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I’m surrounded by freezing cold water. 

No kidding. 

I’m standing in a stream up in the Adirondack Mountains where the winters last eight months of the year. The crystal-clear water is so high it comes all the way up to my armpits. Dangerously high. Not that I’m the tallest guy in the world, but if it goes any higher, I run the risk of the frigid mountain runoff spilling into my waders. That happens, there’s a good chance the weight of all that water will drag me under and they’ll be dredging my corpse out of the bottom of High Falls Gorge which is located only about one hundred yards downstream. 

Okay, here’s the truth of the matter. I’m trespassing. I’ve snuck through a hole (an existing hole, mind you), in the chain link fence that surrounds Lake Placid’s High Falls Gorge property to access what is arguably some of the best rainbow trout fishing on the West Branch of the Ausable in all Upstate New York. Or in all the Northeast United States for that matter. No joke. 

Problem is, I’m so excited about floating my fly line in this water, I just stepped into the stream and started wading. Did it without giving it a second thought. Now, I find myself dangerously up to my chest in the heavy spring flow, with an impossibly strong current pushing up against my back. 

But that’s not stopping me from making cast after cast. I’ve got maybe an hour before the owners of the High Falls Gorge Visitor’s Center pull into the parking lot, and find me fishing their portion of the stream, which means they’ll likely call the cops. So, if I’m gonna catch some rainbows, I’ve got to do it now. 

Having been a fly-fishing guide in my younger days, I know how to catch fish. That’s not a brag, it’s just the plain truth. That means I don’t waste my time casting in the middle of the river where the current runs way too fast and way too deep. Instead, I cast towards the bank where the water not only runs slower but also tends to pool inside the rocky bank’s crevices and holes. 

The trick of the trade is to go with short, efficient casts with a floating line, a five-pound test tippet tied to my leader (yeah, I know, technically this is cheating, but you wanna know how many trout I’ve lost using a half-pound tippet?), and a size 6 Royal Coachman for a fly. It’s pretty much the only fly I use since the white-winged fly resembles most of the winged insects that hatch up here in late May. 

It isn’t easy. Like I said, I’m not the tallest dude on earth and I’m not the biggest guy either, weighing in at just a hair over 170 pounds. It’s taking pretty much all my strength to fight the current, both my legs planted firmly on the stream’s gravel floor, while my body leans slightly into the onrush of stream water. Thank God I was smart enough to buy a new pair of felt-soled wader boots, or else I risk the chance of my feet slipping right out from under me. The gravel floor is slick as hell, the rushing water having polished the stones over many millennia so that they are smoothed to perfection. 

I try and put all these minor inconveniences out of my head. 

I retrieve my fly and cast out again, the fly landing gently on the water’s surface. I’m wearing prescription aviator Polaroid sunglasses so I’m able to see through the clear water, especially when the newly risen sun shines. A monster rainbow is hugging a rocky portion of the bank and that’s the fish I’m currently going for. Correction, it’s the fish I’m hunting. 

So, this is what it feels like to know a hungry fish is just waiting for you to catch it. You feel a tightness in your chest, and your mouth goes dry. The water might be only fifty degrees or so, and your body is practically frozen, and you’re a little hungover from one or two too many beers and Jameson chasers from the night before, but your blood runs hot and fast through your veins. You can already feel the violent tug of the fish on your fly line even before it happens. It’s all about the anticipation and the hunt.  

But the damn fish is still not taking the fly. WTF. Trout are like women sometimes. Beautiful, intelligent, but stubborn. Unlike most guys, they know what they want and don’t want. Right now, this big fish is not wanting my fly. Maybe it’s all in my cast. Maybe I’m standing just a couple of feet too close to it and it’s spotting my shadow. Trout are spooked by shadows. You gotta make sure you’re not casting one if you’re going to be a successful fly fisherman. 

Slowly, and carefully, I take a step back toward the center of the river. Then another, and yet another. Uh oh, it’s getting deeper, the current moving faster, stronger. 

Here’s the problem: If I keep moving towards the river’s center, for sure I’m a goner. 

But here’s the other, bigger problem: I still have my eye on that lunker rainbow. 

I cast again, and again. That’s when, out of the corner of my eye, I see the pickup truck pull up. A man the size of Paul Bunyan gets out. 

