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HE STOOD AT THE WINDOW studiously watching the large fluffy snowflakes fill up his mother’s backyard. Rose, seating herself at the dining room table behind him, said, “Honey, I wish you’d do something besides stare at the snow. Maybe you need a hobby.”
“Staring at snow is my hobby,” Blight County Sheriff Bo Tully replied. He was forty-two years old, with thick brown hair and a thick brown mustache, both beginning to show signs of gray. “In January anyway.”
Rose set a flat carton on the table. “Come help me eat this pie. It’s from Crabbs. They make the best pie. Oh, not their coconut cream or their banana cream. They’re all right, but they don’t put enough coconut in their coconut cream. Maybe coconut is too expensive. They put something in their banana cream I don’t like. It’s probably to keep the bananas from turning brown.”
Tully sighed. “You plan to eat the whole pie right now?”
“Goodness no, not the whole pie. I offered you a piece, didn’t I?”
“I guess,” he said. He walked over and sat down across the table from her. Her hair had been freshly done that day and appeared to have a silvery tint he hadn’t noticed before. Her bifocals had slid down onto the tip of her elegant nose. She peered sternly out over the top of them, her ash-blue eyes closing to mere slits.
“I prefer you not wear your gun at the table,” she said.
Tully sighed again. He took off his shoulder holster and hung it on the chair next to him. His mother frowned. He lowered the holster to the floor.
“That’s better.”
“So, what kind of pie is it, if not coconut or banana cream?”
“Peach. Of course they use canned peaches this time of year, but sometimes in the summer they have fresh peach. It’s heavenly.”
She cut a piece of pie, placed it on a saucer, and handed it to him.
“Looks good,” he said. “You got any ice cream to go with it?”
“In the freezer. I thought you were on a diet.”
“I am. The pie-and-ice-cream diet. You want a scoop?”
She handed him her plate. He went out to the kitchen and returned with a scoop of vanilla ice cream on each piece of pie.
She said, “Have you seen the monster lately?”
“Yeah, I saw Pap yesterday as a matter of fact. Stopped by his mansion on the hill. I’m sure you know he has a young and beautiful new housekeeper.”
“Housekeeper my eye! Yes, I know all about Deedee. She’s a nice girl, actually. Why she has anything to do with that old man is a mystery to me.”
“He’s rich, for one thing,” Tully said. “He used to be corrupt and rich but now I think he’s only rich. By the way, he seems to be shrinking.”
“Good. Maybe he will get small enough a cat will eat him.”
“I don’t think he will get that small, but he used to be about two inches shorter than I am. Now, I doubt he’s much over five ten, if that. You sure he’s my father?”
“Pretty sure. Why do you ask?”
“As far as I can tell, we don’t have a single thing in common, except for the surname.”
“You should be thankful. When he was sheriff, which was practically forever, everyone in the whole county was scared to death of him. They probably still are. Blight County was wide open back then, with gambling and prostitution everywhere you looked, and Pap getting a cut of everything illegal and even some things that were legal. Drinking and dancing and carousing every night all night! It was wonderful! Oh, the fun we had in those days!” For a brief moment, a devil-may-care look flashed across her face.
Tully still had childhood memories of his mother as a flashy young woman. He had heard old men talk about her as the most beautiful girl in all of Blight County.
“Is that where he made all his money, getting a cut off the prostitution and gambling?”
“Not all his money. He and that rascal buddy of his, Pinto Jack, sold their gold mine for a fortune, two fortunes in fact. They had this thin little vein of gold they’d been working and somehow persuaded a greenhorn from Pennsylvania that it would get bigger all the time. And it did! The greenhorn made a ton of money out of that mine. Pap was furious with Pinto, for talking him into selling. Pinto is lucky to still be alive.”
“Pap hasn’t mellowed much.” Absently, Tully picked up the linen napkin beside his plate and wiped pie and ice cream from his mustache.
His mother cut the point off her second piece of pie, placed a dab of ice cream on it, and forked it into her mouth. A dreamy expression came over her face. “Perfect,” she said.
Even in her sixties and a little plump, his mother was still beautiful.
“You always were a pie person,” he said.
