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To fish in trouble waters.

Mathew Henry: Commentaties, Psalm LX



Dr. Osborne’s brand-new Mercury 9.9 outboard propelled his trusty Alumacraft so smoothly over the gentle waves glittering in the late-afternoon sun that he almost missed the hidden entrance to the brook. Loon Lake had many such fingers reaching deep into the tamarack forest, but this one was special. And at last the ice was gone and the winds had calmed and he could begin his search again.

Nearly seven months had passed since he’d been able to fish for its sinister treasure: the old, long, dangerous muskie that had rocked his boat when Osborne tantalized him last summer with his favorite lure: the surface mud puppy. He’d spent the winter calling the fish “my shark of the north” and vowing to his buddies that “that son of a bitch” would grace the mantel above his fireplace someday — across from the big picture window where Osborne watched the sun set over the big lake every night. He might be more tentative about rough water in his old age, but a big fish could still stir him.

It was a perfect day for fishing. The tamarack outlined the shore, still spindly but glistening neon green with budding needles. The air was sharp and cold like a knife against his skin. He inhaled deeply. It was the kind of day, thought Osborne, when it’s a gift just to breathe.

Osborne throttled the new motor way back. The engine responded like silk under his hand, slowing the boat to a silent glide. He leaned against the handle, nudging the boat into the center of the stream, carefully steering clear of submerged rocks. He knew the location of each small boulder intimately, and they looked like old friends as he drifted over. The dog curled up in the front of the boat raised a questioning eye.

“I have a plan, Mike.” The sixty-three-year-old retired dentist spoke in a level tone to his black Lab as though the dog had inquired about a two-year treatment of gum disease. “We may miss today, and we may miss tomorrow — but sometime this year — you, me, and our friend, we’re gonna have that come-to-Jesus meeting, oh, yes we are.”

Osborne checked quickly to be sure the heavy gaff and his net were correctly positioned near his feet in case he was lucky sooner rather than later. He undid the latch to the livewell so he could swing it up and open with ease. Fishing alone made him doubly careful he wouldn’t end up with a nasty, thrashing fish loose in the boat with just himself and the dog.

Osborne let the motor hum, selected the brown rod with the old Ambassador Garcia reel and, flipping his right wrist expertly, twice lofted the wooden lure. Seconds passed as the lure soared, then plunked softly, first to his right, then to his left. He was reeling before it landed, tipping his head back slightly so a sliver of the late spring sun could warm his face and forehead.

“Life is perfect, Mike,” he said with quiet authority. “Life is perfect.” Mike leaped to his feet then, wagging his tail and staring mournfully at his master, indicating nature’s call.

“Life was perfect, Mike.” Osborne shook his head. The dog had a real knack for needing to piss at all the wrong times. “Okay, boy, cool it while I find us a spot to pull in. Sit … wait … good dog.” Carefully, he hooked the lure on the rod and laid the rod down across the seats.

Osborne scanned the edges of the brook for a firm hillock. Much of the area was swamp and wetland, and the shadows from the towering firs made it hard to see. He spotted a good, wide, firm clump and revved the motor toward it.

Suddenly a sickening, grinding noise from under the boat caught him off guard. He switched off the motor, unhappy to hear the grinding continue until the propeller blades had stopped.

“Oh boy,” he said, dreading the sight of a broken blade on his brand-new motor. Gently, Osborne moved his fishing rod so he could lean forward onto his knees to peer over the left edge of the boat.

He froze, so stunned he couldn’t breathe, then he lurched back, almost tipping himself out of the boat. Desperate, he grabbed for both gunwales, terrified he was going to fall out and right into the horror beneath him.

The boat steadied, and Osborne looked up at the crystal blue sky. Not a sound did he hear except his own harsh breathing. Even the dog sat silent, watching him, his head cocked inquiringly. Osborne got himself up straight on the boat seat and reached for both oars. Arms shaking, he finally got them into the oar locks and, barely dipping the oars below the surface of the water so as not to touch anything under him, turned the boat around and gunned his motor out of the hidden brook.

Mike, looking back, started to bark loudly.

“Goddamn it, piss in the boat,” said Osborne. He had to get to a phone. He had to get the sight out of his head. Never in his lifetime of cleaning fish, gutting deer, drilling root canals had he ever seen anything like it.

The sparkling clear water had magnified what he saw: a black wire cage about ten feet long and four feet wide with bodies floating in it. The photographic imprint in his mind was so sharp he could still see the blue denim jeans, the sodden dark woolen shirts. But what he really couldn’t forget was the one face staring up at him, its mouth a black hole with a tongue protruding and cloudy eyes bulging directly at him. Instinct told him it was dead, but his pounding heart made him feel like it was rising up out of the water, lumbering after him.
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Angling is somewhat like poetry, men are born to be so.

Izaak Walton, The Compleat Angler



Osborne pulled the boat up at the public landing by Keane’s resort and, forgetting to leash the dog, ran through the door of the bar, just as a battered blue pickup drove up to a big log that marked a parking area.

A lanky, deeply tanned man with a head of rich, reddish auburn curly hair and a chest-length, very curly, auburn but graying beard unwound his long frame from behind his steering wheel as he watched Osborne slam through the front door of the bar. He reached for his hat, a large stuffed trout perched on top of an old, fur-lined leather cap with ear flaps that hung down loosely.

The head and tail of the fish protruded on opposite sides over his ears. Draped across the breast of the fish, like a jeweled necklace, was an old wood and metal fishing lure, its silver disks glinting in the sunlight. Carefully, he set it at a jaunty angle, checking it out twice in the side mirror, before sauntering into the bar.

Osborne spotted his neighbor’s belt buckle first. Under normal circumstances, just watching the guy enter a room was worth at least one chuckle. Vertically challenged by the average doorway, six-foot-six Ray Pradt moved like an accordian tipped sideways, with a loopy walk so disjointed his close friends kidded that his lower torso rolled into a room a full hour ahead of the rest of his body. That bothered Ray. He liked to think he made his first impression with his hat.

