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      'Tis unnatural, 

      Even like the deed that's done. On Tuesday last, 

      A falcon, towering in her pride of place, 

      Was by a mousing owl hawk'd at and kill'd.

      
        
        Macbeth, William Shakespeare
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      Bryan Calvert straightened from his work, then leaned backwards to ease the kink in his back. The tundra tires on his Cessna 180 had been overdue for replacement and blowing a tire during a landing at the Clinton County field he used as a landing strip would be a rotten way to start his weekend at the cabin.

      He glanced at his watch: nine forty-five.

      “Eight hours bottle to throttle,” he said, and tipped back the last two inches of his second bottle of beer. That put him right for a six o’clock departure the next morning.

      He had worked the last of the wing jack legs out of its base when he heard the sound of a vehicle approaching fast, then a spray of gravel hitting the side of the hangar as the vehicle came to a halt. He hefted the heavy metal jack leg in his hand and walked quickly to the hangar’s window. There wasn’t much violent crime in Avondale Township, Pennsylvania, but there was a first time for everything.

      He looked out the window and saw Hal Burridge climbing unsteadily out of his Honda Ridgeline pickup.

      “Shit,” he muttered under his breath and laid the jack leg on the workbench next to the collection of other tools and equipment he had been using: tire talc, air chuck, pry bar, ratchet wrench.

      The hangar door banged open and Hal staggered in. Bryan was struck by the change the last year had wrought in Hal. He had always been thin, but now he was gaunt, his skin stretched too tight over his cheekbones but beginning to hang loose at his neck. When Bryan had first met Hal, he would have guessed his age a decade too low. Now he looked far older than his fifty years.

      “What the hell?” Bryan said, exasperated. “If you’re going to drive drunk, at least drive slow.”

      “What do you care?” Hal’s words were slurred. He put a hand out and steadied himself on the doorframe.

      Bryan tried to swallow down his frustration. “Come on, Hal, we’ve been friends for a long time. Of course I care what happens to you.” He took a step forward and, as he drew closer, he could see tears streaking the older man’s cheeks.

      Hal choked back a sob. “You weren’t so worried about our friendship when you⁠—”

      Bryan halted. “When I what?”

      “When you … you and Gwen …” Hal swiped his hand across his eyes. “Don’t make me say it.”

      Bryan raised his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Hal, I don’t know what you heard, but if you think Gwen or I were doing anything behind your back, you’re wrong.”

      Now it was Hal’s turn to advance across the hangar. “Not you or Gwen. You and Gwen. I treated you like a son! Let you set up shop at my airport, let you work on Gwen’s Extra, on her Lancair. I trusted you with her life!”

      He had almost reached Bryan, backing him up against the workbench.

      “Hal, I never did anything but take good care of Gwen—” He stopped and, he couldn’t help himself, felt his lips curling up in a smile.

      “You what?” Hal’s voice was almost a shriek. “You son of a bitch!” His bleary eyes scanned the workbench and landed on the jack leg. “You ungrateful bastard!” He grabbed the heavy length of metal.

      Hal turned back toward Bryan but lost his balance and almost fell. He caught himself but didn’t straighten. He stood hunched over, one hand on a knee, the other holding the jack leg, his eyes on the floor.

      “For God’s sake, Hal,” said Bryan with disgust. “If you have no other reason to sober up, do it so you don’t make a fool of yourself in a bar fight.”

      With a roar, Hal reared back and, as he did, swung the jack leg up blindly.

      The movement took Bryan by surprise, and he barely managed to jerk his head back in time to avoid having the metal connect with his jaw. “Goddammit, Hal!”

      Hal regained his balance and, in cumbersome slow motion, swung the jack leg back in the other direction.

      Bryan grabbed Hal’s wrist and twisted, and the weapon fell to the concrete floor with a deafening clang.

      Hal slumped back against the workbench.

      “Jesus Christ, Hal,” said Bryan, breathless from adrenaline, “if you want to hold on to Gwen, get your freakin’ act together.”

      As Bryan bent to pick up the jack leg, he saw Hal’s feet turn toward the workbench, his hand move toward its top. He heard the scrape of something moving across its surface.

      The pry bar.

      Bryan jerked away from Hal and swung the jack leg up to block the attack he anticipated. He barely saw the metal rod connect with the side of Hal’s head. He did see the beer bottle that Hal had knocked over roll off the edge of the workbench, the shards scattering in a pretty play of light as it shattered on the concrete floor.

      Hal tottered, stiffened, then hit the floor, face down, with a thud.

      Bryan staggered back against the workbench, looking wide-eyed at the prone body. His breath was coming fast and his heart was thumping with a jackhammer beat. “Hal?”

      There was no movement.

      Moving automatically, he picked up the unbroken neck of the beer bottle, then took a step toward the unconscious man. “Hal!”

      He was about to bend to check for breath or a pulse when the door of the hangar slammed open and Gwen Burridge stood in the doorway, her auburn hair a tangle, her cheeks flushed.

      “What the hell?” She rushed to Hal’s side and began to lower herself onto her knees next to him.

      “Careful—broken glass,” said Bryan.

      She glanced at the bottle neck gripped in his hand.

      “He attacked me,” said Bryan.

      She gestured at the bottle neck. “With that?”

      “No, with this,” he said, lifting the jack leg in his other hand. “I got it away from him. Then I thought he had the pry bar.”

      “You hit him with the jack leg?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “In the head.”

