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For Ron and Lynda — 

Thanks for remarkable insight into the criminal mind and
a welcoming home away from home





One never knows, do one?

 — Thomas “Fats” Waller

Water is the one substance from which the earth can conceal nothing; it sucks out its innermost secrets and brings them to our very lips.

 — Jean Giraudoux (1882-1944), The Madwoman of Chaillot





A true Conehead Madonna trout fly is a challenge to tie:
The thread must be stolen from a spider,
The feathers from the wings of an angel.





CHAPTER 1

Robbie Moriarty hunched over to squeeze through the doorway of the houseboat. The morning sun hit his eyes. He winced. The vertigo worsened. Making sure to lean far over the railing, he heaved his guts out. Even in misery, he was careful not to splatter the pontoons gleaming beneath him.

The boat lurched forward, then lurched again. Though he could hear the soft whirr of the trolling motor, the boat went nowhere. And the jerking motion didn’t help his nausea.

Robbie pressed his head into his hands, fingers hard against his eyeballs — anything to wipe away the brutal headache. He took a swig from a can of Mountain Dew MDX, tipped his head back and gargled. Without opening his eyes, he turned his head to the left and spit, then waited, eyes still closed, to hear the soft plop on the water. The boat lurched as he took another swig, gargled, tipped his head to the right this time, and spit. Another soft splatter. He forced his eyes open. Ouch. The day looked too good for how he felt.

Beneath the boat, the lake was so clear he could see every ridge and hollow in the boulders and sunken logs that appeared to be no more than three to four feet beneath the surface. Aware that water was a magnifier, he found it hard to tell how deep the channel was here. Another lurch convinced him the boat had run aground. Were they too far to the right? Had they hit a sandbar?

Whatever you do, don’t turn on the inboard, he cautioned himself. Last thing he needed was to wreck yet another propeller. That would make three this summer. The old man angry was no fun.

He inhaled through his nose and exhaled slowly, steadying himself against the rail. Vomiting had definitely helped — he could tolerate fresh air without the urge to heave. Robbie shifted his feet to see if the deck of the boat would stay where it belonged.

Taking one last swig from the can, he tossed the empty container into the lake and swished the Mountain Dew through his teeth. He was just about to spit when in his peripheral vision he caught a streak of white in the water off to his right. He leaned out and over the railing, the better to see. The boat lurched and he grabbed the rail to keep from going over.

What on earth was stuck under the boat? Again he leaned forward, forward — There! He saw it again. A scarf?

Maybe one of the girls from the party lost it? Or could it be Troy’s jockey shorts? The white ones with “home of the whopper” emblazoned in red across the butt. No matter how often you tell that guy to keep his pants on — 

The white thing wafted forward again and this time he saw a trace of red. He did his best to focus despite the stale booze flooding his brain. Still, it took a few seconds to register that the red spots he saw had nothing to do with Troy’s whopper. They tipped the fingers of the slender arm that belonged to someone hidden under the boat.

Robbie screamed.

• • •

Three miles up the lake, Audrey Moriarty’s cell phone shattered the silence of the sunny, windless morning with a crescendo of “Rhapsody in Blue”. Reaching over her breakfast plate for the phone, she picked it up and leaned back in her chair — only to flinch and hold the phone away at the unexpected blast of her stepson’s hoarse voice. “Where’s Dad? Goddammit, Audrey, put Dad on. We got a girl stuck under the boat. I think — ” His voice cracked, he gagged and she could hear him vomiting.

“Hold on, Robbie,” said Audrey, pausing, her eyelids drooping low in thought before she handed the phone across the table to the man sitting there, his Sunday New York Times a shield between them. “It’s for you, dear.”

Then she stood, picked up her plate and let herself through the sliding glass door. She caught her reflection in the window. She was a stylish, slim-hipped woman well aware that many of Bert’s friends were convinced he had made a mistake when he married for the third time. She wasn’t his type: too thin, too cool and not the whiskey-voiced good-time girl he deserved.

Audrey stepped into the kitchen of the overbuilt full-log house that she was preparing to leave for good. She set her plate in the sink, which faced the deck, and watched as the blood rose in her husband’s face.

