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        Bough Cutter… is a deftly written suspense thriller of a read with many an unexpected plot twist and turn. Bough Cutter once again showcases author Jeff Nania's genuine flair for originality and the kind of narrative driven storytelling style that keeps the reader riveted from first page to last.

        MIDWEST BOOK REVIEW

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Sheriff John Cabrelli encounters a stunning twist in the district he strives to protect from crime-a unique Northwoods community imbued with a palpable sense of place and having each other's backs. I highly recommend this page-turner!

        LAURIE BUCHANAN | AUTHOR OF THE SEAN MCPHERSON NOVELS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Nania brings his experience as a law enforcement officer and as a conservationist as he makes this thriller both accurate and interesting. Characters are well developed and eccentric and the reader can almost smell the pine trees and hear the call of a loon on Spider Lake as the plot unwinds with its twists and turns, which will keep you guessing until the last page. Readers familiar with Wisconsin’s Northwoods will long to return there, and those who have never been will want to visit Namekagon County, as long as John  Cabrelli is keeping it safe.

        KENT MILLER | SPECIAL AGENT, FBI (RET.)
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      Figure Eight (Book 1)

      First Place, Mystery/Thriller, Midwest Book Awards (2020)

      As former police officer John Cabrelli struggles in the wake of a career-ending event, he retreats to his late uncle’s lakeside cabin in Wisconsin…but it’s far from the peaceful refuge he expects. Danger awaits—along with the truth behind his uncle’s death.
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      Spider Lake (Book 2)

      First Place, Mystery, Independent Publisher Book Awards (2021)

      Finalist, Second Novel, Next Generation Indie Book Awards (2021)

      John Cabrelli is recuperating at Spider Lake when a string of mysterious events in a nearby town draws him into a case involving a missing federal agent and a secluded cabin… An unputdownable crime thriller!
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      Bough Cutter (Book 3)

      Great Lakes Best Regional Fiction Winner, Independent Publisher Book Awards (2022)

      Just as Namekagon County sheriff John Cabrelli adjusts to his new job, a body is discovered in the woods — and he must race against time to unravel the case when the lives of even more victims are claimed within the wilderness… A gripping tale of crime fiction!
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      Musky Run (Book 4)

      Great Lakes Best Regional Fiction Winner, Independent Publisher Book Awards (2023)

      Predators stalk the Northwoods as the Great Wilderness Race gets underway. Sheriff John Cabrelli and the new Musky Falls chief of police work to keep the community calm as they try to piece together the clues before it is too late.
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      Nearly every chair was full in the Musky Falls High School cafeteria. Merry chatter filled the room as friends, neighbors, and family members reacquainted after a busy summer season, waiting for the program to begin.

      The crowd quieted as a smiling woman walked up to the podium with a purposeful stride. Her blonde hair was in a ponytail, and she was wearing a bright green tie-dyed sweatshirt emblazoned with Northern Lakes Academy. She faced the room and introduced herself and her students.

      “Welcome. My name is Julie Carlson. I am the teacher at Northern Lakes Academy, and these,” she said with a sweeping gesture to the chairs behind her, “are my students.”

      “Tonight, they will present the research project they began last spring and will continue through the rest of this year. Each individual or small group designed and researched an aspect of the larger project based on firsthand, real-world circumstances. The individual and collective outcomes of the students’ research and investigation must lead to a potential solution they can implement by working with community partners. So, without further ado, let me turn the program over to the students.”

      Julie Carlson didn’t mention that besides being the lead and only teacher at Northern Lakes, she was also the love of my life.

      She smiled and stepped down and took a seat with the audience. A girl about fourteen years old took Julie’s place at the podium. She wore a sweatshirt two sizes too big and had purple hair on one side of her head and blonde on the other.

      “Welcome to the Northern Lakes presentation night. My name is Amber Lockridge. I am an eighth-grade student at the school, and this is my second year. Our school researches a local topic of interest three times a year. It can be any topic as long as it fits the guidelines we developed with Ms. Carlson.

      “Tonight, we are here to tell you what we have learned about the Wisconsin State fish, Esox masquinongy, better known as the muskellunge or musky. The muskellunge has become a source of significant revenue for the local economy. Recreational fishing brings in about 1.4 billion dollars in revenue annually to our state, and it is estimated that musky anglers generated 425 million dollars of that revenue. Just as importantly, muskies have played an important role in our history. My classmate Jacob will tell you about the history of the musky.”

      A boy about the same age as Amber took the podium. He was doing battle with his straight black hair to keep it out of his eyes.

      “My name is Jacob Fastfish or Gizhii-giigoonh. Long before the musky was the state fish of Wisconsin, actually long before Wisconsin was Wisconsin, and even before Wisconsin was known as Meskonsing, the Ojibwa called the musky the maashkinoozhe, meaning ‘ugly pike.’ Stories of the great fish, its tenacity and ferocious attitude, have accounted for countless legends and fish tales across the north country. According to written history, the world’s record musky was caught in Sawyer County, Wisconsin, in 1949 by a guy named Cal Johnson. The fish was sixty and one-eighth inches long, weighed over sixty-seven pounds, and was probably over twenty years old. It was caught on Lac Courte Oreilles, also known as Ottawa Lake by the Anishinaabe. It’s a five-thousand-acre body of water in northern Wisconsin and a perfect place for muskies. Now my classmate Lynsey will tell you more about muskies.”

