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Part 1


	The Bob




Chapter 1


	August 18th


	I awake as though rising from a bog, both fighting off and trying to hold onto a dream or a nightmare, pushing at what feels like weeds in my face, in my nose, my mouth, my throat; spitting . . . spitting. But they’re way too thin for weeds. They're more like . . . cobwebs! Thin and wispy. 


	Like a spider's kingdom.


	The four words pass through my mind and then something clears or there comes an edge of awareness, an inkling of understanding of space, of air, of the odor of smoke and something else. 


	Hair! 


	With that thought comes a heartbeat of relief. What I take to be a kingdom of cobwebs must certainly be Ariana's hair. I so love Ariana and her beautiful red hair. I lift an eyelid and find to my horror that the hair is blond and . . . sticky-looking, like something has been dribbled into it. I stop breathing for a few seconds, thinking, feeling my heart beating. I inhale slowly, deeply, compare the odor with what I’m seeing and tasting. Ariana's hair is red, not blonde, and this hair, this woman who has hair that is not Ariana's, smells of smoke and blood.


	I blink over and over to be sure that I'm awake, not falling deeper into a nightmare, sense more real world around me and the weight of the person who is not Ariana lying heavy upon my chest. I also sense that her body is cold.


	Dead. 


	Cold.


	I seal my eyes from the panic, suck air through my teeth in hopes of lessening the stench but the taste of bloody hair drives me to spitting and gagging, jerking my head back and forth. I flail one arm about until my hand finds the hair and pushes it aside. The other arm I cannot move or it refuses to move or is asleep, trapped . . . gone.


	Gone!?


	Panic! The fear and panic roll across me, take charge of my senses and zap at every nerve. My legs jerk followed by my entire body, sending the person who is not Ariana flopping off of me like a child’s giant rag doll. I do a fast, uncontrolled count to ten then roll to my hands and knees. I breathe hard, like I'd sprinted a mile, heaving and choking on oily smoke until I'm able to understand, to rationalize that my other arm is in fact not gone, that it is right there sharing the effort of holding my face off the ground. I push back to sit on my heels and look around at what can only be described as a bloody carnage.


	Bodies and body parts are strewn about what was obviously pieces of an airplane; a very big airplane; a 730, 740 or 767 I imagine, something wide body with hundreds of passengers. One piece of the plane is on fire along with two trees against which it is lodged.


	Will this turn into a forest fire? Although it’s August, normally a bad time of the year for fires in Montana, there's already an accumulation of snow above 7,500 feet. I'm at 6,400 and it's on the cool side so a full-blown fire should not be a huge concern.


	I hope.


	Was I on this airplane? That is my concern.


	I try to remember what I was doing but nothing comes to me. Where would I have been going if I was on an airplane? More importantly, was Ariana on the plane with me?


	The panic that I'd fought, resulting in the body of the woman who is not Ariana being tossed aside, begins returning and I start looking, frantically, around for my wife. I jump to my feet but then all panic ceases as I find the scene turning fuzzy and swirling around me and the ground coming up to meet my face with a painful smack.




Chapter 2


	I roll onto my back and remain such until the trees and dark clouds stop spinning about. When they do, I sit up. I assess my parts, expecting bleeding, cuts, contusions, something to suggest that I'd been thrown from this airplane as it disintegrated in the trees along the mountain side. I am covered in blood; lots of blood. Most of it is on my pants, like a full bucket of it had been poured upon me. I look over at the woman who is not Ariana and understand why I was able to push her off of me so easily, that is other than that I’m a big guy and I was in a panic. She is only half a woman, her bottom half completely gone.


	I roll to my hands and knees, gag, breathe, sit back on my heels and look up at the sky again. The clouds are dark and ominous, foretelling of an approaching storm. A peel of thunder confirms my thoughts, announcing the storm's eminence. Thunder generally means rain, not snow. I don't need snow right now. Rain, though, would squelch the fire or at least keep it from spreading.


	Keeping my head turned from the half woman, I think again about my own injuries and find nothing but a bruise on the back of my head, a scrape at one elbow and a bloody nose from my recent contact with the earth. I wipe at the nose and peer down at the blood soaked clothes, the blood that is not my own.


	How is that possible? How could I have survived such a catastrophic event with nothing more than a bump and a scrape and a bloody nose?


	My initial panic bled out, the nose not quite so, I tentatively rise to my feet, wait until I'm sure I'm steady then slowly start walking about, wiping at my nose with parts of my clothing not already soaked with someone else’s blood. I pick my way between airplane pieces and body parts, the last from which I look away quickly, gradually trying to gain a hardness to the bloodbath for no other reason than that I haven't a choice. I need to find Ariana so I can gather her into my arms one last time, so I try to imagine wearing blinders, blocking my view of anything not directly where I’m looking. It works until I walk upon a headless corpse and a corpseless head that do not appear to match, sending my head reeling and my stomach retching once more.


	A simultaneous bolt of lightning and crack of thunder cause my blood to surge and my muscles to jerk me well off the ground. Sparks fly off the airplane’s tail and the ground around me seems to buzz. The tail stands like a lightning rod pointing skyward out of a line of bushes some hundred yards distance, beyond where trees used to be.


	Beyond where trees used to be? 


	That thought gives me pause because how is it that I know that there were trees along that stretch, blocking the view of the bushes and the valley to the north where black clouds are doing a slow roll and where lightning is reaching to the ground? And come to think of it, how do I know the elevation at this location? I stop breathing while trying to think hard about that, then dig into a pocket and then another pocket. Where is my GPS? I remember that I had it in my hand. I was standing at this exact spot, checking the device for elevation, seeing 6,400 feet, eyeing the clouds and the mountains beyond, thinking that I needed to get my temporary shelter prepared. It was at that same time, between peels of distant thunder, that I heard something else; a roar as though the mountain was coming down upon me. Trees began scattering and the windscreen of a huge passenger jet appeared, coming very fast. From there it was all crazy until I awoke with half of a blond woman lying upon me, the woman who was not Ariana.


	And I now remember that I was alone. I was in the middle of a weeklong hike, had kissed Ariana goodbye at the trailhead three days ago. "It's supposed to rain," she'd said. We were leaning against the car, side-by-side, looking toward the trailhead. "Do you have your poncho?"


	"Of course," I'd said. "I'm not like you though, so it's not a big deal anyway."


	"What do you mean you’re not like me?"


	"I won't melt. You're so sweet you'd just disappear."


	I remember her face and her grin. The relief rushes over me, knowing that she is safe at home on this Saturday afternoon. It sends me almost giddy.