“One of my many vices.”
Tully licked his fork clean and pointed it at two watercolors on the wall across from him. “I like what you did with the paintings.”
“Yes, well, it cost me a fortune to get them properly mounted and framed. They’re very expensive museum mounts. My son painted them, you know, so I had to go first-class. Why he wastes his time being sheriff I have no idea.”
“The main reason is I sell only about four or five paintings a year, and I like to eat at least every other day.”
“I can remember when you and Ginger built your log cabin out on the eighty. You both figured the place would be self-sustaining, and you could spend your lives being starving artists, you a painter and she a potter.”
“I remember.”
“What’s it been, almost ten years since she died? I remember how she used to follow you around when you went out hunting those little birds.”
“Quail,” Tully said. He remembered, too. Ginger hated hunting but she went along anyway, just to be with him. She would hold the dead birds and pet them before putting them in the game bag. Sometimes she would get tears in her eyes. He would think to himself, she doesn’t have to come. He liked that she did, but she didn’t have to, just to be with him in the hills and fields that both of them loved. Well, maybe she did have to come.
His mother was silent now, concentrating on her pie. Tugging on a soggy corner of his mustache, Tully watched her, Katherine Rose McCarthy Tully O’Hare Tully Casey. One of the last three husbands was dead, with Tim Casey maybe still alive but whereabouts unknown. Had his whereabouts been known, he too probably would be dead. He was one of those persons Pap said deserved killing. Pap would have been happy to oblige, if he had ever found him. Maybe he had found him, Tully thought. That would certainly explain Tim’s disappearance.
“How come you married the old man twice?”
“I was crazy,” she said.
One of the things Tully liked most about his mother was her talent for focusing totally on a single thing in a single instant, in this case the piece of pie she was eating, each bite of peach achieving its own individual identity. For this single moment, her world was peach pie. Tully could eat two Big Macs, one after the other, with no recognition of the fact before, during, or after the operation itself. Perhaps, he thought, that explained the ten pounds he had gained since his last Atkins. He stared down at his pie plate. The pie and ice cream were magically gone. Man, I’ve got to stop doing this.
Rose looked up from her plate. “So, are you taking the night off, Bo? You should. You look tired.”
“Nope, I’ve got to get over to the office and shake up the troops.”
“I know you think you can never replace Ginger, but you should start seeing other women.”
“I do see other women.”
“I mean women who aren’t already married!”
“Yeah, that can be a problem, married women. It’s just they can’t help themselves. They love me. I don’t sleep with them, though. I hope you know that.”
“Oh yes, I know that. I did hear about that pretty medical examiner you took on a camping trip up on the West Branch. She isn’t married.”
“I don’t want to talk about it!”
“I thought it was foolish the first time I heard about it. Taking a woman camping in a tent in November!”
“I said I don’t want to talk about it!”
The phone rang. Rose got up and answered it. “Oh, yes, dear… No, no he isn’t. Could I give him a message, if I see him?… Really! My goodness!”
“Is that Daisy? Let me speak to her.”
Rose shook her head and turned away. “Yes yes, dear, I’ll tell him… Who was it?…And she doesn’t know how or where?…Just disappeared like that? I’ll tell him, dear, if he stops by…You’re welcome, dear.”
Tully was on his feet now, headed for the phone, his hand reaching.
Rose hung up.
Tully’s eyes closed and his chin sagged down onto his chest. “What?”
“That was your perky little secretary.”
“I know. What else?”
“It seems Mike Wilson has gone missing up at the West Branch Lodge.”
Tully slipped back into his shoulder harness, then put on his three-quarter-length black leather coat and his gray Stetson. “Now that you got all the information out of Daisy, Ma, maybe you’d like to go find Wilson.”
“I probably could. But not until I finish this pie.”
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TULLY GOT BACK TO THE department well after five. Both the day shift and night shift deputies were either in chairs or sitting on the desks arranged in rows around the briefing room. They were waiting for him. Tully would have felt more secure in his authority if all the deputies had snapped to attention when he entered. Instead, they didn’t even interrupt their various conversations.
