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This novel is dedicated to the wonderful
culture of Eastern Oregon where enterprise and innovation have met
and greeted every newcomer since Lewis and Clark. All characters
and events in this book are fictional. Real places are mixed with
fictitious places.
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Lucja loved the mountains. She had barely been a
teen-ager when the Nazis had stormed into Warsaw, and taken her
family to the concentration camp and ovens. She had survived in a
neighbor’s barn, and later, with the help of the Resistance, she
had beaten the Nazis to Paris. Then she was herded to Marseilles,
and finally, in London, she had met Major Sam James of the U.S.
Army.

They were married by an Army Chaplain, and then went
to live on the James family’s ranch in Eastern Oregon. From that
day forward she truly understood the concept of heaven on
earth.

They had a son, Hal, and she loved him dearly. Sam
had died when Hal was 11, and she had understood, with the help of
Sam’s sister, Suzy, that she needed to be careful to keep the
family ranch in the family until Hal could be capable of running
it.

She eventually married Larry Rantford, a kind and
gentle history professor from the University of Oregon. Together
they had two children; a son, Nate, and a daughter, Joan. They had
attempted to make their home on the ranch in Eastern Oregon, but it
was clear to them all that it wasn’t working – not for her, Larry,
or the kids. They moved to a suburb of Portland, leaving the James
ranch in the care of Suzy and Hal.

Larry had always been willing to share Lucja’s love
for Eastern Oregon, and today they were “scouting for elk” in the
Blue Mountains. It was a beautiful September day, and they’d driven
many miles on dirt roads at 15-20 miles per hour, stopping often to
“glass” the valleys to see if elk were present.

She knew Larry was along simply to make her happy,
but she thought she saw signs of his awakening to the beauty, no,
even majesty of the mountains.

“Look!” He said, pointing, “Isn’t that a ruffed
grouse?”

“It is,” she agreed. “The settlers thought they were
stupid; they would sit and let the women harvest them with a stick
to the head. You won’t find them so obliging today.”

They stopped at a turnout about four miles and 1,000
feet above Granite, a wide spot in the road with bare minimum
services. Even at pushing 85, Lucja had a spring in her step as she
grabbed the spotting scope and headed into the woods.

Larry, lagging some yards behind her, picked his way
where she had stepped boldly, “Lu, don’t you fear
rattlesnakes?”

“Nonsense; we make too much noise to sneak up on a
snake. They’re afraid, Larry; we shouldn’t be.”

When they arrived at the ridge overlooking the river,
she perched herself on a rocky outcropping, and carefully examined
the valley below. “Look, Larry, over here.”

He took her place behind the spotting scope. “I see
nothing.”

“Move the scope a tiny bit left, then right, then up,
then down… just the littlest bit… there are about eight elk down
there, and one of them is carrying antlers.”

“Oh, I see them, Lucja. They’re beautiful.”

“They’re delicious, too. That makes some thirty elk
we’ve seen today. I think we should apply for permits in this
area.”

“Permits?”

“Don’t you want to hunt these creatures, Larry?”

“I’ve never hunted anything, and you know that.”

“But wouldn’t you want to try it once before you
die?”

“If you want to, I’ll be with you, you know that; but
me? No, I don’t lust after wild animals.”

They returned to the truck without further
conversation.

The engine cranked, but would not start. Larry, whose
knowledge of motor vehicles was limited to the dashboard, was at a
loss.

“We have gas?” Lucja asked.

“The gauge says we have.”

“We’re not getting a spark, that’s all,” she
opined.

“What will we do?”

“We can’t wait here. You’ll need to walk down the
mountain to Granite and find someone to come help us.”

At age 85, Larry was in good physical condition, and
a four-mile walk down hill was not daunting to him. “I’ll probably
be back in an hour and a half,” he said.

“Then go now. It’ll be dark in three hours, and I
don’t want to be up here by myself in the dark. Here, take this
water,” she said handing him a bottle. “It’s dry here,
remember.”

He thanked her and started off downhill at a steady
pace.

Lucja sighed, then fished a book out of her whatever
bag, and found a comfortable spot under a giant white cedar to sit
and read.

Larry never saw her alive again.
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When Miles Lawton had first suggested he and his
family might travel from their home in Cadillac, Michigan, to my
home near Pendleton, Oregon, for the annual Round-Up, I had jumped
at the chance to host their visit.

Lawton is an investigator with the Michigan State
Police whom I had gotten to know during a particularly ugly
adventure five years ago that had left him recovering from a
shooting. He had been the first official to actively buy into my
theory about my friend’s death not being an accident, and he had
been willing to bend his own laws to make sure I wasn’t unarmed
when angry people found me and my gal, Jan.

I not only felt a debt toward Miles; over the years I
had come to appreciate his easy humor, and I was excited to show
him and his family the crown jewel of my Eastern Oregon home. He
and his wife, Gail, and their three sons, James, John and Paul (“I
call them my disciples,” he liked to joke) arrived on Friday
night.

They had flown into Portland and rented a car for the
drive to my home in the foothills of the Blue Mountains west of
Pendleton.

When they arrived, Judy, the Drahthaar pointer,
greeted them with lots of barking and sniffing. I had pitched a
tent in the yard for the three boys, and I had the upstairs guest
room set up for Miles and Gail. They were tired and excited. For
the boys, it was a rare treat to have a week off school in
September. Ages running 10-14, the three were full of excitement
and were all talking at once.

Gail gave me a hug and raised her eyebrows at the
three youngsters as they called “dibs” on the bunks in the wall
tent. “You ready for a week at this kind of pace?”

I just smiled, and gave her a squeeze. “I might be
more excited about showing off the Round-Up than your guys are
about rodeo.”

Miles just stood there grinning. “I’m only excited
about getting a shot at those world class brook trout you’ve been
bragging about since I met you.”

I knew we’d have to find time for a walk up to the
mountain lake for those fish, but I also knew that the boys had to
have horse rides and a full schedule of rodeo. I shrugged mentally;
we’d find the time somehow.

“Is Jan coming out?” Gail asked. “I tried to call her
last week, but she was out of town. I thought she might be
here.”

Jan Coldwell was the newspaper owner in Mineral
Valley, Michigan. I had met her when I was looking into the matter
of my friend’s death. In addition to working together on the
investigation that led us to the eventual solution of that
particular mystery, Jan and I had entered a serious relationship.
While our feelings for each other remained as passionate and
enduring as we hoped it would, we also found it as difficult as all
long-distance relationships can be.

We had learned to trust each other as we shared the
experience of surviving the threat of some seriously deranged
characters. She was the first romantic relationship I had known
since the death of my wife, Sandy. I had met Sandy at the old Naval
Air Station in Quonset Point, Rhode Island as I was transitioning
from my active duty as a special forces warrior. Sandy had been
doing a summer job with the Navy’s personnel department. When I
left the Navy behind for a peaceful life writing news stories, I
took Sandy with me. We had kicked around the country for 30 years
as I worked my way into senior management positions in community
newspapers until we landed in Pendleton.

We had fallen in love with the area and its people at
once, and had expected to spend the rest of our lives here. She
did, dying while we were getting involved in the community. Without
her, I lost interest in my work world, choosing to “retire” to a
life of mourning. Then I’d met Jan while I was retracing the last
days of an old friend’s life and things just developed. She taught
me to love again; I taught her to shoot a handgun. We saved each
other, so to speak.

“I haven’t heard from her for a couple of weeks
myself,” I said. “I know she was going to some meetings in Chicago
last week. I invited her to Round-Up, but she didn’t commit one way
or another.”

Miles and I were hauling luggage into the house.
“Jim,” he said to me in a big brother voice, “I hope this doesn’t
mean there’s trouble between you two.”

I pooh-poohed his comment, “I don’t think so. We’ve
been seeing each other for five-plus years; there’s no doubt about
our relationship, and there’s no hurry about changing our
situation. It’s not like there are un-named children at risk. She’s
been busy with her newspaper and I’ve been in some demand on the
conference circuit. We knew it would be difficult living and loving
so far apart, but what could we do? She can’t give up her paper; I
can’t just give up this place. We’ll work it out, I’m sure.”

I noticed the look Gail and Miles traded, but chose
to let it pass without comment just as they did.

After a late dinner, and then I gave them an overview
of the coming week.

“Tomorrow is the ‘Dress Up’ parade downtown. It’s a
lot like any small town parade you’ve ever seen, but one thing
you’ll really notice is how well so many of the folks in the parade
ride.

“Then I thought we’d go to the Round-Up Hall of Fame
and museum. I think you’ll find that intriguing.

“On Sunday, I thought Miles and I would go fishing up
in the Blues,” I said. Turning to Gail, I added, “I know it’s
important to you that the kids have something to write about back
at school…”

“That’s right,” Gail said, “and the quicker we deal
with that the better. Right guys?” The three boys were busy with
their chicken and didn’t give her the big rousing okay she had been
hoping for. Miles laughed, “What’s on your mind, Jim?”

“Just down the mountain is the Tamastslikt Cultural
Center on the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Reservation. It
is a great place to visit to experience another viewpoint on the
whole concept of Manifest Destiny. The kids will see the coming of
the white man from the natives’ perspective, and I know when I
first came here, it gave me a new outlook.”

“That’s a great idea,” Gail exclaimed. “Guys, don’t
you think it’d be great to go see how the original people who lived
here made out?”

“Is it a museum?” James, the oldest boy, asked.

“It is, but it comes complete with live
demonstrations of ancient crafts. It’s never disappointed any of my
young friends before.”

“Will there be real Indians?” asked Paul, the
youngest.

“Yes,” I said. “We call them Native Americans today,
but the Indians run the place, pal. It’s their land; their show. I
think you’ll really have fun and learn some things, too.”

“Then we can come back here, invest a few hours in
writing up the papers and you won’t have to think about school
again until we’re back home,” Gail said. “Deal?”

The boys were torn between seeking help from me to
their dad, but we offered nothing. “’Course, you could just not go
to the rodeo Wednesday, and do the writing part then, right Jim?”
Gail added.

“Life’s all about choices,” I chuckled as the boys
quickly gave in to their mother’s plans for Sunday.
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The parade didn’t start until 1 o’clock, so the
morning was spent getting used to my place in the foothills of the
Blues.

The boys were up with the sun, and after hot cocoa, I
invited them to join me in my morning walk, and they jumped at the
chance.

Walking for me is not just putting one foot in front
of the other. My “walk” is a full-body workout using the principles
of tai chi chuan, the base martial art that comprised my early
training back when I was involved in the military.

Tai chi practice enables a person to control stress,
fear and all the normal reactions associated with the body’s
natural “fight or flight” response to danger.

Called dancing by many martial arts aficionados, a
person skilled in tai chi can move quickly from the practiced,
stylized moves of the discipline into instinctive moves of defense
which in turn can become effective modes of attack. I had been
drilled in the skills of warfare and had been good at it, but I
also found I had no stomach for that life. I chose to pursue
civilian life, and I had left the t’ai chi behind as well. After
years of eating and drinking my career in newspapers, I woke up one
day unable to see my toes.

I returned to the basics of tai chi and made it a
daily part of my life. I regained flexibility and strength, and
now, at this stage of my life, the dance was enough. It kept me
centered; aware of; and, in most cases, in control of my core.

As we started walking on the road in front of my
house, we ended up walking past the home of my only neighbors, Jack
and Shirlee Nelson, at the end of the road. There a trail started
into the woods, steadily climbing for about 1,000 feet in a
three-mile stretch. I had no illusions of the boys making that walk
this morning, but we were further than I thought we would be when
Paul, the little one, started lagging a bit behind.

“I need a break,” I announced, letting myself drop
onto the ground with my back against a tree. Judy, who had been
keeping a quiet watch on us, came to check on my condition. The
boys settled in a small circle around me.

“Why do you do those te-chee moves?” Paul asked.

“T’ai chi,” James corrected his younger brother,
spelling it out for him. “It’s a martial art, like karate,” he
added.

“Do you fight with T’ai chi?” Paul asked, struggling
with the pronunciation.

John was usually the quiet one of the three brothers,
but at the talk of fighting, he looked up eagerly. “Who do you
fight?”

I shook my head. “I try to avoid fighting whenever I
can, John. I think it’s smarter to handle things without getting
physical; easier on me, easier on the other guy.”

John wasn’t giving up. “Did you ever use tai chi in a
fight?”

I nodded. “Yep.”

“Tell us about it?”

I shook my head. “Nope.”

His disappointment was in his voice, “Why?”

“It was so long ago, I just don’t want to remember,
okay?”

James stepped in. “John, it was a war thing; lots of
guys don’t want to talk about their wars, just like Dad doesn’t
like to talk about cases, you know?”

John answered in a sheepish voice, “I didn’t mean
anything about it, I’m just curious.”

“That’s okay,” I said, reaching out to ruffle his
hair a bit. “Want to learn some basic tai chi forms?”

He beamed at me. “Really? When?”

“Why not here?”

So we spent the next half an hour going through basic
forms of tai chi, focusing on balance, flexibility, and
control.

As we neared the house, John sent me a smile, “I’m
getting sore. That’s a different kind of exercise than gym class,
but I like it.”

“If you walk with me every morning, the soreness will
be a memory by the time you go home, and if you keep it up at home,
you’ll be amazed at how good you feel. There are certainly tai chi
masters teaching around Cadillac. A real master would be flattered
to have you as a student; I’d bet on it.”

He rewarded me with another of those beaming grins,
and I felt on top of the world.

While I was fixing breakfast, the boys found old
scrap books that Sandy had kept for years. She had been my biggest
fan, and I missed her every day even still.

“Wow, Mr. Stanton,” James yelled from the porch, “you
were really young once!”

His mother erupted immediately, “James Lawton, you
watch your mouth…”

I shushed her, “Let ’em enjoy themselves. We bonded a
bit this morning.”

“There’s no reason to be rude,” she said loud enough
for the boys to hear, but she was grinning. “It was a nice period
for adult bonding in your beautiful guest room with the sound of
the wind sighing through the firs outside the window… Thanks.”

“My pleasure, ma’am,” I bowed with a spatula taking
the place of my sword. “Keeping the natives subdued is good for a
knight errant’s soul, believe me.”
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The parade had been a huge hit with the Lawtons. The
many horses and riders along with the many wagons, buggies, and
farm equipment pulled by horses, mules and oxen had the boys’ full
attention.

After the parade, we joined a lengthy line to buy
tickets to tour the new Round-Up museum.

The museum had been open for two years, and had
really rounded out compared to my last visit. There were many more
exhibits, and it was visibly set up to provide working historians
with ample opportunity for research.

We spread out through the displays as different
things attracted one or two of us lingering at a photo or placard
while the rest went on to other things where they lingered and
lagged behind or joined as the case may be.

We found the boys pointing and giggling at one
massive photograph that covered one interior wall dedicated to the
spirit of volunteerism that is, at its core, the secret to
Round-Up’s magic.

“What’s so funny?” Gail asked the boys as she caught
up with them.

“Looks like Mr. Stanton is older than we thought,”
James said with his hand covering his mouth as if to try to keep me
from hearing him.

“What?” Gail moved in among the boys and Paul reached
up and pointed to one face in the massive photo.

Gail jerked her head a bit in reaction. “That’s
amazing.” She stepped back and took in the entire photo. It was
some 12-feet long, and depicted some 30 young men leaning and
sitting on a rough wooden fence that was part of an arena. In the
corner of the photo was the notation: “Round-Up, 1933 – even during
hard times of the Great Depression, the community supported their
rodeo with their time, work and sweat.”

I joined them along with Miles, and Gail asked me,
“Did you grow up here?” I shook my head no. “Did you have family
here?” Again I shook my head, wondering what this was all
about.

“Then you should check this out,” she said as she
stepped aside and pointed to a young man in dungarees and a white
t-shirt somewhere in the middle of the photo.

I had seen that face before, too; pretty much every
morning when I shaved it. The resemblance to me, at least the me
when I was in my 20s, was amazing.

I considered the figure of the man and compared his
height with the rest of the young men, some with hats, some
without; some in chaps and spurs, some just boots and jeans. Some
were without shirts; others with collared shirts and vests. Some
were dressed up; others, like the man in question, dressed to
work.

Miles stood at my shoulder. “That guy looks like you,
except he’s only about six-foot tall, but he could be your kid
brother.” I compared the man’s height again and realized Miles was
right, he was much shorter than my 6-foot 5-inch frame, but we
could have been brothers.

I addressed James in my best stern voice: “Pal, let’s
get this straight; I was younger once, but it wasn’t seventy-seven
years ago, okay?”

The youngster stood in a somewhat stunned silence for
a few seconds, and then the smile in my eyes and his mother’s
outright giggle set him straight. He recovered quickly, “Well, Mr.
Stanton, you are old, and to kids like us, it’s hard to tell just
how old you are after you turn old.”

Everyone laughed, and we moved on to the rest of the
exhibits. Gail had all three of them taking notes on 3x5 index
cards. At the small gift shop, she bought a couple of the history
books as well as a photo guide to the museum. A smaller version of
the big photo was in that book, too.

As we made our way back to the car, she hooked her
arm in mine. “Can’t help it, Jim; I have to wonder if someone in
your family tree was from Pendleton. It’s the romantic in me,
wondering … that likeness; it was the spittin’ image of your
pictures in that scrap book this morning.”

I thought for a minute. “I know that during the
Depression, before he married my mom, my dad tramped around the
country looking for work as a teamster. I know he worked the timber
camps in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula and Idaho; but I never heard
him mention Oregon, not once.”

She sighed. “It doesn’t really matter, but I think it
would be sweet if he or one of his brothers was in that picture…
think of the story that could tell.”
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Sunday morning dawned bright and clear. Miles and I
had an anxious company of kids and a dog following us back and
forth as we put gear in the back of the truck for our fishing
trip.

Gail was still in bed, and Miles gave the boys strict
instructions on the need for quiet and order until she came down to
make breakfast. I put Judy in her pen in the backyard as Miles
finished packing the cooler with our lunch and grabbed a thermos of
coffee.

Once out on the highway, we headed east towards La
Grande. East of the city, we left the highway for a back-country
gravel road that would deteriorate into raw dirt as it snaked its
way south.

“How far?”

“About an hour at twenty m.p.h.” I answered.

We had the windows down, and there wasn’t enough road
or wind noise to make it difficult to talk. Miles was telling me
about a couple of cases he’d closed just before taking the time for
this trip.

“Convenient,” I said, “closing your cases just before
leaving on a vacation. How many times has that happened?”

“Hardly ever; but, you know, if you don’t take the
time to spend with your family, recharge your batteries, you know,
you’ll just end up being no good to anybody, not the force, not
your family – you just gotta go sometimes. It’ll be there waitin’
when you return, or somebody else will catch the lucky break and
close the case for you. I’ve closed cases for other detectives who
had to take some time; it happens.”

“What’s the toughest case you ever closed?”

“That’s easy; the first one. It changed my whole
career. I don’t want to bore you.”

I thought for a minute. “And I don’t want to pry, but
I’ll bet it won’t be boring.”

“It’s not like a war story where the guy brags about
his exploits. It was one of those early times, before it became a
habit, when my gut talked to me and it was one of the first times I
just went with it…” His eyes took on a far and away look, like he
was seeing it in his mind’s eye.

“Well, you know how it can be some times. You’re a
rising star, you’re promoted to detective, the youngest in Michigan
State Police history, and you’re assigned to work down state, where
you grew up.

“The state police function a bit in Michigan like the
FBI functions on a national scale. When criminal investigations
spread out across various county, township or municipal boundaries,
the locals will often call in the MSP investigators. That happens
especially when the heat for a quick solution builds up to the
point where political futures are at stake.

“That was the kind of case I caught just a few months
after I’d married Gail, my high school sweetheart.

“I was stationed in Livonia; working the metro area
around Detroit. Then Gina Trowbridge wound up dead in a state game
area just outside Riverton, up in the middle of the Lower
Peninsula.

“Gina had been eight years old. Her mother had moved
Gina; her brother Terry, six; and her sister Amy, four; to Riverton
from Detroit to avoid the violence and danger that goes with
growing up in the big city.

“She’d found an accounting job with a local industry
in Riverton, and bought a house on a tree-lined street just a block
from the elementary school. She thought she’d died and found
heaven.

“There was affordable day care for Amy, and both
Terry and Gina fit right in with their new school. They were making
friends and as school was just about to close for the summer, it
seemed they’d made the move at exactly the right time to ensure a
smooth summer vacation with lots of fun for the kids.”

His voice changed. He went Sergeant Friday: “Then
Gina didn’t come home from school with Terry. He said he’d seen her
talking with some kids, and then she was gone. He thought she had
gone home without him, so he walked home alone.

“Gina was still not there when her mother came into
the house just after four. Still not panicked, she called a couple
of Gina’s friends down the block, but nobody had seen her after
school.

“Mrs. Trowbridge then retraced the way to the school,
but it was shut down and empty. Nearly hysterical by the time she
returned to her house, she had called the local police.

“The police had done all the right stuff. There was
an Amber Alert. They called Gina’s dad, an engineer with General
Motors in Detroit, and found that he’d been in his office with
three others all day. He said he was going to drive up immediately
and hung up.”

It was as if he was trying to explain just how this
all had happened; as if he’d been trying to explain it to me and
even himself for years: “The pressure to find Gina was intense from
the start. Here was this little girl who had been moved to a “safe”
place, and in just a few weeks she had disappeared.

“They waited for a call, but it never came. As the
days passed, the pressure from the media and elected officials was
mounting.

“Then six days after she disappeared, Gina’s body,
partially covered with leaves and limbs, was found by a man and his
wife who had been walking their dog as was their weekly habit.

“Evidence indicated Gina had been taken to that place
in the county, sexually assaulted and then strangled. The sheriff’s
department had no investigative arm. They called in the MSP, and I
caught the case.”

“I had been the kid in high school that everyone
liked, but at the twentieth class reunion nobody could remember. I
hadn’t been a great athlete or a great brain. Earning Bs and Cs
with an occasional A, I had served on every kind of club and
committee from decorating for the prom to soliciting for the annual
food bank drive. A worker bee, I had never been the chairman or
president.

“I had gone to college at Michigan State University,
and melted into the thirty-five thousand or so on-campus students.
I went to school on a mission, and majored in criminal justice. I
landed a job with the campus newspaper and found I really liked the
gathering of information, but I was lost when it came to writing a
story.

“I could really interview, however, and that talent
worked well for me. After graduation I applied to the MSP, accepted
to the academy, and graduated with honors. It was the first time in
my entire life I had stood out in anything.

“I was a patrolman for six years, taking tests and
training opportunities whenever they came up. And I was always the
best and brightest.” He gave a little shrug as if to say, “go
figure?” and continued.

“When I applied for the Detective exam, my Captain
endorsed it, but cautioned me that I might be a little shy of
experience to do well on that test.

“Quite the contrary, I recorded the highest score in
the test’s history. The academy staff actually entertained testing
me again to see if I had somehow cheated on the initial exam, but
that was a non-starter for the Commandant. I was a detective that
spring.”

I slowed at the only intersection on this road, and
stopped to watch a group of elk pick their way down the bank above
the road. They eyed us as calmly as pedestrians waiting for a
light, and then proceeded at their stately pace into the ravine
below the road.

Miles whistled gently, “I’ll bet that never gets old,
does it?”

“Never. So, go on with the story, please.”

“Anyway, my work for the next four years was by the
book, but routine. My superiors gave me superlative evaluations for
my ability to interview suspects and witnesses. They gave me lower
marks for my ability to handle controversial issues with
appropriate tact. One comment on my evaluation talked about my
inability to see beyond the trail I was following. Another spoke to
my unwavering pursuit of the perpetrator with no feelings for those
innocents who might be hurt in the chase.

“I was counseled repeatedly that in addition to crime
solving, a successful investigator had to have a sense of the
environment within which he was operating, and be prepared to make
an effort to smooth feathers and still close the case.

“Then I landed in Riverton. The officer in charge had
no leads, no ideas. He reviewed the case with me and then suggested
I start from the beginning, interviewing everyone as if it were day
one.

“The pressure and back-biting among the locals had
reached a fever pitch. The sheriff, an elected official, was
talking on the radio and to the newspaper about how the Riverton
Police Chief – hired, not elected – had botched the investigation
from the beginning.

“The district attorney was openly calling into
question the intelligence and motives of all the police, promising
that if they’d give him a suspect to charge, he’d bring the full
force of the law down on the perpetrator.

“The only person I had for counsel was my wife, and
my only explanation to her questions was, ‘It’s all shit, and it’s
all rolling downhill. This is going to be ugly before it’s
finished.”’

“What did she say to that?” I asked.

“The same thing I’d been hearing from friends and
colleagues for four years. ‘You just keep your head down, Miles.
You don’t want to be part of that stuff. You catch him; let them
all take the credit.”’

His voice changed again, and he was explaining
himself to a peer; I was flattered.

“I started the interviewing with Terry, the younger
brother who had seen his sister at school but lost track of her. I
spent quite a few minutes listening to Terry tell me about his
birthday party which had been just the day before.

“The local detective I was assigned with, Rich
Stuart, who had been on the case since the beginning, was impatient
with Terry’s party story and started to interrupt, to steer the
conversation back on track, but I waved him off and started to
probe. ‘So what kinds of presents did you receive, Terry?’ and like
that.

‘“Neat stuff,’ Terry beamed. He told me about a game
for his video player, and about marbles and cards and other gifts
that had been so much fun, and the cake and ice cream.

‘“Sounds great, I told him. ‘What was the neatest
thing?’

‘“The video game; Eric gave it to me,’ he said
automatically.

‘“Is Eric your best friend?’ He thought about that
for a minute, and then shrugged. ‘I dunno, maybe.’

“I followed up immediately, feeling certain this was
going somewhere, even though I didn’t have a clue as to where or
how. ‘Where does he live?’

“Terry didn’t even blink. ‘Across the street. He’s
our sitter, too. He had us at his birthday party, too.’

“So we talked about Eric. From Terry’s memories, it
seemed to me Eric had made himself useful around the neighborhood,
picking up odd jobs like raking leaves, shoveling snow, washing
cars. When the Trowbridges had moved in, he had helped out, and
when Mrs. Trowbridge had needed to leave the kids at home for a
quick run to the store, he had volunteered to watch them for an
hour or so. My alarm bells were going off like July fireworks.

“Terry didn’t know Eric’s last name, but he said he
lived with just his mother, just like he and Amy did. When we
started talking about Gina’s last day, it became clear to me that
Terry was taking his lack of knowledge personally, as if it was his
fault that he didn’t remember something that would have saved
Gina’s life.

“As he stumbled on the gentle questions, he became
more and more agitated. I remembered something I’d read studying
for the test, and took the conversation back to birthday parties,
and Terry immediately calmed down. Outside, Stuart lighted a
cigarette and grumbled, ‘That was a total waste.’

“Stuart walked to the driver’s side of the county
car, but I started across the street. Stuart yelled at me, ‘Where
‘n’ hell…’ I wanted to meet Eric. ‘This is bullshit,’ Stuart
yelled, but he didn’t climb into the car.

“The lady that opened the door across the street was
much older than I had thought the mother of one of Terry’s friends,
even an older friend, might be. It took me back for a second, made
me unsure.

“I introduced myself, and she asked how she could
help. I asked her if Eric was home, and she allowed that he wasn’t.
‘Since his driver’s license, I don’t see him before supper. He goes
riding around every day after school.’

‘“How long has he been driving?’ I asked.

“‘Just more than a month now, the day after his
sixteenth birthday. He couldn’t wait. He’s a good driver, too. I’ve
been riding with him all through his training. He’s very
mature.’

“Finally, I asked her if Eric was her son. ‘Of course
he is. My youngest; his two sisters are both a bit older. We had
Eric later in life. Why do you need to ask that?’

‘“Just for my records,’ I said as I nodded my head in
Stuart’s direction. ‘I have to be able to prove I really talked to
folks, you know?’

“She noticed Stuart, standing half in and half out of
the state car. ‘Everyone has bosses,’ she said with some
bitterness.

“Then she seemed to relax with me; she patted her
hair to make sure it was in place, ‘Of course. I’m a widow, not one
of those divorcees. Eric was God’s blessing on me. Both my girls
were grown and gone and then, surprise, God sent Eric. He must have
known how hard it was going to be when he took George from me, so
he gave me Eric. He’s a blessing…’”

“I thanked her for her time, but when I climbed into
the car, Stuart was steaming. ‘She give you any tracts?’

‘“What are you talking about?’ I asked him.

“‘That Henry woman is a loony, partner. She’s
constantly trying to convert everyone, even if they’re regular
church goers like me. If you don’t praise God in every other
breath, you’re not sanctimonious enough to meet her standards for
heaven.’

“I had to do some research, but my alarms were
blaring, really.

“When we put Eric Henry’s name into the computer, we
found a juvenile record that was sealed. My first thought was ‘we
can work past that,’ but I was dead wrong.

“Just after six we ran down the local juvenile judge
on his home phone. The judge was furious that I would even consider
that he might lift the veil on a juvenile record. We went round and
round for about fifteen minutes, then the judge told me to go to
hell and hung up. I considered it briefly, you know, contemplating
the appropriate time and place for tact, then I called the DA.

“When the DA wasn’t appropriately motivated to go
against the local judge, I thanked him, hung up and dialed the
private number of the State Attorney General, who just happened to
be Gail’s favorite uncle.

“The AG listened to me for about five minutes before
he interrupted: ‘Miles, do you really think I can step in and make
your judge open that file?’

“I tried to let him off the hook. ‘If not, I figured
you’d know how I can see those records.’ He chuckled, and said,
‘Let me make a call or two.’”

I couldn’t help it; I had to break into this
narrative, “There’s no source like a highly placed, highly
leveraged source.”

He smiled. “Sounds like you’ve been there a time or
two, but twenty minutes later an outraged juvenile judge called and
told me to meet him at the courthouse, immediately. Stuart begged
off, said he’d hear the abridged version of the ass chewing in the
morning. When I met the judge he plopped a file on the table, and
stomped back into his office. ‘Tell me when you’re through,
Detective.’

“The first page took my breath away. Eric Henry had
been charged in four incidents of sexual assault between the time
he was nine and fourteen. He had, in fact, attempted to rape his
sister during an extended visit the summer of his fourteenth year.
The judge had ordered therapy each time and released the boy to the
custody of his mother. There was no evidence in the file that
therapy had been successful or even applied. But the cases had been
filed as secret.

“I didn’t say a word to the judge, instead, I drove
directly to the Henry home, across the street from where Gina
Trowbridge had been put in harm’s way by an unsuspecting
mother.

“Eric answered the door. He was a stocky,
pimply-faced youngster with sunburn on his left forearm but not his
right. With one look at my badge, the youngster’s face crumpled up.
‘Mommy,’ he keened. ‘Mommy, I didn’t do it.’

“I put a hand on the kid’s shoulder. ‘Son, I need you
and your mom to come downtown with me. I need you to clear up
some…’ Alice Henry hit the door screaming. ‘How dare you!’”

It was easy to see the scars this episode had left on
Lawton’s soul. His voice was thinner, just on the verge, it seemed
to me, of hysteria.

“She was literally foaming at the mouth. She was
screaming that nobody had any right to question God’s gift of a
boy… all intermingled with noises that I couldn’t begin to
understand. She was flailing her arms at my head, and as I backed
out of the doorway, towing the screaming and crying Eric with me,
one of her wild blows caught me across the bridge of my nose. My
eyes immediately filled with tears. I lost hold of Eric, stumbled
backwards down the concrete steps and landed unceremoniously on my
tail.

“Blinded by my tear-bleared eyes, I only heard the
front door slam. When my eyes cleared, she and Eric were gone. I
could hear Eric screaming from inside the house and I could hear
Alice shushing him, making comforting sounds.

“I was really hurt, having broken my tail bone in the
fall, but I limped up the stairs. I beat on the door. ‘Open up,
Mrs. Henry, this is not going to do anyone any good.’

“Eric started keening again.

“I turned the knob and found the door hadn’t been
locked. I walked into the house, into the living room which led to
the kitchen were I could hear Eric’s high pitched wail.

“I limped into the kitchen and found Eric sitting at
the table. I stepped further into the room, and saw Eric’s eyes
look past me behind my right shoulder. On instinct, I turned and
ducked at the same time as Alice Henry tried to take my head off
with a twelve-inch butcher knife.

“I spun around the table as she advanced on me, ‘Mrs.
Henry, put that down. This won’t help!’ She stalked me around the
room, every muscle and tendon in her body tensed to near the
breaking point. Her lips were stretched into a grotesque snarl,
‘You won’t take God’s gift from his mother, sinner! Blasphemer!
Satan!’ She actually hissed, all the while she was backing me into
a corner.

“I knew I was in complete violation of normal
protocol. I wished for an instant I had brought Stuart with me, or
called backup before coming inside the house, but Alice wasn’t
waiting for back up; she was moving in on me.

“I pulled my service weapon and begged her to stop.
‘Mrs. Henry, please. Don’t make me use this. This is not doing Eric
any good, it isn’t!’ She just kept repeating ‘You won’t take God’s
gift from his mother, you won’t. You won’t take God’s gift from
me…’ With each step she closed the distance between me and the
knife.

“I called out one last time, but before I could
finish the warning, she lunged. I fired just as the knife plunged
into my shoulder. I don’t remember pulling the trigger. I really
don’t.

“I called nine-one-one and reported an
officer-involved shooting. The operator could hardly hear me
because of Eric’s wailing.

“My physical injury was minor; the bleeding had been
stopped with a few stitches, but the emotional damage was more
significant. After all the formal internal reviews associated
whenever a police officer fires a weapon in the line of duty, and
some extensive therapy, I was put back on active duty.

“When Gail told me she was expecting our first baby,
I asked for and was granted a transfer to Cadillac.

“Now we have the boys, and we love living “up north,”
skiing in winter, fishing in the summer, camping and playing
sports. Our house is full of life and love, and I rarely think of
the Trowbridges or the Henrys.”

He finished as I was parking the truck. I shut off
the engine and listened to the engine cooling and the babble of a
stream in the background. We were the only vehicle in the parking
area.

“I’m sorry,” I started to say.

He came out of his reverie with a bit of a smile of
embarrassment playing at the corners of his mouth. “I rarely think
of them, really… but when I do, I always come back to the issue of
tact and its application in the solution of crazy cases.”

I said, “Let’s go introduce you to Oregon’s version
of a trash fish.”
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The fishing had been spectacular.

We had climbed some 400 feet of elevation on the
half-mile trail. Then we inflated the float tubes in our backpacks,
and put on our waders and fins. We had light-weight fly rods. We
started with a nymph pattern, and never saw a reason to switch.

In the water we started in opposite directions
working our way around the man-made reservoir that was probably a
half-mile long at its longest and half that at its widest.

We hadn’t been on the water for more than two casts
when I heard a giggle from the other tube. I saw his rod arced in a
classic position. I grabbed my camera and captured a shot of him
fighting the fish; then seconds later he held up a broad brook
trout some twelve inches long. His grin was wider than that.

I had equipped him with a floating fish basket and
set the limits for the day: “Nothing but brook trout; rainbows live
here, but for us they’re all catch and release. We keep nothing
under twelve inches; no more than six fish per angler. Twelve trout
will make quite a feed tonight, okay?”

“But there are no state regs on these fish?” He asked
unbelievingly as we made our way down the trail to the truck with
our stream-cleaned fish in ice-filled packs I brought for the
purpose.

“Nope. In the infinite wisdom that prevails in
Oregon, brook trout are not native species so deserve no protection
from the state. The rainbows you caught up there today are the
reason that this water is protected from the worm-and-bobber crowd.
The ’Bows are why there’s no motorized access, and why it’s
artificial lures only. If we’d brought spinners, you’d have been
limited out in thirty minutes or less; and it’s harder to release
fish on spinners compared to these flies.”

“I had never caught a fourteen-inch brookie, Jim. And
I lost two right at the tube that were larger.”

“I usually catch a fifteen- or sixteen-incher during
the catch and release phase,” I laughed with him. “It never
fails.”
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The boys had found their trip to the Confederated
Tribes of the Umatilla exciting and bewildering. They’d noticed the
glitz and glamour of the tribe’s casino, and, as they drove around
the reservation proper, they couldn’t help but note the areas of
blighted housing.

“I thought all, er, Native Americans were rich from
their casinos,” James said at dinner, “but there are parts where
the people look to be really poor.”

I noted the sincere concern in his experience.
“James, it’s no different than where you live. There are people who
live in places that make your home look like a palace, but there
are all kinds of reasons – from education, health or just plain
gumption behind those places.

“The tribes are really investing in the
infrastructure that will give all the tribal members an opportunity
to grow. That factory building across from the casino is one case
in point. It’s a high-tech facility that will most likely be more
important to the future of the members than the casino, resort or
golf course.

“And they have a charter school there, where the
state’s standards are wedded with cultural concerns so the students
are exposed to the best of both worlds – they’re fully integrated
into the general population and they keep their historic
traditions, even their language, alive at the same time.”

“But most Americans are satisfied just being
Americans, aren’t they?” James asked his mother.

“I’m not sure that’s completely true, James. Check
with me at Thanksgiving or Christmas, okay? Or you can check with
your friend Jose next May, about the fifth…”

“Ah, sure! We all cling to the best of our world and
heritages, right?”

Miles chipped in, “That’s right, and realizing that
is the path to acceptance and celebration of our similarities
rather than focusing on our differences.” He changed the subject,
“Did you guys complete your homework this afternoon or do we have
to skip the plan for horse riding tomorrow?”

“It’s done,” they replied in chorus. “We gotta
ride!”

Gail nodded. “They worked real hard, and finished
just before you came home with these beautiful fish. They’re
delicious, Jim.”

The horseback riding went well. The boys were matched
with appropriate ponies, and with a guide, Gail and Miles went on a
trail ride. While they were gone, I took care of household chores
like paying bills and checking mail.

The Round-Up was spectacular, and each day we sampled
another part. On Wednesday night we took in the Happy Canyon
show.

“We could have used this for our homework,” John said
as we joined the throng headed for the parking lot following the
historical pageant depicting the settling of the Columbia
Basin.

“They really had Indian wars here,” James said with
wonder. “Just like the movies, I’ll bet.”

“Only the people killed on both sides were really
dead,” Miles said carefully. “And each of them was somebody’s son,
daughter, brother, or sister… not a glamorous ordeal, just part of
the whole story.”

James nodded, but then added, “I’ll bet it was really
exciting, though.”

Finally, Friday and the Westward Ho Parade pulled us
back down the mountain to Pendleton.

“This is the big day in town,” I told them. “This is
the day when everyone is out to see and be seen. You’ll notice that
there are no motorized entries in today’s parade, not even antique
cars. It’s foot or animal traffic only.”

The boys caught the excitement of the day as if it
were the flu. Their cheeks were flushed and their eyes were darting
trying to take in everything. We had set up chairs on the route
along the way. My neighbors the Nelsons were there already when we
arrived, and Randall Albright showed up just as the color guard was
making the turn and heading back west past us.

I quickly introduced Randall, and then he started
describing every passing entry, complete with the family history of
all the riders and walkers.

“Randall has lived here all his life,” I explained to
Miles. “The Nelsons, who came here forty years ago, are considered
newcomers with no roots.”

“What’s that make you?”

“Carpetbagger.”

“Fits,” he said with a playful laugh.

“That’s a long parade,” Gail said with a rueful look.
“A lady needs to find a place…”

Randall took her arm. “Right this way, ma’am. Comfort
station and a bar are just over this way.”

We tagged along to the entrance sign for a place
called “Crabby’s.” I shoved Miles into the stairway down to the
bar, right behind the Nelsons. “I’ll take the boys for an ice
cream.” I pointed to the street vendor just down the block. “We’ll
be on the river walk,” I said, pointing again.

Miles nodded, opened the door and nearly stepped
backward at the roar coming from the downstairs bar. He leaned back
out; “We won’t be long.”

I smiled, knowing it wouldn’t be just a minute, but
happy to avoid that loud crush as well as to have some time to sit
with the boys.

Jack was the first one to find us sitting on our
bench looking at the Umatilla River. “Whew! I recall a time when I
thought that was fun,” he said with a wry grin. “Man, that is loud;
but it’s nicer now that there’s no smoke.”

James was intrigued with the river. “Can you fish
here?”

“There are some trout in the river, I guess,” Jack
said. “But the fishing is really seasonal. When the salmon and
steelhead come back from the ocean, the ones that were released
here as minnows – they’re called fry – will migrate right back here
and then there’s a lot of fishing.”

Randall, Miles, and the ladies came along a few
minutes later, and joined us on the benches. “This is better,” Gail
said. “That’s a party in there.”

“Used to be that this whole week was one drunken
brawl,” Randall said. “There’s still an air of celebration, but the
country’s attitude about public intoxication is different today.
When you go to the Let’er Buck Room at the rodeo, you’ll see a real
different party from the one I grew up with. It used to be pretty
rough…”

“It’s still pretty rough compared to what we are used
to,” I added. “First of all they only serve whiskey. There’s ice,
but that’s it.”

Jack chimed in, “And the whiskey is ‘Pendleton.’ It’s
a Canadian blend, and it’s a great drink. It’s sippin’ whiskey
fifty-one weeks a year; this ain’t one of those weeks.”

James changed the subject. “Jim, do you think that
guy in the picture went to the Let’er Buck Room?”

Randall perked up, “What guy was that?”

Gail filled him in. “In the museum, there’s this big
photograph from the Thirties and it’s on the volunteer wall, all
these young men leaning on a fence, and one of the men looks just
like Jim in the scrapbooks at his house. The boys noticed it right
away.”

“Really?” Jack said, obviously interested.

“Oh, oh, here it goes,” Shirlee said with a warm
smile at her husband. She explained to the rest of us, “Jack here
is perceived as a mild-mannered, slightly dotty retired soil
scientist, but in reality, he’s a history fanatic. I can see that
light in his eye already.”

Jack nodded, a bit embarrassed at first, and then
beamed. “I’ll have to know, ya know? Perhaps it’s a long-lost
relative. Hell, Jim, you may have roots here after all.”

