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For Megan

“. . . don’t ask me nothing—
then I won’t have to tell no lies.”

—Huckleberry Finn
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When the cockpit got too warm, he crawled out of the plane and sat next to it. That was better. He rested with his back to the wreck beside the little pine and looked down the canyon across the tops of the snow-covered trees to the empty country from which he had come. At first he had been anxious, staring up at the big peak looming over everything, poking through the storm clouds, the northernmost point of this range. He turned to look at the wing sticking straight up through the snow and at the numbers painted on the wing, and didn’t recognize them.

The last thing he remembered before feeling the jolt of the downdraft was glancing down at the map and seeing that the altitude of the peak was less than twelve thousand feet. Then he pushed the map away and got back to business, climbing to clear the pass—a shallow saddle coming up on him fast.

When he came to in the wrecked cockpit, he iced his head wound with snow until his hands were numb and then took an inventory, assessing his chances just as he always had. He thought of his wife and son and wondered when they were coming for him. There had been so much snow piled on the door he almost didn’t have the strength to push it open.

Sitting outside was better now, but he was still warm. He snuggled down, feeling as if he were rushing through the air at two hundred miles an hour like the time his balloon hit a windshear in the jet stream as he soloed at twenty-seven thousand feet over the East China Sea. He was hot now and his head ached, and he remembered that his wife had died a long time ago, and that he must have another one somewhere. He laughed and took off his tee shirt. His son would never have the sense to find him up so high on the mountain to bring him home. He’d leave that to the pros. He looked back at the peak, but its spire was hidden now in the swirling white.


Chapter One

Early in the season we rode up to the forks to fix the trail above the snow cabin. The winter had been good and the aspens had leafed out down in the canyon at the edges of the meadows. Above The Roughs up in the tamarack pines it was shady and cool once the trail got narrow, and the only sounds were the steady scuff of the horses’ hooves as they kicked up little puffs of dust and the clack when an iron shoe struck a rock as they climbed, the rush of the creek off in the timber, and the breeze through the tamarack limbs. The little mule just up-trail swung back and forth across our path on her leadrope, wasting her energy trying to get abreast of the front horse, and would have tired herself if she was packing anything in her slings heavier than shovels and saws.

We got to the snow cabin by midmorning and kept right on riding. It sat in the pines on a patch of boggy ground just below the forks, and was only in dappled sun even at midday. In a wet spring like this, the walls would be mossy and the place full of mosquitoes and spiders soon enough. We had spent the night there one January when we were in high school on one of our wild expeditions and were glad to have the shelter with the wind hammering over the pass, but our fire dried things out and made it livable inside. It wasn’t built for summer anyway. The snow survey crews had stopped using the cabin years before. Now they choppered in, took their depth measurements and core samples and choppered back out. Some cross-country skiers had flown in back in the eighties when heli-skiing was the new hot ticket. They were going to glide down all the way from North Pass and spend the night in the cabin, then slog down over The Roughs into Aspen Canyon the next morning and hump it across the flat meadows all the way out to the valley, but it started snowing and they missed the cabin in the trees and froze to death. Their tracks showed two of them making crazy circles in the tamarack looking for it. One of those two was a pretty college girl, and she died just sixty feet from the cabin door. The body of a third was found far away down in the bare aspen below the meadows, heading in the right direction an easy few miles from the paved road. They never found the fourth body. That was all before our time, but it was that way more and more every year in the mountains—too easy to get in and too hard to get out. The door of the cabin hung lopsided on its hinges now, and city people had carved their initials on the logs.

At the forks we headed right, leaving the timber at the bottom of a rocky cirque, a big glacial bowl almost a mile across. Lester rode in front leading the little mule with the tools. She was one of Harvey’s new mules and only half broke, so we wanted to put some miles on her before the season got rolling. We had the tools on her so if she pitched a fit she wouldn’t damage our valuables. When she moved to run up on him, Lester would try to whap her across the nose with the end of her leadrope, but she got savvy and drew her head back every time. She was learning quicker than Lester. I rode behind, leading a big roan packhorse carrying our bedrolls and kitchen. He knew his business and I could barely tell he was there. We found the slide quick enough where an avalanche had left trees and rocks on the trail, just like the Forest Service had said. We picked a camp spot where there was a bit of grass below a seep then unpacked and hobbled the animals and went to work. Neither one of us wanted to spend more than a day and a night on this. We had too much to do back at the pack station, although it was nice to be up so high so early in the year with no flatlanders to babysit. The horses had put in a fair morning’s work and would graze quiet in their hobbles for an hour or two before they got restless.