As usual, his undersheriff, Herb Eliot, was perched on the edge of Daisy’s desk, chatting with her. He wouldn’t have minded so much if Daisy hadn’t been in the middle of a divorce. He doubted Herb stood a chance with her, but it still irritated him to see Herb always hovering in her vicinity.
Tully glanced over to the far corner of the room. As expected, young Byron Proctor, his Crime Scene Investigations unit, was hunched over his computer, hard at work. Ah, if only the rest of his men were so dedicated. At least they were all better looking, substantially so. On a scale of homely, Byron was a ten. He had both the posture and complexion of a clam, large, crooked teeth that projected outward beneath a wispy mustache, and stiff brown hair that seem to sit on his head like a mound of dried hay. He was seriously tattooed and probably pierced. Tully didn’t even want to know about the piercings. Most people, startled by Byron’s extreme looks, tried to ignore his appearance. Tully, on the other hand, called him Lurch. He was Lurch’s hero. Lurch was also the most brilliant person Tully had ever known. Perhaps most startling of all, Lurch even had a girlfriend, and not just any girlfriend but one of astonishing beauty. The girl, Tully surmised, had to be one of those rare human beings with a deep appreciation for brilliance.
“Okay, listen up!” Tully shouted, stomping the snow off his alligator-skin cowboy boots.
The roar of conversation slowly faded and the deputies turned to face him, few bothering to conceal their boredom.
“I have to make a phone call and I don’t want anyone to leave until I’m done with it. Understand?”
There were a few nods. Tully walked back to his glass-enclosed cubicle. Daisy followed him. She was thirty years old with short black hair, brown eyes, and a compact figure packed enticingly in a short black skirt and white blouse. Everything about her seemed cloaked in an aura of pure efficiency, from the perfectly applied cosmetics to the click-click-click of her high heels on thetile floor. Tully knew she was madly in love with him, but he tried never to let on. Maybe after the divorce, he thought. Maybe.
“I’m afraid, Daisy, that my mother didn’t give me all the details about our missing person.”
“She asks questions,” Daisy said, defensively. “I don’t want to be rude and not answer them. I doubt she’ll tell anyone.”
Tully stood at the window watching the snow come down. “Ma is gossip central in this town.” He looked at the parking area, which contained a section fenced eight feet high with chain link topped with coils of concertina wire. “Daisy, first thing tomorrow, get some of the prisoners to clean the snow out of the Playpen. They can use the exercise.” The Playpen was the prisoners’ exercise yard. “Anyway, fill me in on Wilson.”
Daisy glanced at her notepad. “Blanche Wilson telephoned a little after four from the West Branch Lodge. She said her husband, Michael, has been missing for the last two days. He stormed out of the lodge yesterday morning and nobody has seen him since. None of the cars are missing, so she thought maybe he had gone to the ‘Pout House.’”
“The Pout House?”
“She said that’s a cabin they have about a mile upriver from the lodge. I guess when one or the other of them gets mad, he or she can go up there to pout. Anyway, she sent one of the lodge’s employees up to the Pout House to look for him, and he wasn’t there.”
“So, where else could he have gone?”
“I guess that’s the problem. She couldn’t think of any other place. They have some cabins back up on the mountain, but she didn’t think he would have gone to any of them, particularly with this snow. I told her you’d call when you got in.”
“I’ll do that,” Tully said, tugging at the corner of his mustache. “The West Branch Lodge is a pretty classy place. Costs a bundle to stay there.”
“Yeah, I don’t think Blight City folk hang out there much. Mostly Californians, who come up for a wilderness adventure, except with all the comforts of home. And then some. I hear they have an indoor pool fed from a natural hot spring.”
“They do. My wife and I spent a weekend there once. Pretty nice. It was a freebie. Pap had done some favor for Blanche Wilson’s father and as part of the payoff, he had Carson throw in a weekend for me and Ginger. Pap was pretty fond of Ginger.”
“I guess about everyone was.”
Tully focused for a second on Daisy. She seemed uncomfortable with the mention of his wife. “That was a long time ago,” he told her.
Daisy nodded. “Here’s the number.”
She shoved her pad across the desk to Tully. He dialed.
