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“The safest place in Korea was right behind a  
platoon of Marines. Lord, how they could fight!” 

 
—MAJOR GENERAL FRANK E. LOWE 

US Army; Korea, 26 January 1952 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For Pam 
Jersey girl working the angles 

And on the lookout for strawberries 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 



From the Ground Up 

Aaron hears something or someone walking among the 
leaves and matted grass near his tent on a rainy night 
deep in the interior of central Missouri’s Lake of the 
Ozarks. At first he thinks it simply the sound of rain fall-
ing softly on the canvass, but it draws closer with the 
crunch of an acorn, breaking of a twig; too heavy a step 
for nocturnal critter, he believes. He quietly sits up in 
his sleeping bag and reaches for a .45 then snaps the clip 
into place. He is about to pull the tent’s flap open to 
have a look at his visitor when a small, rather plaintive 
voice, female, speaks: “Hello, anybody home?”    

He sticks his head out of the tent’s entrance while 
keeping a hand on the gun. The woman is alone and she 
moves a step or two closer when seeing Aaron. Though 
quite small, there is a maturity to her face and Aaron 
judges her to be in her late 20s or 30s. She is wearing a 
poncho and her hair, wet and stringing into her face 
from beneath the hood, is so blonde it looks ghostly. A 
backpack beneath the poncho gives her the look of a 
hunchback. Trash bag dangles from one hand. “What’s 
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up?” Aaron says.  

 “I was walking along the shore earlier today and I 
saw you at the crest of the bluff and going to your tent. I 
had a tent but it’s no good anymore. I don’t have a place 
to get out of the rain. Would you mind sharing your tent 
with me for tonight? I won’t take up much room and I 
have my own sleeping bag,” she says, hoisting the trash 
bag.   

“Hold on, let me light the lantern.” When the pro-
pane lantern is illuminating the tent’s interior, Aaron 
says, “Come on in.” He extracts himself from the sleep-
ing bag, pulls on a pair of cargo shorts then scoots to 
one side to allow his visitor to enter. A four person tent, 
more or less, but Aaron has always been its only occu-
pant until now. She pulls the poncho off over her head, 
throws it to the ground beside the tent then unslings the 
backpack and sets it and the trash bag near the tent’s 
opening. Aaron retrieves them.  

Inside, she releases her breath with a rush, blowing 
out her cheeks, and says, “Thank you. I didn’t know 
what I was going to do.” 

“No problem,” Aaron says, propping himself up on 
one elbow. “Do you have a towel for your hair?” he 
adds.  

“Yes, here in my backpack. The wind kept blowing 
the poncho’s hood off my head. I hate those things.” 
She opens the pack and withdraws a towel. Extending a 
damp, cold hand, small as a doll’s, she introduces her-
self: “I’m Amanda. What’s your name?” She notes that 
the lower half of his left leg is gone, just below the knee.  

“Aaron.” 
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“How long have you been camped here?” she says, 
taking up the towel and beginning to dry her hair. She 
glances at the leg again and Aaron notes it. 

“A while … I lost part of my leg in Afghanistan.” 
“I’m sorry,” Amanda says, ceasing toweling her hair 

for the moment. 
“So, where are you headed?” 
“Nowhere, really; I’m homeless right now—well, 

for about a year. I got tired of staying in shelters, St. 
Louis, mostly, and I decided to come to the Ozarks and 
I ended up on this lake. It’s so peaceful and nobody 
bothers me. The only bad thing is that there’s no good 
place to panhandle. I tried it at Osage Beach but a cop 
ran me off. My father was in the Army, Vietnam. He was 
lucky, though. He didn’t get hurt or killed.”  

