
Bugs on The Water

A Steelhead County Mystery


Table of Contents

Title Page

Bugs on The Water

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

About the Author

Estella Boger

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.  

––––––––
[image: image]


Copyright © 2022 by Estella Boger

––––––––
[image: image]


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without the permission of the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Acknowledgements

I owe much thanks to Nancy Kuykendall for listening to my frustrations and providing advice and suggestions to improve this book.

Steve Muir’s assistance was invaluable in editing the manuscript. The book is  ended up much better than it started out through his efforts. 

Waqar Nadeem’s cover design and formatting is, as always, excellent.

Titles by Estella Boger

The Steelhead County Mysteries

Choir of Fallen Angels

Other Titles

Danger Rules the Night

Short Stories

Escape From the Zoo

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One



[image: image]


The sun beat down cheerfully on the mountains around Twin Rivers. Sprawling along the banks of the Raft river, the town and its surrounding area was a popular tourist destination. The permanent population of less than seven hundred swelled to several thousand during the tourist season. The Steelhead County Sheriff’s Department, the Twin Rivers Police Department, and the state highway patrol provided law enforcement in the town and surrounding area. Deputy Duane Lee, returning to Twin Rivers after transporting a prisoner to the Spring Hill detention center, was enjoying the warmth of the sun and the balmy spring air drifting in through the open windows of his SUV. 

His prisoner was suspected of stealing several cars in the Spring Hill jurisdiction and had been arrested in Twin Rivers while trying to steal a brand new Dodge truck from its owner’s driveway. He had stoutly maintained his innocence, and aside from seriously annoying Lee by talking all the way to Spring Hill, had given him no trouble. Lee now enjoyed the silence as he followed the winding two-lane highway north through the mountains. By the time he reached Twin Rivers, his shift would be over. He was looking forward to a quiet evening at home with his cat, Lucy.

As Lee was driving toward Twin Rivers, Mandy Carpenter was traveling in the other direction. Her shoulder-length blonde hair fluttered in the breeze coming through the open car window. Fashionable sunglasses hid her brown eyes. Now in her late thirties, Mandy was a professional photographer and writer. She’d spent the last three weeks in and around Twin Rivers, photographing the tourist activity and interviewing people for the travel journal she would write when she returned home. She earned a nice living traveling to interesting parts of the country and writing travel journals, which were illustrated with her own photographs.

Mandy had left Twin Rivers for Spring Hill in mid-afternoon. She planned to spend a few days exploring the city before flying home. Always alert for good photographic subjects, she paid attention to the passing scenery as she drove. Her vigilance paid off when a rest area caught her eye. It was attractively located where the river widened and slowed its rush from one series of rapids to the next. Fir trees, a sprinkling of aspen, and a few cottonwoods along the edge of the water shaded the spot. Leaving her sunglasses in her rental car, she began exploring the area. After finding several spots that might provide compositions for nice photographs, she returned to her rental car for her camera bag and tripod. Somewhat overweight and not as fit as she should have been, she found herself a little out of breath as she set up the equipment.

She spent some time photographing the river before turning her attention to the area at the water’s edge. The action of the water had scoured out a small, shallow cove, undermining the roots of a tree that had partially fallen and was listing drunkenly into the water. The tree was not completely dead. Green leaves on the living part trailed into the water. Mandy thought the tree, with the still water beneath it, would make an excellent shot. A tiny cloud of insects hovering over the water added extra interest. The sun, which was striking at an angle, caused a strong, distracting reflection on the surface of the water, but a polarizing filter affixed to the camera lens cut the glare, reducing the reflections. 

After taking several dozen shots from slightly different angles, Mandy reviewed the images on the screen. Five of the images were quite good, and she thought she could include one or two of them in her book. When she saw the last image, however, her pleased smile turned to a puzzled frown. There was a shadow under the tree that she hadn’t noticed in the other pictures. Glancing over at the spot, she couldn’t see anything odd. Curious, she zoomed in on the image and enlarged the shadow area. Her horrified screams brought several people running toward her, including a forest service ranger who had just stepped out of his truck.

The ranger, a stocky, muscular man with skin the color of dark roast coffee, was the last to reach the riverbank. There he found Mandy at the center of a circle of people, all talking at once. Mandy had stopped screaming and was sobbing on the shoulder of a slender, hazel-eyed lady in a nun’s habit. Mandy, who was several inches shorter than the nun and forty or fifty pounds heavier, had her face hidden against the woman’s shoulder. Approaching the two ladies, the ranger introduced himself as Ron Albrecht and asked what the problem was. Although he could understand little of what the distraught woman said because of the sobbing, he gathered she thought there was something horrible under the half dead tree. When Albrecht glanced at the area he couldn’t see anything, but thought he should investigate further. After sending everyone except Mandy and the nun back up to the rest stop picnic area, he first asked the nun if she could clarify what was going on.

