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It would end up being the most heinous crime the citizens of Douglas, Wyoming would bear witness to for centuries to come, and certainly was the most gruesome that anyone could ever remember. On October 1st, Carolyn Patterson had driven the simple five minute trek across the small town of five thousand to check on her daughter Wanda Sue, and her two grandsons, Chance and Bridger, at their townhouse on Fairway Drive. Carolyn was not the worrying type, but on this particular occasion she was concerned because she hadn’t heard from Wanda Sue for twenty-four hours. Normally, not hearing from an adult daughter for a mere day wouldn’t be enough to sound anyone’s alarm bells, but Wanda Sue was a single mom of two boys under the age of six, and she tended to call her mother three to four times a day for meaningless chit-chat or for childcare favors. Carolyn didn’t mind the calls, as she was a widow and the time with the boys filled her life with noise and laughter and discovery. Wanda Sue normally carried her cell phone in hand – as if it was her lifeline – so when Carloyn couldn’t get an answer or a returned call for twenty-four hours, she decided to put her mind at ease and drive to her daughter’s house. She put her car in gear and began the drive down Fourth Street, proceeding under Interstate 25, and then took the left turn onto Fairway Drive, which was adjacent to the town’s only golf course.
As she was driving, Carolyn couldn’t help but appreciate the sunny day, and welcomed how the water on the North Platte River shimmered from the gusty winds which were customary for this rural area of central Wyoming. As she neared her daughter’s townhouse, however, Carolyn noticed the first instance of dark clouds forming to the west, and realized that this was probably a telltale sign that the first winter storm was on its way. She rolled down her window as she pulled into Wanda Sue’s driveway, inhaling as much moisture as she could from the otherwise dry air.
As she stepped out of her car and began the walk towards the front porch, Carolyn was relieved to not only note that Wanda Sue’s Ford Fiesta was in the driveway, but that her front door was wide open; certainly that meant the kids must be out riding their bikes. Carolyn expected an immediate answer after she rang the bell since Wanda Sue was usually on red-alert when her kids were out playing in the front yard, so she didn’t pause long before opening the screen door after her call went unheeded. As Carolyn was getting ready to shout out Wanda Sue’s name, she barely missed stepping on Bridger’s body, which was lying in the middle of the floor, twisted and bloodied and mangled, with his arms outstretched toward the front door as if his five-year-old body was trying to escape the horror which took place inside. Bridger had been brutally stabbed, the blade of the kitchen knife still protruding from his back.
Time suddenly stopped in Carolyn’s world, and she stood there trapped in a moment that she wished she’d never come upon. She didn’t process what happened following her discovery, and most certainly didn’t hear her deathly scream echoing out the front door and along the neighborhood. She was still standing there, alternating between frozen gasps for breath and hoarse, tired screams when detectives arrived at the scene in response to a suspicious noise complaint called in by a neighbor. It took several officers to physically remove her from the scene and it would ultimately take many Xanax before Carolyn would ever be able to calm down.
As detectives combed through the Patterson crime scene, they reacted both physically and emotionally. Even the most hardened of detectives would go home that night feeling a bit more likely to wake up their children from a deep sleep to kiss them on the forehead and tell them how much they loved them. Newer detectives reacted with revulsion and disgust. No officer, regardless of their tenure, had ever seen such a vicious – and obviously prolonged – attack. As if the forty-two stab wounds to her head and chest weren’t enough, Wanda Sue had also been bludgeoned and strangled. Whoever had done this to her had obviously disregarded her attempt to protect her eldest son, Chance, because his severed right hand was still clamped tightly in Wanda Sue’s. And if severing the little boy’s hand did not prove sufficiently depraved, the child’s remains also showed that his head was nearly decapitated in the struggle.
News of the triple homicide spread quickly throughout the small town, and sent shock waves through this normally tight-knit and quaint western community. Many residents felt unsafe for the first time in their otherwise uneventful lives, and made it clear to law enforcement that the killer needed to be caught immediately. Rumors quickly spread that the crime must have been committed by one of the meth-using oil riggers, whose influx since the re-emerging energy boom had set off a wave of crime in the entire state. Many were quick to agree with this theory, as it not only made sense, but provided a door for many people to close on this stressful and tense situation. Detective Frank Brown was not one of them.
He’d been assigned the Robinson case a year prior – the only other unsolved murder in Douglas during the preceding fifteen years. Patricia Robinson lived less than a mile from Wanda Sue, and she had also been stabbed with a kitchen knife. Until this triple murder, Detective Brown had suspected that Patricia Robinson’s estranged husband was responsible for the deed; his quick departure and currently unknown whereabouts only furthered the suspicions in Detective Brown’s mind. The only problem with this theory was the fact that their daughter was not abducted, despite the fact that the little girl was at home when the crime was committed. In fact, she was still hiding in her closet when the police found Mrs. Robinson’s fatally-wounded body.
The similarities in the two crime scenes were too great for the detective to overlook, and so he pulled out his old notes accompanying the Robinson file and began to compare evidence. Detective Brown sipped from his cup of coffee as he began to note the similarities in the two cases, many of which were not immediately apparent on their face. After quickly reviewing his handwritten notes and refreshing himself on some of the details in the Robinson case, the detective found himself surprised at just how parallel the cases actually were.
In both the Patterson and Robinson cases, the killer used a weapon that was already in the house. This suggested the killer entered the house for another purpose such as burglary or rape. Detective Brown knew from his thirty-some years of experience that robbers more often burglarized houses they are familiar with and often chose houses close to where they live. Since the two adult victims lived within a half mile of one another, the detective figured that the murderer might live in one of the homes or townhouses that lined the golf course. The golf course community was separated from the rest of the town by Interstate 25, so the perpetrator would have to cross under the freeway if he didn’t live in the golf community.