Lester didn’t talk much, which wasn’t how I remembered him, but he had wires in his ears and was listening to some music I couldn’t hear. Come to think of it, that was always how it was with him, even before he got his tunes in his pocket. I could see him with that happy look of his, working to the music, at twenty-five still the crazy kid from before. Now and then he’d look over and grin like what we were doing was about the coolest thing in the world, which I guess to me now it was. I was up-trail, and for a long time there was nothing but that hard-work sound of a shovel blade slooshing into the sand or clanging on rock, or the back-and-forth of a bow saw or the thunk of an axe in a pine limb. Then behind me Lester fired up the chainsaw. I turned around at that. His shirt and hat were off and he was wearing Ray-Bans for safety goggles. Would’ve thought he was at the beach, although I’d bet it wasn’t quite sixty degrees and we had to be getting close to nine thousand feet. There were patches of snow all around and a big snowfield filled the north-facing curve of the bowl all the way to where the trail tops out at North Pass. Lester would be one sunburned boy by dark.

“Guess we don’t care about the law no more.”

“What law would that be?” he asked.

“That no-machinery-in-the-Wilderness-Area law?”

“Who’s going to know or care?”

“It’s the law, is all.”

“Who’s going to turn me in Tommy, you?” He got that old crazy grin.

I went on shoveling. Lester laughed. Then about as nice as you please he sliced the bar of the saw through a jagged stub of avalanched pine that stuck out into the trail just high enough to take a rider’s face off.

He eased off the throttle. “Okay, Mister Legal,” he said. “We’d be up here another full day doing it your way.”

The chain had covered his face with powdery sawdust. I never had very good arguments when Lester got a wild hair. He was right. We would’ve been up there a lot longer using just the axe and saw. As it was, we had that piece of trail squared away pretty quick.

It got cold fast once the sun went down. We watered the stock a last time after supper then tied them to a picket line and turned in early. I was watching the stars over Tower Peak and dozing off.

“You hear about the bears?” Lester asked.

“Nope.”

“We had lots of bears come down last year,” he said. “The winter before was so poor there was nothing growing and the bears were starving by June. Saw one over on Flatiron Ridge aggressive as hell. Walked into camp in broad daylight on his hind legs ready to kick ass and take names. He was so skinny he looked like a thin man in a cheap suit. Take away their meal ticket and they get nasty.”

“Who don’t?” I pulled the edges of my bedroll tarp around my head and set my hat over my face so I couldn’t hear him as well.

“We had them coming down-canyon at night into the pack station all last summer raiding the trash.” He’d seen me hunker down so he talked louder. “Me and Harv had to put a lock on the trailer to keep them from raiding the fridge.”

“Go to sleep, Lester.”

“A cute high school girl was backpacking up by Boundary Lake and woke up with a mama bear in her tent and her head in its mouth.” He laughed. “Girl was wearing hair gel that smelled like grape jelly and that hungry old shebear was licking it off her head like jam. Girl was lucky to live, but I bet she peed herself.”

Next morning I was up before Lester, which was never much of an accomplishment. I’d slept like a baby myself. I led the stock two at a time from the picket line to the North Fork of Aspen Creek about fifty yards off where it poured down through a tumble of rocks. It wasn’t more than a couple of yards wide. When they’d had a good drink, I hobbled them apart on the patch of grass, each with a nice pile of grain in front of them. The cirque we camped in was steep and kept the first sunlight off us for a time, but the rim up near the pass and the snowfield got hit by those first rays while I was tending the stock. I always liked mornings the most in the high country. I’d spent too much time in the desert, so it was always good to get some altitude. I looked over across the bowl, and that snowfield was so bright I could have used Lester’s shades. That’s when I saw the plane. It was way across the bowl and up above us, just below the pass where the trail should be when the snow melted. A wing stuck straight up in the air, and it looked like the top of the plane was facing where I stood—like it was lying on its side. We had been working in plain sight of the wreck all the afternoon before, but it was a sandy-gray color and against the rocks and trees you could look right at it and miss it. Now the first sunlight hit the wing and the painted numbers and lit them up too. From as far away as I was, I couldn’t tell how long that plane had been sitting up there, how big it was, or if there was any movement—if anybody was alive. I finished seeing to the stock, glancing up every now and again at the wreck. I pulled a rifle scope out of my saddle pockets and put the glass on that plane. It was a good scope and I’d got in the habit of carrying it. I could see a lot of detail and that just made the whole thing creepier. I didn’t see any movement or any bodies, but there were some shapes and things I couldn’t make out in the glare and shadows at way over a thousand yards.

