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

Dead Hot Mama


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

 — The Mystery Reader




Dead Frenzy


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

 — Books ‘n’ Bytes




Dead Water


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

 — T. Jefferson Parker, author of California Girl





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

 — Laura Lippman, author of To the Power of Three




Dead Creek


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

 — Painted Rock Reviews





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

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





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

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




Dead Angler


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

 — Orlando Sentinel





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

 — Norb Wallock, North American Walleye Angler’s 1997 Angler of the Year





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

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





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

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





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

 — The Muncie (IN) Star Press





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

 — Midwest Book Review
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For Tom, Brian, and Jack:

Thanks for the excellent advice, guiding me through rivers, lakes, and streams — and sharing your trout flies!
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All freezes again — 
Among the pines, winds
Whispering a prayer.

 — Riei, eighteenth-century Japanese poet



The eagle ate well that day. When Brian’s truck rattled over the hill and, tires squealing, shuddered through a skid, the flurry of action forced the bird into the air — but only fifty feet. Refusing to be intimidated, the eagle lurked high in a nearby tree, convinced he could frighten the intruder away with a rustle of magnificent wings, a stare from a malevolent eye. He would not give up such a kill so easily.

But the man climbing out of the green Forest Service truck had so much on his mind that he barely noticed. Just one more eagle feasting on carrion. No, Brian Jensen’s concern was the overturned car. He couldn’t keep going with a clear conscience unless he was sure no one was trapped inside.

The sight of the vehicle in the ditch stumped him. Other than bird hunters, few people traveled this stretch of condemned road. He’d started using it after a recent field project, during which he’d stumbled onto a shortcut home. He could drive the dead highway to where it intersected a logging trail. After a bumpy two miles, the trail connected to a farmer’s driveway that opened onto County A — just three miles short of his house. Cut fifteen minutes from his drive home.

Even so, he used it only when he was running late and seldom when driving his own car. The loose gravel was treacherous under wheels, not to mention that one stone could crack a windshield and ruin his insurance premium. He was driving it today because the monthly staff meeting had run on way too long. He was due to leave on his vacation at noon — it was already past one. His wife would not be happy.

Catching sight of the metal and glass flashing in the sun, his first instinct was to keep going. But he knew better than that. He might be off duty, but he was still in the Forest Service, a public servant. He could check it out, call in the location on his car phone, and leave a message for one of his colleagues to follow up. It would take five minutes, max.

Brian pulled the truck over and opened the door, leaving the engine idling. He jogged toward the ditch and the overturned car, the shrill of grasshoppers pulsing in the August heat. As he approached the car, he could see it was a powder blue Chrysler Sebring convertible and that it had rolled with its top down. Ouch. A sudden breeze carried a whiff of bad air. And it wasn’t the smell of gas.

He paused to listen — no sound — just grasshoppers and the low hum of his truck.

Brian walked the length of the car, then got down on hands and knees to peer under the front end, back toward the steering wheel. The reaction from his stomach was spontaneous. Jumping to his feet, he reeled back, retching as he ran. The eagle cocked his head and shifted from one talon to another.

Hands shaking, Brian hit the walkie-talkie button on the car phone. “I don’t care if he’s in a meeting,” he said, “put me through! This is an emergency.”

“Okay, okay, slow down, son,” said Bob Miller, his supervisor. “Now start over. What did you say the condition is?”

“DRT,” said Brian, inadvertently using their office acronym for a road kill of any kind: Dead Right There.
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Heaven seems a little closer in a house beside the water.

 — Anonymous



Arms crossed as he leaned back against the kitchen counter, Paul Osborne pondered the two pints of fresh-picked raspberries sitting on the table in front of him. He was considering making an angel food cake. Angel food topped with fresh raspberries. Can’t beat that. And you have to share.

He liked that thought. Good reason to invite a certain woman to dinner. Well, maybe an hour or two in the trout stream first and then some dinner. Followed by — who knows? He could get lucky.

So far the northern Wisconsin weather was cooperating. Unseasonably cool temperatures paired with winds out of the northwest may have disappointed tourists that August, but they sure kept the fly-fishermen happy. Cool, windy weather meant fewer bugs, which meant hungry trout. Add fresh raspberries to that equation and Osborne had an excellent excuse for an invitation.