      “Hi, my name is Lynsey Jones,” she started right off. “There are currently seven hundred seventy-five lakes, rivers, and streams in our state that have musky populations. It is thought that one acre of surface water will support one mature musky. Although depending on available food, they will range much further. They prefer a rocky bottom near heavy weeds to ambush prey. A musky will lay between twenty thousand and a quarter of a million eggs each year, depending on the health and size of the individual fish. When the eggs hatch, the fry are readily eaten by northern pike, large and smallmouth bass, perch, and sunfish. If a musky survives the first year, a hatchling will grow to eleven inches. The bigger they get, the fewer predators they have, and they can reach forty inches long by the age of nine. Now my classmate Danny will tell you about musky fishing.”

      “My name is Danny LeTroy. My dad is a musky fishing guide, and so is my grandpa. We take people out musky fishing all the time, but there is no guarantee the people we are guiding will catch a fish. Sometimes we don’t even see one. Muskies are the trickiest fish around, and even if you hook one, you are in for a fight. They will jump straight out of the water and try to shake the lure. Another trick they use is instead of pulling the line away from you, they will run at the boat and make the line go slack so you have to reel super fast to tighten up the line. They will dive under the boat and tangle the line in the prop and break it off. There is one trick you can use that will help you catch a musky. When people are casting lures for fish, they throw it out, reel it back in, and throw it out again. Every once in a while, they will see a musky follow their lure or swipe at it right next to the boat. Most of the time, they don’t strike. My dad and grandpa will then have their customers finish the cast, and when the lure is right next to the boat, they swirl it around in a figure-eight pattern. It gives you one more chance to get a fish. If a musky is following your bait, the figure eight will sometimes get them to strike. Once they hit, jerk the rod hard to set the hook and hold on, ’cause it’s going to get pretty exciting. My grandpa says catching a musky always depends on a combination of skill and luck. The bigger the fish is, the more luck you’ll need.”

      A figure eight. One more chance. This path that loops around and leads back into itself seems to be the one I follow. But even when I seem to be on a predictable path, events turn life upside down unpredictably.

      An old friend of mine, Manny Pinski, was the rabbi at a Jewish temple located in my old police beat. He had gotten word that I had some troubles and suggested we get together and talk.

      We met at a run-down park on the south side of the city. Broken bottles, used syringes, and trash littered the ground. Sitting on a bench together, I told Manny how I felt like my life was spiraling out of control. Plans for the future, or the next day for that matter, seemed to be thrown to the wind. He listened patiently and nodded.

      He addressed the situation in his clever way of combining a story into a lesson.

      “John Cabrelli, your trials and tribulations have given me inspiration for my next derasha. When my people next come together, I will tell them to go out and buy a notebook, spiral-bound, with one hundred pages—no, no, three hundred pages. Then I want them to get a pencil, a number two Ticonderoga—no, wait two pencils in case the lead breaks in one—and sit down and write the story of their life from this day forward. Every detail they can think of. You know why I want them to do this, John?”

      “No, Manny, I don’t.”

      “I want them to do this because God needs a good laugh, John.”

      Life had indeed become a series of unpredictable twists and turns—figure eights aplenty. I now found myself in a role that I had filled before, but not at my current location and place in life.

      Danny stepped down, and other students took their turn at the microphone. With their journals in hand, each student read a story recounted to them by a local person and their most exciting encounter with a musky. Some stories were hilarious and got the crowd laughing. I especially enjoyed the story of a young boy who was fishing panfish with his dad off a boat dock on Spider Lake. He was reeling in a bluegill with his brand-new kid’s fishing pole when a musky came up from the bottom of the lake and grabbed the bluegill. The boy held his rod tight and tried to reel it in, but the musky turned and ran, breaking the line.

      The final two speakers were a boy and girl, working as a team to explain the next step.

      The boy started, “Northern Lakes Academy has joined in a partnership with the Department of Natural Resources in a project that will provide critical information regarding the future of muskies. We will work together with them at the George Meyer Fish Hatchery to insert passive integrated transponders, known as PITs, in fingerling muskies. The PITs are tiny and have no negative impact on the fish. There is no battery, so the PIT will hopefully work for the life of the fish. The muskies with PITs will be released into a monitored lake. A musky captured in the process will be scanned for the presence of a PIT, using something that looks like a supermarket scanner. If the fish has a PIT, the number will be recorded, and the fish will be measured and weighed then released.

      The girl stepped up. “Anyone who wishes to can join our partnership and adopt a fish. If your fish is recaptured, you will be notified along with your student partner. Our goal is to raise one thousand dollars through the adoption of one hundred fish. We have already made pretty good progress toward that. This year we ordered extra Northern Lakes t-shirts and sweatshirts and sold them. We have raised two hundred fifty dollars. In addition, a local citizen who wishes to remain anonymous donated one hundred fifty dollars. So we are only six hundred dollars from our goal.”

