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It’s late January and Loon Lake is hosting an International Ice Fishing Festival. Police Chief Lewellyn Ferris and her limited team are busy with the usual headaches and then some, and Doc Osborne is busy studying fly-casting videos in an effort to impress Lew come spring.

But a panicked call from Rob Beltner leads to a sad discovery: his wife, Kathy, is dead of a gunshot wound. Lew barely begins to investigate the shooting before she’s sidetracked by the imposing figure of Patience Schumacher, president of Wheedon Technical College. Patience is certain she’s being stalked, and as Lew investigates, the uncanny coincidences accumulate like snow on the frozen, deadly surface of Loon Lake …
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Victoria Houston fishes and writes in northern Wisconsin. Along with her critically acclaimed Loon Lake mystery series, she has written several non-fiction titles. Visit www.victoriahouston.com for more information.
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It’s a shallow life that doesn’t give a person a few scars.
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CHAPTER 1

Bracing herself on the open tailgate of her Jeep Liberty, Kathy Beltner jammed first one foot, then the other into the leather toeholds of her aluminum snowshoes. She bent to tighten the straps, then shook both feet to be sure the damn things would hold. God, how she hated it when—just as she hit a good stride—one would slip off. But these cost enough that they better stay on.

As she reached for her mitts, she glanced up at the sky. It was already after three, later than she liked, and overcast with plump puffs of snow lazing their way through the crisp air. Key ring in hand, she hit the button to lock the car, then tucked the keys into her fanny pack, adjusted the straps on her mitts and headed into the woods.

Hurrying along, she found the fresh snow light and easy going. The pale scrim of snowflakes that masked the trail was a wonder of silence with only a random swish of her snowshoes to be heard. She smiled to herself. An hour from now she would be in the hot tub, glass of red wine in hand, while Rob cooked dinner. Having a husband who loved to cook and two kids in college miles away was not a bad deal. Except for one miserable stepmother, life was good.

The very thought of Marian prompted Kathy to pick up her stride. No wonder she was out here today: she needed to work off the stress. And snowshoeing five miles at a brisk pace might just do it. On the other hand, Kathy cautioned herself, don’t let dealing with that self-absorbed emotional midget get in the way of enjoying these lovely woods.

But it was tough to keep her mind off the situation. Marian was complaining again that the estate left by Kathy’s late father was so small that Kathy should give her inheritance to Marian. Unbelievable.

Kathy tromped on, shoving snow-laden branches out of her way as if they were Marian herself. The shoving helped a little. She stopped to blow her nose and look around. The sky had grown darker, the snow so heavy now it was hard to see more than ten feet ahead. She had missed the trail, lost in brooding over Marian, and veered onto a deer trail by mistake.

But she was prepared. This wasn’t the first time she’d missed the entrance to the south loop. Of course, the first time it had taken her three hours to find her way back to the parking lot. Since then, she always made sure to bring along a compass. She knew if she headed west, she was pretty sure she could find the west loop on the Merriman Trail System—and once she found that trail, she should be able to connect back to the south loop without losing too much time.

Her only regret was she would miss the lake—she loved the trail along the lake, with its wooden bridge and the point where she liked to pause and say a prayer in memory of her dad.

Checking the compass, she turned towards the west. The snow was so dense she was relieved she had not forgotten to wear her headlamp. Between the overcast sky and the snow, it would have been impossible to see more than a few feet ahead. She checked her watch: after four. Unzipping her fanny pack, she decided to call home and let Rob know … oops, darn. She’d left the cell phone in the car. Oh well, onward.

Bushwhacking through a stand of aspen, she glimpsed a bright light ahead. She headed towards it. A light meant a house, a barn, a garage—it meant someone was around. Someone who could tell her where she was exactly. Maybe ask them to give Rob a call and let him know she was running late.

As she neared the patch of light, the trees gave way and she found herself several hundred feet from a small wooden cabin. Two windows faced her, glowing from within. Attached to one corner of the building was a lantern illuminating a depression in the snow that had been a path winding towards the front door.

Somewhat out of proportion to the size of the cabin, which could not be more than eight hundred square feet, was a crow’s nest jutting from the roof with glass windows on all four sides, almost like a deer stand.

That’s innovative, thought Kathy, but I guess if you’re going to build a cabin this far out in the woods, why not have it do double duty?

The light radiating from the lower windows made the little place looked so cozy, she breathed a sigh of relief as she started towards the cabin. She knew it was silly but when it got this dark and she was all by herself, she had a hard time sublimating her worry over wolves. Though no humans had been approached—yet—everyone in Loon Lake was aware that six packs patrolled the forests along the Merriam Trail. To re-phrase it: bear hunters no longer trained their dogs there.

Pausing to check her watch, Kathy had a sudden sense that she was no longer alone. She peered beyond a log pile to her right and caught sight of a tall, dark figure standing, watching her. “Excuse me,” she said in a voice she hoped was loud enough to reach the man in the shadows, “how far is the road from here? Afraid I got off the trail and …”

“You’re on private land.” The low, loud growl was not friendly.

“Well, I’m sorry but—I’m lost. I started out on the Merriam Trail, the south loop, and turned onto a deer trail by mistake. I didn’t realize …

“Who sent you?”

“Who sent me?” She half laughed as she spoke. “No one even knows I’m here.”

As the man came towards her, the only sound was the soft swish of his boots through the snow. She strained to see his face but he wore a hooded sweatshirt under his parka, the hood pulled so far down over his eyes that even with the beam from her headlamp, all she could make out was a chin.