“Hey,” shouts the thickly bearded man. “What the hell are you doing? You’re trespassing. Get the hell out of here now, before I call the police.” 

He’s wearing a Carhartt vest over a red and black checkered shirt, blue jeans, and lace-up boots with thick soles that are just dying to kick me in my Neoprene wader-covered ass. But here’s the thing: there’s plenty of cold river water separating us.  

“Why don’t you come on out here and make me, Paul Bunyan,” I say. 

His eyes go alarmingly wide. Apparently, he didn’t appreciate the PB comment. 

I cast again, as gently as I can. I’ll be damned when that gorgeous rainbow rises to the surface and swallows my fly. My heart leaps into my throat while I set the hook and prepare for the fight of my life. Not from Paul Bunyan, but from this fish. I’ve got the five-weight Orvis fly rod gripped in my right hand, and I’m reeling in the loose line, trying my hardest to keep it taught or else risk having the fish jump the hook. 

“Get the hell out of my stream,” PB repeats.

“It’s not your stream,” I shout back. “Nobody owns the water, asshole.”

The fish is making a beeline for the center of the stream, which means I find myself backstepping and entering deeper water. Judging by the fight it’s giving me, I’m guessing this rainbow has got to be a sixteen incher at least. An old native, not a stocky like most of the fish caught further south. It also means I don’t give a rat’s ass if the police show up. I’m not about to let this fish go until I land it and get a picture of it for Instagram and Facebook. 

The fish jumps and lands with a huge splash. It’s a freaking trophy rainbow. A keeper that you stuff and hang on your wall for your grandkids to stare at with awe. Not that I’ll ever have any grandkids. But it’s one of the biggest I’ve ever hooked. I’m so happy and excited I want to cry. 

“You,” PB, shouts, while he marches down to the riverbank, his feet stomping so hard I can practically feel the earth trembling. Or is that my heart pounding in my chest? “I want you out of that stream and off my property. You’re trespassing. I’m calling the cops right now.”

The fish jumps again and it’s all I can do to keep the line tight and not let him spit out the hook. It’s happened too many times in my life, and losing a fish like this is enough to throw me into a depression for months at a time. The fish once more makes for the center of the river. It’s dragging me towards the center at the same time. It’s a dangerous maneuver. The center is the deepest point. It’s too deep for me. The runoff is too much, too strong. I’m too short. But I find myself headed there anyway.  

“That’s it,” yells PB. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him retrieving his cell phone. See him dialing. “I’m dialing nine-one-one. Let’s hope they get here before you go over the gorge.” 

The gorge. I totally forgot entirely about the gorge. I gaze beyond the fish. I see the white mist rising into the sky from the heavy waterfalls that spill into the deep gorge. Holy crap, how could I not have noticed it before now? How could I have ignored the roar of the falls, the sheer power of millions upon millions of gallons of water spilling into it. I’ve seen the gorge up close and personal and I know it consists of an initial drop of maybe one-hundred-fifty feet, and then a second one of maybe another fifty feet. Anyone who goes over it is sure to be crushed on the rocks. Or if you’re lucky enough to survive that, no way you’re gonna save yourself from drowning in one of the two plunge pools. The suction would be too much. 

The fish is still on the line, still fighting me, still heading downstream towards the gorge. I don’t even realize that it’s pulling me in that very direction. So much so that Paul Bunyan is behind me now. I can no longer see or hear him. That’s when I begin to feel my body turning cold. Or, cold isn’t the right word for it. More like frigid. Freezing. I’m feeling my body sinking further and further into the river. 

“Oh no,” I say aloud, over the ever-increasing roar of the gorge. “This isn’t happening.”

My waders are filling. I’ve still got the fish on the line, but I don’t know how long I can keep this up. The water isn’t up to my chest anymore. It’s up to my chin. Correction, It’s washing over my face. I’m not even touching the stream bed anymore. I’m free-floating in the rapidly moving current, on my way toward the cloud of white mist. 

Oh dear God I’m about to go over the falls. 