      The crowd gave a round of applause at the early success, and the kids were beaming. I couldn’t help but smile at Julie. I had spent one hundred fifty dollars on worse things.

      The boy finished. “As you walk around the room to look at each person’s project, you will come to Lars Timson, DNR Fisheries biologist, at the front table who has handouts and can explain the project and history of the program. There will also be a bright orange can on his table with a slot in the top for donations.”

      Julie walked up front. “Thank you all so much for coming out tonight. Please stay around and have some refreshments while you look at the individual projects.”

      After the applause subsided, Julie stepped down and waved me over. Standing next to her was a man with a walrus mustache.

      “Sheriff John Cabrelli, let me introduce you to Lars Timson. Lars is taking the official lead on this project,” Julie started. “He has a question to ask you.”

      “I am pleased to meet you, Sheriff Cabrelli.”

      “And I you, Lars. Just John is fine, by the way. What can I help you with?”

      “We would like to do a special project with the school. If possible, working with the kids, we would like to release these fish in the bay that feeds into Spider Creek. The release area would be right in front of your cabin. The sampling point we have used in the past is west of your property, but if you would allow it, we would like to move that point to the mouth of Spider Creek and set everything up on your property for the day. It would give us lots of space for our folks and the students. No permanent structures or anything. We would set up on the spot a couple of days a year. That’s the long and short of it. If you want to think it over, take your time. I better get back to my table. Just let me know.”

      I moved from the city to the wilds of northern Wisconsin to a cabin I inherited from my uncle Nick and aunt Rose. The property was located on a pristine lake, and as a young boy, I remember standing on the dock looking out across the broad expanse of water. The distance to the opposite shore seemed like miles. When we swam, Uncle Nick had told me that someday when I was older, he and I would swim back and forth across the lake. I couldn’t imagine how I could do it. Now during warm weather, I swam across and back almost every day.

      “I already know the answer, Lars. Use the property whenever you want, so the answer is yes,” I replied.

      “Thanks, Sheriff, or I mean John. Thanks a bunch.”

      Several people were waiting at his table, so he hurried off to talk with them.

      “That was very nice of you, John. Lars has sure been a help with this project,” Julie said.

      “Anything to help with the kids is good with me. You know you could have said yes yourself. I mean, we do live together, and the spot he wants to use is out in front of our cabin,” I teased.

      “I don’t want to overstep my bounds, Sheriff, and while I would like very much to sit here and visit with you, I have to get back to business with the kids.” Julie turned on her heel and was gone.

      As the recently appointed sheriff of Namekagon County, attending events like this was part of the job description. Some others in positions like mine dreaded them. I, on the other hand, enjoyed them thoroughly. Len Bork, the Musky Falls Police Department chief and his wife, Martha, sat next to me during the presentation. I noted that when Martha came in, she had a plate stacked high with her delicious sugar cookies. I needed to find out where she put them before they were all gone.

      For a minute, I looked around to appreciate the trappings of the new life I had made. The people circulating around the cafeteria were members of the community to which I now belonged. I had met many of them. They were good folks. Solid.

      How I ended up here was a long story, and the young girl who played a central role in that story will never leave me. Leaving my life in law enforcement behind, I had hoped that maybe this place that had meant so much to me growing up would help me find peace. It didn’t turn out to be so peaceful after all, but I had survived.

      Jim Rawsom, the real sheriff of Namekagon County, survived too but had been severely wounded and faced a long recovery. The county board asked the governor to appoint an interim sheriff until Rawsom recovered or couldn’t return. Without my knowledge, Chief Bork, my old partner Lieutenant JJ Malone, and the sheriff himself recommended me for the job. I hadn’t intended to go back into law enforcement, but I found it appealing when I was offered the appointment. If I accepted the position, I would finish out the remaining three years of the term or until Jim was cleared to return to active duty.

      Jim was a hometown boy who had risen through the ranks. He ran in the election for the position and was elected by a landslide. He had proven himself to be worthy of the trust people had put in him. So, before I accepted the job, we called all the troops together for a meeting at the sheriff’s office. Almost all the deputies in the room had been with me when we executed a warrant to take down a violent killer at the Stone estate where the sheriff had been wounded. I hoped they would give me a fair chance to earn or lose their respect and loyalty.

      Jim Rawsom, using his cane for support, started off. “John Cabrelli has been offered the job as interim sheriff. He has not accepted nor declined the appointment. He would not decide until he talked to you people. So hear him out. John, you have got the floor.”

      I stood in front of the group, but before I could speak, a young deputy who had been wounded during the execution of the warrant raised his hand.

      “Mr. Cabrelli, I would like to speak on behalf of all of us here if that’s okay,” Deputy Holmes requested.

      “Is that okay with you folks?” I asked the group. All nodded in agreement. “Go ahead, Deputy,” I responded.

      “Mr. Cabrelli, you have proven yourself to us. You could have easily said that all these things we were facing were no longer any of your business and turned your back. After what you’ve been through, no one would have blamed you. But you didn’t. You stepped up and put it all on the line, just like we did. We are all ready to stand behind you. We would be honored to serve under your leadership.”