“Turn that thing off—that thing on your hat,” he said, aiming a flashlight into her eyes.

“Sure, sorry about that,” said Kathy, reaching for the On/Off switch. She blinked in the harsh light from his torch, hoping he would return the favor. “If you’ll just point me in the right direction? I’ll get off your property right away. And I am sorry to have bothered you.”

She widened her eyes in apology, her lips pressed tight in what she hoped was a charming grimace. As she waited for him to answer, disbelief tinged with confusion filled her eyes. He didn’t answer. He raised his right hand. She had a split second to register the .357 magnum revolver: Her dad had owned one of those.





CHAPTER 2

Rob Beltner pulled the roasted chicken from the oven and jiggled one drumstick to be sure it was done. Perfect. He poured himself a second glass of wine and checked the time. Six thirty. Nearly two hours late. Boy oh boy, he hoped Kathy had remembered her headlamp this time.

After folding a sheet of aluminum foil into a tent, he tucked it over and around the chicken to keep it warm. A French baguette, sliced and spread with pats of garlic butter, rested on the counter—ready for warming the moment she walked in. The chopped romaine salad, already tossed and glistening with olive oil, reflected the flames from the candles on the kitchen table.

Rob blew out the candles, picked up the last section of the newspaper and, after re-arranging the kitchen chairs, settled in, feet up, to wait.

At eight o’clock, he called 911.


• • •


Lewellyn Ferris had just raised her fork with the first bite of buttery, flaky walleye when her cell phone rang. She checked the number, straightened up as she set her fork down and took the call. Sitting across from her at his dining room table, Paul Osborne watched with anxious eyes, hoping this wasn’t an emergency that might ruin their evening. An evening that up until now had been off to an excellent start.

Fresh-caught walleye dipped in seasoned flour and lightly sautéed in butter was his dinner guest’s favorite dish. Accompanying the golden portions were his own homemade coleslaw and cheesy mashed potatoes: the perfect meal for a cold winter’s night.

Even the day had started well. Osborne’s neighbor, Ray Pradt, had stopped in for his usual late morning cup of coffee only to surprise him with a Ziploc containing what had been a twenty-two inch walleye—filleted and ready for the skillet. “E-x-x-cel-l-l-ent morning for walking on water, Doc,” said Ray, generous with syllables as usual. “Got two for me … one for you … and a couple for the good nuns.” Neither of them commented on the fact that Ray’s catch was double the legal limit.

Lew had added yet another pleasant surprise to Osborne’s day by accepting without hesitation his offer to cook dinner. And dinner at his house meant, under normal circumstances, that she would spend the night. But well aware that the call to her cell phone would have been patched through by the night operator on the Loon Lake Police Department switchboard—and then only because there must be a serious incident of some sort—Osborne held his breath.

“Roger, you cannot ticket someone for a law that doesn’t exist,” said Lew, interrupting the caller in an exasperated tone as she rolled her eyes at Osborne. Her shoulders relaxed as she spoke, her right hand reaching for the fork. Shaking his head as he looked down at his own plate, Osborne repressed a grin. Roger had a knack for driving Lew nuts.


• • •


The eldest deputy on the Loon Lake police force, though the newest member and still learning, Roger had decided on law enforcement as a second career, thinking he could coast to retirement writing tickets along Main Street for over-parked tourists. No such luck. Lew kept him on the town streets pursuing over-served ice fishermen, hunters, snowmobilers and other miscreants—an annual motley assortment that needed policing through the winter months.

It was a motley assortment that was swelling in numbers thanks to the pending debut of Loon Lake’s first ever International Ice Fishing Tournament. The tournament promised to bring in ice fishermen from fifteen countries plus vendors of food and equipment—not to mention spectators. Before the week was out, their little town was expected to swell from a population of 3,172 to nearly 10,000, with most of the visitors planning to stay until the end of February, which was a good two weeks away.

Already short-handed due to winter colds and flu bugs, both the police and the sheriff’s department were depending on help from surrounding towns and counties. Meanwhile, since the hordes had begun to descend, Lew and her two officers had been working overtime.


• • •


“I don’t care where he scattered the ashes,” said Lew, continuing to sputter into her cell phone, “the fact remains there is no law against that … Right, Roger. Please tell the property owners if they don’t believe you, they can register their complaint with the police department in the morning. I’ll take it up with the City Council. Now I’d like to finish my meal. Okay?”

Lew paused before repeating herself, “… yes, the City Council. It will require a new regulation … I have no idea what they will do, Roger. But I will bring it up with the mayor in the morning. Tell those people exactly that and ask them to please, settle down. Okay?”

“Jeez Louise,” said Lew, banging the cell phone onto the table. “I put in fourteen hours today and all I want to do right now is eat my dinner. Is that too much to ask?”

“What the heck is Roger up to?” asked Osborne.

Lew took two bites and closed her eyes before answering, “Ohmygosh, Doc, this … is … delicious.” She wiped at her lips with a napkin, then said, “Seems that Myrtle Lund, who passed away last week, stated in her will that she wished to be cremated with her ashes scattered over the lake in front of that lovely home she and Dick owned before he died. The manager for St. Mary’s Cemetery tried to make arrangements but the new owners didn’t like the idea.”

“Really,” said Osborne, helping himself to more potatoes. “Wonder why? Doesn’t sound harmful to me. As I recall, Myrtle had Dick’s ashes scattered over the lake but that would have been before she moved into assisted living. Do the new owners realize she simply wanted to be with her late husband?”