	That is until I look down again at the unmatched head and body.


	I stumble back and turn, fall to my knees and empty my stomach onto a large, black purse.


	After I stop retching I settle back on my heels and consider carrying the purse over to the creek to rinse it clean, hoping the woman will not notice. Then I snort at the stupidity of such a thought. The owner of the purse will never have the opportunity to notice anything again.


	The creek!


	I was preparing to camp near a creek. The memory of dropping my pack and studying the area for a makeshift shelter against the approaching storm comes to me and I look about for the creek. I listen for the sounds of water over rock and roots, blasting against a fallen tree as it rushes down the mountain. I recall the fallen tree as I used it to cross the creek after eyeballing an ideal campsite in the bowl of a collection of giant boulders, but I hear nothing . . . nothing. Not a bird. Not a creek. Only dead silence as though I've been struck deaf.


	Of course!


	The thunderous roar of the airliner crashing into the mountain has probably left me deaf, a temporary state I pray. But I heard the crack of thunder, remember jumping, and more of the same off in the distance. Of course I might hear the heavens booming, but not a bird chirping on a nearby tree left standing or a bubbling brook. And I jumped at the thunder or was that more at seeing the strike of lightning on the tail then at the sound?


	I close my eyes and think, try to imagine where the creek would be. I had looked across the way after leaving my camp in search of small fallen branches, aged and dried wood appropriate for a fire. My camp was off to my left, just past nine o'clock from the direction I'd been looking when the airliner appeared, which would place it two-hundred seventy degrees on the compass. I open my eyes, turn toward the area to the north and the tail section now smoldering from the lightning strike and look to my left.


	There are the boulders that I remember, a small car-size collection the other side of which I'm sure is my pack and the creek, but other than the rocks, nothing looks the same. Splinters of trees lie about, one crushed by a nearly complete passenger jet wing. I approach around and between the boulders and find the creek running beneath the wing, only moderately impeded by a twisted wing flap dug into the opposite bank. I look under it and find my pack lodged up against the fallen tree on which I had recently walked.


	My pack! It has everything I need. My survival. My life. Without it I will die, I’m certain. It has my kitchen, my bedroom, my closet and my toilet. I feel the obsession growing inside of me, know that it is illogical, irrational, but I don't care. I want my pack now because I have to have it.


	I drop to my belly and scoot forward until I can hook my fingers around the strap. I pull but it does not come. I jerk over and over, get both hands on it, turn to get leverage, grit my teeth until sweat breaks out on my brow, my arms. It does not come.


	Whatever has it will not give it up. I shift about to gain a better view but with the storm clouds blocking most light, I cannot see in the dark recesses beyond the pack. I need a flashlight. Of course there're several right in front of me. I analyze the pack to determine the pockets containing flashlights. The two side pockets. I pull the zipper on the one closest to me and extract the little cigar-size black device containing two AA batteries, the type one can stick in one's mouth, like a cigar, when both hands need to be free. The other one I have is a headlamp which under the circumstances would be ideal. I know it's in the opposite pocket and would require much more effort to reach if I could do so at all. The cigar it is. I twist it until it comes on and peer beyond the pack.


	The strap is lodged between the plane's wing and the tree. Otherwise, the pack is hanging loose, not appearing to be damaged in anyway. The strap will not find its way free, however, without the assist of a crane. The solution makes me a little sick but considering that I faced a crashing airliner with little to show for it except moderate-sized contusions and someone else's blood, I have absolutely no room for complaints. I run my hand around my belt to my multi-tool Leatherman knockoff, analyze it at the end of the flashlight now poking out of my mouth and fold out the largest blade. Seconds later I back away with my pack, less twenty percent of the right-hand strap.


	I slip the single remaining strap over a shoulder and consider the awkwardness of the pack hanging sideways with my sleeping bag and tent kit acting as dead weights off the bottom.


	Now what?


	I should do something, like search for survivors. It's rare but it does happen now and then that a few lucky souls are chosen not to be ripped to shreds inside a giant bullet coming to a fast, unplanned stop from some two-hundred or more miles per hour. It would be wrong to walk away from someone needing nothing more than to staunch some bleeding or remove a heavy object so that they could breathe. I return to where I can see the carnage, look right and then left, study the upside down fuselage, the plane’s skin peeled back to reveal rows of seats, or in some places where seats should be but are not. Some of the seats still in place have people strapped in, hair and arms hanging down, waiting for their cookies and juice or afternoon cocktail.


	“Stop it, Rusty!” I say to myself. This is no time to play standup comedian. There are probably already people hearing the news of a downed airliner in the remote Montana mountains, fearing for their loved ones, franticly making phone calls, praying that there are survivors and that theirs is one of them.


	Tall ponderosas lie every which way like a handful of giant toothpicks. This particular lot of ponderosas are those with green growth at the top and nothing but bark for the first seventy percent, like those toothpicks with fancy plastic stuff on the top. One tree lies in such a way that I can use it like a ramp to walk up into the upside-down passenger area where the wing used to be. I drop the pack and scamper up the tree. I look among a few of the seats that I can easily get to then move forward into first-class. I analyze upside down faces, eyes, watch for a rising chest, any flicker of life. There are only a handful that warrant checking for a pulse. I find no life. I give up and leave the fuselage, pick up my pack and head toward the cockpit, checking bodies along the way, finding none alive, few worth more than a glance. 


	The cockpit had been separated from the fuselage and is, surprisingly, intact. The windshield is cracked and scored, giving a distorted view of the pilots still strapped in their seats. The co-pilot's head is on his chest. The pilot's seat is broken, it appears, the seatback pressed all the way flat as though he’d popped it back to take a nap. Maybe that’s what he’s doing. Maybe he's alive and his injuries make him unable to navigate his way out of the cockpit or out of his seat.


	I work my way around to the door that leads from the galley into the cockpit, the flight attendants nowhere to be seen. Then I think of the uniform of the headless corpse. I wonder what she was thinking this morning when she awoke and began preparing herself, unknowingly, for her last few hours on earth. Was she alone? Who did she talk to last? Who was the last person she said, I love you, to? 


	I have to stop that line of thinking before I drive myself crazy.


	The door is ajar, stuck halfway. I set my pack down then press myself through the opening and step over a paraphernalia of objects to get to the two men. What I find gives me pause.


	A very big pause! 


