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        Nania has a winner with this series because he’s given us a multifaceted main character in John Cabrelli. He is likeable and relatable with imperfections that are understandable given what we know of his past. Writing both the continuing plot line of Cabrelli’s life within the action of each book’s story is a challenge for series writers, and Nania has mastered this balance.

        VALERIE BIEL | AUTHOR OF THE AWARD-WINNING CIRCLE OF NINE SERIES

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Spider Lake aptly offers the dichotomy between the quiet, simple beauty of life in Wisconsin’s Northwoods and the vicious wickedness of the organized crime world in this riveting thrill ride… Nania depicts the natural world of woods and waters to remind the reader that it is these special places that are worth preserving, and that outside forces bent on destroying what is good in life, must be eradicated. Cabrelli is the hero we need right now—a man who fights the good fight and risks his own life to rid the world of traffickers and murderers.

        JOY ANN RIBAR | AUTHOR OF THE DEEP LAKES COZY MYSTERY SERIES

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NORTHERN LAKES MYSTERY SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Figure Eight: A Northern Lakes Mystery]
          
        

      

      Figure Eight (Book 1)

      First Place, Mystery/Thriller, Midwest Book Awards (2020)
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      Life is one of the most squandered of all our natural resources. Who hasn’t wished a day, week, or month away? “Tough week—can’t wait until it’s over” or “Only five more years to retirement.” There’s a cure for that. In my case, getting shot and almost dying gave me a new appreciation for being alive.

      I hope that I am never dumb enough to waste another minute, much less a day. It was with this attitude that I embraced the extensive physical therapy that was designed to literally get me back on my feet. Two rounds from a nine millimeter fired by a crooked cop had come close to putting an end to John Cabrelli. But as they say, “Close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.”

      One round destroyed a kidney, the other lodged in my back near enough to my spinal cord to make wheeling myself around for the rest of my life a distinct possibility. There were long weeks of surgeries and treatments that included enough pain medication to make an elephant smile. During my time in the hospital, there was one thing that kept me going. I knew that I was going to get better, even when the doctors seemed doubtful. I heard what they said as they talked in hushed voices when they thought I was sleeping. I listened when they talked about me like I wasn’t there. Most often I heard concern and doubt, but they had come to know me and had learned not to underestimate my stubbornness, and they worked hard to help me. For me and all those people who stood by me, I promised myself that if I ever got out of the hospital, nothing would stop me. I had a life to live. Wheeling or walking, no dust was going to settle on ol’ John.

      I couldn’t wait to get out of the city and return home to sit on my boat dock and look at Spider Lake, the most beautiful northern Wisconsin lake in existence. I longed to see and smell the Northwoods, swim in the cool, clear waters, and catch a keeper musky.

      The road back had been a long one. I had been taken by helicopter from Musky Falls to Madison for emergency treatment and several surgeries. Once my condition had improved, I was allowed to return to Musky Falls and continue physical therapy at the local hospital. The therapists had been kind but firm, always pushing me to do better. Maybe it was the mental trauma that made my mind regress, but during the most intense parts of physical therapy, when I questioned my ability to get to the next level, one thing entered my mind: the story of the little engine saying, “I think I can, I think I can. Toot! Toot! I think I can.” Because of the little train and diligent, caring professionals, I started to improve. It was slow going, almost unnoticeable progress, but progress all the same. My walking had gone from a four-legged contraption preceding me everywhere I went to a stout wooden cane that had once belonged to my uncle Nick.

      The cane was not your standard run-of-the-mill model. It was covered with relief images of a snake, eagle, fish, turtle, and bear. It was also sturdy enough to be an effective weapon if needed. Even though I was no longer a cop, the defender mindset never seemed to be far beneath the surface.

      It had been a long winter, mostly spent reading by the fire and twice-daily trips to PT. I relished every moment of it, even when the outside thermometer read thirty-five below zero one morning. This dramatic winter weather made books read better, and there was always a pile of dry firewood in an old copper boiler by the woodstove.

      One night a blizzard came in and left a foot or more of pristine white snow that covered everything—an ermine blanket undisturbed, except by the tracks of a couple of hungry deer that snuck up to eat out of the birdfeeder. Outside was a winter like only the north country knows; inside the fire kept me toasty warm. The view from the picture window was of a frozen Spider Lake, the wind unobstructed whipped the snow across the surface.