A woman answered the phone. “West Branch Lodge, Lois Getty speaking. May I help you?”
“This is Sheriff Bo Tully, returning Mrs. Wilson’s phone call.”
“One moment.” He heard her whisper, “Sheriff Tully.”
Another woman took the phone. The voice was soft and cultured, unlike the voices in most of Blight County, which seemed more suited for yelling at dogs. “This is Mrs. Wilson. Thank you so much for calling, Sheriff.”
“Mrs. Wilson, the message I got is that your husband is missing.”
“Yes and I’ve been worried sick. Sometimes he loses his temper and storms off and goes skiing or snowshoeing, but it’s not like Mike to be gone this long. Sometimes he takes a car and is gone for a couple of weeks but no cars are missing. If he doesn’t take a car that means he’s on the lodge property someplace. I’m sure something has happened to him. It’s very cold up here, with lots of snow and more all the time. I don’t think he could survive long if he is injured and out in the open.”
“How long has he been missing?”
“This is the second day. He got upset yesterday about seven in the morning. He put on his coat and hat and left. I figured he’d gone up to the Pout House. That’s a little cabin we have upriver. Occasionally one or the other of us will go up there and stay if we get mad at something, or just to get away from the lodge for a while, particularly if we’re upset with each other. But this morning I sent Grady Brister up to the cabin to check on him. Grady’s kind of our handyman. He said there was no sign of Mike.”
“Anywhere else he could have gone?”
“That’s the problem. There’s really no place. No cars are missing. There are other cabins up on the mountain that we rent to guests during the summer, people who want more of a wilderness experience than they get at the lodge. The snow is deep here but we do have twenty miles of groomed cross-country ski trails. Some of the trails go by a couple of cabins, but there’s no food or water in them now. I just don’t think Mike would go up there, when he could have gone to the Pout House.”
“If you don’t mind my asking,” Tully asked, “did Mr. Wilson leave because you and he had an argument?”
“Yes, that’s why he left. It was so stupid.”
“About?”
“Oh, the usual thing—money! To be more specific, not enough of it. You know how terrible the economy has been. Well, it has hit us pretty hard. About a fourth of our rooms are empty.”
Tully tugged hard on his mustache. “I don’t quite know how to put this, Mrs. Wilson, but are you sure the argument was only about money. That there wasn’t, say, another person involved?”
Mrs. Wilson paused. “What? Oh, you mean was Mike having an affair?” She gave a brief, surprisingly hard laugh. “No, I don’t think so.”
“In the case of a missing person, that is sometimes a factor to consider. I’m sorry I had to mention it. Anyway, Mrs. Wilson, I will be up there shortly. It’s almost six o’clock now. I may bring a couple of other personnel with me. Would you be able to put us up at the lodge for the night?”
“Certainly. I have a room for each of you. And there will be no charge for lodging or meals either, Sheriff.”
“Oh, the county will pick up the tab. Several of the county commissioners still haven’t dropped dead at the sight of my expense account, and I’m trying to finish them off.”
She laughed. “We’ll at least give the county a good discount. When do you think you might get here?”
“About nine, maybe a little later.”
“Nine o’clock. We’ll keep dinner for you.”
Tully thanked her and hung up.
“Can I go too?” Daisy asked.
Tully was silent for a moment, thinking, perhaps thinking a little longer than he should have.
“No,” he said at last.
“Figures,” Daisy said, smiling. “You get to have all the fun.”
“Not all fun. Call Pap and tell him I’ll pick him up in about an hour. Tell him I’ve got a little mystery I may need his help with.”
“What’s the real reason?”
“To get him away from his new housekeeper for a while. I think she’s killing my old man.”
Daisy laughed.
“Then get Dave Perkins on the phone for me. He’s probably still at his restaurant.”
He walked out into the briefing room. It was virtually silent by now, several of the deputies making a point of looking at their watches.
“Sorry to keep you,” Tully said. He ran through a list of assignments for both the night shift and the day shift.
“How come you’re giving us our assignments now?” Brian Pugh asked. He was on the day shift, one of his better deputies.
“Because I may be gone a couple of days. Herb will be in charge.” He nodded toward his undersheriff. A cheer went up from the deputies.