      With Julie beside me and surrounded by friends, I was sworn in on the courthouse steps a few days later.

      Like my predecessor, I was a patrol sheriff and worked side by side with my deputies on the day, evening, and night shifts to learn the county and meet the citizens. In my old department, I had seen many people rise in the ranks, where they found themselves in an office and distanced from the troops in the field. I had no intention of allowing that to happen. •
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      Namekagon County was thirteen hundred and fifty square miles of mostly forests, lakes, rivers, and streams—a stunning landscape with a population of sixteen thousand citizens. Musky Falls was the largest city and the county seat.

      Between Memorial Day and Labor Day, thousands of tourists came to Namekagon County to enjoy the lakes and rivers and hiking and biking trails. This time of year, however, had more of a local flavor. That didn’t mean there were no tourists; the contrary was true. The north country was truly a spectacular sight in fall. Plenty of people came to bask in the autumn colors of smoky gold tamaracks, sugar maples, and poplar leaves quaking in the breeze. Hiking boots, checkerboard flannels, and sweaters replaced shorts, t-shirts, and sandals. The hustle and bustle of summer was replaced by a slower, seemingly more observant pace. Days grew shorter, and an early fall snow could come at any time.

      Fall triggered the hunter-gatherer spirit of most everyone in the north country. It was time to make sure there was enough wood on the woodpile to get you through to spring. Canning jars of blueberries and other wild fruit were counted. Everyone prepared their hunting gear. While camouflage was worn year-round here, this time of year, it was more abundant. Hunters were responsible citizens, but come fall, an inordinate number of sick days were used, and the pews on Sundays had a little extra room. School absenteeism was more commonplace.

      Anglers anxiously took advantage of the mild fall weather and plied the waters of northern lakes for fall-fattened muskies and walleyes. Hunting seasons for ruffed grouse, bear, deer, and waterfowl had opened or soon would. Most conversations at the Moose Café and Crossroads Coffee centered on the upcoming or ongoing hunting seasons.

      There was an entire group of citizens who became more visible in the fall. It seemed that everyone in Namekagon County owned a dog or two, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the canine citizens outnumbered the human ones. Hound dogs stuck their heads out of the openings in dog boxes in the back of pickup trucks. They were anxious and ready to travel the backcountry with their handler, sorting out thousands of scents, looking for the one they lived for—the smell of a bear—announcing success with hound dog howls.

      The northern lakes and rivers were also a destination for waterfowl hunters. Wild rice flowages, big water, and shallow wetlands host thousands of ducks and geese during the fall migration. Water dogs, mostly Labs and Chesapeakes, were the choice of waterfowlers. These dogs were unfazed by the cold water, and they lived to retrieve ducks and geese knocked down by their hunter.

      Bird dogs rode in backseats or portable kennels. Pointers and close working flushers were ready to go in search of ruffed grouse and woodcock. Bird populations were high. Some said the best in over a decade. With thousands of acres of land open to the public, even the most determined hunter could not hunt it all in a lifetime.

      Hunting with dogs in the north country, as of late, faced some unusual challenges, and the situation had become more difficult and dangerous. Some of the best hunting was in the backcountry, the home territory of gray wolves, the largest wild canine on earth. These packs roamed freely across the landscape, covering large territories. Until recently, they were protected by the federal Endangered Species Act, and the number of gray wolves had grown significantly. As a result, there had been an increase in the number of wolf attacks on domestic animals. Bird dogs and bear hounds cover lots of ground, sometimes running head-on into a wolf pack. These encounters rarely end well for the dogs.

      Wolves also were suspects in the decline of the deer herd. Hunters harvested fewer deer, and in some areas available doe tags had been reduced to bolster the number of breeding females. Hunters were encouraged to take mostly bucks.

      For the past several years, it has been against federal law to kill a wolf unless, as locals put it, “your leg is in its mouth.” Whether they liked wolves or not, most people were law-abiding and adopted a live-and-let-live attitude. After all, wolves, known as ma’iinganag to the Ojibwe, had roamed this land for over ten thousand years. However, some folks had taken wolf management into their own hands and subscribed to the concept of the three S’s: shoot, shovel, and shut up. Even though wolves are a formidable animal, there had yet to be a case of a healthy wolf attacking a human in Wisconsin. But there have been some pretty close calls.

      Namekagon County sheriff’s deputies worked closely with local conservation wardens. There were only two wardens to cover the entire county, and by statute, the deputies were allowed to enforce game laws. Some of my staff even carried deputy warden credentials working part-time for the DNR when they were off duty. With backup sometimes miles away, patrolling so much country required all law enforcement officers to work together. A sheriff’s deputy on a call might be backed up by a Musky Falls city officer, a Wisconsin State Trooper, or a conservation warden and vice versa.

      It was the beginning of October, about one in the afternoon of a very quiet day, when I got a call from dispatch to switch down to our secure radio channel.

      My call number came first, “301,” said the dispatcher.

      “301, go ahead,” I replied.

