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1916 – Matawan, New Jersey

Lester Stillwell, Watson Fischer and Joseph Dunn were attacked by a large shark in the fresh water of Matawan Creek.  Dunn was the only one fortunate enough to survive.   Thus, the legend of “The Jersey Man-Eater” spread throughout the region.
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1937 – Alton, Illinois

Herbert Cope and Dudge Collins trapped a five-foot bull shark.  This incident indicated that the shark had swum over seventeen-hundred miles up the fresh water of the Mississippi River.
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1972 – Amazon River, Brazil

A bull shark was captured twenty-six hundred miles upstream, marking the longest recorded distance a shark had ever traveled into fresh water.  

––––––––
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1960 to 1982 – Lake Nicaragua, Nicaragua

Ichthyologist Thomas Thorson tagged nearly thirty-five-hundred bull sharks in a fresh water lake in Central America, Lake Nicaragua, and in the San Juan River which connects it to the Caribbean Sea.  His study revealed that bull sharks could live for extended periods of time in freshwater.  Some had been recorded spending up to six years in fresh water.

––––––––
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Today

A close cousin of the shark has experienced an evolutionary leap.  A branch of stingray, the potamotrygonid stingray—referred to as river stingray or freshwater stingray—has evolved into a species which dwells exclusively in fresh water.  

Rumors still surface of shark sightings in the Great Lakes, particularly, Lake Michigan and Lake Huron.    
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As the midday June sun reflection hovered on the glassy surface of the water, something stirred beneath.  In the murky depths of Brody Lake, native fish scattered and slipped into the cover of the weed beds as the large foreign predator glided past.  It noticed but discounted them as it focused on the interesting sounds up ahead.

“Come on, you can do it.  Dive in,” Mark Taylor pleaded to Casey, his eight-year-old daughter, while he stood beside her in a crouched position on his wooden pier.  As she held her arms out with her tiny fingers rigidly straight, Mark tried to encourage his little girl.  “You’ve got nothing to worry about.  Just dive in.”  After a few silent seconds of Casey chewing on her lower lip while she remained otherwise motionless, Mark asked, “What is it?”  

“I’m scared,” Casey’s soft voice mumbled.

Mark sighed.  “Of what?”  When she didn’t respond, he scratched the side of his head and realigned his thoughts.  Not wanting to get into a belittling argument against the daughter with whom he had just gotten unsupervised visits, he gently laid his left hand on Casey’s shoulder.  “Look, your mother told me you were doing great in your swim class.  But she said your coach wants you to do better at diving in to improve your times.”  That bastard’s pushing my little girl too hard.  She’s eight.  It’s not like she training for the Olympics for Christ’s sake, Mark thought as he paused to find the right words to encourage his daughter.  “I told your mom I’d work with you on it while you were up here this week.”  

“But I’m scared,” she squeaked.

“Okay.”  Mark turned away from her and gritted is teeth.  He figured her mother would find some reason to use the lack of progress as an excuse to deny him any further time with his daughter.  Janice McLellan, his ex-wife, had cheated on him then turned around and claimed that he had abused her.  Mark knew it was all bullshit.  Their lawyers even knew.  But the court didn’t see it that way and granted Janice full custody of Casey.  After years of appeals and supervised visits, Mark finally caught this break when the fourth judge to hear their arguments decided to give him the benefit of the doubt—since he showed no signs of the behavior Janice had claimed, and since he was never late with his support payment.  

Janice’s executive pay dwarfed Mark’s firefighting income.  She received the vast majority of the benefits of the divorce—custody of Casey, sole possession of their house and the gas-guzzling SUV after she totaled their Grand Prix in an accident she claimed to be the result of “the stress of the divorce.”  All Mark was left with was the small cabin he inherited from his grandfather on Brody Lake—which she had tried to get in the settlement—and his motorcycle.  Since the divorce, and with the frigid winters of northern Indiana and the long haul to work every third day, Mark picked up a second job at the local marina to scrounge enough money to buy a used Toyota Tacoma.  And, of course, as soon as Janice discovered he had another source of income, she demanded his payments increased to reflect it.  So it strapped him more than he imagined and limited his budget to buying only the necessities.  Mark even went as far as secretly selling his boat to help make ends meet.  When Casey asked where the boat was, Mark was forced to feed her a line about how it was in for repairs and waiting on the right parts.  

“I’m sorry, Mark,” Casey murmured as she relaxed her body and dropped her head.

“What?”  The anger quickly encroached on his tone.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, thinking he was disappointed in her failure to dive.

“That’s not what I meant,” he said slapping his hands on his hips.  “Since when did you stop calling me dad?” he asked, expressing pain in his voice.

“Well mom says...”  She trailed off, realizing he wouldn’t want to hear the rest of it.

“Mom says what?”

After a couple minutes of silence and a harsh stare down from her father, Casey finally broke.  “She said that Bill’s more of father to me than you are.  And I should start calling him dad.”

Mark turned and walked back down the dock.  Stopping near the shore end of the pier, he swung back around and looked at his daughter.  “Look, I don’t care if you dive or not.  But I’m your father.  And you’ll refer to me as that whether you’re with me or with those two,” he said not wanting to speak their names.