Yes, she was just in time. The papers would be served when Bert returned to the office. Her lawyer had completed the paperwork earlier that week. So whatever was going on with that stupid boy, the stupid houseboat and whoever the stupid girl was that got herself in trouble — it would be all Bert’s problem. The fool. He deserved it.

She couldn’t help smiling.





CHAPTER 2

With a yank on the emergency brake, Sharon Donovan parked her van in front of the storage barn that had been built to match the sprawling white clapboard lake house. Jumping down from the driver’s seat, she hurried around to the back of the van. She threw open the doors and checked to be sure she hadn’t forgotten the stack of old quilts she would need to protect the furniture.

Stepping back, hands on her hips, she ran down a mental list of anything else she might need. Nothing. The sunny day took care of any worry about rain. Sharon checked her watch. Right on time.

Bouncing down the flagstone walk that led to the main house, she resisted the urge to skip. Instead, she let a swell of gratitude rush her through a Hail Mary — something she had taken to doing twenty times a day since eBay had changed her life.

Not only was her income triple what she had been making as a high school English teacher, but she was working with the love of her life: antiques. She still found it hard to believe she could set her own hours — plus the running around was great for weight loss. Already she weighed less than she had in years: two hundred and fifty pounds!

The back door to Nora Loomis’s house was ajar. Sharon poked her head in and said, “Hey! Nora? It’s Sharon. I’m here.” No answer.

Pushing the door open, she walked onto the airy, plant-filled porch that had just been totally renovated to allow for year-round use — part of what Nora referred to as the “extreme makeover” of her entire home. “Better than therapy,” the newly widowed woman had said when they first talked.

“I have so much of Jerry’s parents’ old stuff that I can’t wait to get rid of,” Nora had said during their phone conversation a week earlier. “But I just took a job in the call center at that new medical supply company and I don’t have the time to deal with all this.”

And so they had arranged for Sharon to stop by the house, assess the value of the antique Fiesta dinnerware, two Victorian sofas, an assortment of mahogany end tables, three porcelain table lamps that Nora was pretty sure dated back to the 1920s if not earlier, and her late husband’s muskie rods and tackle.

Assuming Nora would be comfortable with her estimates, Sharon would take photos, write descriptions and put everything up for auction on eBay. As the items sold, Sharon would handle the shipping. For her efforts, she could keep thirty percent, which was more than fine with her.

The lamps sounded so intriguing, she was considering buying those herself and putting them up for auction with a reserve. She wanted to run that by Nora but she was pretty sure it would work; Nora had said she wanted her money as soon as possible. Sharon was open to the risk. She had learned that if you’re willing to take your time, antique lamps can sell for a lot more than most people expect.

“Nora! I’m here,” said Sharon, raising her voice as she crossed the porch to the door leading into the kitchen. Nora’s car was parked in the circular drive so she had to be somewhere. I’ll bet she’s down in the basement, thought Sharon, moving towards a door that looked like it might lead there. Nope. It opened to a pantry. She turned around.

Looking down the hall to her right, she caught a glimpse of the living room.

“Nora? It’s Sharon — I’m h-e-r-e — ” The last thing she wanted to do was surprise the woman and scare her to death. Twice she called out as she walked towards the living room. The hall opened into the west end of a long, formal living room, which ran parallel to the shoreline of the Wisconsin River, visible through tall leaded windows.

Sharon’s first thought was how lucky Nora was to be able to keep this place. Her second thought was what a mess!

Hands on her hips, she looked around. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought a family of squirrels had moved in. The seat cushion from one of two Windsor chairs in front of the fireplace was on the floor. The magazine table next to the chair was at a cockeyed angle. Fireplace tools lay across the beige carpet — certain to leave black streaks.

Further down the room, a lovely Oriental jar lay on its side on a small loveseat. Good thing that hadn’t hit the floor. On the floor beside the loveseat, a full wastebasket was tipped over, scattering dirty Kleenex, crumpled newspapers and cracker crumbs across the rug. Honest to Pete! What is it with these women who depend on cleaning ladies and decorators to keep their rooms straight? Have they forgotten how to run a vacuum cleaner?

Sharon shook her head. If this was how she kept house, Nora might not be such a good client after all. Any furniture to be sold needed to be in pristine condition. Pristine.