Randall slapped Jack on the back. “Let’s hike there
with these kids, Jack. They’ll point out the mystery man, and with
my knowledge of everybody who ever lived here and your connections
with the Umatilla Historical Society and Museum, I’ll bet we’ll
have that guy’s family tree in practically no time.”

With that we all started the walk to the Round-Up
grounds. The day was perfect for the walk, just a hint of Indian
summer in the air, with a blue sky and a gentle breeze. I knew my
friends were hoping to solve their little mystery, and I knew
they’d have a great time in the effort.

The smile on my face probably said it all; it was a
great time in a great place. It was my time in my place with my
friends. Contentment? As close as it comes, I thought.
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Sunday, Miles and Gail rallied the boys around early,
and piled into their rental for the drive back to Portland. By nine
Judy and I were two thousand feet higher up the mountain, breathing
hard and sweating profusely.

I understand that as we age, our need for regular
exercise is imperative to our enjoyment of the “golden years.” What
I don’t really understand is how just one week off can take such a
price in terms of maintenance.

I appreciated for the hundredth time my young
pointer, running with that “Energizer Bunny” effortless gait that
lets her ignore gravity while her nose drags her through the world.
“I’m getting too old for a young dog,” I thought.

Back home, I had a phone message from Randall
Albright asking that I call back ASAP.

“What’s up, Randall?”

“You busy tonight?”

“What’s on your mind?”

“Dinner, cribbage. There’s somebody I want you to
meet later.”

“What time?”

“Eat at six?”

So at about quarter to six, I pulled into Randall’s
driveway. Randall is a gentleman wheat rancher who sells vast
parcels of real estate while hired help makes sure his ranch
produces tons of wheat.

He heaved the kitchen’s screen door open as I stepped
out of the truck. “Door’s open,” he yelled. “Beer’s in the
fridge.”

He was nowhere in sight when I entered, then I
realized he had gone out the other door where he kept his barbecue
grill on what his wife, Lisa, had insisted was the “patio.”

It was a well-kept shrine to her lifelong efforts at
civilizing Albright. It was cool in the evening shade. There were
lush perennials growing around the perimeter of the twenty-by-fifty
space. A pergola overgrown with grape vines covered half of the
space, and a small fountain in one corner emitted a background
gurgling that was soothing in the absolute silence of the
evening.

“Ribs? What’s the occasion?”

“No occasion, just good food. Lisa made potato salad
and baked beans before she went to Portland to visit some
friends.”

“Lisa cooks, too?”

“She’s a good country girl and I couldn’t run this
house or my business without her and you know it.”

Lisa and Albright had been married for nearly fifty
years. They’d never had children, but had filled that void as best
they could by sponsoring every exchange student they came in
contact with every year. That had led them to their one full-time
employee, Max. He could fix anything mechanical, and did, including
Albright’s plane.

Showing ranches to perspective buyers in the West
would be arduous business without the airplane. Albright had
recognized that when he was a young man and had been a licensed
pilot ever since. His plane had been important to me more than once
in recent memory.

“Who are we meetin’ tonight? Clients?”

“Nope.”

I waited, but I knew pressing would do no good, so I
attended to my beer and reviewed the art collection that seemed to
grow exponentially every time I visited.

Unlike so many backyard chefs in the West, Albright
didn’t think ribs on the grill required drowning in some
tomato-based, fiery sauce. Instead, his ribs were marinated in a
soy-based concoction and then slowly grilled to be crispy on the
outside and sweet and juicy inside.

When dinner was history and we’d cleaned up the
kitchen and grill area, we settled down to the business of the
night: Cribbage.

The card game was nearly a religion for Albright. His
mind computed the simple mathematics of finding combinations of
cards adding up to fifteen or combinations that made “runs of three
or more” into a sight response that bypassed counting. He simply
saw the cards and announced their point total.

Beating him two out of three games, his nightly limit
no matter the outcome, was something I’d never experienced. Losing
all three games was a painful experience, and one I’d known
often.

I was about to concede the third game of the evening
when a truck pulled into the side yard. “I think you should play it
out,” he said, shaking his head. “You don’t know you won’t pull a
great hand. It’s your turn to count first.”

“Right,” I said as I tossed my hand in. “You need to
peg two to go out and I have to lead to you? No problem. I’ll beat
you, someday.”

He laughed and rubbed his hands together. “You’re
such a pigeon, I should be ashamed of myself, but I can’t muster
it.”

I heard a step on the porch, and Randall jumped up to
open the door.

“Amble James, meet Jim Stanton,” Albright introduced
the visitor. “Jim’s a retired journalist who lives up by Emigrant
Springs, and Amble is Hal James’ boy, Jim. You know that spread
north and west of Pendleton with the sheep?”

I nodded and shook the young man’s hand. His grip was
firm but not overly; his palm was dry and his eyes were clear and
penetrating, peering out of the open and tanned face of a man who
works outside.

Amble was as tall or maybe an inch taller than I. He
was straight and thin, like so many ranchers I’d come to know. I
thought of them as having the build of a leather thong – long,
brown and tough, weathered maybe. It fit Amble James to a tee.

“Beer, Amble?” Albright asked.

Amble nodded and followed Albright to the kitchen
table. Randall made small talk, “And how are Sara and Wesley?” He
explained to me, “Amble’s has a boy, Wesley, what is he Amble,
eighteen?”

“Yes sir; they’re in Portland again this week.”

Randall frowned, “Nothing serious, I hope?”

“They’re fine, Sara just prefers Portland these
days.”

We all sat, and Albright brought another cold one for
me, too.

“Amble, I asked Jim here tonight. I want him to hear
your story, and have you bring me up to date. I haven’t heard
anything since before Round-Up, so I want to know what you know
about your grandmother.”

Amble took a swig of his beer, and then cast his gaze
on me, looking me up and down in appraisal. “I’m not sure why you
want me to go into this with a stranger,” he said looking back at
Randall. “I’m not used to telling just anyone about my
troubles.”

“Fair question. Let me just say that Jim Stanton has
skills that might come in handy for you. He’s my friend. I trust
him. He’s not some gossip, and he didn’t ask to come here; I asked
him because you’re my friend, too.”

Amble took another swig.

“My grandmother, Lucja, is missing in the Blues. She
went missing just after Labor Day. There’s been no real search as
far as I can tell. She was with her husband, Larry. He tells us
that he and Lucja were scouting for elk, and his truck wouldn’t
start. They agreed he’d walk down to the town below, and bring back
a tow truck.

“When the tow truck returned, there was no sign of
her. Larry’s truck started on the first try. Nobody’s seen her
since.”

“When did this happen?”

“The tow truck went up there about five p.m. on
September seventh.”

“Who’d they call? OSP? Sheriff?”

“I don’t know. They didn’t tell me until yesterday
when I came home from bringing the sheep back down for the winter.
I’d been up there for two weeks, our Basque shepherd fell and broke
his leg end of August, so I’ve been spendin’ a lotta time up
there...”

I was confused. “You didn’t know she was gone?”

“They don’t live at the ranch. They live near
Portland. I didn’t even know they were going to be out here. She
loves those mountains, and usually when she comes out here, she
lets me know, and they spend a night or two with me before they go
back. Didn’t happen this time.”

“So where did this happen?”

“Do you know Granite?”

I dredged my memory. “I thought it was a ghost
town.”

He laughed. “It has the makings, but there’s still a
small enclave. The Forest Service has a substation, there’s a
restaurant, gas station and convenience store. The gas station has
a wrecker of sorts… but there’s not a lot of people who call it
home.”

“You been up there?”

“We hunted that country all the time my dad was
alive. He hunted it with his dad and Lucja and my great-aunt Suzy.
We’d camp for a week; it was probably why Lucja was up there, she’s
way too old to actually hunt, but she loved that country and those
times.

“I’m headed back up there in the morning. Randall
invited me to stay here tonight. I guess he wanted me to meet
you.”

Randall nodded. “The thing is, Jim, this creates a
problem for Amble. While he’s been running the James operation
since his dad died, the ranch has never been transferred out of his
grandfather, Sam’s, name.

“When Sam died, the deed to the ranch passed to
Lucja. You know how it was in the old days, Hal’s aunt, Suzy James,
Sam’s sister, was never mentioned in Sam’s will. When he died, his
widow became the owner on paper, and when Hal married Alicia,
Amble’s mother, they ran the ranch as if they owned it, but it
remained in Lucja’s name.

“When Alicia died, Amble was raised by Hal and Suzy,
and still they never bothered to transfer the ownership to Hal.

“Now, if Lucja ends up declared dead, it’s most
likely Larry Rantford, her second husband, will be the owner and he
has no plans to run a ranch. Hell, he’s a retired history
professor. It’ll end up in the hands of his kids, and they’ve
already been pressing Lucja to sell the outfit…” he ran out of
gas.

Amble’s hands were folded on the table, and his head
was down as he studied those hands.

“What’s the ranch worth, Randall?” I asked
quietly.

“It’ll appraise out at something north of thirty
million. It’ll sell for something more than that if a slick
developer casts his eyes on it. Adjacent to Pendleton and all that
open ground would make for a superb development – golf courses,
housing, you know?”

“Developers been sniffin’ around our place since I
can remember…,” Amble said in nearly a whisper. “… hell, I heard
Wade Jensen up the road sold an option on his family’s place couple
years ago. We’re not interested. It’s a Century Farm. Family
settled it in eighteen-ninety-nine…”

Randall pushed himself away from the table. “First,
we have to find out what happened to your grandmother. I think Jim
Stanton could be a big help in that. Whaddaya say, Jim?”

I thought about the middle of the night flights he’d
made without a question when I needed him. I saw the pain and fear
in his eyes. “Amble, mind if I go with you tomorrow?”

“I’m not sure what you can do. I’m not sure why I’m
going or what I can do. I just know I can’t sit back and do
nothin’.”

I nodded. “I know that feeling all too well. I’m not
sure what I can do, either, but let’s figure that out as we see
that place. Who’s your contact up there? Sheriff? OSP?”

He shook his head. “I haven’t met anyone official. I
just talked to the lady who runs the restaurant and the tow truck
driver.”

“You mean the search and rescue people weren’t called
out?”

“Not since I’ve been involved; I don’t know what went
on before.”

“Have you talked to Larry Rantford?”

“No, I hear he’s taking it all pretty hard; I’ve
talked with his son, Nate. His daughter, Joan, told me that her dad
was under a doctor’s care for depression. Blames himself, she
said.”

My mind was reeling. This all sounded preposterous to
me. An aging woman goes missing in the mountains and there’s no
call-out for organized search and rescue? I shook my head.

“I’ll meet you at the La Grand State Police post
office tomorrow at nine a.m., okay?”

He nodded, looking dazed and vulnerable. I grabbed
his shoulder and gave it a shake. “We’ll come up with some answers,
I know the guy in charge up there. Grab some sleep.”

Randall followed me out to the porch. While we’d been
talking, a slight rain had started.

“A little early for this,” I said, holding my hand
out to feel the drops.

“Any time is a welcome time,” he responded.

“Put him into bed. He looks exhausted. I’ll call Stan
Liske at the State Police post in La Grand first thing in the
morning and set an appointment.”

“You do that, and I’ll drive him up so you guys have
one vehicle to come home with. Keep me in the loop, you hear?

I waved at him as I jogged to my truck.
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The rain poured down in the early evening darkness,
creating streaks in the mist of the single-bulb light that hung
above the entrance to the barn just off the rail line west of
Pendleton, Oregon.

The sound of the rain pounding on the roof and
streaming onto his wide-brimmed hat left Walt Stanton mesmerized as
he admired the matched pair of Percherons waiting patiently next to
the barn, seemingly unaware of the pelting rain.

The water streamed off Walt’s hat and the shoulders
of his poncho as he debated whether or not to approach the pair on
his way to the barn or to stay in the shadows and admire them from
afar.

As he stood there, the attraction of the beautiful
team of horses won out against the furtive nature he had developed
in his years on the road, and he walked toward the door and a dry
bed of hay by way of the wagon with the two magnificent animals
hitched and ready to pull.

He ran his left hand on the flank of the near horse
as he walked by, turning at their muzzles and giving each of them
the close examination of the experienced teamster as he ran his
hand between the eyes of the first and under the jaw of the second.
He didn’t stop to scratch an ear or make any other gesture that
could be misinterpreted as a prelude to theft. He just loved the
look of a good team, and these were prize winners.

As he entered the barn, he doffed his hat and batted
it against his leg to shed the rain. In the dim light he observed
two men in the corner, working on a piece of leather that belonged
to a harness.

He sidled up to the pair, keeping a respectful
distance, with his hat in his hands, and waited for them to notice
him. One of the men noticed him, “Help ya?”

Walt made sure he had eye contact, and spoke slowly,
“I was hopin’ I could bed here tonight. I’m hopin’ to find work
tomorrow.”

“Come in on the train, didja?” Walt nodded; the
man looked back at the piece of leather he held with the other man.
“There’s not much work in these parts unless you know how ta
harvest wheat. You have skills?”

“I work with horses and mules.”

“Where you worked?”

“Michigan woods, Washington woods, two straight
years in Idaho,” Walt shrugged. “I work with horses and
mules.”

“You can make a bed there in the straw and clean
the stalls in the morning, and I’ll stand you to breakfast at six.
That work for you?”

Walt checked the empty stall and found it clean; he
surveyed the other 11 stalls running the length of the stable, and
saw they were in use, but they looked and smelled fresh. Cleaning
here wasn’t something that only happened only when a tramp showed
up. “Sounds good; thanks.”

The other man grunted as they finished connecting the
leather piece to his satisfaction, and then, as Walt prepared to
make his bed for the night he heard his host,. “Mister, you gotta
name?”

“Walt. Walt Stanton.”

“You ever been in Eastern Oregon before?”

“Nope. Never been in Oregon before. Showed up in
Boise last week for another summer of work only to find that the
Mormon farmer had sold his teams and bought tractors.”

“What, you can’t drive a tractor?”

“I work with horses and mules. I heard dry land
wheat farmers were using teams, so I decided to come look. Mormon
gave me a letter.”

The other man spoke to the owner of the stable,
“Looks like we’re in the company of a dyin’ breed, Arleigh.
There’ll be nothing but tractors in the Westward Ho Parade before
you know it, and these boys who work with teams will be a thing of
the past, you wait.”

The man he called Arleigh shook his head and answered
in the laconic way of those men who know what they know. “Maybe
some time there’ll be no workin’ teams in these parts, but I’ll bet
there’ll never be anything in the Westward Ho but horses, mules and
oxen. There’ll be no engines, you’ll see.”

The two men walked out into the rain. Arleigh came
back alone, pulling the sliding door closed after him. “You’ll find
water and soap back here,” he said on his way towards the rear of
the stable. “I’ll leave a light on back here so you can find your
way. There’s a two-holer just outside the back door. The house is
on the left as you come outside.” With that, Walt heard the snap of
the light and saw a dim glow in that corner and then he heard the
back door slam behind the departing owner.

He opened his bedroll and pulled out his pillow and
blanket. He put his shaving kit behind his pillow, and then took
off his boots, pants and shirt, leaving him in his long underwear
and socks and hat.

He fluffed up his straw mattress, put his ground
cloth on it, and then settled in under his blanket. As he lay there
in the darkness, he figured he’d lucked out pretty good, just
dropping off that freight when he did. He had been told to avoid
the big yard at Hinkle, and he’d been told there were more than
enough whores in Pendleton to keep any man happy. But he’d gotten
nervous as the long train started picking up speed as it left the
heart of the city. He’d waited as long as he dared before stepping
down from the freight and onto the track bed, and he had been
concerned that he’d be out in the open in the rain.

He didn’t have much interest at that moment in
whores. He had cut his money pretty thin, planning on spending the
summer just outside Boise as he had the past two summers, earning a
dollar an hour and a meal each day. Back in Michigan he had been
offered a dollar a day and a meal for farm work. The Depression was
dragging on, and Walt Stanton was just one of thousands of young
men who used the rails to find work for a day or a future.

Walt didn’t do much big thinking, and as he relaxed
into the warmth of dry straw, he fell into a deep and dreamless
sleep knowing that tomorrow he’d have to find a job.
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Walt came awake instantly, as he did most mornings.
He lay still, taking stock of his surroundings. The dawn was just
starting to penetrate the darkness. He was hungry. He opened the
back door where the light hung to look outside.

The rain had stopped while he’d slept. The
fresh-washed air was calm, and he thought a nice spring day might
be on the horizon. He dressed, then started cleaning the stalls.
The horses muttered at the disturbance, and he petted each as he
pulled the dirty straw out and forked clean bedding in its
place.

The work was simple, and he made short time of it.
Then he ran hot water into the basin beneath the hanging light, and
took a “sink bath” before toweling off. He shaved without much
thought beyond looking for a job.

It was just 6 when he came out of the barn and walked
toward the house. The door opened, and the man called Arleigh
motioned him in.

“Sleep well?”

“I guess.”

Arleigh gave him an appraising look, noting he was
clean and shaven. “Animals give you any trouble?”

“They never do.”

“That matched pair of mules like to think they’re
smarter than most people.”

“They probably are.”

Arleigh cocked his head a bit. “You don’t think much
of most people?”

“I think a lot of mules mostly.”

Arleigh chuckled as he led Walt into the brightly lit
kitchen where a young woman was filling plates with potatoes, eggs,
ham and toast.

Arleigh made the introductions. “Suzy, this is Walt
Stanton of Michigan. Walt, this is my daughter, Suzy. She’s going
to Oregon State this fall, aren’t you Suze?”

She smiled, and her entire face lit up behind her
eyes. She was a tall girl, Walt estimated. He was just beyond
six-feet tall, and he figured her to be about five-foot-ten. Her
brown hair was swept back in a pony tail, and her cheeks were ruddy
with good health. He noted she was mostly plain until she
smiled.

The young woman carried two plates to the table in
the kitchen. The room was warm and steamy. The stove had four gas
burners on the top and what appeared to be a wide oven underneath.
There was a tall coffee pot burbling on a back burner, and as she
put the plates on the table which had 8 chairs around it, she
asked, “Coffee, Mr. Stanton?”

Walt decided to help himself. He, found a pot holder
near the coffee, and carried the pot back to the table, “Can I pour
you some, ma’am?”

She shook her head, “I don’t drink the stuff.” Walt
held it out above Arleigh’s cup, and the old man nodded. Walt
filled Arleigh’s cup and then his own before putting the pot back
where he found it.

Suzy brought her plate, not nearly as full as the
ones she’d filled for the men, and sat to her father’s left, across
the table from Walt.

“What brings you to Pendleton, Mr.
Stanton?”

Arleigh spoke because Walt’s mouth was full. “Walt’s
looking to hire on. He works with horses and mules. Has a high
opinion of mules.”

The girl nodded. “Well, you always told us that a
mule’s a genius compared to a horse.”

Walt was wasting no time pitching into his eggs.
Arleigh raised an eyebrow to his daughter and said, “Walt, when’s
the last time you ate?”

Walt chewed slowly and swallowed before he answered.
“Yesterday.”

“What meal?”

“Just one. I’m hungry, but gettin’ over it pretty
quick,” he said as he dived into his potatoes again.

“What was that meal, Walt?” Arleigh was looking
directly at Walt who was looking down at his plate, his fork
hovering above his food.

“Apple.”

“Piece of pie?”

“Nope, just an apple. The train doesn’t stop
between here and Boise, and it’s all I had on me.”

Arleigh nodded, and dug into his own plate.

After the meal, the two men sat with a second cup of
coffee, and Arleigh explained his operation.

“We’ve work about fifty thousand acres here, Walt.
Our water right goes back to eighteen eighty-nine, and that’s
pretty good when there’s water in the river. We run about eight
thousand head of sheep, and we farm about thirty thousand acres of
summer-fallow wheat. Suzy and her brother, Sam, work the ranch and
go to school. We hire seasonal help to plant and seasonal help to
harvest. We have six year-round shepherds and we hire extras during
lambing and shearing. Otherwise it’s just us.”

Walt eyed the room, wondering…

“Sam’s at school, just finishing up. He’ll be home
by the weekend with his degree, finally. It’s been tough for him,
taking time off to work the ranch, then going back and making up,
but now he has a degree, and nobody can ever take that away from
him.

“It’s been tough on Suzy, too, since her mom died.
My Alma came into my life late, but it was worth the wait, if you
get my meanin’. She died when Suzy was thirteen, and Suzy has been
the woman of the house ever since.” He smiled at her proudly as he
spoke as if she weren’t in the room. She busied herself with her
own breakfast, not looking up or blushing that Walt could
see.

Arleigh pushed himself away from the table, and
grabbed his hat,” Let’s walk.” In the barn he noted the way the
stalls had been cleaned, and approved.

“Ever drive a big team of mules?”

“Sixteen was the biggest.”

“We use twenty or more during harvest.”

“When’s that?”

“We’ll be done by Round-Up.”

“Round-Up?”

“You never heard of our rodeo? It’s the third full
week of September and we been doing it since nineteen ten, and it’s
growing every year. This year the Round-Up Association is in charge
for the first time. I’m on the association board, and if you work
for me this year, you’ll work through the end of Round-Up, and that
last week, you’ll be working at the rodeo, like everybody else in
this part of the world.”

“What’ll I do between now and then?”

“I’ll keep you busy, don’t you worry about
that.”
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After the tour of the barn, Arleigh told Walt to
harness the mules to a large empty wagon in the barnyard. “I’m
going to town for a bit, and you’ll need to take that wagon up that
road there,” he said as he pointed to the gravel track that went
north. “At the second place, you’ll find Swede Jensen and his boys
and they’ll help you load seed and potatoes. Bring ‘em back here
and unload that stuff by the garden plot by the house. Suzy’ll show
you what to do with the seedlings.”

The old man started to walk toward a battered Ford
pickup truck parked in the turn around in front of the house. He
stopped. “You ever plant a garden before?”

Walt nodded. “How big a garden?”

“Suzy’ll show you. That’s her job, but it’ll be a
couple of acres, anyway. She’ll show you.”

Walt watched the old man walk to the truck. He
figured the man to be pushing 70, but he didn’t look stove up in
anyway. His stride was brisk. He was a tall man, maybe
six-foot-five, and thin with little or no belly fat hanging over
his buckle.

As the truck pulled out of the driveway, Walt
wondered, “So do I have a job or what?”

When the team brought Walt back to the ranch, he
pulled into the side yard where he could see the remnants of last
year’s garden awaiting the plow. Suzy came down the porch steps and
waved.

“I never had a chance to give you directions. Did
you find the Jensen ranch?” As she saw the wagon’s load, she added,
“That’s a dumb question, by the looks of things you brought back
the whole Jensen ranch.”

Walt waited.

“Have you ever plowed a garden with a
horse?”

Walt nodded as he started unhitching the wagon. He’d
seen the plow behind the barn, and he headed in that direction with
the two mules. When he had the team in hitch, he brought them back
to the garden plot and Suzy came out again.

“I need the garden to be twice as long as it was
last year. The same width, okay?”

Walt nodded to the woman, then flicked the reins and
clucked to the mules, beginning the process of plowing the new
length. The mules made short work of the plowing, and then shorter
work of dragging and cultivating.

By noon, the garden was ready for planting.

As Walt drove the team back to the barn for a drink
and rub, Suzy came out on the porch and called after him. “We eat a
midday meal about one. Dad’ll be back any time now, and we’ll eat
then, okay?

Walt kept walking, but waved his hand his head
without looking back..

He put the equipment back where he’d found it, and
led the mules to a large trough with a pump at one end.

As he filled the trough with fresh water, the mules
eased into drinking position, their black pelts gleaming with
sweat.

The day had become as beautiful as the dawn had
promised, and the dry, spring air quickly cooled the skins of
animals and man alike. The water was ice cold, and made Walt’s
teeth ache with his first long pull.

The mules, he knew, unlike horses, would not drink
beyond their need or capacity. He left them to their own devices as
he went looking for a brush or curry.

He was just turning the mules into the pasture when
Arleigh drove into the yard.

“Walt,” he called. “Come on, let’s eat.”

“Be there in a minute, gotta clean up a
bit.”

He went into the barn, undressed down to his t-shirt,
then washed his face, arms and hands, ran a comb through his hair,
put his shirt back on and headed for the kitchen at a trot.
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Suzy was putting a cauldron of stew on the table just
as Walt entered the kitchen. Arleigh was sitting in his chair, and
the man who had been with him the previous night was sitting to his
right.

Walt sat down and waited for Suzy to bring bread and
take her seat.

“This is our main meal of the day,” Arleigh said
for Walt’s benefit, “and our table is always open to friends and
neighbors.

“This here is Egan Albright; you met him last
night before we did introductions. Egan works in town. He’s a
lawyer who drives a pretty team as a hobby, and has an uncanny
ability to time his arrival with Suzy’s meals.”

“Nice to meet you, Walt,” Egan said. “Suzy, this
smells great.”

“It’s lamb stew, and you knew last week we’d have
this today. I remember telling you.”

The lawyer laughed and grinned, “I could have brought
those papers out tomorrow, but they were ready today and I thought
Arleigh and I could talk about it on a lamb stew dinner as well as
any time.”

Suzy put her hands out to her father and Walt on
either side and all four people were holding hands as Arleigh gave
a brief prayer of thanks before lifting the lid off the stew.
“Egan, we’ll wait ’til Sam gets here to talk about that legal
business. Right now we’ll just enjoy the fruits of Suzy’s kitchen,
okay?”

Arleigh changed the subject as he dished potatoes,
carrots, onions, lamb and gravy into a bowl for his daughter. “That
garden grew a bit, didn’t it Suzy?”

“It did. I wanted it twice as long as last year so
I could plant enough corn, beans and tomatoes to maybe sell some in
town and make some money. Walt and the mules made it look good,
don’t you think?”

Arleigh handed Egan his bowl and started ladling stew
into a bowl for Walt, “Yep, it looks real good. Obviously, Walt,
you can work with those mules.”

Walt took his bowl from Arleigh and nodded. “Those
are fine animals. Good workers. That little garden wasn’t much of a
test for them.”

“I wasn’t testing them,” Arleigh said with a
chuckle. He buttered a slice of bread, and spoke, “Egan, I’ve
decided to hire Walt for the season. He’s not afraid of work, and
he’s adventurous. Been hopping freights for, what Walt, four years?
Five?”

Walt had his mouth full and chewed slowly and
swallowed before answering. “This is the fifth year.”

“We’ll be planting cover crops – peas this year –
starting tomorrow, and we’ll work right through May, plus we’ll
have the ditch work and everything to do as the wheat
grows.

“We’ve never had a hand during the summer, but Sam
wants to become more involved with the sheep operation, so it’ll be
good to have someone to focus on the animal work. What do you
say?”

“What does it pay?”

“We’ll start at ten dollars a week, two meals a
day – breakfast and dinner – we all do evenings on our own. Plus,
we’ll put you up in the bunk house beyond the shed; it contains
beds and a shower and indoor plumbing. Sound fair to you?”

Walt thought about his Boise job where he was paid by
the hour, had to pay for his lodging, and only had one meal in the
day.

He realized that while he had been thinking the folks
at the table had quit eating and were waiting for his answer.

“That’ll work.” He nodded.

Suzy put her fork down and Egan took a bite of lamb.
“Great,” Arleigh said. “And you’ll be on the payroll through
Round-Up.”
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I met Stan Liske in his OSP office just before 8:30.
His desk was in its usual state of disarray that belied the keen
and orderly function of his investigative mind.

“Glad to see you again, Jim,” he greeted me with a
warm smile that reached all the way to his eyes. “You and Judy
going to chase chukars with me and the boys this fall?”

I shook his hand and again felt mine dwarfed by his.
Liske was a huge man; only about 6-foot-3, but massive. I
remembered hunting with him and his two sons who were easily
identified by their yet-to-be developed physiques, spirit, and
energy.

Stan seemed completely immune to the vertical
challenges the game birds presented as we scaled mountains
overlooking the Snake River.

“Judy can keep up with you and the boys. Be sure to
let me know when and where.”

“You can count on it. That Judy is a birdy dog; birdy
enough that the boys said they’d put up waitin’ for you to catch
your breath just for the chance to watch her work.”

I nodded at the jibe, and he, as is his way, abruptly
changed the subject, “Now what’s this all about?”

I filled him in on what I’d heard from Amble James
the night before. He let me flesh it out in as much detail as I
could. When I was done, he tilted his head a bit sideways, “So
what’s your involvement here, Jim?”

“Randall asked me to see if I could help, that’s
all.”

Liske took a second reviewing his notes and then in a
stage mumble said, “amateur lucks out on one wild-ass
investigation, and now he’s on call to every…”

I let him rumble away, knowing he was already
thinking three moves ahead of me, “So this Amble is headed here
this morning?”

“We’re meeting here, I figured you’d want to meet
him, and then we’re going to visit where she was last seen to see
if we can find anything.”

“Hmmpf,” he snorted said as he picked up the phone.
“Sally, find me Sheriff Pickering in Grant County, can you?” He
listened a minute, then hung up.

One of the things about Liske is his willingness and
ability to do or say nothing. His stillness must work wonders when
he’s interviewing suspects. I checked to see if he was blinking
those blinding blue eyes, but he was studying his notes, and I
couldn’t read his expression.

His phone rang, and he picked up, punched a button
and said, “Ralph? Good to hear you. If you’ve have a minute right
now, I’d like to check a story out with you.” He listened again.
“I’m seeing a guy in a bit who seems to have lost his grandmother
up there by Granite, and there’s a guy in my office who says he
doesn’t think you’ve even been notified of this missing person in
your territory…” He listened again.

“Of course he’s full of shit, Ralph, I knew that…
hell, he’s a newspaper guy, what would I expect?” He shared an evil
grin and a wink at me. “So, can you fill me in on this issue?”

He listened again, making a note from time to time.
“Sounds like you did everything, Ralph, but you gotta admit it’s
strange.” He listened again.

“All kidding aside, this ex-newspaper guy is a
straight shooter, Ralph. He and the grandson are coming up that way
to take a look, just to see…” He pulled the phone away from his ear
a bit, scrunching his eyes and adding a pained look. Even from
across the desk I could hear the sheriff’s shrill cussing.

“Calm down a bit, Ralph. Nobody’s saying you don’t
know your business, but put yourself in their place. Wouldn’t you
want to do somethin’?” He listened again, and it was apparent
Sheriff Pickering had lowered his tone. Liske nodded, “I appreciate
that, Ralph. I doubt very much we will find anything up there, but
as long as you’ve invited us to take a look, I guess we’ll give it
a look. You gonna be around that part of the world today?” He
listened again. “Then I’ll check in with you tomorrow. Thanks,
Ralph.”

He hung up, “Think maybe I’ll take a ride with you
and this Amble guy today. Sheriff is certain his boys missed
nothing, and I know him to be a competent lawman; a bit past prime,
maybe, but he’s competent. But as is not unusual in this part of
the world, his office in Canyon City is probably most of a hundred
miles from Granite and that’s as a crow flies, and he has two
deputies on the road. Hell, there are states smaller than Grant
County, Oregon”

I nodded. I’d explored much of that wilderness ground
adjacent to the North Branch of the John Day River. Most of that
land belonged to the U.S. Forest Service.

At that moment Stan’s phone buzzed. “Looks like
Randall and Amble are here,” he said as he hung up. “Let me
straighten out some stuff here, and I’ll acquaint myself with Amble
on the ride, okay?”

I went out to talk with the boys while Liske cleared
his desk for the day.

“Jim, sorry we’re a bit late, did we miss
anything?”

“Hi, Randall, Amble. Nope, not really. Detective Stan
Liske, you remember him Randall, from that other…”

Randall interrupted, looking at Amble, “Competent
man, competent investigator.”

I continued talking to Amble, “He’s going to join us
today. He has the info from the Grant County Sheriff who took the
initial complaint, but I haven’t heard that. I’m sure he’ll fill us
in on the drive to Granite… I figure that’ll take more than an
hour.”

We pulled into Granite, population nearly 40, just
before lunch. The drive had taken more than an hour as the roads
snaked through the mountains.

During that time, Liske had given more information on
Lucja’s disappearance than Amble had heard before.

“When the old man couldn’t find his wife, the tow
truck driver brought him back down, and called the sheriff. It was
just about dark. Knowing it was going to be chilly that night, the
sheriff rousted a deputy and the two of them arrived about 9.

“Sheriff told me it was just thirty-two degrees when
they started their search, using a megaphone. They called for her
and hit their siren a few times trying to give a lost hiker a
chance to locate them.

“In the dark there wasn’t much they could do. So they
called in the volunteer search and rescue team the next morning.
They set up a command post at the turnout where Rantford’s truck
had been, and started a quadrant-by-quadrant search. Given the
terrain, they figured a woman of her age, especially a disoriented
woman, couldn’t have wandered more than a couple of miles. Hell,
one mile west of that turnout would have found her at the bottom of
a thousand-foot fall; but they searched it like a comb in a
two-and–a-half-mile radius. They didn’t find a sign.”

Amble had taken this in from the back seat of the
truck, looking out the window. “Whoa! Did you say disoriented?”

Liske referred to his notes. “Yep, Ralph interviewed
the old man who told him his wife was as sharp as a tack, but then
he talked with the couple’s adult children…” he checked his notes,
“… hmmm, yeah, a Nate and a Joan, and they reported that both of
their parents had worried them with brief spells of disorientation
– age stuff, you know?”

Amble thought for a minute. “That’s news to me. Last
time I saw her, about a month ago, she was wrestling with
inoculating lambs during the day and beatin’ the hell out of me on
a chess board at night. Woman was tough and capable as any I’ve
ever met, and she knows this part of the country from years of
hunting it with her husband, her son, and me. Lost in those
mountains? I doubt it very much.

“She is one capable old woman. If she’d gotten cold
they’d’ve found her sittin’ by a fire, and if she was hungry,
they’d’ve found her roastin’ a grouse or rabbit, knowin’ her. She
loved these mountains.”

Liske considered the restaurant on the corner. There
were four pickups parked outside. “Let’s eat lunch.”

In the café three men were sitting at the counter and
two others in a back booth. There was a table with six chairs in
the center of the room. The three of us sat down.

“Randall would love this,” I whispered to Amble as we
took our seats. We piled hats on an empty chair, every other guy in
the place had his hat on his head.

A big, middle-aged woman came out of the kitchen and
placed a bowl of something hot and a plate piled high with a burger
and fries in front of a man at the counter.

She approached our table pulling a tablet from her
apron and a pencil from the bun of auburn hair at the back of her
head. “Gentlemen? Coffee?” Liske and I nodded. Amble spoke up,
“Iced tea?”

She nodded and made a note. Amble asked again,
“Menus?” She shifted her weight to her right foot and put her hand
on her left hip. “It’s on the board.” She jerked a thumb over her
shoulder. “I’ll fetch your drinks.”

She came back seconds later with two coffees and
Amble’s tea. She pulled fake creamers and packs of sugar out of her
apron and tossed them on the table. “Ready?”

Liske had taken an inventory of what the rest of the
guys were eating. “What’s the soup?”

“Chili, best in the West.”

“You make it here?”

She considered him for a frosty moment, “No, I have
it air lifted in each day from West Texas.”

“Hot?”

“As you hafta ask, I’d recommend the chicken noodle
soup.”

Liske laughed and ordered, “I’ll take chili and a
hamburger.” “Same here,” I added. Amble took the hint. “Me too,
make mine a cheeseburger.”

She nodded and turned away without another word.

It was obvious that she was running a one-woman show,
and when she came out of the kitchen a minute later, the two men
from the booth were waiting to pay their tab. She took their money,
thanked them with a smile, and they left.

When she brought our food, two of the three at the
counter paid and left. Finally the solo at the counter caught her
attention, “Liz, can you warm up my coffee?”

“Sure, hon. I’ll be right there,” she called from the
kitchen.

She came out with what looked like a tuna salad
sandwich and some fries on a plate, grabbed the coffee pot as she
passed by, put the plate on the counter, refilled the customer’s
cup, poured another, and set it by the plate.

At our table with the pot, she topped off our cups.
Noticed Amble’s glass was nearly empty, scooped it up and carried
it back full before joining the other man at the counter.

We finished our lunch and Liske approached her to pay
the bill. “Great chili, ma’am,” he said as he handed a bill to
her.

She wiped her lips on a napkin, and smiled at him,
“Wonder of modern transportation, ain’t it?”

“I’m Detective Lieutenant Stan Liske of the OSP, out
of La Grande, and we’re here to take a second look at the
disappearance of Lucja Rantford,” he said.

The smile evaporated from her face. She took the bill
and made change, handed it back to him. “What brought OSP into
this?”

Liske nodded at us, “These gentlemen are concerned.
Mrs. Rantford is that young man’s grandmother. I spoke with Sheriff
Pickering this morning about some questions we have, and he invited
me to double check.”

Her smile came back a bit at the corners of her
mouth, “Oh, I’ll bet Ralph welcomed you boys with open arms.”

Liske smiled back at her, “Of course. Do you know
where I can find the tow truck driver who attempted to help Mr.
Rantford the day his wife went missing?”

The diner to Liske’s right broke way from his chili,
“That’d be me.”

Liske raised an eyebrow. “Ron Pelt, isn’t it?”

The man stood up. “Liske.”

“Ron, I hadn’t heard you were back on the
street.”

“On parole since oh-eight. Liz came here in oh-seven,
and bought this place. When I came out, we bought the gas station.
Wrecker came with it. Tourists find themselves stuck all the time,
so it’s worked out.”

Liske sat down on the stool next to Pelt. “Mind
reviewing the events that day with me?”

Pelt shook his head, “I plan on cooperating with the
law every day the rest of my life, Liske, but there’s not much to
tell.

“The guy came huffing and puffing into the station.
Had hiked all the way down the mountain, used up his water, and it
was hot that day. I gave him a bottle and settled him down, and he
told me his wife had stayed with their vehicle that wouldn’t start.
Said they’d been scouting elk, parked on a turnout and glassed the
valley, but when they returned to the truck, it wouldn’t start.
Wanted me to come fix it.

“I told him it was a minimum of twenty-five bucks and
more if I had to tow it down the mountain, and he didn’t bat an
eye, just headed for the truck. I called Liz here, told her to keep
an eye on the pumps, and took him up there.

“After a couple of false starts, we found the truck
right where he left it, but no Missus, you know? He ’bout went
nuts. Callin’ to her, then carryin’ on. He was really upset. Then I
climbed into the truck, turned the key, and it started right up.
That really lit him up, you know?”

“It started right up?” Liske asked with some wonder
in his voice.

“Like it should. New model Chevy Silverado like that
you don’t expect them to have trouble. I checked, had fewer than
ten thousand miles on ’er.

“We wandered around, called out to her and stuff, but
it was gettin’ dark, so I told him we should go back to town and
call the sheriff. He said he wanted to stay and look, but I finally
talked him into comin’ with me. Then he wanted to drive his truck
down, and I told him that might not be a good idea and we should
leave it there for the Sheriff to look at.”

Liske nodded.

“We drove back, I called the sheriff, and that was
it. Ralph and his deputy… Liz, what is that kid’s name?”

“Davis.”

“Right, Davis; I told them what I’m telling you, and
they went up and took a look. Found nothin’. Came back the next
morning with the Search and Rescue unit, and they spent the whole
day up there. Found nothin’. Some of those SAR boys came back day
after day for a week, but never found nothin’.”

Liske thanked him, and started towards us, then had
another thought, “Ron, can you lead us up to the site?”

As I followed Pelt’s truck up the winding gravel
road, Liske sat making notes in a notebook. When he was finished,
he sat like a lizard and I wondered what was going on inside that
head of his, then Pelt signaled a left turn. It was a hair-pin,
actually, and we were heading back down the mountain on a two-track
fire trail. I glanced at my odometer as we passed a turnout, then
four miles further down the trail, Pelt signaled a right turn into
a little turnout, but drove past the entrance. I pulled in.

Pelt left his motor running, and came to our cab. “It
was parked right where you are.”

Liske thanked him, and Pelt returned to his truck,
and drove away.

“What’s his story?” I asked.

“Lived in Union; grew up rough. Family of five boys
and one girl to a no-account bastard who terrorized the whole lot
until one day he up and bailed out leaving a battered wife and
scarred kids.

“When he was twenty-one, he and his brother,” Liske
thought for a second, dredging his memory, “Luke, Luke Pelt, couple
years older; they decided to rob a bar in Baker City one night.
Fools drank in the place all the time and thought with bandanas
covering their faces nobody would recognize them.

“That was only one of their mistakes. The other was
not realizing the owner of the place was some kind of psycho
gun-nut who opened up his safe, pulled out a Browning forty-five
and blasted Luke into kingdom come. Ron put a thirty-eight into the
bar owner and fled with sixty-two dollars.

“We arrested him twenty minutes later when he pulled
into his sister’s trailer. They gave him fifteen years for armed
robbery and assault with intent.” He did the math, “Served eleven
of them before he was paroled because the bar owner finally passed
away; wasn’t at the hearing to fight release.

“I’ve forgotten if he was married when he went in,
but it looks like they’re trying to make a life.”

“In a ghost town,” I said softly.

“Where else could a convicted felon be left alone
enough to try?” Liske asked.
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Sam James was a tall, lean, leathery looking man with
a wild shock of blonde hair and startling blue eyes. He seemed to
be in a rush as he interrupted Walt’s stable chores on Saturday
morning, his hand outstretched and a boyish grin splitting his
face. “Hey, Walt. I’m Sam and it’s great to meet you.”

Walt took the proffered hand and shook it firmly.
“Nice to meet you, too.”

Sam had arrived late Friday night, and it had taken
all of Suzy’s will to keep him from rushing to the bunk house to
meet the new hand.

“I heard all about you last night from dad and
Suzy, and I’ve been waitin’ to see some activity out here before I
came to introduce myself. I’m lookin’ forward to havin’ time to
work with the sheep now that we’ve have someone capable to look
after the ground work.

“What’s your plan for today? You want to take a
ride around the place? We could see pretty much all of it today if
we saddled up and started ridin’ right away.”

Walt took an involuntary step back. “Ride? A
horse?”

“You don’t ride? I thought you were all about
horses.”

“I work with them; drive them; take care of them.
I’ve never ridden one.”