As her father turned to walk back to the cabin, Casey shouted, “Then why did you leave us?”

“I didn’t.”  He paused, wanting to explain his side of the story to Casey, but he knew she wouldn’t understand.  “Casey, all these years we’ve been apart, I’ve been fighting just to get a chance to see you.  I finally got this one week to be alone with my daughter and...”  Dropping his head, Mark searched for the right words to convey how grateful he was to have this time with his daughter without displaying his frustration.  Finally concluding he couldn’t do it at this time, Mark looked at his daughter and softly said, “You know what?  I’d like to see my little girl dive.  I know you can do it.”

“But Ma–  But dad, I’m scared.”

“You’re fine.  Just dive.”

“Dad,” she bawled with tears streaming from her hauntingly blue eyes and running down her pudgy face.

“You’ve got nothing to be afraid of.  The water’s six-foot deep right there.  I’ve spent the last two weeks clearing the weed bed and moving sand in there.  So there’s nothing there but water.”

The elevated voices carried out over the water, echoing against the murky glass-like surface.  Using its highly developed lateral line, the eight-foot bull shark picked up the tiny vibrations and tried to hone in on the source.  Sweeping the caudal fin in great arcs, the fish surged forward and swung its head from side to side, exposing its flanks to different angles.  The shark used its lateral line system like echo-location radar.  When the vibrations grew stronger to the beast’s left side, it quickly focused its attention in that direction and pressed forward, searching for its next meal.

Mark was almost to the verge of pushing her in just to get it over with.  “Casey, you need to do this.  You’re strong enough.  And I believe in you.”

“I can’t!  Dad, I can’t.”

“Why not?  Why are you afraid?  You dive in the pool, don’t you?”

Trying to control her tears, she said, “But I can see everything in the pool.”

“What are you worried about?”

“Big fish,” she quietly said.

“Look, the biggest fish we have in this lake are largemouth bass.  People say there’s pike in here, but I have yet to see one caught.  What kind of fish did you have in mind?”  Mark knew there were northerns in the lake—he had hauled one in himself—but he wasn’t about to let his frightened daughter know there were fish with considerably large teeth swimming in the lake.  He also didn’t want her thinking about the few large snapping turtles he had seen in there—they kept to the undeveloped side of the lake, anyway.  “Well?” he asked after she responded with the now-familiar silence.

“Sharks.”

Mark did a quick double take and let out a big laugh.  “Casey, what are you talking about?  This is a lake.  It’s fresh water.  Sharks live in the ocean.  Salt water.  Indiana is nowhere near the ocean.”

As her father shook his head, Casey stared him in the eyes.  “Not bull sharks.  They can live in fresh water.  They swim up rivers and attack people all the time.  Tiger sharks can do it to.  They can’t go as far as bull sharks, but they go into river mouths.”

“Where’d you pick that up?” Mark said with another laugh.

Without missing a beat, she said, “Shark Week on the Discovery Channel.  It was on last week.  And the one show talked about how bull sharks are more likely to attack people than great whites.  And they can live in fresh water for years.”

“Bull shark?”  Bullshit, he thought.

“Yup.  Da– I mean, Bill even found some stuff on the Internet about it, about how they live in Lake Nicaragua,” she retorted.

“Bill, huh?”

“Yep.  Mom says he knows all about sharks.  And if I get worried, I could call and they’d come up so he could check for any.”

Hanging his head, Mark advised his daughter that Bill was full of it.  When she protested, he asked, “What’s he gonna do?  How’s he gonna check for sharks?  Sit around and watch for a fin to break the surface?  Did you ever think they fed you all that crap just so you’d call them and they could show up and rescue you from dumb ol’ dad?  They’re just looking for an excuse to take you away from me.  Or change this into a supervised visit.  They set you up to get too scared to do this.  They want you to call them.”  Mark stomped in anger.  “You know what?  I’ll prove it to you.”

“How?”

“We’ll call them.  But you have to tell them you dove into the lake and I said it was a perfect dive, okay?”

She nodded and they walked to the cabin.  

As they left the pier, the fish lost the vibrations and circled the area.  With no other sources of detection in this region, the bull widened its range in the continuing search.

Mark dialed the number and handed the telephone to Casey.  On the third ring, Bill answered.

Casey pulled through with the act.  “Bill, guess what.  I dove in.  Three times,” she improvised.  “Dad said they were perfect dives.  I’m gonna go do it again,” she said with a feigned childish excitement.

“Oh, that’s great,” Bill replied with a monotonous voice.  “Call us if you need anything.”

“Is mom there?”

“Yeah, sure.”

Janice’s voice came over the line loud enough for Mark to hear.  “Is everything okay, honey?  Did he hurt you?”

“No mom.  I dove in the lake.  Dad said it was great.”

“Oh, well, watch out for those sharks...those, uh...what kind of sharks were they, honey?”  As Bill’s voice could be heard in the background saying, “bull sharks,” Janice then spoke to Casey again.  “Watch out for those bull sharks.  You never know.  And watch out for Mark too.”

Casey slammed the telephone back in its cradle.  With a sneer and a pissed off look in her eyes, she stared at her father and said, “Let’s do it.”