In addition, each case documented a frenetic display of overkill towards each victim, which also suggested that the perpetrator was the same person. Few killers stab a victim with such force and frequency. And in the Patterson killings, the detective realized that the killer left behind blood, suggesting that he or she had been injured in the process of the crime. The detective took special note of this, because he realized that the perpetrator could potentially be seeking medical attention in the days to come. With that in mind, he notified all area hospitals and physicians to be on the lookout for a person who required emergency medical care.
When Detective Brown returned his attention towards his two case files, he couldn’t entirely concentrate on the material within. His mind was still focused on the more recent crime, and the likely injury that was sustained by the unknown perpetrator. While trying to shake the thought from his head, the dark cloud forming in the back of his mind started to take shape, and he suddenly recalled the specific incident which his mind was trying to bring back to his attention. The incident in question was one which he’d initially written off as peculiar, but nothing more, although he now appreciated it a bit more for its unusual timing. Two days following the Patterson crime, Detective Brown spotted a familiar face. He stopped his patrol car in Riverside Park, which was located adjacent to the North Platte River, to speak with Chandler Craig, a dark-haired twelve-year-old kid whom he had once coached in a local soccer program. Detective Brown knew that Chandler had been caught a few times for petty theft and graffiti, and was disappointed that his son’s old friend was turning into a defiant pre-teen. Detective Brown remembered being surprised at seeing the kid out so late, not only for his age, but also for the season. October 3rd in Douglas was generally brisk, but this late at night was outright cold – and dark. He’d approached the boy, asking him whether he was aware of how unsafe it was to be out alone that time of night, and whether he was aware of the recent crime over at the Patterson house.
Chandler was noticeably tense, but admitted that he was not only aware of what had happened, but actually seen the bodies coming out of the townhouse given that he lived just a few doors down the street from the Patterson residence.
During the conversation, Detective Brown noticed that Chandler had a dark colored sock wrapped around his right hand. When he’d asked Chandler about the curious wrap on his hand, the boy had responded roughly that his “son-of-a-bitch” step-dad had pissed him off, and he’d punched a golf cart windshield down at the club as a result. When the detective suggested that the kid get medical attention, Chandler shrugged, adding almost as an aside that he’d been soaking his hand in the river and that it was feeling better. The detective left, but was a bit bothered by the fact that a kid would admit to vandalism to a police officer, and even more bothered by the fact that he appeared to be avoiding medical attention for the obviously infected injuries to his hand. The kid’s mom was a nurse, so she surely would have recognized the severity of the injury had she seen it. Why would an injury to this twelve-year-old kid’s hand be something he’d want to hide from his own mom?
The disturbing connection between Chandler Craig and the Patterson perpetrator didn’t register with the detective immediately, partly due to the fact that Chandler was a good-natured kid overall, and the petty crimes he’d committed were not atypical of a soon-to-be teenager. As the detective drove around Douglas, however, he couldn’t help but think about the cut on the boy’s hand and the fact that the youth lived on the same street as both victims’ residences.
Detective Brown decided to stop by the country club Chandler said he’d vandalized to check on the condition of their golf carts. Despite some serious praying and a whole lot of second guessing throughout the drive to the club, the detective wasn’t entirely surprised when management informed him that no golf carts had been reported damaged within the past six months. The supervisor in charge was very amenable to the detective’s inquiry, and accompanied him towards the storage garage to complete a close inspection of every cart on hand. There simply were no carts anywhere on the country club premises with even a scratch to the windshield, let alone sufficient damage anywhere on it to cause the type of injury that the detective had observed to Chandler’s hand. As the detective began the slow walk back to his car located in the upper club parking lot, he received a call from the crime scene investigator who was still processing some of the evidence picked up at the Patterson home. The detective was informed of several recent findings, but stood ramrod straight when he heard that the perpetrator left a bloody sock imprint at the scene, along with his foot measurement of size fourteen.
Detective Brown called his partner to see if he would accompany him on the drop-by that he realized he would have to make that evening at the Craig residence. When the two officers arrived at Chandler’s home, they immediately asked for Chandler and his mom to come with them to the police station. Detective Brown was secretly hoping that the questioning would be routine and uneventful, doing nothing more than eliminating the lad from the radar screen of suspicions. Deep down in his gut, however, the detective realized that what lay before them would prove anything but uneventful. What Chandler ended up sharing with them proved to be vile and disgusting, and truly disturbing to say the least. He quickly learned that Chandler maintained several social networking sites, but most frequently updated his Twitter page with disturbing mental imagery. Past tweets to that account boasted about the sound of a knife slicing through human flesh and bone and were filled with gory details about torture and cruelty towards animals. He recounted the gleam and pleasure he had experienced watching a toad die after pitching it with a fork when he was five, and later incidents of killing snakes, mice, kittens, and a neighbor’s dog. Chandler’s mother appeared truly surprised to learn that her son had a webpage, let alone what the webpage itself contained, and admitted that she should be more diligent in supervising his computer use.
The detectives also learned that he had unusually large feet for his age – size fourteen.
This was enough for Detective Brown to get a search warrant to Chandler’s home and on October 6th, in the early hours of the morning, the detective and his team of officers rang the Craig’s doorbell. Chandler’s step-father answered and reluctantly allowed the officers to enter. While searching his room, detectives noted that Chandler idolized rap artists whose primary genre promulgated violence and drug use. He was apparently allowed to listen to Eminem and progeny. His computer history denoted a preoccupation with death. The most frequent website hits included a YouTube video showing two kids pinning birds to the road and then filming them as cars drove by and crushed them. The detectives confiscated the computer for further criminal analysis before continuing their search of the house. Other than the items found in Chandler’s bedroom, the rest of the Craig’s house was neat and tidy and nothing appeared to link Chandler to the crime scene.