“And just because Herb is a soft touch, I want you guys to keep your so-called minds on what you’re supposed to be doing, preventing crime and catching criminals.”
“That’ll be the day,” a muffled voice said. There was laughter all round.
“True,” said Tully. “But I can use a surprise every now and then.”
Daisy said, “I’ve got Dave Perkins on line one.”
“Okay, I’m done with you,” Tully told the deputies.
“And be safe out there!” somebody said from the back of the room.
“I’m not too worried about that,” Tully said. He walked back into his office and picked up the phone. “So you’re still at the restaurant, Dave? What are you doing, supervising the killing of your customers with those chicken-fried steaks?”
“Yeah, best and biggest chicken-fried steaks in the world. And folks usually don’t die of them until they’re off the premises. So what do you want, Bo? I know it can’t be good.”
“I just thought you might like to spend a day or two up at the West Branch Lodge for free?”
“As I said, what do you want?”
“Nothing much, really. It’s just that I’ve got a missing person up there and may need a tracker. I should point out that the lodge has baths fed by hot springs and even an indoor pool. Be good for your rheumatism.”
“Us Indians don’t get rheumatism,” Dave said. About as much Indian as Tully, he had been nourishing a fraudulent scheme to build a casino next to his café three miles north of the little town of Famine. He referred to his acre or so as the World’s Smallest Indian Reservation. As part of his scam, he wore his long gray hair in a thick braid down his back and a necklace of bear claws down his chest. The rest of his costume appeared to have been pieced together out of a wardrobe from a John Wayne western. “Yeah, I could use a couple of days at the West Branch Lodge. By the way, who’s missing?”
“Mike Wilson. He and his wife own the West Branch Lodge.”
“Shoot, I know Wilson. Kind of an ornery cuss. Heard that new wife of his had tamed him down.”
“New?”
“Fairly new. I guess they’ve been married about five years. You get old like me, Bo, five years is new. Anyway, I’ll head up to the lodge right now.”
“Great,” Tully said. “Pap and I’ll meet you up there.”
“You bringing Pap? This sounds more like a party.”
“That’s my plan. So we don’t want to find Wilson too soon.”
“Hey, I’m way ahead of you on that, Bo.”
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TULLY’S LOG HOUSE SAT IN the middle of a meadow three miles from town. Surrounded by nearly eighty acres of timber, the meadow sloped in the general direction of Blight City. On a clear night, the glow of the city could be seen in the distance. The glow, evidence there were other people in the world, kept him from feeling lonely.
He and Ginger, when they were both in their early twenties, had cut the trees for the house on their own land, the eighty acres Pap had given them as a wedding present. They trimmed, peeled, and cured the logs themselves. Building the house had been an act of love. Neither he nor Ginger ever thought it had involved a single minute of work.
Tully slipped the Ford Explorer into four-wheel drive when he pulled into his driveway. The narrow, gravel road descended steeply down into the middle of the meadow. Ordinarily, he kept the driveway plowed with the ancient Ford pickup truck he had equipped with tire chains and a plow, but the snow in January had been coming so fast he couldn’t keep up with it. The Explorer, twisting and bucking, managed to make it down to the house.
Tully went in the back entryway, stomping the snow from his boots. The house was warm. When he was home for any length of time, he heated the house with birch firewood he cut himself, but when he was away, he let the electric wall panels handle the chore. An open loft overlooked the living room. His easel containing a canvas of a half-finished oil painting could be seen from below. He avoided looking up at it. It filled him with guilt and remorse. He hadn’t touched the painting in two months. It was harder all the time to think of himself as an artist.
On one wall of the living room hung a large oil painting of Ginger in a white dress and holding a bouquet of wildflowers. There were dozens of drawings and paintings of Ginger scattered about the house, but this one had always been his favorite. Even though neither of them knew it at the time of the painting, something had already started to grow inside her head. Shortly thereafter came the terrible headaches and the desperate operation she hadn’t survived. That had been nearly ten years ago. He no longer got tears in his eyes every time he looked at the painting.