“Nah,” the good dentist had told him one day, “Anti-climactic.” Hence Ray had invested in a sterling silver belt buckle that featured a walleye in the act of striking, a fish suspended in midair as it leaped from his belt toward the eyes of the beholder. The darn thing got snagged on every jacket and shirt he wore, but Ray didn’t mind, he liked to make an entrance.

Osborne waved to Ray as he finished shouting into the phone, which was connected to a stunned switchboard operator at the Loon Lake Police Station. At that moment, Osborne could tell, it was also connected to the three elderly party-line eavesdroppers who’d long refused to give up their shared phone line and rotary dial phones simply because the antique system tied them so effectively into their neighbors’ lives. Osborne had heard multiple gasps along the line as he relayed his gruesome news. He certainly understood why; his own hands were still shaking so badly it was hard to keep the phone to his ear.

“Thank God, that’s done.” He set the receiver back in its cradle next to the cash register and sank onto a nearby stool. Except for Osborne and Ray, Keane’s Bar was empty. Osborne felt his shoulders relax ever so slightly with the release of the tension: The horror was now someone else’s problem.

“I never thought this place could look so good,” he said, waving his hand at the genteelly shabby little resort bar with its red vinyl chairs and knotty pine tabletops. The place hadn’t seen redecorating in forty years or more. Because Keane kept a refrigerator stocked with staples like milk and bread, and a paper cup nearby for customers to pay on the honor system, it wasn’t unusual for the folks living along the lake road to stop by on a late afternoon, avoid the rush at a local grocery store, and get a beer with their bread. A beer and gossip.

Ray slipped onto the stool alongside Osborne, brushing a friendly arm across the elderly dentist’s shoulders as he did so. He examined the polished knotty pine surface of the antique bar for moist water rings before removing his hat and setting it down in front of him. Then he spoke.

“What …” He paused. Ray had his own deliberate cadence he used when he wanted to make a point. “The hell … is going on, Doc? And why did I hear you ask for ‘the man with no laugh'? Where’s your friend … Lewellyn?” He spoke in a low, jocular tone, but Osborne could see in the mirror behind the bar that Pradt was watching him closely, his eyes dark and serious.

“Out of town,” said Osborne. “Bad timing.”

Very bad timing. The one selfish thought he had had as his boat burned its way across the lake was that this grisly discovery was just the excuse he needed to spend more time with Lewelleyn Ferris, Loon Lake’s chief of police.

Just one year into the position, Lew was the first female police chief in the history of the little Northwoods town. She was also the first woman Osborne had ever known who loved to fish as much as he did. Loved it and was better at it in some ways. She beat him hands down at fly-fishing. But he knew she would be hard set to challenge his bait-fishing technique, especially when it came to muskie fishing. And right now was the absolute best time to display his finesse as June, which was just around the corner, was his lucky season for hooking one of the monsters.

In fact, his trip up the creek had been somewhat of a covert operation. He was scouting, hoping to confirm that his “shark of the north” had survived the brutal winter and still controlled the territory. If so, his plan was to lure Lew into his boat — no fly lines this time but casting with a surface lure. Twelve-pound test — no heavier. A demonstration of fishing for trophy muskellunge the way he liked it. She was likely to disagree with his approach, he knew, so he was anxious to get her on the water while conditions were ideal. But muskie fishing took hours, and it was tough for Lew to find that kind of time in her schedule. On the other hand, if they had to work a case together …

Mentally, Osborne crossed his fingers. He had a point to prove, and he knew that nothing would impress that spirited, opinionated woman more than his landing a fierce fifty-incher right at her feet. Of course, being a realist at heart, he knew that was too much to hope for, so he would be happy just to raise the damn fish. To see a flash of the hard, evil head through the dark water, to hear the long, mean body swirl and circle the boat. Envisioning the moment in his mind, already he could hear Lew’s gasp. The gasp of the expert fisherman who recognizes not only the skill it takes to raise such a fish but the talent and exquisite touch demanded to land such a prize. He knew he had the skill, he prayed he had the talent.

Osborne was still amazed that Lew had entered his life. More than once he had thanked the fishing gods for engineering their meeting. Had to be divine intervention — the circumstances were just too unusual. Late the previous summer, she had volunteered to help a friend of a friend sharpen his long-unused fly-fishing technique. That friend once removed turned out to be Osborne, who had been more than a little taken aback to find himself relearning the arcane sport from a woman.

Then, just hours into that first lesson, their roles as teacher and student were reversed by death: the discovery of a body wedged under rocks in the river where they were fishing. Osborne’s equally unused but sharper skills at forensic dentistry had helped the police chief rapidly determine she was dealing not with a drowning, not with an accident, but a murder.

Grateful for help from a qualified professional, assistance hard to come by in the backwaters of northern Wisconsin, Lew had deputized Osborne that night. The alliance worked for both: she boosted her profile among her law enforcement colleagues, he discovered what he least expected to find in a woman — a fishing buddy.

Over the summer and into the fall their friendship had flourished as Lew sharpened his casting technique and schooled him in the wizardry of trout flies. But soon the curse of winter descended, ice and snow putting a rude end to their angling. Errant snowmobilers and a rash of drug arrests squeezed Lew’s time for their coffee breaks.

Right now she was up on the New York/Canadian border, a witness in a lawsuit involving the Oneida Indians who had requested her testimony in a dispute regarding land they owned in the state of New York.

Osborne was more than a little chagrined at how happy Lew had been to go, especially when he learned the real reason for her delight. She would be close enough to the famed Wulff School of Fly Fishing on the legendary BeaverKill to fit in a long weekend refresher course on the techniques of fly casting. Much as Osborne tried to be happy for his new friend, in his heart he had to face the truth: This would give her an unassailable edge. Never could he compete in the trout stream.

Lew had been gone two long weeks now, forcing him to recognize yet another reality: he missed her. He really missed her. He hadn’t had such a crush on a woman since third grade.
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Of course, folk fish for different reasons. There are enough aspects of angling to satisfy the aspirations of people remarkably unalike.