But the detective was truly shocked when he discovered what was located inside the Craig’s garage – a trash bag full of bloodied clothing, gloves, household items, and a knife. Surely, enough time had gone by for these items to be better disposed of – someplace further away and less connected to the family home. Still, there it was, less than a few hundred feet from Chandler’s bedroom, evidence connecting him to the hideous crimes that would forever haunt Douglas, Wyoming.
Chandler Craig, age twelve, was arrested for the murders of Wanda Sue, Bridger and Chance Patterson.
Upon booking, Chandler stunned the detectives with his flat demeanor and his willingness to provide details of the murders. He described in detail the events of the day, which had apparently started with the simple intent to burglarize. No one was home at the time and the front door was left standing wide open. Just as he began to disconnect the family room stereo, however, the kids and their mom came back from a bike ride and found him in the middle of grabbing their electronics. Chandler was pretty nonchalant as he described the unexpected audience, and his spontaneous decision to grab Wanda Sue and drag her into the kitchen, beat her and then strangle her. One of the two kids had run into the kitchen to save his mommy while Wanda Sue was still in the midst of her final death throes. She grabbed his little hand and held on tight, so Chandler took the large blade and severed his grasp above his wrist. The kid was screaming his head off so Chandler slit the kid’s throat to shut him up. The older boy saw what happened and ran toward the front door. Chandler recounted how he ran after him and accidentally stabbed himself in the hand. This made him angry so he stabbed the older kid repeatedly, leaving the knife in the kid’s back.
Before Chandler had completely finished describing the Patterson murders, he suddenly began rambling about murderous details that were clearly outside the realm of the Patterson case. The twelve-year-old boy began one sentence talking about the Patterson home, but ended it discussing blood, guts and gore that were not by any stretch of the imagination involved in the case. Several detectives at the table shook their heads before rolling their eyes, apparently imagining that closing the Patterson case might suddenly be sullied by an insanity defense. The only one of the detectives at the table to hear Chandler’s otherwise nonsensical words and process them was Detective Brown – who was stunned beyond words to hear this twelve-year-old describe nearly word-for-word details taken from his cheat sheet documenting the Robinson murder. The facts Chandler described were only known by someone involved in the crime or involved in the investigation as they had never been publicized. It was unthinkable to Detective Brown that Chandler could have killed Mrs. Robinson jus a few days after his eleventh birthday. But, according to the details flowing out of Chandler’s mouth, he was a very precocious and criminally advanced twelve-year-old, as he had no problem recounting his first killing and showed little to no remorse for what he had done.
Chandler’s mother sat and listened to the grisly recount with tears flowing down her mascara-stained cheeks. With Chandler still seated right next to her, she began profusely apologizing to the detectives, and repeatedly explained that Chandler was not her biological child. She shared more information than was otherwise necessary, beginning with the fact that Chandler was actually her meth-addicted younger sister’s child, who was killed in a car wreck after a night of binge drinking. Chandler’s “mother” sat across from Detective Brown, crying uncontrollably, unable or unwilling to let go of the opportunity to share her unfortunate burden with another human – even if it were under these horrible circumstances. She rambled on about Chandler’s father being a high school football player who never accepted responsibility as a father, and how Chandler had become the source of many arguments in her first marriage. Her first husband left her, most likely as a result of Chandler’s incorrigible behavior. Even after remarrying and having two biological boys of her own, her family wasn’t able to bond the way it would have if Chandler wasn’t forced upon her, and his presence in their home was the basis of constant drama. Chandler’s “mother” continued crying throughout the conversation, but by the end, Detective Brown was fairly certain that her tears were shed more for her own life misfortunes rather than what had become to Chandler.
Detective Brown listened as Mrs. Craig gathered her wits together and lucidly stated that she was rather unsurprised that Chandler was involved in another burglary, but she was absolutely mortified that he admitted to killing four people in their small town. With that, the woman who’d raised Chandler Craig stood up, told the detectives that she presumed she would never see her “son” again, and left without so much as a farewell.
Due to his age, Chandler Craig had the law on his side. Wyoming statutes allowed juvenile courts exclusive jurisdiction in all cases in which a minor who had not attained the age of thirteen years was alleged to have committed a felony punishable by imprisonment for more than six months. The premise behind the law was that youth under thirteen did not know the difference between right and wrong. Frankly, very few violent felonies were committed by youth at this tender age. Had Chandler been thirteen when the crimes had occurred, then he could have been tried as an adult. The law in Wyoming was controversial, and, as such, provided a legal loophole for young violent criminals. For Chandler, this was fortunate because according to Wyoming state law, all that the court could do was hold him in a juvenile facility until his twenty-first birthday. Thus, after four brutal murders, he would serve nine years and be a free man with a clean slate. Juvenile records were sealed at age twenty-one.
The notion that Chandler Craig would only serve nine years for killing her entire family infuriated Carolyn Patterson, as well as many other citizens of Wyoming. The loophole in the law made front-page headlines in local and national newspapers for months, and eventually caught the attention of the U.S. Department of Justice. An investigation ensued wherein commissions argued whether Wyoming’s “Outlaw” Juvenile Justice Act was in compliance with federal law. Any changes made to Wyoming’s law would not be retroactive, allowing Chandler Craig’s release regardless of any new laws in effect. He was a juvenile serial killer who made his debut prior to turning thirteen, and his actions, under the law at the time, were akin to a plea of not guilty by reason of mental incompetence. Thus, the sentencing judge at the time ordered that Chandler undergo intense psychological therapy during his nine year stay at the juvenile detention facility in Casper, Wyoming.
As years of litigation ensued regarding the constitutionality of Wyoming’s juvenile laws, Chandler served his time for the crimes of murder in cell 201 of the juvenile facility. After four years in “Juvi,” as they called it, he’d developed a reputation for good behavior among the guards and a reputation as a bad-ass among the other juveniles. He was the only youth at the facility who had killed someone.