	The pilots are no doubt dead. But that's not what has my heart suddenly racing, my having to step back and catch my breath. I am a mystery junkie, one might say. Whether books or the big screen or even a little cell phone screen with a Bluetooth jammed in one or both ears, I love good mysteries, especially deep suspense and thriller. As a result I know how people are murdered; gun, knife, strangled, beaten, run over with a car, locked in a freezer, thrown in a pit of deadly snakes, dumped in an oven or a car crusher in a junk yard or into a big hole and covered with a ton of dirt. Man's imagination can come up with many ways to murder. What I’m looking at is poisoning. A key sign of one type of poisoning is frothing of the mouth and blue finger tips. Outside of stories to which I’ve read or listened, this is the first time I've ever seen the real thing.


	These two men, these pilots, ingested strychnine.


	I back out of the cockpit, trip over my pack and fall on my back. My head hits the ground and the resulting pain feels the same as when I woke up with half of a blond woman on top of me. For a full minute I see stars, wonder if I'm going to black out again. I wait it out, jaw clenched, eyes closed. Finally I start feeling my heart beat, pulsing in my head, blood rushing from somewhere to somewhere, some still out my nose, though that has slowed considerably. I roll over to my side, dragging over my backpack that is suddenly feeling like a huge burden. There comes a rise of panic and for a couple of seconds I have to fight off the urge to push the pack aside and run away into the trees until I am rid of all of this . . . this death. But I wait until my breathing, my heart settles. 


	Panic is not my friend. Panic is no one's friend. 


	I get to my feet, pause for a few seconds and then sling the one remaining strap over my shoulder. The pack is suddenly very heavy. The sleeping bag, secured with straps to the bottom, bounces against my legs.


	The word cyanosis comes to me, the bluish discoloration of the skin as a result of the poison. In some way it robs the body of oxygen. Generally, death from strychnine takes a few hours; however, when one is tasked with piloting a commercial airliner with all kinds of gidgets and gadgets and blinking lights, the onset of symptoms may cause all kinds of unexpected consequences, one of which would be confusion. The pilot and copilot may have even come to battling each other, either trying to take control or pass control to the other as muscle spasms and convulsions started taking over at a greater rapidity.


	Holy crap! Not only were the pilots murdered, but by transference so were all of the rest of the crew and passengers. 


	This entire mountain is a crime scene.




Chapter 3


	What to do?


	The stars that were spinning in front of my face are gone, replaced by a pounding headache and a spit of rain. It's only a scattering of huge drops at first and then in a split second the black clouds open up. Before I can think of cover—no way am I going back into that cockpit—I am soaked. Fortunately I become only moderately chilled. August in Montana mountains can be brutally hot or brutally cold. Whatever it is today, it could be the other tomorrow. A sixty degree drop or rise overnight is not unheard of. Montanans pack both earmuffs and suntan lotion year around.


	Right now I want neither, wishing that I'd thought to pull out my poncho. I also wish I had my hat. It must have come off when I was hit by the half woman. I look in that direction, now some hundred yards distance, debate taking the long walk, conclude that I have nothing better to do while waiting for the rescue teams to show up. For certain there will be rescue teams for it had to be known exactly where the plane came down.


	Or would it be?


	There have been stories of searches for downed aircraft that have taken days, weeks or months to find, if ever at all. I think about that as I pick my way back to where I think my hat is. Are those stories only in my head, the result of all the fiction that I read? How does one know anymore what could really happen or what is only the figment of the imagination of some couch potato with a laptop? Like, how is it possible for both pilots to be poisoned with strychnine at the same time after they take off? If I'd read that in a story I'd say, phooey! Not possible unless the killer was suicidal, meaning he'd had to have been on the plane that he knew would crash. Unless . . . unless the plan was for the plane to not take off and the entire thing went awry. Someone could have handed them a plate of poison-laden cookies or a couple of drinks as they boarded, assuming at the time that the pilots would get sick fast and the plane would never get off the ground.


	Joke's on him.


	Or her.


	Pilots board before the passengers, with the rest of the flight crew generally. Does that mean the person responsible is or was part of the crew? What if it was one of the pilots? A murder, suicide! Wow! Not exactly a made for TV movie, nor one that would be an option on long flights.


	I need to stop thinking crazy thoughts but right now it’s such thoughts that are keeping my mind off the dead bodies lying about and the murdered pilots in the cockpit. I should still be looking for survivors for I certainly haven't covered every nook and cranny of the forest nor have I fully explored the fuselage. I've only checked the easy to reach, inside and out. Of course, if someone did survive, they'd likely still be in their seats.


	I find my hat right where I expect it to be, snap it up and pull it on my head, avoiding the sight of the woman with blond hair and no legs. Suddenly I want to know her name, this person who sought me out and then embraced me in her death. The thing is, there is no purse from which to obtain identification—what’re the chances the one I threw up on is hers?—and even if she carried a wallet like a man, in a hip pocket, her hips are gone, her pants are gone; everything below her waist is gone. I wonder if she had a husband, children, parents, siblings. Were any of them on the flight with her?


	I may never know. There are probably entire families here. The thought of that sends a shiver down my spine.


	Hat in place, rain dripping off of it, I turn toward the fuselage, stride forward then stop. There, lying fully in the open, is my handheld GPS. I snatch it up, shove it into a pocket and continue on.


	The stride turns into one slow tentative step after another as I approach, walk up the tree without thought that I might fall and then peer into the opening on the side of the fuselage where a wing used to be. Although I’d stepped into this same spot maybe fifteen minutes before, the storm has turned the scene darker, ominous, creating shadows deep inside this tomb. I remain standing just inside out of the rain and dig for my headlamp, working at steeling myself for the task I am about to perform. I mount the lamp at the center of my forehead and then, feeling something akin to a one-eyed Cyclops, begin picking my way through the bodies, some hanging, most not. The going is slow as I navigate my way along what used to be the overhead. I have to step around or move luggage, briefcases, laptops, books. I do not move people, only check for life and step over or around. I continue forward, the same route and procedure as before, checking only those who are worth checking, trying to be more thorough. One by one, from one possible survivor to another I find no pulse, no visual response. When I reach where the cockpit used to be, I turn around and return to where I began and start working my way aft. 


	Same procedure. Same result.


	No life. 


	Nothing.


	I remember lightning striking the tail where it is lodged in the trees out in the distance. As a result, the aft end of the fuselage, where the tail once was, opens back to the earth. I can see the pounding rain through the opening and although I'm already thoroughly soaked I decide I'll extract my poncho before I step back out, no more than another forty feet and a dozen people, though I’m not sure how getting down to the earth is going to happen. It appears that it’s a long drop to the ground. 


	I adjust the pack in hopes of easing the pain I'm beginning to feel in my back from the offset weight, or maybe I was injured when I was hit by the half woman. 


	Adjusting the pack helps.


