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Chapter one



1. 

“Can I help you, Agent?” The cowboy on his four-wheeler pulled up next to State Livestock Agent Sutheree Crandall as she looked over a small herd of mixed cattle from the highway.

“I don’t know, maybe.” She handed the binoculars to the guy on the ATV. “That lighter shade Herford over there,” she pointed, “You recognize that brand?” The rider studied it for a minute and then handed the binoculars back to her. “I think it looks like the Lazy-Bar-T ranch over in Crook County, on the Wyoming side. Cows don’t recognize county or state lines. They just go where they want.”

“Yeah, well, maybe. You know anybody over there?”

The cowboy nodded. “I think I know a couple guys that work for them. You want me to see if I can get someone to come pick him up?” He held up his cell phone, looked at it and shook his head. “No service. Go figure.”

Crandall held out her business card. “Well, I’m the state livestock inspector. If you run across anybody from that ranch, have them give me a call. This isn’t the first of their herd I’ve seen over here.”

“Will do, ma’am.” He looked at the card. “Sutheree Crandall. If you don’t mind my saying, that’s an interesting name.”

“Only one I know of,” she admitted. “Although I’ve heard there’s another gal over in Minnesota with the same first name. If you see somebody from the LBT, have them call me.”

“I can do that. Say, Crandall. I know that name. Have you ever heard of one of those Stockmen by that name, those guys who do what you do, but they can cross state lines and even national borders after poachers, rustlers, and cattle thieves?”

Sutheree smiled. “I have indeed. That would be my dad. They call him Brahman.”

“Is that so? Welp, if that’s the case,” he pulled a Bowie knife off his belt and slammed it into the sidewall of her truck tire, simultaneously pulling a gun out of the holster on his hip. “I declare. It looks like you’re in need of a ride. It is indeed fortunate I’m here to help.” She started to reach for her own sidearm. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Take it out by the butt and set it right here.” He pointed to the cargo box on his ATV. “Now, handcuffs. I know you got them. But one on your right wrist and then turn around back towards me.” Sutheree did as instructed, and the cowboy roughly grabbed her left arm and snapped the cuffs shut. “Now you and I are going for a ride.”


      ***“Have I got time for a swim before dinner?” I looked across the bedroom at my wife, Allie. We were still living in her estranged and incarcerated father’s Easthampton mansion that came complete with its own indoor and outdoor swimming pools.

“Only if Thea isn’t around yet, still, whatever.” Allie’s identical twin sister, Theadelinda, normally lived outside of Dallas Texas, but the machinations of their father, Madison Cartwright III‘s legal entanglements frequently brought her back to Nassau County. “She likes to skinny-dip in the pool.”

“So,” I shrugged. “So do you. So do I, for that matter. So do you and I.”

“I know, Sam, but now that my hair has grown back out in its natural color, you can’t tell the two of us apart when we’re au natural.”

I had to smile. “Thea doesn’t have a brown trout tattoo on her calf, her left calf.”

Allie, born Iphigeneia Cartwright until she changed it when her father disowned her, smiled back. “And she’d better not try to get one. She would love to get you in a compromising position by pretending she’s me.”

“Don’t worry about it, dear. I’ve seen both of you, and I know which one is which. It’s more than just appearance. You carry yourself in a whole different way than your sister does, regardless of what you’re wearing or not wearing. And, you have the tat.”

Allie smiled. “So do you, and try and she might, she won’t find one like it. We caught that fish on our honeymoon. It’s an exact representation, not something you can find in a tattoo catalog.” Allie went over to the panel that displayed the security monitors from the camera’s position through the house. She zoomed in on the garage. “She’s gone, at least for the time being. The Mas is gone.”

“So, my beautiful wife, want to go for a swim?”

Allie batted her eyes. “I thought you’d never ask.”


      ***The phone buzzed on Allie’s side of the bed. I reluctantly opened my eyes. “What time is it?”

“3:30,” Alistronia said groggily. She picked up the phone. “It better be important.” She looked at the screen. “It’s Mom.” She punched the button, and the phone connected. “Mama? Is everything okay? Are you and Brahman all right?”