Sam put his hands on his thighs and whooped, bent
over and then backwards laughing. “That’s what comes from assumin’,
damn it. I think we’ll take the truck, okay?”

Walt smiled, stuck his hands in his pockets and
shrugged a bit. “After breakfast?”

Sam came back to life. “Sure, after breakfast. We’ll
see the whole place before dinner, then we can go into town later
and I’ll show you Pendleton.”

With that, the big man led the way toward the kitchen
porch where Suzy was waiting.

“Where’s dad?” Sam asked.

“In his office, reading some papers Egan brought
out. Said you and he were meeting him in town right after
breakfast, and that you needed to make it snappy.”

Sam pouted, “We’ll tour the ranch later, okay?”

Walt nodded and went to the sink to wash his
hands.

“You’re right, Sis, he doesn’t talk your ear
off.”

Walt didn’t acknowledge the wise crack. He went to
the stove and picked up the coffee pot. He poured a cup for Sam and
himself, and then put the pot back on the stove while Suzy dished
up hash and eggs.

“He talks okay when he has something to say,” she
said to her brother. Then she put a plate in front of Walt and
smiled at him. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said softly.

She kept talking as if he wasn’t in the room. “And
he’s polite to the point of shy, but I don’t think there’s anything
wrong with that. It’s certainly a change from what I’m used to with
young men on this ranch.”

Sam laughed and took a sip of his coffee. “Thank you,
Sis. I believe I’m firmly in my place at this point, and I’ll just
quietly eat my humble pie.”

Walt thought that the good natured jibes were a sign
that the brother and sister were good friends and not just blood
relatives. He had not known his brothers well enough after his
mother’s death to develop that kind of bond. He wondered if that
could happen later in life, but he doubted it.

He was quiet, too, he admitted to himself. It hadn’t
always been his way, but the last five years had taught him that
listening and thinking were safer and surer than running his mouth.
You never had to regret what you didn’t say.
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When Sam came to the bunkhouse that afternoon, his
demeanor couldn’t have been more different from the excited joy he
had displayed that morning.

“Grab your hat, and let’s take a ride.”

The two young men climbed into the pickup truck, and
Sam headed out of the yard on a two-track lane that extended up and
beyond a rise in the distance. He was silent as they drove at a
steady 15-miles-an-hour on the bumpy terrain.

As they crested the hill, a vast herd of sheep
stretched out below them. Walt was shocked to realize that all
these critters had been just over the hill and he had been unaware
of their presence for a week.

“Wow.”

“Well said,” Sam replied. “This is just one part
of the whole flock. They’re getting ready to move to summer range
down by Heppner. The Basque shepherds will live down there with
them full time.”

“Where do they live up here?”

“In town. They drive to work like everyone else,
but in the summer they’re up in the foothills keeping track of the
sheep and fighting off the mountain lions.”

As he was talking, Sam drove up to a gate and Walt
climbed out to open it, let the truck through, and then closed it
again. Sam then left the trail and drove cross country towards a
man who was sitting near a small fire.

“Ah, Mr. Sam. Welcome home!” the man cried when he
recognized the driver. “Are you home for good?”

“Louis, this is Walt; he’s joined the ranch for
the season. He’s a teamster. Walt, this is Louis, the chief
shepherd for the James Sheep Company. He has a team of five
full-time shepherds and their dogs who work for him. We hire
special help for lambing and shearing, don’t we Louis?”

The herder nodded and smiled, a gold filling
glittered in the middle of his smile. But if he’d studied Walt, it
hadn’t taken more than a second, and while he was attentive to the
son of the ranch, his eyes never quit scanning the sheep under his
protection.

“Louis and his people work with dogs the way you
work with teams, Walt. The dogs are trained to herd the sheep
without even a spoken command. They’re amazing.”

At that moment, a black, white and tan border collie
came bounding across the face of the hill on the other side of the
flock, bracing a handful of sheep that had started wandering in
that direction.

At the sight of the dog, the sheep turned back into
the heart of the flock, and the dog simply sat down and continued
its tireless vigil.

“That was pretty impressive work right there,”
Walt murmured just loud enough for Louis to hear. The shepherd’s
smile lit up his eyes, and he nodded pride.

Sam and Louis discussed the plan for the drive to the
summer range for a few minutes, and then the two young men
continued the tour.

Some 20 minutes later, the truck cleared a bend at
the top of a hill and the vista of the Columbia basin spread out in
front of them. Sam shut off the engine, and the two men sat in
silence, soaking up the sight.

The gentle rise and fall of the land that marks the
terrain between the Columbia River to the north and the Blue
Mountains to the south looks soft and inviting when observed from
afar, but the reality is something else.

Up close the land looks to be nothing but desert. In
technical terms, the terrain is “steppe shrub” as opposed to real
desert, but 15 inches of precipitation a year will do until desert
shows up.

Sam broke the silence. “I just love this spot. I’ve
been coming here to think about things since I can remember. This
is my home place, and if I could, I’d end up buried here. I can’t
bear the thought that I might not die owning this land.”

Walt didn’t answer, but waited. Sam said nothing, and
finally, Walt asked, “You folks in trouble here?”

“Everybody has trouble. We survived
Fordney-McCumber, but dad and other sane ranchers knew that
increasing taxes on imported goods would only fuel a world-wide
retaliation, making it harder and harder for us to export our soft
white wheat… our biggest markets are in Asia.

“Then along comes Willis fucking Hawley, our own
U.S. Representative, and Sen. Reed Smoot of Utah and they push a
bill to jack the tariffs by as much as half. Overseas markets did
the same and, since it passed in nineteen thirty, our imports are
down sixty-six percent and exports are down sixty-one percent and a
quarter of our nation is out of work.

“We’re no different than any other farm business.
We’re gambling that this won’t be the year our luck goes south and
we lose everything. Without markets, we grow too much wheat; if we
can’t demand a fair price for our wheat, it doesn’t matter how
efficiently we farm.”

Walt thought about it for a few minutes, wondering at
the simple beauty of the landscape before him. “Yeah, all farmers
face those challenges, and always have, right?”

“Maybe, but before, we always had the bankers on
our side. Now, I’m not so sure that they’re not a bigger problem
for us than even the weather. It’s especially true when there are
bankers who could put their kids in the ranching business by simply
calling a loan.”

“Can’t happen if you make your payments,
right?”

“Everything is simple if you can write the check,
that’s for sure. But with everybody producing more and overseas
demand off the way it is, we’re like every farmer in the country;
writing the check can be a problem.

“At the same time the president’s implementing
price supports, the banks are refusing to renew loans… it’s just a
mess.”

Sam started the engine, and tried to put his smile
back into his voice. “I’m going to show you something that you
won’t believe. Right beyond that ridge, we could run right into a
herd of elk.”

“Elk? I thought they were in mountains.”

“They are, but there’s this one strain that
travels back and forth between Hermiston and Milton-Freewater,
right across the back of our ranch. When we catch it, it’s a
spectacle for sure.”

Walt appreciated Sam’s concerns about his future and
that of the ranch. He also realized that it wasn’t part of Sam’s
nature to bemoan his fears with strangers. The last few minutes had
made Walt understand just how serious the depression was for the
James family.
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Autumn in the Blue Mountains is often a conflict in
terms. While the aspens and other deciduous trees that dot the vast
expanses of larch, cedar and pine have turned yellow to gold, the
daily fluctuation in temperatures make dressing for the day a
challenge.

It was plain hot as we wandered around the turnout,
and I could feel the emotional helplessness exuding from Amble’s
direction. I had made it to the brink of the gorge that provided a
perfect place for glassing the valley and adjacent mountain, found
nothing, and worked my way back to the turnout.

I found Amble sitting on a log, poking at the ground
with a stick. He came out of his reverie with a start, and followed
me back to the road.

Liske was sitting on the rear bumper of the truck
when we approached.

“Let’s make a theory,” I began, “and then we can work
to disprove it.”

Liske nodded, “Always a good plan in an
investigation, but usually there are some facts, clues, forensic
evidence, you know, something tangible on which to build said
theory.”

“We have what we have. But in the absence of a dead
body or a ransom call, we have one very remarkable fact: An
absolute absence of any tangible evidence that any kind of misdeed
has occurred, but I think we’re all sure that something bad has
happened to Lucja.”

Amble wasn’t having any of what he’d heard, “And
somebody is spreading the idea that she’s ditzy and could have just
wandered off?” He snorted, “That’s bull crap.”

“So,” I continued, “what if we start with an
assumption that after Larry left the scene, somebody else came
along, invited Lucja to ride down the mountain with him, or her,
and then made her disappear… What could have likely happened on a
ride like that?”

Liske perked a bit, “I see where you’re going… I’ve
been involved in a couple of cases not totally unlike that… it
would take two people, I think. One could have overpowered her, but
that would have left sign and Ralph wouldn’t have missed that or
missed the signs of covering up sign.

“But if there were two or more, she might have gotten
into a vehicle willingly, and then they could have subdued her in
the vehicle without too much effort…” the veteran detective let his
thoughts go silent.

“But then what?” I asked.

“What, what?” he responded.

“If I was in that car, I’d be thinking about getting
rid of any evidence that might connect me to her. Say, we stopped
and put her in the trunk; what would I do with her purse, wallet,
backpack, whatever it was she was carrying?”

Liske smiled, “You’d piece it out the window as you
drove down the mountain, spreading it so thin no one item would
provide an ‘aha moment’ to a casual finder.”

“Let’s walk down the mountain, guys,” I said. Stan,
you drive the truck, slowly; Amble, you take this side of the road,
walk inside between the first growth of thick brush by the road and
the more open forest… up here the roads are like river bottoms; the
open sky gives underbrush a chance. If you were dumping stuff,
you’d heave it beyond the thick stuff into the forest proper.”

Liske agreed. “And don’t forget to look up. Stuff
that falls short of the open woods might hang up in the top of the
thick stuff.”

Amble said nothing, just started working his way into
the forest, behind the undergrowth that lined the road. Stan and I
shared a look and a shrug. I went to the other side of the road and
heard Stan start the truck.

It was starting to rain and the daylight was
dwindling when we hit the bottom of the gravel road.

“That was a waste, wasn’t it?” Amble said as he
crawled into the back seat of the truck.

“Not really,” Liske said. “Finding nothing is
effective in putting this theory to the doubtful column, and that’s
a kind of progress in this kind of work.”

Amble didn’t respond, and finally Liske said. “Let’s
head back to Le Grand. I need to talk to Larry Rantford, and we
need to come up with another theory.

It was a silent ride back to Liske’s office, and just
as silent as I drove Amble back to Randall’s house.

Albright came to the porch as we stepped out of the
truck. He took a quick look, and fled back inside.

“You both look miserable,” he said as we wiped our
feet at the door. “Beer or whiskey, Jim?”

“Nothing for me, thanks,” I answered. Amble took a
beer from Randall’s outstretched hand without saying a word. He
plopped himself down at the kitchen table.

“Liske’s going to interview Larry tomorrow; going to
fly to Portland and talk with him there. He’s intrigued, and that’s
good sign for us, but the not knowing is wearing on Amble and me.
I’m going home.”
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When Judy and I came back from our walk the next
morning, Jack Nelson was sitting on the chair outside the front
door.

“Mornin’, Jack. You could’ve gone in and made the
coffee, it was all set,” I said in a way of greeting. He held up
his cup with a smile, “Did that, pardner. Just came out here to
greet the sun.”

I went in, grabbed a towel and a cup of my own and
rejoined him on the front porch. “You’re up early.”

His baritone chuckle always reminded me of a bear, “I
just love to sit quietly and think about the poor sonsabitches
compelled to greet a new day gruntin’ and sweatin’.”

We each sipped in comfortable silence. Jack and
Shirlee Nelson were both pushing 70, both extremely healthy and
both extremely independent.

Shirlee was a horse nut, and they lived down the road
from me on a five-acre parcel that gave her and her horses ready
access to millions of acres of National Forest lands. The Umatilla
National Forest surrounds our homes, and runs right into the
Wallowa-Whitman National Forest that encompasses most of the rest
of the Blue Mountains and the John Day River watershed. She could
ride, and had ridden, for a week without crossing a road.

Jack was a history nut. He’d retired after 38 years
of research as a soil scientist, but his passion was the
19th and 20th Century history of this place
he called home. He had lost count of the family trees he’d built
during the past 20 years.

“I have some news about that photo at the Round-Up
museum,” he said. “I’ve identified twenty-one of the twenty-seven
men in that photo, but sadly not the gentleman who looks like your
brother.

“He, and the man standing next to him, are in three
other photos in the museum’s archives, and in two of those photos
it seems to me they were actually together, but that’s not
scientific, just a feeling.”

While I was mildly interested in Jack’s passion for
this kind of research, this current subject didn’t hold much
interest for me. I hadn’t given the grainy black and white
reproduction a moment’s thought since the day the Lawton children
brought it to my attention.

“So, professor, what do you do now?”

“Oh, I’ve had a copy of one of the photos made,
actually several… well, twenty, and I’ll start showing it to some
of the people at the museum. Many of them were at the nineteen
thirty-three Round-Up, and they know many more who were there.
Someone will eventually recognize one or both of those men, and the
mystery will be solved.”

“You sound confident.”

“I am. The other twenty-one were all identified in
other photos, some at the museum and others in old files at the
East Oregonian.”

“You went to the newspaper’s archives?”

“I’m a regular in their morgue. They have become so
used to my using their old bound volumes, they let me use a desk
and stay unaccompanied… they don’t even check to see if I’ve taken
a page or two anymore.”

“I would have thought those old books would all be
digitized by now.”

“They would be if the state or federal historical
leaders had any money; but the cost is far too much for a
family-owned newspaper to bear, and, as you know, the chain
newspapers have no interest in preserving anything but their stock
price.”

I let the conversation die out, listening to the
sounds of the morning. Then I told him about the mystery I had been
thinking about all morning long.

When I dried up, Jack went in and refilled our cups,
brought them back and resumed his perch on the only chair. I
remained sprawled on the step. “You think you can solve this one?”
He asked.

“I don’t see how, and I don’t see a need. I think
I’ve accomplished everything I could do by getting Liske involved.
He’s a good man and good investigator, but I wouldn’t be surprised
if after talking with Larry Rantford he’ll have it all figured out
by now. Hell, by now I won’t be surprised if he found Lucja serving
coffee to him when he arrived at the Rantford house. Her being home
and alive wouldn’t be any more outlandish than what I’ve heard so
far.”

Jack grunted, and said, “I’ll bet this is much
simpler than you imagine at this time, and a lot more complicated
than what you now know.”

“Ah, Obi-Wan,” I said in my best Darth Vader, “you’ve
taught me well, Master.”

With his chuckle, he put his cup on the porch and
rose to leave. “Stay in touch, my Padawan; stay in touch.”

As I went into the house, the phone was ringing.

“Stanton,” I said.

“Liske, here, Jim.” He went on to bring me up to date
on his interview with Rantford. “That’s a man with some real
pain.

“He blames himself, but he has nothing to add to the
solution of this mystery. He’s not even confident he’s telling me
everything, but he is consistent in his account.”

“What’s your gut tell you about him,” I asked.

“He’s a nice man, Jim. He lives comfortably in a
ranch style house in a nice neighborhood just south of Portland. He
was a highly-regarded historian at the University of Oregon. Taught
maximum sections for more than thirty years, took a retirement
buyout in two thousand and four. Former colleagues all love the guy
and they were happy when Lucja came into his life.

“How did they meet?”

“After Sam died, she hired a foreman to run the
outfit for her, Suzy, and Hal. She’s from Warsaw, Poland
originally; Sam met her when he was on active duty in London. She’s
a big city woman who felt like Sam saved her from her terrors. She
was happy in Pendleton as long as he was there, but after that, it
was, well, you know, a bit tight.

“She started spending some time on the Wet Side, and
she intersected with Larry at a show at the Portland History
Museum.

“He’s as different from Sam as chalk and cheese –
never spent a full day outdoors in his life before he met Lucja.
Had never ridden a horse, cast a fly, or shot a shotgun. Turned out
he wasn’t any good at any of those things as she tried to teach
him, but their love for each other is evident in every part of that
home. I could feel it.”

“So you don’t think he played any part in an
abduction?”

“If something happened to Lucja, he’s as much a
victim as she is.”

“Dead end?”

“I can’t think of any place to go from here.”
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At dusk that afternoon, the phone rang again, and it
was Randall. “They found her,” he said without an introduction.

“Her?”

“Lucja.”

“Where?”

“Propped against a tree about four miles from where
you were looking for her.”

“Who found her?”

“Some poor slob of a grouse hunter. His dog found
her, and he had the good sense to back out of there and drive to
where he had a cell signal; dialed nine-one-one. Sheriff Pickering
called Liske, and he sent the OSP crime scene folks in to work with
Pickering.”

“How did you hear about it?”

“Liske called me to break it to Amble. I did that a
couple hours ago. He had been back down to Heppner, cleaning up the
summer camps for the winter. I met him at his house, and we had a
good cry together. I just came home and called you, which Liske
said I could do.”

“Where’s Liske?”

“He was heading up to the site after he called me.
You know there’s not much in the way of cell phone coverage up
there. He said he’d call you when he cleared the scene.”

My silence strung out long enough for him to wonder
if we’d been disconnected. “Jim?”

“I don’t wait well, you know that. Liske knows that.
There’s gotta be something I could be doing.”

“He said he’d call when he could; you’ll just have to
wait.”

I didn’t have all that long to wait. Liske called
about 9.

“How’re you holdin’ up?” I asked when he identified
himself.

“That was tough. Doc says she’s probably been dead
since the day she went missing. It’s hard to tell until he gets her
in the lab, but he guesses she has a broken neck and there may have
been a stranglin’ and a beatin’ before that happened.

“There was no purse, no wallet, no identification on
her whatsoever. She had no jewelry, no backpack, nothing but the
jeans and sweatshirt she’d been wearing when she went missing.

“Larry told me that when he left her she had a
backpack, you know one of those flimsy ones with no frame like the
kids wear to school. He said it had her phone, wallet, a jacket,
hat and gloves plus those chocolates she was so fond of.”

“Chocolates?”

“That’s right. You didn’t know her either, did you?
As well off as she was – she and Sam built that ranch up to a
pretty fine operation, and he left her a pile of money – but as
well off as she was, her only real indulgence was these
chocolate-covered plums she bought imported from Poland. They were
Pope John Paul’s favorite candy, too, so’s I’m told anyway.

“But the important part is that not one sign of any
of that was with her body.”

“You think she tossed it all as she wandered through
the woods?”

“I don’t know what to think, but I’ll be there first
light tomorrow, and I’ll be looking. You wanna come?”

“I was hopin’ you’d ask.”

I hung up, and took Judy out for her final duties of
the night, including taking my Taurus 7-shot revolver from my
console and putting it into my belt. I had taken the habit of
keeping it with me at home and on the road after a couple nasty
incidents the year I lost Judy’s predecessor, Punch. I was heading
up the porch steps when a pickup truck pulled into my drive, and
Amble stepped down from it.

As he approached, I grabbed him in a man-hug. “I’m
sorry, Amble.”

“Thanks,” he whispered, and then he disentangled
himself from me, stepped back and pushed his hat up off his brow.
“Thought you might put me up for the night; it’s much closer to the
scene from here. I’m meetin’ Liske at the Granite café at six.”

“Of course, you’re welcome. I’m invited to be there
too, so we can travel together.”

He nodded. “Perfect.” He stepped back to his truck to
pull out a small duffle. We went via the back yard where I whistled
up Judy, and we were quickly down for the night.

 


18

2010

 


The big woman in the Granite café put a slab of ham,
pair of eggs and a passel of potatoes in front of each of us at
6:25 a.m., and each of us gave the perfect answer to being served
the perfect breakfast: “Yeah… thank you.”

I took a mouthful of egg yolk and potatoes, chewed,
swallowed and began, “I think we should set up the hypothesis
again, only this time we should start at the turnout where Lucja
was found and walk down to the turnout where the truck was located
later. What do you think?”

Liske swallowed a huge hunk of ham, took a swig of
coffee, and let his eyes scan the café ceiling. “Three young
officers will be doing that as soon as it’s light enough to tell
the difference between a clue and a timber rattler.”

“Well,” I said in self defense, “We should maybe make
an itemized list of everything they find in that …”

Liske poked Amble’s arm, and said, “You know, these
amateurs, they meddle in a few investigations, and they decide
they’re the only ones who have any idea on how to do it, you
know?”

Amble was seriously chewing potatoes, ham and toast.
He let his eyes scan from Liske to me, “I can figure,” was all he
said.

“So, what am I here for?” I asked.

“To keep you off my voice mail? I don’t know. You ask
great questions from time to time, and I’d rather have you asking
me than gossips. Go figure. This is now an open-and-shut murder
case. The victim, Lucja Rantford, age eighty-four, was left alone
in the Blue Mountains when her husband, Larry Rantford, left her to
find help in Granite. Person or persons unknown approached Mrs.
Rantford, subdued her, and killed her. Then they moved her vehicle
to another location to mislead law enforcement, probably in hopes
that the body would go unfound long enough for natural events to
make the cause of death unknown.”

“How do you know that?”

“Science. What we have to go on indicates she died
where we found her. If she wasn’t moved, the truck had to be.”

“So, what am I doing here?”

“You’re eating a great Western breakfast at the
expense of the State, if you’re smart.”

I swallowed the last of my eggs, potatoes and ham,
took a sip of coffee, and said, “Thanks. That was truly great, but
what am I doing here if you don’t need me?”

We were the only customers. Liske spoke to Amble,
“Son, I’d greatly appreciate it if you’d go out to my cruiser and
see if there are any cigars in the front seat. If not, could you
just sit there and see if any just appear while I’m gone?”

Amble, who was clearly still in the grip of his
grief, started to rise in the normal action of someone who is
auto-tuned to obey and help; he stopped, considered the two of us,
and then shrugged. “Nicest brush off I could imagine.”

As the young man departed the restaurant, Liske
poured more coffee out of the carafe on the table, “There won’t be
a spit of forensic evidence on that body and you know it. She was
killed on the seventh and found on the twenty-first. Nada.

“But the whole issue is about why, and you know that
too.”

I nodded, plodding behind a guy who had been trailing
this line of thinking all day. I kept silent.

“So, we need you to do your thing, to ask those
damnable questions you always come up with… we need you inside our
tent pissing out rather than outside pissing in.”

“Great Lyndon Banes Johnson reference there, Stan.
But why so much interest in disconnecting me from the
investigation?”

“The state will never invite you into the
investigation formally, but Amble via Randall invited you in from
the beginning. If not for you, there might not be an OSP
investigation. I want you here because of the way you handled
yourself in Michigan… I’ve kept in touch with Miles since your
Michigan adventure, and I think this case is going to need someone
who can think out of the box. You’ve proved you can.”

“I can’t tell you how much I hate funerals,” I said
with more than a little resignation in my voice.

“Remember, they’re for the living, and your young
friend out there will need someone strong enough for him to lean
on.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will, and I’m just as certain you’ll
brief me all through this investigation.”

I nodded.

“And you won’t be taking any action that is not
approved by me, before you take it. Right?”

“If there’s time, Stan; but I only took action last
time in self-defense, and there wasn’t much time for getting
permission.”

This time he nodded. “If I know what you’re doing and
where you’re going, I may be able to anticipate and head off any
need for your particular brand of self-defense.”

Amble came in at that moment, put a pack of
rum-soaked crooks on the table before Liske, then placed a book of
matches on top of the cigars.

“What’n hell is that?”

“Cigars. I found ’em in your glove box.”

“Really?”

The young man left, giving me a wink as he went.

Liske watched him out the door, and then picked up
the box… “What do you do with these?”

“Smoke ’em, if you’re desperate.”

Liske visibly shuddered, “Never been that desperate.
These even come from Miami?”

I couldn’t help it; the laughter just bubbled out of
me. “God knows, Liske, only He knows.” I stumbled out to find
Amble.
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On Monday, Walt’s life at the ranch took on the form
that it would follow for the rest of his spring. Up before dawn, he
would harness the team, eat breakfast and head for the fields where
he would cultivate through the morning. Midday would find him in
the shade of his wagon, eating the dinner that Suzy brought to him.
Then he would pick up the reins and continue the process.

When the field was ready, he would switch the team to
the eight-row planter, and retrace his steps as the peas were put
into the ground. This alternative crop was the secret to summer
fallow dry land wheat farming.

Wheat sends roots as far as 20 feet into the ground
to find water. that root structure makes annual cultivation
impractical; plus the wheat takes plenty of nitrogen and other
necessary nutrients out of the soil. So a year of “summer fallow”
allows the root structure time to deteriorate, then a summer of
nitrogen-rich cover crop such as peas puts the acreage in line for
another planting of wheat that fall.

This rotation of crops along with the extensive acres
of graze land for the sheep had always made the ranch
sustainable.

As he worked his animals, Walt paid close attention
to land around him as they prepared the ground. The current wheat
crop had sprouted in the fall before, and in May it was a green
grid amid the yellow and brown of the unfarmed landscape.

He noted the number of pheasants that called the
weather strips and ditches home, and he was elated when a doe and
two spotted and wobbling fawns watched his team work past them as
they stood on the edge of the field. He noted the doe’s large ears
and thought his mules and the local deer had much in common.

As the sun was sinking, he switched the mules to the
wagon, and drove back to the barn where the animals were fed,
watered and rubbed down. He understood that this was light work for
this pair, but he had always taken care of his animals before
himself.

His evening was short. He enjoyed the bunk house’s
shower more than the lumpy mattress on his cot. As soon as a can of
sardines and some crackers knocked back his hunger, sleep took
charge.

At breakfast on Friday, Sam asked him if he had plans
for the weekend.

Walt took a swig of his coffee before answering. “I
heard there’s a town baseball team, and I thought I might check it
out and see if they need a catcher.”

Sam’s eyebrows arched. “You any good?”

“I’ve played wherever I’ve been; some good teams,
some not so good. What kind of team does Pendleton have?”

“Mostly local guys home from school for the summer
and some of the guys who never went to college, but played in high
school. I’ve played on the team since high school. I’m going to the
practice, I’ll introduce you.”

“Sounds good.”

“After practice we can end up downtown for a
beer.”

Suzy spoke up. “I don’t think Walt’s old enough to
drink in the Howdy.”

Sam snorted, “You think they check anything but your
wallet at a speakeasy?”

Suzy held her ground. “I just don’t think Walt should
feel drinking beer is necessary to play with the Broncos.”

Sam only smiled, “I think Walt can make up his own
mind about beer, baseball, and what it takes to fit in on a ball
club.”
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The practice had been fun for Walt. It had consisted
of some catch, then batting practice before the manager, Hoppy
Franklin, had put the team through infield practice.

Sam had been surprised when, after their chores were
complete, Walt had come out of the bunk house with his spikes hung
on his bat, and his catcher’s mitt tucked in his belt.

“You travel with that gear all the time?”

“Baseball has been part of my life, so I try to
hook up with a team wherever I am. In Boise, I played with the
House of David for two years, but they traveled too much for my
boss.”

“House of David? What did you do for a
beard?”

Walt grimaced. His fair hair and light beard growth
had made him the butt of many jokes as he grew up around people who
had to shave every day to keep their facial hair in check. “They
made an exception for me.”

Sam was impressed. The House of David barnstorming
team had come to Pendleton twice during his time playing ball after
high school. They were all good players, so if his hired hand could
play with them, he would be an asset to the town team.

At the field, Sam introduced Walt to the manager,
Hoppy Franklin, an older man who had a chaw of tobacco in his
cheek, a week-old beard and a big belly hanging beyond the belt on
his uniform pants.

“Catcher? Can you do anything else?”

“Hit some.”

“What about outfield?”

“Don’t run all that well.”

“Infield?”

“Never have.”

“Well, we’ll give you a look, but we’ve had Billy
Bent behind the plate for years now.”

Billy Bent was a tall, heavy-set man who appeared to
be in his 30s, clear blue eyes and a quick smile that gave him an
open and friendly appearance. He shook Walt’s hand, “I’m getting’
old enough that the second half of a double header is becomin’ a
strain. I can stand the competition.”

Hoppy pointed to a tall left-handed thrower playing
toss on the third base side of the infield. “Walt, why don’t you
warm Steve there up a bit.”

Walt trotted over to the big lefty, “Hoppy told me to
warm you up a bit.”

Steve caught the ball and called to the other guy,
“Al, I’m warmin’ up with the new guy, I guess.” Al waved and took
off to the outfield where players were shagging fly balls being hit
by another older guy down the right field line.

Steve led Walt down the left field line to where
there was a mound and plate. Walt recognized the “bull pen” set up
and squatted down behind the plate.

The left hander started slowly, gradually increasing
his effort and the velocity of his fast ball. Walt realized
catching him would be a workout. The ball rarely crossed the plate,
and seldom arrived at the same general area as the previous
pitch.

“Can you catch a curve?”

“Let’s find out.”

Steve’s curve ball was a 1- to-6 beauty, breaking
straight down. Walt caught it just off the ground right behind the
plate.

Steve threw six of the curves in a row, all of them
for strikes, then motioned with his gloved hand to indicate he was
going to throw a straight pitch.

Walt held his glove at about what would be a
knee-high, inside corner of the plate to a right-handed batter.
Steve wound and threw, Walt was just able to snag the pitch as it
went wide of the left-handed batter’s box, nearly head high.

Walt tossed it back, gave Steve the same target as
before, and this pitch would have hit a right-handed batter in the
head. Again, Walt was just able to spring out of his crouch in time
to snag the ball in his glove.

This went on for some 10 minutes, and Walt finally
spoke. “You about warm?”

Steve shrugged, “Pretty much.”

Walt tossed him the ball and trotted back to plate.
Hoppy was smiling as he saw the young man trot up. “Grab a bat, hit
four, bunt one to third, run it out.”

Walt grabbed his bat, dropped his mitt on the plate
and readied himself for the first pitch.

The batting practice pitcher was another older guy.
Walt took the first pitch, noting that the old timer had a fluid
delivery that spoke to real talent some years in the past. The next
pitch came in right in the heart of the plate, and Walt felt the
solid line drive come off his bat without seeming to have been hit.
That sensation of a perfectly met pitch on the barrel of the bat
was something Walt loved as much as any part of the game.

The next pitch was a little outside, and Walt went
with it, hitting a liner to right field.

The next pitch was a little inside, and Walt pulled
it down the line.

The old timer then waved his glove to indicate he was
going to throw a curve, and Walt waited on it. It was a “hanger,” a
pitch that was spinning like a curve, but not breaking. Walt hit it
over the left field fence.

He then bunted the next pitch down the third base
line, picked up his glove and “sprinted” to first.

Sam was watching all this from next to Hoppy. “That
kid can hit.”

Hoppy spit, wiped his lips on the back of his hand
and said, “Yeah, he can. And we can time his run to first base with
a sun dial.”

“Nobody’s perfect.”

The practice wound up at just after 3 p.m.

Walt approached Hoppy who was bagging up bats, balls
and catcher’s equipment. “So, Mr. Franklin, can I come back to the
next practice?”

Franklin thought for a minute. “We’ll practice on
Saturday, ten o’clock. I’ll have uniforms next week, and we’ll fit
you one. I think you’ll have some chance to play.”

As Walt climbed into the truck, Sam said, “So, you up
for a beer at the Howdy?”

Walt had had beer before, but he wasn’t a big
drinker. “I think I can handle one.”

“Good. You handle one, and you can drive home
after I’ve had a few.” The big guy then laughed, and started the
truck.

The Howdy was actually a café with the sign “Boy,
Howdy” outside. There was no effort to hide the fact that alcohol
was on sale there, or even that Prohibition was the law of the
land.

“I wouldn’t want to be arrested,” Walt said just
loud enough so Sam could hear him, but no one else.

“Fat chance of that,” Sam said with a grin.
“Hello, Sheriff Tate. I’d like you to meet Walt Stanton. He’s hired
on out at the ranch, and it turns out he plays a bit of ball,
too.”

Tate was a big man. Not fat, but big. With his
Stetson tilted back on his head, he towered above the two younger
men, and the hand he stuck out seemed as big as a ham. “Good to see
you, son. Where you from?”

“Michigan originally, but I’ve moved around a bit
finding work. Spent the last two summers in Boise, but that job
disappeared so I came here and met up with Arleigh.”

“Piece of luck for you if you work hard and keep
your nose clean; the James family, other than that boy of theirs,
are as gooda folks as you’ll meet here ‘bouts.”

Sam feigned being hurt. “What better guy would you
find than that son?”

“One that don’t frequent speakeasies to start
with.”

“We’re only here for a few minutes, then we’re
going to move on, right Walt?”

Walt didn’t answer, but the sheriff gave Sam one of
those “really?” looks. “Headed for Four-to-Six?”

Sam shook his head. “A guy can’t put anything past
you.”

As the boys sampled the draft beers, Walt asked about
“Four to Six.”

“It’s a club. My dad, all the business people and
most of the nearby ranchers who aren’t ‘drys,’ belong. We all pitch
in money at the beginning of the year, then on Saturday from four
o’clock to six, we meet at the Round-Up grounds for an open bar.
Everybody takes a turn as bartender once a year.

“It started with prohibition when one of the guys
downtown started inviting other store owners to drop by on Saturday
afternoons for a drink. They did that for a few years, and to keep
peace with the ladies waitin’ at home, they limited the cocktail
hour from four to six.”

“Sounds friendly. What’s the buy-in?”

“First it’s an invitation-only deal; this year’s
share was ten dollars. You’ll be welcome with me or dad, but it’s
unlikely you’ll be invited until you live here year
’round.”

“Exclusive, like?”

“Not at all. Guys from all walks of life, rich,
poor, and in-between are there, but they all live here. The ‘new’
guys lived here for years before they were invited.”

Walt shrugged.

Then Sam’s face changed. He was looking past Walt,
and it was obvious he didn’t like what he was seeing. Walt fought
off the temptation to look back over his shoulder.

“Somethin’ wrong?”

Sam didn’t answer, he just stared. The dislike and
contempt in his look were obvious. Then a loud voice broke beyond
Walt’s back.

“Looky here. The royal prince deigns to visit the
riffraff. How you doing, Samuel?” The loud voice stopped the nearby
buzz of conversation that had been a comfortable background. When
it stopped, the bar became very quiet.

“Gonna introduce me to your girlfriend?” the voice
boomed again.

Looking at Walt, Sam whispered, “Take it easy.” Walt
couldn’t tell if that was for him or if Sam was talking to himself.
He finally shifted his position on his stool and took a look at the
source of the booming voice.

The man was a head and a half taller than Walt, with
ruddy complexion and a general beefiness that spoke of indulgence.
“Howdy, stranger. You have business here or just hanging out?”

Sam spoke up. “Roddy, this is Walt. Walt works at the
ranch; Roddy is the son of our banker. I don’t think he works at
anything other than being an ass.”

“Wasn’t born with a silver spoon, like some ranch
folks,” the man called Roddy said with a sneer. “But then, what I
own ain’t mortgaged to the hilt, and I’m not on the brink of losing
it, either.”

“You talk too much, too loud and too freely,
Roddy. Someday somebody’s going to shut you up.”

“You’ve tried that before, ain’t you Sam? You been
trying since we were kids, but you ain’t had much luck, have
ya?”

Sam started to move away from the bar when Sheriff
Tate detached himself from the group he’d been talking with to step
between the two. “Sam, I’m downright sure you’ve some place else to
be, don’tcha?”

Sam let his eyes bounce from the Sheriff to the man
he called Roddy. “Sure thing, Bobby. We’ll be movin’ on; Ready,
Walt?”

Walt didn’t say anything, just finished the final
swallow of his beer and stood up. As he started to walk away, the
man called Roddy reached a hand out to grab him by the
shoulder.

With no hesitation, Walt stepped inside the
outstretched hand, pushed it up in the air, and grabbed the fingers
with a twist that put Roddy right up on his toes.

“Hold it,” the sheriff said firmly. “Stop it right
now.”

Walt kept hold of the fingers, then carefully handed
them to the sheriff, “I don’t like being touched by strangers.”
Roddy was doing his best to keep the pressure off his hand.

The sheriff took Roddy’s hand with a bemused look on
his face. “Pretty good move, stranger. I thought for a second you
might have decided to be a problem.”

Walt shook his head. “I don’t ever want to be a
problem, Sheriff; I just don’t like being grabbed by
strangers.”

With that Sam and Walt headed to the truck. “Let’s
head for Four-to-Six,” Sam said. “Wash that beer and Roddy McIntyre
out of my mouth.”
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The funeral service had been held at the Presbyterian
Church in Pendleton. Lucja had left instructions to be cremated, so
there had been no trip to the cemetery. I was relieved to miss that
part, but curious about the decision to have the funeral here
rather than Portland.

The ceremony had been billed as a “celebration of a
life well lived,” and some of that celebration had been eye opening
as to the depth and breadth of Lucja’s life experience.

She’d escaped the Nazis in 1939, hidden in a
horse-drawn wagon along with four other teenage girls, just hours
before the blitzkrieg overran her country and launched World War
II.

Her trip to freedom took three years and included
fleeing from the Germans into the south of France, then aboard a
freighter out of Marseille to England, and finally, after months in
a refugee camp, she was “discovered” by the British who were
desperate for translators: Lucja spoke eight languages fluently – a
talent that had in a large part made her escape from home
possible.

Working for the British secret service, she helped
break codes, create secret messages and monitor radio broadcasts
for hints as to what the enemy was really doing.

And, in her time away from the office, she met U.S.
Major Sam James, and they fell in love.

She was seen as something exotic when she arrived in
Eastern Oregon, but as one after another resident stood to recall
an event from their lives and the positive role Lucja had played in
it, I realized her generous spirit had won her enduring love.

It was just as plain, listening to school leaders
talk about her generosity and energy in leading fund-drives to beef
up the foreign language opportunities for local students, that she
wasn’t a stranger to hard work and discipline.

After the ceremony, the mourners were invited to the
James ranch for dinner and more memories.

“Jim,” Amble said, grabbing me by the elbow as I
entered the kitchen of the James ranch, “I want you to meet my aunt
Suzy. This is Jim Stanton, Aunt Suzy, the famous journalist.”

The woman smiled in welcome and offered her hand in
greeting. I took it, and it felt as fragile as a bird’s wing. She
was in a wheel chair, but her eyes were bright, and when she
smiled, the cheer made her eyes seem to glow with good nature.

“I’m a big fan of your work, Mr. Stanton. I have
followed your career after you left the newspaper and your first
article appeared in Gray’s Sporting Journal.”

“I’m flattered. I’m sorry I hadn’t met you before,
but I live up in the Blues and really don’t spend a lot of time
down here.”

“If I had a place in the Blues, and I didn’t have
this ranch to love, I’d never come down here,” she said with a
chuckle. “This whole family has had a love affair with those
mountains; hunting, fishing and mushrooming, even skiing when we
were younger. I loved my annual summer trips to the mountains down
by Heppner with our shepherds. Those mountains were such a part of
Lucja’s life here… it seems so tragic that she went there to
die.”

I glanced at Amble, and he gave me a quick shake of
his head. “Perhaps not as tragic as never being in those mountains
for a long life to come,” I said.

“There is that, thank you,” she said. “Be sure to
enjoy the meal we have here, it’s the best Pendleton’s finest cooks
could muster… it’s the mother of all pot-lucks. Thank you for
coming.”

I touched her hand, and thanked her, knowing I was
lucky to be in her presence. The touch lighted up those eyes again,
and I thought to myself, “It’d be fun see how often you could
inspire that smile…”

Amble led me into the dining room of the home, and I
saw an enormous buffet circling the entire room. We slid out a side
door and entered a parlor. “She doesn’t know?” I asked.

“Not details. I couldn’t see any value in telling
her.”

I nodded as I heard someone clear his throat behind
us. “Jim,” Amble said, “meet Nate Rantford, Lucja and Larry’s
son.”

Nate was a big, beefy guy with sandy hair that hung
past his collar and ears, and pale blue eyes with lots of wrinkles
that spread out like a child’s drawing of the rays of the sun. He
offered his hand, and I took it, surprised at the heft of it.

“Nice to meet you; sorry about your mom,” I said.

His voice was deep and rumbling as if it came from
somewhere south of his throat. “It’s sad. I have trouble believing
it, really.”

“What do you do for a living, Nate?”

“Not that much now,” he said with a shrug. He touched
his cheek, “This is golf course sun.”

I reappraised him, “You retired?”

“Not really, but yeah, I guess I am.”

“You certainly don’t look old enough,” I was guessing
his age at mid-40s.

“We’re lucky enough to have a father who is generous
and well off, so we pretty much pick and choose what we work
on.”

“We?”

“My sister, Joan. We live in the family home in Lake
Oswego. It’ll be a lot emptier now. Mom cast a pretty long shadow.”
He changed the subject, “I understand you’re some kind of
investigator?”

“I’m retired. I was a journalist for thirty-plus
years.”

“But I understood you sometimes take part in criminal
investigations?”

“It happened once. It’s not something I have any
interest in doing again.”

“Really? You’re not working on my mother’s
murder?”

“That’s police business, Nate. I’m here as Amble’s
friend.” I saw Randall Albright come into the room, “And I don’t
know if you know this guy, but he introduced me to Amble.”

Nate followed my eyes, “Of course I know him. Mr.
Albright, thank you for coming.”

Randall shook his hand, and patted his shoulder.
“Just wanted to pay my respects to you and your family. Is Larry
about?”

“He’s upstairs. He had a bit of a moment when we
arrived, and he went up to settle down. Joan’s up there with
him.”

“Did you see Amble’s Aunt Suzy on your way in?” I
asked Randall.

“You realize, she’s his great-aunt, don’t you?”

I gaped. “She’s his great-aunt? She must be…”

“She’s ninety-six.”

I was astounded. “Other than the wheel chair, I was
just…” I addressed Nate, “See, that’s the kind of investigator I
am.”

Nate chuckled. “Don’t sweat it. She’s a remarkable
specimen. She was riding her horse in the Westward Ho parade just
two years ago.”

“She have children?”

“Oh, no. She never married. She devoted her life to
her brother, Sam and his family – Lucja, and Hal – and then Hal’s
wife, Alicia, and then she practically raised Amble after Alicia
died.”

