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			Chapter 1

			Frankie knew stepping out with two men might be riskier than she wanted. So far, neither knew about the other. Norman thought she lived in Twin Falls and worked in a dress shop, sewing. She met him when he picked up a hat for his mother. She wasn’t sure what he did for a living, but he seemed to have money enough to treat her nice. James, good-looking with slicked back hair, dark eyes, strong arms, and an arrogant walk, suspected she operated as an informant for the police, and she was as dishonest as he was—out for herself and any money she could make telling on others. How James and Norman ended up in 1924 Idaho as two members in a gang of thieves, she didn’t know. 

			And then she was stuck on a leaking wooden scow, chasing water and rapids down a frightening river. She could see why it was called the River of No Return. The scow was a short boat with a big paddle called a sweep on a long pole at each end. The paddles rested in the water and James used the pole to steer the boat from the back and keep it in line in the front. He ran both sweeps, dodging back and forth in the boat as she curled up on a bench and held on as tight as she could. She didn’t have a life preserver, dry pants, or regular boots. She shook like an aspen leaf in a strong breeze. James seemed to know what he was doing, but water sloshed over the sides and in heavy water, came in the front. 

			When James proposed taking her downriver to meet up with his gang at an abandoned ranch on the Salmon River, she had agreed and then acted the way she thought a gun moll would—a little sassy, smart-mouthed, and knowledgeable. Everybody had read about Al Capone and his henchmen and girls. Instead of a confining dress, she wore men’s Levi’s and cowboy boots. A warm wool jacket and a flannel shirt completed her river outfit, along with a knit hat and mittens. The mittens struck an odd note, but she wore them anyway. Halfway there, Frankie regretted ever getting involved with James. He really was a criminal, if even a quarter of his stories about moonshine and Canadian liquor were true. 

			“We’ll pick up Norm and head down to Corn Creek. We’re gonna meet up with a few more men and round up a herd of cattle waiting in a hidden meadow. Piece of cake!” James, his voice as deep as the wretched river, sounded jubilant. “And I’ll have a woman with me. No one else will!” He made it sound like she was the Queen of Sheba.

			Frankie knew the Norm he mentioned was her man-friend from her quiet life. James had described him, told her earlier they were meeting Norm, a tall, lanky man with not much hair on top and long arms and big hands. That was Norm to a tee. 

			James used his whole body, not a small one, to move a sweep and the scow headed for the right side of the river. “Get out!” he yelled. “Pull it in!” Another shout.

			Frankie stared at James. Get out? Into the river? She could see it was deep, even as the wooden boat neared the shore. She would sink and maybe never come up. “I can’t! It’s too deep.”

			

			James pushed harder on the sweep. It hit a rock and cracked. “Get out! Catch the boat!”

			Frankie didn’t let go of her death grip on a wood strut and bench. The boat tilted and water rushed in on the side opposite the shore. She’d have to get out. “James, help me!”

			The man leaped from the scow and landed in hip-deep green water. “C’mon! Jump! I’ll catch you!” He held his arms out.

			Water pouring in would drown her. The deep water by James would drown her. She’d have to trust him to catch her. Frankie climbed up on the tipped edge of the scow. Her left foot slipped but she fell forward, not back. James stepped sideways and let her fling herself into the water. She sank. Even as water covered her head, she knew the river poured into her boots and pulled her down. She tried to lift her head and push against the ground with her feet, which had found a rounded stone.

			Before she could bend her legs and shove up, a hand grabbed her jacket and pulled her head into the air. She spewed water and choked. James had saved her, laughing heartily, as if her drowning had been a joke. She wanted to kick him, but her boots wouldn’t move because of the river water in them.

			James shoved her toward shore while he tried to catch the scow. He was too late. While Frankie tried to get her footing on the rocks along the shore, she saw the current drag the scow back into the river. “Damn it! This is all your fault!” The man frowned and tried to sweep water toward Frankie. By then, she had found her footing and moved onto the shore. She wanted to scream back at him, but she was still choking from the water that had filled her mouth and throat. She crawled on her hands and knees to rough-cut stairs and sat. When she could move, she dumped water out of her boots and wrung her knit hat as dry as she could. Her mittens, water-logged, might as well have been two dead fish.