“I don’t know the entire story,” she replied after introducing herself as Sister Francine. “I was sitting at one of the picnic tables when this young lady started screaming. We all ran down here, but everyone was talking at once, accomplishing nothing. I tried to calm her down, but once she stopped screaming, she broke down and started crying.”

He turned to Mandy to find his brief conversation with Sister Francine had allowed her time to regain control of herself. 

“Ma’am,” he said gently, “If you could tell me what caused you to be so upset, maybe I can help.”

She gazed at him through tear-drenched brown eyes and tried to pull herself together. “I’m sorry, ranger,” she said shakily between sobs. She drew a deep breath, then talking fast, she said, “My name is Mandy Carpenter. I’m a travel photographer. I’ve been in Twin Rivers and was heading for Spring Hill when I saw this pretty rest area. Thinking I could get some nice photographs here, I stopped. I got some good shots, too. After finishing, I reviewed them. One of them shows a dead body under that tree.”

“A dead body under the tree?” he asked, frowning. He turned and stared at the area to which she was pointing. I don’t see anything, Ms. Carpenter.”

“I don’t either,” she responded, wiping away the last of her tears. “You can’t see it with your naked eyes. I can show you on the photograph, though.” She moved to the camera still standing on its tripod and called up the photograph in question. “The sun was glaring on the water, so I used a special filter. The filter cuts out the glare, which allows the camera to capture what’s above the water and just below it. If you look right here under the edge of the tree, you can see the body.”

Skeptically, Albrecht looked at the photograph. He wasn’t expecting to see anything other than moss and weeds caught on dead branches and rocks, but didn’t want to insult Mandy. He looked closely, then frowned more deeply.

“Ms. Carpenter, does this camera allow you to magnify a section of the image?”

“Yes. Just use the third button at the left edge of the screen to zoom in and the one below that to zoom out.”

“Miss, maybe you should do that for me,” he said, looking uncomfortable. “I’m pretty much all thumbs with things like this.”

She glanced at him sharply and decided he was serious, then zoomed in on the area of interest, averting her eyes from the image as soon as she had done so. The camera now showed what did indeed look like a dead body with a pale, bloated face and dark, empty eye sockets.

“Sister Francine, would you take Ms. Carpenter up to the building and stay with her? I’m going to call the county sheriff’s office. It sure looks like there could be a human body there. I think it would be best if we had someone come out and investigate further.”

“Of course, Ranger. Come along Ms. Carpenter. Let’s go sit down inside.”

Lee was about five miles from the rest area when he received the call from the dispatcher. It only took him a few minutes to reach the place. Grumbling to himself about the loss of his expected quiet evening at home, he parked next to the Forest Service truck. Half a dozen people stood near one of the picnic tables, all staring out toward the river. Several turned around as he stepped out of his SUV and started walking in their direction. A tall, distinguished looking man in jeans and a dark green shirt pointed silently to a small sandy area at the river’s edge where a stocky, muscular black man in a State Forest Service uniform squatted, peering into the water. He glanced over his shoulder at the sound of Lee’s footsteps and stood up.

“Hello, Deputy. Glad you’re here. I’m Ranger Ron Albrecht.”

“Deputy Duane Lee, Steelhead County Sheriff’s Department,” Lee replied, extending his hand. “What do we have here, Ranger Albrecht?”

“I’m not a hundred percent certain, Deputy, but it looks like we have a body caught under the tree over there. At Lee’s puzzled look, he added, “You can’t really see anything with the naked eye. I should probably explain.”

“Please do.”

Albrecht nodded. “We had a complaint about a skunk acting oddly around here last week. Couldn’t find the critter, but we set up live traps to see if we could catch it. I stopped to check the traps. Just as I got out of my truck, a lady started screaming. I ran down here with everyone else to see what was going on. When the lady calmed down a bit, she told me she’d been taking photographs of this spot and that one of them showed a dead body in the water under that tree over there. I had her show me the picture, and it looks like there may well be a body. I decided it would be best to call it in and have someone check it out.”

“Can you show me the picture?”

“This is her camera,” Albrecht said, walking to where it rested atop the tripod. “We didn’t move it. I’ll try to get the picture up for you.”