The facility’s only problem with Chandler was that he refused mental health treatment as was ordered by the judge at sentencing. On the strict advice of his lawyers, Chandler claimed that psychological interviews violated his Fifth Amendment rights. When this issue was brought up before a judicial review board, Chandler’s court-appointed attorneys argued that a psychiatric examination might result in Chandler being placed in a psychiatric facility for a commitment beyond his twenty-first birthday. Despite efforts by the county attorney to force psychiatric intervention, Chandler adamantly refused.
Chandler was able to convince the staff that he was a model student at the juvenile facility, earning a high school equivalent diploma. He was even allowed to take online satellite college courses, participate in sports such as soccer, football and baseball, and was even allowed to make a rap video for his visual arts class – a musical which included threatening lyrics and glorified violent images. The staff was displeased when the rap video appeared on YouTube because the lyrics of the song focused on a son who hated his father so much that he killed him and dismembered him and, piece by piece, ate his organs during a cookout with pals. The video was extreme in its imagery, causing a major uproar regarding inmates and a reduction in online privileges.
When Carolyn Patterson learned of Chandler’s special treatment at the facility and his continued disregard for the mental health treatment he was supposed to get while serving time for murder, she commenced a campaign to stop the favorable treatment, enforce the judge’s order that he undergo psychiatric treatment, and postpone his upcoming release, which, at this point, was only two years away. The campaign garnered local and national attention, drawing into question once again the legality of a system which could allow a serial killer to go free, without any counseling or intervention, essentially giving back to society a cold-blooded killer who would quite possibly kill again.
The growing campaign quickly gained momentum, and the victims’ families were hopeful that something was going to be done this time. The citizens of Wyoming made it quite clear that they did not want a serial killer lurking in the desolate streets of their small, peaceful towns. They pummeled their local and state legislators with letters, phone calls and emails.
Unfortunately, the combined issues of the constitutionality of laws, federalism, Fifth Amendment rights and privileges, and mental health court orders were complex, and put together in one lawsuit, tripped the best of legal minds. As such, on May 26, Chandler Craig’s twenty-first birthday, much to the chagrin of Carolyn Patterson, he was released a free man. Mrs. Patterson was present on his release day along with many others who had protested the freedom of a cold-blooded murderer. News media recorded the event and as microphones were shoved toward Chandler, he seemed to enjoy the media splash.
As he took his first few steps of freedom, he thought back on his time at the detention facility. He remembered the first few months when he had to prove to the older guys that he was man enough not to be messed with. He allowed his cellmate to use a broken off pencil to carve 6-2-101 in his left arm, which was a reference to the first degree murder statute in the state. Prison life was monotonous and to avoid boredom, Chandler entertained himself by reading books on hunting and wilderness survival. He dreamed of the day that he would be released and his promise to himself that he would avenge the man who was responsible for Chandler’s life behind bars. As he walked away, he reminded himself of his promises.
Carolyn Patterson sadly watched as he walked away from the juvenile facility, realizing that there was no one there to greet the boy who had killed her family. Had his family given up on him? Carolyn had heard that his “mom” and “step-father” divorced soon after Chandler’s case was publicized, and she had since lost track of his family. She knew that it was unwise for her to do so, but she nevertheless gathered the courage to breach the media circle and approach him and remind him that she had not given up her fight to see that he remain incarcerated for the rest of his life. She tucked an envelope inside his backpack which she hoped that he would open soon and encouraged him to study the photographs in the envelope to remind him that the people he killed were her only human connection to this world.
Chandler laughed in her face and told her to get over it.
Carolyn Patterson felt a ball of fury forming in her stomach – fury that had been churning over many years. “What comes around, goes around,” was all that she could muster. She had hoped that this day would never come and if it did, she intended to say so much more, but her words were choked with the pain of the past. As the tears formed in her eyes, she watched him turn and walk away.
Chandler Craig couldn’t wait to show the world how he’d outsmarted them. Now, a tall man with long dark hair, light blue eyes, dimpled cheeks and a physically fit body, he hopped on a Greyhound bus heading south on I-25 to Colorado. He had unfinished business to attend to.
Carolyn Patterson patiently started her Chevy Impala and followed the Greyhound bus as it headed south through Medicine Bow National Forest. She, too, had unfinished business.
Twenty is a good number. It carries with it a certain sense of dedication, commitment, and entitlement. It had been twenty years since The Fabulous Five, as they jokingly referred to themselves, had graduated from the University of Colorado at Boulder and had vowed to never let a year go by without a girls’ only weekend. They met, as planned, at The Sink, a Boulder institution on the Hill, home to the renowned Sinkburger and “Tappy Hour,” featuring Guinness draft.
It had been twenty years since they’d thrown their graduation caps into the air and headed to their favorite bar near Pearl Street in downtown Boulder where the promise had been made over pitchers of beer and kamikaze shots. Every year they kept their promise and had met in different cities – sometimes in honor of a wedding, or a birth of a child, or a parent’s funeral. Sometimes, they just enjoyed a getaway. This year was one of those years – an end-of-the summer getaway without the stress of an event. The five women would be staying in a cabin in the Boulder Mountains and planned to hike, eat good food, drink fine wine, laugh, cry, and relax. On Sunday, they’d agreed to help close down the cabin for the winter.
Unfortunately, The Five would add an eighth activity: begging for their lives.