“I was in the Marines.”  
“God, I love Marines to pieces, the Toys for Tots 

thing they do at Christmas.”  
Aaron nods then sits up Indian fashion on top of his 

sleeping bag. 
“Are you homeless or just camping?” Amanda says. 
“Not exactly homeless, I guess. I get a disability 

check. I could go back to work, but I decided to take it 
easy for a while. I bought this lot. I didn’t have enough 
money to build anything right now so I got a tent. I have 
an old Suburban parked near a little country church 
back in the woods a ways. The church isn’t used any-
more. It sits near a small graveyard. I think it’s why I got 
the lot so cheap, too close to graveyard for most pros-
pective buyers. It doesn’t bother me. If it gets really 
stormy, I head for the church and sleep on a pew and 
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hope that my tent is still here when I come back.” 

“It’s a great tent,” Amanda says, looking about at 
the interior while she towels her hair. “It must be nice to 
own some land, nobody can kick you out. You know, it’s 
your place and everything. What kind of work did you 
do before you…?” 

“I taught high school, English lit mostly, some 
science when they needed me to. By the way, have you 
had anything to eat?”  

“Not since morning. Some people on the deck of 
their lake house saw me coming along the shoreline 
with backpack, trashbag and everything. They invited 
me up for breakfast. They were so nice and I think they 
were rich.”   

“I have a sub sandwich you can have and I’ll heat 
some soup for you, might go down pretty well after be-
ing out in the rain.”  

“Oh, that sounds good.” 
Aaron rummaged about in a corner of the tent and 

found a one burner propane stove. He turned to his 
guest and said, “What kind of soup do you like?” 

“Anything.” 
“Chicken noodle?” 
“Great.” 
He finds the sub sandwich in an ice chest and hands 

it to her then puts a match to the stove and opens the 
can of soup.      

Gorgeous face, Aaron muses, glancing at the young 
woman. Though she is missing a lower front tooth, he 
thinks it detracts little from her natural good looks. Her 
lips are full and slightly pouting. There is an intelligent 
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look in her dark eyes and she forms her words carefully 
and with ease. She has an animated way of punctuating 
her conversation with her left hand, as though it were 
calling then dismissing her thoughts. Aaron wonders 
what has brought her to her present state.  

Finished toweling her hair, she pulls a hoodie off 
over her head, unleashing breasts, braless without ques-
tion, that threaten to rip a worn and faded Mountain 
Dew tee shirt to shreds. “Good God!” Aaron mumbles. 

“What?” Amanda says softly, glancing at Aaron 
while spreading the damp towel over her backpack. 

“Oh, nothing.” 
With the soup heated Aaron poures it into a bowl 

and hands it to his quest. “So, tell me everything about 
yourself that’s none of my business,” Aaron says, set-
tling back on his sleeping bag and propping himself up 
on a pillow.  

Amanda laughed as she put a spoon to her soup. “I 
grew up in Des Moines. I have a couple of sisters there, 
mom and dad, too. They retired from farming a few 
years ago. I guess I’m the proverbial black sheep of the 
family. I quit high school in the 10th grade, got into 
drugs but kicked the habit—with the help of rehab—
and I never got back into that crap. But I think that I 
was such a disappointment to my family they never real-
ly forgave me. Anyway, being around them didn’t feel 
like home anymore, so I split—for good.”  

“How did you end up in Missouri?”  
“I stowed away on a Mississippi river barge at Da-

venport, Iowa. They found me and made me get off at 
St. Louis. I hung out there for a year but got tired of the 



Chapter One 

Kenny Decker sat on an outcropping of limestone jut-
ting a half dozen feet above deep water on central Mis-
souri’s Lake of the Ozarks. It was a little past dusk and 
his red and white fishing bobber was getting increasing-
ly difficult to see while floating all too undisturbed a few 
yards out upon the water’s placid surface.    

He had been sitting in this spot for an hour with 
only intermittent trips off the rock to stir his campfire, 
add a stick or two of wood, and check on a saucepan in-
to which he had deposited a can of chili with beans. 
Over the years he had tried every brand of canned chili 
known to man. He always returned to the old standby, 
Hormel, and sometimes it was on sale for a buck; he’d 
stock up with a half dozen cans.   