“I don’t know the whole story but apparently Ray Pradt assured the manager, Father John, and the Lund family that he would handle it.”

“Uh-oh,” said Osborne. “I imagine that since the cemetery gives Ray plenty of work digging graves when the guiding business is slow, he feels he has to do what he can to help.”

“I understand that,” said Lew. “But late night drive-by scatterings of cremated clients? That’s a bit extreme, don’t you think?”

Osborne chuckled as he scooped up a second helping of coleslaw and said, “Look at it from Ray’s perspective. His grave digging business is way down due to the economy—not to mention the weather. Much cheaper to be cremated these days. No doubt he sees a financial opportunity in helping people with their ashes.”

“I’m not going to argue the economics of the funeral business, Doc. Problem is Ray attempted to execute the scattering of poor Myrtle’s ashes after the cemetery manager had been told by the property owners that it was not acceptable.”

“Hmm,” said Osborne, glancing out the kitchen window towards the garage and the floodlight illuminating the driveway. He gestured with his fork, “Look at that snow. I can’t imagine that any ashes wouldn’t have been covered within minutes. How on earth did he manage to get caught?”

“The couple who own the place spotted his headlights, found him parked down by their boathouse and called in on the 911 line. He might be at risk for trespassing,” said Lew, spearing another portion of walleye.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” said Osborne. “The Lund property abuts the public landing for that lake. In fact, there is a shared driveway. I know because it used to drive old man Lund crazy when people left their boat trailers blocking his way. Lew,” said Osborne, putting down his fork and leaning forward on his elbows, “why do the new owners care so much about a few ashes? How about some basic kindness towards the bereaved family, for heaven’s sake.”

“I’m sure I’ll hear all about it tomorrow,” said Lew with a sigh of resignation. “Ray’s argument, of course, will be that he meant well.”

“He always ‘means well,’” said Osborne, thinking of Ray’s chronic violations of bag limits and fishing private water. The good news was that Ray tended to go over the limit by a half dozen or less—a pretty small number of fish, which ensured that any resulting fines would be affordable.

On the rare occasions that he got caught, Ray’s excuse was always the same: the unlawful catch was intended for those “caring, hard-working nuns at St. Mary’s who could not afford to attend Friday fish fry,” as if religious intent could cancel the law.

But in the northwoods of Wisconsin, private water is private and bag limits are set in the same stone as the Ten Commandments: Not even the good Lord is allowed to violate those laws.

Lew’s cell phone rang again. She answered saying, “For Crissakes, Roger—” Then she paused, listening, a frown crossing her brow before she said, “Oh, sorry, Sheriff. Yes, this is Chief Ferris. I thought you were one of my officers calling back … what is it? Where?”

Pushing her plate away, Lew got to her feet. “I’m on my way.” Snapping the phone shut, she handed her plate to Osborne and said, “Doc, please, put it in the fridge. We’ll nuke it when I’m back.”

“What’s up?” said Osborne as he helped her slip into her parka.

“Missing skier out on the Merriman Trial. Sheriff is shorthanded just like we are. I’m the only available officer. Doc, I’m sure I’ll be back within an hour or so. One of the forest rangers is meeting me there with a couple snowmobiles. I can’t imagine we won’t find the skier shortly. Very likely she had an equipment failure and is walking out.” She stood on her tiptoes to give him a swift kiss.

Watching Lew’s squad car back around to leave his driveway, Osborne turned to the black lab sniffing around the dining room table, coveting the unfinished plates. “Not so fast, Mike. I’m hoping she’ll be back—or it will be a long, cold night once again.”

Grinning at the sound of his master’s voice, the dog sat back on his haunches, eyes happy and tail thumping on the floor.

“Thanks for the offer, fella,” said Osborne, “but I prefer you stay in your own bed.”





CHAPTER 3

As she pulled into the parking lot at the trailhead, Lew saw three vehicles parked at a distance from one another: A black SUV, a maroon van, and a Forest Service truck with its tailgate down. Two snowmobiles had been unloaded from the truck and a figure bulked out in a dark green parka, padded gloves, and a white helmet with a Forest Service emblem was climbing onto the driver’s seat of one of the sleds—an industrial-size snowmobile with a stretcher on runners attached.

Pulling her squad car alongside the truck, Lew gave a quick wave and parked. Reaching under the seat for her warmest pair of gloves, she popped the lever for the trunk and climbed out of the car. Wet, cold snow hit her in the face. Hurrying around to the trunk, she retrieved a snowmobile helmet and turned towards the rider on the approaching snowmobile. The rider raised her helmet shield as she spoke, “Chief Ferris, Ranger Lorene Manson. Appreciate you’re giving me a hand.”

Lew recognized the forest ranger, a broad-faced woman with reddened cheeks, strands of straw-colored hair plastered against her forehead and a dripping nose, which she wiped at with one finger of a heavily padded glove. Lorene Manson spent most of her time fining cross-country skiers who had not purchased trail passes. She did not look happy to be out this late.

“Happy to be of assistance, Lorene. You know where we’re going?”

“Somewhat. The husband of the missing woman is keeping warm in his van over there. We’ll take him with us since he knows the route his wife usually takes.”

“Does he have a helmet?” said Lew.

“I brought two extra besides the one I’m wearing. I gave him one and strapped the other onto that stretcher back there along with some blankets. You all set?”

“Almost. Give me a minute to get familiar with this sled, will you?”

“Take your time, Chief. I’ll have Mr. Beltner ride behind me. Man, this snow is not helping,” said Lorene, pushing at the snow falling in her face as if she could make it go away.