On the walk back out, Mark wanted to give Casey the I-told-you-so speech, but decided against it.  He knew Casey had finally seen some of world for what it was without the shit-colored blinders Janice had her wearing.  Instead, he opted to go through the diving instructions again.  “Okay.  Arms straight.  Bend at the knees and jump.  You can just lean and roll with the momentum the first few times.”

“I can do it,” she said as the tramped out to the spot.  

Their bare feet slapped against the wooden dock, sending small shockwaves down to the water through the metal posts.  Out in the murky depths, the shark picked up on the signal and started back toward the pier.

Casey took in two quick breaths and watched the shark’s head emerge from the water.  She stood motionless as the jaws jutted out from the creature’s mouth and reached for her.  The head was at least three feet out of the water when she realized she was staring down the monster’s throat.  As the jaws prepared to clamp down, the serrated teeth stuck out like hundreds of white daggers against the darker background of the shark’s mouth.

She stared into the murky mirror and blinked away the picture of the great white shark she just imagined.  “Stupid show,” she mumbled.  

“Stupid people,” Mark whispered referring to Bill and Janice.

“Screw it,” Casey said and rolled from her squat position.  Her hands pierced through the surface with precision, but her body fell flat against the water, smacking her stomach on impact as she splashed into the dark water.

The fish’s senses exploded as the strong vibrations rolled through water.  Quickly pinpointing the location of the tumult, the predator swept its tailfin from side to side, launching itself toward Casey.

Mark stared down into the murky water and waited for Casey to surface.  The seconds dragged on for what seemed like hours.  He couldn’t stand thinking something had happened to her, especially knowing he’d have to answer to Janice for it.  Waiting and wondering if she actually hit the bottom or over extended herself and swam out instead of up, Mark felt the onset of parental anxiety.  He leaned back to dive in after her.  

“Ick,” Casey coughed as her head broke the surface a few feet from the pier.

Electrical impulses now shot through the water and the shark detected them with the Ampullae of Lorenzini in its snout.  The eight-foot fish could feel Casey’s heartbeat.  It had another beacon to hone in on.  

“You did hit your stomach pretty hard,” Mark said as he winced.

“It’s not that,” Casey said as she treaded water and stuck her tongue out.  “I got lake water in my mouth.  Fish poop!” she screamed.

More vibrations.  More movement.  The creature closed in and the electrical impulses grew stronger.

“All right, come on.  Let’s try again,” Mark said as he leaned down and held his hand out to pull her up.

“Okay,” she said as the shark closed in on her.

Mark grabbed her hand and pulled.  “Just make sure–”

“Ouch!” she shrieked and reached down toward her foot.  

Casey’s blood flowed in the murky water.  

“Don’t put your feet on the post.  We’ve got zebra mussels in here.  Their shells are sharp.”

Blood in the water.  The shark’s senses were on fire.  

“It hurts real bad,” Casey pleaded.

Mark yanked her out of the water and watched the blood drip on the dock.  Setting her on the pier, he looked at the slice on the bottom of her foot.  “It doesn’t look too bad,” he lied as the sight of his daughter’s blood made him queasy.  He could stand seeing any of the horrific medical scenes at work, but it was a completely different story when it came to his little girl.

Even though the main source of vibrations was gone, the shark swam directly below the faint ones as the small wake from its charge splashed on the shore.

“Looks like we’re not gonna do any more dives today.  We need to take care of this.”  With the promise of ice cream after the quick patch-up, Mark carried his daughter toward the cabin.

As the blood dissipated and the vibrations faded, the over-sensitized beast circled the pier then turned its attention elsewhere.
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Walter MacDowell sat on the rear bench seat in his old aluminum fourteen-foot V-hull waiting for the next bite.  Using only the bill of his green Notre Dame baseball cap to shield his eyes from the sun’s rays, he squinted across the lake.  After giving the Taylor family diving lesson the evil eye for nearly a minute, Walter turned his attention back to his bobber and mumbled, “This is a damn fishin’ lake.  Go over to Bennett if you wanna make all that damn racket.  They got no respect for people trying fish.”  Glancing back once more as he heard the girl cry, he quietly grumbled, “Serves ya right, you sonsabitches.”  A tiny grin creased his dry lips.  He figured since the girl got hurt, they’d go inside and he’d have the silence and respect his angling skills deserved.  To his own enjoyment, Walter MacDowell was now the only person on the lake.

The locals had come to refer to Walter as “The Old Bastard and the Stink”—Jason Jesper, the wise-ass son of the richest family on the lake chain, came up that brilliantly crafted play on the Hemingway novel to describe MacDowell and his locally-legendary body odor.  The name spread and stuck.  And Walter never knew.  Most anglers on Brody Lake would watch where The Old Bastard fished and try that same spot an hour or so after he left—long enough for his stench to dissipate from the area.  Knowing he could find the best bluegill hot spots, they’d sit back and watch him, then move in to capitalize on his work.  

Walter would usually come back with a full basket of fish cackling, “Luck of the Irish.”  But when he launched his old boat to go back for more, someone always seemed to be in his spot.  “Prolly a Michigan fan,” he’d grumble and try to find a new spot—with the other fishermen taking note, of course.