Sharon grimaced. If this was how the upstairs furnishings were treated, what would be the condition of the antiques stored in the basement? Moldy?

“Nora,” she called out, her tone sharper this time. Another hall led towards the bedroom wing. But as she started in that direction, Sharon caught sight of a sofa in the sunroom located at the far end of the living room. Oh, it took her breath away.

Even from a distance she could tell the British influence: an elegant curve to the wooden legs — and the fabric! Mint green leaves against a rich cream background dappled with sprigs of something red. Holly berries, perhaps? The morning sun highlighted the sheen in the fabric and Sharon bet anything it was damask. Silk damask. Brother, what a sofa like that would bring on eBay — Actually, it would look great in her home.

Tiptoeing across the room, she decided to try it out before Nora showed up and caught her sitting down. As she rounded the French doors that opened into the sunroom, she saw the foot. She stopped. Her stomach tightened. She listened: not a sound. The foot was bare, attached to a hairless leg and it wasn’t moving. She wanted to run but she couldn’t move. After a ten-second eternity, she forced herself to edge forward.

She turned the corner. Only her years as a daughter who had butchered her father’s deer kept her from passing out. Nora was not going to be selling on eBay. And it wasn’t the red of berries dappling the sofa. And if the porcelain lamp that was as smashed as the widow’s skull was the one she had intended to put up for auction — that could never happen.

EBay does not list weapons.





CHAPTER 3

Sharon forced herself to stay near Nora until the Loon Lake police arrived. Partly because she knew it was the right thing to do, partly because she was terrified. What if the person who did this was still in the house? Or watching from outside? Someone who might follow her next?

“I am so afraid,” she sobbed to the police dispatcher whom she had reached on her cell phone.

“Of course you are,” said the woman on the switchboard. “That’s why I’ll keep this line open and you tell me if you see or hear anything. Okay? I want you to calm down if you can. Chief Ferris knows where you are — she is on her way as we speak.

“My name is Marlene,” she continued, her tone matter-of-fact, “and I need your name and address.” The practical request forced Sharon to get a grip. With the phone clutched to her ear, she tiptoed across the sunroom to an antique wooden rocker, the only piece of furniture not splattered with blood. Every few seconds she checked the figure on the floor, hoping. But the foot did not move. She refused to look higher.

“Good news,” said the dispatcher, “Chief Ferris just turned onto Loomis Road — ”

“Great — ” said Sharon in a low whisper, trying her best to sit still in the rocker though her body insisted on shaking.

“Yeah,” said Marlene. “It’ll be just a moment now — say, don’t you wonder how you get a road named after you?”

“I imagine your family owned the property when the road was put in,” said Sharon, grateful for the diversion.

“Yep,” said Marlene, “or your old man was on the county board, doncha know.”

As she spoke, Sharon heard the swish of a car followed by footsteps running up to the back door. But it wasn’t until she saw the woman in the khaki police uniform running through the living room towards her, right hand on the gun holstered at her hip, that she dared to say, “She’s here, Marlene — thank you so much!” and clicked off her phone.

“Any sign of other parties?” said Chief Ferris, looking first at Sharon, then down the hall leading to the bedroom.

“No. Just me and.” Sharon choked, unable to say Nora’s name. “Huh, huh, huh,” she heaved, “I’m — I’m — I’m so sorry — don’t mean to break down — ”

“Take a deep breath,” said the woman, whose daughter had been one of Sharon’s best students years earlier. She laid a sympathetic hand on Sharon’s shoulder. “Are you okay?” As she spoke, a tall young man in a police uniform crossed the living room towards them. “This is my deputy, Todd Martin.”

“I’m — ah, well one thing I’m not is ‘okay,’“ said Sharon with a weak laugh, as she pushed herself up from the rocker. “Not okay at all.” She wiped at her eyes, determined to settle down. “Yes, I know Todd. I used to teach with his mother. Sharon Donovan, Todd.” She thrust a hand towards each of the officers then stepped backwards into the living room, her body still trembling.

“I’ll need you here for awhile, Mrs. Donovan,” said Chief Ferris. “And, please, don’t move around. We don’t want to disturb anything we don’t have to. So I need you to stay right where you are for the next few minutes.”