He reached for the beat-up three-ring binder in which his late wife, Mary Lee, had kept family recipes. The angel food cake recipe was from his Aunt Olive, his mother’s sister. She had taken over the household after his mother’s death. He was six that year — the year she lived with Osborne and his father. The following year, thank the Lord, his father sent him off to boarding school.

Angel food cake was the only pleasant memory he had of Aunt Ollie, a sharp-tongued, sharp-faced woman who seemed older than her years. Rail thin and tall, she had towered over him as she raged. In contrast, the Jesuit boarding school with its rules and regulations was a relief. At least you knew what was going to happen — and why.

Osborne scanned his aunt’s faded script. Her list of ingredients looked simple enough. But did he have the utensils? He could still see her beating the egg whites in the big old ceramic mixing bowl. She beat them by hand. She beat him by hand, too.

A pan. He needed the right pan. Osborne wheeled around in his chair, then knelt to dig through one of the lower cupboards. He was sure there was an angel food cake pan in there somewhere. Ah! Reaching way to the back, he found it.

He stood up. Egg whites — he would need a special whisk. Certainly he could use the electric mixer, but he wanted to do this the old-fashioned way. How well he remembered the magic of those egg whites billowing up. And Aunt Ollie had insisted on a certain kind of whisk for angel food. He thought Mary Lee had used one just like it.

Searching through the utensil drawer, it dawned on him that Aunt Ollie and his late wife had more in common than just a whisk. Was that why he’d married Mary Lee? Because the coldness and criticism felt familiar? He shook his head. At least he didn’t have that to worry about anymore.

He found a whisk, but it was rusted. Ray might have one. If his neighbor could keep an antique phone booth in the living room of his mobile home, why not an old whisk in his kitchen drawer?

Glancing out the window, he was reminded that the day was sunny and warm — just right for a walk. Since it was early afternoon, chances were good Ray would be home. A fishing guide, he tended to book clients in the early morning and after dusk. Of course, if he’d been called to dig a grave or two that day, he might be out.

What the heck — Osborne decided to amble on down to Ray’s. Mike needed the exercise and the black Lab loved racing through the woods with Ray’s yellow Labs, Ruff and Ready, whose antics with Mike always put a grin on Osborne’s face.

Just as he opened the screen door to let the dog out into the yard, the phone rang.

“Doc?” The lean, quiet voice lifted his heart.

“Lew — you caught me just in time. I was about to walk out the door — ”

“Anything you can cancel?” she said, interrupting him. “I need help and I need it now.”

“Sure, what’s up?” Osborne said, walking back into the kitchen and reaching for a notepad. He’d been half-expecting a call. Half-hoping was more like it.

Just that morning over coffee with his buddies at McDonald’s, they had been grousing about the Loon Lake Country Music Fest Every third week of August it happened: total gridlock. Main Street, restaurants, bars, even the Loon Lake Market overflowed with people wearing too much suntan lotion, too little clothing, and reeking of alcohol.

For nearly a decade, twenty-two thousand country music fans had been descending on Loon Lake, Pop. 3,412 — cramming trailers, RVs, pickups, and cars into the campgrounds and motels surrounding the little town. For six days the wail and thump of country music would echo across the water. Great for the local economy, but it made for one long week for Loon Lake’s law enforcement team.

Even with reinforcements from the sheriff, the exuberance generated by the music and the round-the-clock consumption of beer, beer, and more beer would overwhelm Chief Lewellyn Ferris and her three-man Loon Lake Police Department. From fender benders to fist fights, the list of alcohol-fueled incidents left no room for anything more than routine police work.

“Nothing serious, I hope,” said Osborne.

“Oh-h-h, it’s serious. The Forest Service called in to report a car accident. Fatality. One of the rangers found it back on that abandoned road north of County A. You know where I mean?”

“Oh, yeah. I’ve been back in there bird hunting. But, Lew, no one drives that road — it dead-ends.”

“Likely a drunk who took a wrong turn. And, darn it anyway, it’s right on the township border. One-half a mile to the north and I could off-load it onto Vilas County. As it is, someone has to check it out, but I cannot possibly get away from here for another hour. I’ve got a yahoo from Crandon who just caught his wife in the back of his pickup with his best friend. Took off to get his gun.”