As the ranger spoke, a tall, angular man in a bright red ski jacket of the type worn by cross-country skiers got out of the van, and paused to pull on the Forest Service helmet and adjust a small backpack he was wearing before striding over to the where the women were waiting. His helmet shield up, Lew could see dark, worried eyes. “Rob Beltner,” he said, holding a hand out towards Lew. “It’s my wife we’re looking for.”

“Chief Ferris with the Loon Lake Police,” said Lew. “You called in the 911?”

“Yes, twenty minutes ago. She should have been home by four thirty.” His voice cracked on the last two words.

“I’m assuming one of those two vehicles was driven by your wife?” Lew pointed a gloved finger towards the van and the SUV.

“The Honda CRV is Kathy’s,” said Beltner. “She always parks here, snowshoes the trail for an hour or two and returns to her car. It was locked when I got here. That’s a good sign, maybe? That no one broke into the car? Her cell phone is there, too. My wife always forgets something. She tends to do that when she’s in a rush.”

“Now which trail does she ski?” said the ranger, motioning for Beltner to climb onto the seat behind her. As he did, Lew turned the ignition key on her sled, revved the throttle and tested the brakes. Then, letting her sled idle, she waited for Lorene to take the lead.

“She doesn’t ski,” said Beltner, shouting over the low rumble of the sleds, “she snowshoes and there is only one trail—that one.” He pointed towards the rear of the parking lot.

“You holding on, Mr. Beltner?” asked Lorene with a tip of her head towards her passenger. “This may not be the smoothest ride.”

“I’m ready,” said Beltner, resting gloved hands on the ranger’s waist, “just please—can we get going?” His words ended in a sob.

“Mr. Beltner—” said Lew. “Rob.”

“Okay, Rob,” she said, adopting a reassuring tone. “The sheriff’s department rescued a skier out here just last week. He’d broken the binding on one ski and was chilled but otherwise okay. It’s a long walk if your equipment malfunctions back in on one of those loops. I’m pretty certain the worst that can happen to your wife is hypothermia.”

“Or a broken leg,” said Rob, his tone grim.

“Like I said—hypothermia.” Lew reached over to pat him on the shoulder. “Aside from our concern right now, is your wife in good health?”

“Excellent health. She snowshoes five miles twice a week. That’s how come I know she always takes the south trail to the lake.”


• • •


The two snowmobiles charged onto the trail, snow billowing off into the darkness. The lead sled’s strong headlight made it possible for them to maintain a good speed as they hurtled past the trunks and bare branches of oaks and maples guarding the snowshoe path.

Soon, as the forest morphed from hardwoods to evergreens, the trail closed in on them: snow-laden branches of balsam and spruce hung heavy overhead. Twice they had to skirt sagging limbs blocking the way.

Ten minutes down the trail, Lorene’s headlight exposed a wooden railing. She stopped so quickly that Lew had to pull off to one side in order to avoid running into the stretcher.

“Sorry, Chief,” said the ranger after jumping off her sled and running back towards Lew. She shoved her helmet shield up and leaned forward: “There’s an access road used by loggers back in here. We should check it in case our person decided to take that route out.”

“Right,” said Lew, switching off the ignition on her sled. Leaning into the wind, Lorene tackled the drifts skirting the access road and Lew started after her, their boots crunching through over a foot of frozen layers hidden beneath the soft surface.

After a few yards, she looked back to see Rob Beltner, flashlight in hand, heading towards the wooden railing, which ran for a distance along a snow-covered boardwalk to end in at a ten-foot-long bridge over a burbling spring-fed stream. Lew knew the spot from years of fly fishing in the area—just as she knew a small lake lay beyond the bridge and that the springs kept the water flowing all winter long.

“Someone has been here within the last few hours,” said Lorene, pointing to a series of depressions still discernible in spite of the new snowfall.

“Yep,” said Lew, pausing to study the depressions. Definitly the tracks of someone’s boots, not snowshoes. They seemed a little large for a woman—though Kathy Beltner would have had to remove her snowshoes in order to leave these tracks, and she was likely to be wearing an insulated boot. Of course, Lew and Lorene were both wearing heavy snowmobile boots that would leave large holes in the snow. Before Lew could speculate further, the depressions ended at a disappearing set of parallel tracks.

“Looks like an ATV to me—” Before Lorene could say more, a shout came from the direction of the boardwalk. They turned to see Rob Beltner staggering through the deep snowdrifts towards them.

“Blood,” he gasped, pulling his helmet from his head. “I think I see blood in the snow along the bank by the bridge.” As they followed him back towards the bridge, Lew’s flashlight picked up more depressions, more boot prints in the snow. The tracks led down an incline and along the stream bank.

She looked up. Rob was hanging over the wooden rail and pointing at a snow bank on the opposite side. The creek, ignorant of human worry, bubbled merrily under the bridge, which cleared it by two feet and allowed the water to rush pell-mell into the lake, whereupon it disappeared under the ice.

As the beams from their flashlights raked the snow bank, Lew could barely make out a dark stain etching its way through the new snow. It appeared to start from a high point somewhere under the bridge to flow in a sharp diagonal down across the bank before disappearing into the lively water. One hour later and that stain would have been buried under fresh snow.





CHAPTER 4

“Rob, stop! You must stay on the bridge,” said Lew, her voice fierce as she tried to keep Rob from scrambling down onto the snow-covered humps of swamp grass lining the stream.

“It’s my wife, goddammit,” said Rob, refusing to take direction as he leapt through the snow along the bank. He stumbled and pitched forward off balance—long enough for Lew to grab the back of his jacket and hold on. She pulled him down, hard.

