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 “Courage is fear holding on a minute longer.”

GENERAL GEORGE S. PATTON

 

 

 

 

 

 

This story is dedicated to all Veterans who served in the U.S. military, and to those who serve and protect today.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

A special thanks to friends and family for their encouragement and support. Thanks to my editors for the finishing touches and my new cover designer, they all did a great job.


 

PROLOGUE

 

Rob pulled off of the interstate and continued on the road leading to the town of Pinecrest, Pennsylvania.  Pinecrest was a quiet place for the most part, but when the busy summer and ski seasons came around, the population doubled, at least. 

Rob drove past the hospital and police station, then stopped at the GetGo store to gas up the Mustang and grab a coffee to go.  As he continued, he thought to himself: We sure had us some good times up on the lake; Little Robby caught his first fish here.  He eventually made a right turn and headed past the old general store, up the winding road to Butterfly Lake. 

With the last of the long hills behind him, Rob pulled into the driveway and hit the brakes in a hurry.  In front of the car, a covey of doves flashed up into the pines, as a pair of bushy-tailed gray squirrels stood watching, before scurrying out of harm’s way.  Rob continued onward, parked the car, then took a deep, rejuvenating breath of the cool, fresh mountain air.  He got out and opened the trunk, looking at the family cabin with a smile on his face. He remembered the drives to the cabin with his Dad and their hunting trips in the big woods. Sometimes, they would work on the cabin in the morning and go fishing on the lake after lunch.

The old cedarwood structure wasn’t much, but it had good bones - the kind one could get used to.  Inside, there was a cozy stone fireplace and a loft with two bedrooms.  The wooden-plank kitchen table bore the dings and scratches of times gone by, and was awaiting more.

One step outside the back door carried visitors into another world.  The cabin sat on a plot of land at the edge of an ancient forest, chock-full of pine, oak and hemlock.  A stone’s throw away was the natural, spring-fed waters of Butterfly Lake, its ripples glimmering with flickers of reflected golden sunlight.  A narrow, worn trail wound its way through a copse of trees, down to a small boat dock at the water’s edge. 

Rob inhaled the crisp, cool air once more, then resumed preparing the cabin for his best friend, Tex, and his family. Beth insisted on a cleanup day each time they left so the inside was nice and clean. He turned the heat and water on and checked around the place, then went to the garage and found the fishing gear in a heap on the floor. He decided to give it some much needed attention.  Rob thought about his friend Tex and hoped it would be a relaxing, reinvigorating vacation for them…

 


 

Chapter 1

MOUNTAIN MEN

 

Deep in the mountains of northern Pennsylvania, two men sat outside their cabin, cooking freshly-caught fish over an open fire.  They were not ordinary campers; their clothes were soiled, their faces unshaven, and their hair long and tangled.  Sam and Bill McCoy were from Southern Georgia.  Sam, the oldest, smartest and tallest, might have been considered plain-looking, were it not for his tangled mop of hair and his scraggly beard; Bill, on the other hand, was not too bright, albeit not from lack of trying.  He had always been slow - he just couldn’t help it - but he was intelligent enough to follow his big brother and do whatever Sam told him to do.  Bill had a large, prominent forehead, teeth which were brown and rotted, and deep, dark, furrowed eyes.  His equally unkempt head and facial hair gave him a Neanderthal look.

Three years earlier, in 1984, in a little Georgia town, the duo had robbed a bank.  Sam had gone wild, nearly killing the bank manager to get into the vault; he also shot and killed a security guard, during a gunfight, on the way out of the bank.  They got away with thirty grand in assorted, unmarked bills.  The police had frantically searched for them but, even as the noose tightened in the area, the brothers managed to escape. 

On the run, the men headed north, seeking safety in the mountains, out of the reach of prying eyes, listening ears and society.  They drove their old truck part of the way, then wisely pushed it over a cliff and watched it roll down into the cover.  They had bought some supplies, and so took to climbing and hiking the rest of their way on foot.  Their journey to freedom took them deep into the mountainous forests, along the beginning of the Appalachian Trail.

They cut their long hair, shaved their beards and stayed away from strangers when possible. A few long months and hundreds of miles later, their great escape had led them to a heavily-forested area, high in the mountains of the Northeast.  As they explored, alongside a narrow, spring fed stream, they came upon an old and seemingly abandoned hunting cabin - luckily for them: it was late-autumn, and growing colder by the day.  The place was run down, deserted and would likely remain that way for some time, so they claimed the little homestead as their own, and took it upon themselves to fix the place up, managing to find enough scrap wood to patch the leaky roof and fix the door. 

During their first winter in the mountains, they ran out of firewood and nearly froze to death, in the snow-covered, draughty cabin.  They managed to survive that ordeal, and continued to live in almost total isolation.  In time, they adapted to the wilderness and became true mountain men.