      “Sheriff, meet Conservation Warden Asmundsen and a grouse hunter in the parking lot at the Birchbark Bar. The grouse hunter and his hunting partner were hunting off Ghost Lake Road and came on an SUV that contains a body. One hunter stayed with the vehicle, and the other went over to the bar to call it in. They will be standing by in the parking lot.”

      “Have they determined that the individual in question is deceased?” I asked.

      “One of the hunters opened the driver’s door of the SUV. The one who called it in is a retired dentist from Eau Claire, so he has had a fair amount of medical training, but he didn’t need it. He said the body was very decomposed and had a solid population of maggots cleaning things up.”

      “Okay. Notify the ME’s office and put them on standby.”

      “Ten-four, Sheriff. What is your ETA to the Birchbark?”

      “About twenty minutes if I fly. I am en route.”

      “Ten-four,” dispatch replied.

      My Chevy Tahoe squad car was a police interceptor. It was equipped to be operated on the backroads. Four-wheel drive, all-weather tires, a steel welded crash bar, and a twelve-thousand-pound winch were standard equipment. Northern Wisconsin was known for its weather extremes, fifty below zero and eight feet of snow. The Tahoe was just the vehicle for that. It had plenty of horsepower but lacked the sports car handling I had come to know from driving a Crown Vic.

      I hit my flashing lights and took off toward the Birchbark. There wasn’t much traffic, and I cruised at eighty.

      As I pulled into the parking lot, I saw the conservation warden leaning on his pickup truck talking to a guy wearing a bird hunting vest. Hunters covered a lot of country and some pretty remote areas. It was inevitable that they would come upon something that required the attention of law enforcement.

      I stopped my squad next to them and got out.

      “Hey guys,” I said.

      “Hello, Sheriff,” they responded in unison.

      The warden was a veteran, closing in on his third decade in law enforcement. He was tough as boot leather and had no tolerance for people who violated our natural resource laws. My predecessor had provided background on the people I would be working with and had spoken highly of Warden Clark Asmundsen. Asmundsen was very adept at tracking and had run a fair number of miscreants to ground over the years. In one now legendary case, he had followed a wanted felon into the national forest. The person he was pursuing was a suspect in a homicide in the southern part of the state. A trooper had stopped a vehicle for having only one headlight. When he went back to his car to run a check on the guy, the suspect bailed out and took off into the woods. The trooper called in the foot pursuit, and Asmundsen, who was nearby, showed up a few minutes later.

      There was over a foot of snow on the ground, and he strapped on his snowshoes. The trooper stayed with the suspect’s car, and Asmundsen took off at a dead run, snowshoes and all. Following the bad guy’s tracks in the deep snow was easy. The warden kept the pressure on, and he could see that the felon’s strides were getting shorter and shorter, clearly a sign that he was running out of steam. The warden caught a glimpse of his quarry on two occasions and, knowing he would soon overtake him, pushed even harder. Asmundsen came to a small clearing, and there slumped on the ground was the suspect, breathing hard and exhausted, with no energy left to resist. The warden cuffed him without a problem. He radioed ahead to have a squad car meet him at a forest crossroad he was near. Then he hoisted the bad guy up and dragged him another mile through the woods to the waiting officers. The story goes that the officers who took the suspect offered Asmundsen a ride back to his truck, but he declined and headed back into the woods, claiming it was a good night for a hike.

      “Go ahead and tell the sheriff here your story,” the warden instructed the hunter.

      “We were bird hunting on a two-track that runs off of Ghost Lake Road. We’ve been hunting this same covert for years. I can’t recall ever running into any other hunters. Anyway, the birds weren’t cooperating, so we pushed on, looking for a stand of young poplar trees we knew about. We came over a rise in the trail, and Odie, my English setter, and my partner’s Llewellin setter, locked up on point. Two birds flushed. My partner got one, and I missed the other. The bird I missed didn’t fly far, and after the dogs retrieved his bird, we headed over to where we had seen the grouse land. That’s when we saw the truck. It was on the dead end of the two-track. A newer, fancy SUV, but it was pretty much covered with leaves and dust. There was also a sizable tree branch laying across the hood. The windows were tinted, but I could see someone was inside. I probably shouldn’t have, but I opened the driver’s side door to see if the guy needed help. When I did, a cloud of flies flew out of the truck, and others started buzzing around the body. The smell was overpowering. It was clear he was beyond any help I might offer. I could see maggots and the body was in an advanced state of decomposition. If I had to guess, I would say it had been there at least a month. It’s not a very educated opinion on my part, but taking into account the warm months of late summer and early fall, it seemed consistent with what you might expect,” the retired dentist relayed.

      “If you guys don’t mind, I would like it if you could take me to the scene.”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff,” the warden replied. “One thing though, I think there is another way into the area they are talking about that will be easier to get through. There is a long-abandoned guest lodge just a mile from here. I think the old driveway works its way back in the woods and hooks up to the trail he’s talking about.”

      “Works for me,” I replied.

