too—unpleasant assignments that sheriffs from nearby towns, large and small, would try to fob off on her department with the excuse that Loon Lake had the better facility.

“I hear what you’re saying, but it’s your problem, guy,” was her polite but firm response. “Nope … nope … your problem. Sorry, wish I could help you.”

Osborne would do his best not to grin as he listened. She was as deft at dodging her colleagues as she was at dropping a trout fly under an overhang of brush in a narrow creek. And she was adamant. He felt sorry for her competitors as he had yet to see her hedge on her priorities. And those were three: Get the job done for Loon Lake and Loon Lake only, get it done right—and get on with the fly-fishing. He liked to think that one of these days, if he was lucky, he might be added to that list.

Osborne loved to shop for groceries. Not the shopping so much as the other shoppers, which was why he favored the Loon Lake Market. Yes, the newer, bigger North Country Grocer had a wider selection but at the Loon Lake Market he could count on running into friends or former patients—people he could trust to have the latest in local news. Also, the Market’s bulletin board was still the best in town for anyone with something to sell.

This morning he was lucky to get one of the two remaining grocery carts. Hoping that was an omen, he headed to the produce section for packages of fresh basil and tarragon. Also, aware that it was later than he had planned, he wasn’t disappointed to see that the faces of his fellow shoppers were unfamiliar. The strangers crowding the aisles also appeared more affluent than the average Loon Lake resident, an opinion Osborne could safely base on thirty-five years of practicing dentistry in a town where his year-round patients were easily distinguished from summer “one-shots”—in manner, manners, and appearance.

Halfway down the noodles, rice, and pasta aisle, searching for orzo, he found his way blocked by a woman with a young child. He waited patiently as the mother, whom he’d never seen before and who appeared to be in her early forties, let herself be tortured by a little girl in a hot pink two-piece swimming suit. Osborne guessed the child to be five or six years old—old enough to know better.

“Celia, ouch! Please don’t do that,” the woman said as the kid ran their grocery cart up the back of her ankles. It was obvious the mother was a tourist. A Loon Lake parent would have said nothing and whacked the kid. Forget discussion.

Osborne watched a sly smile cross the little girl’s face as she backed up, waited for her mother to look away, then ran at her again. This time she drew blood.

While the mother bent over to reason with the little monster, Osborne edged his cart around them, resisting the urge to prescribe homicide. That was one virtue of being retired from his dental practice: He no longer had to deal with spoiled brats—and the summer patients had been the worst.

Wandering up and down the aisles, list in hand, Osborne was pleased to find every item he needed, including a fresh, creamy-skinned, never frozen, six-pound capon. Then, in an aisle devoted to local farmers, he came upon an unexpected treat: a pint of fresh-picked raspberries for his cereal the next morning. That reminded him he was almost out of milk.

He hurried toward the dairy section, which was located at the far end of an aisle of frozen juices. Going a little too fast as he rounded the corner, he nearly crashed into what appeared to be a large loon reaching for a quart of half-and-half. It wasn’t, of course; loons don’t drink half-and-half. Able to stop before inflicting injury, Osborne could not help staring at the vision blocking his access to low-fat milk.

The loon-like image was imprinted on a stolid, very tall individual; as wide as it was tall and wearing clothes that offered no clue, the figure challenged Osborne to decide on its sex. Unable to see the face, which was turned away, he finally decided it was female. She wore faded Levi’s and a black leather vest zipped tight over an ample bosom. A leather fanny pack hung off her left hip.

But what was so striking were her arms—tattooed from the wrist up to her shoulders, where they disappeared into her vest. Looking for all the world like the plumage of a mature loon, the arms were covered with dots, stripes, and cross-hatching executed in black and a brilliant white. Osborne was mesmerized. The woman reached for a gallon of orange juice. Then, to his surprise, she just stood there, continuing to block his way. It wasn’t until he looked over at her face that he realized he was himself being observed.