Lester was still sleeping like a dead man when I built a fire and started breakfast. I couldn’t even see him under his bedroll canvas, but it would be getting hot in there quick enough. Once the sun hit us and he smelled the coffee, he’d be up. If he didn’t see the wreck for himself, as soon I told him about it he’d be like a kid and we’d have to ride right up there to see it, probably hiking the last quarter mile or so through the snow. Then god knows what the hell we’d find. We could be up there for hours. We still had some cleanup on the trail to do, then mules to shoe and corrals to fix and a generator to fiddle with once we got back. I was half a mind not to tell him at all.

He rousted out about fifteen minutes later, happy and chatty like always, and not at all bothered that the stock was already tended and breakfast was on the way. Truth be, if he had mentioned it I would have wondered just who the hell had kidnapped Lester.

“What Harvey needs to do,” he said once I’d handed him his ham and eggs, “is send the Forest Service a bill.”

“That so?”

“Sure,” he said. “This is government property. A government trail. Government National Forest. A goddamn government avalanche no doubt caused by some fool bureaucrat sitting behind a desk. I think the old government should pay us for cleaning up this mess.”

“I bet they’d pay right up just as soon as they knew it was Lester Wendover doing the work.” I cut some more ham for the griddle.

“You’re too forgiving, is your problem,” he said.

I poured us both more coffee and glanced up at the plane. The longer I knew it was there, the more it stuck out. I couldn’t move anywhere in camp and not see it, although it was pretty small with the naked eye. Lester sprinkled some Tabasco on his breakfast.

“Missed your damned scrambled eggs, old son,” he said. “Most guys don’t want to take the trouble and only pack the instant kind. They got no flavor.”

“That’s a fact.”

“You ever break an egg?”

“Nope.”

“Always pack ’em in the grain sack?”

“Duh.”

“Along with the whisky, right?” he asked.

“I keep the whisky in my saddle pockets. A guy can live without eggs.”

“Fifty years from now when they’re hauling us up to the Piute Meadows cemetery, they’ll be saying, ‘That Tommy, he never did get rich, but damn he made good camp eggs.’”

We laughed, and I dragged a pail over from the creek and set it in the fire so Lester could wash the dishes.

We worked two hours dressing up the trail so you wouldn’t hardly know there had ever been an avalanche, then we started to break camp and saddle up, sweating like stevedores although it was breezy and cool. The horses were restless and ready to travel. They knew that there was really no place to go but back on down the trail. I glanced up at the wreck. I guess somebody had to find it. And then there was the semi-remote chance that somebody might be alive in there. Hell. I waited till we both swung aboard.

“Say, Hawkeye, notice anything interesting?” We sat our ponies abreast, the pack animals behind us, our damp shirts cold in the breeze.

Lester turned. I didn’t move. All that boy had to do was follow my eyes. He was pretty sharp. He saw that plane right off.

“Damn.” He grinned and slapped me on the chest with the back of his hand. “Damn!”

He goosed his horse and off he went, that little mule skittering behind him to catch up after trying to buck once or twice, all of us clattering over the granite on the trail up to North Pass. For a time it was slow climbing, single file up through loose rock and thick mahogany. The stock was none too happy to be traveling hard away from home. The trail looped north around the cirque, away from the wreck at first. As we gained altitude it swung back around, kind of spiraling up the sides of the bowl. The animals picked their way and took their time. The higher we got, the bigger the patches of snow were on the trail, with wet spots of snowmelt in the rocks making them shine in the sun. We stopped to let the horses blow, and I pulled my scope out again to take a better look at the plane. I swept the reticle over the fuselage. It was like I was right on it. There was something ugly piled next to the plane. It still wasn’t quite clear but I had a pretty good idea. Lester reached out and I handed him the scope. He squinted into it, then whistled.