At that moment, there was a change in the sounds
coming from the buffet, and the men turned to watch. “It’s my dad,”
Nate said. “Come, I’ll introduce you.”

Larry Rantford was an old 85, and from what I’d heard
of him from Amble, he may never have been young. It was obvious
that he was taking the death of his wife badly. He may have been
sedated, I thought. He was shuffling his feet, holding on to his
daughter’s arm like a crutch.

Nate helped his sister settle their father into a
chair, and then motioned me to join him, “Dad, I want to introduce
you to Jim Stanton. Jim, this is my sister, Joan. Jim lives here in
Eastern Oregon now, he’s a retired journalist.”

Any thought I had about the frailty of Larry Rantford
went out the window as I shook his hand and peered into his gray
eyes. There was a real intelligence there, hiding behind a vacant,
strained look on his face.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Stanton,” the older man said
in a subdued voice. “I’ve heard much about you from Amble. I wish
we were meeting under different circumstances.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, sir,” I replied. “It was a
very moving service, and I know how hard this is on you.”

“You lost a wife, sir?”

“Yessir. About seven years ago. I miss her still, but
I can assure you that with time it won’t be as cruel and painful as
it is now.”

“Thank heaven for that.”

Joan spoke up. “How did you happen to meet
Amble?”

“A mutual friend, Randall Albright, introduced us. I
took to him right away.”

“He’s lucky like that,” she said. “People always take
to him right off; they always have.”

I assessed her; a plain-looking woman. Like her
brother, mid-forties, I thought; by height, weight, brown hair, I
knew she could melt into a crowd and nobody’d remember her. I said,
“Oh, that’s right. You guys lived here on the ranch back when your
folks first married, right?”

She frowned at the memory. “Actually, they came back
to the ranch when mom was pregnant with Nate; he was born when I
was eight… we moved back to Lake Oswego when I was thirteen, thank
God.”

“You didn’t like it here?”

“It was as if we were poor relation. At school, at
church, people acted like they thought Lucja should have been a
loyal widow to Sam or something. They were rude at times to my
dad.”

Larry spoke up, “That’s not quite fair, Joan.” His
voice was reasonable, “I don’t fit in this wild west life. My life
has been spent in books and study; the people here judge men by a
different standard, and I don’t measure up in most of those ways.
It was good for me, for you children and even for Lucja to move
back west. She was a big-city girl from birth, excellently educated
in her youth; she was a life-long learner who loved her life.

“But she thrived in Portland’s civilization just as
she loved the rustic life here. That’s why she kept coming back to
the ranch and the mountains… I kept up with her as best I could…”
He trailed off, lost in a memory for a second.

“Jim,” Randall called from the buffet, “you better
come here, they’re talking about taking the barbecue off the table
and you won’t want to miss this.”

I excused myself, and joined the buffet line. I
wondered how Joan’s obvious distaste for the ranch and its locale
would play with the future of the James ranch. Would she kill to
make sure that the ranch went up on the block?

The rest of the afternoon was spent mingling with
strangers, dropping in to listen at times, other times just hanging
on the fringe feeling the almost painful loneliness of an outsider;
just absorbing the sounds, sights and smells of this traditional
send-off.

I was watching nothing in particular as the sun was
starting to cast long shadows across the James’s front yard, when I
noticed Joan and Nate standing on the end of the kitchen porch
chatting with a rail-thin, well-dressed man I hadn’t seen
before.

The man was losing his hair from the front to the
back, and his thin stature accented his height. When the sun cut
across his features, his more than a-day-old stubble glimmered with
a golden hue.

I stepped out the kitchen door, stretched, and then
adopted the look of surprise to see the three of them at the end of
the porch.

“Hello,” I said in my best western twang. Nate
smiled, gave a little mock salute in my direction. I decided that
was a gesture of invitation. I joined them, noting no sign of
welcome or invitation in Joan’s face.

The other man was saying, “…it’s going to take some
time to probate out if there’s no will…” He stopped abruptly, gave
me a head-to-toe inspection before letting his face break into a
wide grin that came nowhere near his eyes.

Nate jumped in, “Wade, meet Jim Stanton, friend of
Amble’s. Jim lives just east of Pendleton, up in the Blues.”

“Wade Jensen,” the man said as he offered his hand.
“Neighbor, just down the road.”

Joan was a little flushed, and then patting her hair,
she started for the door, “I’d better go check on Dad. See ya,
Wade.”

Wade tipped his hat in her direction. “I’d better be
gettin’ back home as well,” he said as he started toward the steps
to the door yard. “Nice meetin’ ya, Mr. Stanton; see ya, Nate.”

I put on my best innocent look, “Golly, I sure didn’t
mean to break anything up.”

Nate laughed. “You didn’t. It was about drying up
anyway. Wade’s been pitching the same program for a couple of years
now, and while we agree it would be the best thing for all
concerned, he’s talking to the wrong family members.”

“Why’s that?” I switched to my ‘earnest Jim,’ face;
totally absorbed in the thoughts and insight of one Nate
Rantford.

“Oh, he has a little bit of a farm up the road; been
in his family almost as long as this place has been with the James
family. The Jensens have been running a nursery and truck operation
for generations, but Wade thinks it’s time for his family – and the
James family – to sell the land to a big time development
operation.”

“Is that in the future?”

“Depends,” he said, lighting a cigarette. He put a
thumb in his belt, and leaned against the porch railing, ready to
hold forth. “Ranching here is a tough business; there’s so little
rain only the dry land wheat can prosper, and then only if what
rain does come falls at the right time in a year when other big
time wheat producing areas – Australia, Canada, Argentina – are
dryer or have other troubles.

“A big year can be truly big, but most years it’s
just on the good side of break-even. If the land was put into
development, it would be someone else’s headache, and the families
would be set financially for all time.”

“How would that decision be made?”

“The ranch, as far as we know, is in mom’s name. She
was intent on it staying in the James family, waiting for that big
year to come in so Amble could buy it from her at a family-discount
price.

“She wouldn’t hear of selling it off from under Amble
no matter what Joan or I said.”

“What about your dad?”

“Well, if there’s no will, and I don’t know of one,
then dad will be on the hot seat ’cause it’ll just be his. I don’t
think he has any appetite for that decision. He never went against
mom’s positions while she was alive, but I can’t predict how it’ll
go from here.”

“What would happen to Amble if Larry decided to go
with development?”

Nate shifted his weight, stretched, took a long drag
on his cigarette, inhaled, and then exhaled before dropping his
butt on the porch. He ground it out with his boot. “I always
remember the threat of fire here,” he said looking at the black
smear on the porch deck. “Just another reason I prefer the wet
side.”

He stretched again, “I can’t imagine my dad not
cutting Amble in for at least half the money; hell, it’s not
Amble’s fault his grand-dad didn’t see to leaving the ranch to Hal
before he died.”

He started for the door. “It’ll be an interesting
time finding out how this is going to work out. I’m sure Amble will
keep you informed.” He gave me another of his mock salutes, and
went inside.

I watched as neighbors and friends started finding
their way to their vehicles, mostly trucks, but some nice SUVs, and
a few sedans for older visitors.

Amble and his aunt Suzy came out on the porch, saying
good-byes and thanking old friends for their time.

“Mr. Stanton,” Suzy said, “you’re not from around
here, right? Where were you raised?”

“Michigan.”

“What brought you here?”

“Just a job. I kicked around the country quite a bit.
I’d chosen small, community newspapers for my career, and often you
had to move to advance in the business. I came here to be the EO’s
publisher.”

“Why’d you quit?”

“Lost my wife; lost spirit; just couldn’t find it
again so I decided to recover on my own time.”

“Hmmmm,” she said softly. “I’ve never moved; lived my
whole life in Umatilla County. Traveled a bit; went to Michigan
once, but the big city was dirty and the hill country was too flat
for me…”

I admired the Blues in the far horizon, and smiled;
“You’d find even the Porcupine Mountains in the Upper Peninsula too
flat compared to these Blues.”

She continued the thought. “And these little hills
pale compared to the Rockies, or even the Eastern Sierra, but I
think our mountains are more hospitable than those sharper
mountains. But one thing’s for certain,” she added, repeating the
traditional warning about those and all mountains, “these Blues are
just waitin’ for a chance to kill you. You know you’d better be on
guard every time you go in. You just don’t know what they’re ready
to throw at you. You just don’t know.”

She looked up at me. The setting sun was making it
dark under the porch roof. “Was Lucja killed by those mountains,
Mr. Stanton?”

“I don’t know; somethin’ up there killed her, but I’m
not sure if it was mountain-made or somethin’ that followed her up
there.”

She nodded, wheeled herself to the kitchen door.
“Thank you for coming, Mr. Stanton; please feel free to visit
anytime.”

She let herself into the kitchen, and I headed for my
truck. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said to Amble.
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“I’m going to be down in the summer pasture this
week,” Sam said at breakfast on Sunday morning. “I expect to be
back on Friday. I’ll be taking blood samples from several flocks
for analysis in Corvallis.”

His father grunted, swallowed a bite of food, “Be
sure to take a look at the quarters for the shepherds, too. Those
trailers have been in use for about 10 years, and I know Louis
would rather lose his dog before he’d ask for repairs.”

Sam nodded. “I’ll do it; we have to keep those boys
comfortable. It rains a bit down there, and gets chilly in the
summer. I’ll make sure those camps are in good shape.”

Suzy changed the subject. “Walt, are you
church-going?”

“Not so much any more. I was raised in the
Methodist Church, but after my mom died I kinda got out of the
habit.”

“We go to the Presbyterian Church in Pendleton,
and you’d be welcome to join us.”

Walt didn’t know what to say, and was sure he didn’t
want to insult this family. Arleigh chimed in to save Walt any
embarrassment, “Walt, you don’t feel any obligation to go. If you’d
be uncomfortable for any reason, you won’t hurt anyone’s feelings
by staying home. If you want to come, we’d be glad to have
you.”

“I’m not sure I have the right clothes for
church-going,” Walt said. “I think I’ll pass this time.”

Sam said, “You don’t get off that easy, Walt. I think
I have clothes that I grew out of that will fit you pretty well.
They’ll do for this church in any event.”

With that he left the room, only to come back in a
few minutes with a pair of pants, a shirt and a jacket on hangers.
“I was about your size three years ago, really.”

Walt nodded. “I’ll try them on.” He took the hangers
from Sam and left the room.

“We’ll head for town about nine-thirty,” Sam
called after him. “Walt waved his hand above his head as he hustled
toward the bunk house.

The church service was much like the services Walt
remembered, and he said so as they were drinking coffee with the
rest of the congregation after the service. Suzy smiled and nodded.
“There’s not much difference between Methodists and Presbyterians,
at least not in how they observe the Sabbath.”

“Everyone’s real friendly, too,” Walt observed.
“They sure seem to be glad I’m here. It feels real good.”

“I have a theory about that,” she said. “I believe
the friendliness of any human population is inversely proportional
to the population density per square mile.”

Walt thought about that for a moment. “I’m not sure
about words like inversely proportional, but there aren’t that many
people out here; are there?”

Suzy smiled. “You may not know all the words, but you
understand the picture just right.”

The ride home gave Arleigh a chance to talk more than
usual for him. He was sitting in the back of the 1930 Buick that
was the family car. “I always love going home from church. I always
have. Seems like I don’t look forward to the going, but afterwards,
I just feel calm, refreshed in some way. I listen to the preacher
talk about our immortal souls, and I listen to the congregation
pray and sing, and I know I’m not alone in how I feel.

“It’s about belonging to something bigger than my
day to day existence. I receive my money’s worth every
time.”

“That makes your annual tithe a value, then,
doesn’t it?” Sam said from behind the wheel. “You can’t claim your
money’s worth about much these days, especially when you think
about the money you pay banks in interest on loans they practically
begged you to take out.”

“Sam, you aren’t being totally fair in your
assessment of bankers. You don’t know what pressures a man like Red
McIntyre faces every day. He’s in the business of loaning money and
his owners expect him to make a profit from that business. They
didn’t know any more than we did what to expect from this
depression.

“I’ve done business with the Bank of Pendleton
since the day it opened, right after I homesteaded this property. I
have never expected anything from them other than fair terms. I’m
sure we’ll work something out this time, too.”

“I’m not so sure. I think McIntyre would love to
give this outfit to that big-mouthed son of his.”

“I’m not sure that’s fair. Roddy may be spoiled
and worthless, but his daddy and I have been in business together
since we were in our twenties. I can’t see him taking advantage of
this mess for his personal gain. I just can’t see it.”

“I guess we’ll see,” Sam said as he turned into
the driveway at the ranch. “What you doin’ this afternoon,
Walt?”

“I think I’ll just rest; isn’t that what Sundays
are all about?”
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When I arrived home, Judy was making tortured sounds
from her kennel. I hurried to let her out to bounce around and make
water while I went to the mailbox.

I deposited the mail on my kitchen table next to an
envelope with my name on it. I recognized Jack Nelson’s scrawl.

Judy who came bouncing in, wiggling every joint in
her body like some kind of possessed Slinky toy. I fished a Milk
Bone out of a cupboard, and tossed it to her; then I rattled pans
and dishes around so she’d know that dinner was being served. On
command, she sat as patiently as she could while I poured kibble
into her dish, topped off her inside water dish, and then placed
the meal on the carpet remnant that served as her dining area.

She was doing a passable impression of a tuning fork
as I went to the cupboard again and pulled a bottle of bourbon out,
and fumbled a tumbler under the ice-making gadget in the
refrigerator door. As I poured a measure onto the ice, I softly
said her name, and she scrabbled across the kitchen floor to her
waiting dish.

“Good girl, Judy; good girl.” She never stopped
inhaling her chow to acknowledge my praise.

I felt of Jack’s envelope for a second, and then
opened it with a thumbnail. Inside was a small reproduction of what
I assumed was the mystery man from the Round-Up photo. There was
also a post-it note: “No luck yet, but we’re closing in. Call me
when you can – Jack”

Judy was prancing at the back door. I let her out,
and took my drink and stood in the yard enjoying the Columbia Basin
as the last daylight was swallowed up by the curve of the
world.

The pointer checked all of her places, marking some,
just sniffing at others, then came back to sit at heel, a signal
she was ready to curl up inside for the night, which is just what
we did.
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I had just come in from my morning walk when the
phone rang. “Hello?”

“It’s Liske. What time were you through with the
funeral yesterday?”

“Good morning, Stan; I don’t know for sure, somewhere
about seven, why?”

“I waited up ’til ten. Why didn’t you call in?”

“Call in?”

“I told you to report every day, every move; no free
lancing, right?”

“You meant that? Are you serious?”

“Like heart disease. So, what’d you learn?”

I checked my clock. “Stan, it’s six a.m. Where are
you going to be at seven?”

“Right here at my desk.”

“Fine, I’ll call you after my shower and a cup of
coffee. I promise.”

Silence lasted until I realized he’d hung up.

When I called back, he was on another line, and I sat
with the notes I’d been making. He called at about nine.

“So, what do we have?” he asked by way of
salutation.

“I’m not sure what it adds up to, but here’s my
impression of what I found yesterday.”

I ran down my meeting with Suzy James and Larry, Nate
and Joan Rantford, as well as my brief meeting with Wade
Jensen.

“I think you need to do vehicle and criminal history
on all of them,” I volunteered. “I have a mailing address for the
Rantfords,” and I gave it to him.

“How’d you go about gettin’ that?”

“I told Suzy I wanted to drop them a sympathy card,
and she recited the address in Lake Oswego, and I memorized
it.”

I then told him about what everyone had said of Lucja
in the celebration of her life. “She was a tough bird, but she gave
it all to her men… first Sam and then Larry. Larry’s devastated
about her being gone. Or he’s one hell of an actor.”

“You done?” He asked.

“Pretty much.”

“Well, here’s the background on the Rantfords. Larry
hasn’t had as much as a speeding ticket. He’s written more than a
hundred books on history, mostly textbooks, and he’s put aside a
pretty impressive fortune in the process… He’s probably worth
something in the neighborhood of ten million.

“He’s taken pretty good care of the two children,
setting them up on annuities that give each one of them something
like a hundred thousand in discretionary income each year, and
that’s all from interest on his portfolio.

“Nate had a checkered juvenile record. Took a joy
ride with a buddy in another man’s Jaguar, and served a year of
juvy probation. His dad put him on a pretty short leash after that.
His only other scrape with the law was a public intoxication beef
down in Port Arthur, Texas, one spring break while he was at U of
O. earned a B.S. in public administration and a masters in
community development, but he hasn’t worked a day in the past ten
years.

“As for Joan, she’s pretty clean but she does like to
drive fast, and she isn’t careful about parking tickets. Answered a
bench warrant two years ago on outstanding parking tickets. Cost
her ten grand, and she’s on probation in lieu of a year in
jail.

“Seems to have gotten her attention. There are no
outstanding tickets with her name on them, but she’s paid more than
forty on time since she that message hit home.”

I was impressed. “You found all that yesterday?”

“Yeah, most of us in this line of work don’t wait
until civilian amateurs suggest we run wants and warrants on the
principals.”

“Your sarcasm is duly noted.”

“Fine. What’re you going to do next?”

“I’m planning on going to Granite this afternoon,
spend some time with Ron and Liz, maybe have me some more of that
chili and couple of beers. What about you?”

“Well, now that you didn’t mention it, I’m going to
have one of the recruits here track down one Wade Jensen’s
background, while I’m going to Baker to investigate a domestic that
left a woman dead.

“I’ll be looking for your update tomorrow morning.
Okay?”

“Sure….” But the line had gone dead again.
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The days of planting stretched on into the heat of
June, and then the pace changed for Walt and his animals.

He had been working the mules in sequence with three
other two-horse teams. A pair of bays was turning into a real team
at Walt’s training, but they were young enough to become skittish
or rambunctious at times. The other pair were stable and
predictable.

His favorites were the mules, but he enjoyed the
challenge of the bays, too. He appreciated the others for their
steadiness, but he used them only to spare the bays and mules from
overwork.

Arleigh came into the barn as Walt was finishing up
his chores on Friday night. “I see the peas are all in the ground
and those terraced fields look real good, Walt.”

“Yes, sir. We finished the last field on Tuesday,
and then we planted mustard in that forty on the side hill just
before noon today. I think we’re working ditches and shelter belts
next.”

“That, and I want a road dragged out through that
hundred and eighty by the Umatilla River. I want to direct traffic
and sheep away from the river bank. There’s a drawing over in the
office. You can come by Monday morning, and we’ll go over it,
okay?”

“Not a problem.”

“You playin’ ball this weekend?”

“We’re hosting a team from someplace called Bend
this weekend. Under the lights tomorrow and a double header on
Sunday. I might play in the second game on Sunday.”

“I hear you play a pretty good game.”

“I love it. I love everything about it. I love the
feel of the ball, the smack of the ball in my mitt and the way a
line drive feels off the bat. I love the way everybody is on their
own when the ball is hit at them or pitched to them, but it’s all
about teamwork to score runs, make outs… Double plays, throwing out
runners from the outfield or by the catcher, plays where the
pitcher covers first and gets the throw from the first baseman …
They’re all like poetry in motion, you know?”

Arleigh stood there for a moment with his mouth
agape, “That’s more words outta you than I’ve ever heard at one
time.”

“Sorry, I guess I can become kinda worked up about
the game.”

“No apology needed. Believe me; none
whatsoever.”

At that moment, Suzy stuck her head into the barn.
“Dad, you’re wanted on the phone. I think it’s important.”

Arleigh reached out and gently slapped Walt on the
shoulder, “None whatsoever, okay?”

“Yes sir.”

Suzy stepped aside to let her dad walk out of the
barn, then stepped back inside and leaned against a stall to Walt’s
left. “None of what so ever?”

“Just him trying to ease me; I was sorta
talkative. Embarrassed myself.”

“Really? That must have been something to listen
to,” she said smiling that open, friendly smile. “I knew you had
words, but you keep them pretty tight.”

He grinned back at her. “I live by a rule that an
uncle pounded into me when I was little: ‘God gave you two ears and
only one mouth, so it’s pretty obvious you were meant to listen
twice as much as you talk.’”

“That’s an interesting philosophy. I know several
people who could profit from that attitude.” She was still smiling
and her eyes were lit up and dancing like candles in a breeze. She
changed the subject. “I hear you’ve never ridden a horse?”

Walt reached out to pet the roan mare that stood
watching them. “Is this the horse you ride? She’s a nice old gal,
I’m guessing nineteen or twenty years old.”

“She’s Princess, and yes, I ride her every chance
I have. You’ve seen her bring me and your dinner a time or
two.”

“That’s right. I hadn’t paid much attention to
her. How come you’ve never asked me to take care of her?”

That took some of the smile out of Suzy’s eyes.
“You’re a ranch hand, not some kind of groom. If you rode her, I’d
expect you to take care of her like you do the animals you work
with. I believe everyone needs to do their own chores when it comes
to taking care of the stock.

“Princess and that filly there, Anna, are pleasure
stock, not working stock. They’ve never pulled anything and never
will. They’re not quite pets,” and she stroked the mare’s nose,
“but they don’t know they’re not part of the family, and that’s how
I mean to keep it.”

Walt nodded. “I understand.” With that, he grabbed a
leather lead and headed to the stall holding the pair of bays. He
hooked them up on the lead and led them out of the barn to the
corral, where he let them loose. He then proceeded, each in its own
turn, to take all the animals out to the corral.

When he came for the mules, Suzy was gone and both of
her horses were chewing on a piece of carrot.

Walt stopped for a minute and replayed the
conversation in his mind. She was only trying to be friendly, and
he didn’t want to make too much of that, but all the same, she was
handsome, especially when she smiled. He wasn’t foolish enough to
think that a farm hand had much chance with the owner’s daughter.
He wasn’t that dumb, he thought to himself, but what the hell? It
would be fun to see how often he could put that smile into her
eyes.
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Walt watched Saturday’s ball game from the bull pen.
A young right-hander called Billy was the starting pitcher, and he
threw seven innings of shut-out ball. Walt warmed up an older
right-hander they called Matt, and he mopped up the 5-0 win with
perfect control and a Harry-high-school slider that seemed to keep
the Bend hitters off balance.

Sam had three hits and two runs batted in for his
efforts, and after the game he wanted to spend some time in town
with the team and the players from Bend. Walt went along and felt
the warm camaraderie of being surrounded by fellas who loved
baseball the way he did.

“This is the way of it,” he thought to
himself.

By 9 o’clock, Walt had had enough, but it was obvious
that Sam and the others were not interested in quitting anytime
soon, so Walt excused himself and headed for the door.

“Where you goin’?” Sam had followed him out the
door.

“Home. I’m beat.”

“You gonna walk?”

“Why not?”

Sam, obviously tipsy, feigned shock, “In the
dark?”

“Why don’t you come with me, and I’ll drive you
home so you have a chance to be a good player again
tomorrow?”

Sam’s good and friendly nature was obvious when he
turned his eyes to the sky and said, “You feel that rain?”

Walt held his hand out, palm up. “Nope, I don’t.”

Sam shook his head. “I’m not drunk enough to feel
rain on my head if it isn’t raining.”

“You sure?”

Sam grinned again, “You wait right here?” Walt put
his hands in his pockets and assumed the position of waiting.

Sam held his hand up in the “stop there” position
then started back into the Howdy. He reappeared a few seconds later
with his ball cap in place, and handed the keys to Walt.

Walt headed for the truck, but Sam hadn’t moved. He
put on an extra layer of western twang into his voice and said,
“You think I can walk all the way to the truck? Honestly officer, I
had to drive, I was too drunk to walk.”

Walt grabbed Sam’s arm and steered him to the
passenger side of the truck, but Sam balked, then swung his long
leg over the side of the pickup. “I’ll ride back here. You know,
just in case something comes up.” And then he expelled a long,
on-purpose burp like a grade school clown.

Walt headed the truck home, making sure he never
missed a pot hole or a large bump in the road. He allowed himself a
chuckle every time the truck bounced and his passenger squealed.
“Damn, Stanton, take it easy; there’s important cargo back
here.”

Walt aimed at another pot hole and accelerated.

The rain came in the middle of the night. The sound
of the storm woke Walt up about 3 a.m. He had to ignore Sam’s
snoring from across the room just to hear the roar on the roof.

Walt knew that snoring had to stop. Sam had chosen
the bunk house to avoid facing his sister or dad. Walt tried to
shake the rancher’s shoulder, but that did nothing to abate the
rumbling, so he picked up one of Sam’s boots and smacked his
hip.

Sam stirred, swallowed and shifted to his side,
“Whaddaya want?”

“Trying to listen to the rain on the
roof.”

Sam cocked an ear as if listening to the rain.
“Million dollar rain, that is, boy.” Then he settled down and went
back to sleep, silently.

Back in his bed, Walt thought about that for a
minute, then smiled. “Million dollar rain?” He liked the
expression, and wondered how he’d never heard it before, but then
in Michigan rain wasn’t an unexpected thing. In fact, rain here was
the only unknown in a farmer’s given world. All it took to grow
great crops from this abundant soil, Sam had told him, was
water.

That thought led him to another. There was one phrase
you never heard out here that was common back home: “Weather
permitting…” He mouthed the words as he slipped back into his
dreamless sleep.

 


27

1933

 


Walt watched the first game from the bull pen. He sat
there with Matt the right-handed reliever and Billy, the pitcher
from Saturday. They sat all day as a rangy right-hander the Bend
players all called “Bucks” threw a 3-hit, 1-0 shutout for the
visitors.

“He looks pretty sharp,” Walt said about the third
inning.

“St. Louis thought so a couple years ago when they
signed him outta high school,” Matt said laconically. Walt
considered the pitcher again. “He make it?”

“Nope, but he had a shot.”

“Too much for our boys, you think?”

“He owned us every year before he left. Looks like
he didn’t forget anything while he was gone. He no-hit us twice his
senior year in high school.”

During the break between games, Hoppy and Bill Bent
came to the shade where the team was drinking water and picking at
left-overs from the pre-game picnic that was a staple on Sunday
double-headers.

Family and friends of the home team put on the spread
for the two teams. Most of the players wouldn’t eat much before or
between games, but they’d pile into it after the final out when a
cold keg of beer would usually be brought out.

“Boys,” Hoppy started out, “Here are the changes
I’m making for the second game. “Walt, you’ll be hitting number six
in Billy’s place. Steve will be pitching. Everyone ready to
go?”

There were several muttered comments, and Billy and
Steve approached Walt who was up and stretching. “You two know each
other?” Billy asked. Steve answered with a smile. “We warmed up
together once. How you doin’ Walt?”

Walt shook the hand extended to him, and said, “How
do you want me to call for the pitches?”

Steve said, “One for the fast ball, two for the curve
and three for the straight change-up. Second sign when runners are
on second?”

Walt nodded. Steve continued. “We’ll show everybody
curve balls once through the lineup, then we’ll go strictly to the
fast ball and change.”

“Really?” Walt asked. “You don’t rely on that
curve?”

“Not with these guys. I’ll try not to throw any
curves for strikes, and they’ll be chasing it, then they’ll start
guarding the plate against it, and they won’t catch up to the
speed.”

Remembering the only time he’d caught Steve, Walt
muttered, “I’m not sure I’ll be able to catch up to your
speed.”

Billy started to chuckle, but. Steve stopped that
with a sharp look. “Based on our one warm up session, I don’t blame
Walt for dreading a day behind the plate with me.”

Walt thought they might be teasing him, something
that didn’t sit well from strangers.

Billy sobered up and spoke earnestly to Walt,. “Steve
was told to test you that day to see how you’d handle a wild ass
lefty. Hoppy wanted to see if you were quick behind the plate, and
Steve proved you were. You’re in for a treat today. Steve hits his
spots most of the time.”

And spot on he was. The highlight for Walt was how
quickly Steve picked up on the catcher’s choice to work the hitters
inside and out with the fast ball and change after they’d gotten a
taste of that straight drop-off curve.

His day became even brighter when in his second at
bat he took a low-and-away fast ball down the right field line and
drove in two runs with a double that every other player would have
made into a stand-up triple.

Then, in the eighth inning as Bend put runners on
first and third with one out, and his team holding onto a two-run
lead, Walt called for a pitch-out, expecting the runner on first to
break for second so the runner on third could sneak home.

Walt stepped in front of the plate and held up one
finger to the whole field. “One out, look alive out there. One
out!” Then he held his mitt closed with his right hand, right in
front of his face before retreating behind the plate.

Steve caught the pitch-out signal, and toed the
pitching rubber, looked in for the sign and went into his stretch.
The runner on first edged away from the base in a classic runner’s
position. Steve came to the set position, checked on the runner on
third, and threw the pitch two feet outside the plate as the runner
on first broke for second.

Walt bounced out of his stance, snagged the ball and
appeared hell-bent on throwing the runner out at second, but his
throw was aimed right at Steve’s face.

The pitcher caught the ball in self-defense just as
the runner at third broke for home. Walt pounded his mitt and Steve
threw a perfect strike to home. The runner, realizing his mistake,
didn’t slide; instead he dropped his shoulder with the intent of
ramming Walt, perhaps causing him to lose control of the ball. At
the last second Walt made a matador-like move and tagged the runner
as he thundered by. Then he turned and ran towards the runner who
was caught between second and third base.

That runner scurried back to second, and Walt called
time, handed the ball to Steve on the mound, and trotted back to
the plate to thunderous applause from the home team fans.

Steve retired the next hitter and shut Bend down in
the top of the ninth for the win.

“That was one helluva play,” Billy Bent roared as
he pounded Walt on the back after the final out. “A helluva play,”
Steve echoed. “How’d you know I’d catch it?”

Walt didn’t answer. “How’d ya know?” Steve
pressed..

“I didn’t. But I figured you’d protect yourself if
you could.”

The whole team was crowded around the plate and when
they heard that they all started laughing as they understood their
new catcher was an asset for sure.

“I’m gonna have to find a new position,” Billy
said. “First base doesn’t look that tough.”

A guy named Ralph played first base, and he took mock
offense at that comment. “You’ll be ready to take my place about
October, Bent.” That brought another round of laughter from the
team, and again Walt could only think, “This is the way of it.”

As the young men and their fans sat around the beer
keg, mopping up the rest of the day’s picnic, Walt noticed Suzy
James walking on the other side of the park with a young man he’d
never seen before.

Sam caught Walt’s gaze and looked at the scene
involving his sister. “That’s Tom Jensen from the Jensen ranch.
He’s home from college; studying to be a pharmacist at some place
in Michigan, I think. He’s been chasing Suzy since they were little
kids.”

“Nice guy?”

“The best in my book, but he’s got no chance with
Suzy.”

“Really? Why not?”

Sam took a mouthful of beer, and shook his head. “I’m
not sure, but I think she’s looking for somebody new. Somebody she
hasn’t known since birth. I think she’ll be looking at the guys at
OSU with more interest.

“I know she once told me that she couldn’t feel
the way Tom wants her to feel with somebody who looks so much like
me.”

Walt looked back at the couple across the park. Their
body language told him they were arguing. The guy, he thought,
could easily have been Sam’s twin; big, thin and athletic. The
couple stood in a shadow some 100 yards away, and Walt could almost
feel the man’s pain and confusion.

Sam interrupted Walt’s reverie, “I’m sure she’d like
to be Tom’s friend, but I don’t think that’s going to be enough for
him. I think it’s sad, but folks have to live their lives without
my meddling.”

Walt whispered, “Amen to that.”
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The drive to Granite was serene. The autumn months of
the Blue Mountains are a constant mixture of bright, Indian summer
days with clear, frosty nights. The days are often calm, leading to
the kind of drive where you can’t imagine the tumultuous winter or
the schizoid springs that make this country so inviting and
threatening at the next moment.

Nobody finds Granite by accident. If you don’t want
to be there, you’ll never find it. Nobody had found it that noon as
I pulled into the parking area in front of the Granite Café.

A lonely hiatus seemed to have settled on the area;
as if something was “boding.” It must be “boding,” I thought, if
you could have a “foreboding.” I realized as I closed the truck
there wasn’t a human sight or sound to perceive. A ghost town
indeed, I thought.

In the café, the Oregon Public Radio station was in
full talk mode, and as I took a seat, there were no sounds of human
activity coming from the kitchen.

I put my hat on a chair, and waited. And waited.
Nothing. I can be as dense as anyone, but after a few minutes of
this I started to feel something strange might be happening.

Careful not to scrape the chair, I stood up. I
listened at the swinging doors that separated the counter from the
prep area, but I heard nothing. I pushed the a door open a bit, and
peeked into the darker room. Nothing.

I stepped in, carefully, letting the door swing shut,
but catching it with my left hand before it could creak or bang.
Nothing.

I almost jonesed for the heft of my 7-shot, Taurus
.357 revolver which was in the truck where it belonged, but I shook
it off. This was an eerie situation in an eerie location. I stepped
sideways inside the door, feeling the wall at my back, glad to be
out of the back-lighted doorway.

I listened some more. Nothing. I tried to think of
any explanation of the total lack of sound or movement in the
kitchen. Nothing.

I forced myself to side-step my way around a
stainless steel prep table, with gleaming pots hanging above the
work area. In the deep shadow of the place, I felt more than saw
that I could crab backwards away from the table, keeping my left
hand as a touch-guide with the wall of stacked supplies. I crabbed
my way around the room, stopping, listening, even trying to scent
anything that might be in the gloom. Nothing.

I checked my center. My pulse had skyrocketed when I
first entered the kitchen, but now, relying on my chi, I found that
my adrenaline was controllable, yet a bit spiked, and my breathing
was more normal. I had expected to find a threat, but I’d found
nothing.

Back at the swinging doors, I had encountered
nothing, and that in itself gave me pause. My left hand ran across
light switches, and I thought, “why not?” and flicked them on.

The fluorescent lights glared down on the spotless
stainless, casting deep shadows into the porcelain sinks. I had the
sudden, aberrant thought, “She keeps this place immaculate, no
wonder the food is so good.”

I backed out of the doors, backed out of the
restaurant, and into my truck. I fumbled to find my phone, and then
looked to see if I had a signal. It was three bars strong, and I
speed dialed Stan Liske.

His desk sergeant answered, “He’s out to lunch.”

“Know how to reach him?”

“He’s in Baker.”

“Call him, please. You trapped my phone number,
right?”

“Yes.”

“Please. Call him, ask him to call me ASAP. Tell him
one thing, okay?

“What’s that?”

“I’m unarmed.”

The line went dead.

Fifteen minutes later, my phone rang.

“Stanton.”

“It’s Liske, where are you?”

“Granite.”

“What’s happening?”

“I may be becoming an old fart, but the reason I’m
calling is that every instinct in my body is screaming for me to
arm myself. The place is abandoned. There’s nobody in the café,
there’s nobody on the streets. Everything’s open for business, but
there are no people!”

“Calm down. Why are you still there?”

The question was so Stan Liske that I broke out
laughing. “What do ya mean, ‘why am I still here?’” I asked
spitting out my laughter.

“If this place is spooky enough to scare Jim Stanton,
well, remember the memo to file.”

“I remember that line, and it proves you read
Lawton’s file, but believe me that was all exaggeration.”

“So, why are you still there?”

I felt myself calming down under the brunt of Liske’s
common sense reality. “I’m still here because I haven’t looked
everywhere yet.”

“Do you want to do that?”

I hesitated. The real answer was no. “I don’t think I
can leave until I do.”

“Then do it. Keep your phone at the ready. There’s a
chopper on standby if we need it.”
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I hung up my phone and sat quietly in my truck,
centering myself and trying to quell my raging imagination of what
might be out there waiting for me.

I stepped out of the truck, tucked the Taurus into my
belt, and left the door slightly ajar rather than banging it shut,
trying to be quiet. I started toward Ron Pelt’s gas station,
looking up and down the deserted street, seeing nothing and feeling
nothing.

I could see through the filthy plate glass windows
with the stacked fuel additives and 10W30 oil cans that there was
no one in the small front office. The two bay doors were open, and
I could see a 10-year-old Honda Accord on the lift with the oil
recovery system underneath it.

I searched the back area where they had the requisite
tire mounting machine and assorted belts and parts.

Nothing.

I crossed the street to the “Antique Boutique” on the
corner. Its dusty, fly-specked windows had no light behind them,
and the door was locked.

I stepped back into the street and wondered if there
were any other businesses that might be open, but I couldn’t place
one.

I dialed Liske.

“What?”

“The town’s empty.”

“Did you check the bathrooms?”

“What?”

“Did you check the bathrooms at the café or the gas
station?”

“No, why? You think the whole town had to take a
dump?”

He sighed. “You wouldn’t believe how many mass
killers dump the bodies in the johns. You need to look. I’ll hold
on.”

I returned to the station. I had seen a long wooden
dowel with a key on it, and figured it opened the door under the
“restroom” sign. I snagged it off its hook and walked back to the
door. The key turned easily, and I opened the door, braced for
whatever might be awaiting me.

Nothing.

I closed the door, put the key back on the hook and
headed to the café. “Nothing in the station’s bathroom,” I said
into the phone.

“Be sure to check both of them in the café, and also
the dumpster out back.”

I went to the women’s room first, knocked and felt
like a fool, then pushed the door open.

Nothing, again.

I spun back to the “His” room and pushed open the
door.

Nothing there, either.

I was circling around to check the cafe’s dumpster
when I heard the sound of a diesel engine coming down from the
mountain.

Right behind that I heard the sound of several more
vehicles, and I watched, probably with an open mouth as bout a
dozen trucks and tractors came out of a side street, and pulled up
in front of the café.

Liz and Ron Pelt were in the first truck, along with
a guy who had to be a preacher from the way he was dressed.

“Mr. Stanton,” Liz called. “Sorry we didn’t put a
sign out, but we were all up to the cemetery at Jesse Grizzard’s
funeral. You looking for lunch? You’re in luck, it’s on the house.
Come on in.”

I put my phone to my mouth and ear and heard Liske’s
voice, “Heard it.” And the line was disconnected before I could
hear the laughter I was sure was on its way.

The entire company of mourners had entered the café,
talking and laughing like the survivors at a funeral do, partly
because they’re not the subject of the observation and partly
because they were finding time to connect with old friends and
new.

As Liz placed a bowl of her chili in front of me, she
whispered, “Never occurred to me to put up a sign. Everyone who
eats here on Monday was at the graveyard, ya know?”

I ate my chili with a glass of milk, and turned down
several offers to sample the local moonshine that was making the
rounds in Jesse’s memory.

“He was one of the last prospectors,” one old timer
told me when his consumption had surpassed his tolerance. “Ol’
Jesse always knew there was more gold in these parts; he never
found it, but he knew it was here.”

By 2 p.m. the crowd had filtered back to where they
came from. Some of them were working timber; a few worked for the
government agencies who owned 99 percent of the area, and others
were doing God knows what to survive in such a glorious place.

I sat down with Liz at her counter. “How did you find
this place?”

She looked at me with some puzzlement in her eyes.
“You’re not a cop, are you?”

I put my hands up in surrender, “Oh, no. I’m a law
abiding citizen who has a friend whose grandmother came to a sorry
end in these parts, but I’m not John Law.

“I’m just curious because when I didn’t find anyone
around, I did some snooping, and I found that immaculate kitchen
back there, and now I’m wondering how a person with your obvious
culinary skills found herself in Granite, Oregon.”

She looked me up and down again, and then shrugged.
“Can’t tell for taste, can you?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I’ve been in love with Ron Pelt since we were in the
sixth grade in Union. I took one look at him and felt myself
change. You ever had that sensation? Better for you if you didn’t,
I guess.

“But he was a strange guy; a troubled kid from a
troubled family. When I was sixteen his old man tried to rape me;
his brothers all took a shot at me too, but never Ron. I was so hot
for him by the time we were seniors it was all I could do to keep
my clothes on when we were together, but not him. He was always
careful and kind to me.

“I started to think he might be queer, you know? I
wasn’t the ugliest duckling in the world back then, but he never,
and I mean never, took a swing.

“He just told me that there would come a time when he
could be the man I needed him to be; that we’d be married,
together, and have a life. He just knew it, he said.

“And I believed him.

“Then he goes off with that crazy brother of his and
tries to rob a bar. Can you imagine trying to rob a bar in Baker to
make a start in your life? That’s a sad commentary on the level of
public education in Union, Oregon; that’s what that is.”

She looked to see if I had laughed at her joke, and I
gave her a small smile, and kept quiet.

“So, he goes off to Salem, doing ten to twenty for
armed robbery and intent to murder. I cried for weeks after he was
sent up, then I started thinking. He was going to come out of there
a convicted felon with no hope, no prospects, and no future if I
didn’t do something about it. The lawyer assured me that if he kept
his nose clean in there, he’d be out while there was still time to
make a life.

“I talked my mom into taking me down to Salem, and we
visited with Ron in there. He was having a tough time of it, but we
talked. I told him I was going to be ready to take care of him when
he was out, but he had to promise me that he’d take advantage of
everything they’d teach him while he was there.

“I told him, I’d marry him; I’d take care of him if
he would promise to never be in trouble again. He swore, and we
made a pact.

“I then took myself to Treasure Valley Community
College in Ontario, and studied culinary science. After I earned my
AA, I transferred to Eastern Oregon University in La Grande, and
ended up with my BA.

“I took my certificate and found a series of jobs in
the Salem area where I could hone my craft, and be close to Ron for
visiting. He kept his word, stayed honest and straight, studied
mechanics and was up for parole four times before that sonovabitch
bar owner croaked and couldn’t fight his parole in two thousand and
eight.

“I saw that coming, so I went looking for some place
where we could start again. I’d saved my money and found Granite
Café. The couple who owned both the café and station were too happy
to sell and retire, so I bought the café, and when Ron arrived, we
bought the station too.

“We’ve been building our lives here ever since.”

I studied my hands for a moment, then asked, “What’s
the end game for you two?”

She didn’t hesitate. “He’s off parole in
twenty-eleven. We’re looking at an upscale restaurant in the
Northwest – something kind of run down, but in a market that can
support a fine-dining opportunity, ya know? When we find it, and
he’s free and clear of the parole board, we’re going to buy it,
move and go forward.

“Hell, we’re still young enough to have kids, ya
know?”