Maurice Wiggin



“Yep,” said Ray, nodding in sympathy from his bar stool. “With Lew out East still, you got ol’ cement-face to deal with, huh? What’s he — acting chief until she’s back?”

“Unfortunately,” said Osborne, grimacing.

The natives of Loon Lake had a standing joke. John Sloan, Lew’s predecessor, who’d arrested many of them in their wild and woolly teen years, had never, ever been known to crack a smile. Not in the forty-five years that most had known him. A forced “heh, heh” might escape through stiffly spaced lips from time to time, but even that was just enough to fuel roaring guffaws. It had reached a point that all the regulars at McDonald’s, an informal men’s club of early risers that included Pradt and Osborne, made up what sounded like a good old Indian moniker, “the man with no laugh,” to kid Sloan — behind his back, of course.

“So what …” said Ray, reaching for a toothpick from a small glass sitting on the bar, “… the doggone heck … is up, Doc?”

Osborne crossed his arms on the bar and looked at Ray. His hands had calmed down since he made the phone call. Ray’s perspective on the nightmare was going to be interesting and one Osborne was anxious to hear.

• • •

Until two years ago, Osborne had viewed his neighbor through the eyes of his late wife and Mary Lee and had no use for the man. The very mention of his name would prompt one of her rare expressions of profanity as in, “That son of a bitch!”

The two first clashed when Ray, in Mary Lee’s opinion, “stole” the lakefront acreage next door to their new house. An exceptional parcel of land with the best view on the Loon Lake chain, the lot was one that Mary Lee had coveted to buffer their own property, which she liked to call “our lake estate.”

Ray turned that dream into a nightmare. Alerted to the land’s sudden availability through his own secret grapevine, he made an immediate bid at the asking price, paying cash for the total before anyone in Loon Lake even knew it was for sale.

“Paul!” Mary Lee had gone ballistic when she heard the news, shrilling, “I will not live next door to a grave digger! You better do something about this.”

If Osborne thought that was rough, the morning Mary Lee discovered Ray had positioned his beat-up mobile home in full view of her living room window was worse.

“My vista!” she had shrieked. Osborne had never seen his wife in such a frenzy. He stood by in silence as she rampaged up and down the rutted drive that led to Ray’s trailer, shouting for their new neighbor to move his “goddamn trash heap” before she called the cops. Ray didn’t move a thing, not even when Mary Lee got John Sloan, police chief at the time, to drive out and view the situation.

Hands in the air as if to duck her anger, Sloan told her, as had her husband, there was nothing anyone could do. The transaction was legal, money had changed hands, and Ray could park whatever and wherever he wanted on his own property.

So Mary Lee made it her mission to torture Ray. Almost daily she could be seen running toward his minnow truck, a battered blue pickup with the door dented in on the driver’s side, as it slowed to make the turn into his drive, waving an angry hand and snapping at him about this and that.

Osborne didn’t appreciate the view of Ray’s trailer either, especially after the money Mary Lee had insisted on sinking into the new house with its expensive landscaping. But, unlike Mary Lee, he wasn’t scornful of Ray, he just wondered about the man. He knew Ray’s family, and they weren’t bad people. The father was a family physician in Rhinelander. Ray’s older sister was one of Chicago’s top litigators, and his younger brother a hand surgeon over at the Mayo Clinic. His mother was a founding member of the Rhinelander Garden Club, an invitation-only clique that Mary Lee had hungered to join.

Initially, Ray appeared to be like any other bright middle-class kid with athletic talent. In high school he was a star basketball player, and Osborne, like the other parents, expected to see him hit the fast track: an athletic scholarship to Marquette University likely to be followed by a little pro or semipro ball and on to a career in insurance or banking, maybe stocks and bonds. But life yanked early at Ray. When a tournament game blew both his knees out, he lost the college scholarship. Though his father could certainly afford to send him anywhere he wanted to go, Ray decided against college.

Choosing the water and the woods over books, he spent his first year out of high school bushwhacking his way through the swamps and forests, living off the land. Before he turned twenty, he had become one of the North-woods’ most sought-after fishing and hunting guides. When the brutal winters would force his wealthy clientele from Chicago, Minneapolis, and Milwaukee to flee south or west, Ray would augment his income by shoveling snow and digging graves.

To Osborne and his other buddies at McDonald’s, Ray might live from dollar to dollar, but he seemed a happy man. A fellow whose early-morning grin signaled the fish were biting. An optimist who took his coffee black and had a storehouse of bad jokes: “So what’s the epitaph for old man Spencer, that crazy Packer fan? G-o-o Deep!”

But Mary Lee was uncompromising. Vistas, not fish, counted in her world. The day came when her unreasonable, unrelenting crabbing at Ray — even though she took care to avoid another shouting match — forced Osborne to betray her.

One balmy summer night, while she was out with her bridge group, Osborne ambled down the rutted, leaf-strewn drive with a six-pack of Leinenkugel in hand. Joining Ray where he sat on the wooden bench that anchored the end of his new dock, the two men had gazed west, drinking the beers and talking weed beds and muskie lures while the sun set in glorious streaks of violet and bronze. The next morning, a string of fresh bluegills, cleaned and ready for the frying pan, appeared on Osborne’s back porch and, later that same day, the offending trailer was moved a critical twenty feet.

Mary Lee still ranted, of course. Osborne knew better than to tell his wife to shut up. He did, however, give her a dim eye. She got the message and toned it down, but she never gave up, muttering a never-ending list of complaints against the bearded, classless interloper. These she was wise enough to voice in the confines of her own home.

Several months later, as the first blizzard of the season raged through the Northwoods, Mary Lee’s lingering bronchitis turned deadly, her fever ratcheting up to 104, and her breath rasping in her chest. The windchill was 50 degrees below zero with blowing snow four to five feet deep in drifts across their driveway. Desperate to get his wife to the hospital, Osborne phoned his neighbor, the only man with a snowplow along Loon Lake Road. Within minutes, Ray had mounted the plow on the front of his pickup and was pushing through the bitter blackness for a woman who had done her best to make his life miserable.