			“Look what you done!” A new voice joined the shouting. Norman. “The boat’s gone for good, you idiot!”

			Frankie ducked her head. She tucked her hair back into the wet hat. How was she going to explain this to Norm? Or James, for that matter.

			By then, James had reached shore and emptied water out of his boots, too. “Aw, cram it. There’s a dory in one of them sheds up there. We can go down the river in it. Easier to maneuver, anyway.” 

			“Who’s this?” Norm asked. “You didn’t say you was gonna bring anyone else to the ranch.” 

			“Frankie. I think you know her. She wanted a little adventure.” He chuckled. “Guess she found it. She’s not one of those old ladies you hustle for a living.”

			Frankie had no choice but to look up. “Hi, Norman.” She could feel her face flush—an old lady she was not. Had he hustled her? “I thought I’d come along for the ride. I didn’t think he would try to drown me.” She turned her head to look at the water. “I never saw the Salmon River before.”

			“You! Frankie! How do you know this law-breaker?” He stepped down the stairs and lifted her up to hold her at arm’s length. “You look like a drowned rat.” He took her hand. “C’mon up to the house, and I’ll get you warm.” He glared at James. “Pretty clear, he doesn’t give a damn.” He helped her along, his arm around her back. He called back to James. “You won’t believe what I found up here. We won’t need those cattle!” 

			Frankie had a bad feeling about the two of them—a thief and a hustler?—and about being at the sagging and desolate ranch across the field. She wished she were home sewing someone’s dress and putting together a straw hat for a summer party.

			“Frankie can get warm on her own,” James said. “Help me get the dory down here. I can’t do it alone.” He ignored Frankie and headed toward a shed. “What did you find?” he called back.

			Frankie held onto Norm’s hands. “Help me,” she pleaded. He shook her loose.

			“I’ll show you our prize in a bit,” he said. Then he followed James.

			When Frankie entered the derelict cabin, she could hardly believe the mess. Norm must have searched the whole place, pulled stuffing from cushions, emptied cupboards, flung newspapers around. She removed her boots and wrung the socks out. The cabin was warm, so she curled up on the ruined couch. She wasn’t a sissy. Her mother taught her sewing before she left for good. Frankie’s father had taught her to ride and hunt on their farm near Twin Falls before he went broke. He had warned her about bad men. She half-dozed until she heard the men’s voices.

			“You didn’t need to bang Bull on the head.” Voices came closer. That was James. “He was a friend of mine.”

			“Oh yes, I did,” Norm answered. “Didn’t you see the stack of gold I found? He tried to stab me, so I stopped him with a shovel. He’ll come ’round. And if he doesn’t, who cares? Nobody ever comes to this wreck of a ranch.” The voices stopped as they reached the doorway. “We just need to tie him up. Make sure he doesn’t tell anyone about us.”

			Frankie pretended to be asleep. Gold, she thought. Maybe the whole trip was worth it after all.

			“You only gave me a peek. Where’s the rest?” James asked. “I want to see this treasure. It might be fool’s gold, knowing Bull as I do. He’s quite a joker.”

			

			The men entered the door, their boots stomping. One squished. That was James.

			“What’d you do? Tear the place apart?”

			“Once I found the gold in that shed, I decided there might be more treasure hidden—cash or hooch or whatever.”

			“Find anything else?”

			“You could let a girl get some rest,” Frankie said. She wanted to be part of the conversation, so she gave up her pretend sleep. “What’s this bull guy? He wasn’t very clean.”

			Norman left the room and came back with a box. The box looked old and worn and cattywampus. “Here,” he said, pulling off the lid. James and Frankie both stood up to peer in. It was filled with paper. Frankie recognized it before James did—money. Norman pulled out a sheaf and tossed it up. “See what I mean?”

			James almost cackled. “Don’t spill it! How much? Is it real?” He grabbed at the papers and stuffed what he could in his pocket.

			Frankie wanted a handful for herself. Through the open door, though, she heard men’s shouts. She rushed to the door. “Pick it up,” she called. “There’s a long boat out there, coming in. Looks like a big guy jumping off.”

			James joined her. “I know him. Trouble. Frankie, you sneak out the back and down to the horses. Norman, where’s the gold? We need to hide it and play dumb about Bull.”

