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01 
Jack be Nimble 

 
A hundred feet off the deck and eighty feet below sea level! He glanced again at 

his altimeter to make sure. Flatline. He did it! Now to get out of here before someone 
read his numbers. 
 Beneath his plane sped the broiling white saltpan of Death Valley. He could see 
his aircraft’s shadow skate across the hellish salt. He could just so make out detail as the 
hard, flat surface whipped past below him. He paused. He saw—it was gone. Perplexed, 
he jacked his bird out of the hole and howled back into the clear blue sky, his natural 
habitat. 
 Should someone lodge a complaint about his low-flying aircraft, his buddies 
would cover. Seven planes aloft, and if confronted they would all seven admit, “It was I.” 
Or “Not me!” depending upon how authoritative the complaint was. No way to tell who 
did what, if at all. 
 But now here he sat, faced with a very ugly little dilemma. Keep his mouth shut 
and avoid sure retribution? Or speak and bring the wrath of God, not to mention the base 
commander, down around his ears? He could get grounded for this. And yet, he was a 
human being, too, with a moral code. He was supposed to place honour above all. They 
could bust him for this. Besides, he couldn’t be certain. It almost surely was not what he 
thought it was, out on that wicked salt flat miles from anywhere. 

It couldn’t possibly be a human body down there. 
 
 
 Jack Prester, when you came right down to it, disliked a lot of things in life, and 

airports were one of them. This airport in particular irked him. Las Vegas’s airport is a 
microcosm of the glitzy, bawdy, twenty-four-hour-a-day city itself. Here it was 5:10 
A.M., an hour when you ought to be milking cows if you’re out of bed at all, but the 
airport bustled like downtown Albuquerque at midday. People swarmed everywhere. 
Banks of chrome-trimmed slot machines, a hundred of them, stuttered and whirred 
shoulder to shoulder in an island of chance at the center of the concourse. Booths and 
food wagons around the sides, garish lights, and vivid colors all invited you to buy, to 
gamble, to eat and drink. Anything but rest. 

A female voice announced the arrival of 583 out of Dulles at Gate 57. They opened 
the doors at this end of the jetway. Moments later passengers came streaming out. Some 
gaped at this brilliant Vanity Fair and others ignored the glitz, intently headed for 
baggage claim. About halfway back in the parade, she emerged. 

Jack assumed it was she. She obviously was traveling alone, and she resembled the 
description in his shirt pocket. “Dark h dark e 5’6 120 lb 24 yr old,” promised the email 
note Hal had sent him. This lady fit. 

“Dresses snazzy. Nice bod. Cold as Glacier Bay, but she looks good” was Hal’s 
personal, private observation. He did not mention her short, Amelia Earhart hairstyle 
which, with her huge eyes, gave her a charming waif quality out of keeping with her all-
business clothes and attitude. 

Jack lurched erect from leaning against the support column and moved forward. 
“Miss Evelyn Brant?” 
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 She looked at him, stepped aside out of the stream, and looked at him some more. 
 He smiled. “Brown hair, dark eyes, five ten, hundred and sixty-five, thirty-four 

years old. Hal Edmond’s description. John Prester. Good morning.” He extended his 
hand. 

