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Dr. Osborne struggled for balance in the waist-high waters of the roiling Prairie River. With his new wading boots slipping and skidding over the algae on the rocks underfoot, he was glad he’d spent the extra dollars for chest-high waders.

Gusting winds whipped a warm crisp rain against his face while the icy currents surged, bubbled, and sprayed around him. He shook his head. The wild beauty and the absurdity of it. How on earth had he let Lew Ferris talk him into fly-fishing at midnight?

Well, it wasn’t exactly midnight. But it was nearly eleven. The sky, black with a heavy cloud cover, smothered an intermittent moon. Osborne paused in his awkward casting to shout upstream, hoping his voice would be carried along on a sudden gust, “Lew? Lew!”

He listened for Lew’s reassuring voice. Instead, his ears were filled with the soft roar of wind and rain through the tall firs. Moonlight flickered through the clouds for a brief instant. Enough so he could see that in this stretch of the Prairie, less than twenty feet wide, the brush of the forest crowded in from the bank. Bear crossed his mind. Bear and their affinity for fresh brook trout. He tried not to think about it. He was having enough problems already.

The route upstream was not only slippery, it was complicated with ghosts. Well, he admitted to himself, not exactly ghosts although that is how he planned to describe them to his fishing buddy, Ray Pradt, later. Ray, the musky guide and walleye expert, had tried to warn him off his return to fly-fishing.

“Too darn complicated,” he’d said. “Don’t you want to relax when you fish?” Then he said what he was really thinking: “So you like to fish with the pretty boys? Pretentious goombahs like Walter Mason?”

Osborne couldn’t wait to tell Ray it sure wasn’t Walter Mason and his state-of-the-art gear lurking in the woods tonight. Nor was “pretentious” the word to describe these fellows. Instead, an eerie crew of trout-fishing fanatics had stationed themselves along the tricky banks of the Prairie. As far as he could see, that was, and he wasn’t seeing very far at all.

Figures kept emerging from the shadows. Other fly fishermen. Hidden by the dense brush and the dark. Concentrating. Very territorial. The first one he bumped into accidently, swooshing around a bend in the river bank and nearly toppling both of them into the water. This one he knew. Ted Frasier, a former patient, and a very genial man. Osborne had apologized profusely, backing off as Ted warned him away from the pool that Ted had been focused on for hours.

The next fellow wasn’t so friendly. “Stop right there,” grunted a raspy voice out of the dark to his left. The man was crouched on a rock close to the bank, smoking a cigarette, his fly rod resting over his shoulder. Osborne could barely make out his shape. “Git over to the other side,” the voice ordered. He conveniently did not mention the big hole Osborne then stepped into, pitching forward and nearly losing his balance. Two down and how many more to go? Water, wind, rain, rod, and etiquette—in the dead of night?

Osborne seriously considered giving up the damn sport. But he had to admit the frustrations were his own fault. With practice, he’d renew the expertise he had acquired years earlier. He knew he would learn to love it again. No sport, except fly-fishing, can take you so close to the heart of water.

He was also intrigued by his instructor. He had arrived at the trout stream fully expecting a man, maybe even someone he knew, only to be greeted by a woman. And not just any woman but Lew Ferris, the Loon Lake Chief of Police. Sure, she held a man’s job but still … learning to fish from a woman? He couldn’t get over it.

Of course, Lewellyn Ferris had always puzzled him—even in the days when she was a patient he knew only from their brief chats during her six-month visits to have her teeth cleaned. And he had always found himself thinking about her after she left the office.

Her direct manner and fresh-faced vibrancy was so unlike his late wife and her coquettish, carefully attired, cosmetically-correct, female friends. Lew was hardly a beauty yet there was something satisfying in the healthy glow of her skin and the friendly snap of her eyes. Something earthy and attractive in the way she wore men’s shirts and Levi’s instead of ladylike blouses and slacks. When he had to construct a bridge for her a few months before his retirement, just seeing her name on the appointment calendar had brightened his day.

No sirree, thought Osborne in response to the momentary urge to give up, I need to figure this out. He meant the fly-fishing, of course.

Osborne grasped his fly rod with determination and forged ahead, bracing himself against the waist-high rushing waters. Slippery rocks, thunderheads, and all, fly-fishing had begun to look like it would beat the heck out of losing more cribbage games to Ray.

And all because he finally got around to cleaning the garage.

It was his first such clean-up since Mary Lee’s death two years ago. She had been a fanatic on completely emptying and cleaning the darn place every winter, spring, summer, and fall. The result was a garage so clean he could have resumed his dental practice in the parking spot where her car used to be.

But when Erin, his younger daughter and the mother of his two grandsons, asked him to contribute items to the Loon Lake elementary school auction, he decided to explore the shelves in the storage area that ran along the back.

It had led to an afternoon of unexpected delights. With no Mary Lee to hurry him along, to insist that he keep throwing stuff away, he found himself having a great time. Gripping his old tennis racquet, he swung through a couple forehands and made a mental note to get back on the courts one of these days. Sixty-three is plenty young to win at doubles.

Reaching up, he pulled a dusty croquet set off a top shelf. He certainly couldn’t give that away. Erin’s oldest had just turned seven, the perfect age to learn the game. Looking for a place to set the rack of croquet balls so he wouldn’t forget to dust them off, he bumped into a roll of leftover wall-to-wall carpeting that had been standing on end in one corner. The roll tipped and fell, exposing a tall metal sports locker he hadn’t seen in years.

The minute he opened the locker door he knew why. Mary Lee must have shoved it back there on purpose: she had hated his fly-fishing.

Osborne reached for the first fly rod. Made of bamboo, it was light as a feather in his hand. A classic, handmade from split bamboo, it had belonged to his father. He set it aside carefully to pull out the second rod. This had been his favorite. The cork grip above the bird’s-eye maple reel seat still fit his hand perfectly. The rod gleamed copper in the late morning sun, the guides glinted gold.

His creel rested on an overhead shelf. He pulled it down. Inside were tucked two boxes of trout flies. Behind the creel, Mary Lee had stuffed his fishing vest. Osborne shook it out, then explored its pockets with all the pleasure of a little kid on Christmas morning.

He got so involved sorting through the mix of clippers, forceps, bottles of floatant, trout flies, packets of leaders and tippets, an old fishing license, and all the other paraphaernalia packed into the vest’s thirty-three pockets that he forgot to eat lunch.