      She bent and tugged at the sleeve of Hal’s shirt, trying to roll him over.

      “The glass—” began Bryan.

      “If you hit him in the head with a wing jack leg,” she retorted, “a couple of splinters in his back aren’t going to be his biggest worry.”

      Bryan set the bottle neck and the jack leg on the workbench and helped her roll Hal onto his back.

      His eyes were closed, his skin ashen. There was no blood, just a faint red mark at his temple.

      Gwen knelt next to him—Bryan could tell from her wince that she had knelt on a sliver of glass—and pressed her fingers to Hal’s neck.

      “Is he okay?” Bryan asked, his voice tight.

      Gwen looked up at Bryan. Her chalk-white face and wide eyes were her only answer.
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      Gwen stood, pulled her phone out of her pocket, and tapped. “Sweep a clear place on either side of him.”

      Bryan grabbed a whisk broom off the pegboard over the workbench and quickly swept two glass-free areas as Gwen tapped and scrolled.

      “Are you calling 911?” he asked.

      “Thirty compressions to two breaths,” she muttered, then slipped her phone back into her pocket. “Which do you want to do?”

      He tossed the whisk broom onto the workbench. “What about 911?”

      She knelt next to Hal. “I’ll do the breaths.”

      She tilted Hal’s head back, sealed her mouth over his, and blew. She took a quick breath and blew again. “Thirty compressions to two breaths,” she said without looking up.

      Bryan knelt on Hal’s other side, locked his hands together as he recalled being taught back in high school, positioned them over Hal’s sternum, and pressed. “One, two, three, four …” His eye wandered to the large clock over the workbench, and he unconsciously adjusted his rhythm to match the ticks of the second hand. When he reached thirty, Gwen gave two breaths, then he resumed the compressions. “One, two, three, four …”

      After two rounds, Gwen checked for a pulse.

      “Nothing.” She bent again to Hal’s mouth and gave two breaths. “Compressions.”

      Bryan watched the second hand of the clock over the workbench sweep through five circuits, Gwen’s checks for a pulse yielding no sign of life. Finally, he sat back on his heels. “We’re not doing any good.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice rising.

      “I’m calling 911.”

      “What do you think they’re going to be able to do for him that we’re not doing?”

      “We’re not experts. They have equipment and meds.”

      She lowered herself into a sitting position. Her face was flushed, her hair falling in her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone.”

      “Don’t you want to see if he can be saved?”

      She scrambled to her feet. “We tried, Bryan! We tried to save him and it was no use!”

      He got to his feet as well. “You don’t know that for sure.”

      She put her balled fists on her hips. “Okay, say they came with their equipment and their meds. Say they hooked him up and shot him full of whatever they have that would bring him back to life. How long would that take? What if they actually got his heart going again? How do you think that would work out?”

      She glared at him and he glared back.

      “I’ll tell you how it would work out,” she continued. “He’d be a vegetable. And the same would have been true even if we had called as soon as it happened. The nearest ambulance is miles away—they couldn’t have gotten here in time, the damage would already have been done.” She crossed her arms. “Especially if this happened because you hit him in the head.”

      “It was an accident. It was self-defense!”

      “Well, which was it—an accident or self-defense? Your lawyer’s going to want to know.”

      “He attacked me!”

      “A fifty-year-old drunk came after you with a broken beer bottle and you hit him in the head with a jack leg and killed him.”

      “He tried to kill me with the jack leg first!”

      “Which you evidently got away from him, unscathed, as far as I can see.”

      “Whose side are you on?”

      “I’m on your side, Bryan. No one is going to believe that it was self-defense … especially if they find out about us.”

      He looked for a long moment at Hal’s body, then slowly put the phone back in his pocket.

      “How did he find out?” he asked.

      She sat heavily on one of the stools next to the workbench. “We had an argument.”

      “About us?”

      “Not at first. It started out about the airport.” She glanced toward Hal’s body, then at Bryan. “He told me he and Arno are going to sell the property to developers—Turriff Brothers.”

      Bryan stared at her for a moment, then dropped onto the second workbench stool. “Holy Christ.”

      “That’s right—a whole row of shoddily built McMansions where Runway Two-four is now. They can turn the FBO into the community center.”

      “What the hell was he thinking?”

      She sucked in a deep breath. “He was thinking that he and I could go somewhere else. Get a fresh start.”

      “You don’t need a fresh start. You need to⁠—”

      She cut him off with a slash of her hand. “I’m not having that discussion now.”

      “And tonight was the first time he mentioned selling the airport?”

      “He had mentioned it before, but I had talked him out of it—or at least I thought I had. Arno must have worn him down.”

      “I had heard rumors, but there are always rumors. Even if the rumors were true, I didn’t think Hal would cave.” He ran his hand down his face. “Who else knows?”

      “He said just him and Arno. And me. And now you.”

      “And they already signed the contract?”

      “Evidently Arno signed it earlier today, then Hal brought it home to sign.”

      Bryan looked back at Hal’s body. Gwen turned her gaze toward the darkness-blackened window.

      After a moment, he said, “There’s only one copy of the contract? Then just tear it up. If it’s true that no one knows other than us and Arno, it will just be Arno’s word that Hal signed it.”

      She glared at him. “I would tear it up if I knew where it was. Hal said he had put it somewhere safe—probably because he was afraid I’d do exactly that when he told me what he had done.”

      “Christ almighty,” groaned Bryan.