      The old driveway took us right to the road where the SUV was parked. The hunter’s partner and the dogs greeted us. I approached the vehicle and called the plate number into dispatch. I opened the driver’s door and found the victim much as the dentist had described. Then I started photographing the entire area, including the vehicle, from every angle. It is surprising how many things are revealed by clear photographs that you may not have noticed even though you were at the scene.

      The vehicle plate came back on a three-year-old Cadillac Escalade registered to a Devin Martin from Milwaukee. The dispatcher immediately ran a criminal history on the name Devin Martin. Several individuals shared the name, but one in particular from Milwaukee had a lengthy criminal record.

      The warden recorded contact information for the two hunters while I began examining the scene in close detail. I could not make out the victim’s features. From what I could tell, it appeared to be a Caucasian male, thin build, with black hair. The insect world had all come to the buffet and had things covered. I knew the condition of the flesh would help the medical examiner determine how long the body had been there. I began photographing the corpse and immediately could make out the butt of a handgun down off the edge of the center console. Then I noticed a long stem of some sort of grass or woodland plant. The stem was inside the vehicle, pinched in place by the passenger door. I walked back around the vehicle and looked closely at the door. It was not completely closed. The door was about a quarter of an inch from completely latching. I photographed the door in its position and the weed as best I could.

      I walked back to the hunters and asked if they would mind going to the sheriff’s office to give a statement. Both readily agreed. I thanked both men for their cooperation and gave each a business card.

      “If either of you remembers or thinks of anything else, don’t hesitate to call me, no matter how insignificant you think it might be. Before you go, I have a couple of questions for you. Did either of you open the front passenger side door?” I asked.

      Both reiterated that they had only opened the driver’s door, which was the only physical contact they had with the vehicle.

      “Did you notice a pistol laying near the console?”

      Both again said they hadn’t really looked around once they noted the condition of the body. I figured they were being straight with me. Perpetrators or co-conspirators in a crime rarely reported the victim and cooperated fully with law enforcement. The exception would be some sociopaths who had made cooperating with police all part of their sick game. I could be wrong, but these guys did not appear to be murderous criminals plying their trade in the Northwoods. The hunters headed to the sheriff’s office.

      The scene always told a story. Here was a late model, top-of-the-line Cadillac SUV, dressed out with huge chrome rims and thin profile tires. Where leaves and dirt hadn’t covered the truck, the finish appeared to have been buffed to a high gloss shine. This was not the typical truck that someone would choose for cruising the backwoods. There was a gun in close proximity to the dead man’s right hand. Most people are right-handed. Maybe this guy had powered his fancy SUV out through the bush until he had come to the right place, then had ended it all. At first glance, it was looking like a strong scenario. But there was something else. Someone had opened and partially closed the passenger’s front door, catching the plant. The victim may have done it himself. Got out for one last look at his fancy car before he did himself in. Or someone else may have come upon the Cadillac and opened the door. Once they saw what was inside, they decided they wanted no part of it, shut the door, and moved on. Or maybe someone who had been a participant or had critical information about what happened to the guy behind the wheel was in the car—all questions that needed answers. •
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      In Wisconsin, if a law enforcement officer comes upon a death that is “unexplained, unusual, or otherwise suspicious in nature,” it must be reported to the coroner or medical examiner assigned to the jurisdiction in which the death occurred. The coroner is an elected position. Anyone can run for that position as long as they are over the age of eighteen and don’t have a felony conviction. They don’t have to know anything about forensic investigation.

      In my county, a local livestock dealer and part-time realtor held the coroner’s position for over twenty-five years. His brother owned a funeral home in Musky Falls. By all reports, the coroner was competent and professional in carrying out his duties. Wisconsin law does not allow a funeral director acting as coroner to offer funeral services to the victim’s family. The coroner did not offer funeral services. He did, however, occasionally provide to the bereaved the business card for his brother’s funeral home, and rumor had it he was compensated for the referral on the side. This didn’t appear to be an issue with the local community until a funeral home from Superior opened a branch in Musky Falls. The owner of the new state-of-the-art, full-service funeral home noticed immediately that it seemed everybody who died in Namekagon County went to the coroner’s brother’s facility. He grumbled to the county board, prompting two members to call for an investigation to see if their duly elected and compensated coroner was double-dipping. Another member added fuel to the fire when he shared that he was recently beaten out of first place in a bass tournament by the coroner who happened to be running around in a new decked-out fishing boat with the name of his brother’s funeral home professionally lettered on both sides. He wasn’t accusing the coroner of anything but, under the circumstances, felt he should bring it up.

      The discussion was enough for the coroner, and consequently, he withdrew his candidacy in the next election. That seemed to satisfy most, but his withdrawal set tongues wagging. The deadline to be put on the ballot for the coroner’s race was rapidly approaching, and no one was jumping up. Finally, Olaf Gjertson, the local butcher who was known to run errands around town in his blood-stained apron, walked into the county office at the last minute and said, “How do I get them papers to fill out to be the ‘corner’?”

      The clerk called the county board chair, and he added an agenda item to the upcoming county board meeting. They had been considering replacing the coroner’s position with a medical examiner—someone highly trained in forensic procedures and who would serve at the pleasure of the county board. Although unsaid, it appeared as if Olaf’s desire to run for public office was just the thing needed for a unanimous vote to replace the coroner with an ME.