I nodded. “I know. Good luck.”

As I started out the door, something suddenly came to
me, “Liz, do you know many people from Pendleton?”

She thought for a second. “Some casual customers
here, and like that, but no, I never was close to anyone from
Pendleton.”

“Ever run into a guy named Wade Jensen?”

She looked at the ceiling, as if searching her
memory, then shook her head and frowned, “Nope, not that I can
recall. Why?”

“Just a thought I had; no big deal. See ya.”
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I only drove across the street, and then hopped out
to find Ron Pelt. It didn’t take long; he was under the hood of the
Honda Accord that had been up on the lift before. I scraped my foot
rather than clearing my voice, and he looked up at me.

“What’s up?”

“Nothing much, I just wanted to talk again about the
Lucja Rantford episode, if you don’t mind.”

“You’re not a cop, so what’s your role in all
this?”

“I’m just a guy whose friend lost his grandma up
there, and the how is bugging both of us.”

“You ain’t official, but you carry the go ahead from
Liske, don’t you?”

“I’m not official. But you seem to know Liske real
well.”

“He’s not a bad guy, for a cop. He tried to help us
when we were kids, and my old man was beatin’ the hell out of us
and mom, but we were too stupid to recognize it. My mom wouldn’t
press charges, and even alibied him when they thought he’d beaten
one of us. It was fucked up, but Liske didn’t make it that
way.”

I nodded. “How you doin’ with parole?”

“Case officer is straight as an arrow; checks up on
me here. I keep my appointments in Baker… I got no complaints, and
if he had any, I’d be back in Salem.”

I nodded again. “So, what do you think happened to
Rantford’s truck that day up on the mountain?”

“You know, I have no idea; no clue. He claimed the
car starter cranked and cranked and cranked, but wouldn’t catch. I
asked him if he’d popped the hood, and he admitted he didn’t even
know how to do that.

“When I saw the key in the ignition, I just opened
the door and turned the key; it lit up just like you’d expect from
a newer vehicle.” He shook his head, “When you’re dealin’ with that
level of mechanical knowledge, it’s impossible to say.”

“I was just wondering. If someone had come across
that truck and decided to cause some trouble, how hard would it
have been to disable the truck, then, when it was time, put it back
in commission?”

He tipped another can of oil into the crankcase of
the car, and wiped his hands as he considered, “Sure, it wouldn’t
be all that hard for someone who knew what to do, but it would take
a few minutes on each end.”

“Would it take special tools?”

“Naw, pair of needle nose pliers; just pull the fuel
pump fuse and it’d never start; put it back and it’d be as good as
new.”

“Thanks. I think that’s what had to happen up there.
Then I think the unsub or subs fixed the vehicle and drove it down
the road to the next turnout, just to throw the search off.”

He put the Accord back together and dropped the hood,
“Could a happened that way. I know that the old guy was really
confused up there on the mountain; he couldn’t remember which turn
to take… There are hundreds of those old two-track trails up there,
and he had me turn into two others before we hit the end of what we
call the loop. Then he was all flustered when the truck wasn’t in
that first turnout, but I kept going, and sure enough there was the
truck in the second turnout.

“He pulled himself together, stomped to where he
expected to find his missus, but she wasn’t there, and he went all
confused again.

“I don’t know that guy at all, but he had no idea
where she was when she wasn’t under that big tree. If he was
actin’; that was some actin’.”

I thanked him and started to my truck, then stopped,
“You know any folks down ’round Pendleton?”

He frowned, and shook his head a bit, “Naw, not many.
’Course we go to Pendleton from time to time, but not to party or
to know folks. Our ties and roots, what we have, are up here in the
high country.”

I shrugged, and started to leave, and then I stopped
again, “You ever run across a guy named Wade Jensen?”

The question seemed to take Pelt by surprise, but he
recovered quickly. “Naw, doesn’t ring a bell. He from Pendleton?
What’s he got to do with this?”

“Oh, nothin’ that I know of. I just met him, and
wondered if he was a mountain guy. No big deal.”

As I drove away. I watched him in the rearview, and
he just stood there, watching me go, working his rag with his
hands.
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It was just 5 p.m. when I hit La Grande and found a
parking slot outside the OSP office. Liske was still at his desk,
talking on the phone. He waved me to a chair, but I went looking
for a cup of coffee instead.

I found one where the duty sergeant was taking notes
off the phone. I lifted the cup and the pot as a question, and he
nodded so I poured mine and, figuring he was night shift crew,
filled his cup as well. He grunted thanks, and I went back to
Liske’s office.

He was just finishing his call, and gave me a big
grin as I sat down across from him. “It’s good to know that some
people can scare Jim Stanton and survive without broken bones.”

I didn’t return his grin. He sobered up a bit, but
the smile was still there when he asked, “What’d you find out?”

“The Pelt thing is a real love story for one thing;
both of them lied to me about knowing Wade Jensen for another.”

He flipped open his notebook and thumbed through
pages until he found what he was looking for. “Jensen has a prior
on a drug possession charge; did a year of soft time on the wet
side, about the time Pelt was getting out… I’ll have to check to
see, but they may have connected in minimum security or a half-way
place where Pelt was sent to decompress from the maximum security
life en route to his parole.” He made a note, and then looked back
at me. “What else?”

“He filled me in on Larry Rantford’s behavior that
day on the mountain. He described Larry as being really panicked
and out of it… did you know Rantford told Pelt that he didn’t know
how to open the hood of his truck? And he had no idea of where he’d
left the truck. He had Pelt make two wrong turns before they
arrived where he’d left the truck, but didn’t realize that it had
been moved when they found it down the mountain.”

Liske was shaking his head. “Sometimes I’m surprised
guys like that can qualify for a driver’s license or are allowed to
go out unassisted.”

“He’s a genius when it comes to medieval history and
probably knows a great deal more about investing money and making a
fortune than either of us. I’m always amused when country boys who
know how to skin a rabbit make fun of city guys who have the
wherewithal to hire someone else to do their skinning for
them.”

Liske continued his smile. “That’s true; we’re all
guilty of our own brand of snobbery. So, what are you going to do
next?”

“I’m going to ask Randall Albright to vouch for me
inside the high-end real estate crowd, and see if there’s any
connection to Lucja’s murder.”

“Keep me informed, daily; no games, right?”

“Yes master,” I bobbed my head, but he was already
focused on his computer, ignoring me and anything else that would
keep him from going home on time.
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Wheat harvest in the Columbia basin was a new,
exhilarating experience for Walt.

All summer he had watched the wheat go from fine
green lines tracing across the fields to flowing waves of knee-high
stalks that gradually went golden as the kernels of wheat swelled
into maturity.

After months of patience since the seed went into the
ground last fall, the pace of life revved up to full throttle as
the time for reaping was at hand.

Every morning truckloads of laborers arrived at the
ranch before the sun, and worked with enthusiasm and good humor
through sundown. Huge teams of mules pulled combines that cut the
stalks and threshed the wheat into horse-drawn wagons that plodded
alongside the combine.

When one wagon filled to the brim, another took its
place while the full wagon hauled the fruits of all that labor to
the warehouse at the ranch.

There the load was weighed and recorded before it was
shoveled onto the conveyors that filled burlap bags that were then
sewn shut by neighborhood women before more men stacked them in
orderly fashion.

Then the empty wagon returned to the fields to find
its place in the line until needed again.

The month of August became a blur for Walt. Baseball
and all other activities were far from the mind as the body
demanded only food, water and sleep.

Behind the threshers came the straw crews who
gathered the canes of wheat stems and built them into standing
piles that would later be taken into the barns to be used as clean
bedding for the farm animals.

Walt’s time was split between handling a 20-mule
threshing team owned by a company from Spokane that provided teams
for this purpose, and the general care and welfare of the James’
animals.

Arleigh and Sam were everywhere, it seemed. A
question would arise, and as if by some instinct, one or both of
them would materialize on the spot to provide guidance, issue
orders and keep the process moving.

Suzy, assisted by a group of women who worked harvest
year after year, provided a midday meal for the entire crew whose
members ate in rotations so as not to stop the process. They had to
ensure that the final wave of hungry men found the food as hot and
filling as the first.

Preparation started at daylight, and clean-up and
preparation for the next day lasted until sundown.

“We’re nearly done, Walt,” Arleigh said as the old
man came into the barn where Walt was rubbing down his mules after
their day of hauling wheat wagons. The horses had been fed and
watered while the mules fended for themselves; now the mules were
receiving the attention they deserved.

“This is probably the last of these harvests we’ll
ever have,” Arleigh said, resting himself against a stall, chewing
on a straw stem. He pushed his hat back on his head, and sighed. “I
figure we’ll be doing all this with tractors and trucks next year.
It’ll take about one third as many men and not nearly as many
skilled workers.

“I went to Arlington yesterday and watched a
tractor with a hundred horsepower engine pull a fancy thresher
combine, and fill ten dump trucks before noon. They’re doing a
thousand acres a day, and it’s amazing how clean the field is. The
straw is left in windrows and another tractor with a device called
a baler comes by and gathers it up into forty-pound bales bound by
twine, and spits ‘em out so two guys with a truck can hardly keep
up picking up the bales for storage in the barn.

“When that crew is done there’s nothing left in
that field. It’s hard to argue with that kind of progress.”

Arleigh watched as Walt’s mind processed what he’d
just heard, wondering what that might mean to his future. He saw
the concentration on Walt’s face, and watched his hand as he picked
up the pail of water and the mule brush, took them outside, dumped
and rinsed them both before returning to store the pail upside down
on the floor beneath a bench and hanging the brush on the wall
above the bench.

“What are you thinking, Walt?” Arleigh asked. Walt
sat on a stool at the workbench, propped his elbows on it and held
his face with both hands.

“I’m thinking, no, wondering what I’m going to do
when the engines replace me.”

“Walt, you’ll always be needed. You’re smart, you
work hard, and you solve problems before they become big problems.
What do you want to do?”

“I’ve never given it much thought. I have always
worked with teams, and I’m pretty good at it, so I just figured I’d
always do that, somewhere.”

“How old are you?”

Walt thought about it for a minute, “I turned
twenty-one in June.”

“And you’ve been on your own…”

“My mom died when I was thirteen. My two brothers
were eight and ten, and they each moved in with one of my mom’s two
sisters. I was sent to live with her brother, an old bachelor who
owned eighty acres of rock and potatoes. I went to school one year
there, graduated eighth grade, and he pulled me out to work full
time on the farm.

“When I was sixteen, he died. I had hopped a
freight from Mecosta to Big Rapids the summer before, just to, you
know, see what it was like. His family sold the farm and all the
animals, and gave me a fifty dollar stake for starters. I caught a
ride to the Upper Peninsula that summer and worked in the timber
through the spring. It was miserable work, but the animals were
good. I didn’t like the people who worked up there.

“I decided that trains could take me anywhere, so
I hopped one headed south,, first to St. Louis, then up to St.
Paul, and then out to Coeur d’Alene. I heard about the work they
were doing in timber up there, and the pay was much higher than
Michigan, so I did that for a summer.

“Then I heard about the farming in Boise, and that
fall, as I headed back to Michigan, I stopped and looked around.
Met a Mormon farmer and he told me I could work for him if I came
back in the spring. That’s what I did for the last two summers
until the tractors forced me here.”

Arleigh nodded, then said, “But what’s the future?
The horsepower is just going to be more and more with the tractors.
What do you want to do if you can’t work a team?”

Walt didn’t answer.

“Son, you don’t have to worry right away. You can
work here as long as you want to. We’ll always have animals that
need work and care; and we can always keep a hand busy. But you
need to spend some time dreaming. So far in your life you’ve been
reacting. Now you can work here and start making a plan for the
rest of your life – you know, a trade, a wife, a family. All those
things are possible for a man like you. Okay?”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll give it some
thought.”

“You do that. I’m going to find my bed before I
fall asleep on my feet like one of those mules.”
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Sam was at breakfast the next morning looking
red-eyed and haggard as if he had been too long without adequate
sleep and rest.

Walt thought about it, looked at Suzy, Arleigh and
the rest of the breakfast company and realized they all looked the
same way. Harvest was taking its toll on everyone.

The conversation was muted. “Good stuff, Suzy, but I
just don’t seem to have much appetite,” Sam said out loud. Other
heads nodded around the table, but nobody said much.

“You all need to eat to prevent gettin’ hungry,”
the girl said from a stool at the sink where she was peeling
carrots. “You’ve gotta have something to carry you through ‘til the
stew’s ready this afternoon.”

“What’s the stew?” one of the men, a neighbor,
asked.

“Lamb.”

The neighbor snorted, “You know it’s gettin’ to the
end when they start teasin’ ya about lunch just to make sure you
stick around all mornin’.”

That brought a chuckle from the other hands

“Thanks Miss Suzy, it was great as usual.,” Walt
said in a loud whisper. “Teams hafta be movin’.”

She threw one of her 100-watt smiles in his
direction, and he returned a little salute off the brim of his hat
as he went out the door.

He was putting the bays into rig when Sam came up to
him minutes later. “We’re thinking this will be history by tonight,
you know.”

Walt didn’t stop what he was doing, “Yah, Arleigh and
I had a talk about it last night. Said nice things to me about my
work and all.”

“He told me he was going to. I’m glad he did.
You’re great help, and I’m looking forward to working with you for
a while to come. You have any plans for this weekend?”

“Right now, sleep is number one on my list, what
about you?”

“A fella can sleep when he’s dead. I know this gal
in town; she has a friend;, and I thought we might take ’em out for
some recreation on Saturday night. You know, couple of dances,
couple of beers? There’s a party at the lodge we might
enjoy.”

Walt looked up and thought about it for a second. “I
don’t know. I’m not much of a dancer, and I don’t do all that well
with girls, even if they’re not pretty.”

“I’d never set you up with a girl who wasn’t
pretty, Walt,” Sam said with a laugh.

“I really don’t know, Sam. I don’t know what
today’s going to be like. What if we don’t finish today?”

“We’ll finish; you can bet on it.”

“Really?”

“The keg of beer is already on ice. It’s a
tradition here. After the last of the wheat is in the bag and
everything’s cleaned up and put away, all the help will be on hand
for one last celebration. An outfit from town will put on a
barbecue, and all of dad’s friends and all the help will sit around
a bonfire and eat and drink into the evening. It’ll be quite a
party, and then tomorrow there won’t be much activity around here.
Suzy won’t even cook tomorrow.

“By Saturday night, you’ll be in shape for an
evening on the town. So, should I set it up?”

“Why not?”

The day was as rigorous as those that led up to it,
but Walt could see energy in everyone’s step and a spirit of
accomplishment with each wagonload of grain that was bagged and
stored.

That afternoon he had driven the mules pulling a long
wagon with a crew of four young workers picking up wheat straw and
stacking it on the wagon. The mules had no problem, but as the load
continued to build in height, they started showing signs of
exertion.

Finally the last forkful was on board, and the
youngsters were lolling around on the wagon as the mules headed
back to the ranch. As the wagon found its way on the two-track
trail beyond a ridge, Walt stood up and looked at the stubble field
stretching away into the distance and wondered at the ability to
accomplish this kind of work at a thousand-acres per day.

“We won’t be seeing this again on this spread,” he
thought to himself as he flicked a rein to remind the mules of
their task.

By the time he had all the animals fed, watered, and
put up for the night, it was full dark, and the sounds of revelry
could be heard from beyond the bunk house. He took a few minutes to
shower and clean up, before heading toward the smell of roasting
beef.

“’Bout time you showed up,” Sam shouted as Walt
picked up a plate at the beginning of the buffet line.

“Animal chores come first,” Walt said dryly.
“Makes dinner always sit better if you know you don’t have to go
back to work.”

With his plate heaped full of barbecue, potato salad,
beans, and bread, Walt headed to an empty seat at one of the long
tables Suzy had set up around the bonfire. As he sat down with his
plate, the girl herself placed a mug of beer at his right, then
took the seat next to him.

“So, your first harvest is finished; what do you
think?”

“It takes a lot of planning, team work, and
cooperation, but it was pretty obvious you’d all done this
before.”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course it’s old hat to all
of us, but you fit in like you’d been doing this all your
life.”

“I had good instructions and good animals. Wheat
work isn’t all that different from potato work; I’m happy it suited
you, Sam, and your dad.”

She smiled, and he saw that her face lit up in
firelight too. “Well, we have two weeks to rest up for Round-Up,
and after that I’m off to Corvallis for my freshman year of
college. Where will you be off to?”

Walt took his time chewing, swallowing and drinking
before he answered. “I’ll probably work my way back east for the
winter.”

“You might think about staying on here with Dad
and Sam.”

He went through the eating process again before he
answered, “Nope, I don’t think I’ll be doing that before next
spring; then who knows?”

“But I heard Dad offered you a position?”

Again there was a pause, and Suzy knew you couldn’t
rush words out of Walt. “I heard him offer me a place next season.
But I didn’t say I’d be back, and I’m not ready to say that now,
either...”

Suzy was still for a minute, watching Walt working at
his meal. “I think that’s fine,” she finally said.

Music had started, and Walt looked around to see
Basque herders tuning up their instruments, and the festivities,
fueled by relief from an arduous task completed and spurred on by
cold beer, were moving into full flight.

“There’s plenty of time to plan for next year.”
Suzy put her hands on Walt’s arm for the very first time, and
squeezed. “There’s a right time for everything.” Her smile
continued to light up her face and Walt felt the first flutter of
confusion. His arm literally burned from her touch.

Then she leaped up and joined other youngsters
dancing around the fire as the Basques played a bouncing tune
worthy of a jig.

One of the caterers came and grabbed Walt’s empty
plate, and reached for his mug, but Walt was too quick for him.
“Not done with that quite yet, pardner.”

The waiter grinned, “Of course. There’s lots
more.”

Walt had taken him up on that. With a full mug, he
circled the perimeter of the gathering, taking in the sights,
smells, and attitudes of the night. He could see the silhouettes of
the crowd between him and the fire where the dancers were
frolicking. He could hear the music and there was an underlying
murmur that he recognized finally as the hundred or so voices
talking to each other.

The whole spectacle left him feeling alone. He was an
outsider here, and he realized he was pretty much an outsider
everywhere. He didn’t really have a home or even a family that he
might visit.

He thought about Suzy’s warm touch, then scoffed at
himself, “That’s not going anywhere and you know it.”

He finished his beer and felt the effects of the
alcohol on his exhausted body. He gave another look and took a deep
breath to lock the smell of this moment with the sights and sounds
in his memory banks. Then he sauntered off into the dark, thinking
about how ready he was for bed.
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Shirlee Nelson was sitting on my front porch chair
with Judy beside her as I pulled into the driveway.

“Howdy, ma’am,” I called from the truck as I waited
on the garage door opener. “What brings you down here?”

She waited until I came out of the garage, then she
stepped down to the yard, and said, “I figured you’d be home but
not just when, so I came down to feed Judy. I saw all the dishes in
the sink, so I tidied up a bit and waited for you so I could invite
you to dinner.”

“I’ve been busy…”

“We know. I ran into Randall this morning, and he
filled me in. Jack said anybody who’d step into that mess on behalf
of Amble deserved all the support we could give him.”

“It’s not all that much that I’m doing…”

“So he bought a bottle of Boodles, and is prepared to
sacrifice yard fowl on the grill as soon as you make it up to the
house.”

“I’ll just check my messages…”

“Already did. None of any significance… well, there
was one from some crazy lady in Michigan who thought you might
return her call, but it’s much too late back there. You’ll have to
catch her tomorrow.”

“Tell Jack to put the chicken on the grill; I’ll be
up inside 30 minutes, no more, I promise.”

She harrumphed a bit, but then called Judy to her,
“I’m taking a hostage.”

I called Jan’s cell number, and she answered it on
the first ring. “Howdy.”

“Jim, nice of you to call.”

“I wasn’t sure where you were these days, and I’ve
been kinda busy with some research I’m doing for Stan Liske and
Randall.”

“Research? That’s what you’re calling it now? Miles
told me you were up to your sexy neck in another murder
mystery.”

“Miles Lawton is nothing more than a transcontinental
gossip; I have no idea what constitutes a sexy neck; and I’m just
amazed Stan Liske would utter a word about my activities to Miles
or anyone else.”

“What gives?”

I told her a shorthand version, and then I remembered
Jack and Shirlee. “Listen, can I call you in the a.m.? I’m late for
dinner with the Nelsons, and Shirlee took Judy as a hostage so I
wouldn’t spend an hour with you tonight… Can I?”

“I’m sure it’s the chicken, not the Boodles or Judy
that has you on a short leash, but it’s okay. I’ll be in the office
tomorrow, but I’d rather you called this number.”

“Thanks, Jan. It’s just great to hear your voice, and
I’ll call you after my walk, probably about eight your time.”

“It’s a date,” and she hung up.

I trotted up to the Nelsons, and around to the back
porch with its majestic view of the basin above the top of a sea of
firs.

Jack was turning chicken halves when he glimpsed my
arrival, and he called out to Shirlee, “Shirl! You can let the dog
go; our love-sick neighbor has arrived.”

The back door opened and Judy came bouncing out with
Shirlee and a shaker full of martini right behind her. “I thought I
was going to be stuck with that animal,” she snickered as she
poured the almost syrupy concoction into my outstretched glass.
“It’s almost ice.”

“Perfect,” I sighed. Jack came away from the grill.
“You didn’t miss anything. When the ten minutes were up, I had to
talk Shirlee out of breaking Judy off point on a quail by the rose
bush. She was locked up on it for the better part of fifteen
minutes before it flushed on its own.”

I didn’t respond; I just wagged a finger in Shirlee’s
direction. “It was just a threat,” she said in self-defense. “An
empty threat, really.”

Jack changed the subject. “Had a hit on one of the
pictures I passed out last weekend.”

“Really?” I answered. “Who from?”

“You know Marge Talley, the receptionist at the
museum? She showed it to her mom during a visit to Portland on
Sunday, and her mother said she didn’t know his name, but he was a
baseball player that summer for the town team.”

I thought about that for a minute. “How old is her
mom?”

“Oh, I dunno; she’s pushing 90. She’s in an assisted
living place; has some serious medical issues and wanted to be
closer to medical services she needs. But she’s still clear in her
thinking. She told Marge to ask Suzy James; said she thought this
stranger was a friend of Sam James.”

“You going to follow up there?”

“I am. But not before next week. I have to be in
Corvallis for a series of meetings on the impact another foot-acre
of water would have on the Eastern Oregon economy. That’s big
stuff, and I can have at least a voice in the discussion so we
don’t become all tied up in peripheral issues and lose track of the
real significance of such a deal. I’ll be back by the weekend, and
I’ll go see Suzy then.”

“I’ll probably be out that way tomorrow, mind if I
show her the photo?”

“Of course not, what will you be doing out there this
time?”

“I’m not sure. I’m hoping Randall will introduce me
to some movers and shakers in property development.”

Shirlee piped up, “Another property development?”

“I don’t think it’s the development issue that might
have a bearing on Lucja’s death, but the fact that she was opposed
to selling the property to a developer has to be checked out
somehow.”

Jack was checking the chicken. “Are you guys ready to
eat?”

Shirlee grabbed my hand and hoisted me out of my
chair. “You be careful nosing around in things you don’t totally
understand, remember what happened the last time.”

“Liske’s got me on a real short leash; and I don’t
think this involves anything as weird as Michigan did… and there’s
no beautiful newspaper publisher involved here.”

Jack was carrying the platter of chicken to the
kitchen, “You never know when that beautiful, piano-playing
publisher might show up in this part of the world. I know a lady
with her sights set when I see one, and in that lady, I saw
one.”

I put on my best stage whisper to Shirlee, “I don’t
know if that was the retired soil scientist or just a dirty old
man.”

“They’re one in the same, believe me.”
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My walk was necessary for my body, but my spirit was
somewhere else, picking at the edge of a solution like a tongue
toying with something stuck in a tooth. I played the big IF game
even as I practiced my forms and kept track of Judy.

IF the motive for Lucja’s death was acquisition of
the James ranch, then the question became who?

IF the ranch was going to pass to Larry Rantford, who
had no interest or need for the property, who could feel confident
they could sway the old man’s decisions in their favor?

IF the old man then was out of the way, would the
motive still be acquisition of the James ranch?

IF so, it’s probable the Rantford children would
stand to inherit his estate, including the James Ranch. Who would
be confident they could sway the kids in the right decision?

IF the snatch of conversation I had heard on the
James porch had been part of a sales pitch, then who was Wade
Jensen representing? It sure didn’t sound like he was fronting his
own play.

I don’t often run during my morning exercises, but I
don’t totally ignore the need for aerobic training, and that
morning, the last two miles of my outing was at a 10 minute pace.
Judy, as she trotted beside me, might have been wondering if this
was what heaven was like. Of course, she was also probably
wondering why I was huffing so much.

I grabbed a towel and a bottle of water, on my way to
my back porch and started stretching. As I lay prone on the deck,
Judy couldn’t resist the implied offer to play, and she pounced on
my feet and wiggled her way to my chest where she could lick at my
face.

I’m not one of those dog owners who likes being
“kissed” by their pet; I’ve seen where that tongue has been.

As my body temperature cooled, I checked the clock in
the kitchen, did the quick 3-hour math, and realized it was 8:30 in
Mineral Springs, Michigan.

“Good morning!” Jan was bright eyed in the morning,
and it was great to hear the general good nature in her voice. “How
was the Boodles?”

“We were very adult. One cocktail, too much chicken
and potato salad and beans, but I worked it all off this
morning.”

“My tuna salad doesn’t quite measure up to that
experience.”

“You could fix that with a plane ticket. I’m sure
Nelson would grill for you, in fact he mentioned some feeling that
you might be coming this way in the near future.”

“There’s a technology event I need to attend in San
Francisco, and I thought, if you were available, I might take a few
personal days after the event and come visit Portland again… I have
soft and warm memories of Portland.”

“Dates?”

“I’ll e-mail you when I firm it up, but it’ll be
November, before the holidays, but just.”

“Can you stay through Christmas?”

“Not this year, but keep asking, okay?”

We talked about her job, my writing, her staff, our
friends out here. She wanted to play the big IF game, but I gently
declined. “I’m not really that involved,” I lied. It didn’t
work.

“That’s not true. You couldn’t be a casual observer
at a class reunion. Do you have a suspect?”

“Not really; this is just mental now. The only
violence went unobserved.”

“Your involvement has a history of changing all that.
I really need to know you’re being careful. I don’t want to call
Stan Liske.”

“That’s some kind of threat. Think he’ll take the
belt to me when he comes home?”

The laughter came back to her voice. “I know you can
handle yourself, stud; but I worry about those bad people in the
world who woke up this morning just as sure of their
invincibility.”

I kept it light, too, but I meant it, “That’s just
it, my love; unlike those other people, I fully understand the
limits of my vulnerability. I’m not invincible, courageous, or
looking for trouble. I knew all that thirty-plus years ago when I
rejected a life of adventure and inherent danger. I’m just an old
retired scribbler with a curious nature.”

“Sure. And, when you’ve eliminated all the possible,
the only thing left is the answer, no matter how improbable,
right?”

“Elementary, my dear.”

“What’s elementary is my love for you, and I want you
whole and healthy until I can hold you again. Read me?”

“Aye, aye.”

“I always love it when you talk pirate to me. Call me
when you can. Bye.”

After a shower, shave, and some breakfast, I called
Randall. He answered on the first ring. “Albright here.”

“Randall, it’s Jim. What are you doing today?”

“I’m traipsing around Eastern Oregon showing old
friends an old picture so I can shed Jack Nelson like a full tick.
You making a better offer?”

“I was hoping you might traipse around introducing me
to the kind of folks who have a history in or penchant for
commercial property development. I don’t know any of those folks,
but I figured you would.”

“Some of my best friends, actually. But there are
other elements in that business that I give a wide berth.”

“Really? Why?”

“Greed doesn’t sit well with me; when you combine it
with conspicuous consumption, Randall Albright isn’t very
comfortable with that human being.”

“Well, I thought it might be worth a lunch for you to
give me some time.”

“When you headed this way?”

“When you gonna be ready?”

“I’m ready now, and if you hurry, I know where we can
catch a couple of my cronies during their daily breakfast meeting
at the Long Branch.”

“I’m traveling.”

“I’ll be ready when you arrive.”
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Breakfast at the Long Branch in Weston is an Eastern
Oregon tradition. You order ham and eggs, say, and they bring two
full-sized plates: One teeming with hash browns, eggs done the way
you want them, and toast. The other plate holds a ham steak that
drapes over the edges of the plate.

Opening day of bird season wouldn’t be the same
without a mid-morning breakfast at the Long Branch. A couch looks
real good after a birdy walk and a Long Branch breakfast.

As Randall had predicted, we found two of his oldest
friends just settling back with more coffee and half a breakfast.
Randall was north of age 70, and these two guys had at least 10
years on him.

“Pappy,” Randall greeted a tall, gaunt gentleman
dressed in a western tuxedo: Navy blazer on top of a starched white
shirt, starched jeans, and white Stetson on a peg above the table;
his boots were shined to a high gloss.

Across the table from “Pappy,” a big, rosy-faced guy
beamed at the sight of Randall, and despite his size I wasn’t
prepared for his booming, dishes-rattling voice, “Randall! What
brings you out with the working folk this morning?”

“I wanted to show my young friend here the seamier
side of Eastern Oregon, and this place and you two old farts came
immediately to mind.” He stretched his right hand toward the man he
called Pappy,. “Jim Stanton, meet Ronnie Pappy Jacobs and,” he
moved his aim to the other man, “Roddy McIntyre. These two guys
would have criminal records as long as their arms if they hadn’t
bought every judge in three counties.”

Jacobs levered himself out of his chair and extended
his hand, “It’s my pleasure to meet any friend of Randall’s; but as
you probably understand, he has very few.” I shook his hand, and
shook McIntyre’s hand in turn. “Nice to meet both of you.”

Randall pulled out a chair and said, “If you two
aren’t hatching some secret plot to over throw the Umatilla Court
House, we’d enjoy a few minutes of your time.”

“Sit, please,” Jacobs said. “I believe any
insurrection against the county will have to hatch from some other
quarter. Not only are we too old, we’re smart enough to know that
we couldn’t do better than the current administration.”

“Or worse,” McIntyre chimed in with a laugh.

As agreed, Randall took the ball. “Jim here’s a
retired journalist, and he’s become curious about land development
in these parts, and asked me to introduce him to someone who could
speak intelligently on the issue. Of course, I immediately thought
of you.”

“I remember Mr. Stanton’s by-line well from his time
at the EO,” Jacobs said with a wry grin. “I threw my paper in
disgust after reading his commentary on many a morning, believe me.
All the same, I was sad to see you leave,” he said looking me in
the eye. “We might not agree on politics, but I enjoyed the
newspaper you produced.”

“Thank you, Mr. Jacobs,” I said with a nod.

He beamed at my polite address, “Randall, you’ve
upgraded the quality of your friends since I saw you last. Good for
you.”

I realized this was a running shtick in their
decades-old friendship when McIntyre spoke up, “What I don’t
understand is why you’d come to us to talk development.”

Randall spoke as if it were an aside, “They seem old,
and they seem to be nice people; but everything is not as it seems.
There is nothing about the latest deals or the next deals that
hasn’t been presented to them for their blessing.

“McIntyre is the former president of the State Bank
of Pendleton, a position his father held before him and his
son-in-law currently holds. Pappy came into his money the
old-fashioned way, his grandparents stole it from the earth, and it
was left to Pappy to make it grow and grow and grow.

“I don’t think either of them is a principal in a
deal any more, but I’ll bet if there’s a deal brewing for the James
ranch, they know about it.”

He let that rock sit in the middle of the table,
“Pappy, are Willie and Sally still living in Seattle?”

Jacobs nodded but his smile looked fixed, and his
eyes had become hooded, and his chin was lowered like a man looking
at his cards. McIntyre was just looking at Randall with a dazed
grin on his face.

“Mr. Stanton,” Jacobs said, “The only things standing
in the way of Pendleton’s economic future are the lack of an
equitable share of Columbia River water, and a housing and
recreation complex on the city’s northwest boundary.

“That’s a well-understood reality. Oregon’s land use
plan was invoked in the seventies, and at that time cities were
given the opportunity to map out their ‘development horizon’ for
future expansion.

“Places such as Bend or even our neighbor Hermiston,
were forward thinking, and staked out development lines that
they’ll never exceed. And both communities are thriving because
they can attract business and industry and have land ready for
those buildings as well as the homes it’ll take to house the
workers those businesses attract.

“At the time the land use plan was adopted, Bend and
Pendleton populations were very similar. Pendleton, because of the
land use plan’s ban on developing land labeled Exclusive Farm Use,
basically drew its future in roughly the same footprint it had at
the time. Bend is now a city of seventy thousand while Pendleton is
strangled at twenty-five thousand.

“There has been a great deal of interest in a
development sizeable enough to attract the attention of the state
and force a re-design of the community’s footprint for the future.
As of now, however, that interest has been stymied by the personal
interest of the James family under the protection of the state’s
Exclusive Farm Use land designation.

“The James family has been a rich part of the fabric
in our region for more than one hundred years, but up until now,
the idea of selling that ranch for the betterment of the community
has not been well received.”

I nodded, glanced at McIntyre, and asked, “So,
Lucja’s death opens the door?”

“What I’ve told you is common knowledge in the
industry,” Pappy said with just a hint of a smile playing around
the corners of his mouth. “The question you ask is more privileged
in nature, and it is not my place to share that privilege.”

McIntyre broke in, “The way Lucja died has thrown
this whole thing in a cocked hat. Nobody knows how this is going to
shake out, and we probably won’t until we learn the facts of how
she died. It’s a helluva mess.”

Jacobs started to rise, “Sorry we can’t be more help,
but we have an appointment in Walla Walla, and we need to be
moving.”

Randall stood up, shook the old man’s hand and hugged
him. “Thanks, Pappy, it’s always great to see you. Roddy, thanks
for the time,” and he repeated the shake and hug.

As we all made to leave, Randall stopped abruptly.
“Hey, I forgot, I had another mission.” He patted his pockets, and
then pulled out an envelope full of pictures. He handed one to each
man. “This was taken at Round-Up in thirty-three and we’re trying
to find out who that guy is. I’m showing this picture to everyone
who was around here then.”

Both men looked at the photo for a long minute.
McIntyre broke the silence, “It’s familiar, but I’m not placing it.
I was barely grown in thirty-three, but if I can have this, I’ll
show it to Maddie when at home. She was around then, and she paid
more attention to the young bucks than I did. I do think I remember
this one; I just can’t place where…”

Randall thanked them again, and we left.

“Where to now?” I asked.

“We just keep plugging. I have twenty more pictures,
so we’re going visiting in Athena, and up the road to Helix, and
then back to Adams before we go to lunch in Pendleton.”

“Where’s lunch going to be?”

“It’s on you, right? Well, we’ll have a late lunch at
the Rainbow. They start serving chicken at four, you know.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Randall had introduced me
to the Rainbow’s chicken when I first came to town, and it had been
my favorite go-out-to-eat place ever since. The chicken was
marvelous, but the best part was the tattered old sign that had
graced a cooler door for years: “If you want a better piece of
chicken, you’d have to be a rooster.”

We made stops at several ranches and at one just
outside of Helix we caused a flicker of recognition. A woman in her
eighties looked at the photo for nearly a minute before raising her
eyes to Randall and smiling, “If my sister were alive today, she’d
tell you his name, I bet.”

“But you?”

“I never knew it, I don’t think. He worked that
summer at the James ranch. Sam James was always hanging around
here. I saw this man with Sam at the rodeo and he played ball on
the Pendleton team that summer too.”

As we drove away, I wondered out loud if Suzy James
would know the identity of that man. “Better than we could expect
from missy back there. She was about ten in nineteen thirty-three,
maybe this guy was more memorable alive than in a photo.”

We were en route to the James ranch, using back roads
when my phone buzzed. It was Liske, and he wasted no time.

“Where are you?”

“I’m not sure, on a back road between Helix and the
James ranch, I think.”

“You been in Granite this morning?”

“No, I told you I was going to be with Randall all
day today. He’s driving.”

There was a brief pause in Liske’s machine-gun
talking style, “That’s good. There’s been trouble up in
Granite.”

I felt a chill. “Ron Pelt?”

“Both of ’em. They were having their breakfast
together about four-thirty this morning. One of the Forest Service
guys drove past and saw them at the counter, just eating. He and
three others came back at five for their breakfast, like most
days.

“The door was unlocked, so they went in, but there
was no sign of Liz or Ron, and their unfinished breakfasts were on
the counter. This ranger felt funny, and went back to the kitchen
to see what was up; found them both dead in the walk-in. Single
shots to the back of the head; they were executed.”

I felt all the blood drain from my head. I recalled
my own visit to the back of that restaurant; finding nothing was
enough for me to call on all my resources to remain in control. I
couldn’t imagine how the ranger was doing. “That’s awful.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Whoever it was didn’t take the
money she had set for her register, and the bag was in plain sight.
I don’t think it was a robbery.”

“No, I’m thinking it was a lie that didn’t please
somebody.”

There was a long silence, and then he reverted to his
machine-gun delivery, “What are you doin’ at the James ranch?”

“We’re just following up on another issue that has
nothing to do with any of this; it’s just a, ah, a, never mind;
it’s not related.”

“Then you better haul your ass up on the mountain
where I can keep an eye on you.”

“I haven’t anything to do with that, and you know it,
Stan.”

“Well, don’t find your head blown off because you
didn’t see any connection between this morning and your talk with
the Pelts yesterday.”

I started to answer but realized he’d hung up
again.

I gave Randall the Cliff Notes version, and we rode
in silence to the James Ranch.

Suzy was in her chair, sitting on the kitchen porch
when we drove in.

“Randall, what a pleasant surprise,” she said as we
approached her back door. She looked at me funny, I presumed she
was searching her memory for my name.

“Hello, Miss James. I’m Jim Stanton, we met on
Sunday.”

I saw an instant of confusion cross her face,
replaced immediately with that smile that lighted up her eyes.
“Yes, of course. Come on up and sit. It’s such a beautiful fall
day. I have iced tea if you’d like?”

Randall said he would indeed. “I’ll fetch it if you
don’t mind,” he said. He was back in seconds with glasses, ice and
tea. He poured three glasses, and sat next to Suzy’s chair.

“Suzy, I’ve been enlisted to help Jack Nelson, you
remember Jack, don’t you? Soil scientist with the OSU bunch?”

“Oh, yes. His wife, Shirlee, is a nice lady. Loves to
ride as much as I do.”

“That’s them. Well, Jack is doing some research,
ahem,” he said looking at me, “to see if any of us old timers can
identify this man.” He held the photo out for Suzy to look at, and
she reached up and took it gently from his fingers.

She sat there, smiling and studying the photo for
what seemed to me to be forever. I actually wondered if she’d died
right there in front of us. Finally, she shook her head a bit, “No,
I don’t know this man. I don’t think I ever did.” She handed the
picture back to Randall.

“Suzy, we’ve had several folks who remembered this
man as being a hired hand here on the ranch in the summer of
nineteen thirty-three. You sure you don’t recognize him?”

But she just smiled at him and returned her gaze to
the horizon where the Blues were shrouded in clouds, much like they
must have looked in the 19th century when her father and
mother had come to the basin.

After a few more minutes, Randall drained off the
last of his tea, patted Suzy on the shoulder, and jerked his head
toward the truck. I murmured my thanks, and followed him.

“That was pretty weird,” Randall said, starting the
truck. “I felt I’d kicked her in the gut. She recognized him all
right, and she remembers him, but I believe her when she said she
never knew him.”

“I think you’re right. You need to talk with Amble
when you can. Maybe he can shed some light on this. I need to keep
in touch with Liske. Tell you what, I’ll treat you to dinner at
Hamley’s on Saturday. Okay?”

He grumped a bit, but steered us to his ranch and I
started playing the ‘Big If’ game in my head.

When I called Liske. I was told he was unavailable,
and I left my number.

Judy was glad to see me, and I poured a glass of
water and sat on my porch, looking at the basin, and played the Big
IF game. Liske called back 30 minutes later, talking before I could
say hello. “Why are you bothering me?”

“I was updating you. You want an e-mail instead?”
That took him off guard for a second, then his voice softened to
reasonable, “Actually, that would be better right now.”

“Okay, but here’s one thing I think you might want to
do.”

“What’s that?”

“You might want someone to be watching Larry Rantford
in Lake Oswego.”

“Really? God, how did we ever fight crime without the
help of guys like you? I put a detective on the Lake Oswego house
five minutes after I heard about the Granite shootings. I’ve also
put a tail on both the son and daughter, too, if they should leave
the house for any reason. Do you have anything that actually helps
me?”

“It’ll be in my e-mail.”
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Saturday morning breakfast found the James ranch back
to normal. Walt finished his duties to his animals, washed his face
and hands in the barn and found Arleigh and Sam waiting for him in
the kitchen.

Suzy was dishing up her typical hash and eggs
breakfast. Walt walked to the stove and took the coffee pot to the
table pouring for Sam and Arleigh before his own cup. He took his
seat just as Suzy placed his plate in front of him.

“Thank you, ma’am,” he mumbled just loud enough
for her to hear.

The three men silently tucked into their breakfast.
“As usual,” Arleigh said, “Suzy, this is perfect. I don’t know what
we’ll do with you off in Corvallis.”

“Probably hire somebody who can cook,” Sam cracked
with his mouth full.

“There’s plenty of help that can cook, I’m sure,”
Suzy responded from her perch at the sink, “but I don’t know how
many would put up with feeding the likes of you.”

Walt finished his breakfast, and took his plate and
silverware to the sink. “That was great, Suzy. Thanks.”

She took the dirty dishes from him, put them on the
side board and wiped her hands on her apron. “Good, now that that’s
done, we need to talk about your future here.”

She led him back to the table where Sam and Arleigh
were waiting.

“Walt,” Arleigh started. “Sam here’s going to be
the owner of this spread in the next four years. ’Til then, I’m
going to run it the way I always have, sharing my plans and hopes
with these two and lawyer Albright. Sam’s going to focus on our
sheep operation, I’ll stick to the field crops, and it’s my plan to
have you come back next spring as my assistant.