      “No airport, no airplanes, no need for an airplane mechanic,” she continued. “You’ll be out of a job, and if we report this, that will make this look even more suspicious.”

      He looked at her, guarded. “What are you suggesting?”

      “I’m suggesting that it would be better for you if the police didn’t think Hal had died after you and he had a brawl in your hangar.”

      “And after you and he had an argument about the two of us screwing around.”

      “I’m not the one who was standing over him holding a wing jack leg and a broken beer bottle!”

      “Don’t act like you’re covering up Hal’s death just for me,” he shot back. “Your fans wouldn’t be too happy if they found out what happened here tonight. Your sponsors wouldn’t be too happy either.”

      She appeared ready to respond, then raised her hand in a tired acknowledgement. “I know, I know. It’s better for both of us if no one knows what happened. We have other things to worry about.”

      He ran his fingers through his hair, then took a deep breath. “How did you get from the Turriff Brothers deal to us?”

      “I told him he needed to stop letting Arno order him around. I told him he had a responsibility to the airport community and he better step up to it. He said his responsibility was to me, and I told him he had stopped living up to his responsibility to me a year ago.”

      “Including certain husbandly responsibilities?”

      “That’s evidently what he thought I meant. I told him not to be silly, that I was talking about the airport, but I guess I don’t have much of a poker face. Plus, by that time, I was trying to make a point. I would never have cheated on him before he became a drunk.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Don’t act like it was more than it was.”

      Bryan glanced toward the body, then down at his hands. After a moment, he looked up at Gwen again.

      “He did what he did because of you.”

      She stood. “Nobody becomes a drunk because of someone else. They become a drunk because they can’t stand themselves.”

      Bryan pushed himself off the stool, walked to the Cessna, and gripped the edge of the wing. “Shit. Just … shit. All I ever wanted was to be able to tinker with planes, go flying, go fishing, and be left alone.”

      “That life is out the window if anyone finds out about this. Then you can kiss fishing and flying goodbye. And a pretty boy like you isn’t likely to be left alone in prison.”

      He glared at her. “I put my phone away, didn’t I? My cousin was in Graterford. He never got out—he died of blood poisoning—but I heard the stories about what happened to him in there. You don’t need to keep trying to convince me.”

      She clamped her lips together. After a moment, she gave a curt nod. “Fine.”

      Bryan dropped his eyes to the ground, drew a deep breath, then turned an exhausted gaze toward Gwen. “How much longer do you think you can keep it up?”

      She set her shoulders in a posture he had seen many times—before a race, or when faced with anyone who questioned a decision she had made. “I just need to get to White Lake next month. I’m going to fly the air races and then I’ll retire.”

      “Jesus, Gwen, I can’t believe you’re really going to fly White Lake. It’s not like you have the whole sky to yourself—you’re a couple of plane lengths from the other racers.”

      “I’ll withdraw if I have to.”

      He eyed her. “No, you won’t. I’ve never seen you make a plan and not stick with it until the bitter end.”

      “It’s a marked course in broad daylight. I don’t need to win, I just need to fly. I won’t take any stupid chances.”

      “The whole thing is a stupid chance.”

      She waved her hand. “I’m not going to argue with you about that right now. We have other things to worry about. What do we do with …” She gestured toward Hal. “You were going to the cabin this weekend, right?”

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      “And you’ve mentioned the trip to some people?”

      “Sure, a couple.”

      “Go up tonight and take him with you. You go up there all the time, so the trip isn’t going to make anyone suspicious, and leaving tonight instead of tomorrow morning can be easily explained, if anyone even notices.”

      Bryan’s eyes drifted to the empty beer bottle still standing on the workbench, and then to the remains of the second bottle scattered across the floor.

      “You’re okay to fly?” she asked.

      “Under the circumstances, I guess I have to be.”

      “I’ll get rid of the bottles.” She glanced around the hangar and her eyes fell on a plastic grocery bag balled up on the workbench. “Let’s put the broken bottle in that.”

      He got a dustpan down from the pegboard and they began sweeping up the shards of glass.

      “Your cabin’s right on the Susquehanna, right?” she asked as they worked. “You could weigh down—” she waved her hand toward the body without looking at it, “—and put it in the river.”

      “It’s not deep enough.”

      “How about burying it?”

      “That would probably be better. There are thousands of acres of state forest and game land up there where no one would find him, even if they think to look for him in Clinton County. They don’t call it the Pennsylvania Wilds for nothing.” He emptied the last of the glass shards into the bag Gwen was holding, straightened, and glanced toward the window. “What do we do with his pickup?”

      “I’ll take care of it,” she replied. “I rode my bike over from the house, I’ll just load it into the back of the truck.” She hesitated. “But I don’t know what the deal is with security cameras on the airport property. What if there’s video showing Hal driving the Ridgeline to the hangar and me driving it away?”

      “I helped Hal install the cameras. There are only a couple of them, and they’re all pointed at your hangar. Doesn’t he usually come in by the back gate?”

      “Yes. It’s the closest to the house. That’s how I came.”

      “There are no cameras back there. What are you going to do with the truck?”

      “The less you know, the better,” she said. “You have a vehicle up at the cabin, right?”

      “Yeah, I have an old Jeep at the airstrip. It’ll be easy to get him from the plane into the Jeep.”

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      “Who are you calling?” she asked, her voice rising.

      “Calm down, I need to get George to turn on the lights.”

      “Who’s George? What lights?”