Here’s what I do. As much as it breaks my heart, I drop the rod and bid farewell to my trophy rainbow. I spin myself around and start swimming back upstream. But my efforts are entirely useless. The waders are filled with water and weighing me down. If only I could lose them. I try to unbuckle them, but I can’t get a grip. My fingers are frozen. I keep going under. I’m swallowing mouth fulls of stream water. The roar of the white water falling into the gorge is drowning out everything. I can see the water being pulled over the falls. I’m only a few feet away from the edge. For certain, I’m going over. This is the end, my friend. Here’s the funny thing: I picture that hungry trout laughing its ass off at me. I picture the trout bent over in laughter, his friends swimming all around him, laughing their fins off too. 

Can you blame them? 

I see the edge of the gorge. The end is upon me. Parting is such sweet sorrow. I close my eyes and fall.
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I wake up to a bright white light. I must be in heaven. 

“Oh, thank God,” I whisper to myself. 

After the life I’ve led, you never know what all-eternity might have in store for me. For instance, I can’t remember the last time I walked into a church (Sorry, Mom). So, seeing a bright white light is my idea of I’ve passed the test and now I’m about to enter through the pearly gates. Now all I must do is follow the light. I close my eyes once more and allow my body to drift into paradise. I’m feeling entirely painless and weightless, and for the first time ever, I don’t even care about losing the best, most gorgeous trout of my life. 

I’m whistling “My Sweet Lord” and I feel myself being carried away into the welcoming arms of Jesus when I hear, “What the fuck were you thinking, Jobz?” 

I open my eyes and shift them from the white light to the foot of a hospital bed. That’s when I see Henry standing there, her thick arms crossed over her ample bosom. For those not in the know, Henry is my boss at the New York State Unemployment Insurance Fraud Agency. She’s also one of my best friends, but you’d never know it the way she’s always chewing me out. A rather large, yet attractive African American woman, she’s also a bit of a fashionista. Today she’s wearing a red pants suit that’s so bright it hurts my eyes.  

“I’m not dead?” I say, my throat sandpaper dry, and my voice cracking.

I search for my eyeglasses. They’re set on the portable stand beside a pink sippy cup. I put them on and get a more focused view of Henry. 

“No you ain’t dead yet,” she says. “You must got nine lives or something, ‘cause you lucky you ain’t smashed to bits on the rocks at the bottom of that gorge.”

I try to scooch up so I’m not lying flat on my back. My head feels a little funny. An intravenous line is plugged into the back of my left hand and there’s a clothespin-like heart monitoring device attached to my right thumb. I feel something tight and sore on my forehead. Slowly, I bring the fingers on my right hand to it, touch the bandaged lump. 

“Ouch,” I say, running my hand over my short hair, and then down my scruffy face. 

“You lucky your head didn’t crack open like an egg,” Henry says. “You’d gone over them falls, I’d be paying for your funeral. A real cheap one.”

I scrunch my eyes. “I thought I was worth more to you than that.”

“Okay, maybe I’d spring for a mid-range funeral at one of them commercial, all-inclusive, five-funerals-going-on-at-once joints.” 

“Gee, thanks. That makes me feel warm and fuzzy all over.” Then, looking around the cramped room. “Where am I?”

“You in the Albany Medical Center,” she says. 

I notice that a green curtain separates my bed from another one directly beside it. Whoever occupies the bed releases a loud fart, then mumbles a half-hearted, “’Scuse me.”

Henry rolls her eyes and waves her hand in front of her nose. 

“That old man been doin’ that shit for an hour,” she says. She turns to him. “Light a match why don’t ya?”

“I said excuse me,” the man says through the curtain. He sounds old and feeble. “I can’t help it. They operated on my hernia and now I got bad gas somethin’ terrible.”

“Take a Gas-X,” Henry says. Then, refocusing on me. “We’re gonna get you out of here, pronto, Jobz.”

“How’d I get here in the first place?” I ask. “When did I get here?”

“This morning you went over the falls at the High Falls Gorge where you was trespassing just so you could catch a fish. Your poor mother know you do stupid shit like that?”

It all starts rushing back to me. Me ignoring the yellow Do Not Trespass signs posted everywhere, sneaking through a hole in the fence dressed in my waders, boots, and fly-fishing vest, Orvis fly rod in hand. I recall the way too high, heavily running stream. But knowing it was too dangerous to wade, I got in anyway. 

Steve Jobz the dumb ass. 

Then I recall landing that big ass trout right around the time the proprietor of the High Falls Gorge visitor center showed up in his pickup. A dude as big as Paul Bunyan. Can’t say I recall much after that, other than my waders filling and me helplessly heading directly for the high falls. 