He turned the camera on, then fumbled for a few moments, muttering under his breath. Finally, he pulled a pen from his shirt pocket and used the tip to push the buttons to bring up the desired image.

“I often have trouble working small buttons like these because my fingers are so thick. I can’t type on a regular keyboard for the same reason,” he explained. “Here we are. I’ll see if I can zoom in on the area that looks like a body. I just expected to see some moss, rocks and weeds when I looked at this, but it really doesn’t look like that,” he said as he worked carefully to adjust the picture. “There. Have a look and give me your opinion. Am I just wasting your time, or is there something there?”

Lee peered closely at the image. He looked up from the camera screen and squinted at the spot under the tree. He looked back and forth between the photograph and the water several times with a frown slowly forming on his face. Finally, he moved to the edge of the river near the base of the fallen tree and squatted down, peering into the water. After a while, he lay down on his stomach at the very edge of the sand and turned his head. His right ear was almost touching the water as he squinted at the area under the tree trunk. Finally, he sighed, rose, and dusted the sand off of his uniform. He turned to the patiently waiting ranger.

“There’s definitely something down there,” he said. “But I’m not sure exactly what it is. I’m going to call dispatch and see if they can get a diver out here to get a better look.”

“I have something in the truck that might help us with that, Deputy. As you know, when someone drowns in the river or one of the lakes around here, it's sometimes hard to find their body. Occasionally they get washed into areas under rocks and debris in the water which hide them from the sonar scanners. A group of us were talking about the problem one day, and someone suggested that what we need is an ROV like those used to search for shipwrecks and sunken treasure. I did some research and discovered that one of the type and size we’d need would cost around five-thousand dollars. Of course, when I suggested getting one, I was told it wasn’t in the budget. So, I started thinking about building my own. It’s in my truck. We could try it for this if you’d like.”

“Sounds like an idea. It’s worth a try, anyway.”

“I’ll go get it,” the ranger said, hurrying away.

He returned carrying a medium-sized case, which he laid carefully on the ground. When opened, it revealed a rectangular cage of PVC pipe surrounding a camera and motor with a small propeller protruding from the back. The case also held a control unit and a small monitor.

“You built that yourself?” Lee asked, clearly impressed.

“Sure did. I found plans for building an ROV on the internet,” he explained, busily getting things out of the case. “I made a few changes, though. For instance, when I built the control box, I used a joystick instead of buttons to move and position the unit. Like I told the young lady, I have trouble with little buttons because my fingers are so broad. This works better for me.”

Lee watched curiously as Albrecht uncased the system. “This is really interesting,” he said thoughtfully. “You know, the sheriff’s department could use something like this. Could we use it from a boat? How deep can it go?”

“It’s pretty versatile. You can use it from either the bank or a boat. This one can go down to about thirty feet. You’d really want something a little more sophisticated for deeper work. You’d need one with a camera rated for the greater depth.”

“How much did this cost you to make?”

“Around three hundred seventy five dollars.” The ranger sat back on his heels and looked up at Lee. “And it’s ready. I think maybe we should try it from just this side of the base of the tree.”

Walking to the spot, Albrecht gently placed the ROV in the water, then stepped to Lee’s side.

“You’ve obviously put a lot of thought and work into this, ranger. Do you do this kind of thing a lot?”

“I putter about a bit. I have an interest in robotics.”

As he spoke, Albrecht was manipulating the joystick to move the ROV out into the middle of the little cove. The two men peered intently at the screen, but all they could see at first was sand, water, and rocks. Then a school of small fish appeared, darting in and out of the area under the tree. Next, the submerged trunk became clearly visible and, under it, was what appeared to be shreds of cloth waving slowly and hauntingly with the movement of the water. Albrecht turned the unit to pan toward the river side of the cove and what was unmistakably a shoe, much deteriorated but still recognizable, came into view. With a sigh, he turned the ROV back in the other direction. He followed the shredded cloth toward the shore and presently came to what had once been someone’s face. The shredded cloth and weeds floating around it partially obscured it, but it was still recognizable as human.

“Bring the ROV in,” Lee instructed with a sigh of his own. “And thanks. I’ll call this in and get a retrieval team and someone from the medical examiner’s office out here. Is the photographer still around? I’ll need to speak to her.”

“She should be,” Albrecht replied, retrieving his equipment. “I asked the nun, Sister Francine, to take her up to the building and stay with her. I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t leave without her camera, so I expect she’s still there. Her name’s Mandy Carpenter, by the way.”