      “George is the guy who owns the field where I land. We rigged lights so I can land at night, but I can’t turn them on from the air—he needs to turn them on. I’m a good pilot, but not so good that I can land on a homemade airstrip on a moonless night.”

      “Does George come out to the plane when you land?”

      “Are you kidding? He barely comes out of his house. He wouldn’t even take my phone calls if I wasn’t giving him a couple hundred bucks a month to use the field.” As he waited for George to answer, he pointed to the wing jack leg where it lay on the workbench. “Wipe that down.”

      “Jesus, Bryan, wipe it down yourself.”

      After Bryan made the arrangements with George, he slipped the phone into his pocket.

      Gwen stepped reluctantly over to the body. “You pick him up under his arms. I’ll get his legs.”

      Bryan pushed the body into a sitting position, squatted behind it, and got his arms around Hal’s chest. Gwen hooked her arms under Hal’s legs, and they hoisted him off the ground.

      “This is a lot easier than it would have been a year ago,” he said. “When did he get so thin?”

      “When all his calories started coming from whiskey.”

      The fact that Bryan’s Cessna had doors on both sides eased their task somewhat, although the wing strut was a challenge to work around and the cockpit space was as cramped as in any general aviation aircraft. Bryan was glad Gwen wasn’t some petite thing—she was almost as tall as he was and, he knew from personal experience, there was plenty of muscle underneath the curves.

      When they had the body propped precariously up on the passenger seat, Bryan climbed into the pilot’s seat to tug the body into position as Gwen hoisted Hal’s legs in.

      “Hold his torso up so I can get the seatbelt fastened around him,” said Bryan.

      Gwen stepped back and wiped a strand of hair out of her eyes with the back of her hand. “He won’t care if he bumps his head in turbulence.”

      “I don’t want him falling forward into the yoke.”

      After a brief hesitation, Gwen stepped back up to the plane and held Hal’s torso upright until Brian got the seatbelt fastened, then pressed the passenger-side door closed as Bryan climbed out of the cockpit.

      “How long were you planning to stay up at the cabin?” she asked.

      “Couple of days.”

      “Don’t change your plans. And don’t call me. We don’t want there to be a record of a call in case the police get involved.”

      “The police. Holy Christ.” He grabbed the jack leg off the workbench, rubbed it down with a rag, and returned it to its usual place. After a moment’s hesitation, he tossed the rag into the plane.

      “It’ll be fine,” she said, her tone resuming its usual briskness. She glanced around the hangar, perhaps for other telltale signs of Hal’s presence. “We’ll be fine.”

      “‘Fine’ is not a word I would use to describe this situation.”

      She wheeled on him. “You know what I mean. He was my husband, Bryan. I know it’s not fine.”

      He held up his hands. “I get it.” He dropped his hands and sighed. “I just thought when we were done with Preston that we were done with all this cloak and dagger shit.”

      She snatched the intact beer bottle off the workbench and dropped it into the plastic grocery bag. “Let’s get through this and then you can have a crisis of conscience.”

      Gwen helped Bryan put away the remaining tools and equipment, ensuring the hangar was as tidy as Bryan would normally leave it before any trip to his cabin. Then he followed her out of the hangar and helped her lift her bike into the back of Hal’s truck.

      “You’ll be okay … you know … at night?” he asked.

      “Fine. I’ll be fine. I’ll see you when you get back.”

      Without a backward glance, she climbed into the truck, started it up, and rolled slowly away.
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      Bryan checked the needle, ball, and airspeed as he climbed away from Avondale Airport, then he turned northwest.

      His regular route to Clinton County would keep him out of controlled airspace and he never got flight following—he didn’t need some controller in the Harrisburg tower babysitting him. His stomach twisted with a moment of panic—the plane’s transponder would provide a record of the flight—then his insides unclenched. There was no need to keep a secret of the flight, just the flight’s cargo.

      He replayed what had happened in the hangar. Could he have waited that extra second that would have enabled him to see that Hal had just knocked over the beer bottle, not picked up the pry bar from the bench? Could he have reacted in a way that would have meant that Hal Burridge’s body would not now be strapped into the seat beside him, headed for an unmarked grave in the Clinton County forest? He shook his head. If it had been the pry bar that Hal had picked up, and if Bryan had waited that extra second, it might have been Bryan who was heading for an unmarked grave.

      He scanned the six-pack of instruments in the panel of the Cessna, lit not only by their own luminescence but also by the red light that suffused the interior, providing illumination without degrading his night vision. Airspeed indicator, altimeter, vertical speed indicator, attitude indicator, heading indicator, and turn coordinator. None of that fancy glass-panel flying for him. That wasn’t real flying, that was just playing a video game in the air.

      If Hal had managed to catch him with a lucky swing of the wing jack leg, would he have been on the phone to 911 the next minute, undeterred by the thought of the consequences to himself? A year ago, Hal would have made that call to 911. But, thought Bryan, a year ago Hal wouldn’t have had any reason to be swinging a wing jack leg at his wife’s mechanic’s head.

      He ran through what he would do when he landed. He didn’t have to worry about George—he didn’t even interact with him to give him the monthly check, just left it in a battered mailbox the old man had set up next to the Cessna’s tie-down. Even if George spied on Bryan from his house, there was no problem. Bryan parked the plane on the opposite end of the airstrip from George’s house, the night was moonless, and not even the airstrip lights would illuminate his activities. He was usually barely on the ground before George flipped off the lights—“No need to waste the electric,” as he said.