			“In the horse shed in a pack in the straw. I hit Bull with a shovel, Frankie. See if he’s still out and hit him again if he’s not. Then cover him up.” 

			James pulled a revolver from the back waistband of his pants. Frankie wondered where that came from. She looked at Norm. He motioned for her to go, so she did. Norm followed her out and watched. She slipped around to the shed. As she entered, she heard gunshots. She ducked and hid in a hay stall, briefly. Then she found three horses in another shed. 

			She recognized Norm’s horse. So that was how he got there. She looked around and found his blanket and saddle. After she slung both onto the horse, a man stumbled into the stall. She could see where blood had run down and over his neck. He was a big man, and he pointed a shotgun at her. 

			“You’re a girl.” He lowered the gun, and she grabbed it. She heard a shout outside. A horseman had ridden in. James, Norman, a rider, a second boat—Frankie felt overwhelmed. She swung around and aimed the gun out the window of the shed. The man behind her grabbed it. They wrestled, Frankie pulling and the man jerking back, and it went off. The man fell back as if he had been shot. She leaned over and pushed at him. He didn’t move. The shovel hit must have been harder than Norm thought. She piled handfuls of straw over him, as he appeared unlikely to get up. After casting a glance out the window again, she hid the gun under a load of hay. Then she led the horse toward the door. The gold.

			Frankie poked through the rest of the straw and found a dirty pack. It was filled with rocks, nuggets, and small leather bags. Empty saddlebags hung from a hook with other horse tack. A cupboard with no door held horse medications, liniment, and brushes in heaps, as chaotic as the cabin had been.

			Two more shots rang out. James dashed into the shed, leaving the door standing open.

			“That Bull man came in from there,” Frankie said and pointed to his legs. “Where is Norman?’

			“The man from the boat killed Norm. I shot him.” James acted like shooting a man happened every day. “C’mon. We gotta get outta here. Find the gold?” He grabbed the pack that Frankie held. She had fastened the flap on top.

			“That’s it.” The saddlebags sat beside her in the straw. “That’s Norm’s horse. I’m not getting on that water again.” She turned to James. “Norman? Dead? He was keeping watch.” Poor Norman, or maybe he was as bad as James. Frankie sagged against the horse. She gestured toward the straw heaped over the fallen man. “You tie him up. I don’t want to touch him. I’m going on the horse. I can meet you in Challis. Wait for me there. Please.” 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			A frumpy automobile pulled up to the open Last Chance Ranch gate, and a man jumped out. He strode rapidly up the lavender field to the ranch, puffing as he arrived at the front porch. Nellie Burns had been trying out her new camera, perched on a tripod and aimed at aspen trees beside the house, their leaves fluttering in a slight breeze. She put aside her black cloth that she used to cover her head and focus.

			“Hello,” she said. “Can I help you?” Strangers didn’t often arrive at Last Chance, not since she and Charlie had moved in when they returned from their sojourn at Lava Hot Springs after their wedding. She had relished the quiet, not missing the bustle of either Ketchum or Hailey. 

			“Is Nellie Burns here?” The man’s voice was loud, as if she were hard of hearing. He stared at her. His livery clothes looked dated and mussed. He calmed down somewhat but still had the look of a man in a hurry. “I got a message for her. Are you Miss Burns?”

			“Yes, I am.” Nellie had decided to keep and use her own name. Charlie had supported her, although several people had been upset—Goldie, her previous landlady, for one. “What can I do for you?” The warm fall seemed to be never ending. “Would you like a glass of lemonade?” 

			“No need for lemonade. I’m kinda in a hurry.” The man gawked and wiped his mouth. He pulled out a large blue handkerchief and wiped his forehead.

			Nellie looked around. The yellow and orange aspen leaves quaked and a few scattered clouds crossed the sun, bringing a spate of cold air. She shivered.

			“The sheriff is hurt. If you want to see him, you gotta go up to Stanley and get on the river. That’s the fastest way. The road north is closed down ’cause of that fire that started this summer and won’t seem to let go.” The man glanced north as if he could see smoke. “Sam the barkeep called the hotel in Ketchum, and they sent me to find you. I’m supposed to take you to Stanley, and Sam will take you to a riverboat. He rounded up a nurse to go with.”