      Time passed quickly because there was little room for much free thinking. The physical therapy, coupled with the recovery and healing of my wounds, was all I could handle. At night I fell into bed exhausted. Some nights I was so tired I even lapsed into a dreamless sleep. But most nights I shared with those whose lives had intertwined with mine; I had survived, they hadn’t. I relived the events night after night in torturous dreams—bizarre renditions of tragic events trying to change the outcome—waking up to the same realization that the past never changes. No matter how much you worry, how hard you pray, you cannot change what happened one minute ago. A perfectly rational person would understand this absolute truth and move on, spending that energy on the future. Unfortunately, many spend their entire lives shackled to the past, dragging along the burden of things they wish had gone differently. I am one so shackled. Even if those thoughts are lost during my waking hours, they come rushing back when I close my eyes.

      The time also flew by because my life and the lives of those around me had changed. This change caused plenty of adjustments to be made—not only because of my injuries and recovery. It was more than that.

      I had inherited a cabin in northern Wisconsin from my aunt Rose and uncle Nick, a place they named “Nirvana.” It had become my permanent home. I also had acquired a roommate, Julie Carlson, a local teacher who had been living there and helping around the house before Aunt Rose passed on and before Uncle Nick was murdered. She lived upstairs and I lived down. Julie was the possessor of a truly indomitable spirit. The first time we met, her striking blonde hair and blue eyes were obscured by the LC Smith double-barreled shotgun she was pointing at me. After being convinced that I didn’t need to be shot, she lowered the gun. Out of curiosity, I asked her if it was loaded. She looked at me like I was an idiot and said, “What good is a gun that’s not loaded?” Our relationship had now improved to the point that most of the time, I didn’t feel like she might change her mind and decide to shoot me after all.

      When Julie picked me up in Madison after I was released from the hospital, I hadn’t considered the possibility that she intended to be my caretaker. I knew I would need help for the first few weeks but assumed I’d work that out once we got back to Spider Lake. Before I could even think about it, Julie announced her intentions. She said it in such a matter-of-fact tone that if I hadn’t been listening closely, I would have assumed I had already agreed to it.

      But I was listening and strongly objected. I pointed out lots of reasons that sounded pretty good to me, ending with my bold proclamation, “End of discussion. Thank you, but no. I will hire a nurse from town.” It was at that point I first learned a lesson: the end of the discussion occurred when Julie Carlson decided, period.

      “Are you done?” she quietly asked.

      “For the moment,” I responded, “but I reserve the right to revisit the subject at any time.”

      Then Julie delivered a succinct and pointed message, “John, you certainly have options. We could turn around, and I could drop you at an institutional aftercare facility in Madison where different nurses take rectal temperature readings to start each shift because the manual says they have to, and they wake you up to see if you’re sleeping. They’d probably take pretty good care of you while all the time thinking about where they would rather be. If you’re lucky, you may actually get a room that has a view of a parking lot. They may even take you outside once or twice a week. Then, of course, there is the food. Nothing like an institutional diet to bring you back to the picture of health. If that’s what you want, this car goes south as well as it goes north. I can turn around at the next exit.

      “Or you could be in a beautiful cabin on a peaceful northern lake. The view out your window would be nature’s finest panorama, changing every day. Once you’re able, you can go outside anytime you want and sit on the dock, maybe drown some worms. When winter sets in, you can sit by the fire and read or simply sit for that matter. Until you can drive, Bud will take you into therapy in the morning, and I will take you in the afternoon. I promise drive-thru dining interspersed with home-cooked meals. I also promise you peace and quiet and rest that are likely as important as physical therapy. I will never come near you with a rectal thermometer. In the course of changing your dressings, inspecting your wounds, and helping you in and out of the shower, however, there are going to be instances where you will be forced to leave little of your physical self to the imagination. I will be respectful and allow you as much privacy as I can, but facts are facts, and there are going to be those moments. So get over it; I already have. Be glad that you have a beautiful place to go to.”

      I didn’t say a word for the next fifty miles. While the unusual events we had been through together less than a year earlier caused us to forge a close bond, one that in the normal scheme of things would take years to develop, we barely knew each other. We certainly had not been on intimate terms. In truth, I have trouble accepting help from anyone, although support from friends was exactly what I needed.

