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“Of all the idiotic ways to spend a vacation.  I can’t believe we’re hiking in the middle of some damn wilderness, a hundred miles from the closest cold beer and the nearest TV.”

I turned at the waist so I could see over my backpack and look past Dale Roberts to offer Harrison Grant my biggest grin.  Holding my hand out to the gentle rain falling around us, I said, “It’s great, isn’t it?”  The falling moisture acted like a clarifying lens on the massive amount of foliage around us deep in the heart of the Great Smoky Mountains, illuminating the green leaves and tendrils with a waxy sheen.  The air, though touched with the chill of early autumn, smelled clean and scrubbed by the rain.

Harrison looked at me with disgust.  “You’re out of your friggen mind.”  He was out of his element in the Smoky Mountain wilderness; Harrison was more of a city rat than a country mouse, fat and full of sass.  Though dressed from the latest pages of LL Bean, the shiny gold jewelry that adorned his neck showed his true personality.  Harrison’s idea of the great outdoors was watching it on the Discovery channel.  There had been a snarl on his lips ever since we had left my truck the day before, carrying our food and shelter on our backs to see what the trail had to offer for a full week of backpacking.  

Harrison directed his next comment to Dale, the third member of our hiking party.  “How in the hell did we let him talk us into this, Buddy?”

Dale shrugged, a man of few words.  “It’s... not so bad.”  Dale Roberts had a stammer if he tried to talk rapidly.  He had adopted a slow, careful rhythm to his words back in Junior High School to combat the speech impediment; it sounded like he was delivering a eulogy every time he spoke.  I’d gotten so used to it, I hardly noticed anymore.  Dale was the shortest man of our group, and also the fittest.  His long blond hair was thinning to the point of transparency, but somehow he managed to grow enough for the ponytail he always sported.

Harrison ranted at Dale like he was some sort of traitor.  “Not so bad?  You two are a couple of psychos.  I’m going back and spending the rest of this week in a motel.  You can pick me up when you’re ready to go home.”

I shrugged and kept moving down the rain-soaked path. With the slickened trail, it was easy to slip on the wet leaves that littered the path.  Broken bones were no joke out in the wilderness, a point I had hammered home to my two friends repeatedly before we had left home.  

Harrison was a big boy, and I wasn’t about to let him spoil my fun.  If he wanted to hike back to the truck on his own, I didn’t care.  My divorce from Shannon was still an open wound, and I was hiking to heal.  When the judge awarded her primary custody of our son Jason, it had been the last blow I could stand.  Getting out into the wilderness of my youth, I hoped to recapture a little of that old feeling of peace that had been absent from my life for so long.  

When I heard Dale stop alongside Harrison, I turned around and waited for them.  They were my friends, and I couldn’t desert them.

I could hear Dale prodding Harrison.  “Come on.  We went to the bullfights with you last year.  It’s Lee’s turn to pick.  You agreed.”

Harrison sat down on the narrow, twelve inch path, shedding his pack like an unwelcome parasite.  “I don’t give a damn what we agreed on.  Where are you taking us next year, Bosnia?  You’re as bad as he is.”

I ignored his comment, but Dale didn’t.  “I was thinking about the Boston Marathon.  Running it.  All three of us.”

I had to start laughing.  Dale loved to run long distances, while Harrison’s idea of exercise was making the trek between the couch and the refrigerator for a beer during half-time.  I walked a couple of miles every day at home, but I couldn’t touch Dale’s conditioning.

I finally gave up and walked back to them.  Leaning down, I offered Harrison a hand.  He took it grudgingly and pulled himself off the ground, then climbed back into his pack’s harness straps.  

I said, “See, I’m taking it easy on you.  We only have five more miles to hike before we’re done for the day.”

“Four more miles?  Are you out of your fucking mind?”

Dale added with a grin, “That’s all?”