      It was lucky he had the Jeep at the airstrip. He would pull the Jeep up to the plane, his usual practice if he had any gear to unload, and transfer the body to the back of the vehicle. He’d wait until the morning to bury it since, if he lit a lantern to illuminate his work while it was still dark, he might attract the attention of a camper or game warden. He’d cover the body with a tarp, drive to the cabin, and when the sun rose, he would follow one of the logging roads into the woods and pick out Hal’s final resting place.

      He scanned the instruments, adjusted his directional gyro, and thought back to the trip he had made to Clinton County with Hal two years before.
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      Hal had appeared in the door of Bryan’s hangar, canvas duffle bag slung over his shoulder, a cooler in his arms. The sun was just peeking over the low fringe of trees on the far side of the runway, behind the chain link fence that separated the airport from the quarry property. Its beam cut through the hangar, illuminating motes of dust that hung in the warm August air.

      “Nice flying weather,” said Hal.

      “Yup,” said Bryan. “Perfect.” He nodded toward the cooler. “Want me to load that up?”

      “Sure.” Hal handed over the cooler.

      “Jesus,” said Bryan, “what have you got in here?”

      “Couple of six-packs from Kennett Brewing Company, couple of bottles of Cab, and a couple of ribeyes I picked up at the market.” Hal suddenly looked abashed. “Hope that’s okay.”

      Bryan laughed. “It’s okay by me—I’m used to the guys’-weekend-away contribution being a case of Bud in cans.”

      Hal followed Bryan to the plane, where Bryan loaded the cooler into the back. “I appreciate you inviting me along to the cabin. I know you like your private time.”

      “No problem. Just as long as you don’t expect a crazy bachelor weekend away.”

      Hal laughed. “Not really my style. I wish I could offer to take us up in the Lance, but off-airport landings are not exactly my area of expertise. A runway leading to a terminal serving a good burger is more my speed.”

      “I don’t mind taking the Cessna,” Bryan replied. “The tundra tires make it easy.”

      Hal tossed his duffel bag into the back of the Cessna, then helped Bryan pull the plane out of the hangar.

      It had been a long time since Bryan had taken anyone with him to his cabin up in Clinton County. There was the occasional girlfriend—usually never more than once or twice—and once a buddy from high school, but Hal was correct in his understanding that Bryan had bought the cabin as his place to be alone. Some might have considered his life back in Chester County—the maintenance shop that he ran at Avondale Airport, his small apartment in nearby West Grove—to be sufficiently solitary, but there were always people around. The owners of the airplanes he worked on would stop by the shop to check on the status of maintenance or a repair and expect to engage in a little hangar flying with him while they were there—recounting their latest close call, or the misfortunes of a fellow pilot. The people he encountered in the Chester County bars and brew pubs in his quest for live music always seemed eager to compare notes on bands and venues with fellow fans. He didn’t mind so much, but he would have been just as happy working on the planes or listening to the music undisturbed.

      But when Hal had visited the hangar while Bryan was finishing up the inspection on his Lance, he had noticed the photos tacked up above the workbench. They were just cell phone shots, but they pleased Bryan and he had gotten prints made: the cabin against a vivid orange-and-red backdrop of autumn leaves. A creek, cool under the dappled shade of overhanging trees, bubbling over rounded rocks, a slice of blue sky visible through the branches. And the one he was most pleased with: a shot from an overlook at Hyner View State Park capturing a hang glider in flight, the graceful curve of Highway 120 cutting through the tree-covered mountains, a muddy Susquehanna wending its way through the scene.

      “This your cabin?” Hal asked, pointing to the log structure.

      Bryan stepped up beside him, wiping oil off his hands with a rag. “Yeah.”

      “Hunting camp?”

      “Probably was originally built as that, but I’m not a hunter myself. Fishing’s my thing.”

      Hal looked over the other photos. “Nice pictures. You have a good eye.”

      Hal was too polite to invite himself to the cabin, but he lingered at the workbench, gazing at the photos.

      “Any news from Gwen about the flight to White Lake?”

      “She was concerned that the spare engine might not arrive in time, but the truck showed up with it this morning.”

      “That’ll make the trip back a little more relaxing.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t want to be flying a plane powered by an engine that just took that beating in the races.”

      “You going out for the races?” asked Bryan.

      “Yeah, I’m leaving on Wednesday. I have some Scanridge Transport meetings I need to be here for early in the week. Arno has some good ideas—extending our routes further west, adding some residential delivery services that most of the other trucking companies aren’t offering yet—but it’s going to be pricey.” He smiled. “Have to stay around to make sure he doesn’t get ahead of himself. How about you?”

      “Leaving Monday.”

      “Taking the Cessna?”

      “No, I can’t take the time—I’m flying commercial.” He glanced toward the row of photos. “I’m going up to the cabin this weekend—want to come along?”

      Hal raised his eyebrows, evidently as surprised by the offer as Bryan was.

      “If it wouldn’t cramp your style …”

      “Not much ‘styling’ going on in Clinton County,” said Bryan. “Not much of anything going on, in fact, but you’re welcome to come along if you’d just like a weekend away.”

      “Sure, sure, that would be great,” said Hal, clearly cheered by the idea.