      “Okay, Julie. We’ll try it.” I finally said.

      That was months ago. My initial embarrassment was short-lived. Julie was a staunch advocate for my getting better. She was sympathetic but had no tolerance for a simpering wimp. She was considerate and acted with respect while dressing my wounds and helping me get where I needed to go. Even dog tired after a day teaching middle schoolers, she still had a smile and a word of encouragement for me. I don’t know what I would have done without her.

      Eventually, the dressings were no longer needed, and I could shower and do most things without assistance. Legs that seemed like they could never carry me again got stronger. Walking became a passion. I focused on getting better, and anything that got me going in that direction was what I was going to do.

      Julie proved to be a great companion, and her cousin, Arvid Treetall (called Bud by everybody that knew him), was a frequent guest. We played cribbage and talked about all the things that made this place special. Bud was a giant of a man with the strength of a bear and the heart of a lamb. He was a much in demand handyman whose good nature was infectious, and being with Bud required frequent laughter.

      The physical healing was only part of the process. Once I was able, an array of law enforcement agencies jockeyed for position to see who got me first. Federal, state, and local officials all had questions that needed answering. Two local cops—the chief and a patrolman—were dead. A federal agent was missing. What they thought was a hit-and-run accident involving Uncle Nick turned out to be premeditated murder. I gave them what information I had. They started with the dead cops, of course. Each agency looked at it separately, but in the end, all arrived at the same conclusion: I was a victim not a perpetrator. The cops were dirty, and they got what dirty cops deserve—a special spot in hell.

      The Feds pushed hard to make sure they had everything I could give them. Several months before my arrival, an undercover agent had gone missing, and they were investigating the possibility that the disappearance happened around Musky Falls. I wish I could have helped them more. A missing federal agent is not something that is taken lightly. The guys who interviewed me were not your run of the mill field agents. While they were dressed in suits, it did little to hide the fact that these were hard men sent here to find one of their own and who would follow the trail wherever it led and would know exactly what to do when they got to the end. I couldn’t help but think I was glad they weren’t after me.

      The State Department of Criminal Investigation and the local police figured that Uncle Nick’s murderer was likely one of the dirty cops, and while they couldn’t prove it for sure, they had a pretty good circumstantial case. Officially the case was still open, but in reality it was closed. The community was ready to move on. A popular long-time chief had betrayed their trust. Something like this rips the fabric of a small town and can only be repaired one stitch at a time. A thirty-year police veteran, Len Bork, was appointed as temporary chief and was doing everything he could to put this incident to rest—a tough job indeed.

      After the interviews, the statements, and looking at the evidence from all angles, everyone was ready to be done. I was ready to be done. It looked like the Feds and State had picked up and moved on.

      The dust had begun to settle on the investigation, and soon I was well enough to drive myself around. Traveling to town on my own had once been something I took for granted. This simple event, now restored, was a true pleasure. Almost every day I stopped at Crossroads Coffee to linger over a cup of my favorite brew and read the newspaper. Sometimes ace reporter Bill Presser, the man who had told my story to the world, would join me. After one such meeting, although my vehicle was parked in front, I left the coffee shop out the back door and cut through the alley to stop at a bookstore. I turned the corner out of the alley and caught the briefest glimpse of someone standing by a covered entryway. Brief glimpse or not, I recognized him. It was one of the stoned-faced federal agents who had interviewed me.

      That night I was sitting on the dock watching the moon rise over the still mostly frozen lake. The air was the warmest of the year so far, with a whisper of a breeze. The bay had opened up, and I heard the first call of a loon, a haunting sound not only heard but also felt. The loon call came seconds before a sudden chill in the air that swept through me. The kind of chill you sometimes get when the unknown sneaks up on you, taps you on the shoulder, then disappears. Seeing the agent in town and watching him blend into the street once he saw me told me a lot. At that moment I knew that as much as I wanted it to be over, it wasn’t.