“Dr. Osborne?” The voice was deep, raspy, and familiar. But it was a voice he hadn’t heard in years. And without that voice, he would never have recognized the girl who had once worked for him. She’d been slender then and quite pretty. But slender had given way to burly, and the cheekbones that had once defined a heart-shaped face were bulbous under skin hammered by sun and wind and feathered with smoker’s lines.

But the ice blue eyes were bright and amused. Friendly, even. Much friendlier than the day he had fired her. Even though it had to be twenty years or more since they had last spoken, the sound of her voice and the amusement in her eyes prompted exactly the same reaction he had had that day so long ago: fear. A deep and abiding fear of a young woman half his age. A fear that time had proven to be ridiculous.

“Catherine!” Recognition tinged with guilt. How unfair had he been so long ago?

“Dr. Osborne, you don’t recognize me?”

“I do now. Are you visiting?”

“Hell no, I live up near Manitowish Waters.”

“No kidding. Why did I think you were in Hawaii?”

“That was years ago—fifteen, seventeen maybe. Before moving back here, I lived in San Francisco for seven years and I’ve been here now for almost three.”

“Oh,” said Osborne, unsure what to say next. He reached for a quart of milk.

“How’s Mary Lee—and your daughters?”

“The girls are fine. Erin lives in town with her family. She married Mark Amundson and they have three children. Mallory is single, living in Lake Forest, and Mary Lee … Mary Lee passed away two years ago.”

“Oh,” Catherine stepped back. “I’m sorry to hear that. Was it—?”

“No, no,” said Osborne. “Very sudden. She came down with a viral bronchitis of some kind that went into a killer pneumonia in the middle of the night. By the time I got her to the hospital, it was too late.”

“Whoa, one of those things, huh?”

Catherine didn’t look all that unhappy at the news. Maybe she could see from his face that he was long past grief. Maybe she had been one of Mary Lee’s targets, too. It was only since Mary Lee’s death that Osborne had begun to get some measure of how vicious she had been to so many people.

As if she knew what he was thinking, Catherine said, “Your wife didn’t like me much, Doc. I think she thought I was trying to put the make on you.”

“What?” Osborne could feel his face flush. He was thankful there were no other shoppers nearby.

“And I was!” said Catherine, flashing a smile that lightened the hardness in her face. “But you didn’t have a clue.”

Osborne was so speechless and embarrassed he didn’t know what to do or say. He just wanted out of there.

Catherine didn’t know how right she was and he would never forget that summer. Mary Lee had accused him of being more than the target of Catherine’s affections. She had been convinced he was involved with her. The only justification she had was Catherine’s lush beauty and her reputation. And Catherine was something in those days. By the time she left Loon Lake, she had scored way too many married men. But the unforgivable sin, in Mary Lee’s eyes, was that Catherine left with her head held high—she married the scion of a wealthy summer family. Yes, she was pregnant but she was married.

“Oh, come on,” said Catherine, her eyes twinkling at his unease. He remembered that about her now: She loved to make people uncomfortable. “You were the best-looking man in town. You still are, Doc. What are you … fifty-five?”

Her flattery pleased and alarmed him.

“I’m at least your father’s age,” he said, responding in his most professional, authoritative tone. He wasn’t, of course, but he was desperate to change the subject. “So, Catherine, now that you’re back—are you retired?” He didn’t dare ask if she was married. God forbid he find out she was single.

“Oh, God no,” she said, concern crossing her face as if it were her turn to decide exactly what to say. “I build docks.”

“Docks? What kind of docks?”

“Custom docks—you know, with pilings.”

“They sound expensive.” Osborne inched his cart away, anxious to end the conversation.

“They are—but that area up around Manitowish Waters, Winchester, Boulder Junction. People are building ten-thousand-square-foot log homes. They can afford my docks. You should come up and see ‘em someday.”

“I should.”

“We’ve got a big sign on the road—just drop by if you’re ever in the neighborhood.”