      The timing was perfect, and Namekagon County was lucky. A young physician and his wife had found the north country too alluring to resist. He was at the end of his contract with a giant hospital on the east coast, and his wife had recently completed graduate school and was looking for a position as a counselor working with kids. The big hospital offered him a contract with a four-year commitment. It was attractive, but not as attractive as living in the Northwoods splendor and being able to fish muskies whenever he wanted. They packed up and moved to Musky Falls. He was offered a job in the local hospital emergency room and was working there when the notice went out for the part-time ME. The fact he was well qualified and the only applicant was not lost on the county board. They hired him before the ink was dry on his application.

      I had dispatch send our new medical examiner, Dr. Mike Chali, to the scene.

      Warden Asmundsen offered to stick around but added that the wardens had mobilized to work deer shiners after he received several reports of a group cruising backroads at night. When they spotted a deer standing in a meadow or crop field, they would shine a powerful spotlight in the animal’s eyes, immobilizing it for a few seconds but long enough for someone else in the vehicle to stick a rifle out the window, take aim, and shoot. The perpetrators did not even attempt to retrieve the deer they shot, leaving them to rot. People here have no sense of humor when it comes to things like this, nor does the warden force. Low deer numbers made this worse. Asmundsen took off to meet up with his crew for the night maneuvers.

      I stayed with the vehicle and body. It was over an hour before the ME got close enough for me to direct him in. He drove easily down the woods road in his restored 1980s vintage Toyota Land Cruiser.

      Despite the routine nature of the work around the area so far—drunk drivers killed in accidents, two suicides, and tragically the death of a local teenager from a drug overdose—Dr. Chali demonstrated thoroughness. Becky, his wife, landed a position as a mental health counselor at the crisis center in Musky Falls. Part of her job was to develop a community action group for kids and adults who would meet at the community center every other week. Julie volunteered to help her, and they had become good friends. Both were concerned about the increase in the number of kids and adults struggling with drug addiction. While a familiar problem for urban dwellers, it was somewhat new to rural areas. Community concern was voiced regularly in the local paper and at county board and city council meetings. Law enforcement had become the focal point of many of their concerns, essentially falling back to the age-old position taken by those who saw their lives and community being challenged: throw the bastards in jail. The truth is, most people still expect when they call a cop, one will show up and do something.

      “Hi, Mike. Thanks for coming out,” I said.

      He listened intently as I explained my suspicion of the circumstances.

      “Sheriff, it sounds to me like you have good reason to be suspicious. Let’s see what we can find.”

      He removed a set of white coveralls with elastic cuffs at the wrists and ankles from one of two large aluminum-clad suitcases he brought. Once he donned the coveralls, he slipped a pair of white booties on over his boots, and then put on a hairnet, a face mask, and surgical gloves. He hooked a microphone on his shirt collar and began to film and narrate the scene using a small video camera. He was meticulous in his approach, doing everything he could to protect any evidence.

      He finished with his video and called me over.

      “Sheriff, let me tell you what I think we are going to need to do. I am going to enter the vehicle from the back doors and begin an examination of the body. I do not want to enter the front passenger’s door because of your astute observation regarding the plant. I need to get a closer look to make an initial determination if I can. The condition may make it impossible outside of the examination room, but I need to try. While I am doing this, would you please video my every move and anything else I ask you to?”

      “Okay, I will,” I responded.

      The doctor entered the SUV. I started recording. Shortly after getting started, he spoke to me.

      “Sheriff, on the passenger’s side of the vehicle in approximately the middle of the floor mat, there is a brass shell casing. Near the victim’s right hand is a black semiautomatic handgun laying between the seat and console. Please video these items at their respective locations. First distant, then zoom in as best you can.”

      “Got it, Doctor,” I replied.

      “The victim appears to be a white male. Estimate of age is mid to upper thirties. Sheriff, I am going to see if he has some form of identification on him. There is a chain hooked to a belt loop in his pants that goes to an area that is near his right rear pocket, probably a wallet.”

      Then he moved closer to the body.

      “There is what appears to be an entry wound on the right side of the subject’s head. It is irregular, with portions of the skull broken away; There appears to be powder tattooing in the remaining flesh around the wound. It also appears as though some flesh and tissue were carried into the area. The wound area has seen significant activity from scavengers, in particular maggots.”

      The ME tried to move to a spot right behind the body.

      “Sheriff, there is a large duffle bag on the floor behind the driver’s seat. Please video the bag. I am not going to disturb it. I will need to crawl up onto the seat to examine the rest of the subject’s skull for an exit wound.”

      He looked over the victim’s head and then began to gently move his gloved fingers around and under the hair. After a few minutes, he stated, “No exit wound is apparent at this time. Sheriff, do you want me to retrieve the victim’s wallet at this time?”

      “Yes, Mike.”

      While he was unhooking the wallet from the deceased’s belt and pulling it from his pocket, I gloved up and got a large clear evidence bag. I held the bag out for the ME, and he dropped the wallet in.