* * *
Mary MacIntosh, the organizer of The Fabulous Five, was the first to arrive at the tavern in Boulder, dressed in her favorite faded blue jeans, an olive green tank top and flip flops. She had grown up in Boulder but was presently an attorney in northern Wyoming. After graduation, she attempted to join the police academy, but after learning that she loathed holding a gun, decided to pursue a different career in law by attending law school. Tall and athletic, with long auburn hair, big brown eyes and a wide smile, Mac had made a name for herself among the Wyoming legal community. She’d handled just about every type of case thrown her way, including a CEO accused of murder, a famous rodeo cowboy whose land had been destroyed by a methane gas company, and, most recently, a little boy whose mother had been accused of trying to poison him. Every case she handled changed her in some way, but the biggest change in her life happened a year prior when she married a born-in-the-saddle cowboy named Wyatt Anderson. Mac was the last of the five friends to marry, and she was still adjusting to life on the ranch and the fact that she and her new husband lived a few hundred feet from his parent’s ranch house. This was her first weekend away from Wyatt since their wedding, and Mac was rather excited to have some time and space to herself. Wyatt was busy with late summer ranching obligations, and Mac had just finished a lengthy trial. The timing could not have been better for her to steal away. The summer cabin where the The Fab Five were staying had belonged to her family since 1899 and it was her turn to board it up for the winter. It was a lot of work for one person, but she anticipated that it would pass quickly with the aid of her friends.
“Still can’t believe you married a cowboy,” a familiar, husky voice announced from behind. Mac turned to see Hesta Knotingham, her five-foot-six, opinionated and edgy friend standing behind her barstool. Hesta’s Louis Vuitton bag hung at her side, complimented by expensive blue jeans, designer stilettos, and a cigarette in hand.
“Still can’t believe you smoke,” Mac joked as she stood and gave her friend a warm embrace. “Put that thing out before we get kicked out of here.” Hesta huffed and rolled her brown eyes while dropping the cigarette to the wooden floor and smashing it with her Jimmy Choo high heel. “How’s the publishing world treating you? You look great, by the way.”
Hesta softened a bit, nearly smiled, and filled Mac in on her life. She still lived on the Upper East Side and was now the top dealmaker at Gold Publishing Group. She made big money, worked long hours, and still complained more than anyone Mac had ever known. “John is still in the picture. God knows why. He still isn’t published, despite my connections, and I still refuse to support him so he continues to live off his mother’s trust fund. That woman is a witch with a capital B.”
Mac knew better than to ask if they were ever going to start a family. They’d been married for over ten years and his laziness, coupled with her anger, made it clear that God was blessing them with infertility. Mac reminded herself of Hesta’s memorable quote some years prior: “Children are for people who can’t entertain themselves.” At the time, Mac laughed out loud, assuming that Hesta was joking. Over time, Mac realized the seriousness of her friend’s comment.
“When’s Rema due in?” Hesta asked as she saddled up to the bar and ordered an apple-cinnamon martini. Rema Setliff lived in Denver with her husband Scott, who was a former Denver Broncos wide receiver. Rema was a triathlete and trained in Boulder five days a week. Mac knew that Rema would be the last to arrive because she told Mac that she would meet them at the cabin, as she was on a twenty-mile training run, followed by a three mile swim and a fifty-mile bike ride up and down the steep canyon trail. Despite her rigorous training, she’d never made it to the big leagues, and her age was certainly not in her favor at this point. She was in fantastic shape, but the years of training out in the Rocky Mountain sun had taken their toll and her skin looked aged and leathery. She’d recently emailed Mac and informed her that she was switching from triathlons to ultramarathon running – and would compete in a one hundred mile race soon. Mac wondered what Rema was running from? She too had no children and spent little time with her quite handsome and accomplished husband.
As Hesta’s drink arrived, a voice boomed from the entrance to the bar, “Make that two!” Melanie yelled. Mac and Hesta turned to greet Melanie Dylan, a hemp eco-clothing designer who lived in Berkeley and was married to an estate, tax and water rights attorney. Melanie was petite and muscular, with a short, no-fuss hairstyle, blue eyes and the freckles of youth. Her bright smile and flamboyance lit up the room as she bounded over to the bar wearing tan shorts, a t-shirt, and running shoes. She hugged her friends with the warmth of summer.
“Let me show you pictures of Charlie and William!” she beamed, as she took a long pull off Hesta’s martini and then reached into her wallet to retrieve recent photos of her two boys, ages eight and six, both clad in matching soccer uniforms and toothless grins. “Aren’t they adorable? Charlie is the fastest on his team and William can kick the ball farther than his older brother.” Mac and Hesta smiled as they listened to their friend fill them in on her life. The clothing business had recently boomed and now she was designing men’s, women’s and children’s clothing and to her surprise, the children’s line was the most successful. Michael, her husband, had just made partner in his law firm, and life was good.
“Let me see your pictures,” a fourth voice called. It was Patti Cherney, a former math teacher who lived in Boise and was married to Bob, also a former teacher who’d changed career paths into real estate. They had three teenaged boys and Patti exchanged photos of her awkward-looking family. Patti had been attractive when they were in college, but in recent years had put on some weight across her middle and she dressed like a frumpy housewife, wearing stretchy shorts and an oversized smock. In the photo, however, the formerly fat and balding Bob had transformed into a slim and fit man.
“How did Bob grow his hair back?” Hesta asked.
“Started with transplants and ended with some drugs. I don’t ask anymore. I need a drink.”
Aside from Mac, who was the designated driver, the women coddled cocktails and caught up on small talk before loading into Mac’s SUV. They had a thirty minute drive up the zigzag mountain road through the canyon that supplied Boulder residents with all the outdoor adventure one could desire. The gorgeous Flatirons provided an epic rock climbing experience, while the hiking and biking trails adjacent to the road meandered their way up to the quaint hippie town of Nederland.
“The 60’s are alive and well, apparently,” Melanie said, as the four women glanced at the co-op produce market and adjacent head shop in Nederland. “This place hasn’t changed much since we were in college.”