I don’t know who Harrison was angrier with, but I didn’t want to stick around and find out.  I was just starting to head back down the trail toward our camping spot for the night when Harrison pointed to the underbrush ten feet from our path.

“What the hell is that?”

I glanced over into the thicket of deep green ferns and ground cover that hovered over the forest floor like a living fog, almost obscuring the dirt below completely.  There was a flash of color that looked out of place in the surrounding tones of green and gray.

I said, “It’s probably a bread bag or something.  People are getting worse with their littering every time I come to the Smoky Mountains.  The backpacker’s credo is just about dead.”

When Dale saw that I was headed for another lecture on the importance of keeping the outdoors pristine, he mimicked my voice, without skipping a beat. “Take nothing but pictures, leave nothing but footprints.”  It sounded so much like my voice, I had to laugh.  Funny, he never stuttered when he was doing impressions.  The human mind is a strange thing.

Harrison said, “Bread bag, my ass.  I’m going to see what it is.”

I moved my shoulders, resettling the pack where it belonged.  “Quit stalling, Harrison.  We’ve got to get to that shelter before dark.”  Even though I had been out in these woods on countless occasions, I didn’t relish the idea of stumbling around in the dark.  The Smokies had bears and wild boars, not to mention copperheads and rattlesnakes.  I’d feel better tucked safely inside one of the fenced-in backpacking shelters located throughout the park.

Harrison said, “You think somebody’s going to beat us to it?  It’s the beginning of October.  Nobody’s out here during the week except the rest of the squirrels and their nuts.”  That part was true.  We hadn’t seen a single soul in the past twenty-four hours, a refreshing feeling after my last solo trip during the past summer.  The trails had been so crowded then, there was hardly room to put down my boots.

Dale took a step off the path toward the bright color hidden in the foliage, using his hiking staff to pull away some of the underbrush.  I had outfitted both men with sticks from my own collection.  Sometimes, that third leg helped balance the awkwardness of the packs.  Harrison had protested at first, but he carried it faithfully when I told him about how useful they were fighting off the snakes.  

Dale said, “I think... come here.”

Harrison and I walked over to where Dale stood.  By the time I got close enough, I could see that I had been wrong.  

This wasn’t just another piece of litter spoiling the natural beauty of the woods.

Lying carelessly covered under a scattering of fallen leaves was a brand new orange backpack that looked as though it held a full load. 

I reached over to pick it up, and was immediately surprised by the bulk of it.  The pack itself wasn’t heavy, but from the heft of it, it felt like someone was carrying shredded newspapers around in the woods.

Harrison grabbed the pack out of my hands before I could open it.  “I found it.  That makes it mine.”

Dale stepped in and tore it out of his hands.  “Don’t be a jerk.  It belongs to somebody.”

Dale loosened the fastenings that held the pack’s cover in place and stared silently into it for ten seconds before handing the pack carefully to me.

I looked inside to see what was so special, and was immediately struck dumb myself.

Harrison bullied the pack out of my hands.  “What the hell has got you two so spooked?”  After he too, looked inside, he whistled softly to himself.  “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch.  This thing’s full of money.”

Dale looked guiltily around.  “This has... has... has got to belong... belong to someone.”  He was excited, but then my own heart felt as if it were trying to jump out of my chest.  The bills on top had been hundreds.

Harrison said, “How much you figure is in there?  A million bucks, maybe?”

I said, “Beats me.  Probably closer to half million.  How the hell should I know?  Dale, what do you think we should do?”

Harrison held the backpack like it was his date for the senior prom.  “Do?  What are talking about?  I found it.  It’s mine.”

Dale said, “We’re together.  We’ll turn it in, and split the reward three ways.”  I nodded my agreement.  It sounded fair to me.

Harrison thought otherwise.  “Why should I have to share?  It wasn’t my idea coming out here to the middle of nowhere.  You two didn’t even want to stop, remember?  Why should I have to share?”