It was mid-afternoon when he raised the garage door and walked out onto the driveway. Memories flooded back as he attached the reel, slipped line through the guides, tied on a trout fly and raised his arm. Up, back, and forward he flicked the rod. He had forgotten how delicate was the tip action, so unlike the heavy, weighted swoosh of his musky rod.

But the fly line flopped and pooled at his feet. It had been years since he had fly-fished. He had lost the muscle memory of the proper casting technique. And he had no one to ask for help. The elderly lawyer who had introduced him to the sport had long since moved on to more sacred fishing grounds.

Slowly, Osborne folded the fishing vest back up. With care and not a little regret, he wiped the rods clean with a chamois cloth and set them in the back of his station wagon. Then he packed the boxes of trout flies, the two reels, and his creel in a shopping bag. He would need an estimate before he turned these over to Erin. He hoped against hope she might want to keep them for her own children. But, like most women, Erin didn’t fish. Nor did her husband.

Too bad, he thought as he drove into Loon Lake, fly-fishing with old John Wright had been one of the real pleasures of his life. Though a brief one. Mary Lee had been so unpleasant, arguing that he already had his bird hunting, his deer hunting, his musky and walleye fishing, not to mention angling for blue gills, crappies, and bass. As always, she was right. He didn’t need another sport that took him away from home.

Nor had she had much use for his fishing partner. John Wright was a hard-drinking, steely-eyed trial lawyer who didn’t suffer fools. Something didn’t click between John and Mary Lee. It occurred to Osborne, as he parked in front of Ralph’s Trading Post, that it may have been John Wright his wife detested even more than the fly fishing.

“You can’t be serious, Doctor,” Ralph Kendall, the trading post’s owner and fly-fishing expert, had peered over his bifocals in astonishment, his piercingly nasal British accent so loud that everyone in the sporting goods store had stopped to listen.

“Why not?” Osborne asked, not a little taken aback by Ralph’s vehemence.

He was fast regretting this decision to even enter the place. Since Ralph specialized in fly-fishing gear and Osborne had been focused on musky and walleye bait fishing for the last few years, he rarely stopped in. That plus the fact the man was always patronizing in a way that irritated Osborne. It wasn’t like Ralph was a fly-fishing expert in Montana. This was the boondocks. This was Loon Lake for God’s sake. Nope, a little bit of Ralph went a long way with Osborne. But he gritted his teeth and prepared to listen. The only alternative was a seventy-five-mile drive north.

“You want to give this equipment away? My god, man, bamboo rods like this aren’t made any longer! I’ll give you five thousand dollars for everything. Right here and now,” said Ralph, slamming his fist on the counter.

“Really?” Osborne was flabbergasted. Five thousand dollars is a lot of money in Loon Lake.

“Your bamboo rod is worth half that alone,” said Ralph. Both hands on the counter, he glared Osborne as if the retired dentist had just proposed to dump raw sewage in a pristine trout stream.

“Before you commit this crime,” he said, his voice echoing down the aisles of fishing lures, “tell me why you are doing so. I do not understand. I have calls from around the world from people looking for rods like these. And your trout flies are exquisite.”

“John Wright tied these himself,” said Osborne feebly.

“I can place one phone call and sell every single one this afternoon,” said Ralph. “But your creel—I’ll keep that for my own collection.”

“Really? Well….,” Osborne stammered. “That creel belonged to my father.”

“Now, Doc,” Ralph lowered his voice, addressing him with the familiar title most Loon Lakers used for Osborne. His bushy eyebrows tipped up in sympathy. “Are you sure you want to give all this away?”

No, he wasn’t. He felt foolish, but he also felt vindicated. Maybe he had been right to fly-fish all those years ago. With no Mary Lee to badger him, why not give it another try? Why not make up for lost time?

“Y’know, I’m not sure,” said Osborne. “But I haven’t gone fly fishing in so long that I …”

“Stop,” Ralph raised his hands, his excitement growing with evidence of a crack in Osborne’s resolve. “I admit I am a fanatic myself but I am not going to let you do this, Doc. Not without giving it one more chance. Let me call a friend of mine who just might have the time to take you out. What’s your schedule like?”

The next thing Osborne knew he was booked to fish with a guy named Lou. At least that’s what he thought until he arrived at the canoe landing on the Prairie River.

Lou was not Lou. Lou was Lew. Lewelleyn Ferris. Osborne had never in his life fished with a woman. But it was certainly a woman walking towards him, waving as he drove down towards the river. As he pulled up, the surprise on her face was equal to his.

“Well, Doc Osborne,” she exclaimed. “Ralph never told me you were coming. He just said to expect some old guy in a Camry station wagon with beautiful equipment.”

“I’m afraid I’m the old guy,” said Osborne.

She caught the hurt expression on his face. A wide grin creased her friendly Irish face as she said, “Hey, don’t take offense. You know Ralph.”

No, he didn’t. Not really. Osborne filed the insult away for future reference. If he ever did get to know Ralph better, he would definitely discuss this with him.

And so it was that, with his ego bruised and slightly daunted by his guide’s gender Osborne had re-entered the world of fly-fishing. In fact, he was so stunned at the prospect of fly fishing with Lew Ferris that Sunday night that he neglected to mention a few pertinent details.
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His first mistake had been not telling her it was at least six years since he last fly fished. Nor did he mention that he had never gone after dark. Instead, he allowed her to think he had not fished this particular river before.

“Why so late?” he’d asked Lew with a false casualness as he sat on the bumper of her beat-up pickup while clumsily pulling on his waders, trying to fit together the sections of his fly rod, adjust the hiker headlight on his forehead, and locate his old box of trout flies—simultaneously. And all in dim light with thunder crashing in the distance. Not the conditions Osborne usually found favorable for fishing.

Why am I doing this? he had badgered himself as he hurried to keep up. Isn’t a 63-year-old retired dentist entitled to a life of grace and dignity? Dignity was out of the question as he plopped around in his boxy waders before confronting, befuddled, the jumble of trout flies that he no longer recognized.

He had forgotten that fly-fishing is an aristocratic sport, defined by conventions more confusing than a game of bridge. The angler is expected to command an arcane knowledge of nature, tempered with the ability to make a precise selection of the perfect fly to match the insect hatching at that very moment—not thirty minutes earlier. Musky fishing, even walleye fishing, presents much simpler options.