“Lewellyn — ” said Osborne, his voice tightening with worry.

“It’s okay, I called over there and a Forest County deputy is already at the house. They’ll put him in the hoosegow ‘til he calms down. But I’m stuck with the guilty parties on this end until we know he’s under control. So I hope you don’t mind — ”

“Just tell me what you need. An ID on the victim? Want me to get in touch with the family if the victim is a local?”

				• • •

				As he spoke, Osborne headed toward the den, where he kept his instrument bag. Since meeting Lew Ferris one night in a trout stream, he had been forever grateful for his stint in the military when he had been schooled in forensic dentistry. The better he had gotten to know her, the more he had made it a practice to keep current with new developments in the field. He might be retired from a full-time dental practice, but not from affairs of the heart.

Fortunately for Osborne, the Wausau Crime Lab was a distant seventy miles away and lacked the funding for a full-time odontologist. This put Lew in a position to deputize him whenever she needed an ID based on dental records.

On a few cases over the last two years, he had been able to help with background checks as well. Thirty-some years practicing dentistry in Loon Lake had taught him more about people than you could read in a dental chart. And he came cheap — whatever the budget, he was happy.

When the money wasn’t there, he would bargain for another lesson in the trout stream. Lew was an expert fly-fisherman who’d been his first instructor. And last, if he could help it. While he knew his technique frustrated her — “Doc, you’re losing way too many good trout flies!” — he was improving. Slowly. Slowly on purpose.

On water with a spinning rod, he was a seasoned fisherman with 51-inch muskie mounted over his fireplace to prove it. But the minute he pulled on waders, picked up a fly rod, stepped into a stiff current, and tried to cast a lure with the weight of a feather — the world changed. He was a rank beginner. And that had its advantages.

				• • •

				“If you could get to the site within the hour, that would be much appreciated. Oh, and one more favor?”

“Sure. But on one condition — ” Before he could extend his invitation, she interrupted.

“I can’t reach Pecore. Now why the hell would a coroner turn his phone off during the busiest week of the summer?

Marlene called his neighbors and they told her he took his wife and mother-in-law out on the pontoon boat so they could listen to the music free from the water. Honestly, Doc, what a commode.

“So could you swing by the public landing and see if his car’s there? If it is, leave a note on the windshield to meet you at the scene of the accident ASAP or I’ll have his pension. And mark down the time you leave it, too. Guy needs to be a hell of a lot more accountable.”

“Got it. Say, Lew, later this evening — ”

“Uh-oh, here comes trouble. Later, Doc.” She hung up before he could say another word.

Darn, thought Osborne as he placed the cordless phone back in its stand. He called in a disappointed Mike and refilled the water bowl. Oh well, might get back too late to bake that cake anyway.

As he set the berries in the fridge, he plucked one from the top. Its rose red perfection prompted a vision of Lew’s breasts in the moonlight. He entertained that thought. It was the kind of daydream that in his youth had led the Jesuit confessor to levy a penance of six Hail Marys and six Our Fathers: a venial sin well worth the prayers.

He would have to stop by Ray’s to borrow a whisk another time. Jumping into his Subaru, Osborne checked the gas to be sure he had enough to make it out to County A and the old highway.

				• • •

				Bob Miller missed the turnoff and had to double back. He was almost a mile down the road before he spotted Brian leaning back against the hood of his truck. The look on his face accused Miller of forgetting to include “discovery of corpses” in his job description.

“I called the police,” said Miller as he walked over to put a reassuring arm across the shoulder of the white-faced young forester. “And your wife. I explained it would be a while until you got home. Shouldn’t take too long to remove the body.”

“The body?” said Brian. “Bob, there are three women in that car.”
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Fish now. You’re dead for a long time.

 — Anonymous



The eagle persisted — not even the arrival of more vehicles could dissuade him. Osborne was the third to arrive, not long after Bob Miller. Five minutes at the public landing was all he had needed to locate Pecore’s boat of a Town Car in the sea of SUVs and wedge a scrap of paper under the windshield wiper.