Lee nodded and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket to call the sheriff’s department. When the dispatcher answered, he asked him to send out a retrieval team and Deputy Marty Shaver, who functioned as the department CSI when needed. His next call was to the medical examiner’s office with a request for an investigator to come to the scene.

With that accomplished, he went in search of Mandy Carpenter. He found her sitting on a bench, staring at a vending machine with unseeing eyes. Sister Francine was sitting beside her, praying the rosary.

“Miss Carpenter?” he inquired. Mandy didn’t seem to hear him, but Sister Francine did. She glanced up at Lee and touched Mandy’s arm, bringing her back from wherever she’d been with a start. When Mandy looked at her, Sister Francine nodded toward Lee. Mandy met the deep-set gray eyes of a tall, slender, grizzled appearing man with slightly stooped shoulders wearing a county sheriff’s department uniform. 

Lee smiled reassuringly. “I’m Deputy Duane Lee from the Steelhead County Sheriff’s Department. I’m sorry to have to bother you, ma’am, but I need to get your statement about what you found.” 

“It’s all right, Deputy; I understand. I take it this means there is someone dead in the river? “

“It looks like it. I looked at the images on your camera, and Ranger Albrecht had a small ROV, which we used to get a better look. There’s definitely something that looks suspicious under that tree, so I need to ask you a few questions and get a statement.”

“Can Sister Francine stay with me?”

“Of course she can,” he responded, moving to sit on the end of the next bench facing the two women. “First, I would like you to tell me how you came to find the body.”

Mandy took a deep breath and let it out while reaching for Sister Francine’s hand. Her story then tumbled out in a rush. “I’ve been in Twin Rivers doing some research and photography for about three weeks. I’m a travel photographer, so I visit interesting places and write books about them illustrated with my photographs. After finishing in Twin Rivers, I started for Spring Hill this afternoon. I stopped here because it’s such a pretty place and I thought I could get some nice photographs. After I took pictures around the rest of the area, I moved to the little cove at the edge of the river. It was the last place I planned to photograph. I got some nice shots, too. On the one that shows the... um... the one that shows it, I added a polarizing filter to my lens because the sun was causing a nasty glare on the water, which would have ruined the shot. After I was done, I reviewed my photos on the camera. That’s a habit; I always do it. That way, if I have a bad one, I can re-shoot it if I want. Anyway, when I got to that one, I saw the... I saw it. I’m afraid I just started screaming and everyone came running down there. The nice ranger listened to me, sent everyone except Sister Francine away, and looked at the photograph. He said he was going to call the county sheriff’s office to have someone come and check it out. I suppose that’s you.”

“Yes, ma’am, that’s me,” Lee said with a quiet smile. “And there is reason for concern. Just a couple of questions, then I’ll let you go. Would you tell me how a polarizing filter works? I mean, you can’t see anything with the naked eye, but it shows up on the photograph. Is it the filter that allows that?”

“Yes. It works a bit like good sunglasses, except it’s not dark like they are. A polarizing filter cuts glare, minimizes reflections, and enhances color saturation. By cutting the glare and removing the reflections from the water’s surface it allowed the camera to pick up what was under the water - only near the surface, though. It wouldn’t pick up things that are deeper.”

“That’s sufficiently clear, ma’am. If I could have your contact information, I think you can be on your way. I’ll have a statement for you to sign, but thanks to the magic of technology, we can do that through e-mail. You said you’re going to Spring Hill, right?”

“Yes. My plan is to stay in Spring Hill for a few days, then catch a flight for home. I’m too shaky to make that long drive now, though. I’ll go back to Twin Rivers for the night and go to Spring Hill tomorrow.”

“In that case, if you wouldn’t mind stopping at the sheriff’s office in the morning, I’ll have that statement for you to sign. It will simplify things.”

“I’ll be happy to do that,. Can I go now, and can I take my camera and equipment?”

“You can, but I’ll need a copy of the photograph. If you’ll give me the memory card from your camera, I’ll download the image and return it tomorrow when you come to sign the statement.”

“Sure, Deputy. I’ve already uploaded all the photographs on the card except the ones I took here, but I would like the card back. My habit is to keep the card with the images intact until I’m finished working with them.” She paused and hesitated before asking, “Would you mind having someone bring my equipment up here? I’d be very grateful. I really don’t want to go back down there.” 

“Of course. I’ll just get a statement from Sister Francine first.” He rose politely as Mandy stood up to leave the building.

“Sister,” he said, sitting back down on the bench. “If you will give me your account of what happened, I can let you go on your way.”