Lew sensed his hesitation and leaned over his shoulder, delicately plucked three flies from his box, then held them out in the palm of her hand for him to take and hook onto his fly-fishing vest. “Try these, Doc, they work for me,” she’d said. Then, her sturdy form efficiently encased in neoprene, her crumpled khaki fishing hat thrust firmly onto her curly black-brown hair, dark eyes ready but patient, she waited for him.

Moments later, he was lumbering after her while adjusting his too-tight fishing vest, stumbling over marshy hillocks, while desperately threading the tip of his rod through the maze of branches closing in around them. Reality set in. Grace, too, was not even an option.

He tried to keep all these thoughts to himself, but finally he had it.

“Mrs. Ferris, is this wise?”

He aimed his words at her back as they both scrambled up an embankment and onto an old farm bridge that crossed the Prairie. Planks were missing from the bridge at random spots, the holes black and threatening, reminding Osborne of a mouth with too many rotten teeth.

“That storm’s headed this way. Why don’t we try another night?”

Lew paused in the wet blackness. “Call me Lew, Doc. I haven’t been Mrs. Ferris in years. And trust me, this will be worth it. Ralph told me they’ve used a muddler minnow the last two nights just around this time. When the best fisherman north east of Montana calls the hatch, you are crazy to miss it. Ben Kauppinen pulled a sixteen-inch brookie out of here yesterday. Fact is,” she peered at him through the dark and leaned forward to emphasize her point, “the bugs are hatching, the fish are biting. You want to fish or not? I can guarantee that if you’re out here tomorrow in the noonday sun, you’ll be warm and happy and every trout in the river will be at the bottom looking up …”

“You’re right,” Osborne held up a compromising hand. He could sense, even in the dark, that she was giving him a dim eye. Darn it, he kicked himself. Why did he have such a big mouth?

His second mistake was hooking his trout fly on a high branch within his first five minutes in the river. He had tried to tie on a new one, but the combination of the dark, the rain, and the blood knot stymied him. After watching him struggle for several minutes, Lew had come to his rescue, briskly grabbing his line, checking the length of his tippet, and quickly taking over the situation. Within seconds, she had sliced off the tippet and whipped on a new one.

“Forget the blood knot,” she had said with a bluntness that charmed him, “too complicated. Here,” she plucked a fly off the fleece pad on her fishing vest, threaded the leader and worked magic with her fingers, “Ralph gave me two white caddis this morning. Use one of mine.” She had been quick and kind, but, he was sure, through gritted teeth. “Follow me,” she then said and promptly started upstream.

Osborne tried to stay close, but it was hopeless. She waded through the heavy current with the authority of having been there before, the authority of knowing, intimately, the rocky landscape underwater. Or was it the new job that lent her this air of knowing exactly where she was headed and why? Lew was four months into her new position as chief of Loon Lake’s police department, a fact Osborne was well aware of thanks to the editorial page of The Loon Lake News. The appointment of the first woman ever to that position had generated debate within the community. Osborne thought to himself that on this particular occasion he, for one, was happy to follow Lew’s lead.

But when she had disappeared around a bend, into the dark and the rain, he gave up. He opted to go at his own pace. That was what he loved about fishing anyway: it gave him time to think.

Osborne paused at one of the few quiet pools that didn’t appear to be staked out by a ghostly competitor yet. Flicking his right arm up towards his forehead, he started the backcast, halting his movement as the line whipped back, then forward and out, running from his hand. Ah, grace at last. Of course, at no time could he see either line or fly. If it found a trout, he’d never know unless he felt it.

He really didn’t care if he caught a fish or not. Right now, he was happy to be upright, dry inside his waders, and within shouting distance of Lew.

He still found it hard to believe he was fishing with this stocky, once-wed, once-divorced woman who pursued errant snowmobilers and jet skiers, not to mention out-of-control hunters and fishermen—while supervising the local jail. Fishing is, after all, something you do only with the best of friends.

And Osborne had never included a woman on his list of best friends—not even Mary Lee.

But, he mused, that could change. Only an hour into the river and he could see that Lew Ferris was not only an expert, she loved the act.

Osborne experimented with a false cast, which failed miserably. He was glad she hadn’t seen it. On the other hand, he had a sudden mental image of her face if she had, Lew raising those no-nonsense dark brown eyes to his and letting the edges crinkle with humor. Yep, insult aside, he would have to thank Ralph—these few hours in the river with Lew had indeed changed his mind. The question was, how could he arrange for her to take him again?

Osborne checked his watch by flicking on the hiker’s light attached to his fishing hat. Twenty minutes had gone by since he’d seen Lew head upstream. He sure hoped she didn’t plan to fish much longer.

Although it was a humid August night, the drizzle chilled him—or maybe it was the cold rushing water swirling, at times, as high as his waist. Osborne edged forward with care. In spite of the thick felt glued to the bottoms of his boots, he continued to stumble and slide over the slippery rock beneath the surface.

The river felt so strange in the dark, challenging him with eddies and swirls and small rapids, one of which he stepped into now. He inched forward, legs wide apart for better balance. The roar of the water in his ears made him feel like he had a middle-ear problem as he tried to keep feet steady, rod and reel dry, and the white caddis fly out of the branches.

At last, he spotted Lew about sixty feet away. He could see her as if in a strobe light—whenever the moonlight flashed through the cloud cover—her fly rod arcing back over her head, then flowing forward with a grace Osborne envied. The wind and rain seemed to ease for the moment.

“Be careful, Doc,” she shouted back as she moved ahead, casting upstream, “slight drop-off and a big log to the right off that bank in front of you. Take it slow.” Once again, she left him in the dark.

Osborne waded as close to the bank as he could, hoping to avoid the log. That was silly. The Prairie, one of Wisconsin’s premier trout streams and often less than twelve feet wide, is known for its treacherous drop-offs along the banks: holes scooped out by the relentless, roiling currents.

His foot went down and down and down. He felt it slide over the slippery log and continue down. He grabbed for branches hanging overhead. He missed. Water flooded into the top of his waders, the swift current pulling him under. Arms flailing, he let go of his rod as he tried to steady himself. Instinct brought his arms down to his sides as if to find bottom and push up. His hands met the slippery surface of the underwater log—then the cloth of its sleeve and the appendage at the end of that. Osborne grabbed, only to let go with a terrible understanding.