Whew, thought Osborne, she said “we.” Thank goodness.

“I’ll do that,” he said. “Nice seeing you, Catherine.”

Ten minutes later, as he carried his groceries to his car, he heard the voice again. Just his luck—Catherine’s van was parked three spots down from his own car.

“Doc! I want you to meet my husband,” she called, waving as he walked toward her. She had opened the back doors to a silver-gray van and was loading groceries inside. As he neared, she walked to the front of the van and yanked opened the driver’s side door. “Jimmy, get out, I want you to meet someone.”

A leg clad in grimy jeans reached for the ground as a chunky figure backed out from behind the steering wheel with all the grace of a garbage truck. Jimmy was one of those men who wear their pants so low that you see things you never want to know about. Osborne kept his eyes averted, concentrating on the lurid pattern stenciled onto the back of the black leather vest facing him.

Both feet on the ground at last, the man turned to face Osborne. Unlike Catherine’s, his vest was open, exposing an impressive acreage of hairy chest and belly. The landscape could hardly be ignored given that it featured black and white tattoos identical to those running up both Catherine’s arms. And his own, though Jimmy’s arms were thicker and wider, allowing for more variation on the theme. Hard to miss these two.

Osborne extended his hand. “Glad to meet you, Jim. Paul Osborne.”

“He’s the dentist I used to work for—I’ve told you about him,” said Catherine, poking her husband with her elbow. Osborne cringed. Discussed by this pair? That wasn’t a happy thought.

“Oh, yeah, I know who you are.” Jimmy reached down to slip both thumbs under his waistband. Once his pants were safely anchored over his hips and under his belly, he offered a four-fingered, half-handshake, the kind that Ray liked to call a “sucker grip.”

The lower half of Jimmy’s face was hidden behind a short, ragged light brown beard that matched his hair, which was long and pulled back in a ponytail. His eyes were red-rimmed and half-focused somewhere over Osborne’s head as they shook hands. Osborne had spent enough time around Ray to know when someone was stoned. This jabone was on another planet.

“Those are quite the tattoos, you two,” said Osborne to Catherine. She grinned and pointed to a decal on the side window of the metallic silver van: take pride in your hide. Other, ruder decals decorated the window as well. Osborne made an instant decision to avoid Manitowish Waters for the rest of his life.

“We got these done in Italy last year,” said Catherine, holding her arms out and twisting them from side to side to display the full effect. Cost five thousand bucks.”

“I can believe it,” said Osborne. “The dock business is thriving, I take it.”

“The what?” said Jimmy. He looked back and forth between his wife and Osborne. “The duck what?”

“The dock business,” said Catherine loudly, as if the man were hard of hearing. “I told Doctor Osborne we build custom docks.”

“Oh,” Jimmy grunted as he backed his way into the van, shoveling his butt onto the driver’s seat. Catherine walked Osborne to the back of the van, where she slammed the doors shut.

“Really nice running into you, Doc. Hey, are you still practicing? I just broke a crown.”

“Oh no, I’m retired. Very nice seeing you, Catherine.”

Back in the safety of his own car, Osborne sat quietly for a moment. He watched the van back out and drive off. Catherine was something else, always had been. Building docks? With that animal? Something smelled less than fresh: the thought of those two in a legitimate business.

So Catherine Steadman was back in town…. Osborne backed out of his parking spot carefully. No, wait … Steadman was her name from her first marriage. He knew she had been divorced at least once. Wonder what number husband Jimmy was? He should have asked her name—oh well, with luck he wouldn’t run into her again.

Catherine Steadman, maiden name Plyer. She had been dangerous once—but to people other than himself. Mary Lee’s accusations had been way off the mark. Catherine was a problem, all right, but in a way his wife would never suspect. He’d never let her in on it either.

He was halfway home and deep into memories of the young Catherine before he remembered that he had wanted to stop by Erin’s house to see if she’d had any news from Mark. He decided to give her a call as soon as he had the chicken in the oven.
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