“If you go off the road, Doc, you’ll need help,” was all he said when he insisted on accompanying Osborne to the hospital. He stayed the long two hours that the trauma team worked on Mary Lee, and he was there when the young surgeon emerged to tell Osborne he lost her on the table. Ray waited as he signed a few papers, then drove Osborne in silence to his daughter’s home. On the way, Osborne tried to apologize for Mary Lee, but Ray stopped him short. “No,” he said, “I don’t want to hear it. Doesn’t matter, Doc; never did.”

He also had the good sense to wait a few months before he gave Osborne his suggestion for Mary Lee’s headstone: “I told you I was sick.”

And so it was that seduced by bluegills and Ray’s unfailing good nature, Osborne found himself looking forward to their daily chats. Soon they were fishing together: an odd couple.

• • •

Ray was the opposite of the reserved, soft-spoken dentist who was old enough to be his father. A natural-born storyteller whose greatest pleasure was holding court among friends and strangers, Ray loved people. He loved commiserating in taverns, on boat landings, in bait shops, or in diners, sharing tales of the big buck that got away, the deceased farmer who was so large he had to be buried in a septic tank — “They just don’t make grave liners that big” — and other variations on the grim and hilarious lives lived deep in the backwoods. He amazed Osborne with his ability to turn any story into an epic filled with the humor of human error. But even as he was famous for telling a good story, he was equally famed for his inability to end it. Almost always his audience had to scream for the punchline. Still, they loved him.

Osborne observed early in their friendship that he wasn’t the only one to appreciate Ray. The man seemed to know everyone in a fifty-mile radius of Loon Lake: male, female, young, old, well-heeled, or homeless. He knew them and vice versa: everyone waved back at Ray.

Right now, he was the one man Osborne was happy to have on the chair next to him. He could pull answers from places where few thought to go.

• • •

“You eyeing the Wild Turkey?” asked Ray after Osborne unloaded his tale. With the thumb and index finger of his right hand, he pulled at his beard absentmindedly, thinking over Osborne’s story. The two men stared at the rows of bottles that ran along the wall at the back of the darkening bar.

“No,” said Osborne. “I’m checking out the Bushmills. Care to join me?”

“Wouldn’t blame you if you did.” Ray’s voice stayed even. Osborne swung his stool slightly to glance at Ray. The two men had shared more than a few hours in the room at the top of the stairs behind the door with the AA coffeepot on its window. Ray had his own demons, and Mary Lee’s death had been a little unsettling for Osborne. However irritating she might have been, the woman had filled his life to the edges and left a huge hole when she died. But he was dry eighteen months now.

Just as he decided to go for a ginger ale, the door to the bar swung open.

“Well, folks,” he heard Ray say just a little too loudly, “he-e-re’s Johnnie!”

“Dr. Osborne.” John Sloan nodded at Osborne with the special deference he granted to all professional men, important men like himself.

Ray he acknowledged with a lesser tilt of his head as he shoved his hands into the pockets of his navy blue down parka.

“Did Lucy tell you I’m standing in for Chief Ferris till she’s gets back Sunday night?”

“She did,” said Osborne. “Sorry about this.”

“You’re sorry? I’ve got a bigger problem. Pecore is sicker ‘n a dog.”

“You gotta be kiddin',” said Ray, swinging around on his bar stool, “you got murder and the coroner’s got the flu? Doncha think he can drag himself outta bed for this one? From what Doc’s told me, we’re not lookin’ at dead crayfish here.”

“Well, he can’t,” said Sloan, as he stood a little sheepishly in front of the two men. It was clear he’d already tried, threats and all.

“He’s that sick,” said Osborne.

“He’s hugging the throne.”

“That may not be all bad, John,” said Ray dryly. “At least his dogs won’t be licking up your evidence.” Osborne took note of an authoritative tone in Ray’s voice. It surprised him. Sloan looked a little taken aback, too.

On the other hand, Pecore was not exactly respected in town. A pathologist of questionable skill, he had irritated the townspeople when they discovered he let his two golden retrievers roam unrestricted in his lab. Truth was, the dogs probably minded their own business, but Loon Lake residents were appalled. Since county law dictated that every death in the community had to be run by Pecore, many families had taken to accompanying the bodies of loved ones through the entire process just to be sure the canines didn’t lick Grandma.

“I don’t know what to do,” said Sloan. “I put a call in to Wausau, but none of the state men can get up here until tomorrow morning, if then. They’re all strung out over a designer drug bust outside of Stevens Point. They got paperwork up the wazoo to do for the feds yesterday.”

“Gosh, John,” said Osborne, “how long can you put off any investigation?”

“Well … not too long, y’know. But I do not want to touch or move anything wthout being able to photograph and ID the bodies at the site.”

“John, my call went in on this damned party line,” said Osborne. “I hate to say it, but you’re gonna have every goombah with a boat that floats over there eyeballing that situation very shortly.”

The chief just raised his hands and shook his head in complete frustration. “I know, I know. I’ve got two men and a boat with me….”

“I’ve got my thirty-five-millimeter in my truck,” said Ray, who also made a few bucks on the side selling wildlife photos to local calendar printers. “You’re welcome to use it, or I’ll shoot some for you.”

“That’s a thought,” said Osborne to Sloan.

“Yeah, that’s possible. The boat’s got a nice wide deck and plenty of floods on board to make it easy to light the scene. Hell, Pecore just uses his twenty-year-old Polaroid. They sure can’t hold me responsible for doing the damn IDs underwater now, can they? I mean, if we get a quick-and-dirty check and shoot those bodies down to Wausau first thing in the morning. That should work, don’t ya think?”

Sloan looked away from the two men for a moment, then he said, “Yeah, let’s do it. Just you make sure I get all the negatives. I don’t need official records being shown around to all your drinking buddies, Pradt.”