      Uncle Nick had been murdered, and the person or persons who did it may or may not have received their just due. An investigator looking to close cases would call it good and move on to the next dozen waiting, but a good cop turns over every stone and watches what crawls out. There’s a fine line between an obsession with a case and keeping the door open. Many cops obsessed with cases take them to the grave—the case that was never solved, the one that never seemed quite right, the one they screwed up on. Sometimes it controlled the rest of their life. Keeping things in balance was the key—never forgetting, always noticing something new, and being ready if the time ever comes.
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      The days of spring in the north country are a reward after what is often a winter of knee-deep snow and bone-chilling cold. While both the human and the non-hibernators of the wildlife world still go about their business during the winter, it is different. Whether you’re dressed for it or not, chatting with people you see on the street when it is below zero is challenging and necessarily brief. Often when people part, they say, “See you in spring.”

      The warming temperatures do what they can to force the lake ice to break up. The ice moans and groans, trying to keep its hold. When it finally can hold its grip no longer, the water rolls downstream flooding the wetlands that await—soon-to-be resting spots or nesting areas for migratory birds coming back from the sunny south. The nights come alive with the calls of chorus frogs, spring peepers, and the occasional bullfrog belch. Where days before only the stems of dead, brown plants covered northern meadows, now green shoots and splashes of color begin to take over as wildflowers welcome the sunshine. Black bears crawl out of their dens, and the females with cubs in tow focus on making up for a long winter fast. Spring, like the cry of a newborn baby, is God’s way of telling us that life will go on, and that hope springs eternal.

      I greeted the change in seasons with a passion that I hadn’t felt before. My physical condition had greatly improved, and the emergence of new life buoyed my spirits each day. There were few restrictions on what I could or could not do, and it was time for me to figure things out. What the second half of John Cabrelli’s life would hold, I couldn’t venture a guess, but it was time to get my house in order.

      I needed to buy a car or truck that I could get into and out of with minimum contortive effort. When I arrived in the north country I was driving a little sports car. It was fun to drive, but a gunshot wound to the back resulted in significantly reduced flexibility, and getting in and out of that car was not possible. Besides, a car with a few inches of ground clearance is made for smooth highways, not the north country roads of my new life. I was currently driving an older Jeep Cherokee on loan from Bill and Jack’s Garage and Guide Service in Musky Falls. The owner was generous and let me use it free of charge after all that had happened.

      Early one morning, Bud followed me to Bill and Jack’s Garage. Buried in the engine compartment of a Chevy pickup was Doctor O’Malley. We parked and walked over to him.

      “Good morning,” Bud boomed.

      “Hey, Bud. Hey, Mr. Cabrelli. How you feeling sir?” Doc asked.

      “I am doing much better, thanks for asking. And the name is John.”

      The proprietor of Bill and Jack’s Garage and Guide Service was not named Bill or Jack. While the name tag on his shirt said Bill, his name was Steve. When he bought the garage, he never saw fit to change the name, and included with the purchase was a bale of work shirts from the previous owners. He figured he would get new shirts once he wore those out. He added the “guide service” shortly after he found out that it made the purchase of a new fishing boat tax-deductible. He was known by Doc for his uncanny ability to diagnose even the most obscure mechanical problems by interpreting the customer’s renditions of the noises their car or truck were making. If it had wheels, it found a place on Doc O’Malley’s patient list.

      “Doc,” Bud started, “John here is ready to get himself something to drive. Ya know something dependable with four-wheel drive and a good heater. We wondered if you knew of anything around or had suggestions.”

      “Well, to be honest, Mr. Cabrelli, ah … John, it will be good to get the Cherokee back unless you still need it. It’s just that it is my most popular loaner. My other loaner, that old Buick LeSabre over there, is a good ride but is a little short on ground clearance. Plus, it kinda has that Grandma and Grandpa look. Hey, what about Nick’s jeep? I helped him put that thing together. It’s a real dandy.”

      “What jeep?” I asked.

      “Geez, with all the excitement and you getting shot, we never went down to the storage building—that one at the end of the dirt road that runs from the house where we keep all the snowplow gear, a couple old tractors Nick never got around to fixing, and his jeep,” Bud replied, clearly excited.

      “Does the jeep run?” I asked.

      Doc jumped in. “Boy, it sure used to. Nick spent a bunch of time and money on that project. I overhauled the motor and we beefed it up a little. It’s been sittin’ since Nick got run over unless you took it for a spin, Bud. When he went into the aftercare facility, I set it up for storage—oil in the cylinders, fuel stabilizer in the tank and carb, changed the oil and filter, flushed and refilled the cooling system. You know, all that kind of stuff. It was about the only thing I could think of to help Nick. I wanted to do something.”