Once every three or four months, Sam cleaned up, in the small stream behind the cabin; he shaved his filthy beard, trimmed and combed his long hair, and pulled it back into a sloppy ponytail.  When he donned his dirty baseball cap and scratched sunglasses, he looked fairly normal - even slightly civilized.  Only then would the two dare to take the long, two-and-a-half-day hike, to the small town down in the valley.  The little burg of Pinecrest wasn’t exactly a thriving metropolis, but it could boast a great fishing lake, a ski lodge, a general store and a sports shop. 

Bill waited in the cover of the pine trees as Sam carried the packs into town, to refill them with supplies.  No one paid him much attention; in fact, they seemed genuinely happy for the business, especially since he always paid in cash.

One their long hike back up the mountain, Sam and his brother had gone as far as possible. They were bone tired and decided to stop and make camp for the night. After dinner, the brothers shared their newly-acquired whiskey and cigars.  They watched the distant sun setting, creeping lower and lower, until it sank below the mountains.  It was a clear, cool evening - dusk, in that time when summer days seemed to linger forever, before giving in to the darkness of night.  Still, before long, the moon began to make its grand appearance. 

Sam looked up at the silvery orb, hovering above them.  “Them stars will be so bright and clear tonight, you’ll think you can jump right on up there and touch ‘em.”

He looked over at his brother; “You know what?  We have us a good life out here.  ‘Cept for one thing.”

Bill glanced over at him, puzzled: “What, Sam?  What more could we want?  We got us a nice, warm cabin and cash money; the fishin’ and huntin’ is good.”

Sam smiled.  “This is true, my brother, but we are still missing something.  See, I got this desire - a need that’s a-growin’ stronger every day,” Sam said, staring at his little brother, intensely.

“Um… a desire?” Bill questioned.

Sam shook his head and clapped Bill on the shoulder.  “A woman, Bill!  Maybe we can find us a woman!”

“Oh!” Bill replied.  “Like when the Injuns had them squaws to cook and clean for them.”

“Yes!  Yes!  That’s all we need: a squaw to take care of us!”

Once again, Bill’s expression was one of bewilderment: “How, though?  How we gonna get us a squaw?”

Sam laughed; “Don’t you worry, little brother: it won’t be too hard.  I’m working on a plan.”

 


 

Chapter 2

VACATION AT LAST

 

Tex stood on the back deck of his friend Rob’s Pennsylvania lake-house, enjoying the cool, invigorating breeze coming off of the water.  The air had a nice, earthy scent to it, courtesy of the pines and hemlock which flanked the lake.  The sky was bright blue and clear, decorated with a few puffy, white, fair-weather clouds, which floated by, here and there.

Back home in Texas, as usual, it was turning into a very long, hot summer.  For Tex, it was a welcome relief to head up into the mountains and get away from the heat.  It was especially nice because he could spend his vacation with his close friend Rob and his wonderful family, in their cozy cabin.  The previous fall, Tex had invited Rob and his family down to his Texas ranch.  The weather was great then, and they had a wonderful time, fishing and riding horses around the sprawling acres.  Now, he was grateful for Rob returning the favor.

The two men, both in their mid-forties, had been close friends since their days in the jungles and villages of Vietnam.  Rob was a decorated Army field medic, and Tex a decorated Marine sniper, of legendary abilities.  They were alike in many ways, though they differed in physical appearance: Rob had brown, curly hair and a dimpled chin - he was about average height, with a strong, lean build - while Tex had long, black hair and a handlebar mustache.  Tex was a big boy, who stood about six-and-a-half feet tall, his long, lanky body still corded with muscle.

Tex had been happy to accept his friend’s offer and get out of town for some family fun - he had needed a break from work, and was now looking forward to a nice, quiet vacation; he was especially thrilled about fishing in the lake.  Not only that, but he had got a great deal on the airline tickets and was able to rent a very capable S.U.V. for the tricky ascent up the steep hills, into the mountains.  Tex and the family had spent the night at Rob’s place in Pikesville, New Jersey, so they would have a fresh start for the mountains in the morning. 

Angela, his wife, was now busy unpacking, inside the cabin, along with their kids: twelve-year-old Andy and his big sister, Lori, aged fourteen.  “Tex, get the rest of the bags from the car, please,” Angela yelled.

“Be right there, darlin’,” Tex replied, as he stared out over the lake, taking in the view.  He walked down to the water and noticed some ducks swimming along the shoreline: the three little ones, their fuzzy feathers bathed in golden sunlight, swam in single file behind their mother, bringing a broad smile to the Texan’s face. 