“It’s ‘Miss,’” said Sharon, “or Ms. — whatever. I’m no longer married.”

Chief Ferris nodded. She turned away from Sharon to study the body and the conditions in the sunroom. She looked back at Sharon. “I have to ask you a few questions but we need to secure the house and the crime scene first.”

She gave her deputy a quick glance. “I don’t need Pecore to tell me this is a homicide. You know the drill, Todd.” Her tone was so crisp and authoritative that Sharon momentarily allowed herself the feeling that life was back under control.

The young officer waved the roll of yellow tape in his right hand. “Yep, I’ll do a walk through of the house first, Chief, just to be sure we have no one else on the premises. Then I’ll head up to the driveway,” he said.

“Does that mean you have to impound my van?” said Sharon, worry in her voice.

“I don’t think so,” said Chief Ferris. “If that’s you on the blacktop by the barn, you may be parked far enough away from the house. How many times have you gone back and forth?”

“I only just walked in. Right away I saw — ”

“Then I doubt we’ll need your vehicle, but Todd will check. Now why don’t we step outside to talk,” she said, opening the door to the garden off the sunroom. “The less we disturb in here, the better.”

“Do you mind if I call my next appointment and let them know I’ll be late?” said Sharon, gesturing with her cell phone.

“Go right ahead,” said Chief Ferris with a wave of her hand as she started down flagstone stairs leading towards the river. Pausing halfway, her back to Sharon, she pulled a long, narrow notebook from the back pocket of her khakis and stood jotting notes.

Three times Sharon tried punching in the number for the client she was scheduled to meet at noon. Not only were her hands still shaking but as she started to speak, her throat closed and the only noise she could make was a hoarse sob. Chief Ferris turned at the sound and skipped back up a couple steps. “Sharon,” she whispered, “a deep breath.” Sharon did as she was told. She found her voice.

“Mallory?” she said. “I’m, ah, I’m running late, maybe another hour or so. Is that a problem for you?”

“Not at all — but is something wrong?” said Dr. Paul Osborne’s oldest daughter, who had taken the call on her own cell phone from where she was standing in her father’s basement.

“Just a bad start to the day,” said Sharon, with a weak smile at Chief Ferris. “Tell you about it when I see you.”

“Please take your time, Sharon. Erin and I have our hands full sorting through all Mom’s stuff — we had no idea how much junk was down here. You come when you can or call back if we need to do it later, okay? I’m at Dad’s through the weekend.”

• • •

“That wasn’t Paul Osborne’s daughter you just spoke to, was it?” said Chief Ferris, concern in her voice as Sharon slipped her cell phone back into her pocket. “I don’t mean to be nosy but there aren’t many people named Mallory around here.”

“Yes — I’m meeting her and her sister, Erin,” said Sharon, wondering what could possibly be wrong with that. “They want me to sell their mother’s china on eBay.”

“In that case, I would appreciate it if you would do me a favor when you get there — give Doc a message for me?”

“I don’t know if he’ll be there or not,” said Sharon. “Mallory is the one who has made all the arrangements. But I’ll be happy to if he — ”

“Tell him I have to cancel our plans for tonight.”

Before Sharon could answer, the cell phone on Chief Ferris’s belt rang. “Yes, Marlene?” Again the no-nonsense tone that Sharon found reassuring.

“Are you serious?” said the police chief, her voice terse. “Wait — let me get this straight. You’re telling me our overpaid coroner took the week off to play his accordion at a polka convention? When the hell did he decide to do this? Why didn’t he tell me he was leaving town?”

Sharon couldn’t make out what was said next but the mollified look on Chief Ferris’s face answered the question: “Oh — well, my fault. The memo’s in my box, huh? That’s what I get for relying on email. All right, Marlene, hold tight while I rethink what’s happening here because I’ve got two fatalities under questionable circumstances — What’s that?”

She paused to listen. From where she stood, Sharon could hear a high-pitched chatter. Irritation flashed across Chief Ferris’s face. “Oh, he has, has he? Well, you tell Mr. Bertram Moriarty I don’t care how much he pays in property taxes or when his plane leaves for Chicago — he does not budge from that boat until I get there. No — one — leaves.