“I don’t know, Iphigeneia. You know Brahman’s daughter, Sutheree?” Arabella asked over the speaker.

“The Livestock Agent? Yeah, she couldn’t make the wedding, but she found us on our honeymoon and actually went fishing with us. Why, has something happened to her?”

“That’s just it, we don’t know. Her dad hasn’t heard from her for over a week, which is not necessarily unusual, but we just got a call from the Sheriff’s office, and they found her truck with a slashed tire and no sign of her. We need you to head out there, and the Commission will pay your fees. Can you do it?”

“We can, and we will, Bella,” I answered. “We’ll be on our way by daylight.”


      ***“Close your robe, Thea, or I’ll staple it shut for you,” Allie threatened as she came into the kitchen. “When you get back from Dallas next time, they’re going to be some hard and fast rules about dress and behavior.”

“Oh really,” Theadelinda answered as she pulled the drawstrings together. “Aren’t we in a mood? This is my house too, Iphigeneia.” Thea knew that Allie didn’t like the name that her father had given her when they were born, except coming from Arabella, their mother.

“Yes, sister, its shared property, but my husband is not. If you are going to stay here when you’re in New York, you are going to show a lot less skin and that includes skinny-dipping in the pool.”

“Why? You and Sam do.”

“Yeah, my husband and I. Emphasis on ‘my husband,’ and only when you aren’t here. Look, I don’t have time to spar with you right now, and when and if we visit your house in Dallas again, we will go by your rules. If you want to stay here, my rules. You promised to stop your thing with Sam when we got engaged. You haven’t kept that promise very well.” She paused. “Did Mom call you last night?”

Thea shook her head. “No, why?”

“She called about 3:30 this morning. Brahman’s daughter, Sutheree has gone missing in action. We’re heading out as soon as we get stocked up.”

“No, she didn’t call me. Do you have any more details? You can always take the Pilatus.”

“Mama says that they haven’t heard from her for over a week, which Brahman says isn’t that unusual, but the local sheriff called them when they found her pickup with a flat tire that looked like it had been slashed. Thanks for the offer, but we’re going to take the RAM and the camper. I guess it’s a fairly remote area, so we won’t have to deal with hotels or car rentals when we get out there. We’re meeting the Stockmen when we get there.”

“What about the case you’re working on for me?” Thea queried, knowing what the answer would be.

“Brandon will make sure it gets covered.” I answered as I came into the kitchen and tossed a sweatshirt at Theadelinda. “Hey, Miss Dallas, I got you a brand-new Mets sweatshirt in your size. It should help you meet Allie’s dress code, which I fully support.”

Theadelinda held up the shirt. “But I’m not a Mets fan, Sam.”

“In the immortal words of Tommy Lee Jones in The Fugitive, ‘I don’t care,’” I said over my shoulder as I went from the kitchen to the garage.

“Tell Maria and Carlotta we’ll be gone for a week, and maybe longer. I’ll let them and you know when we know,” Allie added as she followed me out of the kitchen leaving Theadelinda standing there, holding her sweatshirt.

“I really wish your sister would get a boyfriend, husband, lover, whatever,” I groused as we rolled the RAM out of the garage. “I’m to the point where I wouldn’t even care if she was gay, if she would just lay off of me.”

“If she was gay? I don’t even want to go there,” Allie admitted. “I love my sister, but maybe, and I mean this in the most loving way possible, if she weren’t such a tramp maybe she’d have better luck with guys. Anyhow, how are we going to get through the City?”

“I thought we’d take the Beltway and go around the south tip of Manhattan. Once we’re on the other side, most of the traffic will be going the opposite direction. I’ll get us into Pennsylvania, then you can take over. Google Maps says it’s a twenty-seven-hour drive, straight through. We’ll stop as we need to, and probably motel it one night to get cleaned up. Get some rest.”