“So how come I’m not dead?” I ask. 

“You one lucky son of a bitch,” she says. “That’s why.”

I raise my hands like I’m asking her to go on.

“Can you give me a little more than that please?”

“Them waders you white boys wear in the streams—”

“Hold on,” I say. “Why you always gotta bring race into it?”

Her big brown eyes go wide. “When was the last time you see a brother fly-fishing?” 

She’s got a point. 

“People used to say that about golf,” I point out. “Then came Tiger Woods.”

“Yeah, well, you get my drift,” she says. “Anyway, you went over them falls and by the grace of the good Lord above, the strap on your waders got caught on a piece of rock as you was going down. But that didn’t stop you from whacking your noggin’ against a couple more rocks on the way down.” 

The guy beside me farts again. 

“Sorry,” he says. 

“We gotta get outta here, Jobz, before I suffocate.”

“So, what else happened?” I press. 

“You was fished out by the police who arrived seconds after you went over the edge thanks to the owner of the gorge who called nine-one-one on your trespassing ass. You was out cold and they thought you might be having a cardiac arrest or stroking out or something Biblical like that. You know how them backcountry cops can be. They thought the best course of action was to chopper you to Albany.”

In my head, I see my Mustang. 

“And my car?” 

“Always thinkin’ about that relic, ain’t you?”

“It’s the only thing I got that’s worth anything.”

“Don’t worry, I arranged for it to be towed here for a couple hundred bucks,” she says. “You can owe me.”

I smile. “Thanks for that.”

Told you Henry was my boss and best friend. 

She gives me a look. “So how you feeling anyway?” 

“Pretty good I guess, considering. A little hungry. And a beer would be nice.”

“Well, you’re lucky 'cause you didn’t have no heart attack, and the only bad thing that happened to you is a bump on the noggin’. Not even a concussion.” 

Just then, a young man dressed in scrubs walks in. He’s African American and he’s holding a clipboard. I’m guessing my stats are attached to said clipboard. 

“You’re not exactly right, ma’am,” he says. 

Henry turns and smiles longingly at the man. Oh, one thing you’ll need to know about Henry, is she’s always on the prowl for a new divorce prospect.  

“Well, hello, doctor,” she says, in her best, Henry-the-flirt voice. “I was just explaining to my friend what happened to him and how he got here.”

“I understand,” Young Doctor says. “You were out cold, Mr. Jobz. You remember arriving here?”

“Not really,” I say. “What a shame. Must have been a spectacular ride over the Adirondack Mountains in that chopper.”

“Indeed,” he says. “The EMTs injected you with a mild sedative when they thought myocardial infarction episode was a direct possibility if not imminent.” He grins. “Listen, if that had been me going over the falls, I most certainly would have had a heart attack. Luckily all you’ve suffered is a mild concussion. Which means, please abstain from any alcohol for forty-eight hours. Otherwise, take care of that bump on your forehead.” He signs something on the clipboard, then hands it to me. “Initial at the bottom, Mr. Jobz, and you’re good to go, assuming everything is straight with your insurance.”

I do as he says, and hand him back the clipboard. He nods at Henry as he approaches the door. But before he exits, he turns back around. 

“If you don’t mind me asking, Mr. Jobz,” he says. “Is that your real name? 

“It’s short for Jobzynski,” Henry answers in my stead. 

“Gotcha,” the doctor says. 

The old man farts. 

All three of us go wide-eyed. 

“I’d suggest you leave this room at once,” the doctor laughs. 

That’s when a tall man in a trench coat enters through the open door.
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Chief Homicide Detective Nick Miller gives us a look like something died and immediately rotted right under his nose. 

“You picked the perfect time to show up, Miller,” I say. “Can you say gas attack?”

“Hey, whoever smelt it,” the old man barks. 

In my head, I’m picturing a skinny old man dressed in a hospital gown with his bare wrinkly ass exposed. 

“Don’t even start, old timer,” I say. 

“Can we talk?” Miller says. “Or is this a bad time?”

Is he kidding? I’ve nearly been killed and now have the lump on the brain to prove it.

“Anytime is a good time to speak with you, Detective Miller,” Henry says, her eyes wide and bright. 

“Well then,” the doctor says, “I’ll take my leave. A nurse will be in to remove the IV and monitor and you can be on your way, Mr. Jobz. And remember, no drinking for forty-eight hours.”