I started to say something when Dale interrupted.  There was not the slightest hint of stammer in his lowered voice, something Harrison and I had long ago learned to read as fury.  “Three ways or no way.  All for one, and one for all.  Remember?”

The three of us had grown up together, closer than triplets in a single crib.  If a teacher or a bully challenged any one of us, they knew they’d better be prepared to fight all three.  Even after we graduated from high school and went on our lives, we still held to our childhood ways.  Every summer, for one week, we would share a vacation together, keeping alive the friendship none of us wanted to die.

Harrison must have thought about the same things.  Either that, or he realized he was outnumbered, I wasn’t sure which.  He grinned happily.  “Hey, you guys are right.  We split it all, three ways.  I still think we ought to keep the whole thing, though.  No reward’s going to match what we could clear just splitting it up.”

Dale shrugged, but I said, “Listen, whoever lost this kind of cash is going to want it back, don’t you think?  I know I would.  I can’t imagine the circumstances that would cause somebody to carry this much money out into the woods.  Nobody I’d want to mess with, anyway.  If we turn the pack in, whatever we get will be ours.  We’ll still be ahead of the game.”

Dale, ever the levelheaded one, said, “Maybe we should look for the owner out here.  Whoever left this pack is probably still pretty close.”

I nodded my head in agreement and started back to the path.  I heard Dale ask Harrison, “You want me to carry that?”

“Naw, I’m fine.”  He was still holding onto the money like it was some kind of life preserver.

I turned back and said, “I thought you were too tired to move?  That thing’s heavy.”

He shrugged.  “Thinking about that cash makes me suddenly feel better.”

As the three of us hiked, we discussed where the money could have come from.

Harrison was the loudest with his opinion.  “It’s got to be drug money.  Somebody was supposed to make a drop and it went bad.  I’ll bet they don’t even know where the money is.”

Dale laughed.  “You watch too much television.”

“Well then, smart man, you tell me how all this cash got out here.” 

Dale was silent for a moment as we continued walking.  When he did speak, it was more of a whisper than his normal voice.  “It doesn’t make any sense.  But I’ve got a bad feeling about it.”

Harrison said, “Buddy, we’ve stumbled onto a gold mine, and you’re worried.  Man, look on the bright side.  This could be the answer to a lot of prayers.  How about you, Lee?  Any bad feelings?”

I shrugged.  “I guess I’m still in shock.  I can think of a lot of reasons that money is there, and none of them are good.”

“Tell us what you think, Lee.”  Dale’s stuttering was markedly absent.

I started ticking off the ideas that had run through my mind as we walked.  “Okay, here goes.  It could be drug money, but I can’t imagine anyone hiking this far out to make some kind of transaction.  The money could be counterfeit, or it could be from some kind of bank robbery.  Those bills look awfully new to me, like they’ve never been in circulation.”

Dale prompted, “What else?”

“Well, it could be some kind of ransom, I guess.  Or maybe some eccentric millionaire likes to hike in the woods with a backpack full of cash.”  I took my staff and prodded a stick on the ground in front of me that had momentarily looked like a snake.  I didn’t believe you could be too careful.  Sometimes, you only got one chance.

I said, “Guys, it could be anything.  I’ve got to agree with Dale, though.  There’s got to be more to this than manna from Heaven.”

Harrison cursed under his breath, but I could still hear his words.  “Damn fools.”  Maybe he was right.  But I wondered if it had been luck that had led us to the backpack.

We had walked nearly a mile when I saw the woman on the trail ahead.

I realized two things the moment I got closer to her sprawled form: we had most likely found the owner of the backpack, and she wouldn’t be needing that money anymore.

From the amount of dried blood on her chest and the icy paleness of her face, she was clearly dead. 
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Dale must have spotted the body a second after I did.  “Oh... my... my... Lord.”  We rushed up the trail to the spot where the woman lay, and I could really see her features for the first time.  