“Damn,” he said. He moved the scope up, checking the pass. “That plane is all messed up.” He handed the scope back. “You know old son, I’m going to buy you some binoculars for Christmas.”

“That’ll be the day.”

“How do you see through that?” he asked. “I can’t hold it still enough.”

“Just used to it, is all.”

“It cost you a lot?” he asked.

“More than my dad paid for the rifle.”

“Who made it?”

“Leupold.”

“Leopold?” he asked.

“Leupold.”

“Whatever. Count on old Tommy to have the best equipment.”

I stowed the scope and we moved on. We finally hit a flat spot a hundred yards or more below the wreck at the edge of the steep snowfield that covered the switchbacks leading to the pass. I dismounted and we tied up to a couple of whitebark pines. Lester kept his eyes on the wreck. I listened hard, but the wind was the only sound.

“You think anybody’s alive up there?” he asked.

“Soon find out. Best tie ’em tight. It’s a long walk home.”

“Let’s go,” he said.

“We should strip the packs. We might be up there a while.”

Lester made a face but didn’t argue. We spread the tarps on the ground and set the bags, boxes, bedrolls, ropes and slings on them. We loosened our cinches but left the animals saddled. Then we started to climb on foot.

The trail was buried from where we were all the way up to the wreck, so we made our own switchbacks in the bright snow. It was crusty, and in places an ice axe would have been handy, but mostly the footing was alright and we’d steady ourselves up by grabbing mahogany branches poking through the snow. Now and then we got off-trail and sunk through a melted spot or hit slick ice. When we stopped to catch our breath, we were under a steep slope and could only see the wing sticking up against the sky. Lester looked up at the ridges just above us beyond the pass, then back down from where we’d come.

“Boy,” he said, “it’s just us and god up here.”

“Like he’s watching.”

“Well,” he said, “what he don’t know won’t hurt him.”

He nodded that he was ready and we set out again. He was getting excited. We were up close before we took another look up at the plane. Then Lester made a face.

The dark shape was a man, or what was left of one. We climbed the last few yards of the snowfield and stopped to catch our breath again about ten yards from the body. We looked around but didn’t say anything for a while. Then we sidled up for a closer look. The man was naked and his skin was a blackish gray. He was sitting up against a rock like he was enjoying the view of the canyon. There were a few bits of clothes scattered around the open spot on the other side of the plane, and a pair of powder blue boxer shorts hanging from a stubby whitebark about six feet off the ground. The way the man was sitting with his back to the plane, we had to walk pretty close to get a look at his face. The eyes were gone and the lips peeled back, but the rest of him was pretty well preserved, more like a mummy than a corpse. Actually, he looked like something out of an old National Geographic, a photograph of a dead sailor from some Arctic expedition in the square-rigger days, or that Bronze Age guy who took an arrow up in the Alps. Bodies in ice. I could see a bit of chain around his neck with some sort of smudged-up medal attached. I looked close enough to see it was a medical alert, dog-tag style, with part of the word “diabetic” showing. I didn’t feel like touching it to get a better look, and it was too late to matter anyhow. He had a big watch on that had slipped down to the top of his left hand, probably from his arm drying out. It looked like a pretty nice watch.

The plane looked like it had come up the canyon from the east and had crashed just a dozen feet lower than the pass. The nose rested on a granite outcrop right against the single whitebark pine where the boxers were hanging. Beyond the wreck was a good-sized open spot where new spring grass was just coming in with a few more trees on the downhill edge, but we were right at the timberline. Above us we could see the shallow saddle of North Pass only a hundred more yards up the trail that led over to Little Meadow on the other side. This was the crest of the Sierra, the dividing line. The nose of the plane was smashed a bit and the windshield cracked, but the way it nestled on those rocks up against that little tree, there was probably a lot more snow covering everything when it hit. The plane rested on its side like we noticed when we first saw it, and the right-hand wing was crumpled under it. The tail section stuck out just above ground and looked good to fly.

We both just stood there for a while, studying. Finally Lester made another face and picked up a stick and touched the body with it. It made a scratching sound like he was dragging it across cardboard.

“So,” he said, “how come he ain’t rotten? He didn’t just light here.”

“Nope. He’s been here a while.”

“How come the birds and critters didn’t get him then?”

“You see any birds or critters?”

Lester shrugged. “Not many flies either,” he said.