Today, the olfactory-unfriendly codger was sitting in Catfish Bay, working the outer edge of the weeds.  In recent weeks, the fishing had gradually declined in the lake.  Without even a single nibble on the day, this morning shaped up to extend that trend.  As if speaking with an invisible accomplice, Walter said, “I’ll tell ya what it is.  All those damn zebra mussels movin’ in from Bennett.”  He reeled his line in and stared at what the Lake Bennett residents called Poor Man’s Access, the channel which connected the two lakes.  “All them rich pricks takin’ their boats up to Lake Michigan.  They never clean the damn things off before they put ‘em back in the water.  Brought all those damn mussels back.  And now there isn’t a damn thing we can do ‘bout it.”

As MacDowell recast toward the lily pads, he cursed under his breath.  He truly felt the zebra mussels were causing the rapid fishing decline in his lake.  Brody Lake, however, had just begun to feel the wrath of the mussels.  The water clarity had barely begun to change in the three-hundred-plus acre prime fishing lake in this four-lake chain.  With a maximum depth of seventy-three feet, Brody was the deepest of the four, but Bennett dwarfed it with over fifteen-hundred acres of water.  In fact, Bennett more than doubled the combined size of Brody, Bail and Brinker Lakes.  Bennett and Bail—which most residents considered an extension of Bennett—were both shallow lakes with a maximum depth of forty-seven feet near the center of the larger lake.  Both sand-bottom lakes had been relatively clear before the zebra mussel boom.  And since then, the clarity has been hailed as the best in Indiana.  The thirty-two-foot-deep, hundred-and-twelve-acre Brinker Lake—locally dubbed “The Puddle”—had experienced a dramatic improvement of its water clarity.  But with the relatively extreme depth of muck-bottom, Brody, the “dirty brother” of this chain, the mussels would take years to truly alter the clarity of the stained lake.  

The zebra mussels hadn’t hurt the fishing yet.  Something else did.  And that something was quietly conducting a hungry search beneath Walter’s aluminum boat.  The stinky old bastard certainly wasn’t going to catch a mess of bluegills while the eight-foot bull shark worked feverishly at the same task.

As the big fish swiftly changed directions in the murky water, it noticed an occasional shockwave from the object above.  It drifted closer for a quick inspection, cautiously approaching the larger entity from below.  Flicking its caudal fin, the bull surged up and punched the boat with its snout.

The boat lurched upward as the shark slammed into the keel.  The impact sent Walter’s tackle box tumbling off the middle bench seat, spilling the spare hooks, bobbers and sinkers into the hull.  

“Goddamnit,” Walter shouted as he bounced in his seat.  “What the hell?”  Convinced some damn teenagers in SCUBA gear were screwing with him, the old man leaned over the edge and watched for any signs of bubbles or movement.  As he squinted, Walter caught sight of what he thought was movement in the dark water below him.  The feisty old codger grabbed one of his oars and jabbed it down into the water.  

When he surprisingly made contact with something solid, the momentum of the impact pushed him backward, rocking the boat.  The motion sent the loose bobbers and sinkers rolling against the light metal skin of the boat.  

As the impact startled the shark and immediately pushed it away from the floating object, the new tiny vibrations piqued its already heightened curiosity.  Even though it decided the object didn’t feel right to bite, the beast wheeled around and made another pass at the boat, ramming it with its snout—instinctively trying to preserve teeth until it found a soft spot to chomp down on.

MacDowell wondered how many kids were down there pounding on his boat.  He spun around and yanked on the pull chord to start the motor.  The old angler jerked the chord three times without getting the motor going as the banging continued.  He bent over and squeezed the primer bulb in the hose which ran from the gas can to the motor.  

While his attention was focused on the fuel situation, the bull’s dorsal fin broke the surface as it arched back around for another run at the boat.  By the time Walter looked up, the fish had completely submerged, dove down and rerouted itself with a burst of upward momentum.  It punched the rear of the keel, striking a new area with each pass.

Hit after hit sent the old man sliding in the wooden bench seat.  After picking up several splinters in his ass and wanting to get more leverage on the next pull, Walter waited for the next bump then stood halfway up and tugged again, shifting his momentum.

The new sensation in the water temporarily confused the shark.  But it quickly backed off and held its distance as the propeller churned to life.

Walter twisted the throttle and steered his boat away from the weed bed and looped around the peninsula separating the bay from the open basin of Brody Lake.  As he sped across the deepest portion of the lake, Walter failed to realize he hadn’t pulled his anchors up—they were trailing along in the water suspended by nine feet of rope from both the bow and aft of the boat.  When he increased the throttle in the open water, the drag pulled them closer to the surface.  

The experienced angler also failed to realize he had picked up a shadow as the big fish followed the path the strange object took.  It stayed several feet below the surface to avoid the wake created by the fleeing vessel.  The shark had yet to find a weak spot in this thing and would have given up its investigation had it not made such intriguing sounds and fled when attacked.  When this thing moved quickly away from the shark, the creature sensed it had to be vulnerable.  And with its size, this object would provide more than an adequate meal for the fish.