			“But, but…” Charlie hurt! He couldn’t be. They just got married. “How was he hurt?” No sense in telling the messenger her situation, alone and taking care of Rosy Kipling’s place. Then she realized—she must go! “What will I need? How far and which river?”

			“The Salmon, of course. Dress warm. It’ll be darned cold on the river.” He glanced at her split skirt. “I’d pack some pants and boots if you have any. Sweater. Hat. Scarf.” He shook his head, as if he were guessing at what a woman might need on a river. He wiped his neck and stuffed the handkerchief back in his pants pocket.

			Wringing her hands, Nellie knew she needed to be quick and calm. “Bring your auto down the road to the front porch. I’ll get ready as fast as I can. Should I pack some food?”

			The man had already turned away and headed to the gate. Nellie packed her camera and tripod. She’d take it, but maybe leave it with the barkeep if the riverboat was too open and it would get wet. She wished she still had her smaller Premo, the one smashed up at the ghost town of Vienna in the summer. As much as she loved her new camera, it was awkward to carry.

			Nellie dashed into the house, hurried up the stairs off the living room and grabbed a bag to put in a few items of clothes. She glanced at the bed. She hadn’t even made it after Charlie had left for town early the day before. And now he was hurt in some godforsaken place along the Salmon River! But he must be alive, or the barkeep would have said differently, wouldn’t he? She choked and sniffed back tears. Since Rosy Kipling, her friend the retired miner, his sister, and the boys had moved back to town for school and work, she and Charlie had been staying at the ranch for a few weeks. 

			Moonie, her black Lab dog, almost tripped her as she ran back down the stairs with her bag. “Moonshine! You need to come with me!” She grabbed a leash from the kitchen and stuffed it in a canvas bag along with jerky, biscuits, a half loaf of bread, a hunk of ham, and two bottles of seltzer. A canteen—she would need that, too. Nell rushed to a back shed and pulled out a canteen, two blankets, two towels, her boots, a flashlight, her revolver, some bullets, a coat and scarf, and a knit hat. A lot of good that would do on the river. Her new-to-her auto was parked at the back of the ranch. She should drive that instead of riding with the messenger. She’d feel better with her own transportation.

			The messenger stood beside his black car, a DeSoto, Nell could see. Maybe 1920 or thereabouts. “I will drive my own automobile. I know where the barkeep is. You don’t need to take me. You can go back to the hotel.”

			“That barkeep said to bring ya. That deputy in town said the same thing.”

			“Rosy? He knows about this? Why didn’t he come to get me?”

			“And you can’t take that dog in this auto. It ain’t mine. It belongs to the hotel. No animals.”

			“You go back to that hotel. Call Sam the barkeep and tell him I’ll drive to the sal— uh, the café and meet him there. You tell Rosy he can come with me or not. It depends on what’s going on in Ketchum and Hailey, but I’d like him with me, if he can. Tell Rosy I am leaving the ranch, and he needs to lock it up.”

			The man sputtered. He shrugged his shoulders. “Women!” he muttered and climbed back into his DeSoto, turned it in a circle, and left.

			Nellie carried her gear to her own auto, whistled for Moonshine, and he climbed in. “Keep a good thought for Charlie,” she said to her dog and hugged him. 
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			Nellie had rarely driven the auto Gwynn Campbell, the sheep rancher, gave to her. It was a different model than the automobiles she knew—Rosy Kipling’s and Henry the miner’s. Henry lived at the boarding house where she had lived until she and Charlie married. Even so, she wanted her own means of locomotion and a way to bring Charlie home if he was in bad shape. It wasn’t long since he recovered from the beating he’d taken that summer.

			Focusing on packing the gear helped her avoid breaking down at yet another emergency that came in this wild state of central Idaho. Charlie, her husband now and the sheriff of Blaine County, insisted she keep the gasoline tank full, so she didn’t have that worry. It was a good rule to follow while they lived at Rosy’s Last Chance Ranch, six miles out of Ketchum.

			The auto started up right away when Nellie pressed the starter—no cranking, thank goodness. She headed out the road and turned north at the end of the driveway. “Hang on, honey. I’m coming.” Her drive up to Galena Lodge passed quickly with no other autos and no animals. She stopped at the store to tell Lulu about her mission.

			“Lulu,” Nell called, as she climbed down from her seat.