“We’re up too high and it’s too early in the year. He’s probably been covered with snow most of the time. Give him another week with this melt and he’ll get ripe enough, with critters to spare.”

“But he’s black around the edges,” he said.

“Like freezer burn.”

He nodded again and poked the body a second time with the stick. “He’s just as hard and stiff as a fresh cowhide left out on a fence all winter.”

“That’s a fact.”

He bent down to look at the watch, just shaking his head. “Damn,” he said. Then he nodded at the boxers in the tree. “What’s up with that?” he asked. “He trying to flag down help?”

“Hypothermia. Folks get out of their head and take off their clothes because they think they’re hot.”

“So if he didn’t hang ’em in the tree,” he said, “that must have been how deep the snow was when he shucked ’em.”

“You’re probably right.”

We heard a sound then, a rumbly drone like a helicopter. We both looked over the mountains but couldn’t see a thing. There were fifty mile views off east, but peaks and ridges up close hid it.

“Maybe that’s County,” Lester said. “Maybe somebody already called this in.”

I listened another minute. We could hear the chopper get closer and louder. For a minute it fairly shook the mountain but we still couldn’t see it.

“That’s a Sikorsky. Probably from the Marine base.”

Lester left the body and walked around the wreck.

“You think there’s another body inside?” he asked.

The helicopter got faint until we couldn’t hardly hear it, probably heading back north toward the training camp off Sonora Pass.

“I doubt it. But hey, go look. I’ve seen enough bodies.”

“You’re not curious?” he asked.

“Not a bit.”

Lester didn’t hunt for more bodies right then. He just looked at me. He was getting a kind of smile. He took his hat off and looked at it then put it back on.

“So how long,” he said, “do you figure this guy lived after the crash?”

“Too long to be happy about it, that’s for sure.”

“Seriously,” he said.

“Anywhere from about ten hours to a couple of days. No more, though. Wasn’t dressed for it.”

Lester pondered some more. You could almost see him getting excited like he’d just figured something out.

“How long you figure this guy’s been up here?” he asked.

“Months.”

“Not weeks?”

“Nope.”

“Not years.”

“No.”

Then Lester got one of his big grins and started shaking his head.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Tommy?”

“Could be.”

“It’s him,” he said. “That millionaire.”

“Billionaire’s more like it.”

“Yeah. The eccentric billionaire adventurer. The round-the-world balloon racer and land-speed record guy. That daredevil, airplane-flying sonofabitch. How long ago did he just up and disappear?” he asked.

“Early last winter. Been months and months.”

Lester’s eyes got real bright. “It’s him, alright. It all fits. It’s him.” He walked up close to the corpse. “Man, did you get a load of this watch?”

He looked hurt when I laughed, which was hard enough to do with that mummy sitting there without his boxers.

“Well if it’s him, his daredevil days are history.”

Lester just spit. “He takes off from the Flying W last winter for a little cruise around the hills,” he said, “then poof. He vanishes, right?”

“You’re telling it.”

“Disappears off the face of the earth. Guys at that airplane club said he filed no flight plan, just wore a windbreaker over a tee shirt, and didn’t pack so much as a damn sandwich,” he said. “Some big adventurer.”

“He probably didn’t figure on smacking into the mountain.”

“They never figured on the mountain,” he said, trying to sound like a movie trailer.

I started walking around the wreck myself, taking a better look this time. Lester followed me, just full of the devil. Inside I saw blood splattered on the instruments and a pilot’s map, plus a blue windbreaker. All told, there was less damage than I would have figured.

“That private airstrip on the Flying W is what,” Lester said, “about forty, maybe forty-five miles northeast as the crow flies?”

I stopped and let him catch up.

“Why, I used to buckaroo for the Flying W when we were in high school,” he said.

“You were only the chore boy for the Flying W cowboss at Longmile and you know it.”

“Well, I know that Nevada country,” he said, “and so do you. That old boy could fly this thing from there, over the state line to here in a half hour I bet, give or take.”

Lester studied the plane again, poking the skin. He unfolded his knife and sliced the fuselage. It was fabric and cut like a pup tent.

“Jesus,” he said. “This sucker is as small and flimsy as a ride at the tri-county fair.”

”That would be the point, wouldn’t it? Make them light so they fly and not sink?”

“But this is just tubes, rags, and an engine,” he said. “I bet it’s old as hell. I thought this guy was loaded.”