      He got out of the vehicle, walked some distance away, and brushed away the maggots that had crawled onto his coveralls and gloves.

      I reached into the evidence bag and opened the wallet. There was a driver’s license. The ME walked over to me and turned on his mic.

      I gave my narrative.

      “Dr. Chali, ME of Namekagon County, has retrieved a black leather wallet attached to a silver color chain from the victim. The wallet was deposited in an evidence bag. I have opened the wallet inside the bag and retrieved a Wisconsin driver’s license. The name on the driver’s license is Devin L. Martin, six feet tall, one hundred seventy pounds, brown eyes, black hair, 37 years old with a Milwaukee address. The name is consistent with registration of the vehicle.” I removed my hands from the evidence bag and sealed it.

      “So, what do you think?” I asked the ME.

      “It appears as if the victim received a gunshot wound to the right temple, possibly self-inflicted. I could not find an exit wound, so the slug may still be inside. Hopefully, we can retrieve it. Then the lab folks can maybe get a match with the gun in the car. Determining how long ago he died is going to be a little more difficult to establish. Flies begin to lay their eggs just a few days after death. It takes between two and three weeks for the eggs to hatch and release maggots. Once the maggots are on the body, they move quickly and can consume sixty percent of a human body in just seven days. So, he has been here for at least several weeks. Once we get him back to the examination room, we will try to pin down a more precise date. What I see here is consistent with suicide, but I will not make that call until the full exam is complete. The subject is clearly deceased, and I will call it 4:32 p.m., October 16. John, any other information will have to come from the postmortem examination. Are you calling in a crime scene unit or handling this yourself?”

      “Doc, I know this looks like a suicide, and it probably is, but I am going to call in a crime scene unit.”

      “Okay with me, Sheriff. I will stand by until they arrive and assist in the investigation.”

      I radioed dispatch. Lois, our most senior and competent communicator, responded.

      “Lois, contact the crime scene unit out of Eau Claire County and see if they are available.”

      “I already made contact with them after you requested the ME. They are finishing a scene, and the soonest they could get going would be first thing tomorrow morning,” she replied.

      “How about Douglas County?” I asked.

      “They are not available. They only have two techs on. Everyone else has been subpoenaed in a homicide case.”

      “Tell the Eau Claire crew we will stand by and await their arrival. Also, advise them that the ME’s initial exam indicates death by a possible gunshot to the head. The corpse is decomposed, and we will wait to extract the body from the vehicle until they are on the scene.”

      “Ten-four, Sheriff. I will pass it on,” Lois replied.

      I said to Dr. Chali, “The Eau Claire County crime scene unit will be here first thing in the morning. You might as well head home.”

      “Okay, John. Give me a call as soon as you know the crime scene unit’s ETA. I want to be on-site before they arrive.”

      He backed his old Land Cruiser down the two-track and was soon gone. I took the opportunity to run Devin L. Martin for a criminal record. He had been a busy boy. Four felony convictions, the last of which netted him three years in prison. He was released on parole after eighteen months. However, he had neglected to follow up with his P.O., and there was an active warrant for his arrest issued in August.

      Whether in a big city, a small town, or the middle of a national forest, a crime scene needs to be protected against contamination. That means cordoning off the area with an officer or deputy standing guard. It is not the most popular duty for a law enforcement officer. Cops are more prone to action. Sitting around watching a car with a dead guy in it is not very exciting. But it needed to be done. In most circumstances, the protocol would be to remove the body and take it to the morgue for testing and examination. In this case, I opted not to. The body had been there a long time, and I meant no disrespect to the dead. One of the most respectful things I could do was to conduct a thorough investigation.

      “301,” I called on the radio.

      “301, go ahead,” Lois responded.

      “Lois, I am going to stand by and secure the scene until midnight or so. Find someone else to relieve me from then until the crime scene team gets here. Let them know it’s on overtime.”

      “Ten-four, Sheriff,” she replied.

      I got comfortable in the car and began the long wait. I tried to call Julie, but there was no cell signal.

      “301,” I called.

      “301, go ahead,” Lois responded.

      “Lois, will you call Julie on her cell and let her know what is going on? Let her know I will be home late.”

      “Will do, Sheriff.”

      Law enforcement is mostly mundane. Pretty routine and often quite boring. That is, until it’s not. Darkness started creeping in a little after seven. The air temperature was cool but not uncomfortable, and the big woods was peaceful. I had not heard back from Lois about someone to relieve me, but I knew she was on it and would let me know when she knew.

      I had a small lunch cooler in my squad, and by about eight o’clock, I was cruising it for snacks. Julie had packed both our lunches this morning before she left for school and I went off to guard a dead body. She was no stranger to the men and women of the north country and their caloric needs and had packed me a sizable amount of food. She had lived with her cousin, Arvid “Bud” Treetall, for many years, who required large quantities of food to keep his engine running. Julie, Bud, and I had become an unofficial family of sorts. We spent all our holidays together and had many suppers out at the cabin. I had not yet convinced Julie to take me up on my marriage proposal. She maintained that she intended to treat me like a pair of shoes. She said no
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