She might have been pretty when she had been alive, but it was hard to tell looking at her ghastly white face.  Her red hair, long and thick, lay in tangled, matted knots around her face.  Deep green eyes stared blankly upward at the falling drizzle, sunken in their sockets.  There was a dull, hazy look to the pupils, and staring into them, I felt myself starting to get sick.

I shifted my gaze away from her face, and concentrated on her clothes.  She wore a neon yellow pair of running shorts and a matching windbreaker, zipped partially open in front.  Her chest, wrapped in some sort of homemade bandage, was caked with dried blood that was just starting to dilute under the steady accumulation of moisture from the air.  Drops of pink ran down the front of the slicker like some kind of macabre watercolor, dancing on the vinyl before dropping to the ground below.  Whatever had caused the wound hadn’t killed her immediately; that much was obvious from the bandage’s presence and its condition.  There was no doubt in my mind that the backpack of money Harrison now held in his hands had once belonged to her.

Dale leaned down and checked for a pulse.

Harrison said, “She’s got to be dead.  She is dead, isn’t she?”

Dale looked up with anger.  “You don’t have to worry.  She’s not going to be wanting her money back.”

Harrison threw his backpack off, still holding firmly to the pack full of money.  “Don’t get so high and mighty with me.  You didn’t finish med school, remember?  As far as I know, you didn’t get a chance to take that sacred oath, did you?”

I could see that sting Dale.  He had started medical school right after college, but when his steady girlfriend was diagnosed with cancer during their second semester of med school classes, they both dropped out to prepare for her death.  She managed to hold on eight months, defying the odds that only gave her six weeks to live.  The illness drained Dale of any desire to reenter medical school.  Instead, he enrolled in the college of pharmacy and graduated with honors.  It kept him near the healing process he loved so much without forcing him to deal so directly with death and dying.

Dale said, “You don’t need a degree to care about someone dying.”

I forced my glance back to her face, trying to memorize her features for some unknown bizarre reason.  I fought an impulse to wipe away a sheen of water that danced across her forehead.

As I was looking at her face, I small brown beetle crawled out of her mouth.

I stumbled off the path and held it as long as I could.  My stomach gave one giant twist and emptied its contents onto the ground at my feet, splattering my hiking boots with a foul stench.

Dale walked over and patted me on the shoulder as I knelt on hands and knees.  I was still reeling from what I had seen.  He asked, “You going to be okay?”

“There was something crawling out of her mouth, for God’s sake.”

Dale kept his voice low.  “It’s part of the cycle.  Don’t think of it as a person there.  She’s already gone.  That’s just a shell she left behind.”  There was not the slightest trace of stammer in his voice as he spoke.  I knew his words came from his experience with Cheryl’s death.

“I’m going to be okay.”

I stood up, leaning on Dale for support.  As I wiped my chin with my handkerchief, I looked over at the body, trying to desensitize myself to the sight. 

Harrison was going through her pockets.

I yelled, “What the hell are you doing?  Looking for some extra cash?”

He jerked his head up guiltily.  “I’m looking for some kind of ID.  If we can find out who she was, maybe we can figure out what she was doing out here all by herself with all this money.”

Dale got up and moved toward him.  “Is that all you care about, the money?  What the hell has gotten into you, Harrison?”

He ignored the question with a shout of his own.  “You think the cash is going to do her any good?  Do you think she’ll miss it?  Face it.  She’s compost right now.  And it puts a whole new light on the money.”

I had to move quickly to keep Dale from going for Harrison’s throat.  I grabbed his arms from behind as Harrison backed up a step.  I said, “Listen, you two, we’ve got to deal with this... body.  If we start fighting among ourselves, we’re not going to get anywhere.  What happened to ‘all for one...’ and all that?”  Something Harrison had said sent warning bells off in my head.  “How do we know she was alone?”

Dale eased the tension in his arms.  “Let me go, Lee.  I’m all right.”

I released his arms, waiting for him to follow through his earlier intentions to strangle our friend.