“Certainly, Deputy.”

“First, how did you come to be here?” 

“I belong to the Sisters of Charity of St. Vincent Du Paul in Fullerton. I’m on my way to visit my sister, Angelica, who belongs to the Sisters of Charity in Twin Rivers. It’s a long drive, and I needed a break, so I stopped here.”

Lee nodded. “I see. Then what happened?”

“I was sitting at one of the picnic tables enjoying the sun when Mandy started screaming. I ran down there with everyone else. She was very distraught, so I tried to comfort her. Everyone was talking at once and it was very confused. Then Ranger Albrecht arrived and took charge. He sent everyone except Mandy and me up here, got her to tell him what upset her, looked at the picture on the camera, and said he was going to call the sheriff’s office. He asked me to bring her up here and stay with her.”

“Thank you, Sister.” he said, rising. “Ms. Carpenter is waiting outside. I’ll be out in a minute and get her gear for her.”

After she left, he re-seated himself, pulled a small notebook from his shirt pocket, and made some notes. He had been born with an excellent memory, which he had systematically trained over his twenty years in law enforcement. He could have repeated the interviews verbatim days later, but always liked to make notes just in case. Satisfied, he rose and went out to the two women.

Mandy gave him the memory card when he had retrieved her camera. After repeating her promise to come to the sheriff’s office the next day, she left. Sister Francine also went on her way with a similar promise. He then interviewed all the other people present, found them to have nothing of interest to contribute, and let them all of go.

For a while Lee and Ranger Albrecht were alone, but an hour later, reinforcements had arrived. Deputies Lee, Marty Shaver and Steve Barker, Ranger Albrecht, and a four-man sheriff’s department auxiliary crew skilled in the grisly task of retrieving drowning victims grouped in a cluster near one of the picnic tables, waiting for the medical examiner’s investigator to arrive. 

The retrieval team was a disparate group. Jonah Finch surveyed the world through bright blue eyes surrounded by wrinkles in a tanned face, topped by brown hair threaded with silver. Curtis Germaine was about Jonah’s height but built like a weight lifter. He looked at life solemnly through serious green eyes. In contrast, the tall, skinny Mike Showkowski always seemed to take life as a joke, usually smiling and laughing. The last of the group, Tom Wilcox, was the shortest. Now completely bald, when he had possessed hair, it had been as black as the full, wiry beard he sported.

While they waited, they engaged in an earnest discussion about the strategy they would use to retrieve the remains.

“Does anyone know how deep the water is here?” asked Jonah Finch. Jonah ran rafting trips on the river in the summer and was the most familiar with its vagaries. The others considered him the leader of the retrieval team.

“It slopes from the sand,” replied Albrecht. “According to the depth indicator on the ROV’s camera, it slopes from a few inches at the edge to two feet about three yards out. It then drops off to five feet about a yard beyond that; probably deeper as you go further into the river, but that was as far out as I took the ROV. That would be about the middle of the area.”

“Okay,” Finch nodded. “I don’t think we’ll be able to use the boat. Not enough room to move around in that restricted area. Unless someone has a better idea, I think a couple of us are going to have to put on the wet suits and get underwater.”

“Agreed,” Curtis Germain weighed in. “Someone has to get close and see how the body’s positioned and what it’s hung up on. Then we can decide how to get it out. We don’t want to do any more damage than we can avoid.” Turning to Lee, he asked, “Do you know how much longer it will be until the ME’s guy gets here?” 

“It should be soon. We got lucky. He was in Tunbill when I called, which isn’t much more than an hour’s drive from here, even on the twisty mountain roads he’ll be using.”

“Tunbill! What in the world would he be investigating in that map dot?” Mike Shokowski asked incredulously. “Nothing ever happens in Tunbill. There are only about twenty people living there.”

“Twenty-two now,” Tom Wilcox replied. “Travis Owl’s wife, Cindy, just had twins.”

“Boys or girls?” Shokowski asked with a grin.

“Boys.”

“I bet Travis is over the moon.”

“And how. He’s floating about a foot above the ground,” Wilcox said to the sound of general laughter. “Cindy too. They were afraid they’d never be able to have kids after she miscarried a couple of years ago.”

“Anyway,” Shokowski said. “I’m still curious what Jim was doing in Tunbill.”

Lee shrugged. “Don’t know and didn’t ask. But here he comes now,” Lee added, motioning with his head to the dust covered SUV pulling into the parking lot. Beneath the grime, the County Medical Examiner’s logo was still visible on the door.