“Please, Rob. I’m a police officer and this may be—” Lew looked up at the ranger watching them from the bridge, “Lorene, you come down here and stay with Mr. Beltner. Rob, you stay right where you are. You can watch from there.”

Satisfied that the two would follow her instructions, Lew yanked off her helmet. After setting it to one side on the snowbank, she stepped into the rushing water and moved forward until, crouching, she could aim her flashlight under the bridge. Edging his way along the bank behind her, Lew could hear Rob’s breath harsh in his chest.

She didn’t like what she saw and paused before asking in a soft voice, “Was your wife wearing a red jacket with a white band across the shoulders?”

“Yes …” Lew heard his boots hit the water behind her.

“Rob, stay where you are, please.”

“Is she unconscious? Did she slip off the bridge?”

Before answering, Lew felt for a pulse on the woman’s wrist—even though what she saw told her everything she needed to know. The beam of her flashlight followed the lines of the woman’s body, which was folded in on itself and wedged into the space above the water line where the wooden bridge met the stream bank.

If it hadn’t been for the slow seepage of blood from the entrance wound, Kathy Beltner might never have been found until summer. By that time the eagles and the ravens would have spirited much of her away, leaving only scraps of clothing and a skeleton for some hapless hiker to find on a lovely summer day.


• • •


On rare occasions, Lew hated her job. It is a heartbreak to ask a man to identify the woman he loves after a .357 Magnum has nearly obliterated her face.

Lew turned away from the sight of Kathy’s corpse and spoke in a low tone. Rob was silent, dumbfounded. “I … what do I do?” he asked, raising his gloved hands in a gesture of helplessness.

“Not a thing right now,” said Lew. “I have to get the coroner out here, get photos taken, get the EMTs to move her.” She reached for her cellphone, then paused as Rob turned away, shoulders drooping.

“I just don’t believe this,” he said.

“I am so sorry but it is a crime scene and I have protocols—” Lew paused. She stepped back to let him by as she said in a soft whisper, “Rob, before I make this call … would you like to take her hand and say … ‘goodbye’ or …?”

Dropping to his knees, for a long moment Rob stared at his wife’s body as if hoping, praying to see her breathe. Giving up, he pressed his cheek against the red jacket. He whispered words that Lew couldn’t hear and then he cried, his body heaving with deep, harsh sobs that Lew understood too well.

The night she cradled the dead body of her only son, knifed in a bar fight when he was still a teenager, was etched moment by moment in her memory. No matter how fast she might find the person who had stolen Kathy Beltner from her family, no matter the severity of the punishment—Rob’s pain would never be lessened. He would never forget.

Leaving Rob to softly stroke his wife’s still form, Lew waded a few feet back in the rippling stream and turned away, her cell phone out as she waited for the switchboard to patch her through to the coroner’s home. “Evelyn,” she said in brisk tone when the phone was answered, “Chief Ferris here. Put your husband on, please … what? When did that happen? Oh for Chrissake. All right. Will he be released tomorrow? Tell him to call in the minute he’s alert.

“Jeez Louise,” said Lew, hitting buttons on her cellphone again, “Doc? Sorry to call you like this.”





CHAPTER 5

It wasn’t until two minutes after ten that Osborne considered giving up hope that Lew would return. For her to be gone this long meant the situation involving the missing skier must be serious. He certainly hoped no one had died.

Fatality or not, he knew from experience that Lew would be determined to complete her paperwork. She hated leaving it for the next day. “Paperwork just piles up, Doc, and the next thing I know I have to spend a perfectly good afternoon when I could be in my garden or fishing the Prairie with you—doing the goddamn paperwork instead.”

Osborne admired her persistence. He liked to think they shared that trait. Over his years of practicing dentistry, his perfectionism was unyielding: if the fit or feel of a gold filling or a fixed bridge were not flawless, he would work with the patient and the dental lab until it was.

He glanced at his watch for the umpteenth time: ten thirty. Okay, he gave up. But he did expect her to call and let him know she was okay. How many times had they had that discussion?

“You are the only woman I know who spends her working hours with a nine-millimeter weapon on her hip,” he would remind Lew even as she grimaced, “so when you are on the job—I worry.” And shortly after they had met, Officer Lewellyn Ferris had been promoted to Chief of the Loon Lake Police Department, so she was “on the job” most of the time.

“But, Doc, you realize that means calling you every day?”

“So? Works for me.” He did not add that the sound of her voice never failed to remind him that no matter his birthday, he was, at heart, a sixteen-year-old with a crush.

“Oh you!” And so they bantered, but she always called. Even if she had to wake him up.


• • •


Happy and content in spite of Lew’s absence, Osborne set about getting ready for bed. Given they were both devotees of a good night’s sleep he did not take it personally. Tucking her unfinished dinner, which he had covered with foil, into a Ziploc that would keep it moist, he set it in the refrigerator and glanced around the kitchen to be sure he had everything in order.

The dishes had been placed in the dishwasher and the frying pan washed and set in the rack to dry. The dog had been let out for the last time. Noting the near-zero temps outside and the Weather Channel’s reports of increasing winds during the night, he decided to slip on the warmest of his flannel pajamas. That done, Osborne settled into his easy chair with the hardcover edition of Trout Madness, which Lew had given him for his birthday. Mike curled up on the rug next to the chair and with a heavy sigh rested his chin on his front paws.