Supper straddled two stones near the fire; it only 
needed to be warmed and kept that way. A camping cof-
fee pot sat next to it; the coffee was brewed and re-
moved just enough from the flames to keep it from boil-
ing further. Kenny had a cup of it in his free hand. He 
set the cup down for a moment and tightened the fish-
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ing line that was sagging onto the surface of the water; 
not all that crucial, drooping line when using a bobber, 
he thought, for a tug on the line wasn’t what he would 
be anticipating; dunking bobber would be his clue. If 
not dunking, then at least a twitch. He had gotten nei-
ther.   

Changing bait three times saw no improvement. 
Liver was said to be good for catfish, but it was too easi-
ly stripped from the hook by turtles who found the or-
gan particularly tasty; their sharp snout could often rip 
the liver free without getting hooked, he suspected; a 
theory. He was a man of many theories, most of which 
ended up being abandoned. At any rate, turtles were 
persons of interest if not outright suspects. Minnows and 
crawfish netted him nothing. A slowly drowning night 
crawler was presently tempting swimmers down below, 
presumably; worms carefully threaded on a hook have 
staying power. Water depth might be a problem, the fi-
sherman considered, especially in early May. Adjusting 
depth—deeper, shallower—made no difference.  

Though Kenny wasn’t an avid fisherman, he was 
pretty much a catfish man. Catfish are bottom feeders, 
most of them, using their whiskers to feel for food along 
the bottom. Flatheads are an exception; they prefer live 
bait, pretty much. He doubted that the nightcrawler 
barely writhing on the hook was all that live. He was 
counting on a fish dropping by that wasn’t particularly 
choosy at the moment. Though he had no idea how 
deep the water might be, he more or less guessed and 
split the difference. If there were any fish in the vicinity 
they apparently hadn’t come within a fin’s length of the 
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bait; the bobber continued to float sedately.   

Behind him, somewhere high in the top of a tower-
ing blue spruce whose gently swaying boughs perfumed 
the air with yuletide scent, seven months early, an owl 
whooed, as if mocking—or, comforting the fellow be-
low who sat like a frog on a lily pad. It’s said that owl 
hooting is a mating call. Kenny hoped that he wasn’t 
being mistaken for an owl, though he did need a shave.  

 Not a particularly patient angler, he quit caring if 
he got any bites or not, so pleasant was this spring even-
ing. And there were no mosquitoes bussing about. A 
light intermittent breeze was coming across the water 
from the southwest, scarcely enough to disturb the 
lake’s surface, but lazily carrying what little smoke his 
fire produced away from him.    

Testing his coffee, he found that it had grown lu-
kewarm. He pitched it into the water then laid the fish-
ing rod down and made his way off the rock and onto 
the shoreline proper. He strode to the back of his new 
Chevy Tahoe, lifted the hatch and found a glass and 
filled it half full of ice from an ice chest. Finding a bottle 
of Jack Daniels, he guessed at an ounce and a half of the 
whiskey, added water then returned to his fruitless fish-
ing spot.  

Kenny Decker was in his mid-forties. He stood a 
couple inches short of six feet. He was trim, fit, and ra-
ther naturally athletic, that is to say he didn’t have to 
work at it all that much. He maintained his weight pret-
ty well at 175 lbs. That’s where he felt the best and 
could tie his shoes easily with a minimum amount of 
grunting. His hair was dark brown, greying at the tem-
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ples and thinning on the crown; blue eyes and good 
teeth though he lost a right side molar which needed 
pulling a few years back.   