	Minutes later I bend down to check the pulse of the last person, a woman who is lying in a crumple, not hanging from her seat, then change my mind. The position of her head tells me there is no point. I step over her and freeze.


	My hearing has been gradually returning or else the rain pounding on the fuselage has been getting louder. That, however, is not what has drawn my attention. There is a noise, something like a scrape close by, audible even over the rain.


	To my left and right are a pair of toilets, both intact and closed. According to the colored windows in the door handle mechanisms, one is occupied; one is not. The one on my right is green displaying the upside down word, unoccupied. The other is red or occupied. I hold my breath and listen. Is someone in the toilet and still alive?


	I hear nothing now but the pounding rain.


	"Hello in the toilet?"


	My words sound odd in my ears and I realize that my hearing has only partially returned. I press my ear to the bottom half of the door seeing as that's what I can easily reach in this upside down fuselage. I hold my breath again, ten, fifteen, twenty seconds.


	Nothing.


	"If you can't talk, bang on something so I know you're alive."


	Another five seconds pass and then there comes a clang.


	My heart races.


	"Hold on. I'll try and get you out." I attempt to open the door but of course being occupied, it is locked. "Can you unlock the door?"


	More scrapes and clangs, followed by a squeal that sounds like a young girl is being tortured. Then she is sobbing. "I can't!"


	"Why can't you?" I ask. “Are you hurt?”


	"I'm . . . scared."


	"The plane crashed but you're still alive. Nothing to be scared of."


	"Mommy! I want my mommy!"


	I cannot think of what to say to that.


	"Where's my mommy?"


	Nor that.


	"I don't know your mommy. You'll have to help me find her." The last thing this girl needs is to see a bunch of dead bodies, especially if one of them is her mother, but I have to get her out. I have to help her and there is no point in trying to sugarcoat that her mommy is dead.


	"I can't see," she says.


	Of course she can't see. She’s in a box with absolutely no light.


	"I'm going to shine a light directly on the crack at the edge of the door. Tell me if you see anything."


	"Okay." 


	I pull out my small flashlight, shine it along the edge of the door then move it up and down. If there is any break in the seal, she should be able to see something.


	"I see the light."


	I stop, letting it play on that one spot. "Can you see it now?"


	"Yes."


	"Wonderful. What is your name? My name is Rusty."


	There’s about a five second pause before she responds.


	"Amber."


	"Okay, Amber. The light you're seeing is about ten inches below the latch to the door. I'm going to move the light toward the latch. Tell me if you can still see it."


	"It went away."


	I move the light back to the original position.


	"It's back."


	"Okay, Amber. You're going to have to do this by feel, but the light will get you close. Okay?"


	"Okay."


	“Put your hand on the door as close to the light as you can.”


	"Okay."


	I wait for a bit, hear a few scrapes. "How're you doing, Amber?"


	"It's hard. Stuff in my way and I can't see."


	Her voice is much stronger now than it was at first. She is on a mission to get out of the toilet and find her mother.


	"Take your time, Amber. There shouldn't be anything in there that can hurt you." I don't really know if there are any sharp objects but if she survived being thrown around, chances are there are none. "Just feel about and strive to get to the light."


	"Okay."


	"You're doing good."


	There comes more noise and then a bang.


	"Ouch!"


	"Are you okay, Amber?"


	"I bumped my knee. I have lots of bumps and owies. I think I'm bleeding on my arm."


	"As soon as we get you out we'll get you fixed up." I have a first aid kit in my backpack that I've never used. I hope that it's enough.


	"My hand is full of light," she suddenly says and I can tell she is just inches from me.


	"Wonderful. That's great. I'll leave the light right there. Now move your hand straight up until you feel the latch."


	"Okay."


	"Do you remember what the latch looks like, how it works?"


	"I think so."


	"Now try to see that with your hand, see how it slides from your right to your left."


	"I see it with my hand."


	"Excellent.” I’m falling in love with this little girl. “Slide it from your right to your left."


	There comes a snap and the door swings open. I hold it so it won't slam shut and shift to place my body in such a way as to block her view of the scene behind me so that all she can see is where my headlamp is shining; the torn up rear of the plane, the outside and the rain.


	Amber is a medium-dark-skinned black girl, seven years old, maybe eight, with long braided pigtails tied off with purple bows. Her eyes are big and scared and the thought of what she is about to face breaks my heart as much as anything I've seen so far.


	Her climb out is awkward with everything upside down. As I pocket my flashlight I notice the cut on her arm. It looks worse than it probably is, blood smeared all about. There is a bump over her right eye but otherwise she is in rather good shape, especially considering the condition of her fellow passengers.


	“Here is what you’re going to do, Amber. You’re going to put your arms around my neck and then you’re going to close your eyes and let me carry you out of here.”


	She tries to look past me but I block her view.


	“You really don’t want to see, okay? It is raining really hard so we’ll go to where we can have some cover and then we’ll talk, okay? Don’t think about anything else. Just let me carry you out, okay?”


	She nods. I can see on her face that she knows what I am not saying, her limited view already overworking her freaked out imagination. What hurts my heart is that the truth is going to be worse than anything she can think up and there’s very little I can do to shield her.


	She does what I say and then I turn us toward the rear, her face tucked into my neck, her legs wrapped around my waist, clinging to me like I’m her last hope for life. The truth of it is, I may in fact be her last hope for life. The responsibility hangs heavy upon me. I carefully plant each of my feet until I’m standing just inside the shelter from the rain, wondering how I’m going to get us both down to the earth. It is maybe a twenty foot drop thanks to a sudden change in the terrain right at this point. My climb into the fuselage wasn’t that far and it was with the assist of a tree. No such help here. Even by myself, it’s no easy task.


	I look about and see that there is very little in the way of bodies to view so I put Amber down and turn her facing out.


	“Stand right there for a minute while I get my poncho out. It’s big enough for both of us.”


	“You are already wet,” she says, probably referring to the fact that a lot of my wet has been transferred to her.


	“Yeah. Sorry about that.” I drag out the poncho and close up the pack. “Okay. It’s too far to the ground from this point so here is what we’re going to do. We have to go back through the plane to get to a place where we can get out.”


	She doesn’t say anything, just stares out into the wet forest and the pieces of plane that she can see.


	“I’m going to put this poncho on and then pick you up inside of it. It’ll keep you nice and dry except for the part of me that is already wet. I’m so sorry that I can’t do anything about that right now.”


	“Is my mommy dead?”