He found his feet somehow and shot up out of the river screaming. That was no log. That was a body.
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The sleeve was a pink sleeve. Fuchsia, according to Lew. Attached to the sleeve and its hand was the body of a woman dressed for fly-fishing.

“I’ve always thought it was a myth that your waders could fill and pull you under,” said Lew.

“A frightening way to die,” said Osborne, “but, boy, I can see how it happens. Trout streams like the Prairie are so dangerous when you don’t know the terrain.”

They sat on the river bank, side by side, still breathing hard. The body lay five feet away, face up, carefully laid out in a small clearing.

“Jeez, Doc,” said Lew, “this is the third accidental drowning in less than a month. We better be careful or Loon Lake will be named the drowning capital of America.”

Lew had already turned back when she heard Osborne’s terrified scream. Both of them struggled to move as fast as possible, legs pushing hard against the resisting water. As Osborne pressed upstream, anxious to put distance between himself and the unexpected stranger underwater, he found himself back in his childhood nightmare: running, running, running, but unable to move forward more than an inch at a time.

Suddenly, the river bottom sloped up, and he was in shallows ankle-deep. As he lurched forward, still shouting but finally able to get some momentum, he nearly collided with Lew.

“Calm down,” she grabbed his right shoulder firmly. “Take a deep breath,” she commanded.

Osborne did as she said. As he inhaled, the panic subsided.

“Good,” Lew relaxed her hold on his shoulder. She looked him over, and he was surprised to see the level of concern in her eyes. It had been a long time since he had such a sense that someone cared. He reminded himself it was all part of doing her job.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked after he had caught his breath. “Doc, before we go anywhere, let me help you get some of the water out of those waders.”

Osborne looked down. In his panic, he had managed to travel upriver despite the fact he was carrying gallons of water—waist-high. He looked like the Pillsbury doughboy. Together they unhooked his suspenders and let the waders flop down, the water whooshing back to the river.

“I think I’ll spend the extra ten bucks for a wading belt and avoid having this ever happen again,” he said sheepishly as he pulled the rubber pants back up. “This is fine, Lew,” he said. “I can manage with water in my boots. We’ve got to get back before that body floats downstream.”

“Up on the bank,” directed Lew, “there’s a path up there.”

“Now you tell me,” said Osborne as he switched on his hiker’s light so he could see where he was going.

They were back at the bend in less than a minute. The body was nowhere in sight. “Here,” said Lew, handing him her fly rod as she jumped down into the river, “Let me check to be sure it’s not lodged under that log.” She leaned over, her arms searching through the water. Osborne did not mind in the least that she wasn’t asking for his help.

“Got it,” she shouted, “I got it. Boy, it’s really stuck under here, too.”

Osborne set both their rods against a tree and edged his way to the river bank. The clouds were clearing. Moonlight made it easier to see.

“That submerged log—want me to try to lift it?” asked Osborne.

“Sure, but watch your back,” said Lew. “I don’t like to lose fishing partners if I can help it.” Osborne bent his knees and circled his arms around the slimy old hunk of cedar. It lifted surprisingly easily, probably hollowed out from the steady hammering of the currents.

“Great,” said Lew, her arms working in the water below her, “if you can hold it up for another moment or two … I’ve got the legs, but the waders are hooked on all these branch stumps … good, got it!”

He let the log down slowly. “Do you need help?”

“No, I’m okay.” Osborne stepped back to watch Lew pull the body, face down toward the bank where they found a small clearing. “Now, I’ll take the shoulders, Doc,” she said scrambling up and backwards as she held tight to the pink-sleeved arms, “if you’ll grab the lower legs.”

They pulled and heaved and tipped it head down, the sodden figure weighing much more dead than it had alive, thanks to the gallons of water it, too, was carrying in its waders. At last, Lew rolled it onto its back and arranged the body as neatly as it would let her. She walked over to where Osborne was sitting on the ground, yanking off his waders so he would stop squishing every time he moved.

“It’s a woman, Doc.”

“Yep,” he said, “I could see from here when you rolled her over. Does this trail lead all the way back to where we entered the river?” he asked her, “or do I need to pull these back on?” Lew threw herself down beside him.

“Gosh, I’m exhausted,” she said. She glanced back at the body on the ground. “We sure as heck aren’t carrying the victim back with us. Yeah,” she looked at him in the moonlight. “We can take the trail all the way to the truck. I need to start carrying a phone, don’t I? I have to call in and get Roger out here with the ambulance.”

“Don’t ever put a phone in the truck, Lew. Fishing and phones don’t mix.”

“What do you think?” she asked Osborne about ten minutes later. They stood together, studying the features of the corpse under the beams of their hiker’s lights. They had rested briefly, broken down their rods, and tucked their reels into their vest pockets. Osborne had rolled his waders into ball, which he buttoned inside his shirt for the walk back. That left him with one hand to carry his rod and the other to keep branches from poking him in the eye.

He was relieved the rain had stopped and a warm August breeze had replaced the gusty winds, as he was completely soaked from his khaki pants and shirt right down to his underwear.

“I think …,” said Osborne leaning forward to let the beam of his light fall across the face, then slide down the rest of the body, “this was a relatively recent accident.”

“What makes you think so?”

“I was in the Korean War, Lew, assigned to forensic dentistry,” he looked up at her. “I’ve seen a few too many corpses in my time.”

“Hey, that’s good to know, Doc. You could come in handy,” said Lew with unexpected enthusiasm.

“Well…,” Osborne started to hedge, he was never happy around dead bodies. On the other hand, could this be his ticket to more fly fishing time with Lew Ferris? Backtracking quickly from his moment of hesitation, he said, “Just call me when you need me.” And with that he determined to make the most of forensic skills he hadn’t practiced in years.

Whether it was timing or the cold waters of the Prairie, the corpse showed just the earliest signs of decomposition and bloating. “She may have slipped and drowned earlier today—maybe even early this evening. The abrasions on her forehead and cheeks are probably from the body being forced through the shallows by the current …”

“You think so,” said Lew. Her tone implied it was a rhetorical question.

“Those rocks and sand bars will do a nasty job on flesh.”

After the roar of the wind earlier, the night was now so quiet Osborne could hear Lew clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth as she catalogued details. She stood silently by his side for a good minute or more.ep “Tell me what you’re thinking,” he said.

“Blonde hair. About five feet six or so. Female, buxom. But no man goes fishing in a fuchsia shirt, anyway.” Lew tipped her eyes up to catch Osborne’s. “Just in case the Wausau boys need documentation on sex, “she chuckled.