Deciding to leave the situation alone, Walter increased the boat’s speed and the bow lifted partially out of the water as he skimmed along the open basin.  With his unknown pursuer in toe, The Old Bastard sped toward his dock.  Anger surged through his body as he thought of how those stupid kids from Lake Bennett were spooking the fish with their dumb pranks.  Then he thought of how St. Matthew’s—the Catholic church he regularly attended—would suffer since his typical donations for their fish-fries were dramatically down this year.  And whoever just pulled that stunt held some damn responsibility for his lack of fishing success.

As he raced toward the shore and mulled over those notions, the motor seized and the bow crashed down onto the water’s surface.  Walter heard the loud clank of metal against metal as his boat lurched to a stall.

Killing the motor, he looked back over the distance he had covered.  “What the hell?” he sputtered, realizing it would’ve been impossible for those kids to keep up.  Walter knew he needed to check his motor.  He pulled the release and tried to raise it.  But it wouldn’t budge.  Standing partially up, he looked down at the motor and pulled again.  Nothing.  “Damnit,” he mumbled as he sat down and leaned over, sticking his left hand into the murky water to find out what was preventing him from raising the motor.

Probing along the shaft of the motor, Walter’s old fingers found the anchor rope.  “Sonuvabitch,” he grumbled as he quickly discovered the rope was tightly wrapped around the propeller.  He understood the metallic clank was the anchor striking the boat as the propeller reeled it in.  Repositioning himself in a half-squat, MacDowell leaned over the motor and shoved his right hand in the water, trying to find the anchor end to unwrap the taut line.  

As his frail fingers worked, the boat bounced again.  Walter fell forward, slamming his chest against the top of the motor.  He wrapped one arm around the motor to keep from falling in.  Slapping his free against the aluminum skin of the boat, he yelled, “Cut this shit out.”

Reaching back into the water to untangle the rope, Walter felt a coarse piece of debris bump heavily into his right hand.  He shoved the rough object away and continued to work on the line.

The shark had found it—the soft, vulnerable spot.  It spun around, reanalyzed the object and bolted forward with its jaws spread open.

Walter had given up on trying to find the end of the rope.  He had resorted to spinning the propeller in reverse to unwrap the rope.  Suddenly, pain shot up through his arms as his hands were unwillingly slammed into the shaft.  He felt the sting and the pressure of what felt like knives being jabbed through his hands.  While his hands were pinned to the motor, he felt it jerk savagely from side to side.  MacDowell watched, without being able to let go, as he thought the motor was going to be ripped from the boat.  

Then, as suddenly as it happened, the pressure let up.  The motor stopped shaking.  But the pain didn’t fade.  Walter pulled his now freed hands up to discover free-flowing blood and several knife-like puncture wounds through the middle of his palms.  The pain seemed to amplify with the sight.

The fevered shark circled below, smelling the blood and knowing this thing was vulnerable.  The motor shaft had prevented the beast from completing its bite.  But the shark had wounded its prey and needed to incapacitate it.  It surged up once more, with more vigor than before, and smashed its snout against the belly of the object.

Walter stared at his ragged hands and wondered what the hell could have done that.  But his time to ponder it was cut short as the boat bounced again—much more forcefully this time.  He frantically looked around to assess his options.  Eyeing his pier, he tugged on the pull chord to start the motor.  The metallic clank reinforced the notion that the anchor was still tightly wrapped around it.  Without the use of the motor, he knew he only had two choices—rowing with his injured hands or swimming for it.  Quickly discarding the second option, Walter leaned forward and slid the oars into their slots, stumbling once as the boat jolted again.  That’s when he noticed the water in the boat.  The last two heavy hits must’ve jarred some of the rivets loose.  Walter’s aluminum safety was taking on water and putting him closer to whatever the hell was attacking him.  

Wrapping his tattered hands around the oars, the old man pushed forward and shoved the boat in motion.  Blood oozed out of his wounds with each stroke.  Gasping for air, he continued to row, knowing his life depended on it—the random thump and his wet feet reassured him of that.  

As he neared his dock, Walter felt the extra surge of desperation.  Pushing the oars with virtually no energy left, he stared at the pier and tried to push the craft forward.  But he wasn’t getting any closer.  The attack on the boat had stopped, but the water was still rising.  He pushed the oars forward as they sliced into the water.  The boat slowly eased toward the dock.  As he raised the oars and brought them around for another forward push, the boat drifted back that same distance.  Trying once more, he found the same result.  MacDowell didn’t realize his rear anchor was still dragging behind him and was now stuck deep in the muck.  If he would’ve reached back and pulled it up, he could’ve easily guided the boat to the pier.  But with his craft taking on so much water, he didn’t have time to notice.  

Feeling his only option was to jump for it, Walter crawled up to the bow and tried to collect his breath.  Knowing he was hovering over water about six-feet deep, he coiled his body and prepared to leap with all he was worth.  When he thought he had enough control over his nerves, Walter MacDowell sprang from the boat as far as his old legs would let him.  He knew if he didn’t make it, he’d be within an extremely short swim from the pier and shore.

As he jumped, his momentum shoved the boat backward and left him hanging still in the air for a brief second before he came crashing down into the murky water.  He splashed down, awkwardly righted himself and swam hard to the dock.  Grabbing the outermost post, Walter used it to increase his drive to the shore.  He wouldn’t even waste the energy in an attempt to climb up.