“You should open a store here,” Hesta joked. “Hemp appears to be chief with the locals.” Melanie offered a half-hearted laugh. Her clothes did sell here and they also were quite successful in a few stores in Boulder. She was proud of this fact but was not one to brag.
“Nose-blown glassworks,” Patti said. “What in the world . . . ”?
“Actually, we’ll have to come back here tomorrow,” Mac interrupted. “The lady who makes this stuff is incredible, if you can get beyond the incredible amount of armpit hair that sticks out of her smock. You will be amazed by the originality and beauty of her craft. If you watch her blow glass, you will want to laugh and cry at the same time. Her lamps are world famous.”
They window-shopped on their way to the local market, joking about the past and their frequent visits to Mac’s cabin while in college. “Get plenty of fruit and veggies,” Mac called out to Melanie, as they split up the grocery shopping list. “Rema is a vegetarian still.”
“Wine is made of fruit. Does that count?” Melanie replied, as she spun her cart toward the produce section of the small market.
Two hundred dollars later and with a full load of food and wine, they piled back into Mac’s car and drove into the wilderness beyond Eldora, to Mac’s family cabin called the “Kilkenny-Kerry.”
“Before we unload, we have to say hi to Old Misses Nellie Monlock,” Mac said.
“She’s still alive?” Hesta remarked. “She was nearly eighty the last time we were here.”
“She’s ninety-three and still makes the most potent blueberry brandy on the planet. She’s still sharp as a tack and will drink you under the table,” Mac said. It was true. Nellie had spent her summers in the mountains of Colorado for the past fifty years and her cabin was only three hundred yards away from the Kilkenny-Kerry. Mac’s grandmother Ruthie was Nellie’s summer friend, and their bond was unbreakable, until Mac’s grandmother passed away. On her deathbed, Mac promised to visit Nellie every summer. Mac kept her word.
Nellie opened her cabin door and squealed in delight to see Mac and her college friends. She immediately invited them into her cozy cabin and shuffled over to shut off the T.V. She snatched five shot glasses from her kitchen cupboard and cracked open a label-less bottle. The women exchanged winks as they watched her shaking hand pour a dark and thick liquid into the glasses. Nellie offered each of them a glass, raised hers in the air, and toasted to a long life filled with life-long friends. She was the first to toss back the brandy and refill her glass.
“Now, ladies, what are your plans this weekend?” Nellie asked, her five-foot-eight frame bent over slightly with osteoporosis. She wore a floral smock dress and blue hand-knit house slippers. What was left of her gray hair pulled back into a tight bun at the nape of her neck.
“Drink, laugh, hike, and complain about our husbands,” Mac joked.
“You haven’t been married long enough to complain,” Nellie shot back. “And by the time you get to my age, you’ll wish that you complained less and loved more.”
Mac smiled at Nellie. She never said a negative word about anyone.
“What are you working on these days?” Mac asked.
Nellie smiled and pulled up a basket full of knitted baby caps. “I knit one a day for the newborns at Boulder General. Nicole, my neighbor up the road, takes them down for me once a week.”
“They are beautiful,” Patti offered.
“My hands aren’t what they used to be,” Nellie said. “My arthritis limits me to one a day. I used to be able to do a cap and a blanket a day.” Nellie examined her crippled hands for a moment. “My eyes aren’t much better. I used to read a novel a week, and then, last year, my glaucoma became quite debilitating. The large print books weren’t even an option. But Nicole brings me books on tape from the Boulder Library and I simply love them. My favorites are the old Agatha Christie short stories and the Nancy Drew mysteries. I like some modern day sleuths, but nothing compares to the old ones.”
Mac was saddened to see Nellie’s health failing. Nellie was the most independent woman Mac had ever known. The thought of her not being able to drive herself up and down the canyon reminded Mac of her own grandmother’s demise. Mac had spent every summer in these mountains with her grandmother and Nellie. It occurred to her that this chapter of her life might be coming to a close soon.
After two shot glasses apiece, the women gave Nellie loving hugs and staggered back to Mac’s cabin, promising to return the next day for a happy hour rendezvous with Nellie.
* * *
The Kilkenny-Kerry had been in Mac’s family for over one hundred years and carried with it the charm and character of a memoir. Mac’s great grandparents on her father’s side were from Kerry County and Kilkenny County, Ireland. Mac’s father died when she was a young girl, so her heritage was somewhat unclear. This cabin was Mac’s only link to her father and it was an incredible treasure in the forested Rocky Mountains near the Fourth of July trailhead, where Mac came every summer to hike the Arapaho Pass Trail to the Continental Divide.
The property consisted of five structures constructed from Jeffrey pine logs that were stained dark brown, each log interspersed with white cement chinking. The window frames were painted cherry red and outlined in an Irish Kelly green. The main cabin, which had been added onto several times over the century, consisted of a main entry room, three bedrooms, a living room, kitchen, and dining room. The garage, which had two large wooden doors, opened wide enough to house an old Model-T Ford during the day, but now provided storage room for the shutters and other maintenance equipment. The garage also had a sizeable work bench and even a spare bedroom in the rear, which had its own separate entrance, for the occasion when large parties spent the night. The bathhouse was its own structure and adjacent thereto was the woodshed.
The women built a large fire from the wood hauled in from the woodshed and unpacked and made up the hundred-year-old double bunk beds. As they opened the windows to usher in the fresh mountain air, they heard a knock at the side door. In unison, they all yelled, “Rema!” expecting their ultramarathon running friend to have finally exercised her way up to nine thousand feet, where the air was thin and the training made the athletes strong. Patti, who was in the kitchen, went to the screen door and was surprised to see the face of a handsome young man on the other side. Melanie met up with Patti and together, in their trusting fashion, greeted the man.