“The Wausau boys?” Osborne asked, confused. Wausau was sixty miles away, a town ten times the size of Loon Lake.

“The stuffed shirts at the state crime lab down there. I have to report any death in my jurisdiction. They assign the forensic work-ups and dictate the final analysis,” she said. “When … if … they get around to it.” Lew’s opinion of the Wausau boys was obvious.

“That’s a very pricey fly fishing vest and she’s wearing ultralight waders. Tourist?” asked Lew. She waited.

Osborne didn’t answer. He wasn’t looking at vest or waders, but the facial features … something familiar …

“Doc—has to be a tourist. No one from Loon Lake would spend three hundred and fifty bucks on waders, would they? Not even someone from Rhinelander or Eagle River, do you think?”

“Lew,” Osborne cleared his throat, as he always did before he delivered a pronouncement. “I recognize this young woman.” By his standards, she was young anyway. Late thirties, younger than Lew.

“Really?” Lew waited. Her eyes searched Osborne’s face.

“Meredith Marshall. She was a Sutliff growing up. A good friend of my daughter Mallory’s. In fact, I believe she and Mallory saw each other from time to time in Chicago. Mallory lives in Lake Forest, you know.” Lew nodded.

“She’s from Loon Lake originally. The father died not too long ago, but he had retired to Phoenix. He managed the Rhinelander paper mill in the sixties,” said Osborne.

As he spoke, he struggled to remember some recent gossip that been passed along during his regular morning coffee hour at the Loon Lake McDonald’s, the informal men’s club of early-risers, which included his neighbor, Ray Pradt, and several other fishing buddies. That was the one hour every day when any news, official or unofficial, in the fifty-lake region was likely to be heard. Usually accurate, the source was often only one to two parties removed.

“Now that I think of it, I heard she moved back from Chicago about six months ago. Divorced. Alicia Roderick is her sister,” he said.

“Oh,” said Lew. “Peter Roderick’s wife. They own the big house over by the grade school.”

“Right.”

Lew knelt and gently unbuckled the suspender top of the waders on the corpse. “When was the last time you saw her?”

“Three years ago. She lost a filling while on vacation up here and dropped by the office. Just before I retired.”

Lew folded the top of the waders back to expose a pocket sewn into the waterproof material, which she unzipped. From it, she pulled a sodden black leather French purse. She opened the side with credit cards and slipped out a driver’s license. “You’re right, Doc—Meredith C. Marshall. Still has an Illinois driver’s license.”

“Something strange about her,” said Osborne reflectively. “I believe she married well, but for all her money, she had some of the crummiest dental work I’ve ever seen. I couldn’t believe it.”

“Really,” Lew sounded only modestly interested as she resnapped the dead woman’s waders, carefully slipping the purse into her own fishing vest.

“Yes,” said Osborne emphatically, shaking his finger as if warning a class of young dental students, “this has always been a sore point with me, Lew. I never can get over the prices charged by some of these Chicago and Milwaukee dentists—and the third-rate work these guys get away with.” As he talked, he bent down to pick up their rods, then he started toward the path, anxious to get them both on their way. Lew lingered over the corpse.

“Meredith, there, is an excellent case in point. Here was a woman with a good, healthy mouth but she had a problem on one of her incisors. Had it since childhood, I kept a “watch” on it when she was a teenager. Years later, this Chicago dentist gives her a porcelain cap, backed with gold and so poorly constructed that the backing gleamed along the vertical edges of the tooth. Made her look like a darn gypsy.

“A good dentist doesn’t do that, Lew. Even though you can charge more for the gold work, you are responsible to your patient. When I commented on it, she said he never told her she had an alternative. Ridiculous. In her case, the dentist should have worked with porcelain exclusively, less expensive but tasteful. Something that doesn’t flash, do you know what I mean?”

“I do, Doc,” said Lew. She was still staring down at the corpse. “Show me what you mean. I don’t see anything gleaming.”

Osborne walked back over to stand beside her. He looked down. The mouth of the corpse gaped just slightly in death. “Lend me your forceps, and I’ll show you,” he said, referring to the small surgical tool that all fly-fishermen wear on their vests to use for tying on flys and tippets, “I seem to have lost mine when I fell in.” He touched his hand to his head. “Guess I lost my hat, too.”

Lew handed him her forceps. Osborne bent his knees to squat beside the corpse. Gently, he pushed the right upper lip back to expose the incisor in question. He paused, then lowered himself onto his knees for a closer look.

“Lew, hold this, will you please?” He handed the forceps back up to her. With both hands, he grasped the jaws and forced the mouth open, his little finger expertly pushing the swollen tongue to the side.

“Aim your headlamp into the mouth for me, please.”

“Right. Something wrong?”

“Very wrong. Someone has removed every one of this woman’s gold fillings.”

Lew dropped to her knees beside Osborne, her dark hair, curly in the humid air, so close he felt it brush his cheek. She dropped her voice as she asked, “What exactly are you saying?”

“I recall that Meredith had a goodly amount of gold work,” said Osborne. “I did some myself when she was in her teens, and I remember noting that someone else put a good five thousand dollars-worth in after she reached adulthood. The gold is gone, Lew. Even in this light, I can tell you it was not politely removed.”

“After death—or before?”

“From the abrasions on the interior of this mouth—had to be after. Now I wonder if she drowned …”

“Are you saying this is not an accidental death, Doc?”

“I can’t be sure … but it doesn’t look good,” said Osborne. “I’d send her down to your experts in Wausau for a full forensic work-up.”

Lew looked at him, her eyes keen with appreciation. “Doctor Osborne, thank you,” she said. “You just told me something very important that I might have overlooked. This changes everything.”

And with that Osborne felt a swell of conflicting emotions: deep sadness for the victim, a young woman who had always been so pretty and gracious and full of life—and a school boy flush of happiness at Lew’s words of admiration. He was surprised, too, at how pleased he was to be recognized as a dentist again.





four

Lew slammed the gearshift into reverse to back the truck onto the grass. Then she yanked it into first gear, spinning rock and gravel as she cut straight across the highway and into the pasture on the other side.

“Jeez,” Osborne grabbed the door handle as they lurched forward.

“Hold tight, Doc,” said Lew, “we’re going off-road. We can hit W back off this 40 acres, and that’ll get us to the Thunder Bay Bar before they close. I gotta get Roger and get back here for this body before the mink and the ‘coons get to it.”