A mechanical engineer, he’d had a good job with a 
firm in Kansas City. Married once, a union that lasted 
twelve years and produced two children, a boy and a 
girl—twins, in their early twenties. The girl was some-
thing of a vagabond. She was quite artistic. The last her 
father knew she was working in a Boston bistro and sell-
ing her paintings on the sidewalk. Her bistro job was 
part time and art sales were sporadic. She needed mon-
ey from dad now and then. The boy, a more practically 
inclined temperament—not an artistic bone in his juri-
sprudence body—was in law school at The University 
of Missouri, Kansas City.   

After his divorce, Kenny became intolerably bored 
with his job as well as the singles wilderness in which he 
found himself. A little over a decade with the same 
woman had erased from memory the hard work of try-
ing to find and nurture a relationship. The angst it 
created wasn’t quite worth the hunt, for the time being, 
anyway, he had decided.  

But his life needed a radical change in course. 
That’s when he saw an ad for mechanical engineers to 
do contract work in Iraq. The war had ended, pretty 
much, at least in terms of most US combat troops hav-
ing withdrawn, but it was still a dangerous place; secta-
rian hate over there made partisan politics in this coun-
try look like a quilting party in a church basement, he 
had concluded. Iraq’s infrastructure was in shambles. 
Off he went, much to the chagrin of his children. He 
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returned two years later with both arms and legs and a 
bank account in the mid-six digits. He had a condo in 
Kansas City that he rented out while in Iraq. When he 
returned home he found that a unit next to his was for 
sale. He bought it, moved in, and let his renters remain. 
Investment income, he figured.   

Kenny reeled in his fishing line, stripped the de-
ceased, paled out worm from the hook and washed his 
hands in the lake. He gazed into the top of the great 
spruce and thought that he could see two eyes looking 
down at him. The creature was probably disappointed 
that no fish had been caught and cleaned, leaving be-
hind head and guts.  

Returning to his vehicle, he found a bowl, spoon, 
box of saltines, and took a seat on a log that he had 
dragged near the fire. Spooning chili from the saucepan 
into his bowl, he tested it and found it to be plenty 
warm and quite good. He smacked his lips, looked this 
way and that and thought that smoke from the fire had 
added a pleasant, toasty nuance to the flavor: another 
theory. He took a sip of Jack Daniels and looked out 
onto the lake that had grown dark with only partial il-
lumination from a nearly full moon that had risen steal-
thily from the dense timber across the lake, as though 
that had been the lunar monster’s resting place. Some-
where off in the hills he could hear a hound baying on 
the trail of some poor something or other running for its 
life, raccoon or fox, perhaps. Should it be a cougar 
(panther, Ozarkers often called them), the dog would 
be well advised to lose the scent, Kenny considered 
while opening the box of crackers. A lightning strike of 
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one of those cat’s claws can disembowel a dog with no 
backup pals or a gun. He once heard a story of a Mis-
souri man being invited to Montana by a friend to hunt 
cougar. The Missouri man said that he would bring 
along his three redbone hounds. The Montana friend 
advised him to leave the dogs at home. The Missouri 
fellow ignored the advice. When his dogs cornered a 
cougar in a Montana canyon and rushed to the attack, 
the big cat killed all three of them.   

The fire had burned to a glow of pulsating hickory 
and oak embers. Kenny added a stick of wood and 
thought that the modest stoking would do until he re-
tired for the night. He might abuse another worm in the 
morning, he considered while spooning more chili.  

Across the lake he could see only a smattering of 
lights from cottages, cabins they were usually called in 
these hills, though many were considerably more than 
cabins. He was camping about midway on this lake that 
stretched a hundred thirty some miles via its main 
channel, from Bagnell Dam to the east and Truman 
Dam on the west. Truman Dam at Warsaw, Missouri 
was completed in 1979 and backed up the Osage even 
farther to the west and created Truman Reservoir, 
usually called Truman Lake. It inundated a little over 
55,000 acres. Its counterpart, Lake of the Ozarks, is said 
to be one of the largest man-made lakes in the United 
States; a Roosevelt project in the thirties. Bagnell Dam 
blocked the Osage River and created more shoreline—
thirteen hundred miles of it, albeit irregular—than Lake 
Michigan or the coast of California; some of the coves 
so large that boaters sometimes become lost, thinking 
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that they are still cruising the main channel.     