			The Galena store proprietor stepped out onto the porch. She had a western look—split skirt, leather vest, and a denim blue shirt. Her hair was pulled back from her face. 

			“I’m on my way to Stanley. Charlie’s been hurt down river. I’m going to catch a boat, I think. What will I need? Moonie is with me, too.”

			“Do you have your revolver?” Lulu was always no nonsense.

			“Yes, but maybe I need more ammo. Do you have any?”

			“Yep. Come on in.” Lulu turned on her heel and re-entered the store. “Do you know if the boatman has life preservers for you and your dog? The river will be low and travel by boat a little risky. How far are you going?”

			“I don’t know. I got word from a driver for the hotel—maybe Guyer Hot Springs in Ketchum. He said he’d take me, but I wanted my own automobile.”

			Lulu stepped behind the counter and unlocked a metal box. She pulled out a dozen bullets wrapped in a paper sleeve. “Here you go.” Then she opened the door of a storage closet. “I got two preservers you can take. If you don’t need ’em, just bring ’em back. I won’t charge you.” She sorted out two cloth covered cork pieces with straps. “You’ll need an extra strap or two for Moonshine. He won’t like it, but it’ll keep him from sinking. If you end up in the water, keep your feet down river and this cork piece behind your head.” Lulu demonstrated the life preservers.

			Nell knew how to swim. The cork preservers looked awkward and seemed heavy to her. “I don’t think we’ll need these.”

			“You will if you get conked on a rock or swept off with a branch. Take ’em.” She piled the preservers on the counter. “Got a flashlight? First aid kit? Warm hat and gloves? Extra socks?”

			Nell nodded with each question. “Not a first aid kit, but the driver said a nurse would be coming, too. Is your telephone working? I’m going to try Rosy. I left a message with the hotel driver, but who knows if he’s reliable.”

			With Lulu’s nod, Nell stepped over to the telephone on the back wall and clicked for the operator. She asked for the sheriff’s office in Ketchum and then Hailey. No answer at either place. “Operator, this is Nellie Burns. Keep trying for Rosy Kipling please. Tell him I’m on my way to Stanley in my own automobile, and tell him to try to telephone Sam the barkeep at the café, or Lulu here at Galena to get my message. Thanks.”

			Lulu helped carry the life preservers and ammo to Nell’s auto. “I’ll get you a canvas bag for your revolver to keep it dry.” She ran back in and returned with a bag.

			“I hope I don’t need it, Lulu, but it’s a good idea to take the bag, just in case.”

			“Have you thought about how you’ll get the sheriff back upriver if he’s hurt?”

			“No. I’m hoping Rosy can come to Stanley and take the road down river. It’s faster than the river itself is what I understand and maybe closed because of fires.” Nell climbed behind the steering wheel, patted Moonie, and waved to Lulu. “Thanks for your help, Lulu. I hope to see you in a day or two.”

			Nell headed for the steep pass, glad it was a clear fall day. From the top, she let the auto go fast, but then had to slow to take the curves. The aspens had lost most of their leaves and the bare branches reached like white bones. The few leaves left fluttered brown or black on a light wind, denoting cold days and nights. Moonshine slept in the passenger seat. He raised his head when Nellie drove up to the saloon/café.

			Sam the barkeep strode out the door. “Glad you finally made it, Miss Burns, er, Miss Nell. Took your time.”

			“I got here as soon as I could, Sam. Maybe the hotel messenger took his time.” She had stepped out of the auto. “I didn’t think he could get here any faster than I could. Tell me what you know and where I should be going, please.”

			“Come in and wet your whistle. No one’s around this time of day.”

			The saloon looked the same as usual, except empty. The wood floor was scraped with cowboy boots and spurs and maybe a few miners’ boots, too. It felt lonely without any cowboys at the bar. She glanced toward the room to the side where she had sat with her Chinese friend, Sammy Ah Kee, and Joe High Sing in the summer. It, too, was empty. Sun splashed through the front door and front windows, revealing dust.

			“Water or beer?”

			“Water, please. Could I fill my canteen as well and a jar for my dog?”

			“Sure.” Sam pushed through the swinging doors into the kitchen and came back with a glass of water for her and a beer for himself. He sat at the bar. Nellie stood. 