“Excuse me but can you help me out?” he started out, his dirty dreadlocks pulled into a short pony tail behind his ears, revealing crisp blue eyes and suntanned cheeks. He appeared to be in his early twenties and wore a stained t-shirt and frayed blue jeans. His hiking boots were two generations older than he appeared. “I somehow got off the trail at Devil’s Thumb Pass and my food supplies are like really low. I was with this massive group of really cool people and it’s a total drag that I’m not going to be able to find them before it gets dark. We’re on a thirty-day pack trip and my wallet is locked in my car at the East Portal Trailhead, where we set out on the trek. I don’t have money or food, and was wondering if you wouldn’t mind helping a fellow Wyoming-ian in need?”
By this time, Mac and Hesta had joined Patti and Melanie, and together the women quickly agreed to offer food to the lost stranger.
“How’d you know we’re from Wyoming?” Hesta asked, being a suspicious New Yorker.
“License plates on your car are from Wyoming. I made a guess.”
Mac nodded at Hesta to alleviate her friend’s paranoia.
“You need to wait outside,” Hesta said. “We’ll throw something together for you.”
The young man shrugged his shoulders and nodded, and waited on the back step.
“He’s cute,” Patti said, sheepishly giggling like a school girl.
“Girls weekend,” Hesta said. “No men allowed.”
“Think of the fun we could have,” Melanie playfully teased. Mac laughed but shook her head, silently agreeing with Hesta.
“I need some fun in my boring life,” Patti continued. “Bob certainly doesn’t provide any.”
“Bob looks better than I remember,” Hesta said.
“He lost forty pounds, had hair plugs, and has taken up tennis. Guess that’s what guys do when they’re having an affair with one of their former students who happens to play tennis.” Patti’s eyes welled with tears as she described the disintegration of her marriage. She talked while sloppily applying peanut butter to bread, an act she’d performed a thousand times while raising her three boys.
“Are you sure?” Mac asked. “Maybe it’s just his career change. Going from being a high school math teacher to a real estate agent is a big transition. Image is everything in real estate. Maybe he is just trying to look the part.”
Patti grabbed the grape jelly and plunged it on top of the peanut butter. “Mac, you’ve been married less than a year. I’ve been married nearly twenty. Wives know when their husbands cheat. Not only are all the signs there, but he is gone all the time and uses ridiculous excuses. He gets text messages constantly and he now drives a sports car. Real estate agents don’t drive sports cars. His clients have to meet him at the houses he shows. His car is for dates. So is his new body. He works out every morning at the racquet club. She works out there too before playing tennis.”
Patti stuffed the two sandwiches into a bag and handed them to Melanie. “I’m so sorry,” Melanie said, as she gave her friend a much-needed hug. “Husbands are a pain in the butt. We all should have done what we agreed to do in college: live in a commune together and get artificial insemination. We could have avoided a lot of heartache.”
Hesta, who’d been opening a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon while the food assembly line was in the works, offered each of her three friends a glass of wine. The four of them toasted, “Women Who Don’t Need Men,” clanged glasses and drank to their Fabulous Five motto. As they turned around, they saw Rema standing in the doorway, looking sweaty and exhausted.
“Rema,” they yelled! “Did you run up here?” Rema did not say a word. Her lower lip was trembling and her eyes were wide.
“Are you okay?” Mac asked, thinking that her friend had once again over-exerted herself physically. It was not uncommon for Rema to work out so hard that she threw up or collapsed.
Just then, the young man appeared in the doorway behind Rema. Hesta let out a high-pitched gasp.
Quickly thinking, Melanie shoved the sack toward the man. “Here’s some sandwiches, chips and a few bottles of water. Do you want anything else before you go?”
The handsome man smiled, but did not answer right away.
Hesta looked him over closely. His eyes were set too close together, like that of a wild boar and his nose prevailed too sharply between his narrow eyes. Yet it was his smile – more so of a leer or smirk – that gave Hesta the chills. She stared him down and took a step in his direction with the authority of a city woman unafraid of posturing. He took a step back, tucked the sack under his arm and sneered.
“No, man. I’m out. See ya.”
Rema looked suspiciously at her four friends as she stood shaking in the dining room of the cabin. Her short dark hair was hidden under her Nike running cap and her lean, muscular legs trembled. She stood five feet four and weighed one hundred pounds on a good day. Exercising eight to ten hours a day will produce such results. Her black shorts clung to her sweaty thighs and her wet pink jog bra showed flat nipples and little else. Not an ounce of body fat or femininity showed on this woman who was clearly on a mission. The mission was still a mystery to her four best friends.
Patti offered a glass of wine, but Rema declined. Her training regime did not include alcohol. Instead, she removed her fanny pack – her only belongings for the weekend -- and stripped naked in front of her friends. Without adieu, she fished out a dry jog bra and a clean pair of running shorts and reassembled herself in the only apparel she wore presently.
“Who was that guy?” Rema asked. “He gave me the creeps.”
“Some random guy who got lost from his camping group,” Patti offered, almost defensively. “We made him some food and sent him on his way.”
“You would have preferred to straddle him in a bunk bed,” Hesta teased.
Mac stepped in. “I’ll show you around. Do you remember this place? We haven’t been here as a group since college. How sad is that?
Mac took Rema on the cabin tour. “It was built by my great grandparents in 1899. It has been added on over the years, but the main cabin remains in its original state.” Mac showed off the old-fashioned kitchen stove, which was now surrounded by a microwave, coffee pot, toaster, and crepe maker. After pointing out the master bedroom that had belonged to “Gram,” she took Rema by the hand to the main living room which was majestically framed in stained pine with a stone fireplace surrounded by century-old rocking chairs and tables. Each item of furniture was neatly covered with an original Navajo throw rug, adding comfort, color and originality to each piece. A uniquely carved Cramer upright piano offered its devotion to the comfortable room, along with a green marbled Radiola tuner circa 1920s. Shelves of Hemingway, Hawthorne, Edgar Allan Poe, Richard Harding Davis, and Dickens lined the walls, framed by a retired F. Howard & Co. Grandfather clock, rifles, deer heads, religious statues, and needlepoint artwork.