      “Nope, I never drove it,” Bud replied. “I guess it was not something I thought about. It’s under a tarp right next to the plow blade for my truck, but I never thought much about it.”

      “Do you think it will run?” I asked.

      “Well, there’s only one way to find out,” Doc said. He turned on his heel, went back to the truck he was working on, finished up with something, and closed the hood. Then he pulled the garage door down, closed the front door, and pulled out his cell phone and dialed. “Hey Mike, I got your truck ready. You gotta get a brush guard if you’re gonna keep crashing down old fire lanes. Anyway, the keys are in the ignition. You can stop in later to take care of the bill. I gotta head out for a while…. No problem. See ya then.”

      Doc hung up the phone, hopped up in his service truck, and said, “Let’s get going. We’ve got a jeep to get running.”

      I climbed into Bud’s three-quarter-ton four-wheel drive crew cab Ford pickup. His truck was so high off the ground that there were steps to get in. The tires had a subtle growl as they rolled down the road. The view from Bud’s truck was like driving on an elevated platform. Everything looked a little different from this high up. The trip to my cabin was beautiful as always, and I wondered if I would ever get tired of the scenery. I hoped not.

      We pulled in and saw that Julie had returned. Her new Suburban that she used for school, paid for with Uncle Nick’s life insurance, was parked by the front door, and she was unloading boxes. We said hello and she stopped what she was doing to give the three of us an inquisitive, almost accusing look and asked, “What trouble are you three up to?”

      It must have been her teacher personality that made her instantly suspicious of others’ motives. Bud was flummoxed for a second and not sure whether she would approve of what we were doing. Wanting to stay on her good side, he quickly jumped in and grabbed three boxes at once.

      “Where do you want these, Julie?” Bud asked.

      “On the kitchen table, Bud,” she replied. “John, it’s going to be a mess in there for a while, I’m afraid. I need to provide feedback on each of my kids’ capstone projects to help them along, so they’re ready for our end of the year presentation night. I also have to review the applications for summer school. Looks like we’re going to be full again this year.”

      Julie was the lead (and only) teacher at Northern Lakes Academy, a project-based school where the learning was done outdoors. Each week, no matter the weather, the kids and Julie, along with local volunteers, head out to work on projects in the community—from fish sampling to designing a snowshoe trail to restoring a lakeshore. The kids did it all. Hard work and meaningful accomplishments had done a world of good for her students. The school always had a waiting list for enrollment. It was a real dilemma for Julie, who couldn’t imagine having to turn kids away. She said she was going to figure that out sooner than later.

      “It’s nice to see you, Doc. How’s things? Busy at the garage?” Julie inquired.

      “Oh, you know, busy as ever. Job security. The weather and roads around here are pretty hard on vehicles, so they always need fixin’,” replied Doc.

      “What brings you three together on my doorstep?” she asked.

      “Doc and Bud told me about a jeep stored in the shed that might be okay for me to use,” I said. “We’re going to see if it will start and go from there.”

      “I forgot all about the jeep! Boy, your uncle Nick loved that thing. Your aunt Rose said he was reverting back to the hot-rodding days of his youth. One day they went for a ride and stopped at the old drive-in where they put a tray on your window and bring out cheeseburgers and root beer floats. She said they felt like kids again. Nick even squealed the tires when they pulled out. Rose told me that they held hands all the way home. They were a wonderful couple. I miss them so.”

      Then, to everyone’s surprise, Julie wistfully said, “I wonder if love and commitment like that even exist anymore.”

      She quickly caught herself and, in a blink, became the Julie we were used to.

      “You boys have fun,” she said, and after a brief pause added, “One warning, John. Your recovery is going well, but you are not completely healed. If you were to do something stupid to cause a setback or delay in your recovery, I would be very unhappy. I will make certain that if such a thing would occur, all three of you as involved parties will learn the depth of my unhappiness. Are we clear?”

      We all nodded our heads and said, “Yes ma’am,” as if talking with one voice. At five feet five inches tall and 125 pounds, she had at least 600 pounds of manhood reverting to “Yes ma’am, no ma’am” answers. It was no wonder she earned respect and admiration of all who knew her. She was one of a kind—a teacher always, a compassionate shoulder, and a force to be reckoned with when necessary.