	Oh, God. A little girl should know nothing about mommies being dead. That’s not a question they should ever have to voice and certainly not a question that any human being at any age should ever have to answer. But to lie to her now, to give her any hope at all would only rip her apart even more later. And, besides, she already knows. She wouldn’t be asking the question if she didn’t. Even an ‘I don’t know’ wouldn’t hack it.


	“I think so, yes. What you have to think about right now is how proud she’ll be, looking down from heaven knowing you are being strong.”


	I hang the backpack on my shoulder and drop the poncho over my head. I then kneel down and turn her around to face me. “You and I have to both be strong.”


	“Why aren’t you dead?”


	Wow! What a question. This is one quick young lady.


	“I wasn’t on the plane but I did see the plane crash. You are the only person that I’ve found alive. That makes you very special. God must have decided that it wasn’t your time yet. It kind of makes me special, too. He’s sent me to save you.”


	That seems to send her to thinking.


	“I’m going to pull the poncho over you and then pick you up. Wrap your legs around me like you did before and I’ll walk both of us out of here. I don’t have a really good shelter I can take us to right now, but there is a place that is better than this.”


	Actually it isn’t better than this as far as protection from the weather, but it doesn’t have a slew of dead bodies lying about. The wing where I found my backpack is angled over the rocks in such a way that we could crawl up under it to wait out the rain. With her inside the poncho I can get us there without her seeing a thing.


	She does what I tell her and then I turn around and start my trip back through the fuselage, carefully picking my way along. The last thing I want to do now is fall down.


	“What grade are you in?” I ask. I figure I need to keep her mind busy on something.


	“I’m going to be in third grade?”


	I do a quick calculation. “That means you must be eight years old.”


	“Yes.”


	“Where do you live?”


	She seems to think about that for a long time before saying, “We’re moving.”


	“Oh. To where?”


	“Seattle.”


	“Were you on your way there?”


	“Yes.”


	“Where are you moving from?”


	She thinks about that even longer. I’m not sure if she can’t remember, she is only a child after all, or if she is trying to avoid saying, which really doesn’t make much sense. Finally she says, “South Carolina.”


	“Oh. Where in South Carolina?”


	More thinking. “Charlotte.”


	I start to mention that Charlotte isn’t in South Carolina and then figure that considering what has happened to her, she’s confused. No point in embarrassing her by pointing out her error. 


	“Do you have any brothers or sisters?”


	“No.”


	“Was your daddy on the plane?”


	“No. Mommy says that she doesn’t know where my daddy is.”


	“Do you have grandparents, like your mommy’s parents?”


	“Grandma and Papa.”


	“So they live in . . . Charlotte?”


	As before, she takes time to give up her answer. “Yes.”


	Again I write it off as shock, carefully step up onto the tree and run down it, hoping like hell I don’t slip and fall. I make it to the bottom by some stroke of pure luck and then speed-walk toward the boulders. I have no more questions for her beyond learning of her family. I wonder if she knows how to contact her grandma and papa. After some thought on that I conclude that of course she wouldn’t. In today’s world of cell phones and personal devices, who knows anyone’s phone number but their own? An eight-year-old, most certainly not.


	I slip between boulders, notice a puddle in the middle of my little space and hope that it soaks in or runs off before getting any deeper. It was kind of where I’d thought about pitching my tent.


	The tent, which is nothing more than an extension of my sleeping bag, will hold both of us but in very close quarters. I debate for a minute on whether to set it up or to try tucking the two of us under the airplane wing. It is cantered at an angle off the top of one boulder down to where it’d trapped my backpack. Tucked up against the boulder we have room to stay dry, or at least she does. I’m a lot bigger by at least four if not five times and am already wet so I really don’t care. I set her down, pull off the poncho and push it in to use as a floor. She goes in and sits down without waiting for instructions.


	Smart girl.


	I ease in next to her and stretch out, pulling my pack in beside me. I fit better than I thought I would. Fortunately I’m not claustrophobic. The rain has eased to a light drizzle and I suspect that before too long, it’ll stop altogether.


	“Are you warm enough?”


	“I’m okay,” she says. “Maybe a little cold.”


	I think of my sleeping bag. I’ll eventually get it out so that she can snuggle down into it, leave it for her exclusive use. For me I can build a fire close enough that it’ll throw a bit of warmth into our quarters. We need to hang out here until rescue arrives which could be anywhere between a couple of hours and a couple of weeks. I have enough food for me for another five days. It can certainly be stretched under the circumstances and if worse comes to worse I can raid the galley on the plane. I hope it doesn’t come to that, that there are already helicopters and rescue all terrain 4-wheelers heading this way. Further consideration leads me to wondering if 4-wheelers would be involved. This country is off limits to such machines, meaning, there are no established trails for said vehicles. On foot or horse is the only way. To bring in helicopters they’d have to first drop men and equipment in order to clear a landing zone. I sure can’t see them packing two-hundred people out on pack horses. They’d have to be ferried out by helicopter.


	I’d give Amber my jacket but it is wet, so I twist about to get into my backpack and pull out a sweater. 


	“Put this on. It’ll help warm you up.”


	I help her struggle into it, me in a prone position, she sitting up. After that’s accomplished, the sweater pretty much covering her entire body, I pull out a long-sleeve shirt, remove my jacket, put the shirt on over my wet tee-shirt and put the jacket back on.


	We settle.


	What do you talk about with a little girl whose mother lies somewhere nearby in her forever sleep? I think of the woman I stepped over just before I heard Amber in the toilet. She was also black. Was that her mother, standing outside the toilet waiting on her daughter as the plane decided to nosedive into the mountain, for some reason not getting thrown out of the plane? Is she still there, still waiting?


	I ask, “What was your mother wearing?” I remember that the woman had on something red and that my headlamp flashed across a pearl in the one earlobe that I could see.


	“A sweater.”


	“What color?”


	“Red.”


	“Did she have earrings?”


	I get the sense that she nods.


	“What did they look like?”


	I hear a sniffle. She is trying not to cry.


	“It’s okay to cry. All I want to do is cry and she wasn’t even my mother.”


	“Oh.”


	“Come here. Cuddle up close to me and cry all you want. We’ll cry together.”


	She scoots closer and I hold her against me, feel her sobs and my own tears running out the corners of my eyes and down my neck. I had no idea I had that capability, hadn’t seriously cried since I was only a year or two older than this little girl. She goes quiet after a time and then I sniffle.


	“Why are you crying?” she asks me.


	“I’m crying because I’m sad for you. I’m also sad for the loved ones of all the people who were on that plane.”


	Another long silence and then she says, “Pearls.”


	“What’s that?” I ask.


	“Mommy was wearing little pearl earrings. I bought them for her.”