“C’mon, I can make ten bucks apiece on those mothers,” Ray teased Sloan but quickly stopped when he saw the man start to glower. “Of course not. I’ll give you the camera and let you take the film out yourself.”

“Oh shit,” said Sloan. “That’s a problem. How’m I gonna get the photos processed? The photo shop’s closed. I suppose I could take the film over to the newspaper, but then I’ll have the paper all over me to give them some photos, and that’s the last thing I need.”

Right then, Osborne could see that John Sloan had never handled a case like this, and he was afraid he was going to screw it up. Retiring just about a year ago after thirty-five years on the force, Sloan had taken pride in the smooth running of his small department that serviced a town of less than three thousand people. Now he was considering a run for mayor. He didn’t need to look like an idiot when the high-tech cops from the big city came in to review his police work.

“I’ll do that, too, if you want,” volunteered Ray. “I do my own processing. Why don’t you wait until we’re at the scene and decide? You may be fine waiting till tomorrow on ‘em. Otherwise, my place is just down the road right next door to the Doc’s. It’ll take less than an hour to get you some eight-by-ten black-and-white prints, even color. You tell me, I can do both.”

“Color.” Sloan turned to Osborne, “Doc, can you do a dental ID?”

“He sure can. Let’s go!” said Ray, jumping off his stool and heading for the door.

Osborne turned to his buddy with a look of astonishment on his face.

“What are you talking about?” he demanded.

“What’s your problem, Doc? You did a great job for Lew on that body in the river.”

“That was one body,” said Osborne, “and I knew the victim. She was a patient. This is different.”

“C’mon, Doc,” urged Ray. “Chief Sloan, the good dentist here told me he ID’d corpses during the Korean War.”

“That’s right, I did — for about two days,” said Osborne, shooting Ray a dirty look. “I did bodies in bad shape, too. But today they use DNA….”

“Pecore?” Ray snorted. “You kidding? He uses Braille with his gloves on.”

“What do you say, Doctor?” Sloan’s eyes looked brighter. “If you could just log the basics, that gives me enough. Here’s all I got to do: Get enough of an ID so we can match each body later with what we see tonight. My men can pack them carefully for the morgue, then the state boys take over in the morning and do a complete forensic analysis. But we’ve got to get over there before I’ve got the whole town on the scene and before anybody fools around and moves a thing.”

“C’mon, John, they aren’t going to touch those bodies.” Osborne found himself very leery to get close to the nightmare.

“They’re sure as hell going to trample all over any evidence on the ground and they’re going to grind up any marks you might have on some of those submerged boulders,” said Pradt quietly. Both men looked at him. He was right.

“Sure,” said Osborne suddenly, bluntly. “I’ll do the dental ID. John, I’ll do the best I can. In the war, I did a full-mouth exam on site and later, when I assisted on reconstructive surgery for some of the men who’d had their faces blown to hell, I did some bone work that might help here. If you want, I can sketch the muscle and bone profile for each jaw….”

“He’ll knock the socks off the Wausau boys,” said Pradt.

“I don’t know about that.” Osborne stood up from the bar stool. It’d been three years since his retirement, and he was finding it felt good to be an expert again. He’d handled dead bodies before and managed. With the cold water as a preservative this might not be as bad as some he’d worked on.

“John, can you give me a ride down to my house so I can get my dog squared away and pick up my instruments?” Since helping Lew six months ago, he had kept his black bag just inside the linen closet, hoping he might have the chance to use it again. Too bad she was out of town. That made the job grim and only grim.

As he started to walk out behind Sloan, Osborne glanced into the mirror behind the bar. He saw himself looking quite normal, which surprised him, given how tense he felt. As usual, he was in his fishing khakis with his favorite dark green fishing hat clamped down tight to protect his bald pate. His deeply tanned face looked the same, too. The high cheekbones inherited from his mother’s family stretched his skin so he still looked younger, he always thought, than his sixty-three years.

He glanced back at Ray, slouching along behind him. Ray’s eyes caught and held his in the mirror. As he plopped his trout hat back on his head, the younger man raised his eyebrows in speculation. Osborne figured they were both thinking the exact same thing: Just where was this little ride going to take them?
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Only dead fish swim with the stream.

Malcolm Muggeridge



Loon Lake was black under the big police boat. An icy froth sprayed their faces as the boat turned sharply from Keane’s to fly on a diagonal across the lake. A north wind blasted Osborne full in the face. Though it was still light, the sun had dipped below the tree line on the shore they were approaching, casting lengthy shadows out across the water.

“Slow down,” he shouted after five minutes had passed and the boat neared the shoreline. He could feel his face turning wooden in the cold as he hollered over the roar of the engine. “There’s a rock just under the surface along here that I use as a marker. You hit it and that’s the end of your propeller.”

Sloan cut the engines and guided the boat in sudden silence along the shore. Osborne rose from his seat, legs wide apart to steady himself in the flat-bottomed cruiser and raked the beam of a large floodlight through the water beneath them until he spotted the huge rock. “Hold up, we got it. Okay, sharp right.” He moved from the left side of the boat to the center. He did not want to be the first to touch base this time.

“No lights,” said Sloan. “I don’t want anyone following us in here until I’m ready.” They had spotted a few fishing boats at a distance, but none seemed concerned about them. The entry to the creek was well disguised by a peninsula of tamarack that jutted out and curved to hide the inlet.

Ray stood in the back of the boat, his camera hanging from a strap around his neck. He, too, spread his legs for balance as he scanned the woods while the boat nosed its way up the creek.

The boat drifted forward. The only sound now was everyone in the boat breathing. Sloan stood beside Osborne with two deputies leaning, one on each side, against the sides of the boat, their eyes raking the water. Osborne didn’t know the younger one well. Lew had hired him the week before she left for the East Coast. But Roger, a mild-tempered man who’d failed in the real estate business, was a former patient. A bland soul in Osborne’s book, Roger struck him as quite out of place in law enforcement, but then, thought Osborne, maybe his agreeable nature made it work. After all, his job tonight was to do the dirty physical work so Sloan could stand by with his hands in his pockets and look important.