“That sounds good, because I didn’t fall back to sleep after we got off the phone with Mom.” She tipped the seat back and closed her eyes.








  
  
Chapter two



2 

We were about halfway across Ohio when my cell phone rang. Not the business cell, but my personal phone that only Arabella, my mother and sister, Thea, Brandon, Leo, and Carlotta knew the number for. But the caller ID on the screen showed “Unknown.” I tapped the button on the dash. “Hello? Who is this?”

“Foureyes?” I knew the voice. “This is Brown. Don’t ask how I got the number. You know who I work for.”

“No, I suspect who you work for, but you’ve never confirmed it. What do you want, Brown?”

“Simmer down, gumshoe. I have some information that you and your missus really need to know. Bartolomeus Madison Cartwright IV has escaped from prison.”

“Bart has escaped from SuperMax? How in the worlds did that happen?”

“We’re still looking into that. Initial report is that he convinced the guards that he was having an appendix attack and then got up to a level where he could get out. If I get more, and it’s pertinent, I’ll let you know. But what you do need to know is he has vowed vengeance against you, your wife and her sister, and your mother-in-law and the Stockmen. I know you’re enroute to look for Brahman’s daughter. Watch your six. I’ll let you know if I find out anything else.” Brown disconnected before I could ask any questions. Allie was giving me a knowing look. I nodded. “Call her. Tell her to get Brandon and Leo and take the Pilatus, wheels up in an hour or less. We’ll meet them in Rapid City. Then, call your mom. I don’t know if this is connected or not, but let’s not take any chances.”

“Put me on speaker, honey,” Arabella’s voice came through the Bluetooth. “You already are, Mom,” Allie informed her. “Sam’s driving and I’m playing comm center.”

“Have you already notified your sister and your two guys?”

“We have, Bella.” I was always conflicted about whether to call my mother-in-law by her given name or just, “Mom.” She preferred the latter. “Thea is supposed to get the guys to Montauk airport, and they’ll take the Pilatus and meet us in Rapid City. But we’re just passing Dayton, Ohio, so they’re going to get there way before Allie, and I do.”

“That’s fine. We took off within a half hour after getting called about Sutheree. We’re almost to the Nebraska Panhandle now. Anyhow, when you hear from Theadelinda, tell her that we’ll be at Rapid City airport close to the same time as they will.”

“Sam, it’s Brahman. Do you think there’s any tie-in between my daughter’s disappearance and Bart’s escape?”

Although I knew he couldn’t see it, I shook my head. “I’m not a big believer in coincidence, Colonel. I’m not sure how Sutheree fits into the equation, but I guess time will tell. Let us know if you hear anything more, and we’ll do the same.”

“Roger that.” He disconnected and almost simultaneously, Thea’s name appeared on the screen. I punched the dash button again. “Go ahead, The. You’re on speaker.”

“We’re on the plane now, about second or third to take off. I’m sorry for the delay, but we had to shake a tail that followed us from your office here.”

“Are you sure you lost them?”

“Hopefully, yeah. But if we didn’t, we’re going to be flying VFR out over the Sound and Connecticut. They’ll have a hard time following that. I opted to file my flight plan enroute.”

“Are you flying the plane?” Allie asked. One of Theadelinda’s useful hobbies was that she had obtained her multi-engine pilot’s license and instrument rating. She was totally capable of flying their Pilatus PC12 turboprop and often did so, even though the Dallas office of Cartwright and Caine had a pilot on staff.

“I could, but Joel was still here from Dallas since I was scheduled to go back today. Hey, if you can send me the GPS coordinates for where Brahman’s daughter was last seen, I can fly over it and then double back to the airport, if you want.”

“You’ll need to talk to Mom. I’m sure she and Brahman have that information. But Sam said that the Sheriff and the Stockmen are managing the search.”

“Sounds good. We are next in line now, so I’ll sign off and I’ll have one of the guys call Arabella. Travel safe,” she reminded us.