“And, given what I see here, I’d say it will be a good hour or more until I can get there. I can’t send Roger because he’s got his hands full with that three-car accident in the Loon Lake Market parking lot. Plus I don’t want him there. So tell those people to hold their horses.

“Now, Marlene, I need a coroner and the Wausau boys ASAP. I’ll give a call to Chuck Meyer at the Wausau Crime Lab — but will you please reach Doc Osborne and brief him on the situation? Thank you. Give him this address and ask him to meet me here as soon as possible. I’ll need him here and at Moccasin Lake.”

Chief Ferris hadn’t even clipped her phone back onto her belt before it rang again. “He’s not answering? Damn. Okay, call Ray and ask him to walk over and see if he can find him. I know Doc was planning to fish with his grandson this morning.”

Again her phone rang within thirty seconds. “No answer from Ray either? Jeez Louise — what else can go wrong! Try Ray at the cemetery — if we’re lucky he’s running the backhoe.”

• • •

It wasn’t until forty-five minutes later, when Sharon was safe in her van and markedly more calm, that it dawned on her: Chief Ferris and Doc Osborne dating? Really.

Her right eyebrow arched. She liked that thought. Sharon wasn’t single by choice and she had every intention of dropping another fifty or sixty pounds. If a woman like Lewellyn Ferris — strong, sturdy and so forthright (to put it mildly) — could attract a man as good-looking, as distinguished as Dr. Paul Osborne — Hmmm, maybe there was hope for Sharon Donovan. With that happy thought, she reached for her cell phone — time to let the Osborne sisters know she was on her way.





CHAPTER 4

The rowboat rocked lightly on the wake generated by a passing jet ski. Seated with his legs akimbo, Paul Osborne speared the angleworm with an authority gained from thirty years of practicing dentistry — a profession geared to small spaces and sharp instruments.

He did not work in solitude: Two sets of eyes were riveted on his fingers as he manipulated the angleworm — a premium specimen one-eighth of an inch thick and fired with the energy of a chipmunk. Mission accomplished, Osborne held up the worm, looped twice on a hook sized for bluegills, for his companions to examine.

“The trick is to hide the hook but leave plenty of worm to wriggle and draw the fish in,” he said, twisting the hook so they could see both sides. Seated opposite Osborne in the boat was his youngest grandchild, Cody, who brushed a shock of straight, white-blond hair out of his eyes to study the doomed worm with the concentration of a research scientist. Cody’s older sister, Mason, her kayak bumping up against the boat, leaned so far forward to get a good look that she nearly tipped over.

Steadying the kayak, she said with a pout, “Grandpa, I get to go fishing next, right? Not fair Cody gets to go and I can’t.”

“Part of his birthday present,” said Osborne, his tone matter-of-fact. He refused to be bullied by a nine-year-old. Cody beamed and reached for the rest of his gift, which was connected by fishing line to the worm: a graphite fast-action St. Croix spinning rod outfitted with an Omega reel that needed only the pressure of a small thumb on its rubber button to shoot line without a hitch. Osborne might be out a hundred and twenty-five bucks for the rig, but he was determined to see Cody spend his sixth birthday fishing with the ease of an expert.

Two days earlier, frustrated to the point of cursing, Osborne had trashed the cheap rod the boy had inherited from his non-fishing father. Together grandfather and grandson visited Ralph’s Sporting Goods where they tested rods for a good half hour.

“Cody,” Osborne had counseled, “if there’s one lesson in life you need to remember, it’s this: never hesitate to put your money into good tools. You will never regret it.”

• • •

Osborne certainly didn’t regret it. Money spent on good tools had changed his life. First, there was the reputation he earned over the thirty years of his dental practice, thanks to an excellent education, a love for his profession — and the finest instruments he could afford. Even as he retired, he held onto those instruments, refusing to bend to the demands of his late wife that they be sold with the practice. It was a decision that, four years later, would indeed change his life.

Then, there was the money spent on fishing tackle: spinning rods and lures that were more than just tackle — they were a means of escape. Escape from his marriage to a woman who spent twenty-five years responding with the same three words on hearing his voice on the telephone: “Oh — it’s you.” No hiding her disappointment.