      We walked down the trail to the storage building with Bud in the lead. When we got to the door, he pulled out a bale of keys.

      “I know the key is on this ring. I don’t know which one for sure. I’d meant to mark on each key what they are for, but I never got to it. Besides, I have to try each key at each lock to know what to write on it. Seems as simple to do it this way.”

      With the third key, the lock hasp fell open. The door was a little stubborn. Bud put his hand against it and gave it a shove that, if delivered to a human, would have sent them sprawling. In this case, the door swung open with vigor and hit the adjacent wall with a bang.

      “Oops. I guess it wasn’t as stuck as I thought,” he said with a big grin.

      The storage building was a pole barn. Six by six timbers made up the support frame that held up the roof twelve feet above us. Everything about it said sturdy.

      “Nick built this thing to store stuff. He said the workshop was for working on things, not storing things. He wired it but there’s no insulation or heat or anything. It’s pretty much the way he intended to leave it. He had the whole thing built out of 6x6s because if we got a heavy snow some winter, he didn’t want the place falling in. I don’t think it would have. It’s got a metal roof, and snow slides off when it gets too heavy. But there is a guy over on the Chippewa Flowage, Seamus Ruwall, who collects and restores old wooden boats. After a real heavy wet snow, his building caved in and smashed his boats up pretty good. That building was a 4x4 frame. It didn’t hold up and had a shingle roof. The insurance company hired me to clean things up and see if the building could be repaired. After a couple weeks whacking away at it, they decided it was a total loss. We got the boats out, or what was left of them. A couple were pretty good but there was a lot of damage. One ancient Chris-Craft had a 4x4 right through the front deck down through the hull.”

      While Bud was talking, Doc O’Malley walked over to a large canvas tarp covering the jeep. He pulled the canvas back with reverence, yet his smile was more like that of a magician unveiling a previously nonexistent object to an eager audience. The tarp removal revealed a jeep that looked different than any I had seen before. The wheelbase was longer than in short jeeps but shorter than the full-size jeep wagons. It was dark green with a black canvas top.

      “What do you think, John?” asked Doc.

      “It’s great. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it before,”

      I replied.

      “It’s a 1967 Jeepster Commando. They were only made from 1966 to 1973. There were Jeepsters before that, but ’66 was the first year of the Commando. Jeep came out with it to compete with the Ford Bronco and Toyota Land Cruiser. Nick bought it at a farm auction. I swear chickens had been living in it. He tore this thing down to its nuts and bolts and put her back together piece by piece. That’s where I got involved. Although the thing looked like hell, it was all there. The frame was solid. We rebuilt it from the ground up, all original except for a couple of things. It was originally a hardtop, but Nick had a ragtop custom made. The second modification was the drivetrain. The original motor is still under the hood, a Dauntless 225 V6, but since it needed to be overhauled anyway, we figured we’d juice it up a little. When the motor came from the factory it put out about 160 horses. By the time we were done, without pushing things too much, we figured it was putting out about 250. We never had it checked for sure, but that’s what we kinda figured. I can tell you this. When you put the pedal down on that little jeep it gets up and goes! The first time we took it out, it shook and wobbled a little and took out a driveshaft. We went back through the whole drivetrain and beefed up everything—driveshafts, transfer case, transmission, clutch, both differentials. Then it was solid as a rock.”

      Doc popped the hood and gently leaned it back to rest on top of the windshield frame. He crawled over the jeep from top to bottom. He didn’t say much except to himself.

      From underneath the jeep, Doc said, “Hey, Bud, you wanna bring my truck down here? I need the black toolbox in the back. It weighs a ton, so you might as well drive it down.”

      “You bet, Doc,” and Bud took off.

      Doc concluded his inspection, and in a few minutes we heard the truck pull up to the overhead door. We turned to find Bud standing there holding the black toolbox with one hand.

      “Doc, I figured I would bring this in here where you could get at the tools easier.”

      “Jeez, Bud, I hope you plan on sticking around. I don’t think I can even lift that thing back in the truck unless I empty it out first.”

      Bud laughed. “Yup, I’m stickin’ around.”

      Doc used a meter to check the battery and test the charge.