Strong vibrations.  Electrical impulses from the heartbeat.  Blood.  It was only a matter of seconds before the shark found Walter MacDowell in the stained water.  Lunging forward with a few quick waves of its caudal fin, the beast bit down.

As The Old Bastard reached for the next post, he felt a searing pain in his right leg.  When the dagger-like teeth sliced through the meaty area of his thigh, Walter knew he was as good as dead.  He snapped his head around to see the dorsal fin just a few feet from him.  In that one instant, Walter MacDowell realized what had just transpired.  As he felt the shark shake its head from side to side, his heart seized and he had nothing left.

The beast tore the piece of flesh and meat loose and quickly devoured it.  Darting back into the bloody stew, it grabbed another mouthful of meat and feasted on the largest meal it had had in some time.  The near-starved shark packed itself full of the old man.  Then it calmly swam past the sinking boat back into the murky depths of Brody Lake.
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With no other reasonable option, Mark had to explain the necessity for taking Casey to the nearest medical facility to his ex-wife.  After dialing the number and hearing her voice, he felt his patience ebb and his anger grow.  “Janice, she’s fine.  She has a cut on the bottom of her foot.  I want to have somebody take a look at it.”

“Well, if you can’t keep an eye on her for what’s it been—two hours?  I’ll just meet you at the hospital,” she coldly replied.

“I’m not taking her to the hospital.  I told you I’m taking her to Quik-Med.  It’s only a few minutes away.  But if you keep this up, we’ll never get there.”

“I want you to take her to a hospital.  I don’t trust those people at Quik-Med.”

“Those people are called doctors.”  He turned away from Casey and lowered his voice.  “She might need stitches.  But if you keep stalling...”

“I knew you were gonna hurt her, you sonuvabitch.”

“Then why didn’t you send any insurance information with her so she could get medical attention without any delay?”

“Take her to Mercy Regional,” Janice said, referring to the hospital where her insurance coverage extended.

“That’ll add another forty-five minutes,” Mark mumbled and slammed the phone down.  “What a bitch,” he mumbled through gritted teeth, not believing his daughter could hear him.  He looked over at Casey, who was rocking back and forth as she sat and listened to the argument.  “You ready?” he asked as he scooped her up and proceeded to carry her out to the truck after she nodded.

Mark made a few attempts to engage his daughter in conversation during the drive, but one-word answers and a distant stare assured him the efforts were being wasted.

As they pulled into the lot, he finally said, “Look, your mom and me...we...we just don’t see eye to eye.  But that doesn’t mean we can’t get along.  Does it?”

Without looking at him, Casey softly said, “You’re not very nice.”

“What?  Why...why would you think that?”

“You shouldn’t have called her that name.  You shouldn’t do that.  She doesn’t do it to you.”

“She doesn’t?” he asked.  The statement had actually surprised Mark.  Then he figured Janice made all her snide comments out of earshot of Casey.

“No.  She hates you.  She says that all the time.  But she doesn’t call you names like you do to her.  She just calls you him.”

Mark could picture Janice walking around the house saying things like, “I can’t stand him,” “Don’t act like him,” and “You can’t believe the crap I have to put up with from him.”  Clearly, Mark understood him to mean that goddamn asshole prick ex-husband of mine.  But Casey didn’t quite catch on to that.  He knew he needed to explain.  “Look, I called her that ‘cause I lost my temper.  I hate the way she makes me feel.  She’s already won everything.  And she still insists on not giving in to anything.  She won.  I lost.  That’s it.”

Slowly turning her head so their eyes locked, Casey asked, “So you’re a sore loser?”

With a dip in his posture, Mark retorted, “When it comes to you, yeah, I am.”

Casey puffed out a shoulder-heaving sigh.  “That’s what they say about me.”

“Who?”

“Mom and Bill.  They say I mope around too much.”  Without waiting for him to ask, she blurted, “Like with swim meets.  And soccer.  And Billy.”

A red flag shot up for Mark as Casey went on about school and how she finished last in all of her swim meets.  He held up his hand.  “Wait a sec.  Who’s Billy?”

She sank in her seat.  “William Junior.  That’s what they were gonna call him.  But I was gonna call him Billy.  He was gonna be my little brother.”

“What happened?”

“Mom had an accident.  She told me I wasn’t gonna have a little brother anymore.”

“She never told me about any of it.  When did it happen?”

Casey thought for a few seconds then said, “Three years ago.  I remember it ‘cause she was going to the doctor a bunch.”

“Why?”  As Casey answered, Mark did the math and realized the divorce hadn’t even been finalized then.  He wondered if Janice had gotten pregnant before everything was settled.  

“They kept doing tests.  She said it was what they did,” Casey continued.

Trying to find a valid explanation, Mark asked, “Do you mean ultrasounds?”  Then he started thinking more about the timeframe and how close the conception would’ve been to their separation.  But then again, he caught her cheating on him, so it shouldn’t have come as any surprise.

“No.  I got to go to some of those.  I got to see Billy once.  The other times they kept pointing and saying that was him.  But all I saw was a little dot that flashed.”