“We’re weathering a financial storm right now. I’m
dealing with the bank. We’re still not making the money we should
be. This bumper crop you just helped harvest isn’t going to quite
cover our loan payments. But we’ll come out of this, just like the
country will come out of the depression. When we do, your position
could turn into a year-round job.

“In any event, I’m proposing next year you’ll earn
twenty dollars a week and live in the bunk house, eat here and in
addition to taking care of the animals, you’ll be trained to take
care of the equipment we’re going to buy. How does that
sound?”

Walt was obviously taken aback. He looked from one
face to another, then down at his hands on the table.

“I don’t know anything about machinery;
nothing.”

“Me neither,” Arleigh said. “And I’m too old to
learn much. You’re not, and you can take classes at the co-op or
the community college. If we’re going to mechanize, and we are, we
need to be able to repair that equipment just like we repair the
equipment we pull with horses and mules.”

Walt remained silent until it was obvious to him and
everyone else that he needed to say something, but he was
processing and no words came to him.

Arleigh continued, “Walt, the other night we talked
about you thinking what you want out of life, what you want for a
future. I told you that if you made a plan it would give you a road
map; you can always change the plan, hell, that’s what all plans
are about. When you don’t have a plan to start with, then you’re
just rattlin’ around like buckshot in a boxcar. But it’s your plan,
you know. You have to start with some thought about what you want
your life to be like.

“If you come back next spring and accept the job
we’re offering, and then decide you don’t want it, you just give
notice and move on. Understand, we’re not trying to hobble a pony
here.”

Walt looked again from face to face. Suzy was radiant
with her smile as she watched him come to grips with his confusion.
Sam had found something fascinating in the tablecloth and was
studying it with his total concentration.

“I hadn’t ever considered a job I wouldn’t know
how to do,” Walt started, then stalled out, “It’s just…well, it’s a
good offer of course, but I can’t make that decision right now. I’m
not sure I’m ready to...”He simply stopped, his head down at the
table as if he’d find the right words there.

Arleigh smiled that sweet, sad smile older men use
when they witness a youngster missing out on a smart choice. He
stuck his hand out, “Will you promise to keep thinking on it? We
don’t need to know until its time to hire next spring. You can let
us know by mail if you haven’t made up your mind before you leave.”
Walt nodded, and shook hands on it.

Sam had finally lost interest in the tablecloth. He
stuck his hand out and shook Walt’s as well. “We all want you to
come aboard, pardner. I’m looking forward to it. All of us are,
aren’t we, Suzy?”

But Suzy was moving off, headed for the part of the
house Walt had never seen. “We sure are,” she said as she
disappeared around a corner.

Sam brought the coffee pot back to the table,
refilling their cups. “So, let’s talk about Round-Up.”

 


38

1933

 


On their way to town that evening, Sam asked Walt
about his adventures hopping freights and bumming from job to
job.

“It’s not all that dramatic,” Walt said.

“You must have had some interesting times, though.
How hard is it to hop a train?”

“If you’re smart about it, you climb on when it
ain’t moving. If it’s just creeping, you always grab it ahead of
the door so that its momentum pulls you into the car, but it’s
gotta be moving pretty slow for me to grab it.”

“Hell, I’ve seen you run; it has to almost be
going backward just for you to catch it.”

Walt smiled and looked out at the country side.

“How about getting off a train?”

“Well, if you make sure you’re not jumping into a
switch box or fence post, and you know you’re going to hit and
roll, it’s not too bad. But again, you pick your spot, like here
where the train struggles up the ridge just west of Pendleton, I
just stepped off, no sweat and no strain.”

“What about the other bums? Did you get along with
them?”

“Never spent too much time with bums, but I’ve
never been a bum. I am a tramp. Tramps are honest folks looking for
honest work. I’ve had some handouts, but I never asked for one. I
asked for work. I was always planning on working. Tramps ride the
rails or hitchhike, but they don’t steal or beg; they just look for
work.”

“No offense,” Sam said, having heard Walt’s
hackles rise.

Walt shrugged, “None taken.”

“Did you ever have any trouble?”

“Nope. I was lucky when I first started, and fell
in with a couple of old tramps in St. Paul, Minnesota. We were
catching a freight that would take us all the way to Idaho. They
kinda taught me the ropes.

“One thing is you never hop a train without enough
water and food to last a whole trip. You can’t ask the engineer to
stop, you know?”

“That makes sense.”

“And you never find yourself alone in a strange
town at night. If you do, you just go to the local police, marshal,
whatever, and ask to be locked up for the night. You explain you
have food money, your own bed roll, but you want to be “safe” for
the night.”

“They do that?”

“They did the couple times I’ve done it. If they
have room, they lock you up alone, and let you out the next morning
at daylight. Sometimes they’ll even give you a ride outta
town.”

“Why would you do that?”

“If I’m locked up in their jail when somebody robs
the widow Johnson’s chicken coop, there’s one tramp who won’t be
falsely accused, you know?”

“That’s smart, isn’t it?”

“There are thousands of guys trying to find an
honest day’s work, and there’s a lot of accumulated experience
working with the train companies and their shackaboos as well as
law enforcement for anyone who shuts up and listens. If you can
keep a nickel in your pocket, you can always afford lunch, and
that’s been the difference between sleeping on a full belly and
sufferin’ through the night for me more than once.”

Sam looked at his ranch hand with a level of respect
that he had never experienced before. He wondered what he would
have been able to do if he’d been tossed to the world when he was
16? He didn’t think he would have landed on his feet like Walt
Stanton apparently had.
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It took four hours for my e-mail to elicit a response
from Liske, “When were you gonna tell me about Jensen meetin’ with
the Rantford kids? You think they’re in some kinda plot to steal
that ranch?”

I didn’t know what to think, and told him so.

“What are you thinking about thinking?” He asked.

“I’m thinking that I’d like to take a trip to the wet
side and visit the Rantfords in Lake Oswego. Think you could
arrange it so they’d feel compelled to meet with me?”

He sputtered a bit, and from experience I knew he was
making a memo on his endless supply of notebooks, “I’ll call later
tonight or first thing in the a.m.”

Again, I didn’t hear the phone disconnect, and
started to tell him it was all right, but he’d hung up on me again.
I shook my head a bit, and then decided to walk to the Nelsons and
share my findings.

Jack was fooling with the plants behind his patio
when Judy and I arrived. “Hello,” he called without looking up at
me, “Your reputation and your birddog precede you, neighbor.”

I sat on the end of his old-fashioned cedar plank
picnic table, and watched him as he meticulously snipped and
trimmed some planting I couldn’t begin to identify. “Went visiting
with Randall today, and showed your photos to some folks,” I said
as casually as I could.

The snipping stopped, and Jack carefully put the
shears down. He took off his gloves as he disappeared purposefully
into his house. He was gone for seconds, and came back with two
open long-neck bottles of beer and a biscuit for Judy.

He handed me one of the beers, sat down in a chair in
front of me, and smiled. “I sense a report worth hearing.”

“I think Suzy James knows the identity of our mystery
man, and I’m pretty sure she’s not going to tell us.”

“Why would you think that?”

I told him about her response and the way she chose
to ignore any follow up questions from Randall. He was nodding, “If
she’s not telling Randall, she’s probably not telling anyone.”

“I asked Randall to speak to Amble. She helped raise
him, and maybe he can coax it out of her.”

“I don’t know,” he said, pausing to take a long pull
on his beer. “I kind of like the mystery of it; you know, there
must be some story that would make her mysterious and at the same
time nostalgic, at least that’s the way I’m describing the look you
told me about.”

I hadn’t tried to put one word on it, but I thought
nostalgic was just one word that could have described that look. “I
don’t know if it was nostalgia or if she was mournful in that gaze,
like maybe seeing the photo brought back a sad memory mixed with
the memories of youth… it was a gaze at the horizon, and a smile
that went all the way to her eyes… it was weird.”

“She has never married, you know. She went off to the
University of Oregon, earned a teaching degree, came back here and
taught high school English for nearly forty years. She was, and I
think still is, one of the most beautiful women in Eastern Oregon
when she smiles… she’s pretty plain at any other moment.” He
shrugged. “In any event, we’ll uncover the truth about that photo,
but we may want to proceed with caution. If that photo elicits any
kind of bitter memory for her, we’ll want to make sure that we
don’t, in someway or any way, cause harm or embarrassment to that
lovely lady. Agreed?”

I clinked my bottle with his, “Amen.”

When Judy and I returned to the house, I had an
e-mail from Liske: “You’re expected at the Rantford home at 9 a.m.
tomorrow. You’re now officially a “question consultant” retained by
the OSP to help solve the mystery surrounding Lucja’s end. Tread
carefully, Jim. There’s a lot of pain there.”

To be in Lake Oswego by 9 in the morning, I’d be
leaving home by 6, making a morning walk impossible so Judy and I
had an evening walk and were home and in bed by 9. My last thought
before falling into a deep and dreamless sleep was how beautiful
the Columbia Gorge would be in the morning.
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Since 1910 Pendleton had celebrated the end of the
harvest, and the return of the herds and flocks from the summer
pastures, with a rodeo. The Pendleton Round-Up was the work of
hundreds of volunteers, and from the beginning, membership on the
volunteer board of directors was a prestigious civic position of
power and pride.

The entire four-day celebration of all things Western
required volunteers of all ages and abilities, and attracted some
of the most famous riders, ropers and buckaroos in the nation.

Winning a silver buckle at the Round-Up was a dream
come true for thousands of ranch hands from all over the West.

The entire community was involved in producing the
week-long event. Walt’s role in the event would involve his team of
mules. They would be an entry in the Dress Up Parade, the Saturday
before the rodeo; and then, again, in the Westward Ho Parade, on
the Friday of rodeo week.

“There’ll be some gas-powered entries in the Dress
Up,” Sam told Walt, “but not in the Westward Ho. That parade
celebrates the arrival of the white man on the Oregon Trail.
Participants will either walk, ride an animal or be pulled by an
animal. In addition to your mules, there’ll be oxen and too many
horses to count.

“The Trail came right through here. I can show you
places where the wheel ruts are totally visible yet today,” he
added.

Then Walt would be used as a roustabout at the rodeo
grounds. “You won’t be far from your mules. They’ll be there for
whatever hauling and pulling is needed. You’ll camp at the park,
with me and the animals. Every night will be interesting, you’ll
see. The Indians will camp there, too. It’s great fun.”

“What does your dad do during this week?”

“He pals around with all the big wigs. He’s been
part of the Round-Up since Roy Raley started proposing it. He won’t
miss a thing all week, including his nightly sleep. He’ll be rested
and ready when we drag our sorry butts back to work after the rodeo
is history. It’s his best week of the year.”
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I found the plain clothes trooper parked outside the
Rantford home in an obvious state-owned, unmarked car. I pulled up
behind his car; as he lowered his window I leaned down.

“Mr. Stanton?”

“Just wanted to check in before I pulled into the
driveway and caused you any alarm.”

He smiled. “Liske said you’d do that; but I have your
license number right here,” he tapped the screen on his computer.
“I’da known it was you.”

I agreed, “Or at least someone driving my truck.”

He smiled again, “And I’ve got your description too.
Have a good morning, sir.”

I appreciated Liske’s people once again. They were
unerringly earnest, focused, and professional while maintaining a
personable, friendly way about them.

Larry opened the door for me when I rang, shook my
hand, and invited me in. “I’m sitting in the back yard today, if
that’s okay with you,” he said in almost a whisper. “It’s so nice
now that it’s not raining. I want to take as much sun as I can
before it starts again.”

He offered coffee or tea, but I declined, so we sat
in a comfortable silence for a few seconds, and then I realized he
was waiting for me to start with questions.

“Has anyone approached you about the James Ranch and
its future?”

He smiled a rueful grimace, “Other than my son and my
daughter? No.”

“But Nate and Joan have talked about it with
you?”

“They are nice people. They’ve grown up with money,
but they’re not greedy. They possess good educations, but they’re
not brainy. They do know how to work, too; but they don’t like it
as much as others do.

“They see the ranch only in terms of its value to a
developer. They have no interest or appreciation for the ranch as a
tribute to the will and enterprise of a family for more than one
hundred years.

“Talked with me? They’ve pleaded, begged, cursed and
ranted. They’re well-cared for in my will; they each have access to
enough of my money today to live comfortably…” He seemed to be lost
in a thought, staring at the fence behind his house, as if
something was written here that he couldn’t quite make out.

I waited, letting him come out with it on his own
terms, but he just stared. Again, I felt the fear that something
was happening to him that I couldn’t sense or see.

He seemed to shake himself, then he continued,
“That’s why I told Lu that she had to make a will, dealing with the
ranch in the way she thought it should be, not letting it just be a
probate matter after she was gone… I told her.”

“So, she made a will?”

“I don’t know for sure. She didn’t show it to me, but
we talked about it. She said she had done it, but I don’t know
where or how.”

I felt an electric thrill. I wondered how this could
not have come out before today. “Have you told anyone else about
this?”

He brought his tired eyes back to me and gave me that
same rueful grimace, “No, nobody. It’s her will, I thought; why
should I discuss her will? Lu took great pride in taking care of
her own business. She told me she had done it; didn’t offer more so
I didn’t pry.”

“Whom do you think she would have approached to help
her with such a document?”

He gave that long thought, then shrugged, “We have
two attorneys whom we’ve dealt with in past years.” He went into
the kitchen, picked up a phone, and dialed. “Grant?” He waited.

I watched him. He was walking and talking like a
stroke victim. Once again, I worried that I was taking some kind of
toll on him. I listened as he explained to someone who he was and
why he was calling.

“Yes, I’m Larry Rantford. Tell him I called, please?”
He gave his number and hung up. He then pulled open a drawer,
referred to a small notebook, and dialed another number.

“This is Larry Rantford. Yes, Lucja’s Rantford’s
husba… widower… can you hold for a moment?”

I watched as his shoulders shuddered at the admission
that his life status had permanently changed.

“Hello? I’m sorry for the delay. Yes, it was very
sudden. She died in the Blue Mountains while we were out there. In
any event, I have a representative of the State Police in my home,
and he’s made me wonder if you helped Lu make a will in the past
weeks?”

He listened. “That’s fine, I’ll tell them, and I’m
sure they can figure out how to go forward. Thank you, I appreciate
your concerns. Good-bye.”

He hung up, stood there for a moment with his back to
me, “You heard?”

I nodded, but I didn’t say anything.

He brought me the address book, his thumb marking the
page. I took it, and transcribed the contact information inside:
Mary Elizabeth Rooker, Attorney at Law, 400 Greenwood, Lake Oswego,
and the phone number, fax and e-mail addresses into my notes and
handed it back to him. He took it back to the kitchen, put it in
the drawer and came back outside to sit.

“I hadn’t thought of asking,” he said in way of
explanation. “Nate and Joan are probably going to be
disappointed.”

I’d had another thought. “You called her Lu?” He
blushed. He really did blush, red coming up out of his collar and
reaching his ears.

“It’s a pet name, I never used it in front of others,
just her.”

I nodded and felt his agony as if it were my own.

“What do you think she did with the ranch in her
will?”

“My guess is she left it to Suzy. She didn’t have
much faith in Amble. She liked him fine, but she was never
comfortable with him the way she was with the rest of them. I think
it was because he never went to college.”

“Really? He seems to be a quiet and earnest guy…”

“Yes, but Sam, Lucja, Suzy, Hal… the entire family
put a great value on higher education. They held it in great esteem
that you proved yourself capable of learning… do you have a college
degree?”

“Yes. I took my post-graduate on the street, but I
have a bachelor’s in my resume.”

He smiled and nodded, “You might understand that for
the James family, post-graduate work was in the fields, while, for
me and my family, academia demanded that it take place in the
classroom – we should all do our advanced training in the area
where our work lives will lead us, don’t you agree?”

I realized I liked this man. His life experiences had
been so different from mine that they were nearly incomprehensible
to me, but at the same time, he didn’t come off as an egghead in
mourning, just a man who’d lost his one true love. That was
something I could relate to, and being this close to his pain was
reigniting my own.

I stood up, feeling a bit wobbly. “I had hoped to
talk with Joan and Nate today; are they home?”

“Not yet. They went separate ways this morning, but I
expect both of them back here before eleven. Can I serve you a
coffee or tea now?”

“I don’t want to bother you. I think I’ll go make a
phone call in my car, and wait for them to return.

“Don’t be silly. Sit here and report in. I’m going up
to my room for a minute, then I’ll come down and we’ll have
something to drink and we’ll wait for them together… can I be in
the room when you question them?”

“I’ll let them decide that. I need them to be
comfortable with me …”

“Yes, of course you do. I’ll just go read until
you’re through.” And with that, he quietly disappeared into the
house and left me on the patio.

I reported in to Liske, and he grunted. “How ‘n the
hell did you weasel that out of him?”

“I asked.”

“God, what a concept. We should maybe include asking
in our basic ‘approach to witnesses’ training… I feel suddenly
incompetent.”

“It’ll most likely pass; you weren’t here. He is
still really hurting, but he’s coherent, not at all like when you
met with him.”

“What about the kids?”

“They went out before I arrived, and are supposed to
… wait ... Joan just arrived in the kitchen. I’ll call you
later.”

“I’ll set our law people on the case with
Rooker.”

We both hung up at the same time. It was a weird
sensation.
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I tapped on the sliding glass door to the kitchen
before I slid it open, “Ms. Rantford?”

She was standing at the open fridge, pouring tea into
a glass. She smiled and asked, “Want some?”

“Thank you.”

She filled that glass, pulled out another, pressed it
against the ice maker and then filled it as well before using her
hip to bunt the door closed.

“Dad said you were out there and I thought that would
be a great place for us to meet,” she said as she approached
me.

We sat in the same chairs, and in the morning light,
I re-evaluated my first impression from the funeral. Here, she was
relaxed, at ease. The strain of the funeral and worrying about her
father had made her look “average” in every aspect. Sitting with
her there, I could see that her mousy brown hair, neutral
complexion and her posture fit that first analysis, but there was
much more to her.

I first noticed the intelligence in her brown eyes.
And those eyes looked like the eyes in the Maybelline commercials
on television. Then I noticed that in this situation she had shed
all semblances of “average.”

“You’re working for the police now?”

“The officer in charge and I have some history, and
he asked me if I would consult in a way by retracing some of the
interviews with principals.”

“You suspect that someone in this family had
something to do with my mom’s death?” Her tone was neutral, but I
could sense a rising anger in her body language.

“Not in the least, for me,” I said, watching her
relax again. “But in years of interviewing folks, I’ve found that
they often know things they don’t realize they know; they weren’t
intent on withholding anything, it just didn’t seem important to
them.”

She nodded. “I really don’t know anything. I’ve told
the police where I was that week, who I saw, whom I spoke with…
they checked it all out, from what I’ve heard from friends and
acquaintances…”

“Did you know that your mother had drafted a
will?”

The question froze her in her chair. She didn’t turn
her head or jerk or anything. She just froze for a good, solid
three count. “Really? No, I didn’t know that. How did you find that
out?”

“Your father told me he had urged her to do a will,
and when I asked who she might have consulted in such an event, he
went to the phone and made two calls. Seems an attorney
Rooker…”

“Mary Elizabeth,” she murmured. “I introduced them.
We ran into Mary at an art show in Portland … I never dreamed.”

I let that settle and watched her adjust to the new
news before I asked, “So what does that mean to you?”

“Not all that much to me, or to Nate. But it’ll be of
great importance to Amble and Wade Jensen.”

“Why do you say that?”

“We assumed that she died intestate and that the
ranch would then be probated to my father. He isn’t big on decision
making, so we figured it would eventually pass to us if we couldn’t
convince him to sell it… in any event, if she made a will, she
probably left it to Amble, and he would never sell that ranch.
Never.”

I didn’t want to spoil the moment with a follow-up
question, and then Nate came into the backyard through a gate. “Hi!
I figured you’d be out here; this is a great day, isn’t it?”

He was dressed in shorts and a golf shirt. “Sorry I
couldn’t be here when you arrived, Jim, but I have a daily early
morning golf game, and it’s carry-over skins, from day to day; if
you’re not there and someone wins a skin, you’re still liable to
pay off. It can be painful to miss a round.”

I had stood up, and he reached a ham-sized hand to me
and we shook.

“Want a refill on that tea?” He asked us as he went
into the kitchen. He came back a few seconds later with another
glass and the pitcher.

“Nate,” Joan said, “Jim’s just broken some news to me
that you should hear.”

Nate looked up from pouring my refill. “What’s
up?”

I didn’t answer immediately, and Joan followed up,
“Seems Mom had Mary Elizabeth draft a will for her.”

Nate raised his eyebrows in surprise, straightened
up, put the pitcher on a table and took a swig of his tea. “I knew
that Dad encouraged her to do that, but I thought she’d just blown
it off. Do we know the details of her will yet?”

I answered. “No, I informed the OSP right after your
dad told me this morning. I’m sure there’ll be a formal reading of
the will. You’ll no doubt be notified.”

He sat down in a facing chair and said, “Whew! I
gotta feeling this is going to be big news for Amble or Wade.” He
was looking at his sister.

Joan said, “Probably bigger for one than the
other…”

“Jim, could that will have played a part in somebody
killing my mom?” Nate asked.

“I have no real information on that,” I said. “I
think it might be more of a function of whether or not anyone knew
of there being a will. If a bad guy didn’t know of a will, he or
she might behave one way while they might have behaved another way
if they’d known…”

“I see what you mean. If, for example, Joan and I had
known about a will, there would be no reason to suspect us of foul
play, right?”

“Nate,” Joan said. “Nobody thinks we’re involved.
They can’t.” She looked at me, “You can’t really think that, could
you?”

“I don’t have enough information to suspect anyone of
anything. I didn’t come here thinking that I’d learn anything about
who, but I did think you all might have the workings of why. Once
we have the why of it, the who of it isn’t usually that difficult
to figure out.”

She was immediately distant towards me for the first
time of the day. “Do you have any more questions for us?”

“None that come to mind right now. Nate, why would
anyone want to hurt your mother?”

He looked from me to his sister. “I have no clue,
Jim. None. If I’d had a clue, I’d have done something to prevent
it.”

Joan, whose voice had become ice cold said, “Then, I
guess it’s time for you to go, Mr. Stanton.” She rose to show me
out.

Nate spoke up. “Joan, this isn’t right. You can’t be
angry because complete strangers don’t automatically disqualify us
from the list of suspects. Jim hasn’t done anything to be treated
this way. Calm down.”

“That’s okay,” I broke in. “I am done for now. I
don’t want to hurt you folks; and I won’t be back unless the case
forces me to ask more questions. Again, you all have my
sympathy.”

I left by the gate Nate had used and let myself out.
I gave a brief finger-to-the-brow wave to the trooper at the curb,
and drove away.
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The Round-Up was everything Walt had been told it
would be.

On the Saturday before Round-Up, the city staged its
annual “Dress Up” parade. It was the community’s treat to itself in
anticipation of the out-of-town visitors who would crowd the city
in the coming days. A community dance capped off that Saturday’s
festivities.

Walt drove his favorites, the mules, pulling a
specially decorated flat wagon that provided a comfortable ride for
the newly inducted Round-Up Association board of directors.

It was easy for Walt to see that his passengers
represented the cream of Pendleton business and society. Suzy had
insisted he buy new dungarees, shirt, hat, and bolo tie for the
occasion. She backed off when he complained he couldn’t afford a
new pair of boots, but she heckled him until he had given his old
ones a deluxe wax and shine.

The parade route was jammed with people, almost all
of them locals, and they cheered lustily when the Queen and her
court, in the presence of mounted escorts from the association’s
board, passed by.

No New Orleans debutante’s first cotillion was more
coveted than a place on the Round-Up court, and Sam had confided to
Walt that Suzy coveted her place in that select group, but didn’t
feel she sat a horse well enough yet. “But that’s what she’s
practicing for when she’s out there on horseback, believe you
me.”

The community was in full support of the annual rodeo
despite the constant complaining about the traffic, and the lines
that jammed every store or restaurant.

“It’s considered chic to act as if all these
visitors were somehow putting the locals out,” Arleigh had
explained. “But believe me, the only people who really don’t want
to be part of this are all in Portland this week, and they’ve
rented their houses to rich people from the coast.”

The crowds were important to the Pendleton
businesses. The rodeo patrons brought much needed cash to the local
economy. The Northern Pacific Railroad brought trainloads of
visitors from Portland, Seattle and other towns on special Round-Up
excursions throughout the rodeo’s run.

The train’s sleeper cars were parked on a siding
right in town, and they served as accommodations for the train’s
passengers. Pendleton was home to several high quality hotels and
inns, as well as several less socially accepted houses where a room
could be rented by the hour or the week. All those rooms were
actively rented each Round-Up, and still the trains were needed to
handle the overflow.

As the parade participants formed up near the
Round-Up grounds, Walt was taken by the diversity and quality of
the parade units: Marching bands from every high school in the
area; mounted color guards, the rodeo royalty; the sheriff’s posse
and private floats and carriages. He was in awe of the horse flesh
on display that morning.

The entire parade lasted just under two hours as it
proceeded east on Dorian Avenue to the Catholic Church, then back
west again on Main Street to the open area next to the Round-Up
grounds where the coming week would find the Indian village, the
cowboy camp, Happy Canyon and other forms of entertainment. On
Dress Up day, there was a barbecue after the parade, and then the
community would return for a dance under the stars.

After the parade, Walt drove his mules back to the
ranch, and put them away for the night.

Sam and Suzy picked him up just before 5 p.m. as
planned. “You looked nice today in the parade,” Suzy told Walt as
she let her eyes inspect him, “You look good tonight, too.”

Sam chuckled. “He cleans up pretty good, I’ll admit
that, Sis.”

Suzy, sitting between the two on the truck’s bench
seat, was enjoying Walt’s obvious discomfort at the attention she
was giving him. “He blushes nice, too. Didja notice?”

“I do not blush,” Walt said stoically. “I never
blush. Girls blush; I never do.”

Sam whooped at that. “Right, chief; you just took a
little sun today?”

“Don’t blush, period,” Walt said looking out his
window away from prying eyes. “Don’t care who says I do.”

“Your secret’s safe with us,” Suzy said. “I won’t
tell any of my friends that they’re dancing with a
blusher.”

“You know I don’t dance well, either.”

“You don’t have to dance well, Mr. Stanton, but
you must dance with my friends. As soon as they saw you in the
parade, they demanded that I introduce you, and I promised I would.
Don’t embarrass me.”

Sam joined in. “You’re lassoed, hogtied, and timed,
partner. You might as well enjoy it.”

Walt decided he didn’t have to join in this
conversation, and looked out the window. He wasn’t sure how to
assess his emotions with these two. They were his employers, but
they treated him as a friend. He glanced at them and away quickly,
and realized that he was comfortable with their kidding him. In
fact, he admitted, he liked it.

He decided to play. “Well, your friends can’t be
worse than last Saturday night’s adventure.”

“You didn’t like Shirley?” Sam asked. “You sure
hid it well.”

“A gentleman should never embarrass a young lady
who was kind enough to spend some time with him by making comments
about her to her face,” Walt responded archly.

“What’s wrong with Shirley?” Sam asked.

“The bays are good animals, but they’re not the
mules, if you understand.”

“I had no idea your taste in people of the
feminine persuasion was so refined, Mr. Stanton.”

“I’ve been around enough to know what I like, even
if I find it difficult to express myself to those who measure
up.”

“That’s like saying you talk to girls on a par
with your foot speed,” Sam responded.

Then Suzy pitched in. “Both of you have a lot of
nerve judging the girls, you know, as if they were just mere horses
or mules. It’s not like either of you make the catch of the day
menu.”

Both guys retreated to silence, as Sam parked the
truck.

“Come on, you Don Juans. Let’s let the folks of
Pendleton get a load of you two, if there’s enough room under the
tent for all those people and your swelled heads.”
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Walt was introduced to so many people that night that
he couldn’t begin to remember all their names. Everyone, it seemed,
was bright, smiling and friendly.

“It’s a contagious virus,” Suzy said to him as he
looked around the grounds, appreciating the atmosphere of
celebration that seemed to overwhelm any other concerns.

“I beg your pardon?” He said.

“I saw you wondering why everyone seems so happy,
and I told you: It’s a contagious virus of good will.”

“You saw me wonder?”

“You’re pretty easy to read by now. You don’t
glance at things you understand, but you sure study anything that
seems unusual or that you can’t figure out immediately. You’ve been
really studying every face you encounter. Now, there you go again,
not blushing.”

He found her ability to needle him both maddening and
comforting at the same time. He couldn’t put his finger on how he
felt. It was almost the same way she joshed her brother, but,
still, it was different in some way he couldn’t figure.

“Now I’ve stumped you, and your eyes are boring
right into my head.” She pushed him away from her in a friendly
way, then smiled as a group of young women all about her age came
up to them.

“Suzy, where’ve you been hiding? We’ve searched
the whole grounds looking for you. We saw Sam, but he wasn’t sure
where you’d gone off to.” The woman who started the talking was
speaking to Suzy, but she was sizing Walt up with her eyes and a
mischievous grin on her face.

“Tracy, Sarah, Bonnie, and Belle, this is Walt
Stanton. He’s working at the ranch this summer. He’s from
Michigan.”

The young women each nodded at her name, and they all
were eager to say hello to this stranger from back East.

“Where you been hidin’ all summer, cowboy?” Belle
asked in a teasing tone..

Walt realized after a moment that he would be
required to answer, and he stammered a bit, but finally got, “Been
workin’ at the ranch, mostly.”

The girls all giggled at his obvious fluster. Tracy
said, “You didn’t lie, Suzy. He’s as shy as a church mouse, but you
didn’t tell us how good he looked, did she, girls?”

That was too much for Walt, and just then Sam was at
his shoulder. “Walt, we need you at the camp.” He included all the
girls with one look, and touched the brim of his hat, “Ladies, I’m
sure we’ll see ya’ll later. Excuse us.”

As the pair walked towards the corral where the
James’s wall tent had been erected, Walt couldn’t help saying,
“Thanks, Sam. You pretty much saved me.”

“They’re all good girls, but they’re a bunch of
teasers and flirts. I can take them in small doses only.”

Suzy walked directly to Walt as the first slow-dance
music started. “I want to dance. Will you?”

Walt had not danced since his eighth grade teacher
made all the boys and girls in the class pair up and learn the
basics. As he took her right hand in his left, and felt her put her
left hand on his right shoulder, he realized he’d rather deal with
a runaway mule team than this. He looked down at his feet, and felt
the rhythm of the music, then started his basic two-step.

“Those feet can take care of themselves, Walt.
Please look up at me, and make sure we’re dancing next to others
and not on the top of them.”

He peeled his eyes away from the floor, saw her
glowing smile in her eyes, and took a deep breath.

“That’s better,” she acknowledged his attempt to
relax. “Give yourself a few turns around the floor with me, and
you’ll be ready for Belle, Tracy, and the rest.”

“Don’t know about that.”

“Trust me, they’re harmless, but they like to pick
on shy guys.”

After his dance with Suzy, he excused himself and
went looking for Sam. He found him in a crowd where a jug of
whiskey was being passed around. He immediately sensed something
out of whack, then he heard the loud voice of the McIntyre guy.

“You know what you should do, Sam, is you should
find somebody who’d assume that pitiful spread of yours and let you
share crop it.”

While the rest of the group seemed to think that was
pretty funny, Walt could see Sam wasn’t among them. “You gotta
lotta mouth, Roddy, callin’ that ranch pitiful. Pitiful is what I’d
call a man who can’t hold a job no matter how many of his father’s
friends try to find a job he can do more than two days in a row,”
Sam said in what he thought was a conversational tone. By their
reaction it was obvious everyone within earshot could hear the
anger in his voice.

Walt slowed his walk and considered what was
happening here just as McIntyre flared up at the top of his voice.
“You got no ’count in talking that way about me, James. I just
haven’t found my place yet, that’s all.”

“The way I hear it, your ‘place’ would be a place
where there’s no work, just big pay,” Sam responded, again trying
to appear calm, but Walt could sense his rage.

“Hey, Sam,” Walt said, walking up to his boss. “I
was wondering where you’d gone. I need to talk with you about the
schedule for the next week.”

“Not now, Walt.”

“Sam,” Walt said loud enough so only he could
hear. “I think we’re out-numbered here. Let’s walk away while we
can.”

“We? This has nothing to do with you.”

“It does if it has anything to do with
you.”

Sam took his eyes off McIntyre and looked down and
met Walt eye-to-eye. Then his good-natured smile spread across his
face. “I’m a fool, and that’s a natural fact. You’re right, we need
to be elsewhere.”

“Gentlemen, Roddy, I’ll be seein’ ya,” he said as
he grabbed Walt’s arm and led him away into the darkening
evening.

“What was that all about?” Walt asked.

“Bank is stalling Dad about extending our note.
Looks like we might be six or seven thousand dollars short, based
on what we think wheat is going to sell at. We don’t have any other
source of funding right now, so we’re concerned.

“Then it becomes obvious that Roddy’s dad has been
talking bank business with him, and that big mouth is telling
anyone who’ll listen that we are on the brink of losing the
ranch.”

“Could it come to that?” Walt asked.

“It could, but Dad doesn’t think so. He’s
confident that our bank will be patient; otherwise they’ll have to
foreclose on a lot of operations that are in worse shape than we
are.

“But this depression has created some miserable
stories in the farm country. Looks like we’ll be buying our first
tractors, for example, for about ten cents on the dollar as banks
try to work their way out from under loans that have just gone up
in smoke.

“You feel like a thief, in a way, but those
tractors are going to be planting and harvesting somewhere. It may
as well be on our land.”

Walt considered Sam’s position as they returned to
the lighted area where the band was taking a rest. “That’s a lot of
money to come up with, that’s for sure.”

“We’ll find a way, one way or another.”

Walt’s reverie about that comment was interrupted by
the sound of the band and the sudden appearance of Belle, smiling
and holding out her hands to him.
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Liske called the next morning to announce that he was
pleased with my work in Lake Oswego. “Our folks spoke to the
attorney, Rooker, and the will reading will be held in her office
on Friday; all the principals have been notified.”

“That’s pretty fast in lawyer time.”

He chuckled, “She moved it up on her calendar as soon
as our legal people pointed out how vital the information in that
will was to an ongoing murder investigation. The Attorney General’s
people lean a bit hard in cases like that.”

“Will OSP have a presence at the reading?”

“Only if we can finagle an invite. I think our best
shot will be if Amble invites you, and he’d probably do that if
Randall encouraged it…”

I thought for a minute, “Okay, I’ll work on it and
let you know.” I tried to hang up first, but knew it was too
late.

I called Randall, and left a message on his machine.
Then I made sure my cell was in my pocket and took Judy up to the
Nelsons’.

Jack was doing dishes, and I heard Shirlee and her
horse, Beau, leave the yard as I entered the kitchen. I poured
myself a cup of coffee, and grabbed a dish towel off the rack.

“You lost the coin toss again?”

Jack chuckled, “In this house, in this game; you may
look like you lost, but you didn’t lose.”

The Nelson kitchen was complete and as fine a place
to work culinary magic as I’d ever seen, but I’d never known the
Nelsons to use the shining stainless dishwasher except when they’d
had a large party. For their day-to-day cleanups, they washed by
hand.

“She needs to feel that she’s lucky to have me,” he
continued. “I reinforce that by making her feel generally lucky by
winning these coin flips.”

“Does she really win?”

“Of course. I toss, she calls it in the air, I catch
and smack it on the back of my hand and look… then I give her the
big frown and grab the dish rag. She giggles like a school girl and
gets her riding togs on… it’s a wonderful symbiotic
relationship.”

“And your side of this symbiotic relationship
is?”

“Mind your own business; that’s my advice.”

I nodded appreciatively and kept drying dishes.

“I assume,” he changed the subject, “that you’re down
here today to learn if I’ve had any success in my hunt for the
stranger’s name.” He was wiping down all the counter tops and stove
as I finished drying the last of the dishes.

I took my coffee to the stool at the end of his
island, and plopped down. “Actually, I was just craving some down
time with my neighbor.” I told him about the trip to the wet side,
and the news that there was a will that would probably play a large
role in determining the future of the James Ranch.

He thought for a moment, and as he started to say
something my cell went off. I held up a finger for him to hold that
thought and opened the cell as I stepped out onto his patio.

“You after me?” Randall said.

“Where are you?”

“About three thousand feet above your head, on my way
to Baker City to look at some ground. What do you need?”

I told him about my interest in attending the will
reading on Friday, and wondered if he might smooth my way with
Amble.

He listened without interruption as he always
listened, then, again as was his custom, gave it full thought
before he answered, “I might be able to do that, but I’d have to
tell him your interest was on behalf of the police. I couldn’t
mislead him in any way.”

“That’s fine. When do you think you can talk to
him?”

“Tonight. I’ll be back from Baker by three or so, and
I’ll drive out to the ranch after I put the plane away. I’ll call
you by dark.”

I wished him well, and we hung up.

When I came back into the kitchen, Jack was
refreshing my coffee, “Randall agreed to speak with Amble?”

I nodded, and he continued. “You know Amble James is
an interesting case study in the evolution of the Eastern Oregon
landed gentry.”

I raised an eyebrow. “How’s that?”

“When the first James family and their ilk came to
this country, they were dreaming of big things, monuments to
ingenuity and enterprise. They were too late for the easy
homesteading of the Willamette Valley. They found lots of land
available here, but there was hardly any water in the basin and it
was too wild in the mountains… it was a place that tested
mettle.

“It was far different from today. Before the pivot
circle irrigation came into play, the dust storms were
insufferable. The homesteaders who survived and prospered were
smart and educated.

“They held fast the firm belief they were carving an
oasis of enlightenment and plenty out of this vast, arid
wilderness. Take the Pendleton Symphony Orchestra. How many small
American cities have such a living, breathing entity? It was those
early settlers with their demand for better and brighter futures
that wove the rich fabric of life that Pendleton and most of
Eastern Oregon enjoy.

“When Hal James married Alicia, they were intent on
continuing a line of ancestry that we today symbolize with the
Century Farm and Ranch program. Sam James and Hal James would have
never considered living anywhere other than their home ground.”

“Is Amble different from that?”

“Amble never went to college. He was a popular kid in
high school. Played sports and all, but wasn’t a star at anything.
He traveled away from the ranch early and often after high school.
He’s not afraid of work, don’t misunderstand me.

“But he’s showing no signs of building anything; he’s
a maintenance guy, you know? There are ranchers trying all kinds of
things to solidify the future of farming here, but he’s not
participating. I’ve never seen him at one of the OSU programs.

“And, then there’s Sara, his wife. He married her
young. Met her on the wet side, and it has become pretty obvious
that she doesn’t care much for Pendleton or the ranch. His son will
be going to Portland State this fall, and I’m sure they won’t be
coming home much then, either.

“All the men in that family had a record of marrying
later and having children even later yet, but hell, he’s pushing
thirty-six at least and has an adult son… It’s just different now,
and Amble isn’t the only one.

“It’s too easy to just say ‘this generation is going
to hell in a hand basket,’ but the James spread isn’t the only
Century Farm or Ranch in our part of the world being controlled by
young men so obviously different from the men who built those
institutions.”

I tried to josh him a bit, “So, what do you propose
to do about this shocking deviation from the norm?”

It didn’t work. “It’s no joke, Jim. The farms and
ranches that built the civilized outposts we enjoy in Eastern
Oregon were built and maintained on a steady stream of vision,
innovation, and creativity. There has always been a feeling of
independence that continually asks, ‘Why not here?’ as opposed to
an attitude of ‘this is how it is.’

“You think corporate farms from California or
residents in gated communities will feed that stream of enterprise,
ingenuity, and imagination to build a better tomorrow?”

We let that train of thought stew a bit, but neither
of us came up with more on the subject. I whistled Judy up from
under Jack’s prized shrubs, and we walked home. I couldn’t help but
think deeply about Jack’s concerns for the future, but I had no
answers.

In fact, I had few questions that went beyond my need
for some kind of new lead in the search for Lucja’s killer.
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The rodeo was a new experience for Walt. He didn’t
understand riding wild horses or bulls or chasing down calves and
roping them, or any of the other events.

The Round-Up grounds were enclosed with two
grandstands facing each other across a grass field slightly larger
than a football field.

The north grandstand rose above the chutes where
buckaroos would mount their broncos or bulls.

All around the grass field, in an extended oval, ran
a dirt track about four horses wide. Inside that track, again all
the way around the oval was a small decorative fence about two feet
tall.

On Monday morning, Arleigh introduced Walt to the
rodeo manager and the stock contractor. The stock contractor was a
key player in a rodeo. He brought the rough stock that would be
ridden in bucking, bulldogging and steer roping events. In
addition, he brought the clown and pickup riders who tried to keep
the contestants safe from the beasts they tried to ride for eight
seconds.

The contractor was introduced as Mr. Stanley. He was
a tall and broad man, dressed in a suit coat, white shirt, sharply
pressed dungarees and a tall, white Stetson.

The rodeo manager was Gene Haltman, a volunteer from
the Round-Up Association. He lived in Athena, the next town north
of Pendleton.

“Good to meet you, Walt. I’ve heard good things
about your work and your ball playing.”

Walt shook the extended hand, and thanked him.

“Your job this week, Walt, will be dragging that
dirt track around the grass, and occasionally, your team will be
called to pick up an injured animal. Your mules will stand by
outside the north grandstand, I’ll show you where.

“You’ll drag the track before the show starts, at
the intermission and after the show.”

Walt nodded. “Where is the drag?”

“I’ll show you in just a minute. You’ll pick it up
in the morning, and take it back after the show each day.

“Today, you’ll drag it before and after we train
the doggies which will start about nine.”

Mr. Stanley looked at his pocket watch. “That gives
us about fifteen minutes to review our schedule, Gene, and then
you’ll need to set Walt there moving.”

The two men walked away, and Arleigh looked at Walt
with an appraising eye. “This won’t be much of a test for you or
the mules. You should enjoy this week. The work days are short if
you can resist the Underground or the Happy Canyon casino at
night.”

Walt had heard of the Pendleton Underground. It was a
maze of tunnels under the downtown area which housed speakeasies
and brothels as well as several service businesses such as a
laundry.