      After they took off from Avondale into a morning of “severe clear,” Bryan gave Hal a turn at the controls, prompting him through the ways in which the Cessna, with its minimal instrumentation, differed from Hal’s glass-paneled Lance. Hal might have poked fun at his own flying as nothing more than a quest for the canonical hundred-dollar hamburger, but he had a sure touch at the controls, even in the unfamiliar aircraft. Bryan was also relieved to find that he wasn’t the type of passenger who felt the need to fill the quiet of the flight with conversation.

      Bryan took the controls again for the landing, angling the plane down between the tree-covered ridges. Hal helped unload the fishing equipment from the plane into the Jeep, whistling an almost inaudible rendition of something that sounded operatic, pointing out a deer watching them at the verge between the mowed field and the woods. Bryan hadn’t seen him this upbeat since Gwen had left for White Lake.

      By the time they reached the cabin, Bryan was anxious to get to the creek for some fishing.

      “Want to come?” he asked Hal, not as reluctant as he usually was about inviting someone along. “I have extra gear you can use.”

      “No, thanks—if it’s okay with you I think I’ll take a run, loosen up after the flight.”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      When Bryan returned a few hours later, he found Hal sitting on the porch paging through a copy of a magazine called Logistics Management. Bryan pulled a worn copy of Trout Madness out of the shelf in the cabin and that’s what they did that evening, moving from the porch into the cabin as the temperature dipped after the sun went down. When they got hungry, Bryan cooked up the fish he had caught—they had decided to have a steak-and-eggs breakfast with the ribeyes—along with a few ears of corn. Bryan had a couple of beers, and Hal opened one of the bottles of Cabernet.

      Saturday was much the same, Bryan going fishing while Hal was content to hang out at the cabin, reading and taking periodic hikes through the surrounding fields and woods.

      On Saturday evening, they went into Lock Haven for dinner at Bryan’s regular hangout, the West Branch Bar and Grill, which in Bryan’s opinion served the best burgers in Clinton County. An interview with Gwen from the White Lake Air Races was scheduled to air at eight o’clock, and Hal called ahead to make sure that they could watch it in the bar.

      The bartender brought them a pair of Yuenglings and, at Hal’s request, switched the channel on the big-screen TV from a stock car race to the sports channel that would carry Gwen’s interview. Fortunately, the other patrons seemed happy to watch any sports-themed channel. The burgers when they arrived were as good as ever—each bite necessitating a lean over the plate to catch escaping dollops of mayo and juice from the ripe tomatoes.

      “Any more updates from Gwen?” asked Bryan.

      “You know she’s loving every minute of it,” Hal said with a smile. “Registration, tech inspection, practice, not to mention dinners with the sponsors.” He took a sip of his beer. “I wish she’d get a ferry pilot. It makes for a long time away when she flies out there herself.”

      “I’m guessing she doesn’t want anyone else flying the Lancair,” said Bryan, taking a swallow of beer.

      “Yeah, especially after the race. She wants to baby it home.”

      “She could have the wings removed—truck it back.”

      Hal sighed. “I’ve suggested that, but she’s not interested.” He looked up at the TV and straightened on his stool. “There she is.”

      A man with a microphone stood next to Gwen Burridge, who was wearing a body-hugging silver flight suit, her visored helmet held under her arm, extra-dark round sunglasses lending her an air of old Hollywood glamour that was accentuated by the auburn waves that always reminded Bryan of a World War 2 pin-up. The bar was too loud to hear the audio, but Hal gazed raptly at the picture. The reporter appeared transfixed by whatever Gwen was saying as well.

      “I could do that,” said a slurred voice that cut through the din of the crowded bar.

      Bryan looked over Hal’s shoulder at the speaker. He was about Bryan’s age, with a shaved head that reflected the light from a flickering neon beer sign and a neck that was inked with a snake whose jaws gaped open just behind his ear. The sheared-off sleeves of his denim jacket revealed the kind of muscles that only hours of pumping iron could produce. An empty stool separated him from Hal. The man leered at the screen.

      “Check out them tits.”

      Hal turned slowly on his stool. “That’s my wife.”

      Bryan had thought back to this moment off and on over the intervening years. Hal Burridge in a bar that he didn’t know, surrounded by strangers, turning on his stool to face this man two decades younger than he was. Bryan was a regular, but he had no illusions that the bartender would take their side over the locals. His hand tightened around his beer bottle.

      The young man and Hal locked eyes for a few long seconds, and Bryan could sense the anticipation that rippled through the few people close enough to overhear the exchange. Then the young man lifted his beer to Hal.

      “Lucky man.”

      Hal lifted his own beer. “I am.”
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        * * *

      

      The jostle of a pocket of turbulence brought Bryan back to the gruesome task at hand. He glanced over at Hal’s body just as the plane hit another bump. He jumped as Hal’s hand, which had been resting on his leg, slid off and dangled at his side.

      “Goddamn, Hal, keep still over there,” he said with a nervous laugh. He slowed the plane a bit in view of the turbulence. “Wish I could have seen whatever that guy in the bar saw in your face,” he murmured. “That took balls.” He laughed softly. “But then is there anything you wouldn’t have done for Gwen?”

      There were plenty of men who had fallen under Gwen Burridge’s spell. Hal. Himself, he thought with a grim smile. Preston Gilman.

      Preston had been another of Gwen’s admirers, although nothing like Hal: short, chubby, bespectacled … sober. Although none too careful with his pre-flight checks. The final NTSB report had deemed the cause of Gilman’s crash to be fuel depletion caused by a loose fuel line. Bryan glanced at his own fuel gauge and switched from the right tank to the left.