Even the expensive fly rod that he purchased not knowing if he would enjoy fishing in water rather than on water had been a serendipitous investment. Though he didn’t have an opportunity to use it until after Mary Lee’s death, it really changed his life.

Thanks to that fly rod, he would enjoy extraordinary evenings in breathtaking streams, followed by enchanting nights in the arms of a woman he had never expected to meet: a woman who fished. And one who was so impressed with his willingness to spend money on a good rod — not to mention take instruction from a female — that she agreed to teach him the basics of fly-fishing. To their mutual surprise, they caught more than trout: each hooked the other by the heart.

• • •

The late morning sun fell warm across Osborne’s shoulders. Overhead the air was still. Wisps of white cotton clouds brushed a Dresden blue sky. A perfect July day. Resting his hands on the oar handles, he let the boat drift, pulling Cody’s bobber along.

He couldn’t help but congratulate himself for spending time and money to restore the old Rhinelander rowboat, a sturdy antique that he had inherited from his father. The money spent on the boat, the new spinning rod — even the buck fifty on angleworms — all added up to a look on his grandson’s face that he couldn’t buy.

Having cast a respectable twenty feet out from the boat, the youngster sat perfectly still, breath held and eyes fixed on the gentle rocking of the red and white bobber. Across from him, Osborne sat just as still but with peace and gratitude brimming in his heart.

“Grandpa?” Mason broke the silence from where she had let her kayak drift down the shoreline. Osborne glanced her way. In her white, one-piece swimsuit, orange life vest and blue-green kayak, she was as colorful as a water lily in full bloom. Waving her paddle, she said, “Did Mom tell you we found the secret passage yesterday? We went all the way up to Hidden Lake. Found secret treasure, too, Grandpa.

“I wanted to bring you a present ‘cause all the secret stuff is so cool, but Mom said no. She thinks it has to belong to somebody but I know she’s wrong. Why would you put stuff way out in the woods? So Mom and I made a deal — if it’s still there next summer, I get to keep it. And I know right where to find it, too, but you have to be in a kayak or a canoe ‘cause it’s pretty shallow. Too shallow for your fishing boat, you know.” She spoke with an authority that made her grandfather grin.

Keeping an eye on Cody’s bobber, Osborne said, “Good for you, Mason. You’re wise to listen to your mother and I’m impressed with your kayaking. You’re becoming quite the expert, young lady.”

“Yep,” said Mason, tilting her head as she grinned with pride, “that’s what Mom said.” She dipped her paddle, pointing the kayak towards the rowboat. Osborne was about to warn her not to crowd Cody’s bobber but decided to keep his mouth shut, trusting she would use her head and not need a scolding.

• • •

Mason was his daughter Erin’s middle child. Overshadowed by twelve-year-old Beth, an excellent athlete and student, and by her little brother Cody, the first boy and an exuberant, easy-to-love child — Mason had a habit of going to extremes to get attention. Osborne cut her more slack than her parents did; he knew just how she felt.

He, too, had been overshadowed. Mary Lee’s attitude towards him had changed after Erin’s birth. The intimacies of their early years together seemed to vanish overnight. Instead, Osborne found himself treated as an irritating but necessary appendage to a life in which a house and two daughters came first. No matter what he tried, he couldn’t win: if he wasn’t boring his wife, he was doing something wrong.

At first he had no idea how to handle the new family dynamic. His own mother had died when he was six. His father, who never remarried, sent him to an all-boys Jesuit boarding school. So Osborne wasn’t sure what to expect from a wife. Then one evening, over drinks at a Knights of Columbus dinner, he stumbled onto a secret: many men were married to women like Mary Lee.

And what did they do? They fished — but for more than just fish. Boats and lakes, rivers and streams, sports shops and bait shacks led to banter and fun and the simple pleasures of time spent with good friends. As the years went by, the pleasant hours Osborne shared with his fishing buddies made up for what he missed in his marriage. And the few men he knew who fished with their wives? Those were men he envied.

But he had another reason for his affection for Mason. She was the grandchild who most resembled him. Whereas Cody and Beth were fair-skinned, blond and blue-eyed — Mason was the one whose skin tanned as dark as his. Her eyes were as black-brown and her hair as sleek and black as his had been at that age. Like her grandfather, she had inherited the cheekbones and the high wide forehead that hinted of their Métis heritage. She might be a rascal — but he loved her.