“I don’t think I’ll be spending much time in a
tunnel,” Walt said with a shudder. “I’m more comfortable above the
sod.”

Arleigh laughed. “You don’t have to go underground to
get laid in Pendleton during Round Up, that’s for sure.” Then he
sobered, “but a fella’d better be very careful no matter where he
finds himself, if you know what I mean.”

“I know your meaning, and I have no plans for
catching anything other than a freight every now and
again.”

The old man laughed and slapped him on the shoulder.
“Smart boy.”
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After he had dragged the track for the first time,
Walt released the mules into their corral, and then started
exploring.

He first noticed that there were a great number of
riders on horseback milling around the west end of the arena. He
wandered around, watching and learning until he found himself under
the west end of the south grandstand looking at a large strange
assortment of pens, chutes, and calves.

From large pen full of the young animals there was a
chute into a smaller pen. A teenager on a horse was in that small
pen. He would lasso one of the calves, and then another teenager
from a group leaning on the fence would grab the rope, walk it down
to the struggling calf, then pick the animal up, gently it seemed
to Walt, and turn it onto its back where he would, using his hands
and legs, gather three of the animal’s legs and lash them together
with a rawhide string and a flurry of half-hitches.

When the animal was trussed, the youngster would jump
to his feet with his hands in the air. All this time the rider and
his horse kept a taut line on the calf. After a few seconds, the
rider would advance, putting slack in his rope, and the other
youngster would untie the calf’s legs.

As soon as the calf bounced to its feet, the rider
and horse backed off again, and the youngster repeated his gentle
takedown and tying of legs, complete with the leap to his feet with
his hands wide and high.

Walt was curious about this. After a few seconds, the
rope was removed from the calf’s neck, and its feet untied again,
and then it was shooed out of the pen into a chute where another
young rider chased it as fast as possible until it cleared the
grandstand and broke through to the track and open field.

As the animal appeared out of the chute into the
open, one or more of the riders peeled from the milling group and
gave chase. They chased the calf at break-neck speed to the other
end of the stadium where an attendant opened a gate that allowed
the animal to escape into another pen where it was immediately fed
a handful of grain.

As Walt walked back and forth to see this entire
operation completed again and again, he was looking for someone who
understood what he was seeing.

He found himself back in the pen under the
grandstand, watching the youngsters who were leaning on the fence,
and realized they were each taking turns being the tosser/tyer,
roper, and audience.

Haltman approached. “You ever rodeo, Walt?”

“No, sir. I don’t ride, even.”

“Really? The way you handle a team, I would never
have guessed.”

“I like horses, just never owned a saddle or a
pony, and bareback isn’t all that good astride a plow
horse.”

“You understand what you’re seeing here?”

“Not much.”

“Those young cowboys are volunteers. The calves
are conscripts. Until yesterday, they hadn’t been touched by a
human since they were weaned off their mothers. Those calves, about
a hunnert of them, at Oscar Bentley’s summer range up in the Blues,
were rounded up by those youngsters and trucked down here last
night.

“This is the calves’ training. The number needed
for each go-round are put in that big pen. As their number is
called, they’re herded into this little pen, and then when the
roper calls for his calf, they’re chased down this chute where the
roper is waiting. The roper can’t start his chase until the calf
has run through a string that starts the timer. When he lassos the
calf, his horse will stop and maintain tension on the calf while
the cowboy dismounts, walks down the rope and tosses the calf and
chinches the feet.

“The calf understands from today’s practice that
if he gets roped and tied, it’ll only last for a few seconds, then
he’ll be free to run out of the arena and find a grain treat
waiting for him.”

Walt looked into the pen where the youngsters were
all watching their friend do his training. Each of the young men
had their rawhide string with a loop in it, and as they twirled
those ropes, the loop grew larger then smaller then larger again
without any apparent attention from the cowboys.

“Those are called piggin’ strings,” Gene said,
noticing Walt’s attention. “And those youngsters are so deft with
them, that throwing it over a struggling calf’s feet and tying two
half-hitches is like an automatic reflex for them.”

“What’s with the dramatic gesture at the end,
throwing their hands up?” Walt asked.

“The timer started when the calf rushed through
the string; the timer stops when the cowboy throws up his hands
declaring the knot’s tied.” The knot has to hold for a few seconds
before the time is official, otherwise it a no-rope.

Walt considered the intensity of that practice, and
found himself looking forward to seeing the first real competition.
“That’s pretty good,” Walt said to Gene as they separated outside,
It’s a great event in a great sport. Wait’ll you see how good those
horses are in the real go-round.”
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“You’re in,” Randall had said when I picked up the
phone that evening, and on Friday morning I was again driving
through the Columbia Gorge.

The reading was planned for 10 a.m. in Rooker’s
office, and I planned on being among the first to arrive. I was
curious about how the attorney and Lucja had come to grips with the
issues that seemed unique to me – how she had retained legal
ownership of a vast farming operation through new generations of
operators.

I understood from years of attempting to interview
attorneys, that I wouldn’t see a preview of the content of the
will; but I was hoping to find some understanding of Lucja’s mental
and emotional approach to her decisions.

I found Rooker’s office in a rehabilitated town house
just a block from the Lake Oswego City Hall. Her sign identified
her as Mary Elizabeth Rooker, Family Law and Estate Planning.

It also said “Welcome,” and the front door was
open.

I had taken the time to Google her, and I knew that
she had been practicing for 15 years and was a graduate of The
University of Oregon and the Stanford School of Law. She had served
an internship with a Federal Judge in San Francisco before coming
home to the Portland area and opening her own practice. There was
no mention of a family other than her father and older brother who
were both lawyers. “Family business,” I thought as I entered.

The entry was probably the living room when the house
had been a single-family dwelling, I thought. Instead of couches
and coffee tables, a visitor found an oak desk surrounded by
several overstuffed chairs that looked comfortable.

The desk was unoccupied, and after several seconds of
looking around, a door to the right of the desk opened, and a
blonde-haired woman dressed in khaki slacks, a white blouse and
stylish sandals walked into the room behind a 100-watt smile.

“Hi, I’m Mary Rooker, how may I help you?”

She was in her early 40s. Tallish, maybe 5-feet
8-inches, and slender. Her hair bounced on her shoulder. The eraser
end of a No. 2 yellow pencil was sticking out from above her right
ear, and she had a sheaf of legal-sized paper in her left hand.

“I’m Jim Stanton. I’m from Pendleton, and I’m early,
but I’m going to sit in with Amble James during the reading of
Lucja’s will this morning.”

“Are you an attorney?” She asked with a puzzled
look.

“No, ma’am. I’m a retired journalist who considers
himself a friend of Amble’s, and I’m a friend of Lt. Stan Liske of
the OSP in La Grande, and he’s using me as a consultant in the
ongoing investigation into Lucja’s death.”

She shook her head a little, but more like she was
confused than if she were objecting to my presence.

I continued my rehearsed opening, “I had hoped that
you could spare me a few minutes alone before the James and
Rantford families arrive.”

She wore a watch on her left wrist, and she consulted
it. “They won’t be arriving until nearly ten; there are some more
preparations to complete for the reading, but if you don’t mind
talking while I collate and staple, come on back.”

“I don’t mind at all. You don’t have an assistant for
this kind of stuff?” I asked as we went into her office. The office
had the requisite desk and visitor chairs, a couch and coffee table
in one end of the room, and a conference table suitable for 12 in
the other end. “I was with him when Larry called. I heard him
explain himself twice, I thought the first time was to an
assistant...”

“It was me both times. I don’t have an assistant at
all,” she said. “Most of my cases are in family court. I pick and
choose my cases carefully, and I don’t want or need anyone to
assist me.”

“This is quite an office,” I said with a low
whistle.

“It used to be two bedrooms and three closets,” she
said with a grin as she approached a waist-high counter on the far
side of the room where four stacks of papers and a stapler were
waiting for her.

“Have a seat there,” she said, pointing at a chair on
the side of the table nearest to her collating project. “I spent
three months learning how to renovate this old place. I did all the
carpentry myself, and I had a contractor check all my wiring and
plumbing work to make sure it met code, but it was my work.”

“What’s upstairs?”

“My apartment.”

“Convenient.”

“What do you want to know about Lucja’s will? You
have to know I can’t…”

I interrupted her, “I don’t want to know privileged
information about the will, but I am curious about how it came to
be written after all these years.”

She was making steady progress on her stapling, and
then she squared up her pile of documents and placed them at the
head of the conference table. She retrieved a navy blue blazer from
her desk and put it on, completing her transformation from
attractive legal assistant to professionally-attired lawyer.

“I ran into Joan Rantford and Lucja at an art show in
Portland. Joan and I knew each other at the U, and she introduced
us. I found Lucja fascinating, and gave her my card and asked if I
could take her to coffee some time… I wanted to hear her story in
detail. She was so gracious and unassuming; I never dreamed she
would be looking to me for advice.

“The next day she called me, and asked for an
appointment, and came to see me that afternoon. She told me that
she was long overdue in taking some action with a will that would
straighten out a mess in Pendleton.

“The law was straightforward, but as she explained
how she had come to be the owner of the James operation, her entire
life story unfolded. She was a dear, sweet lady. The will reading
will take no more than minutes.”

I thought for a moment. “Did she ever give you any
indication that her sudden desire to make a will was a result of
pressure or threats she might be receiving from others?

“No,” she said thoughtfully. “There was no real
hurry. She had been meaning to do something for years, but didn’t
know any lawyers, and, as it turned out, using her husband’s
long-term attorney might have created a conflict of interest. She
just hadn’t figured out what lawyer to use, then she met me, and
based on Joan’s good reference, decided to have done with it.”

“How long did it take to draft, review, and finalize
her wishes?”

“We met three times in August. I arranged most of
those meetings for a coffee or lunch so I could induce her to tell
me more of her life story. I didn’t bill her by the hour; it was a
lump sum deal. I milked it for my personal amusement, and I felt
she was really enjoying my company as well.

“It was really a fun event in my career right up to
the day Larry called and told me she had died.”

“It was a tough moment for everyone concerned.” I was
still groping for a question that might provide a key piece of
information that would make the whole mystery unravel before my
eyes, but I was coming up empty. It was 20 minutes to 10.

“If you’re out of questions, perhaps you’ll come with
me while I make coffee for the meeting?”

We went through a door towards the back of the house
and found ourselves in a tiny but carefully outfitted kitchenette.
She switched on the coffee machine, picked up a tray of cups,
saucers, and silverware and handed it to me. She took a cream
pitcher from the fridge, and a sugar bowl from the counter and we
headed back into the conference area as we heard the front door
chime.

“It lets me know when I’m no longer alone,” she said
as she put down the supplies and headed for the front of the
office.

Larry, Nate and Joan came into the room. Larry
greeted me warmly as did Nate. Joan was polite but far from warm.
Minutes later the chime sounded again, and Mary went and retrieved
Suzy and Amble. Suzy was walking with a cane, and her smile when
she saw me warmed me to the bones. Amble shook hands nervously
until I grabbed his elbow with my left hand and mouthed the words,
“Take it easy.”

Mary spoke up to nods around the room, “I believe
everyone is here, and you all know each other.”

“If we can all be seated, I have a letter that I was
instructed to read aloud before we focus on the will.”

We all settled down, the lawyer cleared her throat.
“To my families, for whom I am so grateful.

“I have asked Mary to read this letter to you before
discussing my final bequests. I have been fortunate in my life to
have had three families, the one I was born to in Warsaw, the one
that I made with Sam James after he saved me from a life of misery
in post-war Europe, and the one I started when I met my beloved
husband, Larry.

‘“I have always believed that the best of my fortune
has been to love and be loved by two generous, gentle men. Sam
James and his sister, Suzy, welcomed me to the ranch, helped me
acclimate to life in a small town in the middle of a wonderful,
rich, and free environment. I loved Sam; I still love Suzy. My son
with Sam, Hal James, provided me with a grandchild, Amble, for
which I will be eternally grateful. Amble has worked hard in his
role as son and a grandson, and I love him dearly.

‘“As for my final family, I can only say that my love
for Larry Rantford remained passionate to my end, and that our
shared love is reflected in the spirits and personalities of our
dear children, Nathaniel and Joan. I go to my grave knowing that we
raised children of integrity, intelligence, and compassion – people
who will become lasting commentary on the completeness of our lives
as parents.

‘“Thank you all for the love and generosity that you
have bestowed upon me in my life.

‘“Your mother, wife, sister-in-law, and
grandmother.

‘“Lucja (James) Rantford.”’

As Rooker’s voice trailed off, I watched the faces
around the table. Tears streaked the cheeks of Larry and Suzy. Joan
looked stricken and in pain. Nate was studying his folded hands on
the table, neither blinking nor looking up.

Amble sat with his head back, his eyes closed.

After a few minutes of silence, Rooker made a
rustling of paper to remind us all of what was left to be done. She
cleared her throat and said, “Now, as to the will.

“This document is a very simple statement of bequest,
and I’ll read it in its entirety, then open up for questions,
okay?” Again, we all nodded.

‘“I, Lucja (James) Rantford, in good health and of
sound mind do bequeath the following to my heirs and entitled:

‘“All personal items, jointly or separately owned by
me or by me with my husband, Larry, shall become his to distribute
as he sees fit either now or upon his own passing.

‘“The ownership of the property, real and personal,
that constitutes what is known as The James Ranch and Sheep
Company, shall pass in its entirety to Suzy James who shall pass it
on to whomever or howsoever she may deem appropriate either now or
upon her own passing.’ There is an exact legal description of the
James property, both the summer and winter range lands.”

“That completes the will. “Are there any
questions?”

Amble had a stunned look on his face. Suzy looked
confused. Larry, sitting between Nate and Joan, put his hands on
their arms and looked from one to the other, seeking some kind of
sign of their understanding. Joan patted his hand and smiled. “I
think that’s right and fair, Daddy.”

Nate was watching Amble who had begun shaking. Suzy
reached for him, but he shrugged her hand off his arm and shook his
head. Nate moved to the empty chair next to Amble, sat down, and
reached out to him, but Amble pushed his chair away from the table
and stood up. “Excuse me, folks,” he choked out. “I need some air,
I’ll be back.”

He left the room with rigid composure. Suzy put her
face in her hands and sobbed.

Mary took control and escorted the Rantfords out the
back door, through the kitchen. She led them around the house, and
not seeing Amble anywhere, escorted them to their car.

They had been out of the room for just minutes when
Amble came back, blowing his nose on a handkerchief. He sat down
with Suzy and put his mouth next to her ear and whispered. I saw
her nod lightly, then with his help, she rose and slowly left the
office. As they were departing, Mary came in from the opposite
direction, sending me a quizzical look even as Amble came back in
and approached, touching her on the elbow so she stopped and
focused on him.

“Miss Rooker, I want to thank you for helping my
grandmother through this. I didn’t mean to make a scene. I was just
surprised that she didn’t leave the ranch to me, but at least she
left it to our family so we won’t be worried about it being sold or
nothin’.”

Mary shook his hand. “You take care of Suzy, and you
put her in front of a lawyer in Pendleton right away, okay?”

Amble nodded, and left.

Mary heaved a huge sigh of relief, “Do you have lunch
plans?”

“Lead on.”

She locked up the building and we walked to a nearby
café which was alive with lunchtime business.

“I had no idea that he’d be so emotional, but Lucja
said it was important for him to have to look out for Suzy as long
as she was alive, and she wasn’t certain he had that kind of
compassion in him. She predicted he’d be upset, but she was sure
his basic nobility of spirit would guide him. Looks like she was
right.”

I had no answer. We chatted a bit; did that
get-to-know-you dialogue where she told me her story and I told her
mine. I wasn’t a bit surprised to find that I liked her.

She had married young and divorced young. “As soon as
he realized I wasn’t going to chase the money, but instead
specialize in protecting the most vulnerable of our citizens, being
married to a workaholic lawyer lost its charm.”

“You never remarried?”

“Nope, once was enough. I like men, but I’ve adopted
Poor Richard’s take on visiting relatives and fish.”

“Ahh, after a week they start to smell?”

“Exactly.”

We finished our lunch, and back at her office I said
my goodbyes. On the road, I called Liske and filled him in.

“What’s that do to your theory on Wade Jensen?” He
asked.

“Not much. Whoever killed Lucja didn’t know there was
a will, and thought the property would pass to Larry and his kids,
and that the land would then be in play, but just because they
didn’t know about the will doesn’t make the original theory of
motive wrong.”

“Maybe not, but I don’t think it’s all that
reinforced, either.”

“Neither do I, Stan. Neither do I.”

But of course, he had hung up already.
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The week of Round-Up had been full of surprises and
wonder for Walt. He’d marveled at seeing the Rodeo Queen make her
grand entrance on Wednesday, the first day of the main competition.
As her pony hurtled across the grass, she threw up her arms and
stood in her stirrups as the horse jumped the ornamental fence in
front of the south grandstand and then skidded to a stop on the
dirt track.

The fans went wild as the court formed up and trotted
around the track and the announcer cried out over the loudspeaker
that the rodeo was to begin: “Let ’er buck!”

His day fell into a routine, getting up in the
morning to take care of his mules, drag the track, then borrow the
ranch truck and go to the barn to take care of the horses that were
there, then back to Round-Up grounds for lunch.

After the day’s competition, he once more dragged the
track, and then stored the drag, saw to the mules in their corral
before taking the truck back to the ranch for his evening
chores.

The campground experience was fun, too. He enjoyed
sitting around the campfire and listening to the competitors and
stock hands share memories of rodeos past and hopes for rodeos
future.

He felt that same camaraderie he experienced when he
was around baseball players after a game: “This is the way of
it.”

Food wasn’t an issue and neither was company. Suzy
made an appearance each evening, bringing some treat from her
kitchen, then she was off to one party or another. She asked Walt,
and Sam when he was around, if he wanted to come. Sometimes Sam
took her up on the invitation, but Walt always gave his
regrets.

“There is no future whatsoever in that direction,”
he told himself each time after she’d left. He realized his
feelings for her were way past casual, but he wasn’t about to make
a fool of himself in that regard.

On Thursday night, a group of the cowboys took Walt
in tow. “You gotta see Happy Canyon Night Show,” the rodeo clown
told him as they stood in line for entry to the outdoor stage
area.

Happy Canyon, Walt discovered, depicted the way this
country changed with the arrival of the white man. Indians in
authentic dress showed the audience how they lived before the white
man came in what appeared to be an endless stream of Conestoga
wagons. There were inevitable conflicts between the natives and
emigrants, but then, the pageant showed the two cultures learning
to live together in peace.

This was all portrayed by a man dressed for the part
narrating the story. There was a display of trick riding and some
trick roping, too.

“What did you think?”

Walt thought for a minute, and then smiled. “It must
have been something to live back then.”

The clown laughed. “I meant the pageant, what did you
think of it?”

“I don’t know. I liked it.”

“It was written for the most part by the guy who
started all this, Roy Raley. All those actors, red and white, are
volunteers. It’s a unique part of this rodeo, that’s for
sure.”

Another cowboy piped up, “So’s the casino; come
on.”

Walt found that most of the adults in the crowd were
heading to a large tent, and his group just followed the herd.

Inside the tent were all kinds of games of chance,
from black jack to roulette, to craps and even keno. There was a
bar selling soft drinks and “punch.”

“You’ll want to try that punch,” the clown
said.

“I didn’t know gambling was legal in Oregon,” Walt
said.

“It’s not. Round-Up pushed a special bill through
the state legislature giving us special permission during the
celebration. All the dealers, bartenders, waitresses – hell,
everybody – are volunteers. It’s just another example of how
special this event is, everybody volunteers to make it work. It’s
part of the culture here.”

Friday morning found him at the ranch before first
light, and then back to the grounds to groom his mules and ready
them for the Westward Ho parade.

While the previous “Dress Up” parade had been a
community party; Westward Ho paid homage to the emigrants who came
along the Oregon Trail, the folks who first settled along the coast
until all the good wet land was taken. Then they started stopping
off in the Columbia basin, and found life to be hard but good
there.

There would be no motorized vehicles in this parade,
and the stars of the show each year were the Indians who marched
and rode in the parade dressed in their finest.

Walt had his team in line well in advance of the 10
a.m. start. He again was wearing his “dress up” outfit, and as the
James family and selected friends started boarding the wagon, Suzy
gave him a nod and smile of approval.

He just touched the brim of his hat, and kept
watching the parade form up.

The parade route was identical to the Dress Up
parade, but this time, in addition to all the locals who love
parades, the streets were lined with thousands of out-of-town
visitors who came for the spectacle.

And what a spectacle had this parade become. There
were 12 marching bands; more than 150 mounted riders, in excess of
100 wheeled vehicles being pulled by oxen, mules, horses and
ponies.

“About the only thing in Eastern Oregon that’s
missing is a herd of sheep,” he thought to himself just as four
sheep under the attention of a border collie and his Basque master
in full formal dress found their place in the lineup. “There’s a
man with confidence in his dog,” Walt thought again.

And then there were the Indians either on foot or
riding a pony. Each brave and maiden was dressed in formal
celebration attire. The men wore war bonnets of feathers and furs.
The women, young and old, wore their hair tied back and most
carried a pack of some type, often as not a youngster or
“papoose.”

Walt thoroughly enjoyed his task of driving those
mules through that throng of onlookers. Some of the horses became
skittish in that environment, especially the saddle ponies, but the
mules moved with their singular and effortless grace. “I’m going to
miss you two, that’s for sure,” he thought.

The parade ended with just enough time for
participants and spectators to find their places before the
announcer bellowed “Let ‘er buck!” and the semifinal go-round was
underway.

The final ride of the day was completed, and Walt had
just finished dragging the track in preparation of putting the
equipment back in its place when Arleigh came by. “Seen Sam?”

Walt had seen him at breakfast, but not since. “He
said something about being busy today with a girl who lives by, ah,
maybe a place called Helix.”

“I don’t know the gal, but he’s of an age we can’t
blame him,” Arleigh said as he wandered away..

Walt chuckled as he drove the drag to its place, and
then led the mules back to the corral. He fed and watered them,
gave them a rub, and spent some time just checking them to make
sure they were as fit as ever.

Then he went to his tent, and finding nobody else
there, he took himself to the area where the pickup riders and the
clowns were camped. They’d just finished their chores and were
debating where to go for dinner.

“You going out tonight, Walt?” A pickup rider
named Stan asked.

“Was just going to catch something here, then head
for the ranch to check on the rest of my animals.”

“Friday night’s a good night to take in the sights
and sounds downtown,” Stan said. “A fella can find a beer or two or
maybe some straight whiskey down there, and there’ll be a street
dance; lots of good-looking women, too.”

“I don’t doubt it, but my wick is burnin’ short. I
feel like I’ve had two jobs all week.”

“Hell, you’re young yet, and Round-Up only comes
once a year.”

“That what you fellas are going to do? Goin’
downtown?”

Stan said, “Those boys are; I’m married and working
at it, so I’m gonna sit right here by the fire, then catch some
sleep.”

Walt thought about it as he climbed into the truck,
but he just didn’t feel all that much like a party that night.

After he’d cleaned stalls and recovered the horses
from the corral, he cleaned up in the bunk house and sat out on the
porch to watch the fall evening close down.

Just as the chill of the evening was starting to make
him think about going inside, Arleigh invited him to the kitchen,
“...For a sandwich or something.”

Suzy was making sandwiches at the side board as the
two men entered the bright and cheery kitchen.

“You eat anything today, Walt?” She asked as she
sliced a thick beef sandwich in half.

“Breakfast was about it,” he answered.

Arleigh came from the refrigerator with two bottles
of beer. “Friend of mine gets this stuff from Canada, and, hell,
it’s only gonna be illegal ‘til December.”

The men each took a long pull on the beer, and then
savored the bubbly burn at the throat for a second.

“Did you bring enough of that to share?” Suzy
asked as she put the sandwiches on the table. She then brought
pickles and sliced onions, radishes and carrots to go with the big
sandwiches.

Arleigh brought her a beer, and she smiled her
gratitude. “You could have just helped yourself,” he said to
her.

“So could you,” she said softly, “but it’s nice to
be waited on sometimes, don’t you think?”

He tussled her hair lovingly, “Yes, dear, it
certainly is.”

They ate their sandwiches and drank their beer, then
Arleigh asked, “Walt, you play cribbage?”

Walt nodded. “A bit.”

Suzy chuckled, “Great. I’ll bring the three-way
board.”

“Never played three-way,” Walt said.

“It’s just the same, you deal five cards to the
players, and at some point during the deal you throw another card
into the kitty. Then each player discards one to the kitty, and
after that you play just like two- or four-handed.”

Suzy put the board and cards on the table. “But the
pegging can be a little tricky; if you’re not thinking two moves
ahead, you can take a bit of a beating.”

So they sat and played cribbage, laughing and teasing
like they’d known each other for years instead of weeks, and Walt
thought once more, “This is the way of it.”
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I had retrieved Judy from the Nelson house, and found
Liske sitting on my front porch with a beer in his hand.

“Invited myself,” he said, handing a beer to me.
“Need to talk about this case.”

I reached out and clinked my bottle against his, took
a deep pull and appreciated the detective’s great taste in
brews.

“Come on, the backyard is prettier, and the chairs
are more comfortable.”

I led him through the house to the back porch. The
setting sun had left the horizon awash in “colors not found in
nature” as a photographer friend of mine had once described a
sunrise at a duck marsh.

“Nice view. I have to take my family camping to
admire this great a view.”

“Right,” I nodded. “You remember, don’t you, that
I’ve been to your home up above La Grande. It almost qualifies as
an aerie overlooking the city and that beautiful basin.”

“Yah, it’s pretty, but it faces north.”

“What’s eatin’ at you about this case?”

“Everything. First, I’m not sure that the double
homicide in Granite has any connection to the murder of the
Rantford woman. What connection could there be?”

“You were going to check to see if Wade Jensen and
Ron Pelt had known each other in the system.”

“There’s no connection we can find there.” He pulled
an opener out of his breast pocket and unleashed two more bottles.
I traded my empty for his full one.

“Maybe it wasn’t a connection with Ron?”

Liske tilted his head a bit and smiled dreamily at
me. “You are a beauty, you are, Stanton. You don’t think we went
through Liz’s background too?”

“I’m thinking maybe that would be a connection that
wouldn’t show up in public records is all.”

“Does Wade Jensen look to you like the kinda guy
who’d find ol’ Liz that fetching?”

“It didn’t have to be a romantic connection, either.
It could just have been Liz seeing Wade at the wrong time in the
wrong place… you need to question Wade Jensen.”

“On what grounds? I invite him in for a little chat,
and he’ll ask why, his lawyer will ask why, and if I answer in any
way, I’m a fool lookin’ to become an idiot… Maybe what should
happen is I hire a question consultant and he looks ol’ Wade
up?”

“What kinda budget you built for question
consultants?”

He looked at his beer and then at mine; “Call these a
retainer, and if you prove yourself, then we’ll have that third
beer.”

With that he headed for the door, carrying his
dripping six-pack with two full bottles left in it. “Call in a
report as soon as you can.”

I sat in my chair and contemplated how I might
arrange a sit-down with Wade Jensen, and then I shrugged and went
looking for the phone book.
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Saturday morning broke clear, and Walt found he had
an extra spring in his step as he saw to his horses, then cleaned
up for breakfast.

Arleigh was in the kitchen alone putting eggs into a
frying pan when Walt arrived.

“It’ll be ready in a minute;, pour some coffee,”
Arleigh said.

“Where’s Suzy?”

“She’s gussying. The last day of the rodeo is a
major social event. Young girls go to see and be seen. She’s been
at it for more than an hour.”

“When are you leaving for town?”

“Rodeo starts at one, we’ll be there by
twelve-thirty, if she’s ready in time,” Arleigh said with a
grin.

“Did Sam make it home last night?”

“No sign of him, but he doesn’t have a vehicle, so
he might be at the mercy of whoever he’s with.”

“You don’t seem too worried.”

“Sam’s a grown man; he can take care of
himself.”

Walt found out where Suzy had learned her breakfast
craft. Arleigh’s eggs, hash browns, bacon and toast were perfect,
and he said so.

“Every year I’m the cook at elk camp. It’s what
happens when you complain about the coffee or something. I made
that mistake thirty years ago, and I been slingin’ breakfast and
dinner for the entire crowd ever since. Can you cook?”

Walt nodded. “I can make coffee in a can over an open
fire; and I can heat up leftovers with the best of ‘em.”

“Well, you eat with enthusiasm, and that makes it
fun to cook for you, so you’ll be okay.”

The last go-round of the rodeo was full of spectacle.
After each event was completed, the cowboy or cowgirl who had won
the event rode a horse to the south grandstand and was presented
the cherished belt buckle. The competitor with the most total
points in all was named the Champion Cowboy, and received a trophy
depicting the Round-Up’s logo, a bronze bronco buster.

Walt put the mules to work for the last time. He
dragged the track, put the drag away, helped take down the wall
tent and packed it into the wagon for the slow ride home.

He was on the road by 6 p.m., and pulled into the
ranch about an hour and half later. Arleigh heard the wagon in the
yard, and came out to greet his hand. “Well, how’d you like your
first rodeo?”

Walt had been thinking about the entire experience as
he rode home. “I have a lot of respect for those guys who ride
broncs and bulls, I’ll tell you. I saw them getting ready to ride,
and they were stripped down, taping up their bodies, and they were
just one big bruise. Pound for pound those little guys are about as
tough as you ever see… nice folks, too.”

Arleigh was obviously curious about Walt’s
experience, and he hung around as Walt unhitched the mules and led
them into their stalls, dished up their feed, and topped off the
water in their trough. “What was your favorite event?”

Walt didn’t hesitate, “Calf roping.”

“That’s the elite event, to be sure. You see a lot
of older guys still competing, and it takes a great deal of
skill.”

“It’s the team work between man and horse, for
me,” Walt said. “It’s as good as watching those Basque working
dogs. Some day I’d like to have a dog. I’d train it, too.”

Arleigh nodded, “There’s a lot of that sheep dog that
comes from the dog, but the shepherds have to fine tune it for
their purposes. There are lots of different breeds of dogs that
have innate characteristics that make them pointers or retrievers
or guide dogs for the blind … there’s lots of specialties that all
man has to do is make sure the dog follows his instincts when and
where the man wants it done. I’ve had bird dogs all my life, and
they’re fun to raise and train. All it takes is time, birds, and
ground.”

Walt turned his attention from the mules to the other
horses. He realized he enjoyed the work more with someone to talk
to, and just as quickly, he realized it couldn’t be just anyone, it
had to be someone talking about things that mattered.

“When you’re through here, come on up to the
house. Suzy has some steaks up there with our names on
them.”

“Thanks, I’ll be there after I clan up a little,
okay?”

“Take your time, the beer will still be
cold.”

After dinner, Suzy wanted to play cribbage, but
Arleigh looked at Walt and saw the man was nearly asleep where he
sat.

“I think I’d like to sleep,” he said, looking at
his watch. “It’s almost nine, I’ll bet Walt’s beat, too.”

Walt sighed with relief, and excused himself. He
never felt his head hit the pillow.

He didn’t wake up easy, when about an hour later
Arleigh was shaking him by the shoulder. “Walt, you gotta wake up,
come on.”

“Wha’? Why?”

“There’s trouble, come on, snap out of
it.”

Walt shook his head, looked around and saw Sheriff
Tate behind Arleigh. Suddenly Walt felt a chill of fear stab him.
“Sam?”

“Come on. Bobby,” Arleigh said to the sheriff.
“We’ll let Walt dress dressed and come up to the house so you can
tell him what’s going on.”

“Okay, but it’s pretty obvious this kid wasn’t at
the Round-Up office two hours ago.”

“Like I told you. He came home about seven-thirty,
did his chores, had his dinner, and went to bed about
nine.”

Walt digested that conversation, then jumped out of
bed, pulled on his jeans and boots, pulled on a shirt and grabbed
his hat. He was buttoning his shirt as he nearly ran to the house,
stopped on the porch to tuck in his shirttails, squared his
shoulders, and entered..

Suzy put a cup of coffee down on the table for him as
he sat down. “What’s going on?”

The Sheriff had a notebook out. “You seen Sam
tonight?”

Walt said, “I haven’t seen him since breakfast,” he
looked at the clock on the wall, saw it was still Saturday,
“yesterday. Said he was going to see a girl in some place called
Helix?” He looked at Arleigh, “What’s going on?”

Arleigh looked at Tate who explained, “Seems someone
stole the Round-Up receipts this evening. Clubbed the secretary,
Henry Thoms, and made off with something like eight thousand
dollars.”

“What’s that to do with Sam?”

“A witness claims to have seen Sam and another man
thought to be you hanging around the Round-Up Association offices
just before the robbery.”

“When was that?”

“About eight.”

Walt looked at Arleigh. “You can’t believe Sam would
do anything like that.”

Tate answered, “Word is Arleigh here is about six
thousand dollars short of being able to pay his note with the bank,
and that Sam has been pretty torn up at the thought of losing this
place…” Tate’s voice trailed off, not wanting to actually say the
rest.

“That’s not the worst of it,” Arleigh
said.

“It’s not?”

He looked from Walt to Suzy who was sitting at the
other end of the table. “Thoms is fighting for his life.”

Suzy gasped, “Oh, no. His wife, Alice, just had a
baby.”

Arleigh nodded, looking down at his hands on the
table. “Their third, all under five years old.”

Suzy left the table, holding a towel to her mouth to
stifle her sobs as she fled the room.

Walt felt like he was caught in a dream. He drained
his cup, and went for more, brought the coffee pot back, and poured
coffee for the Sheriff; Arleigh shook his head, so Walt filled his
own cup and put the pot back on the stove.

“There’s no way, Sheriff, that the Sam James I
know would do that. He’s too smart to do it, and he’s way too smart
to be foolish enough to be seen lurking around before he did
it.”

“Believe me,” the sheriff said, “I don’t want to
think he did it. I’ve known him all his life. I’ve been as proud of
him as I have my own son. But where the hell is he?”

Walt spoke up, “Arleigh, you made a comment earlier
that without a vehicle, Sam was at the mercy of whoever he was
with, remember?”

“Ya, but I was thinking that someone was a
gal.”

“Sheriff? What you gonna do right now?” Walt
asked.

“Well, all my deputies, the city police, and the
state troopers are searching for him, but he just seems to have
disappeared. I guess I’ll go back to town and check on
progress.”

“Mind if I tag along?”

“Come on.”

As they drove into town, Walt’s mind was racing.
“Sheriff, who was the witness that said he saw Sam and me hanging
around the office?”

Tate thought about it, “Roddy McIntyre and one of his
pals, Terry Gurlock.”

Walt physically reacted in scorn, “McIntyre?”

“I know. There’s not much love lost between Sam
and him. But when word got out that the robbery had happened, he
and Gurlock came right to me with their report. I have to follow up
on it.”

Walt nodded, and lapsed into silence until they
pulled into the Sheriff’s office.
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Wade Jensen had been surprised by my phone call the
night before, but after I explained that I was trying to wrap my
mind around how a developer might breathe new life into Pendleton,
he invited me to come visit.

There were several vehicles in the Jensen Farm’s
front yard. The door to what was obviously a workshop was open, so
I headed there first.

Wade, dressed in jeans and sweatshirt, was sitting at
a combination desk and workbench comparing items on a computer
screen with a stack of invoices in front of him.

I didn’t like the idea of startling him, so I scuffed
a shoe on the floor. “I’ll be just a minute, Jim,” he said without
looking up. “Pull up a chair.”

There was a round table with four chairs in the
middle of the work area, and I sat in one and looked around.

The shop was impeccably clean. The concrete floor was
bleached white and there were no tools that weren’t pegged or out
of sight. One whole wall of the building consisted of peg board
behind shelves and around one window. There were no cobwebs in the
window, either.

Jensen shut down his computer, filed the invoices in
a cabinet, and stretched as he stood up. He was tall, maybe an inch
taller than my 6-5, and he had that “rawhide thong” build so common
among western men.

His face was lined from years of work in the sun, and
his tan was what I’d always known as a “deep water” tan, not
something you could earn lying by the pool; you had to spend a lot
of time looking into the sun.

“Coffee or ice tea?”

I looked around and saw no coffee machine or
refrigerator. “Whatever you’re having will be fine.”

He opened a cabinet by the door to reveal both. “I’m
done with coffee for today, tea?”

He poured the tea into two mugs.

He appeared to be nimble, athletic in his movements.
When he placed the tea in front of me, I was surprised by his
hands.

They were huge. He was so thin that his hands with
his fingers curled around the mug looked like mallets. “What can I
tell you about development?” He asked.

I told him about my meeting with McIntyre and Jacobs
and the overview Jacobs had given me about Oregon’s Land Use Plan.
“What I can’t figure is what kind of development could ignite a
growth spurt in a place that hasn’t ever had one?”

He sipped at his drink, and then leaned forward to
rest his forearms on the table. I suddenly thought of a praying
mantis, but his face was serene and his blue eyes were shining and
friendly as he spoke, “It’s one of those ‘build it and they’ll
come’ propositions, I guess.

“If we had a comprehensive development plan and
shovel-ready dirt, we could go after all kinds of industry, and it
could be high tech as well as agricultural-based industries.

“We have great ground transportation access both
highway and rail; a real good airport, and we have redundant
high-speed connection to the Internet.

“We could have landed Google if we’d had any place to
build homes for six hundred new residents. Instead they ended up in
The Dalles and Hood River.”

I nodded, Making a note, “You don’t think the
location only an hour from Portland played a big part in that
decision?”

“Sure, it would be a factor. So is the apparent
cultural differences – hard to expect computer whizzes picking calf
roping over wind surfing, but the point is, without developable
ground, we’ll never know what we can be.”

“I’ve been told that the James Ranch and your farm
are lynch-pins for any kind of development push here.”

“I’ve been telling anyone who’ll listen for two
years, but I guess now it’ll never happen. I wasn’t all that
shocked to find out Lucja had a will, but to leave that ranch to
Suzy? Couldn’t believe it.”

“It’ll probably end up with Amble, won’t it?”

“More ‘n likely, but I don’t see Amble having the
vision to put his place in play for the future of Pendleton, and
without them, my place isn’t worth anything.”

He shrugged and gave me a lopsided smile, “But this
is a long-term agenda; we need to organize a state-wide interest in
deposing the DLCD.”

I gave him a questioning look, and he interpreted for
me, “Department of Land Conservation and Development. They’ve
turned into a state upon themselves. They’re driving businesses to
locate in Washington and Idaho even when the stores want to be in
Oregon. A big-box store on this side of the state line would be a
boon to this part of the country.”

“How do you figure?”

“It’s the Wal-Mart deal in spades: Only thing worse
for small retailers than having Wal-Mart come to town is to have
Wal-Mart come to the town twenty miles away.”

I nodded, “When those wallets buckle up in the car,
they’re not coming home to shop local.”

“And the crux of their power is the Land Conservation
and Development Commission who has put the EFU label on anything
that is defined as tillable. That definition forces development in
other places while a perfect twenty-acre site with the EFU stamp
continues growing nothing but Canadian thistle for decades.”

I gave him another look. “Exclusive Farm Use,” he
explained. “The DLCD claims our land-use plan is a model for the
world and brags about all the countries who junket here to see it
up close, but they can’t list a single country or state that has
taken our model and implemented it back home.”

I looked at him, “So getting ahold of the right land
is a pretty meager item on the list until you change the state’s
laws on land use, right?”

“Exactly. Like I said, it’s a long-term goal. I’m
thirty-five, I hope to see it before I die, but I expect I’ll be
pretty old.”

“It would be ironic, though, if you managed to change
the laws only to fail gaining title to the land you need.”

He nodded a bit, looked above my head to the distant
future, “I think if we change the laws, the land will become a
doable deal.”

I looked at my watch, and thanked him for his
time.

As I started to leave, I stopped. “Wade, you ever
spend any time in Granite?”

“Not for years. I used to go up there and play, but
as I aged, I found myself more interested in Portland and Seattle.
Better music; better women.”

I thanked him again and left.

As I came to the James Ranch road, I turned in on
impulse. When I drove into the door yard, I saw Suzy James sitting
in her chair on the porch.

“Howdy, ma’am,” I said climbing out of my truck.
“Sorry to barge in, but I was up talking with Wade Jensen, and just
had an impulse to turn in and see how you are doing.”

She smiled and I watched the magic of her eyes from
10 feet away, and thought again how that would never grow old.
“It’s nice to see you again, Jim. Amble is down in Heppner on some
business or other, I don’t think he said exactly. Come on up on the
porch and sit for a spell.

“I love the noon sun this time of year. I’ll be
cooped up for most of the winter, so I take full advantage
now.”

I thought for a second, and decided to take a plunge.
“Suzy, can you tell me why you wouldn’t identify that man in the
picture for Randall?”

Her smile remained in place, but I could see her
measuring me, too. “I wasn’t hiding it from Randall. I was thinking
of you.”

“Me?”

She smiled, “You probably look like he would have
looked at your age. I’ll bet you really looked like him when you
were in your twenties, but you’re much taller than he was.”

“Him?”

“Did you ever know Walt Stanton?”

I felt the blood drain from my face. “Walt?”

“Yes, that was a picture of Walt Stanton when he was
twenty-one years old. He worked for my father as a teamster in the
summer of nineteen thirty-three. He and my brother, Sam, were good
friends.”

“Walt Stanton is my father.”

“Is?”

“Well, was. He died in nineteen seventy-five. Heart
attack.”

She sat quiet for some time, and I listened to the
wind whisper through the basin and searched for my center.

“I could have been your mother.”

I looked at her, and saw a single tear tracing its
way down her cheek. “You and he were lovers?”

“Oh, no.” She blushed a bit. “I’m sitting here full
of regret that I was never held or kissed by him, much less… No,
you’re sitting with a relic of another age; a spinster who never
knew the passion of love, just the pain.”

“You mean he left and didn’t know how you felt about
him?”

“I don’t know what he knew, but he should have known.
He had a job offer to come back in the spring, and then he sent a
note that he’d been in an accident and couldn’t be back here on
time.