	“You bought your mother pearl earrings?”


	“Grandma and me went shopping together for Mommy’s birthday. We went to the mall. That was before—”


	She doesn’t finish whatever she was going to say.


	“Before what?”


	“Nothing. Before we came here.”


	Nothing? What did that mean? “That must have been real nice, getting her pearl earrings.”


	So the woman with the twisted head outside the toilet was her mother. I wonder if I could carry her out and give her a decent place to rest until help arrives, maybe find a blanket to cover her with? It seems like it might be a nice thing to do; maybe even the right thing to do. Or maybe it’s not if the entire plane is a crime scene. 


	Knock it off, Rusty. Stop thinking like you’re in the middle of a crime novel. Who’s going to care if you move the body of one passenger who was in the back when the real crime took place in the cockpit? An eight-year-old needs to know that even in death her mother is being taken care of. I think about that for a bit then come to the realization that to do that I’ll have to leave Amber alone. I just rescued her. What would she think? I know what I’d have thought at that age after being tossed about inside of a toilet only to find out that the rest of my fellow passengers, including my mother, were dead. If my rescuer left me alone, I’d be freaking out.


	I wish Ariana was here. She’d know what to do.


	We remain where we are, me thinking, wondering what Amber is thinking, until I sense that her breathing has changed, that she has fallen asleep. I also sense that the rain has ceased or at least has dropped to a light drizzle that I can’t hear. I turn my head to look out at the puddle that was in the center of our little world defined by boulders, a creek and an airplane wing, the puddle that I splashed through just before setting Amber down. I notice three things. The puddle is smaller. It is perfectly still. There is more light by which to see it.


	The storm has passed.


	The time is right. Amber has had a physical and emotional ordeal and her body has now shut down, has sent itself into the sleep mode to begin the repairs. Chances are she won’t stir for a while. Now is the time to go get her mother’s body.


	I inch my way out from under the wing then turn and look back in at Amber. She has not stirred. I stand and work my way back to the tree-ramp and up into the plane. The first thing I should do is find some blankets. That’s not hard. I find four right off. I gather them up, having to untangle one from an elderly woman who I’m sure won’t need it anymore. I toss them all out of the plane to pick up later. I then work my way aft to gather up Amber’s mommy, clearing the path of trip hazards as I go, including moving a few bodies. “So sorry,” I say to each one of them.


	In addition to her broken neck, Amber’s mommy has a compound fracture of her right arm and right ankle. I hope that she died quickly, that she didn’t feel any of the pain, that she didn’t have time to fear for her daughter. I struggle for a time until I have her properly balanced in my arms and then carefully work my way forward.


	I settle a butt cheek on the side of the tree, keeping her balanced, and assess how I’ll get her down without adding myself to the casualty list. The sun is out but it’s not enough to fully dry the bark of the tree. I got down it with Amber so I’m hoping I can do the same with her mother, though she is a fair piece heavier. I figure I can sit on the tree with her in my arms and then just scoot down. I try that and then realize that if I turn her facing out, sitting in front of me, we can sort of slide down the tree together. All I’ll have to do is balance her.


	It’s slow but after several minutes my feet are on the ground and I’m working at getting her back into my arms again. As I lift and turn toward the boulders sixty or seventy yards away, I see Amber is standing just at the opening, watching. I wonder how long she has been there. I really wanted to get her mother’s body properly settled with blankets before she woke up. Too late now.


	She comes running, dodging several bodies along the way, her focus on the woman in my arms.


	There’s nothing I can do but drop to one knee and let Amber throw her arms around her mother and cry. I manage to hold back my own dam for some reason. After a time I say, “The only thing we can do now is make your mommy comfortable, Amber. We have to treat her with great respect.” I know I’m thinking and talking as if this is still her mommy when in fact it is just her mother’s body. Her mommy is gone. I’m not feeling good about attempting to explain that difference to this devastated child.


	For a long time she doesn’t move, remains glued to her mother. Finally she lifts her head and looks at me, waiting, I believe, for instructions. Time to put her to work.


	I point with a nod. “See those blankets.”


	She looks and nods.


	“I want you to pick them all up and carry them to our campsite.”


	She releases her mother and gathers up the blankets.


	“I’ll follow behind you.”


	She walks along, occasionally glancing back to be sure I’m still with her. When we clear through the boulders I give her more instructions.


	“Spread two of the blankets out, one on top of the other, like to make a mattress.”


	Mommy’s body is getting heavy but I hold on while Amber prepares the bed. She does a nice job, focused on making sure all the wrinkles are smoothed out. And then I carefully set the body down. I do nothing with the ankle and arm, but I do turn her head so that she is looking straight and make sure that her eyes are closed.


	“Okay Amber, you take one end of another blanket and we’ll cover her.”


	She does so and together we lay the blanket over her. I am at the head so I fold my end down so as to leave her head uncovered.


	“Did you and your mommy go to church?” I ask her.


	She nods.


	“Before we finish, would you like to say a prayer? I don’t know anything about prayers but maybe you do.”


	She nods and moves around to kneel next to her mother’s shoulder. She puts her hands together, looks up at the sky and closes her eyes. “Dear Lord. Take care of my mommy. I love her very much.” And then it’s like she goes into a silent, internal prayer. After a while she says, “I’m sorry,” and then, “Amen.” She kisses her mother’s cheek and backs away.


	What is she sorry about?


	I pull up the rest of the blanket and then cover her again with the last blanket. “Your mommy is now in Heaven, Amber.” I choose my words carefully. “This is the body that she used while she was on Earth so when you look at this, don’t think, there’s my mommy. Think about how beautiful she is up in Heaven.” 


	Amber seems to consider that for a time then moves over to just under the wing. She sits and hugs her knees, her tears still flowing freely. I sit down next to her and put an arm around her. She rests her head against me.


	“What do I do now?” she asks after a time when her tears have stopped.


	“We wait until help arrives.”


	“How long will that be?”


	“I don’t know. I’ve no way to call anybody. It may be a day or two before they find us.”


	I decide then and there that if I ever go hiking into the wilderness again I’ll foot for a satphone.


	“We’ve plenty of food and water. If we need more clothing or blankets we can certainly find what we need on the plane.”


	She says nothing more, just closes her eyes and snuggles up closer to me. She is putting her trust in a stranger, something that her mother has probably told her many times not to do. I silently vow to the body lying before us that I’ll do everything in my power not to destroy that trust.


	I notice the blood on Amber’s arm and realize that I haven’t cleaned up her cuts yet so I fetch my first aid kit and water bottle and go to work.