			

			“A cowboy came in all dusty and wore out. He said he’d ridden up from Challis and that Sheriff Azgo had been in a tussle at one of the ranches down that way. He said the sheriff was hurt and so was another man. A second man took a horse and left. A third man grabbed a small dory and paddled his way down the river and disappeared. This was yesterday and last night.”

			“Did he say why the sheriff was there? I understood Charlie was coming up to Stanley to deal with some horse thieves or maybe cattle thieves. He wasn’t too clear when he stopped by on his way from Ketchum to Stanley yesterday afternoon, but he said he might be away one night. He didn’t say anything about going down river. It was supposed to be around the Yankee Fork Dredge.” She sipped her water, worried. She should have gone with him. “Did you see him?”

			“I saw him as he came through in his official automobile. That was what I thought, too. He said he was going to Custer. Hoped he’d be back in a few hours’ time but wasn’t clear on what the problem was. That road is pretty bad, though. Just drivin’ it would take some time. And there was a flood back that way this spring, so it mighta been broken up completely.”

			“So where did the cowboy say Charlie was?”

			“There’s an old rancher down the river a ways. He pretty much runs a few cattle and sheep, has a house of sorts and some outbuildings. Who knows? Maybe he pans for gold now and then and gets a little dust. The cowboy wasn’t clear about what happened. Said someone’s gotta take the riverboat down and pick up the two men before they bleed to death.”

			Nellie shuddered. This sounded too familiar. “Isn’t there anyone else at whatever ranch it is to take care of wounded men?” She placed the empty glass on the bar. “And why didn’t the cowboy help out?”

			“Sounded like he was hell-bent on gettin’ out of there. He didn’t stay long here, either. Headed into the hills to one of those dude places.”

			“Can you tell me how to get to the riverboat? Is it near Custer? Isn’t that just a fork and I have to go to the main river somewhere?”

			“There’s Mormon Landing past Lower Stanley, past Sunbeam Dam—the one the fishermen want to blow up—and past the hot springs. I think someone is waiting for you to arrive. Don’t know about your dog, though. The river rats mostly use flat-bottomed boats to go down river. You know it’s called the River of No Return.”

			“Yes, I know. Gwynn said that was because the boats couldn’t get back up it.”

			Sam raised his eyebrows. “Well, that, too.”

			Nellie filled her canteen and took the jar for Moonshine. 

			“I think Mormon Landing might be too close. Just keep drivin’ until you see a wooden scow pulled in at a beach. It might be as far as Basin Point. You’ll have to leave your automobile there.” Sam stopped talking and leaned toward Nellie. “Say, I better go with you and bring it back here. No telling what could happen along that road—fires and such.”

			Indecision made Nellie freeze. Could she trust Sam the barkeep? He’d been helpful in dealing with her mother in the summer, even helped her with trapping a bad man who might have hurt both her mother and her. “All right,” she said. She really had no choice. Leaving her auto along a lonely road above the river was not the right thing to do. “Thank you for offering, Sam. I hadn’t thought of the danger to my new automobile.” She turned to head for the door. “Let’s go. I hope the riverboat has waited for me. Does it know I’m coming?”

			“No, it just waits for passengers and mail to be loaded up. Scheduled to leave late afternoon, so it’ll get to Challis for the night. That’s after you get off wherever Charlie is and load him on. And maybe the other guy.”

			“But how will I get Charlie back here?” 

			“I dunno. Just hope he’s ready to get on the scow. The trip from there to Challis goes through a canyon. Unless he can ride a horse. Then you two can come the way the cowboy did—rough riding.” Sam followed her out the door and locked it. “No new scow for another month, if then. It’s gettin’ late in the year.”

			Uh-oh, Nellie thought. She had a bad feeling about this rescue mission. If only she could get to Charlie in time.

			“There’s a nurse going to go with you,” Sam said. “She already left for the scow after the cowboy told me about the tussle. I sent him to tell her to get on her way. So, even if we don’t get there in time, she will.”

			“A nurse? There isn’t even a doctor around here. I remember that from this summer when we needed a doctor for Joe High Sing’s leg. Why didn’t you tell me then?” Nellie opened the door of her auto and climbed in. Sam kept surprising her with new information. What hadn’t he told her about the nurse before?

			Sam settled in the passenger seat and Moonshine moved to the rear. “I can’t take care of no dog.”