She set down her carryon and shook tentatively with a flimsy grip, staring at his 
elbow as if she thought a snake would stick its nose out of his sleeve. He reached for her 
bag and laptop. “May I?” 
 She let him take them. Did this mean she was not the paragon of fully liberated 
power woman, the role which every female assumed these days? Or did it simply mean 
she knew how blasted heavy both pieces were and was too smart to haul them if she 
didn’t have to? 
 He watched her a few moments and decided on the smarts. “What’s coming through 
baggage claim?” 
 “Two suitcases. Mr. Edmond told me to travel light.” 
 Jack nodded. He didn’t carry this much duffle when he went to Australia. They 
walked without speaking down the bright concourse and silently stepped on the escalator 
down to baggage claim. Jack sensed he was being studied, but if so, she was discreet 
about it; every time he looked at her she was looking somewhere else. 
 Then all the glamorous and brilliant somewhere elses seized her full attention, and 
she gawked, still discreetly, like any tourist from back East. 
 He dipped his head randomly at the scene about them. “A little gaudy for my taste, 
but the food is pretty good. Do you want something to eat before we take off?” 
 “I don’t—no, thank you. If you want to, that’s fine.” She frowned. “Take off. We’re 
flying?” 
 “Figure of speech. We’re driving.” 
 “Mm.” She wore a feminine sort of gray suit, tailored, businessy, and she did not in 
the least look like she had just spent most of her night flying from Washington, D.C., to 
the corner of Nevada. 
 With his jeans, cowboy hat, running shoes, and chambray shirt, the sleeves rolled up 
to his elbows, Jack felt a wee bit underdressed to be walking beside this city lady.  
 Walk? March. And briskly. She did very well at maintaining the pace in those high-
heeled shoes. He had to really keep it nimble to stay with her. Jack never did see the point 
of women’s high-heeled shoes, except that they made the leg line more attractive. And 
that was probably the point right there. 
 Everything she did suggested vaguely that she was in a hurry to finish it and do 
something else. She walked fast; she gestured swiftly, the few times she made any motion 
at all; she spoke rapidly. Brusque. No nonsense. Tense. 
 Her purse suddenly burst forth in song. She pulled her cell phone out without 
having to grope for it and popped it up to her ear. “Hello?” Pause. “No, it’s five thirty 
here. That’s right.” Pause. More chatting. And, Jack noticed, her voice inflections were 
no longer brusque and no nonsense. She was capable of animated conversation after all. 
Only not, apparently, with him. 
 Jack felt somehow like an eavesdropper, but hey; it was not he who initiated a 
conversation in the middle of this Las Vegas concourse. Now she was describing the 
scene around them, the glitz and the slots. Yes, even slots in baggage claim. She couldn’t 
believe it. And on and on. 
 They stopped at the carousel and she finally hung up. Silence. She did not speak 
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again until her suitcases came out of the little door with the flapping rubber strips. She 
said, “That,” jabbing a finger at her matched luggage. When you talk in monosyllables 
you need a few gestures now and then. 
 He gave her back her laptop and carryon and schlepped the suitcases out to 
parking. They were heavier by far than her carryon. 
 Even before they reached the truck, Maxx expressed delight. His baritone bark 
echoed around the garage. The huge black lab was perched on top of the cage, his usual 
throne when Jack wasn’t around. The steel-bar cage in the pick-up bed was three feet 
high by four feet deep by the truck width, and when big old Maxx climbed up there he 
could see for miles. 
 She stopped cold with her mouth open. “This is it?” 
 “Four-by Dodge Ram long-bed pick-up, gray with gray interior, drum box, and 
steel wire dog cage in the bed. One Labrador retriever comma, black comma, five years 
old comma, Maxx. Didn’t Hal give you a description?” He pulled the cage door open and 
put the suitcases inside. 
 Maxx came bounding down off the roof to lick Miss Brant’s hand. She shrank 
back in horror and disgust. Undeterred, Maxx belched and turned to lick Jack’s pants leg. 
 “Maxx, cut it out!” He reached for the laptop. 
 “Wait! That dog isn’t riding back here with my things, is he?”  
 “Why shouldn’t he?” Jack stuffed the bags in a corner of the cage and clapped his 
hands. Maxx jumped in, and Jack closed the door. 
 “That dog is not going to ride with my things! The laptop alone is worth several 
thousand. I don’t—” 
 “And it couldn’t be safer, Miss Brant. Nobody but nobody reaches in that cage 
when Maxx is in there. Look at him. A head like a basketball and teeth that could dent an 
anvil. Besides, you don’t want him up in the cab with us. Trust me.” Jack paused for 
effect. “He licks. Constantly.” 
 Her face tightened, and Jack couldn’t tell whether she was going to start crying or 
explode in anger. She did neither. She marched around to the passenger door. “Let’s get 
out of here.” 
 She was back on the phone again before they got out of the garage. This time the 
caller was a different person, apparently, because she again explained time zones.  
 On the outskirts of town Jack spotted a Gearjammer Truck Stop and pulled in. 
“Gas tank’s full, but we’re not. Breakfast for Maxx and me, and anything you’d like. 
You’re still on eastern daylight time; you might be ready for lunch by now.” 
 She climbed out her side without waiting for him to open her door. She was 
liberated after all. 
 He popped the ammo case, filled Maxx’s dish from it, and stuffed the dish inside 
the cage door. 
 He followed her into the dining area of this vast truck stop, out of the brisk, cool 
dawn air into dank, languid, air-conditioned air. They slid into a Naugahyde booth. He 
ordered ham and two eggs over easy with grits and toast without looking at the menu. 
 “Nothing for me, thank you,” Miss Brant forced a smile toward the server. 
 And social discourse took a nosedive. From nothing all the way through town to 
less than nothing now. 
 Oh, well. You can always fall back on business when all else fails. “Tell me what 