“Goody,” I say. “I could use some fresh air.”

“I said excuse me,” the old man repeats. “How many times I gotta say it?”

As the doctor is leaving, a nurse comes in and prior to unhooking me, she cracks open the window. The young woman smiles at me and pretends the room doesn’t stink to high heaven. 

“I understand you’re going home,” she says. “Good for you.”

“I’m still alive,” I say. 

“’ Till he do something stupid again,” Henry says. 

The lines disconnected, I get dressed back into my jeans, button-down work shirt, and work boots—my standard fly-fishing attire. The clothes are still a little damp, but all things considered, not all that bad. The three of us escape the room (I was right, he is a skinny old man with his white ass exposed), head down to the first floor, and out the first exit we can find. 

“Where would you like to convene?” Miller says. “I know you can’t drink. We could go grab a coffee.”

“Are you kidding?” I say, my eyes now focused on my boss. “Henry, take thee to Lanies’ Bar, stat.”

She glances at Miller and he, in turn, glances back at her. 

“Stupid,” they both utter in unison. 

In strict defiance of my medical orders, we belly up to Lanies’ horseshoe-shaped bar. Henry orders a Cosmo, Miller orders a gin and tonic since it’s springtime (or so I assume), and I order a Budweiser and a Jameson chaser. 

“Oh no you don’t,” Henry says. “Not on my watch. You can drink a beer or two, but that’s the extent of it tonight. You heard what that cute young doctor said.” Then, realizing what she just said and who she said it in front of. “I hope you don’t think I have eyes for that young doctor man, Detective Miller. He’s not my type actually. I like them tall, dark, handsome, and mysterious...”

“And with trench coats,” I add, stealing a sip of my beer as soon as it arrives. 

Henry shoots me a look like, You mind your own business.

Miller sips his drink in place of participating in the conversation. Or so I’m guessing. 

“You’re probably wondering why I’m here, Henry and Jobz,” he says. 

“Crossed our minds,” Henry says, sipping her Cosmo carefully so that none of it drips off the side. 

Miller takes a quick look around the bar. It’s not too crowded today, so there’s space between where we’re sitting and the rest of the patrons. I’m guessing what he has to tell us is not exactly public knowledge. 

His focus back on us, “We’ve had a series of homicides in Albany County that have gone largely unreported.”

“How many?” I ask. 

“Two,” he says. “I realize that doesn’t constitute a series but in my mind, there’s going to be more unless we can find the perp who’s carrying them out.”

“Which I assume is where we come in,” Henry says. “Or Jobzy anyway.”

“Exactly,” Miller says. 

“Why the secrecy?” I ask. 

“The answer to that one is two-fold,” he says. “First, the victims are largely loners and shut-ins, with very little family, or if they have family, they are somewhat estranged.”

“So, they’re living under their separate rocks,” Henry says. “So to speak.”

Miller nods and sips more of his drink through his straw. 

Setting the glass back down he adds, “And the manner of death is somewhat disturbing.”

I drink some beer and wish I had some Jameson to go with it. 

“I’m listening,” I say. 

“They died drinking tap water,” Miller confides, while once more looking over both shoulders. 

My pulse picks up, and I feel a little throbbing in the lump on my forehead. I’m beginning to see his and the APD’s logic in keeping this one quiet, at least for now.

“In other words,” I say, “what you’re worried about is causing a public panic if word of these deaths gets out.”

“The cop in you coming out, Jobzy,” he says. 

“Jeeze,” Henry mutters. “Remind me to pick up some bottled water on the way home.”

“Question, Miller,” I say, “how do you know these murders are in fact murders? Maybe these guys or gals just have bad pipes in their houses.”

“Naturally I checked all that out, and their pipes are fine,” he says. “But here’s the deal. The victims died of acid poisoning. Hydrochloric acid to be precise. Only way it could have gotten in the pipes is if someone purposely put it there.”

“What if the victims were drinking from the same system or the same supply?” I suggest. 

“Also checked that, Jobz,” Miller says. “They each lived in separate towns. One in Pine Hills in West Albany, the other in Loudonville in North Albany.”

“The Pine Hillians most definitely do not drink from the same watering hole as the Loudonville suburbanites, Detective,” Henry says. 

What
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