“You too, Sis.” Allie pushed the button and then looked over at me. “She can be really good in a clinch when she wants to be.”

“Iphigenia Alistronia, I know you love your sister. Heck, I love her, and I’d really like to be her friend, if I could just be a friend and not a target.”

“I know, honey. Really.” Allie was quiet for a few seconds. “If I tell you something about Thea, do you promise not to repeat it?”

“Of course.”

“I think my sister is very lonely. Granted, her behavior, her lifestyle has maybe led to that, but I think the overachieving, the appearance, even the promiscuity is a plea for someone to pay attention to her. I mean, you and I talked about this before. I think you may have been the first guy that ever treated her civilly and didn’t want sexual favors from her. She simply doesn’t know any other way to behave.”

I shrugged. “Maybe. I know she wasn’t happy when you and I started having feelings toward each other. She even told me; she hoped that we could have something together after the case was over.”

“I’ve heard her crying at night. More than once.”

“Did you talk to her about it?”

Allie shook her head. “I’m at a loss as how to approach her. I want to reach out, but I don’t know what to say. I mean, at a certain level, we’re still estranged. Until Independence, I hadn’t talked to her in almost a decade. It makes it hard.”

“I understand. I’ll let you know if I come up with any ideas.”


      ***“Look, Al, we’ve been on the road since 6 AM, and it’s going on 11 o’clock, Eastern time. I don’t know about you, but I’m tired. Do you want to find a motel, or a campground?”

Allie shrugged. “Whichever presents itself first, but let’s grab a bite to eat so I don’t have to cook either way.”

Because we used our camper almost every other weekend during fishing season, we had made some modifications for our own comfort, so we found a diner and then settled on a state park campground in northern Iowa. Thea had called earlier to let us know that they had landed in Rapid City and decided to rent an SUV rather than wait for Brahman and Arabella. She got the directions to the rendezvous point, which she texted to us. I warned her to watch out for pronghorn which crossed South Dakota highways with alarming frequency after dark. She thanked me and they proceeded on. Once again, we were up and on our way by 6:00 in the morning. We made it to Belle Fourche, South Dakota just shy of five hours later. We pulled into the ranch that had offered a place to base the search and found a plethora of squad cars and SUVs, a half dozen of the Stockmen’s modified Ford F 450 King Ranch pickups, Livestock Commission vehicles and more waiting for us. Well, I won’t say exactly ‘waiting,’ but they had arrived there before we did. We weren’t even out of the truck and Thea came up to us. She hugged me, somewhat more tentatively, I felt, then normal, and then hugged her sister, and asked in a low voice, “Allie, can you talk to Brahman for me? They’re barely letting me do anything here. I’ve tried to offer, and nobody seems to listen. They even have Brandon and Leo doing more important stuff than I am. I want to help.”

“I know you do, Thea. I’ll tell you what; let us get situated here and get briefed, and if the Colonel is still hesitant, you can go with us.” Allie looked at me through her eyelashes and I just nodded, slightly.

Brahman pulled me aside after the briefing, and I signaled Allie to come with me. He looked concerned until I told him, “We come as a package, Colonel. You get both of us or neither.”

“And you want Theadelinda to go with you? Your mother-in-law has told me some of the problems you’ve had with her in New York.”

“Understood, Sir,” I replied, “but anything that Thea is good at, she is exceptionally good at. She’s offered to overfly the area with the Pilatus. Their pilot is still here, so she could act as an observer.”

“Or he could,” Allie added. “My sister is an excellent pilot. Colonel, Brahman, I’m not sure what to call you, sir, because I get the feeling that you may be my stepfather sooner than later. But we will deal with that when it happens.”

“Yes, we shall. Now, about Theadelinda. Would she best serve the search interests with you or in the sky?”

Before I could say anything, Allie continued. “I understand your hesitation, sir, but I’ll vouch for her.”

“I will too, Brahman,” I inserted. “She really wants to do anything she can to help find your daughter. Send her with us for this morning, and we’ll talk about her flying while we’re out. What do you have Joel, her pilot doing?”