      “Still in the okay range but not one hundred percent. I better put the charger on for a bit,” he said more to himself than anyone else. He checked all the fluid levels and then sent Bud after the gas can in the shop. Once everything was checked, the battery charged, and gas in the tank, O’Malley stepped back and gave the jeep the once over again, eyeing everything. He reached under the hood and removed a black wire.

      “Coil wire. I figured we would turn it over a couple of times and get things loosened up before we actually try to start it. Taking this wire off cuts off the juice to the spark plugs. No juice, no fire.”

      He got behind the wheel, pulled the floor shifter into neutral, and turned the key. After a brief hesitation, the engine spun freely and sounded like it wanted to start.

      Doc reconnected the wire and said to John, “You want to do the honors?”

      “I think you should do the first run-through, Doc, if you don’t mind,” I responded.

      Doc hit the key and the engine fired and quit. He tried again and it caught. O’Malley kept it at idle and gave it a little gas as needed. Thick exhaust filled the building.

      “It’s gonna be smoky until that top-end oil burns off. It needs a real gentle warm-up to get everything lubed before we move it. The gauge panel will tell us how things are going. Oil pressure’s up, so that’s good. Temp gauge is still on the low end. That’s good too,” Doc explained.

      Bud slid open the big end doors of the building, and a light breeze helped clear the air.

      The jeep did not bark like one of those straight pipe hotrods. Instead, it had a throaty mellow rumble. The engine didn’t run smooth, and Doc explained that was because of the high-performance camshaft, one of the “more horsepower” additions.

      Doc checked the air pressure in the tires, and ten minutes later we mounted up with him at the wheel, me riding shotgun, and Bud squeezed into the backseat. Doc put it in gear, and we drove out the door and past the house. Julie was sitting on the front porch reading her kids’ papers as we cruised by. She gave us a slight smile and shook her head.

      The jeep ran well, and after a few miles Doc was convinced all systems were working, so he pulled over to the side of the road and said, “Well, John, time for you to give it a try.”

      I got behind the wheel, put it in gear, and slowly let out the clutch. Even though I was light on the gas, the jeep jumped right up and took off. The tachometer let me know when to shift, and before I knew it, we were cruising at sixty-five miles an hour. The jeep was tight, with no rattles and no unwanted vibrations.

      A brown sign marked 231 with an arrow indicated an unpaved national forest road. I swear the jeep turned on that road all by itself. I can’t recall being any part of the decision.

      “This is the road to Ghost Lake,” Bud said. “It’s pretty rough but you can get through. I used to come fishing back here in the spring right after the season opened in May. Lots of big northern pike in the weeds. They’re pretty boney, but if you fillet them right, you can cut the bones out, and they are good eating. Julie can make ’em perfect.”

      Traveling down a two-track forest road is a journey into the heart of the north country. If you travel far enough, the road ends, requiring hiking boots and a pack to explore farther. While it doesn’t make much sense, the deep woods can seem spooky. Maybe it’s the towering trees that block the sun or the absolute quiet we rarely experience. Maybe it’s the fairytales about witches in the woods snatching small children to eat or the mad trapper waiting to hack you up with his double bit axe. In reality, the woods are much less dangerous than the streets of any major city where human wolf packs roam.

      I was lost in the feeling of mystery and danger at that moment when Doc yelled, “Look out!” I slammed on the brakes and went into a slide. Turning into the skid brought us around, and we eventually came to rest crossways in the road.

      The obstacle that had blocked our path was up and moving, closely followed by a newborn calf.

      “That was really cool,” Bud said. “Elk were reintroduced to this area about ten years ago, but you hardly ever get to see them, especially with a calf. Good thing you didn’t hit them, John. That cow probably weighs close to five hundred pounds. That would have put a dent in your jeep for sure.”

      Having had enough excitement for the day, we cruised back home. I offered to pay Doc O’Malley, but he refused, saying, “John, I am glad to see that jeep back on the road. If you bring it into the shop someday, I may have to charge you, but today is on me. I’d like to hang around for a while, but I better get back to town and get some work done.”

      Bud closed up Doc’s toolbox, picked it up, and easily set it down in the bed of his truck. We watched him drive out as we walked up to the house.