Reading Robert Travers’ essays on fly fishing the rivers and streams of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula had become his favorite way to end an evening of solitude—almost but not quite as satisfying as a warm summer night of fly fishing with that local police chief who, having stayed on top her paperwork, treasured the hours when she could set her gun aside in favor of waders.


• • •


Osborne set the book on his lap and leaned back, eyes closed, to savor the wave of contentment that swept over him so often these days. He and Lew had fallen into a comfortable pattern of three or four nights together each week. He might kid her with the option of marriage—but only as a joke those evenings she hooked three rainbows and he got none. “You can catch and release those beauties,” he would say, “but I refuse the release. I’m hooked and I’ll stay hooked. Let’s set a date.”

Lew would greet his words with a grin but she was adamant. “Now, you know better than that, Doc. You know how much I love my farm—even if it is tiny and on a tiny little lake with tiny little bluegills. Too tiny for two.”

“I know. But a guy can hope, can’t he?” Lew would catch his eye with a smile and a shrug and make no more comment.

But if it was a pattern of togetherness they both found comfortable, it was also a pattern that left him liking himself better. Better than he ever had during his thirty-odd years of marriage to the late Mary Lee. He thought about that often. It seemed to have taken him forever to learn that there are people in your life with whom you’re just … comfortable. They can stand next to you and not say anything, but you feel good. Just comfortable.

He knew three people like that: His youngest daughter, Erin. Ray Pradt, his next-door neighbor who might be thirty years younger but as talented as God when it came to fishing. And Lewellyn Ferris. How lucky can a guy be who—

Before he could finish that thought, the phone shrilled.

“Doc? Sorry to call so late like this,” said Lew. He could hear a crackle through the phone line, which meant that she must be on her cell phone and at a distance from a cell tower. “I’ve got a homicide out here on the Merriman Trail and our trusty coroner is in the hospital.”

“Pecore? In the hospital?” Cordless phone in hand, Osborne jumped up from his chair and headed towards the bedroom.

“Yeah, seems he slipped on ice coming out of the Loon Lake Pub and may have a broken shoulder. Wonder how many martinis that took? How soon can you get here?”

“Give me time to get some clothes on and,” Osborne checked his watch, “I’d say twenty minutes. Do we know the victim? Need an ID?”

“Kathy Beltner, Doc. Rob Beltner’s wife. Cause of death appears to be a gunshot wound. Rob Beltner is here with myself and a ranger—no question the victim is his wife. But I can’t move the body without an official sign-off on cause of death and,” Lew sounded frustrated, “I’m hoping to heck you can rouse Ray to help with photos. I know it’s late but I’m afraid the weather could screw up any evidence if—”

“I’ll call him right now. Kathy Beltner, Lew? Gee, I hate to hear that. I know the family. Who on earth—”

“You know the trailhead, right, Doc?” She cut him off so fast, Osborne realized Rob Beltner must be standing nearby.

“Yes, I sure do. Will you be in the parking lot?”

“The forest service is sending someone to meet you in the lot at the trailhead. You’ll likely find the EMTs there, too, but be sure the ranger brings you and Ray in first. Don’t forget a snowmobile helmet—and, Doc, sorry about this.”

“Please, Lew, not to worry. Be there ASAP.” He set the phone down feeling both sad and elated. Sad for the stricken family, elated for himself. Working with Lew was more than just work.





CHAPTER 6

Osborne punched in his neighbor’s phone number. “Yeah?” said a drowsy voice followed by a thud.

Osborne waited for the phone to be rescued then said, “Ray? It’s Doc.”

“Jeez, what time is it?”

Osborne spoke fast and did not wait for a response. “So I’ll be over to pick you in about five minutes, okay?”

“Um, hold on a minute,” said Ray. Osborne could hear bedcovers rustling in the background. “Any idea how long this might take? I’m s’posed to audition for that reality show at nine in the morning. Hate to miss that.”

“Then I won’t pick you up. Meet me at the Merriman Trail trailhead with your lights and camera. That way you can shoot what Lew needs and head straight home. She wouldn’t ask you if—”

“I know,” said Ray in a resigned tone. “I can use the dough anyway. See ya out there.”


• • •


Osborne backed out of the garage and turned onto the town road. Pellets of snow flew straight into his windshield, stark white against an opaque blackness. To avoid vertigo, he forced his eyes to focus far ahead. His headlights, dimmed by spray from salt on the roads, did a poor job of illuminating the white streaked ribbon that passed for a road. Snow hiding the white lines that marked the shoulder forced him to slow down. This was no night to get stuck in a snow bank.

As he drove, he mused—as he always did when the Loon Lake Police Chief deputized him to fill in for their reliably errant coroner—on the unpredictability of life. Here he was driving to see a dead body in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night in the middle of a snowstorm—and happy about it! Happy about lots of things.

A second career as a forensic odontologist? Learning to fly fish at his age—this old musky guy? Getting to spend time with a woman who loves the lakes and the rivers and the streams as much as he does? Who would have thought?

After all, just three years ago it was the worst of times.


• • •


Career-wise life had hit an all-time low. At his late wife’s insistence he had sold his practice and retired from a profession he loved.

It was Mary Lee who had added it all up: their investment accounts, the escalating (exponentially) value of their lake home, the money he could make from the sale of his practice (exponential again) and the fact that both daughters were grown and self-supporting. As had happened more than once during their married life, Mary Lee had made a unilateral decision: “Paul, we are well off and it is high time we,” (she really meant I), “enjoy the lifestyle I assumed we would have when I married you.”