Ray kept vigil in the back of the boat. A cloud cover was hastening nightfall. Matte blackness moved in from behind. Dense brush closed in on all sides as the boat, which suddenly seemed smaller, drifted forward.

“Maybe we missed it?” Sloan’s voice cracked hoarsely. A barred owl hooted from a few feet into the brush, and everyone jerked around.

Suddenly, a soft grinding sound came from right beneath their feet.

“Bull’s-eye,” said Osborne and pointed to his right. “There’s a knoll over there where you can pull up. Be careful, this is all swamp back in here, you can slip and go up to your shoulders.”

The boat swung to the side and away from the hazard in the shallow creek. Dusk had definitely settled, and the surface was opaque.

“How deep?” Sloan grunted.

“Four maybe five feet,” said Ray. “I had some leech traps back in here a couple years ago. Looks a little deeper now with the ice melt. I think the beavers moved things around, too.” As Ray talked, Sloan took the floodlight from its perch and turned it onto the water.

“Holy shit!” he jumped back. He quickly recovered and moved back, training the light so everyone else could see. Osborne stepped aside. Examining what someone else had touched and moved would be one thing; seeing this vision again was quite another.

Osborne listened to Sloan and the deputies exclaim or suck in their breath. Then he watched Ray, who looked hard in silence, then moved closer, bracing his long arms against the gunwales. He hung over the boat for a long couple of minutes, studying the bodies in the cage. Several times he looked up to study the Norway pines, the tamarack, and the dense brush that crowded the creek. Spring air and sunlight hadn’t penetrated all of the forest yet, and clumps of snow still guarded sections of the slowly thawing ground.

“I’ll tell ya what,” he said. “Let’s get those floods hard on this, then let me shoot that knoll before anyone gets out of the boat. Just in case we’ve got some tracks over there. Okay? I don’t think they brought this in by boat.”

“Sure, Ray,” said Sloan, “take your time.” As Ray slipped a lens and flash onto his camera, Sloan motioned to the deputies to follow Ray’s instructions.

Ray propped his right leg up on the bow of the boat and leaned forward, his motor drive whirring. Then he swung off to the right and aimed toward the woods. “Interesting,” he said. The motor drive whirred. Then he lowered his camera and stepped up onto the edge of the knoll.

He looked around, paused, and waved the camera toward the ground, gesturing with it as he talked. “Now this is real interesting, folks. Someone drove in through the brush … on a snowmobile. You got tracks in the snow cover back under that brush. Great definition. I’ll shoot some macro so you’ll have close-ups. Sure looks like an Arctic Cat with one rider to me.”

“C’mon, Ray, how the hell?” asked Roger, the doubt clear in the deputy’s voice.

“How do I know it’s an Arctic Cat? I own one. These are the tracks my machine makes,” said Ray. “Now shut up while I shoot.”

“Yeah, well, we’ve got five thousand snowmobiles coming through here some weekends,” said Sloan. “This’ll be like trying to identify a Nike shoe print — every goombah in the county owns one.”

“Look for one with blue paint scratched off the sides,” said Ray, focusing his lens on the trees. “They scraped past a couple a Norways to get to the water. Take a look. And they were in a hurry, ripping those branches back. See that paint on the tree trunks?”

Sloan and the two deputies were silent. Osborne remembered the McDonald’s crew talking about Ray one morning when he wasn’t there: “That razzbonya can track a snake over a rock,” somebody’d said. It probably ate his shorts, but Sloan had to know that, too.

“Yeah, we’re lucky to be here tonight, too, because that thaw we’re supposed to get tomorrow will melt this stuff. These tracks will be slush in a couple of days,” said Ray.

“Anything else?” Sloan asked gruffly, not a little irritated to be so beholden to Ray. Roger was still shaking his head, if not in doubt then in surprise.

Osborne, on the other hand, wasn’t surprised at all. The hours he had spent fishing with Ray had made him aware of two simple truths about the man: One, he could be trusted. Two, the wearing of the stuffed trout hat was a ploy. An invitation not to take him seriously. But anyone who fell for that made a serious error, which most people did. Osborne was one of the few who knew Ray Pradt was easy to underestimate. Ray knew it: he banked on it.

Why was that, anyway? It was a question Osborne couldn’t answer. He wasn’t sure he wanted to. Instead, after fishing with his friend, he would indulge in a pleasant little pastime he had come to call his “Ray Ramble” — a meditative polka set to the tune of Ray’s rhythms.

After stowing his fishing gear, Osborne would settle in on the wide front porch overlooking Loon Lake, a newspaper on his lap and a cup of coffee in hand, as he watched the winds stroking the waves. Before lifting the paper to read it, he would reflect on the hours he had just spent with his neighbor, usually with a smile on his face.

Seldom was there a time, watching or listening, when he hadn’t learned something from the man. Something sensible, practical, yet leavened with a goofy grin or self-deprecating remark as if humor would mask the value of the insight, protect Ray from a world designed to take him too seriously, to demand commitment. Osborne knew, as did just a few other Loon Lake residents, that behind the grins and guffaws was a man of serious talent. No one could read the shadows on the water or the shudders of the forest like Ray. He had the vision of an eagle scanning for prey. Nor could anyone else hear the voices that haunted the woods as acutely as Ray, except, perhaps, a deer.

• • •

The men worked swiftly in the dark cold. The boat was rigged to drag for drownings, so it took only moments to hook the submerged crate and pull it up to hang vertically from the winch at the front end of the boat. Sloan had relaxed about anyone seeing their lights since they were more than enough upstream to hide the spill from the floods.

Osborne stood back, watching the deputies work. From high above and behind them, the distinctive call of the great horned owl who owned that side of the lake signaled that the forest was watching. Osborne couldn’t help but wonder what the magnificent old bird might be thinking.