“It was a borrowed plane, bud.”

He got a happy look. “There’s got to be a reward, right?”

“Probably so.”

“Old son,” he said, “we just struck ourselves rich.”

“Don’t spend it till you get it.”

“Ahh,” he said. He waved me away like he used to. He stood there with his hands on his hips, looking around as contented as could be. Then he looked up past North Pass and pointed.

“That’s Hawksbeak, right?”

“Hawksbeak’s this one on the left. That one’s Tower.”

Lester took off his hat and wiped his face, still just amazed as hell.

“Would you look at that,” he said. “Another fifteen feet higher, and this old fellow is home free. He cruises over the pass and—whoosh. If he had enough gas, he could keep the same altitude and there’d be nothing else in his way all across California. He could fly all the way to China before he hit anything. Damn. Just fifteen lousy feet.” He kinda shrugged. “Oh well. His loss is our gain.” He kicked the fuselage. “Maybe he was bopping around for hours taking in the views and flat ran out of gas.”

“You’re probably right.”

“You just always remember you said that.”

“I’m going back down and grab some food and make sure we’re not afoot. You about done here?”

“No sir,” he said. “I want to check his gas tanks.” With the wreck on its side, the cabin door opened upwards like a trapdoor. He started to pry it open.

“Lester?”

He turned around.

“Don’t go messing with anything. This man died here, so show some respect. Besides, if he is who we think he is, the Feds and his family and cable news will be all over this, not just the county sheriff. It wouldn’t do to have stuff tampered with.”

“Sure Tommy,” he said. “But this is still the chance of a lifetime.” He grinned. “We’d kick ourselves till our dying day if we didn’t at least check it out. Come on. Don’t be a wussy. Let’s just take a little peek-a-roon.”

“You take a peek. I’m hungry. And like I said, I seen enough bodies.”

I walked around the plane to the edge of the snowfield and headed back down following the tracks we’d made, trying not to slip on my ass. The animals down below were standing quiet for now. I snugged down their leadropes then rooted in the kitchen box for sandwich fixings and apples and a water jug. I looked up across the snowfield but couldn’t see Lester from where I stood. I ate my apple and divided a couple more among the stock. I called for Lester, but he didn’t answer. Then I hiked back up.

Lester was just crawling out of the wreck when I got to the top and caught my breath.

“There’s a tank under each wing,” he said. “They aren’t any bigger than the one on that old Volkswagen Bug Doreen Rountree had in the tenth grade.”

“Still probably enough to give him a couple hundred cruising miles.”

“I thumped them and they sounded empty.” He held up a piece of wire. “I’m gonna check for sure.” He stepped under the wing and unscrewed the gas cap and stuck in the wire. He held it up for me.

“Just a teeny bit wet on the tip,” he said. “This boy flat ran out of gas and that’s a fact.”

“Could be at this altitude it just evaporated. It’s been months.”

He looked disappointed. “Yeah, maybe,” he said. Then he got that excited look again.

“So, what do we do about all this?” he asked.

“What do we do? What do you mean what do we do, Lester? We report it, is what.”

“Okay,” he said, “but what if there’s a reward?”

“We’ll make the report to the sheriff ’s office on our way to Harvey’s tonight. Then if there’s some reward, folks will know it’s us.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “We might want to contact the guy’s family first. They shouldn’t be hard to find. Then they could call the sheriff, or ask us to.” He gave me a happy look. “We’d tell them we’ll do whatever they say. They’d owe us, then.”

“How about we just tell the sheriff ’s office like we would if we’d found any other body.”

“But Tommy,” he said, “this isn’t any other body.”

“That’s why we tell the sheriff. Jesus Lester, give it a rest.”

“Okay,” he said. “Tell you what, Tommy. Let’s swear that this is our secret and nobody else’s.”

“Why? We back in the third grade all of a sudden?”

“So it’s just our secret,” he said.

“Won’t mean much once we tell the sheriff.”

“Just swear,” he said.

“Okay, I swear.”

That made him happy enough. We found a spot beyond the wreck on that little flat bit of grass and ate our sandwiches sitting on some rocks.

“This kinda gives me the creeps,” he said.

“Yeah.”

But he didn’t look like he had the creeps. Lester actually looked pretty pleased with the whole deal.

“It sure is a lonesome place to die,” he said.

“Any place is a lonesome place to die.”