“He’s working with the other aviation assets in the search. He can only fly eight hours in a twenty-four-hour period, and he used five of that flying out here. So, we may have to put your sister in the command seat this afternoon. Given our previous encounters, Foureyes, I’m trusting that you have this in hand.”

“We do,” I assured him. “And with Bart on the loose, I’d prefer to have her with us. I’m sure that Brandon and Leo will be okay with the ATV officers.” Brahman agreed.

“What did he say?” Thea asked the moment we came out of the command tent.

“For this morning, you’re with us. Depending on how things go, you may be flying this afternoon. Joel has used up most of his twenty-four-hour allowance.” She nodded. “Thank you, Sam, If, I mean Allie.”

“Sam, honey, could you give me a few minutes to talk with my sister in private.” I nodded and moved away. I spotted Brandon and Leo and went over to find out what they had been assigned to do. It turns out they were already back from their first ATV sorte with local officers.

“Sam?” Theadelinda came up to me, my wife tagging slightly behind. “Look, I know this isn’t the time or place to get into this, so I’m just gonna say I’m sorry and I’m going to try to change. I really like you, not like Iffy likes you. But I do, and I want us to be friends. Just friends.” She held out her hand for me to shake. I took it, shook my head slightly and then pulled her into a hug. “I’m sure you and Allie have talked about this already, at least briefly. When this is all sorted, lets the three of us sit down and have a good talk, okay?” I saw a tear form in her eyes, but she nodded. “Also, as I told Brahman, with the specter of Bart being loose, I’d feel a lot better if you’re with us. Do you have your Glock?”

Thea smiled. “Daddy will never be allowed to use all those toys in the closet behind the bookshelf again, so I picked something a little heftier.” She pulled her shirt up just enough to see a Jericho .40 cal. in her waistband. “Good enough. Let’s go.”

The ranch crew had taken our camper off the back of the RAM so that we could make full use of its six-and-a-half-foot box. We loaded up a spare ATV in the back and headed to the scene of the probable abduction.








  
  
Chapter three



3. 

“Where is everybody?” Allie asked as we pulled up to the location indicated on the RAM’s GPS. “Shouldn’t there be other searchers here? You’re sure you got the coordinates right, The?”

Theadelinda handed her sister the GPS. “These are the coordinates that Arabella gave me. I double checked them twice, Sis. I’m sure they’re correct.”

“I know this is going to be a rub, but you two stay in the truck for a minute.” I got out and walked in a wide circle. Something wasn’t right, and it was not the coordinates. They were spot on. I had gotten fairly good at sign cutting, visual mantracking, when I was in the MPs, and although I hadn’t done much in the way of regular practice, the skills still stuck with me. A Stockmen’s 4 x 4 pulled up behind the RAM, but for some reason I didn’t feel the sense of relief I should have. I started toward the vehicle and a youngish livestock agent came out of the Ford’s driver seat, gun in hand.

“Who the hell are you and what are you doing here?” he said without introduction.

I raised my hand slightly, mostly to show him that the Eagle was still in the holster. “I’m Brahman’s future son-in-law, I believe. Who are you, and lower your piece nice and easy, because my wife and her sister both appear to have drawn their weapons.”

“Bullcrap,” he replied. “Brahman only has one daughter, and I am her fiancé. Hence, his only future son-in-law, so again, who the hell are you?”

I inhaled. “As I said, I believe I will be. I’m Arabella Barnes’ son-in-law, Sam Foureyes. My wife is Allie, formerly Iphigenia, and her sister in the back seat is Theadelinda. Lower it, Hereford.”

He hesitated, almost too long, and then shoved the Colt back in its holster. “You know my codename, so I’m guessing you are who you say you are. Sorry about that. And I agree, you’re probably going to be son-in-law material sooner than later.”

“Thanks for the recognition,” I said sourly. I nodded at the truck and both sisters stepped out, sidearms still in their hands. “Allie, Thea, this is Hereford, Sutheree’s fiancé.”