“Off-road?” Osborne asked, incredulous. “Lew, this little truck is going to come apart.”

She tipped her head towards him. In the glow from the dashboard, Osborne could see a slight smile of pride on her face. “Trust me. Nellie and I are made for off-road. She’s got four-wheel and I keep her well-tuned. A little short on the shock-absorbers, but what the heck—that’s how we find the best trout streams, the best clear-cut for grouse, the best—”

Osborne interrupted her, “How old is Nellie?”

“Twelve and holding.”

Given the confidence in Lew’s voice, Osborne decided to drop the issue and just hold on for dear life. The red Mazda pickup with its white topper lurched up and down, rocking sideways over the gullies and berms that appeared in the headlights seconds before Nellie took them on.

Suddenly the tires found a smooth universe of asphalt. The jarring stopped. Osborne took a deep breath of relief. “Now how on earth did you know we could cross that field to W?” he asked Lew. A devoted reader of the county gazeteer, the guide to all marked and unmarked roads as well as public and private lands, Osborne fancied himself an expert on backwoods byways. This was one route he would have never even considered.

“My ex ran a timberland recycling business, and I used to help him find acreage back in here,” said Lew. “The state has a number of fields down in this area, set back plenty far from the river, where they restore the land that was over-lumbered back in the thirties and forties. I know the area pretty well, Doc.”

“Does he still have the business?” asked Osborne. He was curious. From her patient records, he knew that Lew had been divorced many years ago, but he had never known a man with the last name Ferris. Unusual in Loon Lake, a town so small that everyone knows everyone, not to mention everyone’s past and current partners.

“Not up here. He inherited the business from his uncle, took him only two years to bankrupt it.”

Lew slowed the truck at the stop sign marking Highway K. As she turned to the right, she looked at Osborne, “I don’t know what he does now. Haven’t heard from him or about him in years. He’s an alcoholic, Doc. I decided many years ago I don’t have time for that.”

Osborne looked straight ahead as he spoke, “You know, I went through re-hab over at Hazelden right after my wife died?”

“Did you?” She was quiet. So was Osborne. The truck sped forward in the dark. He could tell from the lack of surprise in her tone that she knew something about his problem.

Almost everyone in Loon Lake knew that the unexpected death of his wife had left Osborne a shaken and deeply lonely man. Less than six months after her death he had awakened one day to a knock on the door from his beloved youngest daughter, Erin, who said she couldn’t stand it any longer. “Dad,” she had said with tears streaming down her face, “you’re in trouble. You are a serious alcoholic, and you’re killing yourself. You’re killing me, Dad.”

Lew was an officer on the police force at that time, and Osborne dimly recalled she might have been one of the cops who drove him home in one of his drunken stupors. The kindness of Loon Lake residents can be deadly, Osborne had thought ever since, remembering how friends and other townspeople had been so helpful, protecting when they should have punished.

“Yep. Saved my life,” said Osborne.

That was all he wanted to say about the six weeks that had rescued him from the swoon of loneliness and despair. He hoped the day would come when he could tell someone like Lew of the courage he had seen in Erin’s face as she stood before him and told him, cleanly, clearly, how he was killing her love for him. Killing himself, killing a future with his grandson and grandchildren to come.

But it wasn’t something he could talk about yet. Lew didn’t seem to mind. She drove on, relaxed and easy with the quiet between them. That was so unlike Mary Lee, who always found silence a necessary hole to fill. In stark contrast, Lew made Osborne feel as though this mutual silence was a ribbon of warmth wrapped around simple companionship.

He felt so comfortable with her he made a mental note to consider offering to return the favor of taking him fly-fishing by giving her a few pointers in his area of angling expertise: musky fishing. A good musky fisherman doesn’t invite just anyone into his boat. Stalking the huge trophy fish can take hours if not days of casting in near silence. Osborne had a very short list of men to whom he would extend that invitation. He had a hunch Lew was the only woman he knew who would appreciate the offer.

They made it to the Thunder Bay Bar a good half-hour before closing. Pickups, four-wheels, and a few flashy convertibles still filled the parking lot. Rock and roll blasted out the front door. Osborne shook his head as he looked at the neon bar signs in the windows. Thunder Bay was one Northwoods bar he had never entered. It was certainly the last place he had expected to find himself late this Sunday night.

“Don’t worry, Doc,” said Lew as they walked around the truck towards the entrance. “Thunder Bay has been on my beat for years—they know me here.”

Still, he felt edgy walking in. Thunder Bay might have the closest telephone, but that didn’t change the fact that it was an infamous stripper joint, notorious for topless dancing, rumors of prostitution and excellent barbecue ribs—all of which made it a natural hang-out when “da boys” out of Milwaukee or Chicago decided to go north for a long weekend of fishing. On a hot summer night like tonight, counselors from the ritzy summer camps nearby and other young men without girlfriends or wives tended to drift this way if action was light at the more respectable taverns.

As the bar door swung shut behind him, Osborne wondered what his adult children would say when they heard he’d been seen in Thunder Bay, not to mention the razzing he’d get from the McDonald’s coffee crowd. And they would hear, no doubt about that. He took a moment to survey the crowded room, left to right, for any familiar faces. Any former patients? None. At least so far.

“I’ll call in from the pay phone,” said Lew, “too loud around the bar. Would you get me a glass of water, please? I’m dying of thirst.”

“Sure,” said Osborne, though first on his list was the thought of dry clothing. Climbing out of the truck, the breeze chilled him.

He walked towards the busy bar, found an open spot and leaned over the counter. The young woman bartending looked frazzled. She didn’t even glance up as she filled two glasses with water from the faucet over a sink full of dirty beer glasses. Osborne held his two up to the light to be sure they were clean. He’d seen too many cases of trench mouth over the years, the result of poorly washed bar glasses. These, he could see, were just fine.

“Doc!” Lew shouted at him from the pay phone next to the restrooms. He turned, glasses in hand. As he pushed his way through the crowd, he was keenly aware she was watching him as he walked towards her. He wondered how she felt about what she saw, sodden fishing clothes aside.

In this noisy barroom packed full of tanned, athletic young men in their twenties and thirties, did he stand out? Tall and lean, did he look younger than his sixty-three years? Distinguished with his black hair silvered at the temples, in spite of his bald spot? Handsome in his deep August tan, his skin still taut over the French-Irish cheekbones that carried a hint of his great-grandmother, the Ojibwa? He wondered and he hoped.