• • •

“Grandpa!” shouted Cody as his bobber plunged.

“Set the hook!” said Osborne, jumping to his feet.

Water splashed and a grandfather nearly fell out of a rowboat, but a little boy reeled with all his might until a bluegill swung over the boat, sunlight shimmering silver off its scales. The fish was barely a keeper but the expression on Cody’s face gave it the dimensions of a prized mount. Osborne removed the hook and slipped the fish onto a stringer. He handed the carton of worms over to Cody, “Okay, young man, your turn to bait the hook.”

“But isn’t that fish kinda small, Grandpa?” said Mason from her perch in the kayak. Osborne put a finger to his lips. “Oh,” she mouthed, getting the message. She watched her brother fumble a worm, then said, “You know, I bet I can hook a hundred worms an hour.”

“It isn’t the numbers that count, Mason,” said Osborne. “Fishing is all about quality, not quantity.” Seeing the confusion on her face, he reminded himself that nine-year-olds are new to philosophy. “So what is this ‘secret treasure’ you found?” he said, doing his best to change the subject.

Before she could answer, they heard shouting from the dock. It was a woman dressed in police khaki (as opposed to the khaki that she wore in the trout stream) — the woman whose smile always sparked a wildness in Osborne’s heart. Only she was not smiling now.





CHAPTER 5

“Cut the crap, Chuck — I do not have time for this — ”

Cell phone pressed hard against her right ear, Lewellyn Ferris paced Osborne’s dock, listening. Twice she tried to interrupt, only to nod with impatience. Using her free hand, she raked back the mass of dark brown curls that crowded her forehead. Osborne recognized the gesture: she was preparing to do battle.

As the rowboat glided towards the dock, he could see defiance in her dark eyes, tension in her shoulders. He let the boat drift as he watched, concerned.

• • •

He knew her as a woman slow to anger, a woman whose eyes smiled easily and whose manner was friendly — though that equanimity masked strength. But equanimity appeared to be in short supply at the moment. Did her adversary understand what he was up against?

Lew Ferris was not typical of many middle-aged women that Osborne knew, and the sight of her in her police uniform never failed to remind him of that. Of medium height, she had a figure that was sturdy and fit, breasts that were high and firm — evidence of upper body strength. Where his late wife had been one to need help with a sack of groceries, Lew Ferris could be counted on to help you carry sections of your dock. Or take down a healthy twenty-two-year-old male who’d been over-served. Or, he was pleased to admit, change your life if she took off her shirt.

• • •

“No, Chuck,” said Lew, her voice vibrating with anger. She was facing away from Osborne as she spoke. “No, no — you listen to me. I cannot keep five people waiting at the scene of a drowning accident — not to mention the ambulance crew and the victim who remains pinned under the boat — because your guys need a lunch break. Tell ‘em to eat in the damn car!

“No — I cannot. I just told you I’m down to one officer on patrol because I have Todd assigned to the crime scene — Give me a break, Chuck — there is no question it is a crime scene.” By now Osborne knew it was only the presence of his grandchildren that was keeping her from using stronger language.

She listened for a long moment then said, “You know, Chuck, I don’t know how it is in Wausau but here in Loon Lake it is peak tourist season. We’ve got people trespassing on private land, fender benders in grocery store parking lots and altercations at boat launches — not to mention underage kids sneaking into bars.

“And, Chuck, that is half my day. But it is exactly why — if you don’t get at least one of your men up here within the hour — I will file a complaint with Madison — Oh, you think I’m kidding? Try me.”

The rowboat bumped the dock, causing Lew to turn. She rolled her eyes at Osborne. And with good reason.

While the Wausau Crime Lab was funded by neighboring counties and mandated to serve small townships like Loon Lake, its director, Chuck Meyer, had a problem: women. He did not believe they belonged in law enforcement and he never missed an opportunity to let Lew Ferris know it. Every time she called with a request for investigative assistance, he went out of his way to swamp her with bureaucratic baloney.