Never one to mince words, Alistronia shoved her Glock back into her shoulder holster. “Making assumptions, Mr. Hereford, can get you poorly ventilated. If you ever pull a gun on my husband again, I’m going to ignore the fact that there’s a glass windshield between you and me.”

“Woo wee, you must be the hotheaded one that Deputy Bella told us about,” he started, but Thea cut him off. “We’re both redheads, and we’re both hotheads when somebody starts waving a gun around someone we love.” This time, Herford put his hands up slightly. “Ladies, Mr. Foureyes, I apologize. Sincerely. There’s something funky going on about this so-called search, and I’m not liking it, and neither is Brahman.”

“Apology accepted,” I told him. “So, we do have the coordinates right, correct?”

“You do. This is where they found her truck. I believe they towed it back to the Sheriff’s office. I can’t figure why there’s nobody here but us.”

“We had just started discussing that ourselves. It’s really weird. I just walked a circle about 75 feet out, and there are no tracks. None. Zilch. Zip. Zero. You would think there would be tracks from the tow truck, the investigating officers, anyone who has been here since Inspector Crandall disappeared. They’ve been more than brushed out, Hereford. They’ve been erased.”

“My name is Mike, Mr. Foureyes.” He nodded to another Stockmen’s truck pulling up behind his. “Maybe the boss can give us some answers.”

“Sam, Allie, and Thea, Mike.” I indicated the twins and myself. “Let’s see what Brahman can tell us.” We watched as Brahman and Arbella exited their truck, and to our surprise, Brandon and Leo came out of the back doors.

“Colonel,” I acknowledged. “Mom.” Bella smiled at me calling her that. “After we got done pointing guns at each other, Hereford here and the three of us were trying to figure out why there are absolutely no tracks here at the scene. Not a one.”

Brahman scowled. “How far out did you look, Sam?”

“A rough circle approximately seventy-five feet from our truck. I was telling Mike, they weren’t just brushed out, sir, they were erased. But”

“But what?”

“Start over there,” I pointed, “where the Sheriff says her truck was located, and tell me if you see what I’m seeing.” Brahman walked over to the spot and looked and then walked back-and-forth about 10 feet in each of the cardinal directions. “Are you thinking helicopter?” he asked. I nodded. “Everything seems to bend outwards slightly from that point; what vegetation there is, sand, dust, all seems to originate from that point. I think they brought a good-sized ship in here and blew the tracks away.”

“But” Arabella reasoned, “they would’ve had to have done it after the truck was removed.”

“Agreed,” Allie told her mother. “Let’s look at this from a forensic point of view. What should have been there?”

“Well, you would’ve had my daughter’s footprints out around her truck, and the footprints and tire tracks of whomever took her.”

Allie nodded. “And the footprints of the first responding officer, likely tracks from a number of first responders, and their vehicles. Then the tow truck and its operator. The Sheriff said that they didn’t try a K-9 because they assume that Sutheree was put in a vehicle immediately. That might be another reason to obliterate the tracks. You couldn’t use mantrackers or scenting dogs on this dry soil type if you blow the scent particles around enough.”

“That would take a pretty big helicopter, like a Puma or a Blackhawk. Do any of the ranchers around here have choppers that big?”

“None of us is from around here,” Brahman pointed out. “And if they think we’re investigating their neighbors, nobody’s going to talk to us, either.”

“I know who will talk,” Allie grinned. “Fishermen. We’re only a few miles from some first-class and blue-ribbon trout streams in the Black Hills. Why don’t we mosey on down there, see if we can find where they congregate, and get somebody to mention seeing a big helicopter?”

“That’s a tall order, isn’t it Allie?” her mother asked.

Alistronia shook her head. “No, Mom. Fishermen love to talk, brag, conspire. Besides, we’ve got a secret weapon for male anglers; Theadelinda. What rugged fisher guy isn’t going to want to cozy up to the pretty redhead with no wedding band, and all her cleavage showing.”