Within half an hour we were packed up and riding back down to the forks.


Chapter Two

We got back to the pack station around five that afternoon with loads of daylight left. We turned our stock loose in the pasture with the few head of saddle horses we’d left behind, tossed some hay in the mangers, and flipped for the first shower. In another half hour we were on the road down the mountain in Lester’s new Ford Dually with a couple of sixpacks for company.

We turned off the logging road and cruised out through the irrigated meadows with the sundown behind us, Bonner and Tyree’s cattle on the right side of the road and Dominion’s on the left. I was out of practice on the saw and shovel work we’d been doing, so I felt a little soremuscled, but it was a good kind of sore. Lester was smiling to himself.

“So what do you think old Mitch will say about us finding this plane?” he asked.

“You know him. He’s the damn sheriff. He’ll grouse and say he wished it had crashed over the pass in Alpine County out of his jurisdiction.”

“But if that old boy had made it over the pass,” Lester said, “he never would have crashed.”

“That won’t stop him from saying it.”

“So how long you figure Mitch’ll keep us?” he asked.

“Half hour, maybe. They got good maps. We can show them right where it is.”

“Then we should be up at Harvey’s for supper about, let’s see now,” he stretched his arm out and looked down at a big shiny gold watch, “about seven-thirty.” He turned and grinned while he was still going sixty-five.

“Jesus Christ, Lester. You stole the damn watch.”

He looked kind of hurt. “He wasn’t using it.”

“You took a watch off a dead man.”

“It’s not just a watch,” he said. “It’s a chronometer.”

“Are you nuts?”

“It’s a twenty-grand gold Rolex, Tommy, give or take.”

“Buy your own damn watch. Jesus, Lester.”

He reached into his jacket pocket and took out a thick wad of cash and stuck it in my face. Looked to be mostly hundreds.

“Okay,” he said. “I will.”

“Christ. Stop the truck.”

“There’s enough there for you to buy one too.”

“Stop the goddamn truck.”

He shut the Ford down right on the road. Wasn’t anyplace to pull over. From the pavement it just sloped down to the barbwire fence. He looked like he was thinking real hard. The diesel idled away as a tourist camper blasted by us in the opposite direction heading toward Summers Lake. He flashed his lights at us though it wouldn’t be sundown for a while yet.

“Tommy,” he said, “this guy is worth hundreds of millions. His damn lawyers are going to steal more from his damn estate in the next twenty-four hours than I got in my pocket.” He banged on the steering wheel. “He had almost eighteen thousand cash on him. Four thousand in his wallet, the rest in a paper sack.” He grinned then. “Along with a turkey sandwich, which looked about as sorry-assed as he did.” He shrugged. “I took about eight K from the sack and nothing from the wallet. That’s all, Tommy. Eight lousy grand. Enough to pay off the truck or marry Callie Dean.”

“Listen to yourself.”

He got kind of mad then. He jerked a Coors from the sack and popped it open. He guzzled down a mouthful and put the Ford in gear and floored it.

“Don’t go getting high and mighty on me, Tom.”

We didn’t say anything the next four miles into Piute Meadows. He knew I was steamed. He threw his empty can behind the seat and turned a sharp right on to the main street, then a left at the courthouse. A block behind that he hit the brakes hard in front of the sheriff ’s office.

“Well?” he said. “Now what?” The boy wouldn’t even look at me.

“You know damn well what. We can’t go in there with you wearing the dead guy’s watch.”

He got an I-got-you look and moved the truck out again, driving slow this time. At the corner he turned away from Main Street and started to circle the block.

“Tell me why,” he said.

“You know damn well. Once we report it tonight, they’ll have him helo-ed out by tomorrow noon. His family will get notified and come on up here. Then they’ll have to ID the body and the belongings. Then pretty soon somebody from the family or one of his rich Flying W airplane pals will wonder where did that gold Rolex get to? And what happened to that eight thousand? And since you and me were the only ones up there, old Tommy and Lester will be branded all over CNN and Nancy Grace and the whole damn world as a couple of shitsucking body robbers.”

“Come on.”

“I ain’t no body robber and I won’t be known as one.”

“Okay,” he said, “easy now.”

He had circled the block, and we were cruising slow past the front of the sheriff ’s office again. There were a couple of white Ford Expedition cruisers out front with the Frémont County badge on the door.
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