The small, white, sandy beach was perfect.  An old, wooden dock jutted out from the sand and into the water, and Tex noticed two canoes in the tall grass next to it, bottoms up.  To make the scene even more charming - like something from a postcard - a swarm of yellow butterflies fluttered around the tops of some wild bushes, feeding on small, purple flowers.  When he peered into the lake, he was surprised to find that he could see all the way to its rocky bottom.

Tex’s urge to grab his fishing pole nearly overtook him, but he managed to resist, turning and heading back up to the car.  He lifted out both suitcases, along with a case of beer.  

On his way to the cabin, with the luggage and liquor in tow, he glimpsed movement, sensed something in the shadows of the enormous oak trees.  He stopped walking and slowly scanned the area, but saw nothing more. 

“Probably just a deer,” he muttered to himself, as he went inside the house.

After all the unpacking was finished, to Angela’s satisfaction, the family headed down to the lake.  Everyone was delighted by the clear, cool water, and the kids frolicked about, quacking at the family of ducks.  Lori caught one of the yellow butterflies and, smiling with delight, let it crawl down her arm, before it took flight.  Angela and Tex sat back in their lounge chairs and relaxed on the beach, enjoying the warm sunshine. 

Angela smiled; “This sure is a beautiful place, Tex.  I love the pine trees and the fresh air.”

Tex took her hand.  “You got that right, babe.  Just look at that view!” he exclaimed, pointing across the lake, to where trees stood like sentries, along the sparkling shoreline.  “We’ll be able to see the whole sunset tonight, for sure.”

A short while later, Tex went inside and loaded his little cooler with some water and a few beers.  Then, unable to resist any longer, he also grabbed his fishing gear and a container of worms.  When he walked back outdoors, he handed Angela a cold one and cracked one open for himself, as he plopped back down in the lounge chair.  “Here’s to a great family vacation,” he said, raising his bottle in the air.

“I’ll toast to that,” she said, clinking her bottle against his.  She smiled from ear to ear; “To a great vacation in a wonderful place!”

 

*

 

The next morning, Tex awoke to the smell of fresh coffee brewing.  The windows were open, and he felt the cool, crisp, morning air on his face.  It was not easy to leave the warmth and comfort of the quilted bed, but he finally convinced himself to get up, then slipped into his jeans and an extra shirt, and headed for the kitchen.  He found Angela sipping from a steaming mug, while she scrambled eggs in a skillet.  Tex immediately went for the coffee pot and kissed his wife good morning.

Angela smiled and returned the kiss.  “Honey, please go wake the kids.”

Before Tex could move, however, the children were already rumbling down the stairs, to join their parents at the wooden table.  

The whole family was happy and excited to be on vacation.  As they ate, they decided that they would take the canoes out to do a little more fishing, right after breakfast.  Lori helped her mom clean up, while Tex and Andy got the fishing gear ready.  

Once the girls were situated in their canoe, Tex helped launch them into the lake.  Andy climbed into the other with his dad and off they went, hoping to find a great fishing spot. 

The fishing started slow, but gathered momentum; Andy hooked a big one and, with a little help from Dad, managed to get him aboard.  Angela and Lori came over to see Andy’s fish, and Angela moved in with her camera, for a nice picture.  Then, Tex smiled as he helped Andy release the big five-pounder back into the water. 

By the time they had finished the excursion, everyone was soaking wet, but no one seemed to mind.  They really had no idea who started the splashing war in the first place, but it hadn’t taken long for it to get completely out of control.  It was so much fun, the splashing and thrashing of the water; they all laughed until it hurt. 

“Honey, it’s getting warmer,” a dripping Angela said; “I think I’ll take the kids over to the pool club, for a swim.”

Tex cast a longing glance at the big, inviting hammock on the deck; “Hey, that’s a great idea.  I’ll see you later.”

 

*

 

Out in the forest, Sam and Bill sat down to take a break, in the shade of a big, red oak, their weathered faces sweaty from the long hike down to the valley.  They devoured a few biscuits and washed them down with water.

Sam pointed over the clearing in front of them: “‘Member when we first come up this way, Bill?  We saw a nice big lake way down yonder.  You remember the trail?  It’s worn a bit, but we should make it; we oughta go back and check it out: we might get lucky and catch a few fish for lunch… maybe find something…”

“I remember the lake,” Bill added, as he wiped the sweat from his ugly face.  “Yeah!  Maybe there’s a nice, big fish for our lunch,” he added, his growing hunger almost palpable in the tone of his voice.

 

*

 

Out on the lake, Tex and the gang were back for another round.  They made a deal: no more splashing; the guilty one had to do all of the dishes. 

Angela was ahead in the fishing contest, but Andy was quickly catching up; by the time they ran out of worms, they were about even.  The family was always competitive, so they decided to settle the score with a race back to the cabin.  Andy and Angela got a jump on the start, but rowed hard to keep up with Tex and Lori
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