But what Meyer didn’t know and Osborne did was that on most occasions Lew had the guy’s number. She had refined a reverse psychology — not unlike that used on two-year-olds — that worked to finesse the jerk. Not today. From the expression on her face, Osborne could see she just wasn’t going to take the time.

“No, Chuck, late afternoon does not work. Didn’t you hear what I said? I’ve got two fatalities of which one is a homicide and my coroner can’t be reached — He’s on vacation — ”

Whatever the comment that followed, Lew’s face reddened under its summer tan. Her eyes flashed with anger. Throwing both hands into the air, she nearly dropped the cell phone before clutching it to say, “Chuck, goddammit. You tell me the last time I reported a homicide and was wrong. You know better than that. Now I want someone up here by one o’clock at the latest — Yes, I’ll have the town attorney approve the expense, we’ve already talked — ”

Again she listened, this time nodding, her face relaxing. Meyer must be backing off. As Osborne waited, he heard her say, voice calmer now, “Just one crime scene, Chuck. The other is a drowning up on the Tomahawk chain. From the sound of it, some girl got drunk and fell overboard. I can deputize Dr. Osborne to help me on that one. But I — ”

She paused, shoulders straightening as she turned towards Osborne — this time with a half-smile and a wink, “Yes, Chuck, I’ll have Marlene fax down the paperwork. Don’t I always?” Again a brief pause before she said, “Okay, that works. I’ll deal with the drowning victim — then meet your men at 2241 Loomis Road at one-thirty. Marlene has directions if they need them — good. Thank you.”

Clicking off her cell phone, she threw her head back, closed her eyes and gave a low, long groan before saying, “Dear Lord, why me?”

“So — having fun with the Wausau boys?” said Osborne, getting to his feet in the boat, hands on his hips. “That’s guaranteed to ruin a good day. Sounds like you have to cancel our fishing tonight.” He didn’t want to address the other subject until he could figure out a way to handle her disappointment.

“Don’t know yet. Have to see how the afternoon goes. But, Doc, I am so glad I found you. Pecore is off playing his accordion at some damn polka festival and you heard the news — I’ve got two fatalities on my hands.”

She gave Cody a look of apology as she said, “Hey, little fella, sorry to cut your fishing short but I am in desperate need of a deputy coroner and your grandpa’s the best I know. I’ll trade you a carton of nightcrawlers if you’ll let me borrow him — like, right away?” She smiled at Cody then shifted her gaze to Osborne. “I see Erin and Mallory are up at the house — maybe they can take over with the kids?”

Osborne hesitated before answering.

• • •

Any other day, he would jump at the opportunity — so pleased to work beside Lew that he had to make a conscious effort not to appear too happy around death. Half a dozen times since the night they met in a trout stream, he had been able to fill in for the coroner she despised.

Several facts conspired to make that possible: First, the Loon Lake coroner was appointed — not hired, not elected. A pathologist of questionable skills, Pecore held the position thanks to genetic good fortune — he was closely related to the wife of Loon Lake’s mayor. And while she couldn’t fire him, Lew did not hide that she was fed up with his incompetence, not to mention his binge drinking and a habit of allowing his golden retrievers too near the autopsy table — all of which worked in Osborne’s favor.

As often as she could find an excuse, the fly-fishing instructor — whom he had expected to be a man named Lou but turned out to be a police chief who spelled her name L-E-W — deputized Osborne.

He, in turn, had a new appreciation for his training in dental forensics, a developing science that he was exposed to during a brief stint in the military following dental school. Since meeting Lew, his interest in the field had escalated. That plus his love for his profession led to a decision to remain active in the Wisconsin State Dental Society. Just weeks ago he had attended a seminar on the latest developments in dental forensics — now termed odontology.

And since the Wausau Crime Lab had no full-time odontologist on staff, the potential for Osborne to be useful balanced nicely with the resulting opportunity to share a boat or wade a stream following a day’s work with the Loon Lake chief of police.

• • •

“Golly, Lew, I wish I could but I promised Cody we would spend the afternoon fishing. It’s his birthday.” Osborne shifted his gaze from Lew to the worried eyes of the six-year-old sitting across from him. Cody had looked forward to the day for weeks and Osborne had set aside the entire morning and afternoon to be with him. Even their egg salad sandwiches remained to be eaten.
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