Tully still prided himself on being self-sufficient, with two chest freezers packed with salmon, trout, and halibut from his fishing trips, and deer, elk, grouse, quail, pheasants, ducks, and chukars from his hunting trips. He once calculated that the fish and game he accumulated probably cost him only about fifty dollars a pound and well worth every penny. Each summer he invited all the deputies and all his friends out for empty-the-freezer barbecues. He had become famous for his skills as a backyard chef.
He hauled in a duffel bag from a shelf in the attached garage and packed a pair of slacks, clean shirts, a couple of ties, and a blue blazer, for evening wear. In the off chance he might actually have to hunt for Mike Wilson, he pulled a black plastic garbage bag out from under the sink. Holding the bag open, he stuffed in a pair of insulated boots, wool socks, his black wool hunting pants, two wool shirts, a two-piece set of long underwear, a down-insulated jacket, a wool watch cap, and gloves. Then he remembered the heated indoor pool and hot tub and added his swimming trunks.
Not having eaten, he thought for a moment about making himself a sandwich from some leftover meat loaf, home-baked bread, and his own special horseradish, which he grew in his own garden and preserved with his own special recipe. He had once considered employing the horseradish as a toughness test for the department’s new recruits but finally decided it was much too cruel. He abandoned the idea of a snack, preferring to reserve his appetite for the supper Mrs. Wilson had promised. After throwing the plastic bag and duffel into the back of the Explorer, he headed over to Pap’s. Snow was still falling.
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IT WAS NEARLY SEVEN WHEN Tully pulled into Pap Tully’s driveway, the Explorer’s wipers slapping away at the falling snow. He saw Pap’s housekeeper, Deedee, looking out the window. The old man had somehow acquired the young woman while they were solving the Last Hope Mine murders the previous fall. She had been working as a waitress at Dave’s House of Fry. Then one day she suddenly disappeared. The next time Tully saw her, she was Pap’s housekeeper. What she saw in his old man, he had not the slightest idea, other than the fact Pap was filthy rich. Deedee smiled and waved, then turned and shouted to someone, presumably Pap. A few minutes later the old man came out on the porch. He was wearing a black wool watch cap, a tan insulated jacket, and black wool pants. His white hair protruded from around the edge of the cap. He threw a small suitcase into the back of the Explorer, stomped the snow off his boots, and climbed into the passenger seat.
“Nothing like being prompt,” he snapped at Tully.
“I had to swing by my house and pick up a few duds. Looks like you’ll be warm enough.”
“Yep, even got on my insulated underwear and wool socks and pacs for my feet. I figure you got to be prepared. A fella who takes a girl tent camping in November, you can’t tell what kind of thing he has in mind for January.”
Tully started backing the Explorer out of the driveway. “I don’t want to hear any talk about tent camping in November! And fasten that seat belt. This vehicle doesn’t go forward until all seat belts are fastened.”
Pap started fussing with the seat belt. Never in his life had Tully known an elderly person, such as this seventy-five-year-old one, who could fasten a seat belt.
“Here,” he said. He leaned over and snapped the buckle closed. “Fastening seat belts is a very complicated thing and requires years of practice.”
Pap expressed his gratitude with a four-letter obscenity. He shook his head. “A lot of foolishness, these seat belts. Every time a person turns around in this country, somebody comes up with some new thing to keep us safe—air bags, helmets, signs and labels all over the place warning us not to do stupid things.”
“You’re right about that,” Tully said. “Reminds you of the time you were hiding out down in Mexico.”
“I’m reminded of the time the FBI got to poking around the county quite a bit back in the old days, whining about all the gambling and prostitution. I figured I’d get out of here and go spend a couple of months down in Mexico. Found myself a nice apartment in Guadalajara. It was warm and beautiful down there, with bougainvillea hanging down over the streets and tiled sidewalks. I’ll tell you this, Mexicans know how to look out for themselves. In the sidewalk right out in front of my apartment house there was a hole about four feet by four feet wide and eight feet deep. There was no sawhorses set up around it or even signs saying ‘Don’t fall in the hole.’ The three months I was down there, not a single Mexican, man, woman, or child, fell in that hole. You know why?”