Thea laughed. “I’m glad you threw the wedding band part in there, Sis, because we’re equals in the cleavage department.”

“Oh, I know, but in addition to my wedding band, I have his wedding band,” she pointed at me, “wrapped around my little finger.”

“Welp,” Brahman observed. “Since the locals seem to be shutting us out of whatever investigation they are or aren’t doing, why don’t you three go ahead tomorrow morning and see what you can find. Hereford, do you fish son?”

“Yes Sir, but not like they do. Mostly bass and musky, usually from a boat.”

“That’s okay. How about you and me and the Missus see if we can rent ourselves a bass boat and check out Bell Fourche Reservoir and see what we can find out.”

“Missus?” Both Allie and Thea asked almost simultaneously. Brahman looked over at Arabella. “You haven’t told them yet?”

“When have I had a chance?” She protested. “Have you told Mike?”

Brahman kicked the sand with the point of his boot. “Same answer, sorry. Ladies and gentlemen, this beautiful young woman has consented to become my wife. It all came down the evening before Sutheree went missing, so we haven’t had a chance to share with anybody yet.”

Mike looked over at me and grinned. “I guess we were both right, brother-in-law.”


      ***“So, you, sister, who has been giving me hell about allegedly flaunting myself around the house, now wants me to flaunt myself around some fisherman’s favorite café?” Thea stood in the doorway to the bathroom that we shared between our two rooms at the ranch where we were housed.

“There is no allegedly about it. You were, you admitted it, you stopped, thank you, and yes. Do that voodoo that you do so well.”

“Should I wear a bra? Maybe a tube top?” Theadelinda was still wearing her flimsy robe over her staple cargo shorts. “What about you, Allie? What are you going to wear?” Allie looked at me and I had to shrug. “Yes, Thea, you need to wear a bra,” I decided for the two of them. “Allie, revealing, but not too much. We want the observers to realize that you’re sisters, but one of you is married, to me.”

“Sports bra, or Victoria’s?” Thea questioned. 

“Theadelinda, you’re a thirty-six-year-old woman. I don’t need to tell you how to get dressed in the morning. We’re going to be climbing around on rocks and in waders, so I would go with the sports bra. That’s what I’m wearing,” Allie answered.

“Will do!” Thea disappeared back into the bathroom. Allie just shook her head. “Relax, babe,” I told her. “As you told me, she’s been that way ever since you two started,” I hesitated. “Growing boobs, I know.” Allie finished the sentence. “Anyway,” I continued, “Thea has been that way for over half of her life. She’s getting better, but it’s not going to be an overnight thing. I’m going to go find Leo and Brandon and see if they want to go with us or with your mom.” I left the room.


      ***“Brandon and Leo are going to go with your folks,” I told the twins when we met up a few minutes later. “Brandon made the excellent observation that anyone looking to hit on Thea might be hesitant if they were there, possibly a boyfriend.”

Theadelinda made a face. “Eeew! They’re both fifteen years younger than I am!”

“When has that ever stopped you?” Allie started, but I scowled at her. “Don’t get started. And he’s right. We don’t want to give the impression that she’s with anybody but us. You both look very, um, fetching,” I said, noting that their outfits were virtually identical, differing only in color. “I thought you were going to try to be a little more conservative than your sister?” I asked my wife.

Allie smiled. “You said, you wanted us to look like the twins we are. Thea gave this to me,” she indicated her bra, “when we were getting dressed this morning. Do you like it?”

“Is this one of those Abraham Lincoln questions?” recalling the commercial where Mary Todd asked Honest Abe if her dress made her look fat. Allie hit me fairly hard on the shoulder. “Anyhow, I was going to just take the gear out of the camper, but I figured we’d be more convincing if we had it with us, so Brandon and I put it back on the truck.”

“Sam! Iffy! Thea!” Arabella burst out of the Lodge, trotting toward us. “Sutheree called! They let her call to prove that she is okay, and to give us their terms for her release.”

“Okay, we can go fishing tomorrow.”