Chapter 4


	The last few hours of the day are long and the night even longer. Sunday morning dawns to high humidity and temperatures lower than I’d expected. I had looked at the weather forecast before heading out and remember a slim chance of a Canadian cold front moving into the northern reaches of Montana before pushing east. Last night’s rain and this morning’s chill, plus the solid cloud cover, have me a little concerned that the snow line might descend below 7,000 feet. Not to worry if rescue shows up today, but until I see their faces I’m going to remain apprehensive.


	I awoke often to Amber’s nightmares. With each of them I placed a hand on her back and made soothing sounds until she settled. I think I got less sleep than did she. When there came enough light that I could see her, I simply watched her, hoping that dawn would bring the Calvary. All it brought were a few birds, a squirrel and some big animal noises the source of which I never saw. Deer or elk I’d hoped because this is grizzly country. After a bit, whatever it was wandered away. It did get me to thinking about bears, though, and other scavenging carnivores; mountain lions, wolves, rats. 


	I think of all the human meat lying about, shiver and shut down the thoughts.


	Amber stirs, opens her eyes and startles for a few seconds until she remembers where she is.


	“I have to pee,” she says.


	I move out of the way so she can get out. We’d worked out the where and how just before the sun went down last night. It’s not very far, just around a bush that juts up against one of the boulders. She knows now to take the folding shovel if she needs to poop. She’s a quick study. I’ve become rather proud of her. She only grabs the roll of toilet paper.


	When she returns she stops and stares down at the blanket-covered body, wet with morning dew. I feel a twist in my gut as I try to imagine what’s going through her mind. When she finally turns away I hand her a trail bar. It’s peanut butter and nuts with honey. I decide I’m going to take a trip into the plane to find whatever snacks they were serving; bags of peanuts or crackers or whatever. Also probably bottled water, orange juice or Cranapple juice. Something had to have survived the crash intact . . . or maybe not.


	And then a new thought comes to me, one that I’d love to immediately discard, but I can’t because if I’m right—holy crap!—the entire picture changes. I have to find out . . . now!


	I pull a packet of energy drink powder from my pack and mix it into one of my water bottles for Amber. She sits against the boulder, just under the wing, slowly eating the trail bar. I hand her the bottle. I have packets of instant oatmeal and consider making that up for her as well, but I’d have to heat water and my building apprehension over my sudden revelation has me double anxious at the moment. I have small bags of trail mix, one of which I hand to her.


	“This is breakfast for the time being. I’ll make us something hot in a little bit, but right now I want to go onto the plane and see what kind of other foods I can find.”


	Her big eyes just look up at me. I hope she doesn’t see the concern on my face. I try to project an ‘Everything is peachy’ look, but of course, nothing is peachy no matter what kind of twist I try to put on it, so why pretend.


	“I need you to stay right here and work on your breakfast, okay?”


	She nods.


	I touch the Band Aid on her arm. “Is that okay? Does it hurt?”


	“Just a little,” she says.


	“A little is okay. A lot is not so you let me know if it really bothers you.”


	“Okay.”


	I back away and stand up. “I won’t be long.”


	I step out of the makeshift campsite and look at the scene now near sixteen hours old. Nothing much has changed. The bodies that drew my eyes yesterday now cause me to look away. In so doing I spot movement at the corner of my eye. I freeze and look north. At first there is nothing, then the head of a gray wolf pops up, its eyes on me. As I consider my options another moves into view a few yards away from the first. It appears the pair are enjoying an unexpected breakfast. Considering all the meat lying about, I doubt they’re a threat to us. I consider trying to chase them off, but what would be the point? I can’t stand guard over the entire scene that stretches for at least a thousand yards north to south and a quarter of that east to west. The numbers of carnivores will probably build and I may just become their second course and Amber their dessert. I’ll have all I can do to protect the two of us. Right now there’s plenty of easy meat for the local population so I have no reason to worry about Amber.


	Beyond the wolves, in the distant sky, I see an aircraft. Actually two aircraft, one may be a chopper; like big insects against the overcast. Much too far away to hear. They certainly can’t see me or the broken up aircraft spread about the forest floor. At least I know they’re looking, but why way up north? Do they think the plane went down in Hungry Horse Reservoir? I’ll keep my ears peeled for when they start getting closer. I could build a smoky fire. It might be a good idea to get that ready. Maybe I should do that now, or after I finish with the mission I’m currently on. First things first.


	The wolves watch me as I climb up into the fuselage.


	What has me doing this investigative probe, that which I cited to Amber as being a search for food, is that the symptoms I spotted on the pilots may also have been present on a few of the passengers. Cyanosis. That was both before and after I’d visited the cockpit, when I’d gone aboard and worked forward into the first class area. The thought that’d come to me just fifteen minutes ago was about one woman who was hanging from her seatbelt, one leg caught up in the strap. Her blouse had fallen over her face revealing a black lace bra. Peeking out of the bra on her left breast was a rose tattoo with a vine of leaves running to her shoulder. I remember thinking that she and many others would be appreciative if they could be moved and properly covered in their death. The first time through I’d just pulled the blouse up to look at her eyes, saw certain death, and moved on. Now, as I approach, I feel even more embarrassment for her, want to free her of the strap and situate her so that the rescue team, or should I say recovery team, finds her not so exposed. She should be allowed at least that little bit of modesty.


	I contemplate the process for a few seconds, decide that I will cut her down, then bend first to analyze her fingertips. Bluish. I lift the blouse and look at her lips and mouth. A tad bit of foaming. Both are slight; however, considering the pilots’ conditions, I have to come to the conclusion that the strychnine poisoning was not limited to just them. The pilots got it first because they were first on the plane, probably grabbing a snack or drink on their way by the galley. Then the rest of the flight crew arrived followed by first class, thus the lady hanging in front of me. First class gets served first, but well after the pilots.


	As I think this all through I pull out my Leatherman. I apologize for the inappropriate way I have to hang onto her, then slice through the seatbelt. Apparently my preparation for her weight isn’t enough and I do a whole lot of other inappropriate fumbling before getting her situated. I’m a big guy and if she were alive and alert her weight wouldn’t be that hard for me to handle, but under the circumstances she is dead weight, no pun intended. 


	“So sorry, please forgive me,” I whisper toward her ear and then move on forward looking for other people with blue fingertips. I find a man and a teenage boy.


	What did they all consume in common?


	Water?


	Apple juice?


	Wine?


	No, not wine. The pilots wouldn’t drink alcohol. That’s a very big no-no. And, of course, there’s the teenager. His parents certainly wouldn’t allow him wine on a flight even if they otherwise had no objection to it.