Tully steered the Explorer around a drift halfway across the highway. He had heard this story a hundred times. “No, why?”
“Because Mexicans are smart enough not to fall in a hole, that’s why. They don’t have to be told not to. It’s a pretty darn nice way to live.”
Pap reached inside his jacket, pulled out his makings, and started rolling himself a cigarette.
“Those things will kill you,” Tully said.
Pap straightened up slowly and looked at him. “There you go! Bo, most everything will kill you, one way or another if you wait long enough.”
“I reckon that’s true. But the smell of those hand-rolleds will probably kill me first.”
The old man took a drag on his crooked little cigarette and blew the smoke in Tully’s face. “Anyhow, you got to tell me about taking Susan on a tent-camping trip in the middle of November.” He released one of his irritating cackles.
“Nothing to tell, particularly to an old codger like you. You’d probably drop dead of excitement.”
Pap grinned. “Try me.”
“Hey, Susan and I are still friends.”
“That bad, hunh? Now you got to tell me.”
“Give me your word you’ll never tell another human soul.”
“You got it.”
“Yeah, right, as if your word means anything. But I’ll tell you anyway.”
Much to Tully’s surprise, Susan, smart, tall, and willowy Susan, a medical examiner with the most fantastic face he had ever seen, had agreed to go camping with him, even though there was snow on the ground. Tully pitched his wall tent on the bank of the West Branch and installed his sheepherder stove in it. He then inflated a double air mattress on the floor at one side of the tent. He unzipped a sleeping bag and spread it flat out over the mattress. He put two sheets on top of the sleeping bag, and then unzipped another sleeping bag and spread it out over the top of the sheets. Then he drove back to town and brought Susan out to the camp.
Before starting the festivities on the air mattress, Tully’s only reason for going camping in November, he heated water for a package of Mountain House Oriental Style Rice and Chicken with Vegetables. Then he poured them two glasses of Ste. Chapelle chardonnay into plastic glasses. “Ste. Chapelle is the best wine made in all of Idaho,” he told Susan.
She sipped the wine. “I believe it!”
The sheepherder stove kept the tent toasty warm. Susan had already stripped down to her two-piece set of long underwear. Tully thought she looked particularly good in long underwear. They sat side by side on the edge of the air mattress and ate their dinner from aluminum plates. Afterward they lay back on the mattress and Tully started telling her about the time he had run into a moose calf up on Lightning Creek.
Suddenly she got up, put on her jacket and fuzzy booties, and started out the flaps of the tent in her long underwear. “Sorry,” she said. “I’ve got to go pee.”
“She said that?” Pap asked. “I have to go pee?”
“Yeah.”
“I don’t like to think of women having bodily functions,” Pap said.
“Me neither.”
Tully went on with his report. “Then I heard Susan walking through the snow alongside the tent. I figured she didn’t want to go right out in front of the tent. If I had known she was so persnickety, I would have walked away from the front of the tent myself.”
Pap nodded. “Some folks like to be considerate.”
“So anyway I’m lying there on my back and the tent is all warm and everything, and I must have dozed off. As it occurred to me later, much later, too late, in fact, the problem with Susan walking round to the rear of the tent, there wasn’t any rear to the tent. I had pitched the tent right on the edge of the riverbank.”
Pap slapped his knee and cackled. “You can be so dumb, Bo!”
“Tell me about it. Anyway, she stepped over the bank and toppled down through the brush. I guess the brush broke her fall, but then it prevented her from climbing back up. Fortunately, the river goes down a lot in the winter, and the edge of the bed there was mostly river rock, although I guess pretty hard to walk on when covered with snow.”
“Mighty hard to walk on, when covered with snow,” Pap said, grinning.
Tully blasted the Explorer through another drift across the road.
“So Susan walks up the edge of the river for nearly half an hour, until she finally comes to a place where she can climb out. Snow had got down the inside of her booties, which were now wet and mushy. She stomped her way through the snow back toward the tent. All of a sudden, I heard these footsteps approaching the tent, and I snapped wide awake!”
“Any good woodsman would,” Pap said, “if he hears footsteps approaching his tent.”
“Yeah,” Tully said.
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