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The Friday night haul from Yuba County to Chico was a small tradition built around a college basketball game. Five friends - Jack Madruga, Bill Sterling, Ted Weiher, Jack Huett, and Gary Mathias - left in Madruga’s 1969 Mercury Montego with just enough winter left in the air to sharpen breath. They watched the game, cheered, then stopped for snacks on the way out of town. A clerk remembered candy, soda, and a few pies that travel easily. The plan was simple: drive home, sleep, and meet the next morning for a Special Olympics tournament they cared about more than most things.

They did not come back. Families waited out the first hours with the patience built into households that know each other’s habits. By Saturday afternoon phones had rung enough times to turn worry into a report. The search began along the obvious corridor - Highway 70 toward Marysville - before widening into roads that only loggers and hunters prefer.

Days later, deputies found the Mercury far from obvious, about 70 miles north of Chico in the Plumas National Forest, up a snowed-in service road beyond the hamlet of Inskip. The car sat unlocked, windows cracked, a candy wrapper on the dash and programs from the ballgame in the glove box. The chassis was clean, no mud gouged into wheel wells, and the gas tank had fuel to spare. The rear tires had spun into crusted snow, but not so deep that five young men could not have freed it with minutes of pushing. Keys were gone. So were the boys.

Weather turned the forest into a wall. A storm had crossed the high country the night they vanished, dropping new snow on side roads that already disliked two-wheel drive. Helicopters flew when the ceiling allowed, tracing stream cuts and logging spurs that make compasses sulk. Ground teams followed boot-scuff rumors into lodgepole and fir, then backed out when drifts swallowed knees and landmarks. The car became the pivot for every hypothesis: Why this road; why keep climbing; why leave warmth for wind.

A local man, Joseph Shones, came forward with a night story that investigators logged in careful handwriting. He had driven his Volkswagen up the same road on Friday to check snow depth at his cabin, suffered what felt like a heart episode, and idled for hours trying to warm himself. He said that after midnight he saw flashlights and heard whistling, then later saw a group of people - perhaps men - on the road with a light and, at another point, the glow of what looked like a vehicle behind his car. His account shifted at the edges when retold - how many people, whether there was a second vehicle - but the core stayed: he saw movement in a storm not far from where the Mercury was found.

The Montego itself argued for a particular kind of decision. Madruga was protective of the car, and yet it had been driven miles of rutted gravel into a dark forest he did not know well. The underside was unscraped, which suggested careful driving, headlights finding the crown of the road one turn at a time. Maps in the trunk said nothing useful; none were marked with a plan for the mountains that night. Candy wrappers and folded programs said only what the clerk had already said. The heater had worked before they stopped. It could have worked again.

Early leads rippled outward. A store clerk in Brownsville thought he had seen some of the men on Saturday, buying food and using a phone. A woman thought she’d seen a group at a service station farther south. Investigators logged both and kept them provisional; weekend faces can look like other faces when worry asks them to. The families walked each sighting to its end and returned to the Mercury because it was the one fact that stayed put.

Search commanders drew concentric rings on topo maps and briefed teams on the practicals of winter timber country. Follow drainages; respect wind; mark your line; do not trust a path that looks like your own when the light fails. Flyers went up in Post Offices and café windows from Oroville to Quincy. A National Guard helicopter skimmed the tree line when the ceiling lifted, then stood down when snow reasserted itself. The car sat and waited in white quiet. The road that led to it learned more boot prints and nothing else.

By the first week of March, the file held a clean car deep in snow country, a man on the same road who had seen lights in a storm, and a long list of miles searched without a jacket, shoe, or candy wrapper to move the pins. Families kept the porch lights on as a ritual against doubt. Investigators kept their language plain and their routes systematic. Spring would decide when the forest would loosen its grip. 

Thaw came in June and turned the higher drifts into patchwork. A Forest Service crew cutting brush near a remote trailer complex south of Bucks Lake noticed a broken window and a sour smell that did not belong to pine. Inside the service trailer, on a bed pulled into the corner and piled with blankets, lay the body of Ted Weiher. Beard growth and weight loss told a hard calendar: he had survived for weeks after the night the Mercury was abandoned. On shelves around him sat opened ration cans, a few wrappers, and stacks of supplies that should have lasted a small crew through winter. A large propane tank squatted outside with a closed valve; the heater inside was intact and unlit. The refrigerator held emergency stores. Boxes of dehydrated food waited in a locked pantry that someone had forced. Matches were present. Paper was present. Fuel was present. The room’s stillness made the unused things louder than any explanation.

Searchers widened the ring around the trailer and began to find the others where melt had pulled back
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