As his mind flashed through his final exchanges with Janice, Mark came to one daunting memory.  He recalled the time she called him to come over and pick up the last of his things.  When he arrived, she led him to a box of miscellaneous shirts and coffee mugs.  Janice grabbed him as he went to leave and said, “We were only good at one thing, weren’t we, Mark?”  When he responded with a nod, she tore her close off, revealing a black corset complete with garters and stockings which accented her deliciously sexy figure, and said, “C’mon.  One last time.  And make it mean something.  Fuck me like you hate me.”  

Mark recalled those words.  And he remembered doing just that.  He recalled it being the most gratifying sex he had ever had—and the costliest.  The phone call the next morning still echoed in Mark’s head as Janice’s lawyer was on the other end demanding that Mark agree to their terms or face rape charges.  The lawyer went on to explain that Janice wanted to be done with all of it immediately, and that Mark was to fully cooperate or face jail time.

He recalled all of it.  Then in a pulsating mental flash—like the one Casey just described—Mark realized that little child may have been his.  “His heart,” he mumbled on the verge of breaking down as he pictured Janice finding out through the tests and having his son aborted.  “His little heart.”

“That’s what they said it was.  But I only got to see him once,” completely unaware of her father’s revelation.

Mark tried to shake the images away.  He collected himself and carried her inside, half-distraught, half-angry.  Placing her in one of the chairs in the waiting room, he approached the desk to complete the necessary forms.

As the visibly shaken man stood in front of the registration desk, the receptionist handed him the paperwork and kept an eye on him as he sat down next to a young girl.  The situation didn’t look right to her, so she asked another coworker to watch him as well.  When he returned with the incomplete paperwork, she asked, “May I see your insurance card?”

Still distracted at the ominous discovery, he dug out his wallet, handed his card to her and replied, “Uh...her mother carries her insurance.”

“I’ll need her insurance card then,” she advised with a feigned politeness.

“Uh...I don’t have it.”

As the insurance debate continued, Mark felt a hand on his shoulder.  Snapping his head around, he caught sight of a once-familiar face—deep brown eyes, short dark brown hair, a smile graced by perfect gleaming white teeth and a cute little nose which had remained unscathed despite the fact she grew up a tomboy.  Beth Morrison.  Mark stared into the brown eyes of the girl he once figured to be the one—and she probably would’ve been his bride if he hadn’t slept with, and impregnated, Janice while they had taken some time apart.  Realizing his mistake over and over, coupled with his newfound loss, Mark couldn’t muster a word.

“Hey Mark.  How’ve you been?” she asked, keeping her smile wide.

After a moment a silent hesitation, he sputtered, “Uh...my daughter cut her foot.”  He pointed at Casey as she sat and waited for him to return.

“Mornin’, Mark,” the gruff older man said as he extended his hand around Beth.

As Mark shook his hand, he snapped back to the present.  “Hey Mort,” he said to the man he knew as Mort Lahmeyer—the conservation officer responsible for patrolling his lake and the others on the chain.  “What’re you doing here?” he asked, looking over his familiar olive-green uniform.

“Just showin’ her around,” Mort said with a grin.  “Gonna retire next week.  Trainin’ my replacement.”

“Well, congratulations,” Mark said, shaking Mort’s hand again.  He then turned to Beth and apologized for his behavior.  “Sorry, Beth.  I...uh...I was kinda out of it.  Casey hurt her foot.  And I just got some bad news.  So I–”

“So you two already know each other,” Mort chimed in.  “I was gonna take her by the marina to introduce you two.”  The older conservation officer turned to Beth and said, “If you need any divers for anything, get a hold of this guy.  He’s spent more time in these lakes than most do on them.  He’s...uh,” he paused, turning back to Mark.  “You still runnin’ the dive team for the fire department?”  When Mark replied with a modest nod, Mort looked back at Beth and continued, “He’s the head guy for the Arlington Fire Department dive team.  He can tell you anything and everything about the layout of Quad Lakes,” he said referring to the King County chain of Bennett, Brody, Bail and Brinker Lakes.

“I’ll make a note of that,” Beth said as she sized Mark up, thinking about what could’ve been. 

Mark did the same to her, noting how her hourglass curves made the drab uniform actually look good.

The girl they all used to call “Morris”—to go with the tomboy attitude—caught the size-up and let him take in every inch of her body.  She wanted to let him know exactly what he missed out on.  Beth wanted Mark to know he really missed the boat when it came to her.  So, when he tried to resume a conversation, she smiled at him, held up her hand gracefully and said, “Sorry to cut this short, Mark.”  Then she turned to Mort and coldly asked, “So where else do we need to go today?”

“Well, we still need to go to the marina.  Then we’ll get out on the lakes.  Few more people you need to know.”

“Casey Taylor?” a voice interrupted as Mark prepared to say something.

He looked at the two, said, “Gotta go,” scooped his daughter up and followed the nurse back.  As Mark left the waiting room, he looked at them—Beth in particular—and noticed Mort raising his eyebrows and tilting his head toward Beth as if to ask, Want me to set you up with her?  