The note included a handwritten map a kindergartner could follow along with Lew’s request that Pecore get to the scene of the accident “ASAP.” Osborne jotted his initials along with the time — not that he expected that to make a difference. The throb and whine of Country Fest drifting across the water made it highly unlikely Pecore would be back soon.

				• • •

				Cresting a hill on the old highway, Osborne spotted the two men and their trucks parked across from the overturned car. A baby blue convertible. He knew that car. Only one person in Loon Lake drove a car that color: custom painted to match her fingernails. The sunny August day turned dark and shot through with dread.

Osborne slowed to pull in behind the Forest Service vehicles. He recognized Bob Miller. He sat three pews behind him at eight o’clock Mass every Sunday. The young man with him must be on his staff.

“That’s Peg Garmin’s car,” said Osborne, loping past the two foresters toward the wreck, hoping against hope that the report of a fatality was wrong. “Chief Ferris sent me out to help with the recovery and identification of the victim.”

“Well, Doc, you got more than one trapped in there — three women far as I can tell,” said Miller. “Got an eagle in that tree over your head’s done some damage, too.”

“No sign of life?”

“No-o-o sirree. Brian here came across the vehicle on his way home about an hour ago. That right, Brian — an hour would you say?” Brian nodded from where he was leaning against his truck, arms folded. The young man looked queasy and not a little frightened, as if he was worried he might be asked to approach the car again.

Kneeling to peer under the car, Osborne thrust his head forward, then backed off fast. “Whoa!” He paused, then bent forward again. This time with caution.

The car had rolled with its top down. The bodies of two women were compressed at strange angles in the front seat; a third had been thrown half out of the rear seat. Her torso rested on the ground with her head twisted back as if searching for something behind her. Too bad she had been injured, thought Osborne. He could see plenty of room for that victim to have crawled out.

In spite of the damage done by the eagle, he had no doubt the driver was Peg Garmin. The cloud of pale blond hair was dark with dried blood; those snappy blue eyes would never laugh again. Osborne reached through the twisted steering wheel, his fingers gentle on her eyelids: Someone had to say good-bye. No matter how harsh the gossip he had heard from his late wife and her friends, he had always liked Peg Garmin.

For all the darkness in her life, she had been a woman of light and laughter, a woman with style: her hair done, her makeup fresh. That her loveliness had been for sale did not diminish it. How sad she would be if she could see how she looked now. It crossed Osborne’s mind to wonder if the eagle could have done allthat damage. But, of course — had to be.

He stood up. “They’ve been here longer than an hour, that’s for sure.”

“Yep,” said Bob. The three men stood in silence, nodding.

“Well, this sure is more than Chief Ferris was planning on,” said Osborne. “Bob, you got a cell phone or a radio in that truck of yours? I need to let Marlene on the switchboard know that I’ll need at least one more ambulance to get these poor folks to the morgue.”

“Sure, Doc, you’re welcome to use our radio. Here, I’ll set you up.”

As Osborne reached for the walkie-talkie, a distant rumbling could be heard heading their way. “That may be the EMTs now,” said Osborne.

But it was a tow truck that crested the rise.
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The great fish eat the small.

 — Alexander Barclay



With Osborne and Bob standing by to let him know when to stop, Robbie Mikkleson swung his tow truck around, then backed it in tight to the rear end of the overturned convertible. He was the police department’s favored tow operator: fair in his pricing and gentle with his touch. Even insurance adjusters loved him.

The burly thirty-year-old was also a close friend of Osborne’s neighbor, at whose home he could be found, on random weekdays, savoring a midmorning cup of coffee doused with local gossip and a round-up of who-caught-what-where. In return, he managed to keep Ray’s rusty red pickup running against all odds. While he couldn’t unlock the frozen passenger side door or replace its broken window, he was able to keep fuel flowing.

Robbie wasn’t bad on small engines either, and had repaired Osborne’s Mercury 9.9 outboard after the prop took a clobbering from an unmarked, submerged boulder. And like Ray, he knew just about everyone in Loon Lake: If you were over sixteen and driving a vehicle in the land of ice and snow, sooner or later you met Robbie. The motto painted across the hood of his truck was designed to salve wounded wallets: DITCHES HAPPEN.

“Hey there,” said the big guy, dropping down from the seat of his truck with a thud. “Heard on the scanner you need a tow out here.”