“We were disappointed, but figured when he’d healed
up, he’d show up one day, just like he had the first year… We never
heard from him again.

“I went to Michigan once, when I had just graduated
from college; thought I might find him, actually didn’t understand
just how many people live in Detroit… more than in all of Oregon at
that time.”

She shook her head.

I felt pressed to tell her what I knew of Walt, “I
knew he had bummed around during the depression, working with teams
in the lumber camps and then on farms near Boise, but he never
mentioned being in Oregon, not once.”

“Is your mother alive?”

“No, ma’am. She died while I was in the Navy. She’d
been sickly for most of my life at that time.”

“What did your father do for a living?”

“He was a tool and die maker; worked in the auto
industry.”

I could see that answer pleased her. I asked her,
“What?”

“Oh, my daddy told me Walt Stanton was one of those
men who would always work with his hands and his mind; he wanted
Walt to be responsible for the equipment that replaced the horses
and mules. His summer here was the last of the harvests using
animals. More than once I heard daddy tell Sam he needed to find a
Walt Stanton to take care of those machines the way Walt took care
of our stock. More than once.”

The solo tear was gone; her eyes were smiling. She
was basking in the warmth of her memories from that long ago time.
“I was so in love with Walt and it was as if he wouldn’t allow
himself to feel anything for me…”

I sat quiet for minutes. “I’m betting he never let
himself talk about that summer because he probably knew what he’d
given up and probably because he would have felt talking about it
would be some kind of unfaithfulness to my mom.”

“You think that? Really?”

“My dad wasn’t a very demonstrative man. I can only
remember his kissing or hugging my mother a few times in my
presence. But he was a man who gave his word and kept it. When he
married my mom, it was for the whole deal, and he would not have
hurt her for the world.”

She smiled and nodded for a few seconds, “That was my
Walt all right.”
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While the sheriff sat with the department’s radio
operator, contacting all of his deputies and colleagues for an
update on the search for Sam, Walt sat at a vacant desk. He found a
sheet of paper and a pencil, and started creating a timeline since
he’d last seen Sam.

He had found that when he needed to figure anything
out, he did better by making notes to focus his thinking.

He wrote down the names he knew of the men he’d seen
with McIntyre when Walt had talked Sam out of a confrontation at
the community party. He realized he only knew three of those names:
Gurlock, Hansen and Petrie. He could picture several others, but
that wasn’t much help.

He also tried to remember the name of the girl Sam
had said he was going to see on Friday. He studied the map of the
county that took up most of the wall behind the radio operator’s
desk.

“Where’s Helix?”

“North,” Tate answered without looking up.

Walt found it was barely a crossroads some 20 miles
from Pendleton. “That would be long way to walk,” he thought.

“There’s been no sign of him in town. Can’t you
remember the name of that girl in Helix?”

Walt shook his head. “I only half heard it that one
time.”

The radio operator, not much older than Walt, perked
up. “Sam said he was going to see a gal in Helix?”

Tate shot him a questioning look. “And?”

“That’d have to be Terri Philips. Her daddy owns
that big spread just south of Helix. She’s the only gal in that
area Sam or anybody would go that far to see. She was in town on
Friday, too. I spoke with her. I never pass up a chance to speak to
her, believe me.”

The sheriff wasn’t listening. He was at his desk,
asking the operator to connect him to the Philips ranch near
Helix.

“That just confuses the issue,” Tate said after he
hung up the phone. “Terri did in fact spend most of Friday with
Sam, but not in Helix. They spent some time in the park down by the
river. She said they’d been reading a book together. It’s obvious
she’s pretty attached to Sam. After the rodeo was finished, she
went home with her family. She understood Sam was going to the
Howdy, and then catch a ride home with Walt.”

He aimed his gunfighter eyes at Walt. “But you never
saw him?”

Walt didn’t flinch. “That’s right.”

“Come on.” The sheriff, his hat in hand, headed
for the door. “Ollie, we’re going to the Howdy, that’s where we’ll
be if anyone needs us.”

It was just past midnight when Tate approached the
Howdy bartender, “Frank, you seen Sam James today?”

“No, two of your deputies were in here looking for
him; he hasn’t been here since Friday afternoon.”

“What time did he leave on Friday?”

“I don’t know. He came in all happy and friendly,
big smiles for everyone. He had a beer with the guys, and then all
of a sudden, he was drunker’n a hoot owl. I’ve never seen him more
than tipsy, but he was really drunk. He needed to go home, and I
told him so, but he said he was going home with Walt here.

“We were really busy after the rodeo ‘n’ all, and
next thing I knew, he was gone. I haven’t seen him since. You
lookin’ at him for the robbery?”

“We’re just lookin’ for him, okay?”

“If I see him, I’ll call you.”

The sheriff was clearly puzzled, “Walt, I’ll take you
home; you gotta be beat.”

As they drove, Walt kept thinking about the
bartender’s story.

“Sheriff, let’s talk for a minute.”

The sheriff pulled off the road. “What about?”

“I’m just thinking. To me it seems pretty clear
that whatever happened tonight, it was planned to frame Sam and me
as robbers. Luck has it I was accounted for in another place, but
Sam is missing in action, right?

“Then we hear that ol’ Sam got drunk as hell on a
draft beer just before he disappeared, right?”

“That’s one way to interpret what we
heard.”

“I’m putting my twist on it a bit, but there’s one
more thing, and that’s Roddy McIntyre. I had to talk Sam out of
busting Roddy’s head at the community dance. They don’t like each
other one bit, and Roddy has made it clear, at least to Sam, that
he’d love to buy the James ranch out of bankruptcy. He certainly
knows more about the James family’s finances than anyone outside
the family should know.”

“Where you goin’ with this?”

“Well, if somehow Sam James gets tried and
convicted for that assault and robbery, or worse, a guy who has his
sights set on that ranch might think old Arleigh would just toss in
the towel, you know?”

“I don’t know, and neither do you. We need some
facts.”

Walt suddenly stopped with his mouth open, a look of
wonder on his face. “Sheriff, how many towns hereabouts have a jail
or drunk tank?”

“What’re ya gettin’ at?”

“How many?”

The sheriff thought for a minute. “Well, Hermiston
has a city jail, Milton and Freewater each have a small jail, so do
Heppner and Pilot Rock. Other than Pendleton, that’s about it.”

Walt said, “I know you might think I’m crazy, but
could you call those jails and see if they’ve got a young guy in
custody that just showed up and asked to be locked up?”

“What?”

“Sheriff, this is the longest shot I’ve ever
played, but will you make the calls?”

“If Arleigh’s up, I’ll make them from the
ranch.”

Walt thought the ride to the ranch would take
forever, but it was just a matter of minutes, and he tried to be
patient as Tate explained his need for the phone.

Sheriff Tate hung up the phone. The look on his face,
when he spoke to Walt was a mixture of good humor and suspicion.
“How did you know?”

Arleigh had been sitting in his favorite chair while
the sheriff was calling. “Know what, for Christ’s sake?”

“Which one?” Walt asked.

“Pilot Rock,” the sheriff said, before addressing
Arleigh. “Sam appeared in there about six in the evening. Said he
didn’t know how he’d gotten there. He had no money, no
identification, but he said if he could spend the night in a cell,
he was sure he could catch a ride home in the morning.”

“He’s all right?” Suzy had been sitting in the
parlor, listening.

“He sounded fine. They woke him up, and I spoke
with him. I had two deputies down that way on another matter, and
Ollie raised them on the radio. They’re going to pick him up and
bring him here.”

Arleigh sat with his head back on the chair, his eyes
closed. His mouth was moving, but he was making no sound. Then he
stood up, rubbed his hands. “Sorry about that, had to take a few
seconds and give thanks. What do we do now?”

“Get some sleep, folks. That’s what I’m going to
do. I’ll stop out in the morning and hear the whole story. Walt,
how did you know?”

“I didn’t know, Sheriff. But I told Sam about how
a tramp could protect himself in a strange town by asking to spend
the night in jail. When I thought it all through, I decided Sam had
been drugged somehow – I think they call it a Mickey something –
and put somewhere so he could be set up as the fall guy in this
robbery. As soon as that thought firmed up in my mind, I realized
he couldn’t be held with a guard, he needed to walk right into the
mess without any memory of what happened, and it had to be in
another town, somewhere he wouldn’t be known.

“Then I remembered telling him what I’d done at
times when I found myself in a strange town and thought you should
at least check on the possibility...

“That’s pretty good deductive reasoning,
son.”

Walt nodded, and said, “Thanks, but while you were
making the calls, I kept thinking that something just doesn’t
fit.”

Suzy gave Walt a hug. “I know you really believed Sam
wouldn’t do this… What’s the matter?”

“Well,” Walt had shied away from the hug, confused
at his own reaction, his eyes flashed from her to Tate .He picked
up the thread of his thought, “Roddy McIntyre is the guy who says
he saw Sam and another guy he thought would be me, right?”

Tate nodded.

“I don’t know him well; I know he’s loud and he
doesn’t like Sam, but is he stupid?”

Arleigh answered, “Naw, he’s a big spoiled baby,
maybe; but he’s not an idiot. Lazy, yes; not stupid.”

“Well, then he’d have to know that when Sam’s
cleared, he’s going to be the number one suspect, wouldn’t he?”
Walt looked from face to face.

Tate came back from the door. “What’re ya
thinkin’?”

“I’m thinking Sam needs to be in your jail,
tonight. You can start spreading the word that Sam is out of the
picture, and then see what happens. Whoever is up to framin’ Sam
and me will make a move, and if we’re watchin’ out, we’ll catch
it.”

Tate called his office, issued his orders, and then
smiled at the folks in the room. “We’ll just give this some time to
percolate.”

After Arleigh escorted the sheriff to his car, he
came back with a serious look on his face,, “Walt, you look like
you’re already asleep. We’ll see you in the morning.”

Walt thanked them and once again, was asleep a full
second before his head hit the pillow.
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There was to be no church that Sunday for the James
family.

Sam woke Walt up about 9 a.m. “We can’t let you sleep
any longer, buddy. It’s your last day of work here, but we need to
tend those animals before they make that barn too filthy to
clean.”

Walt shook his head, “Why aren’t you in jail?”

“Come barn when you’re dressed.

Walt made a bathroom stop, then dressed and hurried
to the barn. He could see the horses and mules were in the fenced
pasture, and inside he found Sam forking straw out of the loft down
to Suzy who was forking it into the stalls. A wagon of manure and
straw was parked in the middle of the floor. Walt saw by the tongue
of the wagon that it wasn’t waiting for horses.

Sam swung down from the loft, “I’ll bring the
truck.”

“Wait a minute!” Walt balked. “Why aren’t you in
jail?”

“Let’s just finish this. I’ll tell all at
breakfast.”

In minutes the dirty bedding had been added to the
compost heap that would fuel Suzy’s garden the following summer,
and the barn was as tidy as the first day Walt had seen it.

“Dad’s made breakfast and coffee, come on,” Suzy
said as she took her gloves off and put them on the work bench.
“I’d forgotten how shoveling shit builds an appetite,” she added
with an embarrassed laugh.

The playful attitude lasted through breakfast, and
then Sam spoke directly to Walt. “Tate let me out of his cell this
morning, telling everyone in time for church that there is
insufficient evidence to hold me for the robbery and attack. By now
everyone in Pendleton knows that.

“Officers are watching McIntyre and all his
cronies, and they’ll be on the lookout until we figure out who’s
involved.”

Arleigh went to the stove and returned with the pot,
and poured more coffee for the men. “I spoke with Red McIntyre
today. He asked me to come in tomorrow and sign an extension of our
note. He said his board made a resolution Friday morning to extend
all their farm loans for anyone who can make the interest payments
until the country gets a chance to come to grips with this
depression.

“He said he had intended to call me on Friday, but
it slipped his mind. He said he’d be calling the other ranchers
with the news today.”

“That sounds like good news,” Walt said.

“It means we’ll be in a position to hire you next
spring, God willing,” Arleigh said. With that, he pulled an
envelope out of his pocket. “We agreed to your working through
Round-Up, right?”

“Yessir.”

“Well, this is your last pay. There’s also a card
in there with all the contact information you’ll need to keep in
touch with us this winter.”

Suzy spoke up, “It has my address in Corvallis,
too.”

Sam asked, “When you leaving?”

Walt thought for a second, “I’ll need a train
schedule. Probably tomorrow.”

Arleigh said, “A freight headed east will be crawling
up Cabbage Hill about four tomorrow afternoon, you’re welcome to
stay here as a guest until then.”

Sam chipped in, “A guy could just walk right on at
that speed, I’ll bet.”

Walt nodded. “I could use a ride to that grade east
of town.”

All three of the James family nodded.

The rest of the day Walt spent packing. Suzy went for
a ride. Sam took three showers, trying to get the smell of jail
cells completely out of his hair and skin.

Arleigh napped, read, and napped again, his only
evidence of the strain he’d been under the day before..

About five Sam found Walt in the bunk house, working
on his packing, trying to accommodate all the new “stuff” that he
hadn’t brought with him last spring.

“You’re getting a royal send-off,” Sam said.
“Suzy’s got this new eye-talian dish she wants to feed us tonight,
if you’re available.”

“My appetite always makes me available for her
meals.”

“You know, you better be gentle with that little
girl,” Sam said with a bit of husk in his voice.

Walt heard the emotion in that remark, and looked up
sharply, but spoke carefully and softly, “What do you mean?”

“Well, I don’t meddle, you know? But that gal’s
got a healthy interest in your approval, if you get my
drift.”

“Sam, I haven’t done anything…”

“I never thought you had; maybe that’s your
appeal, but I know my sis, and I know she’s sweet on you. You may
not return her feelings, but you’re my friend, and I know you’ll be
gentle with her feelings.”

Sam left Walt sitting on his bunk, wrestling with his
emotions. “This must be what they called mixed emotions,” he
thought. “Tossed, actually, like a salad.” He shook his head, and
went off to wash his face for dinner.

The evening ended with a four-handed cribbage game,
marked by the joy and relief everyone at the table felt since the
prior day. By nine, yawns around the table were creaking, and with
the rubber game yet to be played, the group agreed to let it stand
as a tie.

“’Night, Miss Suzy,” Walt said carefully. “I never
had spaghetti and meatballs before, but I’ll bet they’ll be real
popular going forward. They were great tonight.”

Suzy beamed at the comment, and touched his shoulder.
“Good night, Walt.”
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When Walt came awake it was pitch black in the bunk
house. As usual, he woke up and took bearings on what might have
interrupted his sleep. Then he heard a soft scrape from the far end
of the room.

His bunk was near the middle of the room. The only
door was to his right, between him and the bathroom and shower.
There was a window next to his head, but there was no light.

He heard the soft scrape again, and tensed himself.
Then he “sensed” someone passing the foot of his bed, moving left
to right towards the door. He strained to see, but there wasn’t
even a shadow, just black on black.

Then the door opened and he could see the form of a
man easing his way out. In one motion, he jumped out of the bed and
rushed to the door, hitting the dark shadow in the middle of his
back with a flying tackle.

The two men tumbled out the door and down the three
steps to the yard.

“Who ‘n’ the hell are you?” Walt yelled.

The other guy worked himself into a position where he
could throw an elbow into Walt’s face. The blow loosened Walt’s
grip on the intruder for an instant and the guy pushed himself
away, looking for an escape.

Walt shook off the blow in time to grab the intruder
even tighter. The intruder, despite being much larger than Walt,
was frantically scrambling to escape.

Walt had both hands locked around the man’s waist,
and was scrambling with his feet to find a better position.

He took two more elbows to the forehead making him he
let go, but as he pushed himself up, push the other man down.
Gaining his feet, he knew the intruder was also scrambling to feel
his feet under him so Walt dived on him again, this time wrapping
his left arm around the other man’s throat, and, grabbing his left
hand with his right, he imitated the bull doggers he’d watched all
week, using his body weight and leverage to flip the intruder onto
his back.

In this new position, the intruder had his hands free
to scratch and claw at Walt’s face, but it also allowed Walt the
freedom to use his right hand and punch the other man’s face.

The third time he punched, Walt was surprised and
unnerved as the other man started screaming for help. Walt couldn’t
think of anything else to do, so he punched him some more. Now the
guy had stopped struggling, but was screaming and crying and
begging Walt to let him go. The intruder’s voice was high-pitched,
almost girlish, and Walt had no memory of hearing such a voice.

Walt didn’t have a clue as to what he should do, and
as he started to punch the guy some more, he heard Arleigh’s voice,
“I think he’s had enough, Walt.”

Arleigh was carrying a lantern just then the front
porch light came on framing the older man, and showing he also was
carrying a shotgun.

Walt shed himself of the intruder. Huffing and
puffing, he got to his feet as Arleigh reached inside the bunkhouse
and flipped on its yard light.

The intruder, a stranger to Walt, looked about
himself wildly, started to stand up and run. “Tom, I’ve got the
shotgun here. You sit still,” Arleigh said.

Suzy came out on the porch. “Sheriff’s on his
way.”

“What ‘n’ hell are you doing here, Tom?” Arleigh
said.

Suzy looked hard into the stark light in the yard,.
“Tom?”

The man sat in the dirt, legs spread and straight out
from his body, and panted. Walt sat down on the steps and waited
for his normal pulse rate to return. He realized his hands and arms
were shaking. “That’s the adrenaline wearing off,” Arleigh said,
patting his shoulder. “I’ve experienced the same thing after
shooting a big bull elk.”

When Sheriff Tate arrived, he found them all sitting
in the kitchen. Tom Jensen had washed his face, and with Suzy’s
help, had stopped the bleeding from his broken nose. He had a
swollen eye and lip.

Walt had a black eye forming from Jensen’s elbow, but
otherwise was none the worse for wear.

Tate listened to all accounts of the melee, taking
notes as he did. Tom sat in a sullen mood, refusing to make any
comment with repeated shakes of his head.

Tate took Jensen into custody for breaking and
entering, then handcuffed him and put him in the back seat of the
county car.

“Let’s take a look in that bunk house,” he said to
the group.

It took him less than a minute to find a brown bag in
the bottom of one of the lockers that filled the end of the
room.

“Hmm. The only one that’s not empty or padlocked.”
He hefted the lone padlock and looked at Walt, “Yours?” Walt
nodded.

The sheriff then carried the brown bag to the little
table that occupied the middle of the room, and dumped its
contents. Suzy gasped as the bundles of bills spilled out.

“Looks like this was to be the last step in the
plan,” Tate said to Walt. “Looks like…” he said as he thumbed
through the wads of bills, “it’s a bit light of eight thousand
dollars, maybe more like six.

“I’m guessin’ we’ll hear the whole story soon
enough.” He took the young Mr. Jensen to town, charging him with
robbery and attempted murder. The unfortunate Round-Up office
clerk, Henry Thoms, was still fighting for his life.
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Walt had pitched in with the morning chores in the
stable on his final day as a guest on the ranch.. Suzy had skipped
breakfast, but called everyone to dinner at about one, and when
Walt arrived, he found Egan Albright and Sheriff Tate already
seated.

“Welcome, Walt,” Sam boomed from his seat. “The
case is solved, and I owe you big, partner, believe me.”

Everyone at the table, and Suzy behind him, broke
into applause.

“Just shows the benefit of hiring a talented
tramp,” Albright said in his best courtroom baritone.

“Hear, hear,” Arleigh cried, which signaled to
Walt that the two old-timers had been snorting at the bourbon
bottle.

Sheriff Tate spoke up. “Son, come sit here and bask
in the legendary warmth of Suzy James’ stew and the undying
appreciation of this company.”

“That was very well said, Bobby,” Albright
cheered, and raised a glass in tribute.

“Sit down, Walt,” Arleigh motioned to the chair
across the table from him. “The sheriff is right; we’re going to
celebrate knowing the full extent of the mystery you
solved.”

Tate started talking as Arleigh started filling bowls
of steaming stew and passing them around the table.

“I wasn’t getting anything from Tom, so I asked
his father to sit down with him. Swede brought in that new lawyer
from Portland, Raleigh Erickson, you met him yet?”

Arleigh nodded, “Seems a reasonable addition to the
community.”

“Pretty smart fella, actually,” he glanced at
Albright, “for a lawyer.”

“Get on with it, Bobby,” Albright grumbled as he
filled his nostrils with the smell of the stew. “Suzy, this isn’t
lamb, is it?”

She just smiled. “A surprise.”

Tate picked up his report, “So Swede and Erickson sat
down with Tom, and it came out pretty quickly. The Jensens had no
knowledge of the bank’s decision on amnesty for the loans, and they
were about two thousand dollars short on their little place…” He
looked at Suzy, and she noted that look and then excused herself
from the room.

Tate waited until she was surely out of earshot, and
continued, “but the real motive was Suzy.

“That boy has carried a torch for that girl since
he was in grade school. But she’s never encouraged him, and last
week he came to her and told her of his love and how he wanted to
marry her. She flat told him that was never going to
happen.

“He snapped, plain and simple. He knew that she
meant it, and he knew that the real reason was how much he
resembled Sam here, and he had observed Suzy’s special smiles for
Walt. And he knew that his daddy needed that two thousand.

“He had learned about the Mickey Finn from his
classmates, and it’s a pretty simple pill to make. He knew about
all the foreclosed houses in Pilot Rock, and he has no great
appreciation for Roddy… in his mind it was a simple deal.

“He drugged Sam at the Howdy, drove down and
dumped him in that house in Pilot Rock. Figured he’d come out of it
sometime today, and by then it would be cut and dried that Sam and
Walt were guilty.”

Sam spoke up. “I woke up early?”

The sheriff smiled and wiped at his mustache with the
back of his hand, “Dosage strengths aren’t really taught in the
first year of pharmacy school, I guess.”

Walt looked at the door where Suzy had disappeared,
then spoke up, “So this was all about his love for Suzy?”

Arleigh answered immediately, “Possession, passion,
control, those are not the words of love. He had something for my
gal, but whatever it was, it wasn’t love.”

After dinner, Arleigh and Walt did the dishes. Suzy
had not returned to the kitchen. “I sure hope you’re coming back in
the spring,” Arleigh said.

“I wish I could say what you want to hear, Mr.
James, but I just don’t know where I’ll be or how I’ll feel about
coming here next spring. I do know that I’ll never forget you, any
of you. I’ve learned so much about myself, and what’s right, and,
yes, even about what I want in my life – but that’s pretty far from
finished…” He stalled out.

Arleigh wiped his hands dry and placed a hand on
Walt’s shoulder. “You’ll figure out what’s best for you, and
believe me, all of us here want that.”

Sam had the truck running, and Walt went back to the
bunk house to check and make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. It
was close to 3 in the afternoon, and he was still struggling with
his enlarged pack-roll.

“Suzy, you coming with us?” he heard Sam
call.

He didn’t hear her answer, but then he realized she
was in the room with him. “I wanted to say good-bye to you, Walt. I
don’t think I want to do that in front of Sam.”

He raised an eyebrow at her, and she continued. “I’ve
become more than a little fond of you. I’ve tried to show it, but
you didn’t seem interested, so…” she faltered a bit, then
regrouped, “…so I decided I might as well make sure you’re not just
dense. I think I want to be more than the daughter or sister of
your boss. I want you to know that I’m counting the days until
you’re back here. I want you to know that all the time you’re
gone.”

Walt was astounded, and couldn’t think of anything to
say.

“Come on, Walt,” he heard Sam yell from the
truck.

“Will you come back? Next spring?”

“I hope so, honest, but I can’t promise. I’m not
sure where I will be next month, much less next year. But I’m not
dense. I just figured you to be friendly and outgoing. I like you a
lot.”

She stood there, waiting for some gesture, perhaps a
kiss.

He touched the brim of his hat, side-stepped around
her and headed for the truck.

He didn’t look back.
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Suzy shivered, and then asked me to stay for dinner.
“I feel a need for company tonight, Jim. Can you stick around?”

“I’d love to. I need to make a call or two, but I
would love to hear more about nineteen thirty-three if you care to
share.”

She smiled and jerked her head, “Let’s sit inside and
I’ll fix you a dinner and we’ll sit and talk by the fire.”

I looked at my watch and was amazed to see it was 5
already. “I’ll be along in just a second. Do you need help with
dinner?”

“No, it’s just leftovers; I think we’ve got some lamb
stew and new bread. I can manage; you make your calls.”

My first call was to Liske, and I heard his machine.
I left a brief message that I didn’t have any inkling that Wade was
our man, and I’d follow up the next day. Then I called the Nelson’s
home, and Jack answered.

“Jim here, can you guys keep Judy tonight?”

“Sure, no problem. Where you at?”

“The James ranch; I’m having dinner with Suzy and
then we’re going to reminisce about the summer of
nineteen-thirty-three.”

“Really? She told you?”

“Told me what?”

“About the picture. Did she tell you who that guy
was?”

“Do you know?”

“How would I know?”

“Oh, well, yes, she told me.”

“Who was it?”

I hesitated and wondered to myself why. “It was a guy
named Walt Stanton.”

“Stanton? Your Walt?!”

“The same. He never told me he was here, and I think
it was because of Suzy. It’s a long story, but I’m hungry. I’ll
give you details when I’m home.”

I could hear the disappointment in his voice. “Okay,
I’ll take care of Judy. See you in the morning.”

I hung up and went in for dinner.

After we had cleaned up the kitchen, we went to the
parlor, and I started a small fire. She wrestled a scrapbook out of
a bookshelf, and opened it to 1933. We looked at the old black and
white Kodak photos, and I saw myself in the company of Arleigh
James, Sam and Suzy and the Basque shepherds; pictures of the
harvest and the dance at the Round-Up.

I saw pictures of him in his baseball uniform and the
old chest protector, mask and shin guards that he’d always called
his “tools of ignorance.”

“He was a good player, but boy was he slow afoot,”
Suzy said with a smile at the memory.

“He was flat footed,” I told her. “It was from his
being worked by his uncle; carrying those sacks of potatoes before
his bones had even set. The cumulative weight just flattened his
feet. He struggled with his feet all my life.”

“He was a worker; not very talkative, but thoughtful
in many ways. And tough; you know he saved this ranch once; kept it
in our family. He had an instinct about people. A neighbor, Wade
Jensen’s great uncle, actually, stole some money and injured a man
in an armed robbery, trying to raise enough money for his family to
pay their loan. He also tried to frame Sam for the robbery, but
when he came to plant the money in the bunk house over there, Walt
woke up and they tussled right there in the dirt.

“Walt won. Daddy was out there with a shotgun to find
out what the ruckus was, and I called the sheriff. Walt was
courageous, honest, and plain, but he beat out all the Tom Jensens
by a mile.”

It went on like that into the night. I told her I had
to head home, and she wouldn’t hear of it. “I think my reputation
can stand having you sleep here tonight. I don’t want you driving
up that Cabbage Hill this late in the night. And, really, Jim, I
haven’t had this much joy in decades. Talking with you, it’s like
he came back to visit me. Please stay. You can stay down here in
the guest room.”

She stood and I followed her towards the back of the
house, “There’s a bathroom here,” she said pointing to a door at
her left. “You’ll find even a clean toothbrush in there. We are
used to having people drop by, so we’re always prepared. And here’s
the bedroom.” She turned on a light, and I saw a neatly outfitted
room with an old brass bed covered with a comforter and a reading
light attached to the head of the bed rail.

I returned with her to the base of the stairs where
she sat in a little seat that was attached to a rail lift. “I can’t
walk up or down, but I still sleep in my own bed,” she said as she
pushed a button causing the chair to take her up. “Sleep well, and
thanks for staying, Jim.”

I made sure the fire was out, turned off all the
lights in the parlor and kitchen, and then decided to go out to my
truck. The night was pitch black with a world-class star show
playing in the heavens.

The wind barely moved through the door yard, and I
reached into the truck and punched off the courtesy light before
opening the door. As was my custom, I took my .357 Taurus revolver
out of the console, stuck it in my belt and reached inside the cab
for a light weight jacket that was always there.

I closed the door softly just as the light in Suzy’s
portion of the house went off.

Back on the porch, I settled in a chair with a good
view of the southern sky and thought about the twists and turns of
fate.

I must have dozed off, because suddenly I was aware
of not being alone on the porch. I took instant assessment of my
center; I could feel my pulse quiet from the initial start I’d
experienced. I felt my breathing in time with my heart rate and I
knew I was fully in control of myself.

I could see a very tall, very thin person walking
very quietly and reaching for the door.

I was only a few feet away, but it seemed the man
didn’t realize I was there. I spoke softly, “Wade? What’s going
on?”

He reacted to my voice as if it were a cattle prod.
He spun towards me and launched himself in the same movement.

I was sitting in the chair, and the top of his head
clipped my jaw as the chair went over backwards with him on top of
me. I let myself go limp, but kept a good grip on his shoulder. His
momentum carried him right over me, sprawling on his back on top of
a wicker table that crushed under his weight.

I was struggling to rise out of what was left of my
chair, but he was up and at me quicker than a cat. A fist came out
of the darkness and connected to my right cheek, snapping my head
back.

By training, my hands crossed at my throat just as he
attempted to elbow me in the Adam’s apple. I was suddenly back in
my long-avoided fight mode. “I’m not sure I can take this guy!” I
thought even as I moved away from a kick aimed at my groin.

The guy didn’t hesitate; I could sense, even smell,
an intense intent to do me harm. Still groggy from the punch and
head butt, I reached for the Taurus, thinking, “We’ll end this here
and now,” but as the weapon cleared my belt, the guy grabbed it out
of my hand, put the barrel right to my forehead and pulled the
trigger.

The Taurus locks for safety, and I hadn’t brought it
with me for protection, I just never left it in the cab at
night.

The guy had expected to blow my brains out, and when
the weapon refused to function, he did a kind of double take and
looked at the gun as if he could see what was wrong in that
darkness.

I finally responded like a once-trained
special-forces soldier. I snatched the gun out of his hand by the
barrel and hit him in the temple with the butt. I felt him sag as
much as saw it, but it felt so good, I hit him three more times as
he crumpled to the porch.

At that instant, the porch light came on and Suzy
James stood there with a double barrel shotgun in her hands.

“What is going on?”

I staggered to the porch railing, feeling the
adrenaline coursing out of my body. “I think I interrupted a
visit,” I gasped. I used my foot to turn the unconscious man’s face
up to the light.

“Amble?” Suzy said. “Wha, oh, no, what?”

I leaned down to check his pulse, putting my two
fingers on his jugular. It was steady and strong. I noted he was
wearing surgical gloves, one torn from hitting me in the face; and
as I stored that information, I realized Suzy had put the shotgun
down and was trying to lower herself to assist her great
nephew.

“Suzy, don’t,” I said in command voice. She froze. I
pulled her back and away. I then went to Amble’s side, and felt of
his pockets. Sure enough there was a garrote in his jacket
pocket.

He was starting to mumble. I stepped away from him,
took my keys out of my pocket and unlocked the Taurus’s action. I
then flipped open my phone and dialed 911.

Amble was sitting up, holding his head in both
hands.

“That’s right, the James Ranch north of town off ….
That’s right. We have subdued an armed intruder. He’ll need some
medical attention, but we need police assistance right away. Yes,
I’ll stay on the line.”

Suzy had hobbled back into the kitchen and settled
stiffly into a chair. I grabbed Amble by the collar, and steered
him into the kitchen to a chair on the other side of the table. He
sagged into it, and put his elbows on the table and his head in his
hands.

“Jim, what does this mean?” Suzy asked.

“I think it means that Amble decided he couldn’t wait
any longer for the title to this ranch.”

“He wouldn’t hurt me. I practically raised him. He
was like a son to me.”

“I believe your almost-son was going to kill you in
the same way he killed Lucja. It was just by weird coincidence I
was here tonight.”

She visibly shuddered. I could hear the siren of a
police car in the distance and then the dooryard was flickering
with the blue and red lights, and the night had just begun.
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Liske arrived just before 4 a.m. and got a statement
from Suzy and sent her to bed with an EMT-administered sedative.
Her doctor had promised to be here when she awoke.

The Sheriff and a Umatilla County prosecutor had
pestered me continually for an account of what had happened, but I
held out for Liske. “Guys, I’m not going to do this over and over.
Please be patient.”

Liske talked with everyone else then sat down at the
table with me and the prosecutor. The sheriff was content leaning
on the counter by the sink behind me.

“Talk.”

I told him the whole story, from my conversation with
Wade Jensen, my impulse to stop and visit Suzy, the fact of my
father being the stranger in the photo and my evening reminiscing
with the lady ending with my walk into the night.

“I guess I was asleep when he came sneaking up on the
porch. I assumed from his height and build that it was Wade Jensen,
but when I spoke, he launched himself at me, and we had quite a
go.”

I told him of the Taurus being locked when Amble
tried to shoot me with my own weapon.

“Surprised him. He lost his sense of place, and you
reacted, that about it?”

“I’m too old for hand-to-hand, so I hit him with the
only thing I had, my revolver.”

“Well at least this time you didn’t shoot the
intruder; we can talk to this one,” Liske said.

The prosecutor cleared his throat. “He, of course,
claims he came home late from Heppner and was attacked without
warning as he tried to enter his home.”

Liske raised an eyebrow in the lawyer’s direction,
“wearing surgical gloves and carrying a garrote? I don’t think
so.”

“Well, we should consider what we’re going to do with
Mr. Stanton while you investigate.”

“Yep, you’re right. Jim, can you drive home?”

“Sure.”

“Then do it. Call me when you wake up this
afternoon.”

The prosecutor started to argue, but Liske put up a
cautionary hand. “If we need Mr. Stanton, he’ll be real easy to
find.”

“If you say so…”

“So I do,” Liske said and waved me out of the room
like he was shooing a fly.

I woke up about three that afternoon, hungry and
irritable. I showered and took a good look at my face. My right eye
was swollen and black, my cheek had a good start on a
baseball-sized bruise and there was a knot like a golf ball on the
top of my head.

I called Liske’s cell, and hard his voice mail; then
I headed to the Nelsons’ to retrieve Judy.

Shirlee took one look at me and started building a
Bloody Mary. Jack was in town, but she wanted to know what the
other guy looked like, and she spent a few minutes tsking around my
wounds before conceding the probability of my survival.

Liske called and told me he’d be by this evening with
a statement for me to sign.

“What about Amble?” I asked.

“Oh, a full confession. I’ll bring you up to date
when I arrive.”

At about sundown, Liske arrived at my front door
carrying the dripping six pack container with two beers in it. I
met him at the door, and we walked through to the back porch where
we sat watching the evening develop.

“That’s one twisted up young man there,” Liske said
without preamble. “He killed Lucja for control of the ranch,
figuring to sell it to one of those big, high-octane corporate
farms from California. Had a belly full of farming, wanted to live
out his life rich.”

“And the Pelts?”

“Denies any knowledge.”

“You believe him?”

“I do. There’s no motive, no connection.”

“So what’s going to happen?”

Suzy contacted Amble’s wife, Sara, and she and his
son, Wes, will be here tomorrow. Seems they weren’t so much sick of
Eastern Oregon as they were sick of Amble. Apparently he had
everyone fooled in the daylight. Nobody would have guessed how he
behaved after dark in his own home with his own family.”

I could do nothing but shake my head. “He had me so
completely fooled. I never considered him.”

“I did, just once and for just a minute that first
day up in Granite.”

I raised my eyebrow at him. “Really?”

“Yep, should have followed up on my instinct.”

“What gave you pause?”

“He told us his grandma ‘loved’ those mountains –
past tense – something I’d figure a wordsmith like you would pick
up on.”

I shook my head some more.

“Suzy’s going to hire a foreman to run her operation
while Wesley is off to college; he’s all excited about coming back
and working it, making it for another 100 years.”

I smiled at the thought of it.

“Suzy told me how your dad saved that ranch in
nineteen-thirty-three…”

“Yeah, that was quite a story…”

“You know what they say about the acorn, don’t
ya?”

I smiled at the old saw. “That it doesn’t fall far
from the tree?

He shrugged. “There’s a reason things become
clichés…”

“Because they fit most occasions?”

“Exactly.”

“What you going to do?”

“Bring you the rest of your ‘question-consultant’
fee,” he said, placing the dripping six pack with two bottles on
the table between us.

I accepted one of the beers, sat back and enjoyed the
porch, the quiet of an Eastern Oregon sunset, and the company of a
man who pays his debts.
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Epilogue

November, 1933

 


Walt Stanton was having coffee with his Uncle Steve
in the tiny town of Mecosta, Michigan, when the town’s fire bell
started ringing.

The two men joined everyone in the café out on the
sidewalk. “That smoke’s at Charley’s gas station,” Steve said,
pointing.

All the men on the street were heading for the smoke.
“Volunteer fire department has a new pumper truck,” Steve said.
“But they always need help if they’re going to save anything but
the cellar.”

The fire was in a small shed adjacent to the gas
station and garage, and Charley was hauling a garden hose out of
the garage. “We need to keep it from spreading if we can,” he
yelled.

Walt saw a trellis at the side of the garage, and
climbed it to where he could swing over to the roof of the shed.
Another man had followed him up the trellis, and Charley handed the
hose to him and he handed the nozzle to Walt.

Spraying the hose into the eaves of the shed, he
hoped would protect the wall from the flames and keep the fire
contained.

He heard the pumper truck arrive, and men in rain
coats and boots were clambering out of cars and trucks. These
trained firefighters were all business. They opened the door to the
shed carefully, knowing that they would be letting an expanded
supply of oxygen reach the fire.

Two firefighters trained their two-and-a-half-inch
hose on the source of the flames. Another firefighter who appeared
to be in charge, yelled, “help that guy off the roof before he
falls and breaks his neck. We’ll have that fire out in
minutes.”

Walt felt his hose go limp as someone shut the water
off. He flipped the nozzle over the edge of the roof, and stood up
to work his way back to the trellis. But with his first step he
felt his feet slide on the wet roof and as he shuffled for balance,
he was unceremoniously dropped on his butt. His momentum carried
him down the roof as he scrabbled for something to hang on to, but
he was helpless.

His ten-foot fall ended on the point where the
concrete foundation of the shed met the paved driveway, making a
2-inch step. He heard his right ankle pop, and felt a lightning
bolt of pain shoot up his leg.

“Shit,” he thought, “it’s broke!”

The doctor who examined it declared it might have
been better if it had been broken. “Worst sprain I’ve seen in
years. You need to keep ice on it ’til the swelling goes down,
maybe two weeks, ice twice a day for as long as you can stand
it.

“Then we’ll attack it with heat… you’ll be good to
walk, maybe even run by June. Good as new by August.”

“Doc, I need to be in Oregon by May.”

“Walt, you ain’t hoppin’ no freight train this
spring,” Steve said. “That would be suicide.”

Walt wasn’t anymore a writer than he was a talker,
but he mailed the news to Arleigh, Sam and Suzy the next day.

He hadn’t planned on staying with his Aunt Joyce and
Uncle Steve for more than a week. He had his eye on a new WPA
project that was being put together over in Newaygo on the Muskegon
River. There would be good government jobs building that dam, and
he thought he might make enough money to actually buy a train
ticket by May.

Now that was out of the question.

His cousin, Morgan, was off at school, and he was
welcomed to stay in Morgan’s room until he was healed up and could
make his own way.

He had found an extra $100 in his pay envelope from
Arleigh, and he could pay his way until he got a job, so he
suffered in silence.

He was fully on the mend that April when he noticed
the middle Houston girl. He tried to make small talk with her at
the store, and he invited her to sit with him and his aunt at the
movies, but she wasn’t that friendly towards him.

Then one day he was sitting in a rocker outside the
pool hall when her old man, Fritz Houston, a local farmer, came by
and stopped to chat.

“Fritz, that Sylvie’s a fine young lady,” Walt
said. “She’s smart and pretty. She seems to be happy with
everything but me.”

“She’s picky, I think,” the old man said. “Her
heart’s set on going to college to be an accountant. She’s saving
her money and has a dream. But you never know. Sometimes we think
we’re in charge of our lives and make things happen in our lives. I
think life is what happens to us while we make plans,” he
concluded.

“If you ever see the chance, you might let her
know I’m not a danger or fresh or anything like that.”

“No, Walt, you’re one of the good boys, and I’ll
tell her that if it ever comes up.”

That evening as the Houston family sat down to
dinner, Fritz mentioned that he’d chatted with Walt that day.

“He’s a nice guy. Had a hard go of it early, but
except for that roof last March, he’s landed on his feet every
time.

“He thinks a lot of Silvy, too.” He nodded toward
his daughter, “Wanted me to reassure you that you have nothing to
fear from him. You could do worse than spend time with Walt
Stanton.”

“Him?” Silvy snorted. “I wouldn’t have him if he
were the last man on earth.”

Walt went to work on the Newaygo dam in June; he and
Silvy were married in September. They eventually moved to Detroit
where she worked in the business office of Chevrolet, and Walt
became a tool and die maker for a small company making diesel
engines.

They had two sons, Walter Jr. and James Michael.

The old teamster never touched a rein again in his
life.
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In paperback or E-books where ever books are sold

 


The Next Cool Place

The first Jim Stanton Mystery

Jim revisits his childhood haunts to solve a deadly
mystery and finds the answer to the question of “how tough is tough
enough” right next to him throughout the story.

Sea Change

The final installment in the trilogy that launched
the Jim Stanton Mysteries

Battered, broken, and bruised Jim comes back off the
canvas to still kicking as he finds answers to his deepest held
questions.

Song of Suzies

A young Jim Stanton’s first mystery.

The young editor is forced to dig deeper than the
heart-breaking headlines to resurrect his newspaper’s reputation
even as police have him tagged as a primary suspect.

Even When You Win

There is often a price to pay.

Jim and Jan answer a call for help from a couple who
have won a $5,000-a-week-for-life sweepstakes prize for themselves
and for one of their offspring only to be threatened that if they
don’t pick the right beneficiary, all of their youngsters will
die.

Fear at First Glance

Reliving shadows from the past

Jan’s high school class reunion puts Jim squarely in
the sights of a madman who turns her Northern Michigan homecoming
into a macabre quest for revenge.

Code Matters

In matters of moral codes, all codes matter

Jim and Jan find themselves defending the most
indefensible of Jim’s acquaintances; a man who turned his intellect
into a breach of everything that matters in Jim’s personal code of
ethics.
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