      “The Falcon sure casts a spell, doesn’t she? Hope things turn out better for me than they did for you and Preston. But Jesus, Hal, selling the airport? What the hell were you thinking?”

      Bryan’s A&P business at Avondale was sweet—he wouldn’t be likely to find another position as good, if he could find one at all. He could keep working on Gwen’s Extra and her Lancair, but that wouldn’t bring in enough money to maintain even his modest lifestyle. In any case, the Peregrine Falcon claimed she was going to retire after the White Lake Air Races in August, just a month away. Assuming she stuck with that plan, his comfortable life was about to come to an end one way or the other.

      His thoughts drifted to who else might know about his affair with Gwen. “It hardly counted as an affair,” he muttered. “We were just having some fun.” He shot a glance at the body in the seat beside his, then returned his gaze to the instruments. “It started the week you were attending that trucking conference in Las Vegas—but how much of that conference did you really attend … and of the parts you did attend, how much do you remember? You were so out of it, it seemed like a safe bet that you wouldn’t figure out what was going on. I certainly didn’t brag to anyone—no one’s business but mine and Gwen’s. But you wouldn’t have told anyone else even if you knew, right, Hal? Too proud to let word get out that the love of your life had been unfaithful to you.”

      Would Gwen stay faithful to her agreement with Bryan to keep the circumstances of Hal’s death secret? Bryan snorted out a bitter laugh. “I don’t fool myself that I’m anything but a means to an end for her,” he said. “The ends being a well-maintained airplane or a well-serviced libido. If things go tango uniform, she’ll throw me to the wolves in a minute to save herself and her career. Am I right, Hal?” He scanned the instruments again. “But I have some ammunition of my own, if I need it.”

      But he had no desire to end the Falcon’s career prematurely. He drew a deep breath. Look what had already been done in the name of her career.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Gwen pulled the Ridgeline carefully into the driveway of a handsome but modestly sized house built in the mid-century modern style. She hadn’t bothered with gloves or some cobbled-together alternative since she often drove Hal’s truck during the day. If the police felt the need to dust for fingerprints, they shouldn’t be surprised to find hers on the wheel.

      The house had been Hal’s before he had met her. When they got together, he had offered to buy something larger and grander, but she was happy with this—especially the location, just a few miles from the airport. For her it was mainly a place to sleep. If she was awake, she was at the airport. If there was money to be spent, she spent it on planes or equipment, especially now that she had product sponsorships and it was her own money and not Hal’s that she was spending.

      Taking the plastic grocery bag containing the beer bottle and glass shards with her, she followed the path from the driveway to the back door, which led to the sunroom and kitchen. She put the bag on the kitchen counter, acutely aware of the window-lined space that turned the illuminated interior into a spot-lit stage for anyone outside, then continued on to Hal’s office. She started for the bar cabinet, then paused. It was likely Arno had the contract, but not out of the question that Hal had brought it home. She detoured to his desk.

      The top was covered with the detritus of a distracted mind. A coffee-ring-stained copy of IFR Magazine lay next to a few crumpled paper towels. One of a jumble of felt-tipped pens had lodged its uncapped end against a pile of unpaid bills, leaching its red ink like blood into the fibers of the paper. It was not a desk she would have associated with the fastidious man she had married five years before.

      She shuffled through the papers on the blotter, then eyed the precarious stacks that formed a parapet at the edges of the desk. A not-so-fine coating of dust suggested that they hadn’t been touched in months, but she would look through them if the contract didn’t turn up elsewhere first.

      Leaving the desk, she went to a Frederick Wagner pastel of the Philadelphia skyline and swung it to one side, revealing a wall safe. She stood gazing at the dial for a moment. Hal had told her what the combination was years ago, but she never thought she’d need to know it. She tried the day, month, and year of their wedding. The safe stayed locked. She tried other variations—year, month, day—and other dates—his birthday, her birthday—but none worked. With a frustrated sigh, she swung the painting back into place and, grabbing one of the paper towels from the desk, turned back to her original destination.

      The bar cabinet held a half-full bottle of Johnnie Walker Gold Label, with a few full bottles in reserve behind it. Using the paper towel, she gingerly picked up the bottle. Her fingerprints here would be harder to explain, and she needed to preserve the evidence of Hal’s handling of the bottle. She went to the kitchen and, after carefully working the cap out of the bottle, poured its contents down the drain. Setting the empty Scotch bottle aside, she turned her attention to the beer bottles.

      She had thought about just tossing them out during the drive to the house, but if the police got involved and somehow found them on the relatively litter-free road between the airport and the Burridges’ home, it wouldn’t look good, and she was loathe to extend the drive just to find another place to dispose of them. She also realized she didn’t have a clear sense of how the broken bottle had factored into the altercation between Bryan and Hal. It had Bryan’s fingerprints on it—and perhaps some evidence that would link it to Hal as well—and it would be tricky to wipe the shards clean. She’d make sure that the bottles ended up in a place—and in a condition—that would make any analysis problematic.

      She went to the pantry and got a cardboard carrier six-pack of HopDevil, the same type of beer Bryan had been drinking in the hangar. Thank God Hal and Bryan had similar tastes in beer. She put two of the bottles in the refrigerator, then poured out the contents of the remaining four bottles. She replaced the four empty bottles, plus the intact bottle from Bryan’s hangar, in the cardboard carrier, and placed that in the plastic grocery bag, which still contained the swept-up shards of the broken bottle.