Lahmeyer had long ago taken a liking to Mark and thought of himself as Mark’s good ol’ Uncle Mort as he knew the young man had no family to speak of since the divorce.  He also knew Mark didn’t do too much in the way of making an effort to meet someone new.  So, much to Mark’s dismay, ol’ Uncle Mort tried to fix him up with virtually every single woman in her late-twenties to early-thirties.  And this particular one, he thought, was one damn fine catch.

Mark nodded to them and carried his daughter back.

As the two officers of Indiana’s Department of Natural Resources walked out, Mort spoke as if continuing the earlier conversation.  “Yeah, that Mark, he’s one helluva diver.  Nice guy.  And smart too.  You know, there ain’t many guys like him.  No sir.  Damn good guy,” he said as he slid behind the steering wheel of the state-owned white pickup truck.  “Damn good guy,” he repeated in case she didn’t hear him the first time.

Beth took her place in the passenger seat, clicked her seatbelt and said, “Yeah, he is a damn good guy...until he betrays you.”

“What are you talkin’ about?”

“Mark and I were together for a long time.  I thought we were gonna get married.  But he kept dragging his feet about it.  Then, I decided I was gonna propose to him.  Yeah,” Beth nodded as she felt Mort’s stare.  “I was gonna ask him to marry me.  I had it all planned out.  Set up a nice candlelight dinner.  Got everything ready.  And he shows up all nervous and twitchy.  Doesn’t eat a damn thing.  Just sits there and acts like he’s got something to say but won’t come out with it.”  Shaking her head, she continued, “You know, for a second, I thought he was gonna propose to me.  I thought he was nervous about that.  Then he goes and tells me he got some other girl pregnant and has to take care of the baby.  The sonuvabitch told me he was gonna marry someone else when I sat there holding the ring I was gonna give him.  And he had the balls to apologize.  Like saying, ‘sorry’ was gonna make up for all those years of building trust.”  After a brief pause, Beth sarcastically added, “So yeah, that Mark Taylor is a damn good guy.  Damn good.”  Then she inhaled deeply and calmly said, “And that little girl in there is the result of how damn good he was to me.”

Beth thought back to that moment in time.  She remembered that sickening twinge in her gut when Mark told her.  And she had been floored when she discovered who the other woman was—Janice Dupree.  At the time, Beth recalled Janice and her locker room stories of how she was a home-wrecker and had slept with some rich guy twice her age.  She had gone into great detail about how exhilarating it was to have this man quietly pleasuring her while his wife lay asleep in the same house.  Beth recalled it and felt the bile build in her throat.  She remembered thinking Mark and Janice were perfect for each other.  “Damn good,” she mumbled again to Mort as she snapped back to the present.

With the point being made, Lahmeyer opted to keep his trap shut and drive to their next destination.  He decided ol’ Uncle Mort wasn’t going to play cupid this time.
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As it swam, the eight-foot bull shark twitched and arched its back.  It shook in spasm after spasm in the murky depths.  Seeking an appropriate place, the shark instinctively rose from the cooler dark waters of Brody Lake and searched.

Another spasm caused the shark to violently shake.  It came to a rest in the relatively shallow channel between the two big lakes.  With a few more body-twitching heaves, the first pup was expelled.  It quickly swam away from its large mother and bolted into the warm clear water of Lake Bennett.  With a few more contractions, a second one emerged and followed suit.

The big shark shook as it pushed out a third and final pup.  This infantile shark had neither the strength nor the drive to pursue its siblings.  It was the third in what was originally a litter of five—two of which had been eaten while the pups were still in the womb.  Had the mother not found a meal at the expense of Walter MacDowell, this third shark would have probably suffered the same fate.  

However, the naïve little shark remained perilously close to its mother.  

After she excreted her waste, the big shark swung back around and swept her tailfin, slowly easing her way back into Brody Lake.  As she did, the shark noticed vibrations to her left.  They came accompanied with tiny electrical bursts.  She gracefully rerouted herself toward the source.  Nudging one of her pups once with her snout, she decided it would suffice as a meal.  With an emotionless gulp, the bull shark inhaled and digested one of her own freshly born offspring.  A few powerful sweeps of her caudal fin sent her back into the depths of the murky lake.
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Casey winced and squeezed Mark’s hand as the doctor injected her foot with a numbing agent.  Crying as the needle first pierced her skin, she sobbed, “I want mom.”  

Mark, still mentally shaking from their previous discussion, sighed and figured he could never win against Janice.  His daughter would always side with her, even though the woman was heartless and manipulative.  As she ratcheted down on his fingers, Mark thought about that run-in with Beth.  Seeing Beth again after nearly nine years, he realized how much of a mistake he made with Janice.  Quickly reminding himself that Casey wasn’t the mistake, rather losing out on the one girl he figured he could’ve been happy with was.  Now, if he could’ve had both Beth and Casey, Mark’s life would’ve been perfect.  But he knew he ruined what he had with Beth.  Mark didn’t figure his escapade with Janice would’ve turned into anything more than a quick fling while he and Beth had gone their separate ways.  So when Beth came back to him, his sex romp turned into a nightmare.  With the pregnancy and the knowledge that he tore Beth’s heart out—he had watched it unfold in her eyes as he explained everything to her—Mark vowed to do what was right for his child.  And right now, he began to feel that gnawing notion that maybe the best thing for his little girl was to concede the fight and give in to Janice.
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