Robbie’s broad, friendly face floated above a summer uniform that never changed: denim overalls hooked over a greasy sweatshirt that may have been white once upon a time and whose stretched-out cuffs were rolled up over his elbows. He sported a four-day stubble on his cheeks and a band of sweat across his forehead. As he walked toward Osborne, he was grinning the grin of a man tickled to earn an unexpected eighty-five bucks — until he got a good look at the overturned car. He whistled then said, “Doggone, baby blue? That has to be Peg Garmin’s car. Don’t tell me she’s in there?”

“Afraid so,” said Osborne. “Couple other victims as well. Haven’t been able to get a good look at those two yet. Maybe you can help me move things around a little so I can.”

“Sure thing, Doc — doggone — ” Robbie repeated himself as he walked around the wreck. He knelt on the far side, near the passenger seat and across from where Osborne stood. “Oh — that’s too bad,” he said. “I know those ladies. Played a few hands of poker with Donna just last week.”

He got to his feet, eyes searching every exposed surface. Eyes as expert as Osborne’s when examining the mouth of a new patient. “Boy oh boy,” he said after a long minute of deliberation, “I can’t figure this out. Just how the hell did they manage to do this?”

“Donna who?” said Osborne. “What’s her last name? Any idea who that gal in the back might be?”

“Donna’s last name is Federer,” said Robbie, “You might know her old man. He used to drive for Johnson Septic — Ralph Federer.”

“Oh, sure,” said Osborne. He remembered Ralph. He remembered Ralph’s cheap, awful dentures better.

“I can see better after we raise the vehicle,” said Robbie, “but that woman in the backseat looks a lot like Pat Kuzynski to me — same hair anyway. Those two — Donna and Pat — both been working at Thunder Bay, y’know.”

“Oh,” said Osborne. Knowing Peg, that didn’t surprise him. “Strippers, I take it.”

“Yep. Jeez, doggone. I liked those gals. Always friendly.”

“Too bad they didn’t befriend a designated driver,” said Osborne.

“Boy, I dunno,” said Robbie, scratching his head. “I seen people walk away from rollovers worse than this. Especially drunks — they never get hurt. Thrown out, doncha know — but not hurt. Hell, the gas tank didn’t even explode on this one.”

As Osborne watched, Robbie continued to examine the exposed underbelly of the car, then walked around to unscrew the gas cap. As he did so, Bob Miller and Brian backed away so fast they bumped into each other, stumbled, and nearly fell.

“No worry,” said Robbie. “Looks safe enough even though that tank sure is topped off. Man, if this tank had blown — we’d have heard it in town.” He pulled a kerchief from his back pocket and wiped his face. “Jeez, it’s hot. You sure as hell don’t want these folks sitting here much longer — whaddya say I hook her up and get things rolling?”

“Hold off a few more minutes, Robbie,” said Osborne. “Chief Ferris needs the coroner to take a few photos — a case with fatalities, you never know. Could be litigation by the families, questions from the insurance agency — we have to wait.”

“Not a problem,” said Robbie. “Who we waiting on? Ol’ Dog Face Pecore?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Wouldn’t you think they could rid of that joker?” “Political appointee,” said Osborne, shaking his head.

				• • •

				Few people in Loon Lake accorded their coroner much respect. Before Lewellyn Ferris took over as Chief of the Loon Lake Police Department, Irv Pecore had run his own shop — partly because he wasn’t needed very often, partly because dealing with the dead had been one chore Lew’s predecessors had been happy to assign to someone else.

For twenty years, he had conducted autopsies on his own schedule and often under less than sanitary circumstances — the worst of which was allowing both his golden retrievers to observe the procedures. Every one in Loon Lake knew it, and more than one set of anxious relatives had accompanied their dearly departed through the uncomfortable process just to be sure canine interest was halted at the door.

But while Pecore’s position was secure due to the fact his brother-in-law was the mayor, Lew had been able to cite enough violations of the chain of custody on evidence that she was able to gain control over a significant portion of his budget.

That made it possible for her to limit his involvement in criminal investigations and allot the monies to bring in the Wausau Crime Lab or professionals like Osborne. With her appointment to Chief of the Loon Lake Police Department, the dogs were banned, the evidence storage improved, and Pecore put on notice that he was likely to be terminated with the next mayoral election: no kin, no job.