The next thing he knew she was planning trips to Europe, lobbying for a more luxurious house, scheduling dinner parties to entertain her friends and their husbands—and checking the stock market every few hours. Her fixation on their income got so out of hand that their financial advisor fired her. Or, as she said to her friends, “resigned due to his inability to engage with his clients.”

Well aware that he was risking her ire (though he knew it would be difficult for her to fire him), Osborne had dragged his feet. Rather than read brochures on barge trips through French wine country or go along with their real estate broker to look at lake homes on the pricier Manitowish chain, he would escape in his fishing boat—leaving before breakfast and returning as late in the day as he could.

One evening when he was lingering in his favorite musky hole up on Third Lake—an attempt to hide out from yet another dinner party—he ran out of gas. His trusty Mercury 9.9 outboard just sputtered and died leaving Osborne marooned so far up the chain that it would take hours to row back.

Feeling more than a little frantic, he had waved at a passing fisherman who slowed, assessed the situation and was kind enough to offer him a tow. “Yep, I know your boat—you’re Doc Osborne, aren’t you? We’re neighbors now, did ya know? Nice to meet ya, Doc.” It was as formal an introduction as he would ever get to the man who was not only his new next-door neighbor but a man to whom Mary Lee had taken an instant dislike.

“I abhor that man,” she would say every time she caught sight of Ray’s battered blue pick-up. Osborne would turn away so she couldn’t see the half smile on his face. He still offered prayers of gratitude to all the angels, the saints and the Holy Trinity that night when his gas hit empty.

Well, ninety percent of the time he gave thanks. The remaining ten percent was dedicated to cursing when Ray would tell a particularly offensive joke or hold Osborne hostage to a commentary peppered with vowels pulled out like chewing gum. Talents unappreciated by Osborne.

After the rescue that night, they had taken to hollering at one another from their respective lawn chairs, perched over the water on their neighboring docks. But soon they were sitting side by side on Ray’s dock: highly advisable as topics soon took a turn towards the confidential. Osborne knew he had a good buddy when he discovered Ray to be as comfortable discussing life’s adversities as he was debating the best lure for walleyes when the wind is out of the west.

He found it amusing—even satisfying in a juvenile way—that this friendship irritated the hell out of his wife: “I do not understand why you speak to that man. Just look!” And she would shake an angry finger at the “disgusting view of that house trailer,” which she insisted ruined the vista from her expensive double-paned windows.

It was Ray who, when Mary Lee insisted Osborne get rid of his patient files, jumped at the chance to help him devise a secret hiding place in the garage. Like kids building a fort they had plotted each detail with care: first the wait for Mary Lee’s weekly bridge game to take place in Minocqua, a good hour’s drive each way plus a guaranteed four to five hours devoted to brunch, cards and gossip.

Then the hurried construction of a room they hoped to make impossible for a wife to find. Thanks to Ray hiding supplies in his truck, they got an early start and in one afternoon were able to erect a wall of plywood behind Osborne’s stored pontoon and, behind that, install a door opening from the side of the garage into the attached shed where he cleaned fish. The shed was Osborne’s sanctuary; Mary Lee wanted nothing to do with fish guts.

When they had finished, it was Ray, younger and stronger, who helped him move the three antique oak file cabinets from storage, each drawer packed with years of patient records—records of work that he was proud of, records of more than just teeth and gums, fillings and dentures.

“Each of these …” said Osborne stepping back after the file cabinets were in place and opening a drawer to pull out a file only to pause in embarrassment, “. well, I look at one and I feel proud … of what I’ve accomplished … I guess.” Ray had nodded. He understood.

“Mary Lee thinks I’m crazy to hold on to these and maybe I am but—”

“Doc, your wife saves family photos, doesn’t she?”

“Of course,” said Osborne.

“Well … watching your face when you open one of those files, it’s like you’ve a got a real person in your hand. It’s like … when I pick up one of my surface mud puppies, Doc … I remember the night, the moon and the forty-eight inch monster I caught … e-e-e-very moment of the ex-x-x … perience.”

“You are exactly right, Ray. These aren’t just paper files—these are my memories.”

Spurred on by the success of that venture and inspired by his neighbor’s outlaw ways, Osborne opted to stage an act of open rebellion by maintaining his membership in the Wisconsin Dental Society. As expected, Mary Lee went ballistic: “Paul Osborne, if you think paying five hundred dollars for an annual membership in an organization of people you no longer have a good reason to see …” She glowered.

When Osborne reported her response that evening on the dock, Ray had shrugged and grinned and egged him on.

Keeping that membership in the dental society was a charmed decision. It was not just that he was able to enjoy the camaraderie of the men and women, fellow professionals and colleagues—many of whom he’d known since dental school and several who had become good friends (and frequent fishing buddies) over the years—but the dental society’s monthly seminars quickly became some of his most interesting hours.

Forensic odontology, a focus of several of the seminars, had intrigued Osborne. Having served in the military after graduating from dental school, he was grounded in the basics of dental forensics, which are based on the fact that teeth and dental restorations are the strongest elements in the human body and able to survive the destructive influences of fire and exposure to the elements.

Over the years that Osborne had practiced dentistry that fact had not changed: pathologists and medical examiners still rely on teeth and dental records to identify the dead. When the seminars turned to covering enhanced uses of dental DNA, Osborne was fascinated, taking notes as avidly as a student and buying all the study materials.


• • •


As entranced as he was by this new avocation, it was of little help when Mary Lee died unexpectedly from bronchitis that turned deadly in the midst of a winter blizzard. She left behind a dangerous void. While she had never hesitated to remind him of all the ways in which he had not quite measured up as a husband, her fussing had given his life structure. When he lost her, he lost a world made safe by how she defined their days.