The sky was clear, so from his perch under the bright half-moon and a million stars he would be looking down on the brilliant circle of light thrown by Sloan’s floodlights onto the boat deck and the brushy shores of the creek. He would see a rusted metal cage, not unlike a dog crate, pulled up and tipped forward, its contents ready to be emptied onto the deck and pried one from the other. Leathery clothing stuck to limbs, and features were frozen by the icy water. Working around them would be five live men who would avoid thinking too hard about what they were doing.

“Wait a minute! I’ve seen a crate like that before,” exclaimed Ray from his vantage point on the hillock. He squatted to shoot several frames. Then he stood and studied the suspended crate.

“Geez — now where did I see that? Boy, I can’t remember….” He twisted his fingers in his beard, then he shrugged and gave up. “I’ll think of it.” He shot more photos as Sloan and the deputies struggled to separate the bodies, which had been looped over and around one another. As neatly wedged, thought Osborne, as a fresh can of King Oscar sardines.

One by one, they set each on a tarp laid across the bottom of the boat. Osborne stepped carefully over each body, looking hard at the faces before jotting notes on each. “No oxygen means no decay,” he said as an aside to no one in particular. “Facial detail is well preserved, these faces are remarkably unblemished. I don’t believe the expressions will get in the way of any relatives identifying the victims.”

“You know what’s weird?” said Ray, as he followed behind Osborne, shooting close-ups, “they all look like they’re sleeping. They don’t look like they were terrorized or anything….”

“I’m not so sure … at least not a relaxed sleep,” interrupted Osborne with an edge to his voice.

“How do you know that?” asked Sloan, stepping forward to study the faces more closely himself.

“I don’t — more a sense maybe — maybe …” Then Osborne stood up straight and sighed heavily. His back hurt from leaning over so long. “Maybe the tightness in the jaws … on each one. I don’t know, John. I’m probably wrong, it’s been years since I did this.”

“Yeah,” said Ray, nodding and ruminating, twisting his fingers in his beard. “You never think about it, you know, but the look on your face when you die is how a lotta folks will remember you….”

“That’s enough, Ray,” said Roger, giving him a look of friendly disgust. “Not that most of us get to plan how we’ll look….”

“These guys might have.” Ray ignored the snide tone in the remarks. “They look so damn peaceful, y’know?”

“Guys!” snorted Roger. “Can’t you tell a woman when you see one?”

Silence settled over the boat as the five live people studied the faces of the four dead ones. Roger was right; they were looking at three men and a woman, all dressed for cold weather fishing except for hats. Only the woman wore one, an oilcloth drover’s hat pulled down far enough that only a few strands of white-blond hair escaped to frame a squarish face obviously softer and more feminine than the others.

“Could be worse,” said Sloan.

“You’ve seen a lot more than I have,” said Osborne. He shrugged. This speculation was going nowhere, and a cold wind was picking up. “Peaceful, maybe, but they don’t look happy to be doing whatever it was they were doing. Does that make sense?”

No one answered.

Sloan nodded to himself as if he agreed with Osborne. “Okay, Doc, what do we do next here?”

Osborne leaned in over the first body. “If you’ll hold this one to the side like this,” he said to Roger as he deftly pulled the jaw open. “Fine, good.” The adrenaline rush worked well to keep his hands and fingers warm in their thin rubber gloves. He ran an index finger across the ridges of the tooth surfaces, back behind the molars; he set both hands to each side of the jaw, measuring from ear to chin; then he quickly sketched on a small pad notes detailing fillings, caps, crowns.

The second jaw held a partial denture.

“Jackpot,” Osborne said softly and looked up at Sloan. “This denture will have a registration number on it you can trace to the lab where it was made.”

As he had with the first, he made a rapid sketch of the jaw and skull configuration. The act of sketching took him back to his youth, a time when he thought he could choose between being a concert pianist or a sculptor. Reality set in later, of course; dentistry paid the bills. But even in dental school, he had loved studying skeletal structure, the sculptor in him admiring of the aesthetics that made the difference between male and female.

Male skulls, like the ones he was examining, aside from their differing overlay of flesh were, in fact, very similar: robust, knobby, and larger than female skulls, with more pronounced jaws and heavier brows.

As Osborne worked, he numbered the pages in the corners, then took one piece of paper, put only a number on it and set it on the body for Ray to shoot so notes and bodies could be easily matched.

Sloan stood alongside, making notes of the clothing and other details of each body to bolster the ID as a backup, should any of Ray’s photos not turn out. As Osborne finished, Sloan had Roger confirm the sex of each victim while the younger deputy tried to peg hair color and Ray shot close-ups of everything.

“No wounds that I can see,” said Roger, huffing a little as he heaved the bodies through the process.

Osborne’s hands moved deftly. The ice had preserved the bodies well, and no exposure to air meant no odor.

“I feel like I’m working on statues,” he said, before leaning into the last mouth. “This isn’t nearly as bad as my war work. You may want to mention in your notes, John, that these are mature adults, and they are likely to be fairly well-to-do. So far, each one has had good dental care, expensive dental care. In my opinion, these are people who certainly cared about their appearance. Professionals, perhaps?” He looked down at the fourth and final victim. He had saved the woman for last.

Osborne loved the female skull, so smooth and gracile, as if it had been spun into life on a potter’s wheel, shaped by caressing hands. This one was no exception, all its edges planed and beveled beneath the flesh.

Osborne ran his index finger matter-of-factly along the ridges of this last set of teeth, then dipped it back behind and forward again. He stopped. He peered in. This time he ran two fingers through and paused at three spots.

“Gold inlays,” he said in mild surprise, “haven’t seen those in a while.”

He reached for another instrument and started to tap along the teeth. He stopped suddenly, “John, can you bring that light in a little closer?” He leaned forward and studied the interior closely. He closed his eyes as his fingers slipped back and forth over the surfaces beneath them. He knew those slopes and curves as intimately as he’d known his wife’s body.

Osborne pulled his hands from the corpse’s mouth. Then he sat back and looked down at his hands. He looked off to the left, away from the men. He had to take a deep breath before he spoke. “This is my work,” he said softly. “I did these inlays. They are gold, they were done many years ago — but I did them. I must know this person.”