      Carefully gathering up the bag and using the paper towel to pick up the empty Johnnie Walker bottle, she returned to the pickup and ventured again onto the nearly deserted roads, heading back in the direction of the airport.

      A few minutes later, she pulled onto a dirt road that led to the back of the quarry whose property adjoined the airport. The quarry was surrounded by a chain link fence, the road into it blocked by a gate. She got a key out of the cupholder, climbed out of the truck, and unlocked the padlock on the chain securing the gate.

      Years before, when the builders had needed to get rid of the dirt that was excavated to pour the slab for Gwen’s hangar, the quarry’s owner had given Hal the okay to dump it on the property and had given him a key to the back gate. The owner had never asked for the key back.

      Before Preston, Hal had enjoyed taking his dog, Rosie, for runs there. After Preston, and after Rosie had succumbed to old age, Hal had gone to the quarry to drink. More than once in the last year, Gwen had gotten a phone call from one of the quarry employees asking that she come get her husband, passed out in the bed of his pickup. She credited the character of the man she had first met at Avondale Airport—the character that had made it easy for Hal to talk the quarry owner into giving him a key to the property—with the fact that they called her and not the police.

      If anyone called her this time, it would be to report that they had found the pickup but not the driver.

      She dropped the key back in the cupholder and maneuvered the truck carefully over the rutted track of the dirt road that led through the wooded portion of the property. After a short distance, the branches arching over the road gave way to a starry sky, and the headlights illuminated a packed dirt-and-gravel parking area, then scrubby grass that stretched away into the darkness. She had almost come to a halt when she heard a thump on the bumper.

      “Dammit!”

      She knew what she had hit—she had just misjudged its location.

      She backed up a few feet and killed the engine, then got a flashlight out of the glove compartment and climbed out. She wasn’t overly worried about the light being seen—the pit on this side of the quarry was no longer used, and the active pits were several hundred yards away, beyond a stand of trees.

      This was where Hal had always parked. In fact, he had come here so often that he built a bench for himself, and erected a lower bench for Rosie, a now-rotting blanket tacked to its top. It was Rosie’s bench that Gwen had bumped. There wasn’t much damage to it—just a small tear in the blanket where the material had caught on the truck’s bumper.

      She supposed a scratch on the bumper would make it look even more as if her drunkard husband had been the driver.

      She retrieved the plastic grocery bag from the truck. Then, following the flashlight’s puddle of illumination, she made her way carefully across the grassy field, which pitched down in a gentle slope. When she reached the area where a few boulders shouldered their way up through the rocky soil, she knew she was nearing the pit and slowed her pace even further. After a few more steps, she stopped and shone the flashlight forward.

      The beam of light disappeared into the darkness, not strong enough to reach the other side of the pit, and likely not strong enough to reach its bottom, although Gwen didn’t intend to get close enough to the edge to find out. Swinging her arm a few times to judge the weight of the bag, she let go on a forward swing, sending the bag sailing into the pit. A few seconds later, she heard the splash as it hit the water—hopefully now six broken bottles, not just one. Even if they pulled up the bag during the search for Hal’s body, she couldn’t imagine that it would raise any eyebrows. The quarry seemed like the kind of place where surreptitious beer-drinking might take place, and she had no doubt other six-packs had been disposed of in this way.

      When she got back to the pickup, she replaced the flashlight in the glove compartment, and, leaving the empty Johnnie Walker bottle on the passenger seat, pulled her bike from the back. She flicked on the bike’s headlight, but even so, it wasn’t long before she hit a rut hidden in the shadows dancing in its beam and went sprawling off the bike. Swearing, she climbed to her feet. She hated that kind of clumsiness. Scrapes on her hands sent out a sting of remonstrance. She wouldn’t be pushing the goddamned bike through the goddamned quarry in the dead of night if her goddamned husband hadn’t decided to sell the airport out from under her.

      Jerking the bike upright, she pushed it up the dirt road.

      She didn’t fool herself that the scene she had staged would be enough to convince the police that Hal had thrown himself into the water-filled pit, but they would certainly spend time pursuing that possibility, and she guessed that the more time that passed with no sign of Hal, the better it would be for her. And for Bryan, of course.

      She knew she would have to contact the police. No matter how erratic Hal’s behavior had been over the last year, it would undoubtedly generate suspicion if she didn’t. However, for a day or so, it would be perfectly reasonable for her—and the police—to assume that her husband was just on another bender. They had gotten their fair share of calls about Hal Burridge—calls from people less sympathetic than the quarry employees—to make it an obvious assumption.

      She was supposed to fly to Dover, Delaware, in the morning for an aerobatic demonstration in the afternoon and a dinner in her honor in the evening, returning home the following morning. She would contact the police when she returned from Dover.

      With each step of a plan thought through and decided upon, her emotions were minutely soothed.

      But she couldn’t plan for everything, and she certainly hadn’t planned for this. She was sure Arno was preparing to gloat over his victory next time he saw her, although his gloating might be moderated by the disappearance of his friend and partner, Hal Burridge.

      As she neared the road, she strained her ears for the sound of an approaching vehicle. Anyone passing would certainly take notice of a light in the normally deserted quarry property. She experimentally turned the bike’s light off, but the darkness was absolute. She switched the light back on.

      She had just pulled the gate open and was pushing the bike through when she heard the thrum of
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