Harrison ignored Dale completely.  “Nobody’s going to leave the body with all that cash so close by.  She had to be by herself.  So, what do you guys think we should do?”

I shook my head.  “I don’t know.  None of this makes any sense to me.”

Dale said, “Me either.  Why don’t we leave the pack here and pretend we never saw it?”

Harrison went ballistic.  “Are you nuts?  Leave this cash for the next scavenger to grab?  Or maybe even let it rot into the ground?  There’s no way I’m going to leave the money here.  Not on your life.”

I shrugged and spoke to Dale.  “I hate to admit it, but I agree with Harrison.  We’ve got to take the money with us.  That way, we can decide what to do with it once we’re back to civilization.”

Dale kicked at the dirt.  “It’s blood money.  I don’t want any part of it.”

Harrison opened up the flap of the pack in his hands.  Waving a clean stack of hundreds under Dale’s nose, he said, “Do you see any blood on this?  I sure as hell don’t.  How do you know this wasn’t clean money?  There could be just as many reasons we should take it as we should turn it in.  Did you ever think maybe we were meant to find it?”

Dale walked to one edge of the path, turning his back to the body and us.  Harrison neared me and spoke quietly.  “You’ve got to make him come around, Lee.  He’s got to take his share.  Otherwise we won’t be able to trust him.”

I pulled back at my friend’s oily words.  “What’s gotten into you?  You’ve got more money than Dale and me put together.”

Harrison grabbed my arm and stared into my eyes.  “Make him listen to reason, Lee.”  I was a good four inches taller than Harrison, and a lot stronger, but there was something about his grip that scared me.

He went back to the body, probably looking for identification again.  I walked over to Dale.

He started speaking before I got to him.  “I know... know... you think I’m crazy, Lee, but I’ve got thisa... thisa... bad feeling I can’t shake.”

I said, “Listen, you know we can’t leave it here.  We’ll try to find who to turn the money over to when we get back.  If we can’t, you can give your share to Cancer research or your church if you don’t want to keep it yourself.”

Dale shrugged.  “Lee, I don’t want to be here any more.  Let’s just do whatever it takes to get out of here.”

Harrison had finished his search and was sitting on his haunches less than a foot away from the body when we rejoined him.  He said, “I didn’t find a thing.”

I said, “I guess that makes as much sense as any of the rest of this.  Why should she be carrying a wallet when she had all this money with her?”

Harrison shook his head.  “You don’t understand.  There’s nothing on her with any identification at all.  Even the labels have been cut out of her clothes.  Somebody didn’t want the police to figure out who she was.”

I couldn’t keep from staring at her body.  “Let’s move away from her, can we?  I can’t think like this.”

Harrison stood up.  “We’ve got to deal with this.  What are we going to do?”

Dale said, “Okay, I think one of us should stay here and guard the money and the body while the other two go back for the park rangers.”

“Dammit, I’m not giving this up.  There’s no way in hell that’s going to happen, so get it out of your mind.  Lee, surely you could use the money.  Or is your furniture shop making better money than we know about?”

That remark cut a little too close to home.  My home operation brought in barely enough for me to live on.  I didn’t know from month to month if I would be able to make my rent, let alone pay the child support the court had ordered for my son.  “I could use the money.  But is it ours to take?”

“I’m telling you, she’s not going to miss it.”  Harrison moved over to Dale.  “Are you willing to stay here two days with the body while we go back for help?  I’m sure as hell not going to hang around, and neither one of us can make it out without Lee as our guide.”

Dale said, “No.  I can’t stay either.”  I watched his eyes linger over the dead woman’s form.

Harrison looked so happy he made me sick.  “It’s settled, then.  We’ll bury her so the animals won’t get her, and take the money with us.”

I was stunned by his suggestion.  “Bury her?  Have you lost your mind?  If we do that, it’s going to look like we killed her.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
D.B.MORGAN rmwwees

UNTED

By the Author of ICED





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