Kenny finished the chili then refreshed his glass of 
Old No. 7. Returning to the log by the fire and gazing 
out onto the rapidly darkening lake once more, he could 
see a single light moving very slowly upon the water, a 
boat heading to a favorite fishing spot or retuning 
home, perhaps. He hoped that their luck had been or 
would be better than his.  

The light on the lake was drawing nearer, having 
gained no more speed than when he first spotted it, and 
he could hear the hum of an outboard motor. He 
thought that the craft might be a hundred yards off, 
though distance was deceiving in the darkness. Sam-
pling his drink, he figured that his campfire had raised 
some curiosity, for the boat seemed to have ceased mov-
ing and sat dead in the water. He thought now, given 
the moon’s glow, that it was a pontoon with a cabin. Af-
ter a   brief pause, possibly to observe the campfire on 
the shore, the pontoon continued on down lake.      

When searching for a spot to camp in early evening 
he had more or less wandered about on the gravel and 
dirt lake roads, peering through dense foliage for the 
color blue and signs of water. This part of the lake was 
still relatively remote and hadn’t been developed, overly 
so, at least in the degree in which parts of the lake near 
Bagnell Dam knew. Though it was nearing dusk, he had 
seen no more than a half dozen homes—summer or 
otherwise, among the trees. A shed with open front 
housed a handful of boats, stored by owners who opted 
to not transport the boats back and forth from wherever 
they came from. Upon the side of a hickory near the 
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boat shed was nailed the head of a spoonbill catfish; 
someone boasting of such a fine catch, though spoon-
bills are usually snagged. Kenny guessed the fish to have 
weighed nearly sixty pounds.  

 Sighting water at last, his next task was finding a 
way to get to it. He saw nothing that resembled a road 
leading in that direction. There was an opening in the 
trees, however, and he thought that he could manage 
the passage without removing paint and chrome from 
his Tahoe. He watched for NO TRESPASSING signs 
and saw none posted. Somebody owned the land, no 
doubt. He hoped that it was an absentee landlord.  

His fire had once more reduced itself to glowing 
embers. He rose from his seat on the log and washed his 
dishes in the lake. Kneeling at the water’s edge, he heard 
the soft hum of an outboard motor once more. The 
pontoon was heading back up lake. The boat was much 
closer this time. The moon’s glow reflected off the hood 
of a Mercury outboard. Midway in the craft sat a woman 
at the wheel. He could see her more clearly now. She 
had quite a mop of hair, blonde—or, strawberry blonde, 
he fantasized. We do love a redhead, don’t we, he 
thought, sampling his drink thoughtfully. His ex-wife 
once colored her hair red, which turned out to be rather 
orange, rendering the witch perennially ready for Hal-
loween.   

A small dog was on the lap of the pontoon captain. 
The dog barked. The woman waved. Kenny waved 
back. The pontoon had a cabin that occupied half of its 
deck; a soft amber glow lit its interior. He wondered if 
the woman was alone. He doubted that the dog was her 
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only companion.   

Hearing footsteps behind him, Kenny turned to see 
somebody coming through the woods with a flashlight. 
He figured that he was going to get evicted. A large man 
in bib overalls approached: “Good evening,” he said. 

“Good evening to you,” Kenny returned, standing.  
“Carl Jenkins,” the man said, extending a hand. 
“Kenny Decker. Is this your land?” Kenny said, re-

turning the handshake. 
“Yes. I don’t mind you fishing here, camp if you 

like. I just wanted to check and see that I don’t have a 
bunch of druggies.” The man had a holstered pistol on 
his hip. 

“No drugs,” Kenny said, chuckling. 
Jenkins looked out onto the water. The pontoon 

continued its slow progress up lake. “Josephine and So-
dipop,” he said.  