	Probably a non-alcoholic beverage rather than packages of cookies, crackers or peanuts.


	My conclusion: I’m not bringing any fluids back to the camp for Amber and me. As a matter-of-fact, I’m not touching food of any kind. I can make what I have last a week. As far as water, I have both a gravity filter and treatment tablets along with three twenty-four ounce water bottles.


	As I stand there looking around, thinking, I conclude that the only thing I need from the plane is a few more blankets. Not for Amber and me. For her mother’s body. Not having the backup of food from the plane, I worry that if help doesn’t show up in the next week, we’ll be in trouble. We, therefore, can’t wait. I have to assume the worst. We’ll wait one more day. If no one shows we’ll start the hike out. I don’t want to leave the body unprotected, though. If I had a source of plastic, I’d wrap it in that first, but I don’t. Several more layers of blankets is the best that I can do. I could bury it first, but with my little poop shovel, that might take a while.


	I’ll wrap the body in layers of blankets and put it under the wing.


	Decision made, I search until I find five more blankets, tuck them up under an arm and then exit the plane. When my feet hit the ground I glance toward the wolves, still busy with their meal. A third has joined them. My eyes come back to a small form a few feet away partially covered by a huge, soft-sided blue suitcase, its side ripped open, contents splayed about. I step over and push a couple of women’s blouses aside to reveal maybe a four-year-old girl, one arm gone, face bashed in. A surge of anger rolls through me and words boil out of me. 


	“God help the person who is responsible for this. I swear that I’ll kill him.”


	I drop the blankets, separate one and use it to cover the child’s body. Maybe later I might go through the plane and gather everything I can find to cover as many bodies as I can.


	I return to camp with the four blankets for the most important body of them all.


	Amber is back in her sleeping spot, on top of the sleeping bag, curled in a ball. When she sees me she sits up and puts her back against the boulder


	“There was no food worth taking,” I tell her. “I brought more blankets for your mommy’s body. If we’re not rescued by tomorrow, we’ll have to hike out of here. We’ll take real good care of her body before we go.”


	“Okay.” She thinks for a time, her eyes settling on the blanket-covered body. “Is it a long way?”


	“Well, it took me three days to get to here. I wasn’t going slow, but I wasn’t going real fast either. I figure four days for the two of us to get to civilization, though we might get to within cell phone range by the third day. I’ve got some maps. I may be able to find a faster way out of here.”


	She lays her head on her raised knees. “Okay.”


	“Do you think you can handle a lot of walking?”


	She lifts her shoulders and drops them. “I don’t know. I think so.”


	“We’ll take plenty of breaks. Anytime you say you need to rest, we’ll stop and rest.”


	“Okay.”


	“Okay, then. How about some real breakfast? Oatmeal.”


	She makes a face.


	“Okay. Maybe not a real breakfast for you. We don’t have milk and we don’t have cereal.”


	“I like scrambled eggs with ketchup.”


	I make a face at her and pretend like I’ve never heard of such a thing. Actually I knew someone who liked that combination. Not for me, though. Plenty of salt and pepper and sometimes a little cheese.


	“Ewe. Gross,” I say.


	She almost laughs.


	“If we had eggs and ketchup I’d make it for you in a flash. Instant oatmeal is better than hunger pains and we need to keep up our strength. This is where the tough keep going. We’re tough, right?”


	“I guess so.” She shifts her position, resting her chin on one knee.


	“Then yummy oatmeal it is.” 


	I pull out the unit that connects to the top of my small propane tank to create a stove and start a cup of water heating up. I don’t really feel up to building the fire again. I did that last night for dinner and it took me forever to find enough dry wood. I dump two packets of instant oatmeal into my one bowl and wait for the water to become hot enough. When it does I mix water into the oatmeal until the consistency is right, dump in a generous portion of honey, drop in a spoon and hand it to her.


	“Sorry, no milk.” I make a face. “It’s not the greatest but it beats nothing. If it thickens up you can add a little water. If it’s not sweet enough we can add more honey.”


	She takes a small spoonful and makes her own face. “This is like what my papa eats.” 


	It doesn’t sound like a compliment so without being asked I squirt in a bit more honey. She takes another spoonful. She eats slowly. I turn my attention from her to my topo map and GPS.


	My hodgepodge of trails into The Bob may not be the best ones to use going out considering that it’s a fair distance, I’ve an eight-year-old girl with me and there’s a bunch of bodies waiting to be found and properly taken care of. There’s also a crime scene to lock down with rolls and rolls of yellow crime scene tape, figuratively or literally. I’ve never been a cop so I’ve no idea how that’ll work in this situation. The Bob is Montana’s Bob Marshall Wilderness and we’re somewhere in the middle of it. The only area more remote than this in the United States would probably be in Alaska. I suspect that the flight was bound for Seattle from either Great Falls or Minneapolis. I have to think about that for a second. The plane came in from the north, not the east as either of the two scenarios I just mentioned would have required. I wonder what the pilots were trying to do in their confusion. The flight path for this ill-fated airliner was supposed to be an east to west fly-over of The Bob, not a fly-into The Bob from the north. 


	If you say I’m stupid to be hiking The Bob alone then I’d accuse you of having talked to my wife. I’m known for doing stupid things but none of it has killed me, at least not yet. Maybe I’ll live long enough to tell my grandchildren about nearly being smashed to pieces by a falling airplane in a country where I’d more likely have been eaten by a grizzly bear, a mountain lion or a pack of wolves. That brings me to thinking about the stories of my Great Uncle Flynn. He’d become lost for a time in The Bob more than sixty years ago and nearly froze his toes off. I’ve seen fifty below zero in this part of the country. Twenty below is not only not unusual but can pretty much be counted on as an annual event in Montana. The story goes that it was a mere ten below for Great Uncle Flynn and that many years after that he developed gangrene in those toes and had to have them amputated. I guess you could say that he did freeze them off. Then later it was his feet and on up until there was nothing left. He succumbed to it all a few years before I was born. 


	I guess he wasn’t smart either, hiking alone in The Bob. Maybe having a brain cell deficit is hereditary.


	I was born at summer solstice in 1990. I say that literally because if you look at my birth certificate you’ll see that my time of birth was 9:36, Mountain Daylight Time, the exact first minute of summer. I’ve always wondered what a fortune teller, palm reader or just some run of the mill psychic would have to say about my birth statistics. Probably something like, “My dear boy, you have an over-abundance of energy and an under-abundance of gray matter.” I originally got that quote, or words to that effect, from my father after one of my stupid adventures as a kid, the details of which I’d rather not share right now.
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