The men watched as the driver parked and stepped out of his vehicle. Jim Ring, the Medical Examiner’s investigator, was a tall, cadaverously thin man with a face composed entirely of angles, on which reposed a perpetual scowl.

“Hi, Jim.” Lee greeted as he approached the group. Murmurs and quiet comments from the other men echoed Lee’s greeting.

“Lee, boys,” Jim replied. “What’ve we got? When she called me, Jill said something about a body in the river. Since you don’t call me out for every routine drowning, I’m guessing it’s a little more than that. So, what’s up?”

Lee’s reporting style was concise, but thorough. He included all the facts using the minimum number of necessary words and brought Jim fully up to date in a couple of minutes. The group moved down to the river’s edge.

“Where exactly is this body?” Jim asked, peering at the water.

Ron Albrecht pointed. “It’s under that tree there. The head is about three to four feet from the bank and the feet extend out toward the river. The water is around five feet deep, about where the torso is located.”

“You’re thinking you’ll have to go in with wet suits, right Jonah?”

“It’s the only practical way,” Finch replied.

Jim nodded. “I agree, but I’d like to get a look at the body and surroundings before you go in. Ranger, would you mind if we borrowed that ROV Lee mentioned again?”

“Happy to help. I’ll get it.”

“Jonah, while he’s doing that, would you and one of the other boys get into your wet suits? Once I get a look, I’ll have you go in and see about getting the body out. Do you have a tarp and everything? Of course you do,” he continued, without waiting for a response. “You guys are always prepared.”

“We have everything we’ll need,” Finch assured him. “Why don’t you get into a wet suit and come in for a look yourself? It’s not deep. You can stand up with your head above the water if it gets to be too much for you,” he teased, eyes twinkling. He knew Ring didn’t swim, so wouldn’t even consider diving.

“No, thanks, Jonah. I wouldn’t want to put you and the boys out of work.” He, too, was teasing. He knew the sheriff’s auxiliary members were all unpaid volunteers. A few quiet chuckles from the other men rewarded his comment.

Lee looked on and listened silently. He realized the levity in such a grim situation would offend some people, but he knew it helped the men deal with their feelings. The members of the sheriff’s department auxiliary always assisted the department in search and rescue operations. Sometimes their efforts resulted in success with the missing person found alive and returned safely to their families. More often - too often - it became a matter of recovering the body. It weighed on them heavily. 

Everyone on site, apart from Ron Albrecht, was long experienced and efficient in their preparations. But even Albrecht was quick in setting up his ROV. In less than five minutes, everyone was ready. The ranger deployed the ROV, and they all saw what he and Lee had already seen. After studying the area, Ring sent Finch and Shokowski into the water.
They approached the body carefully to avoid jostling the ROV or raising too much sand from the floor of the cove. Rocks in the river had torn the plastic and canvas wrapped around the body. Fish seeking an easy meal had further damaged the wrapping, which was now in shreds in many places. The rope securing it had loosened and caught on the branches protruding from the underside of the tree trunk.
Finch signaled Shokowski to stay back while he swam to the body’s feet. There, he began untangling the rope. Once he had a few feet of it loose, he motioned Shokowski in behind him to stabilize the body as he freed it. 

The rest of the crew brought out a large tarp and laid it on the sand. They placed a regulation body bag on top of the canvas, but left it unopened. Deputy Marty Shaver stood next to Ring with his camera ready. It had pleased him when Ranger Albrecht told him the ROV’s camera could record a video and he had asked the ranger to do so. He should have an excellent record of the underwater action to augment the still pictures he would take once the body was on shore.

To those waiting, it seemed to take an age for Finch to free the body, but it was less than five minutes from when he’d entered the water. In another few minutes, they had the body out of the water, into the body bag, and ready for transport. Ring had Albrecht move the ROV as close to the tree as he could, creep it over the underside of the trunk, then over the bottom of the river under the tree. Despite being focused intently on the screen, both men almost missed it. 

A fish, which appeared to be interested in investigating the ROV, stirred the sand with a swish of its tail, causing a flash of light to hit the object almost buried in the sand on the bottom. Still in his wet suit, Finch was called back and sent in to retrieve it. When he returned to the shore, Ring held out an evidence bag, and he dropped a silver ring into it.

Over an hour later, well after his normal shift ended, Lee finally pulled into the parking lot at the Steelhead County Sheriff’s Department. Apart from the evening dispatcher, the office was empty when he keyed open the door and wandered to his desk. Before he went home, Lee would spend
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