 “Her father?” 
 “Dog. Cute little outfit, Havanese.” 
 “Interesting name for a dog.” 
 “It likes a saucer of Coke before breakfast, she says. 

Kind of wakes him up, like coffee does us. Josephine’s a 
real looker. Friendly, God-awful smart … PhDs in phys-
ics and molecular biology—whatever the hell that is.”   

“Jesus! So, she and the dog just cruise the lake?” 
“Experimenting with some sort of new fish bait, she 

says, something that only attracts catfish.”  
“What’s in it?” Kenny said. 
“She won’t say.” 
“Well, whatever it is I could use some. I haven’t 

caught squat.”  
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“If you’re around for a while you’ll probably run in-
to her. She’s up and down the lake ‘bout every day, well 
into the night sometimes. She spends a lot of time on 
that pontoon but she’s got a three-storied log house in a 
cove up at Gravois Mills; beautiful place, laboratory of 
some sort on top floor, greenish glow coming from it at 
night. People joke—not to her face—about her maybe 
working on another Frankenstein monster or something 
… those PhDs she’s got. Folks on the lake and back in 
the hills love her to pieces. She has a big fish fry at her 
place every summer, usually in the middle of June. Eve-
rybody’s invited.”  

“Does she have any family around here?” Kenny 
asked.  

“An older sister in Sedalia; mother and father are 
dead.”         

The two men chatted briefly about the weather, how 
clean the lake was right now, fishing should be getting 
better when the water warms, then Jenkins made his way 
back through the woods with his flashlight. Kenny won-
dered where the man had come from. He had heard no 
vehicle. The fellow was living nearby, he guessed.   

Filling his chili bowl several times with water from 
the lake, Kenny doused the fire and returned to his Ta-
hoe for the night. He folded down the backseat and un-
rolled a sleeping bag. He had bacon and eggs in an ice 
chest. Come morning, he’d build another fire.   

Before drifting off to sleep he heard the owl hoot 
again. Nocturnal creatures, owls; this one was practical-
ly on his window sill. He hoped it wouldn’t crap on his 
Tahoe. Hearing an owl hoot three nights in a row is said 
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to be an omen. Michael Martin Murphy heard the owl 
hoot six nights in a row in his song, Wildfire. Some-
thing—or, someone was overdue.  

The faint hum of an outboard; it sounded like Jose-
phine’s Merc … cruising the lake by the light of the 
moon.  

 
Amanda pulled off her jeans then said, “Your sleeping 
bag is kind of small for both of us. Maybe we should un-
zip both of ours all the way, lie on top of one of them 
then cover ourselves with the other like a quilt.” 

“Excellent idea.”  
“I froze my butt off in that lake getting a bath,” 

Amanda said. 
“The water will start warming soon,” Aaron said, 

chuckling. 
Comfortably naked beneath the covering, Amanda 

snuggled close to Aaron and said, “I really like the way 
the first chapter went. Just a first draft, of course, but it 
shows promise, don’t you think?” 

“I do,” Aaron said while fondling one of Amanda’s 
breasts and feeling the nipple grow errect. “I like what 
you did with the dog, Sodipop.”  

“Thanks. At least it isn’t spot or tippy.” She shifted 
position a bit to accomadate Aaron sampling the other 
breast. 

“Where did you get the name Josephine and straw-
berry blonde hair for her?” Aaron said. 

“I thought it would be something different, not the 
usual suave names women get in the romance novels. 
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And I’ve always wanted to be a redhead, not this awful 
cotton stuff I have.” 

“I love your hair.” 
“Well, it is what it is,” Amanda said. “How’s your 

leg, Lt?” 
“Feels good … so does that.”  
Amanda giggled then said, “Let’s talk about Chap-

ter Two tomorrow.” 
“Yes, tomorrow.”  

 
 



 