“I got Roger out of bed and he’s arranging for an ambulance.” Lew held her hand over the mouthpiece on the phone as she yelled over the music, then she raised the phone to listen again, a look of surprise crossing her face. Once more, she covered the mouthpiece. She shouted at Osborne, “Lucy Olson, my switchboard operator, had a call from Ray Pradt an hour ago—reporting you missing.”

“What!” Incredulous, Osborne nearly dropped the glasses. “Me? Missing!”

Lew waved at him to be quiet while she listened again, then she smiled as she covered the mouthpiece. “It’s okay, Lucy got him to back off. Seems he has an emergency of some sort, and he wanted us to help him locate you. You’re to call him at home—no matter what time.” Taking the water glasses from his hands, she handed the phone to Osborne, “Here—I had Lucy patch you through—he’s on the line.”

“Yeah, Ray?” Osborne grabbed the phone. “What on earth?”

“Doc—you seen my hat?”

Ohmygod, thought Osborne, nearly one in the morning, a likely murder victim in hand, and Ray’s worried about his hat! Ray Pradt might be a good friend, an expert hunting and fishing guide, and a champion loon-caller but he could also be a major pain in the butt.

“No!” said Osborne emphatically, “No, I haven’t seen your hat, Ray. It’s August, you don’t need a hat. What kind of foolishness is this?”

“Sorry, Doc, I’m real sorry, but I gotta find it tonight.” Ray’s concern was so intense that Osborne immediately regretted snapping at him. After all, Ray’s hat was his signature garment: 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. No one ever missed Ray when he walked through a door with that on his head.

“Okay, okay,” Osborne backed off. “I’m sorry, Ray. It’s just that it’s late, I nearly drowned in the Prairie, and Chief Ferris and I have a dead body to deal with. I’m tired. But, no, I have not seen your hat. Why do you need it right now?”

“ESPN is coming tomorrow to shoot a promo for the Walleye Classic,” said Ray. “I’m in charge of the boats, and I thought it would be a good idea to be the real me, y’know? I’ve looked everywhere, and I just can’t find the darn thing. I thought maybe I left it at your place.”

Osborne had an idea. Clearly, he wasn’t going home yet himself. He had to help Lew get the body back to town. “Ray, I’m standing here at the Thunder Bay Bar soaking wet. But if you want to pick up some dry clothes for me, and give my place a quick once-over, you can check for your hat right now. If it’s at my place, it’ll be out on the front porch by your chair.”

Even as he said it, Osborne was almost certain Ray’s hat was there. The two men often shared a sunset cocktail, ginger-ale and ice, looking out over Loon Lake and commiserating over the day’s wins and losses. Ray had a habit of carefully placing the prized hat on top of Osborne’s leather-bound volume of Shakespeare. The one he inherited from his father and never read.

“Doc—I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Thanks!”

But if Ray’s gratitude was palpable over the telephone wire, Osborne’s feelings towards his neighbor ran even deeper. Once upon a time, he had cursed the sight of the younger man in the trout hat. To his face, he had called him “a poacher and a lazy bum,” but that was two long years ago.

Osborne had since learned Ray was many things. With his butt too often planted on a barstool, he was a talented raconteur who prided himself on knowing and embellishing the grim details of any local event—comedy or tragedy—for any crowd, whether it be the in-town Kiwanis wannabes or the bearded woodticks that hunkered in from the backwoods. Osborne had had to admit the man could tell a good story even if he did have the extremely annoying habit of stretching it out until his audience had to scream for the punch line.

Though he made his money as a hunting and fishing guide for wealthy tourists up from points south, Ray was so habitually short of cash that he often chopped wood, shot wildlife photos for local printers, and dug graves to make it through the long, fiercely cold northern Wisconsin winters. This career mix gave him access to excellent material for his barroom tales.

But Ray was not uneducated nor had he been raised in a wolf pack. His older sister was one of Chicago’s top litigators, and his younger brother was a hand surgeon at the Mayo Clinic. No one knew why Ray chose a lifestyle one step above cave man, but to Osborne he seemed a happy man. He was an optimist. His arrival almost always brightened the day.

That did not mean, however, that Osborne did not still question some of his personal habits. Ray had launched their relationship by being the pain in the ass who bought a choice piece of lake-front property right next door to Osborne when an unexpected estate sale put it on the market while Osborne and his wife were at a dental convention in Milwaukee.

Osborne had arrived home to find a beat-up house trailer and an old blue pick-up with a door missing on the driver’s side parked, not just illegally close to the lake, but in full view of Osborne’s living room window. The view from this window had been a key architectural element, engineered at considerable expense during the building of Osborne’s retirement haven. One shouting match later, Ray grudgingly backed up twenty-five feet.

A few months later, Osborne discovered that Ray had rigged his plumbing away from the city sewer system, which required fees for hook-up and annual use, to empty raw sewage just short of the property line and a little too close to Mary Lee Osborne’s prized rose bushes. “Earth to earth” had been his smart-aleck excuse. Osborne couldn’t lodge a legal complaint because he had a few violations of his own he didn’t need checked out. Which Ray had known, of course.

Ray was not a stupid man. “The best goddamn huntin’ fishin’ guru north of Chicago” was how he introduced himself, and in Osborne’s book he was right. He knew people, and he knew animals, and he knew how to horse trade. After the Osbornes got apoplectic over the poop in the rose garden, Ray made sure he had a tasty sling of fresh-cleaned blue gills hanging on their back porch every Sunday morning. That didn’t appease Mary Lee, who crabbed at Ray every time he appeared on their property, but it satisfied the dentist.

And then there was the night that Mary Lee got sick. A blizzard was howling around the lake, the wind chill had dropped to 50 below zero and the blowing snow was four to five feet deep in drifts. Mary Lee woke at 3:00 A.M. with a bronchitis that had turned into pneumonia. Time was precious. Osborne called Ray for help. Within minutes, Ray had the plow on the front of his pickup and was pushing through the bitter blackness for a woman who’d ridiculed him. Mary Lee didn’t make it, but Osborne was profoundly thankful anyway. No one could have gotten her to the hospital any faster than the two men did that night.

Mary Lee had been a hard woman to live with, and Osborne knew Ray understood that without the two men ever discussing her.