      Most of the folks I had met up here in the north country were good folks: down to earth, real. People seemed proud of their work for the most part, but not bragging proud. Bud could fix about anything. Doc O’Malley was a top mechanic. That was who they were. It never crossed their mind ever to do less than their best, and they took pride in their work. Too many people judge their success by their possessions and how much they have rather than  by what they do and what they contribute. I asked myself, what

      will I contribute to the world? My physical recovery had taken center stage, but I was getting better and was ready to start figuring out what direction I would head. My résumé was pretty short: former cop, former investigator, the end. A pretty girl’s voice brought me back to the world.

      “How was your drive?” Julie asked. Bud was eager to answer.

      “The jeep ran great, Julie. John turned down Road 231, and guess what was in the road soaking up the sun. A big mother elk and her little calf! Thankfully John stopped in time. They were really something to see and didn’t seem too worried about almost getting hit. They just walked off.” Bud recounted the story with childlike joy.

      “John, what do you think of the jeep? Is it going to work for you?” Julie asked.

      “It’s actually perfect. I love it. That longer wheelbase gives it plenty of room if I have to haul a couple of people or some gear. It has a lot of zip and handles well. I think this is a keeper. Doc O’Malley wants me to bring it in for a thorough check over, but so far so good.”

      “Well, boys, I was emptying the freezer, and I found a big package of frozen walleyes. Cornbread, walleyes, and lemonade sound good?”

      “Julie, you are up to your ears in schoolwork and don’t need to be cooking,” I said.

      “John, everyone has to eat, and as you may have noticed, Bud requires regular large quantities of food to keep going. So, get out of here, and let me cook.” Julie sent Bud and me out to the porch with two cold beers, further claiming that it was a “one-butt” kitchen. Useless others must vacate the space during food preparation.

      We sat on the porch and looked out on the lake. The serenity was perfect, and nothing could destroy this moment, at least so I thought. At certain times, thinking is something I should do less of.

      An unmarked black Suburban pulled in the drive and stopped. Two men occupied the front seat. When they exited the car, I recognized them as the federal agents who had interviewed me after the incident. Both had close cropped hair, one bristle gray and the other dark. One agent looked about a decade older than the other. Both faces were adorned with small, but noticeable scars that had their own stories. They approached where we were sitting, looking every which way, unconsciously doing a threat assessment. More confirmation that they had been there, done that. They knew danger was a second away and showed up when least expected. I had seen it in my life. I remembered a young patrolman riding the next beat over from mine who stopped a car for speeding. He approached the driver’s window and asked for his driver’s license. The driver, a wanted felon, pretended to go for his wallet, but instead came up with a 9mm handgun and shot him four times. The kid’s vest caught all the rounds and he lived. The driver took off. A beat cop makes untold numbers of traffic stops in their career. Ninety-nine percent of the time it is nothing. One percent, the devil shows up.

      The men reintroduced themselves as agents Street and Chandler. We shook hands, but their looks remained stoic.

      Street started, “Mr. Cabrelli, the last time we talked, I told you we may have some additional questions, and you said that it would be fine to contact you. We were in the area and thought we would stop by for a minute.”

      “In the area? I live twenty miles from town,” I replied.

      They ignored my comment.

      “Mr. Cabrelli, as I was saying, when we last spoke, you referred to evidence you had recovered from a vault Nick Cabrelli had hidden on these premises. Is that correct?”

      “Correct, Agent Street.”

      “We have been detailed back here to continue an ongoing investigation regarding the whereabouts of a missing federal agent. We have reason to believe that the agent’s disappearance may be tied to the death of Nick Cabrelli. We know that you turned over some of the evidence you uncovered. We are here to get the rest of it,” Street said as an order, not a request.

      “There is no rest of it,” I responded.

      “Mr. Cabrelli, we believe there is, and we are here to recover anything and everything you may have that will aid us in our investigation,” Street said.

      “I don’t think I have anything that will help you,” I replied.

      “Mr. Cabrelli, we will determine what may or may not be of value. As I am sure you can understand, this is a top priority for us. We are going over every bit of information again with a fine-tooth comb and re-interviewing anyone who may have a connection to the investigation. If we have reason to believe there is someone holding back information from us, we intend to get that evidence even if it requires going to a federal judge and getting a search warrant. If we determine that you are the one withholding this evidence, we will come back with a team of agents and turn this place upside down. Eventually, we will find what we are looking for. We are not going away. So, cooperation would benefit all parties concerned.”

      I hesitated before answering, too long for agent Chandler’s tastes
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