He looked closely now at the face beneath him. It was a wide face on a squarish head. The nose was wide and short with half-open, opaque eyes placed unusually far apart. The woman carried some weight on her; she might be small-boned, but she was not a small woman.

“Recognize her?” asked Sloan. Everyone stopped their work and gathered around.

“No,” said Osborne after a long, long pause. “I don’t. Does anyone else?”

The group was silent. Sloan motioned to Roger to complete the exam. The deputy removed the sodden, frozen clothing with some difficulty. He looked up in surprise, “It’s a man,” he said.

“What?” Osborne leaned over. “Are you sure?”

“Give me a break, Doc. I know a dick when I see one.”

He was right. Osborne stood up, mystified.

“What’s going on?” Sloan leaned forward. His dark, thick eyebrows joined over his nose as he thrust his head close to the corpse.

“I don’t know,” said Osborne. “The bone structure is female, at least what I was taught was female, but obviously I’m wrong.” He decided to examine the jaw again.

But before Osborne could move, Ray had moved in close over the body, his camera in hand. “Hold on, guys,” he said, “I know someone who will want some good shots of this.” The motor drive whirred and whirred as he shot from north, south, east, and west, jumping over and straddling the still form.

As he moved, one of his feet tugged at the tarp beneath the body, causing the fishing hat to slip back off the head. Along with the hat went the hair.

“Weird!” exclaimed the younger deputy. “Guy’s totally bald.” With a reflex action, he jumped to catch the soft swatch as it was lifted into the air by a sudden gust, then dropped it onto the tarp as if it was a wolf spider.

“Calm down. Haven’t you ever seen a hairpiece before?” said Sloan sharply. “Now, don’t lose that thing.”

Sheepishly, the deputy reached back down for the hairpiece.

“Doc,” said Ray, glancing over at Osborne, “you tell me if this doesn’t look like those mink I was telling you about.”

“Mink? For Christ’s sake!” Sloan shook his head.

Osborne set down his instruments slowly. He was puzzled. Something connected him in a visceral way to this body, yet it just didn’t figure….

The clothing had been pulled away to expose the genitals. “Who-o-a, hold on Charlie….” said Ray to no one in particular but with an unmistakable note of satisfaction building in his voice. “Do you see what I see? Or — should I say — don’t see?”

Osborne’s professional mind-set kicked in instantly and he moved the penis aside with his gloved hand to get a better look. Yep. Undescended testicles. No wonder Ray was happy. He just made himself an extra hundred bucks. At least. Maybe a lot more.

“It’s all yours, Ray,” said Osborne pulling his hand back. “But I sure hope you’re wrong.”

“What the hell are you two talking about?” said Sloan.

“You know the research that environmental studies group has been doing up at Dead Creek?” Osborne asked, looking up. Sloan and the deputies shook their heads no. “You better tell ‘em, Ray.”

“I’ve been guiding a Dr. Rick Shanley for the last year and a half,” said Ray, “to a couple of sites where they’ve found adult mink, infertile mink, with malformed reproductive organs.”

“Oh, for Chrissakes. What the hell would that have to do with this?” Sloan snorted. Roger rolled his eyes.

“Hey,” Ray shrugged, “men, mink, whatever. When it comes to reproductive organs, the basics are the same. I’ve seen the deformed mink, and now I’ve seen this. One reminds me of the other. I’m conjecturing, Chief, strictly conjecturing.”

“Like what exactly are we talking about here?” demanded Sloan.

Ray paused as if thinking over what he could and could not say. Finally, he spoke. “Shanley works for the Ford Institute of Environmental Health. His team is studying a range of problems affecting the reproductive systems in the fish-eating population up here. Eagles, hawks, otters, walleyes, bottom-feeders, salamanders — different problems at different levels of the food chain. FIEH has a half-million dollar grant from the National Science Foundation to investigate the extent of the problem in this region.

“I’m involved because I harvest specimens for them.”

Osborne knew they paid him by the specimen. This would be a big one, probably bigger than they were expecting.

“Up here, you say?” Sloan looked shocked.

“You betcha,” said Ray, his eyes very serious. “They have a significant situation over in Green Bay. No one knows yet how far it extends throughout the Great Lakes region.”

Sloan shook his head. Green Bay was only 150 miles east of Loon Lake, Lake Superior less than two hours north.

“The scientists are finding all sorts of hormonal discrepancies,” said Ray. “For example, a walleye or a trout might appear to you and me to be male, but the hormone count is off-the-charts female. Starting last September, Shanley asked me to watch for any mammals that appear to be one sex but have characteristics of the other — so that’s all I’m saying about this body,” said Ray, still straddling the corpse. “A human is a mammal. This one is unusual and, I repeat, John, I’m conjecturing, strictly conjecturing.”

Ray stepped away carefully, capped his lens, and continued, “They suspect that chemicals used in paper and pulp production, which we all know have been dumped for years into the rivers and streams around here, are causing this. Over time, the chemicals break down, causing the hormones in these different life forms to go crazy.”

“Ridiculous,” said Sloan, his lips puckering as if everything Ray said left a bad taste in his mouth. Osborne didn’t like what he saw: the rude dismissal of his good friend’s remarks.

“The scientists call them endocrine disruptors,” said Osborne, bolstering Ray’s authority with medical jargon he knew would intimidate Sloan. He hoped Ray was happy now that he had taken Osborne into his confidence, even though Shanley had insisted Ray keep the project confidential. Ray’s excitement over the project had led him to confide in his neighbor.

“As I understand it, John,” continued Osborne, “over a period of years, some industrial chemicals dumped into the water up here have broken down into alkyl phenols, which are now known to have a direct effect on reproductive hormones and reproductive function. Dr. Shanley and his colleagues are particularly concerned with the chemicals leaching from our watershed. They have kept the study pretty quiet so as not to alarm anyone until they know the scope of the problem.”

“I do hope I’m wrong,” said Ray. “Can you imagine what will happen to my guiding if walleye guys think eating fish will stunt their sex lives?”
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