DEATH VALLEY/Sandy Dengler 

 

you know about this case,” Jack ventured. 
 She shrugged. “I’m to walk into the superintendent’s office with an open mind and 
start looking through his books. Mr. Edmond didn’t brief me to look for anything in 
particular, but they think something is amiss.” 
 “You’re aware that George Gibbs, the dead man they pulled out of the creek, was 
from the Government Accounting Office.” 
 She nodded. 
 “Murdered.” 
 “Mr. Edmond intimated there might be foul play, but he assured me I wasn’t 
pursuing that case and I wouldn’t be in any danger.” 
 “Then you’re not. Hal knows the situation.” 
 As a conversationalist she was a complete poop. She dropped the ball instantly and 
spent her time watching truckers come and go. Sleepy, unwashed men lolled in the 
booths. A very few talked on the pay phones installed at each table along the wall. Most 
chatted on cell phones. They brought in thermos bottles the size of oil storage tanks and 
left with them full of coffee blacker than Maxx. Through the tabletop-to-ceiling windows 
you could watch monster eighteen-wheelers go and come. And come, and come, pouring 
past the huge windows. Their drivers stood on stepladders doing the windshields as they 
filled up. 
 Jack had seen all this a million times. He was often a part of it. Now he watched 
Miss Brant’s face awhile. “Your first meal in a real truck stop, right?” 
 His food arrived.  
 Miss Brant looked at his plate a moment and glanced at the server, a no-nonsense 
lady with a cutoff tank top that revealed the ring in her pierced belly-button, “May I have 
a side of wheat toast and a decaf soy latte, please? Sugar-free Irish creme.”  
 The server studied her. “We don’t make lattes. We make coffee. You want 
coffee?” 
 “Yes, I suppose…” 
 “And we don’t serve soy milk. We keep goat’s milk for little kids who can’t drink 
cow’s milk. You want goat’s milk?” 
 Miss Brant looked grim. “Never mind. Just the toast. I’ll stay with this water.” 
 When the server left, Miss Brant glared at Jack, as if he was responsible for a 
dearth of soy lattes. “You sounded bemused when you asked if I eat in truck stops. And 
condescending. I can live with the bemusement. You’ll get off the condescension right 
now.” 
 “My apology. I didn’t mean to sound condescending. There’s a lot of places I’ve 
never been, either.” 
 Her mouth dropped open. She was staring past his shoulder toward the door. Jack 
twisted around to look. 
 Bikers. Hell’s Angels. Hell’s Angels wannabes. Hippy Dippy Two-Wheelers. 
Whatever you want to call them, here they came, at least a dozen, straight out of the 
sixties. Their black vests, nickel-studded leathers, American flag do-rags, boots big 
enough to dip sheep in, all seemed to match their smudgy tattoos and unshaven faces. 
They swaggered, they laughed too loudly, they took over. They filled up the huge dining 
area just by standing there. 
 Miss Brant looked stricken. “Do you realize what’s wrong with those people?” 
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 “I know a hundred things wrong with them. What’s your analysis?” 
 Fervently she murmured, “They’re between us and the only way out.” 
 
 