These days he was the one man Osborne was always happy to have in the boat. He could pull answers from places where few thought to go.

Osborne hung up the pay phone and turned towards the bar where Lew sat gulping her glass of water. Clammy in his wet clothes, he envied her: she looked quite dry and comfortable. Her ample khaki-clad hips spread with authority over the high bar chair. Above the open collar of her fishing shirt, her round face was relaxed, friendly, and, Osborne noticed as he took the bar stool beside her, surprisingly weathered. Did she fish year round?

“I have to wait for Roger to get here with the ambulance,” she said, pushing the other glass of water his way, “shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”

As he seated himself beside her, Osborne wondered if her job ever got really dangerous. He couldn’t imagine crime in the northwoods beyond off-trail snowmobiling and drunken drivers. And, of course, the random body in the Prairie River.

She was the mother of three grown children who had gone through school with his own, and he had been as taken aback as anyone when the Loon Lake News announced her appointment to the force, the first woman police officer in the history of Loon Lake. He and his buddies at McDonald’s had chewed on that for days. Mary Lee and her friends, who had never given a thought to full-time employment, were sure she had made a mistake giving up her “proper job” as a secretary at the paper mill. No one ever expected Lewellyn Ferris to be promoted to Chief.

Yet here she was a short seven years later. But then, Lew had always been a little different.

She was built like a linebacker. And walked like one, too. Well, maybe that was putting it a little harshly. She had broad shoulders, and she walked standing tall, shoulders back, tummy in, arms loose. She walked like an athlete. Osborne had to admit he found Lew Ferris more than a little intimidating. He could see why secretarial work didn’t appeal to her.

The dancers must have been on break when Lew and Osborne first walked in because suddenly music started up again in a room off to the back of the bar. The crowd around the bar cleared, and most of the men drifted back to tables. From the corner of his eye, Osborne could see the small stage. Uneasy over what might happen next, he hoped Lew’s deputy, Roger, would rescue them soon.

“So, Doc, how come Ray Pradt keeps such close tabs on you?” Lew lowered her voice. With the jukebox turned off and the music coming from the next room, they no longer had to shout to be heard.

“He’s my neighbor …”

“Ray Pradt is your neighbor?” she interrupted. “You gotta be kidding. I thought that guy lived in a shack—in the woods—with the rest of the wildlife.”

“No-o,” said Osborne, smiling gently. “Ray’s a good friend. He bought the lot next to mine three years ago. Out on Loon Lake. I take it you know him?”

“Of course I know Ray,” she said, “better than I’d like to—may I say.” She raised her glass and gave him one of those looks. Ray did not appear to be one of her favorite people.

Osborne could think of a dozen reasons why. He knew that over the years Ray had had more than his share of run-ins with local authorities. But the expression on Lew’s face made Osborne worry he had done the wrong thing, asking Ray to bring him dry clothing. Quickly, he explained his friend’s concern over his hat.

“He was so upset, he didn’t even notice when I said that I was out here or that we found a body in the river,” said Osborne. “Now that’s not Ray. Under normal circumstances, he doesn’t miss a detail. Know what I mean? And he knows darn well, I never come near this place. Something’s going on …”

“It’s TV,” said Lew. “He’s a nervous wreck over appearing on ESPN.” She gave a big grin. “I would be, too. As far as Thunder Bay goes, he stops by almost every day, right around four in the afternoon. I’ll bet it never occurs to that guy that respectable people don’t like to come here.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Osborne, feeling a surge of loyalty to his friend, “he’s got a good business reason for stopping by. And he doesn’t drink when he’s here. He’s recovering, too, y’know.”

“Not from everything,” she snapped.

Then Lew softened her tone, “I know, Doc. I’m just giving you a hard time. But the man can be a trial, y’know? He doesn’t always make my job easy.”

Osborne had a good idea of what she meant. He also thought it might be a good idea to drop the subject. God forbid she should think that he participated in any of Ray’s legally marginal activities.

They were both right about Ray and Thunder Bay. It was a terrific place for him to pick up a guiding job when he needed it. All it took was a couple hours around the bar telling war stories. Then, four, five rounds of draft Michelobs later, and he could set his fee triple to quadruple what he’d charge the locals. Osborne knew this because Ray never hesitated to brag of his unique marketing technique to his prosperous neighbor. He’d had weekends he’d cleared over a thousand bucks in tips from “da boys from da cities” he’d met up there.

Aware that a dancer had jumped onto the stage in the darkened room off to his left, Osborne checked his watch. Just how long would it take that deputy to get out here? Meanwhile, as if oblivious to the activity in the other room, Lew asked for a refill of her water.

“How’s that bridge I made for you?” asked Osborne, thankful for a noncontroversial topic of mutual interest.

“Fine, Doc.” With that Lew reached into her mouth and whipped out the small piece of plastic, metal, and teeth. “See? Not a bent wire, nothing broken. You did good work, and that office hasn’t been the same since you retired.” She stuck it back in her mouth and smiled easily enough. It seemed she wasn’t too annoyed with him over fact Ray Pradt was heading their way.

Osborne looked past her right shoulder. He could see several clusters of men sitting at tables near the stage. A few were paying attention to the young woman who had strolled out and was moving lazily to the dance music. As best Osborne could tell in the dim light, she was wearing a one-piece swimsuit.

He continued to watch the dancer from the corner of his eye. She seemed to have a friendly banter going on with the men at one of the tables and was casually pulling down the top of her swimsuit to reveal a set of pasties on her abundant breasts. Osborne answered a polite question from Lew, becoming more anxious by the moment, just sure that someone he knew would walk in.

“Isn’t this stuff,” he jerked his head toward the dancer, “against the law?”

Lew looked back and studied the woman who was now down to a G-string and bare-breasted, bobbing and weaving in front of a table of men. “So long as they don’t violate Code 2116B, they’re fine,” she said matter-of-factly. “We haven’t had any problems up here in, oh, six months or so. Tourist season is nearly over, and they don’t want to risk getting shut down during peak season. Now, if this was late January and some of the Chicago snowmobile boys were laying down some big bucks, it might get pretty raunchy. That’s when we step in.”

Osborne watched the woman open her legs and semi-straddle one of the customers, her breasts deliberately sweeping his face. “That’s not raunchy?”

Again Lew studied the action. “A little raunchy but that’s table-dancing. She’s wearing her G-string.” Lew turned away, but Osborne watched for another few beats of the music.
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