				• • •

				“If I hoist this about four feet,” said Robbie, pointing to the back end of the car, “you should be able to remove the victims. Won’t take long after that.”

“Oh boy,” said Osborne, checking his watch for the tenth time, “I hate this waiting. Hold on a minute.” He walked over to where Brian and Bob were standing. “Bob, you wouldn’t happen to have a camera in your car, would you?”

“Sorry, Doc.”

“Mind if I use that radio of yours again?” The forester gave him a nod.

“Marlene,” said Osborne, “it’s me again. Robbie’s here with the tow truck and still no sign of Pecore or an ambulance. We really need to get a move on getting these victims out of the wreck. Could you check with Chief Ferris and see what she thinks about getting Ray out here with his camera? This time of day he’s usually home.

“Oh — and let her know one of the deceased, the driver, is Peg Garmin. Robbie’s pretty sure of the other two victims, too,” said Osborne. “Donna Federer and Pat Kuzynski, but that’s not official yet. Thank you, Marlene.”

“Dr. Osborne,” said Brian, as Osborne got out of Bob’s vehicle, “how long do you need me to stay?”

“Poor guy’s trying to leave on his vacation,” said Bob.

His back to the wreck, Osborne looked over at the two men. “This is going to take a while. I see no need for either of you to hang around. Brian, since you were the first on the scene of the accident, can you give me a phone number in case Chief Ferris has any questions?”

As he spoke, he heard a grinding from the tow truck and turned to see the convertible shifting upward. “No!” shouted Osborne. “Not yet!”

“Just testing,” hollered Robbie from his cab. It was obvious he couldn’t hear Osborne over the sound of the winch. Osborne watched helpless as the car was lifted far enough off the ground that the two women in the front seat, strapped in with seat belts, now looked like riders on a macabre roller coaster. The body of the third woman rolled onto the ground. She lay on her back, face up.

“Oh, jeez,” said Bob. Brian turned away. Osborne hurried over to kneel near the body. He tipped the head to one side.

“Oh my God,” he said, his voice soft. He didn’t need dental forensics to tell him he was looking at the effects of a bullet fired at close range, a bullet that entered the left temple.

“Sorry, Doc, I wasn’t thinking,” said Robbie, rushing up from behind. Osborne motioned for him to stay back. He checked the two bodies in the front seat.

Three women, three bullets, three victims all right. No accident.








five


You can’t say enough about fishing. Though the sport of kings, it’s just what the deadbeat ordered.

 — Thomas McGuane, Silent Seasons



“He-e-y, you Jack Pine savage,” said Robbie, his voice booming as he sauntered over to where Ray had just jammed his pickup into reverse. Following a wave of Robbie’s hand, Ray backed up to park twenty feet from the front of the tow truck.

He had arrived just as Brian and Bob were leaving, making it necessary for Robbie to direct him to the opposite side of the road. The cloud of dust thrown up by the departing Forest Service trucks coupled with his own tires’ skidding in reverse made it difficult to see beyond the tow truck. With the help of the tag alder along the side of the road, the overturned vehicle was completely obscured.

As the pickup came to a stop, Robbie walked over. He leaned into the open window. “What the hell was that I heard on the police scanner this morning?” he said, thrusting his face at Ray. “You assaulted some poor woman with a dead fish?”

“I — did not — assault — anyone,” said Ray, offended. “It was a ri-dic-u-lous sit-u-a-tion — . B-i-i-g — mis — understanding.” His habit of mixing pauses with elongated syllables had been known to drive more than one listener away. But Robbie was wise to his tricks. He wasn’t going anywhere until he got the whole story.

“All right, all right,” said Ray, raising a hand in defeat. “All that happened was I was down at the post office minding my own business and some goofy state cop tried to put me in the hoosegow for smelling walleyes with one of the nuns I know. And that’s the whole story.”

As the clouds of dust settled, he caught sight of Osborne coming around from the front of the tow truck. He craned his neck past Robbie to shout: “Hey, Doc! I phoned Channel Twelve and told ‘em to send a news crew out here.”
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