That was not a good year: No longer restrained by the pressures of a fulltime dental practice, no longer kept in line by his wife. No longer places to go or things to do.

Too much loss in too short a time led to too many shots of Bushmills.

Studying for the seminars forced some sobriety. That, plus a determination not to miss six thirty Mass each weekday, meant his mornings were sober if heavy-headed. But by noon he would be lost. Six months into killing himself, his daughters took over with an intervention that shook him hard: “Dad, do you want to see your grandchildren grow up? Do you?”

Rehab followed.

When he had returned from Hazelden, chastened and shaky, it was Ray who watched and waited for the right time to make a move. It was after a good day together in Osborne’s Alumacraft (three walleyes over twenty inches each!) that he persuaded the recovering retired dentist to attend his group (“just this once, Doc”) in the room behind the door with the coffee pot.

It was an evening as redemptive as the fishing. And so it was that Osborne and Ray made it a weekly habit: an afternoon of fishing in Doc’s boat followed by an early dinner of sautéed catch at Ray’s trailer and a drive to town for an evening session behind that door with the coffee pot.


• • •


Nearing the intersection where he would turn left towards the Merriman Trail, Osborne smiled. Life had its twists and turns, all right, but how could he have anticipated that an uncharacteristic urge to clean his garage would have led to a new career—and the chance to work with the woman with the dark, honest eyes and easy grin. He was a lucky guy.

It had been a Saturday mid-April two years ago, a morning so warm that in spite of the lake breeze he was able to keep the garage doors open while he swept up dead leaves and mounds of dirt left over from winter parking. That accomplished, he opted to organize his fishing gear.

After working through four tackle boxes, he checked each of his seventeen spinning rods to see which ones needed new line. Then a short break to fortify himself with an egg salad sandwich before returning to the garage and a jumble of cross-country ski equipment. That done, he saw other stuff that needed sorting.

He was restacking the eight plastic tubs holding Mary Lee’s holiday ornaments when he discovered a rusty old gym locker hidden behind the tubs. Inside were three empty canvas gun cases and a bamboo fly rod that he vaguely remembered purchasing. It had never been used. On an upper shelf was a small box holding a reel loaded with fly line and two tiny plastic containers of trout flies on which someone had scrawled in black marker: “Woolly Buggers, Size 12.”

Ah, thought Osborne, the trout flies must have been tied and given to him by a patient. Sitting down on a nearby bench, he examined the trout flies. He couldn’t imagine how else these boxes had come his way. Had he bargained for them? Often over the years, when patients were down on their luck, he would barter for venison chops or fresh-caught fish. Had he done that with these?

Osborne sat there, tipping the boxes of trout flies this way and that. The trout flies were colorful, exquisite. Like the fly rod, which had not been cheap, they had been acquired before his late wife caught on to his budding interest in a new sport. That he knew because he had a vivid memory of Mary Lee putting her foot down: “Paul, you have enough fishing equipment. I refuse to let you spend another dime of our money—”

Later that same day he had driven to town and shown the fly rod to the owner of Ralph’s Sporting Goods whom he knew to be an avid fly fisherman. The rod was a good one and Ralph was willing to take it on consignment but he encouraged Osborne to give fly fishing a try first.

“Doc, if you were interested once, who knows—you might like it. Spin fishing keeps you on the water but fly fishing takes you into the water. A very different experience. I know you love the outdoors and no doubt you own some waders—”

“Okay, okay, you don’t have to twist my arm, Ralph,” said Osborne, “but how do I get started? I’ve never cast a fly rod in my life.”

“Tell you what, Doc. I know a real good instructor who can show you a few basics—help you decide if it’s something you want to do …”

And so he had agreed to let Ralph book him “half day” for a hundred bucks with a guy named “Lou.” Ralph would make money on the booking, of course, but Osborne didn’t mind. He had nothing better to do and why not give the rod and those trout flies a try?

Turned out to be the best hundred bucks he’d spent in years: “Lou” turned out to be “Lew”—a police officer moonlighting as a fly fishing instructor. Nor was “Lew” a guy. And as Osborne learned to cast a fly rod, Officer Lewellyn Ferris, on getting to know her student, was introduced to the concept of forensic odontology.

This was a trade that benefited both of them when, weeks later, the Loon Lake coroner was on one of his benders (alleged as always by his wife to be a “last minute vacation”) just as an individual passed away under circumstances that required a signed death certificate before the family could deal with the remains. A certain police officer knew just whom to call.

“Doc,” Lew had said when she called him the first time, “Pecore is hopeless around booze but there is nothing the department can do. He is appointed town coroner by the mayor and—since the jabone is married to the mayor’s wife’s sister—he’s home free. We have to deal with him.”

“Isn’t that too bad,” said Dr. Paul Osborne, managing to keep his tone serious even as he was delighted to be deputized to work with her. That occasion was soon followed by others, including the opportunity to ID crime victims.

When the current chief of police retired, Lewellyn Ferris was promoted to his position. Not only did this enhance her authority to deputize whomever she might need but Osborne’s skills in dental forensics gave her leverage—and a direct benefit to her budget—as she could loan him out to the Wausau Crime Lab, which could not afford a full-time odontologist.

So it was that Dr. Paul Osborne found himself once again in a position to barter his dental skills: The Loon Lake Police Department could pay for his time or their Chief of Police could continue his fly fishing instructions in the trout stream—at no cost.

Talk about a no-brainer!
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