			“Moonshine is coming with me.” Nellie would not argue with anyone about that. She would just bring Moonie and ignore any more remonstrances about dogs. 

			“Janie doesn’t stay around here much. She has a place not far from the Middle Fork of the Salmon and only comes in for provisions and a glass of beer from time to time. She kind of rides circuit to the few ranches up that way and fixes up people’s wounds and stuff.” 

			“Wounds?” Nellie shifted into gear and drove back to the road going east, through Lower Stanley and beyond. The pavement ended right past the roadhouse where she had stayed the summer before, taking photographs of the heart-stopping views of the Sawtooth Mountains and the River of No Return. She hoped she and Charlie would both return.
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			Nellie and Sam passed a body of water, a reservoir behind Sunbeam Dam, and found the river scow at a takeout eddy along the river, not far from the road. The boatman still waited. Sam helped her carry her gear down a rocky path to a long flat boat. Two long poles rested, one on either end. “Those’re poles with sweeps, uh, big paddles on the ends. The boat ain’t all that maneuverable, but the boatmen always seem to know what to do.”

			The front and back of the scow sported blunt ends. Along the sides, a fence of sorts, made of double sheets of plywood with spacers in between, held onto the goods and passengers. As Nellie neared, she could see the bottom slats and sighed a little relief. Maybe her boots wouldn’t get wet. Moonie on his leash kept close to her legs, as if he knew he couldn’t escape. Nellie doubted he would like riding in a scow. She wasn’t too sure about it, either. Stacks of goods sat mostly in the middle in front of a bench and along the sides.

			“Howdy there, little lady. I heard you was comin’. Glad you made it in time.” A man helped her climb aboard from one blunt end pulled up on the beach. “I’m Ace, your coach driver.” He chuckled into a full mustache and beard. His grin showed one tooth gone, and his pale blue eyes twinkled at her. He motioned to another passenger who sat on the wooden bench fastened to the slats. “This here’s Janie. She’s used to riding scows, so she can help you get settled. We gotta take off in a few minutes.” He said no word about Moonshine.

			“Thank you, uh, Ace. I’m Nellie Burns, and this is Moonshine.” She stepped hesitatingly to the middle of the boat as it moved up and down with the river water pushing against its sides. “Do you have life preservers? Lulu at the Galena store told me I had to wear one—my dog, too.” She eyed the stack of her gear as Sam loaded it over one side.

			“Nope. But you go ahead. Janie asked me the same thing. ’Course, she’s ridden with me lots of times and never fallen out. I try to be a mite careful when I got passengers, especially women. The men can take care of themselves. I lost one or two of them along the way.” He chuckled again, a low melodious sound for a man. 

			“I’m Janie,” said the woman on the bench. She had turned to Nellie. Her hair was white as a swan’s and her face as un-wrinkled as a new apple’s, her cheeks almost as red. Dark eyes flashed from under a bonnet on her head. “Miss Burns, isn’t it? You follow Lulu’s advice and put on that cork thing. I just naturally float.” She spread her arms to reveal a comfortably plump figure. “You look a little skinny to be floating in this river.”

			Nellie donned the life preserver, then fitted the other one to Moonie and wrapped the extra strap around him. He didn’t fidget, as if he knew this would help him at some point in the boat ride. “All right, I’m ready.” 

			Ace and Sam pushed the scow off the sand and Ace leaped in. He stood by the pole and moved the sweep to get the scow into the current of the river. Nell waved to Sam as he climbed back to her automobile. She hoped she and Charlie would return to it.

			Nell rode in the scow as if she were on a horse for the first time; she hung on wherever she could—the seat, the edge. No pommel. She would have grabbed Janie or Ace if she could without shame. She must reach Charlie lying hurt downriver. She was on the Salmon River, the River of No Return. She hoped that wasn’t prescient. The water looked a deep green except when it tumbled over white-topped waves. They curled toward them, and the scow rode stiffly across. Sometimes, the water sloshed across the front and appeared to almost drown Ace, but he kept the boat heading forward in a steady bumpy ride.

			Hurry, hurry, she wanted to scream to Ace, the water, the breeze, the air. Charlie is hurt!

			Along a quiet non-rushing stretch where the water turned dark and deep, Janie stared up a cliff. “Hear that, Miss Burns?”

			Beyond
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