“Everyone already claimed their rooms. I have Gram’s room, Mel and Hesta have the double bunks off the second sitting room, and you will be with Patti in the single bunks on the right. As you can imagine, Patti already unpacked. Not sure if there’s much room left in the dresser.”
“I didn’t bring anything except the clothes on my back and what I ran up here in.”
Mac shot Rema a look of surprise. “Toothbrush? Personal amenities?”
“I travel light these days.”
“Good thing I brought sheets for your bed. Didn’t know I’d be your mommy for the weekend.” Mac nudged Rema as she made this flippant comment, but not completely without intent.
“I’ll probably just spend the night with you guys and then take off in the morning. I need to get a fifty miler in tomorrow.”
“Rema, this is our weekend together. Can’t you put your training off a day or two so that we can have time together? We’re planning a nice hike tomorrow – that will be good exercise, and then we’re going to go hippy shopping in Nederland. It will be fun. Your body could use a break. It can’t be good to train this hard every day. You look like you’re about to collapse. Tonight I’m going to build a giant fire in the fireplace and we’re going to drink wine, eat junk and catch up. You need it, my friend. I don’t care what you’re wearing.”
Rema looked like a cornered wolf, searching for a way out of a hunter’s snare. “Uh, we’ll see how I feel in the morning,” was all that she’d commit to. Mac was frustrated, but not surprised. This had become the norm. Rema could not be in one place for more than twelve hours before she bolted, literally, on foot, for days, weeks, or months at a time. The woman was running from something. Nevertheless, Mac fluffed the pillow on the top bunk, grabbed her friend by the hand, and escorted her back into the kitchen where she promptly forced a glass of wine into Rema’s hand and shoved a guacamole-laden chip into Rema’s mouth. Rema smiled, gobbled the chip, swigged the wine, and toasted to friendship.
At nine thousand feet elevation, after three bottles of fine Cab, a meal of only heavy appetizers, a warm fire, and endless talk, The Fabulous Five climbed into bed at midnight on September 4th with that certain fiery feeling of love that comes with twenty years of support, respect, kindness, acceptance and caring.
* * *
Brewing strong coffee was one of Mac’s finest attributes, and the smell of espresso permeated the century-old cabin by seven-thirty. Mac and Hesta sat on the porch in their pajamas and drank the brew, while Patti and Mel slept off their overindulgences. Rema had been running for hours, presumptively. She was long gone by the time Mac rose with dawn’s first light.
By eight, Mel and Patti joined the ladies on the porch and to their collective surprise, Rema returned by eight thirty, with a mere twenty miles of running under her belt.
“I’m taking a day off to spend with my friends,” Rema proudly announced as she sprinted through the wooden archway at the perimeter of the front yard to the cabin. Mac smiled at her friend. Rema, about to smile back, squinted at the gang in sudden astonishment, noting that they were all adorned in their pajamas. “We’re hiking to the Divide, right?”
Hesta lit a cigarette and laughed at her exercised-obsessed friend. “Yes, doll. That was the deal. You run a marathon. We drink coffee. We follow you up the ridiculously muddy trail to the top of the universe where I fall to my death from lack of oxygen. Wasn’t that what we agreed to last night or was that the wine talking?”
Patti looked at Hesta with antipathy. “You’ll die from smoking. I’ll die from a heart attack. I’m fifty pounds heavier than our college days. I feel like shit. I look like a pig. I used to be cute. What happened?” Patti stretched her pajama top away from her belly, shaking her head at herself in aversion.
“If I didn’t smoke,” Hesta offered, “I’d be heavy too.”
“Stop,” said Mel, the eternal optimist. “Ladies, every day counts. Quit smoking. Quit eating the crap. Quit complaining. Start moving.” Mel jumped out of her chair and ran inside the cabin, emerging a few seconds later with a fabric tote bag in her hand. “I brought all of you hemp-only hiking clothes, in like colors. We will all match and look cute while being environmentally correct. If we all die on the hike, we will at least go out in style.”
“Good,” Hesta said. “‘Cuz all I can think about this morning is death. Mac’s family has about fifty crucifixes all over this cabin. It’s like walking through the Sutton wing of the Louvre. Why do you Catholics like to look at a dead guy hanging from a cross?”
“Four of my great aunts were nuns, Hesta,” Mac said, shrugging her shoulders. “They worshipped Mary and they prayed a lot up here. Sorry that you’re offended by a little ‘religion.’”
“I’m not offended. It’s just disturbing. Why focus so much on a dismembered man hanging from wood? We have been molded in history by focusing on mayhem. What is our fascination with the cruelty of death?”
Mac knew that a philosophical discussion was brewing. She decided that it would be best to continue the discussion during the long hike. “Remind me to show you the Jesus tree on the hike, then,” Mac said, winking to Hesta. The two of them had a long history of great religious debates. It would never end. It would never offend. It would simply exist. And, in certain friendships, that’s perfectly fine.
With religious symbols safely at bay in the cabin, five women in matching clothes, backpacks, and hiking shoes locked the Kilkenny-Kerry and headed west to the Fourth of July Trailhead. On their way, they stopped at a family friend’s cabin to say hello.
“Max? Nicole? Anyone home?” Mac asked as she stepped over the knee-high wooden fence surrounding a modern-looking A-frame cabin. A couple emerged from their vegetable garden and warmly greeted Mac. Mac had known them for decades, and in fact, Max and Nicole Barbosi looked after the Kilkenny-Kerry in the winter season when the cabin was closed and boarded up.
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