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The trigger pull of the M6 Scout is a bit stiff for the smallest youngsters, but using four fingers at first, and later two on the unique squeeze bar trigger works well. The gun’s accuracy is quite good, too—a helpful trait in preventing discouragement in a young shooter.


—Hunting Digest, “The Best Guns for Kids,” Fall 1977




  

Prologue
 

I was eight years old when Mack Sanders lost a nut in the mill room of the Borden Casket Company. Dad told me a vague version of the story the night it happened, but along with the rest of the town, I soon knew every gory detail. It was 1973, the day before the Kentucky Derby, and Sanders had tickets to the big race.

Sanders was right out of high school, so new at the plant that maybe he hadn’t yet developed a proper respect for the horrible things that can happen to a man in a building full of industrial woodworking machinery. Maybe if he’d made it even one more week, he would have started to notice the large number of men around him with fewer than ten fingers, or ragged purple scars across their cheeks. Vern Schumacher in payroll, for example, cheerfully delivered Mack his paycheck every two weeks with an empty sleeve safety-pinned to his shoulder; he was waiting out retirement in a desk job he’d gratefully accepted after a run-in with a band saw. Who knows what Sanders might have learned given a little more time. I just know that what did happen to Sanders made even Vern Schumacher count his blessings.

Sanders had been assigned to a noisy green Torwegge ripsaw, a machine powered by a five-horsepower motor bolted to the concrete floor. The motor was old, but like every piece of rotating machinery in the plant, it was lovingly maintained by a cadre of meticulous German mechanics who believed with moral certainty that all machines could last a century or more with proper care. Just days before the accident, responding to a barely audible rattle, maintenance man Oscar Schmidt had checked the speed of that very motor using a strobe light designed for the purpose. Waiting until after sundown so that the ambient light would be low, he pointed the light at the chain and adjusted its speed until the rapidly moving links appeared frozen in space, their speed synchronized perfectly with the blinking of the strobe. Oscar thus verified the speed of the motor: 1,600 revolutions per minute, exactly as designed. He concluded that the noise he’d heard was caused by the metal chain that connected motor to saw in a rapidly moving, well-oiled loop. Some of the links had become worn and barbed with age, causing noise as the malformed links meshed and unmeshed with the sprockets of the saw and motor. Oscar made a note to order a replacement chain from Louisville Mill Supply as he returned to the shop.

Sanders worked the day shift in the mill room, where he was pulling down the highest wages a new guy could anywhere in the plant. As shitty as the work could be—hot, dusty, and loud—Sanders knew he was lucky to have it. Especially as his unemployed, pot-smoking buddies from the class of ’72 proved irresistible to the local draft board. With his pride, six dollars an hour, and a free yearlong vacation in Southeast Asia at stake, Sanders threw himself into the job every day, attacking his pile of wood in a sweaty frenzy. The day before the Derby was no exception as he fed the ravenous saw, sweated through his Neil Young T-shirt, and tried to avoid looking at the clock.

Late that afternoon, a small forklift delivered to Sanders the day’s last load of wood. Eager to begin his big weekend, Sanders grabbed the biggest board off the top of the stack, and, in an attempt to keep up with the men on either side of him who had been doing the work for decades, Sanders fed too much lumber into the saw at once. The large maple board got cockeyed and jammed itself with a squeal between the saw blade and the housing. The powerful motor groaned with displeasure but kept running. Sanders tried to muscle the board out, but couldn’t. From where he stood, he had a hard time getting a good angle; the big motor on the floor was right where he needed to stand.

Sanders should have just turned the saw off and asked for help at that point, but he didn’t. He’d gotten wood stuck before, and had always managed to get it out by himself. Turning the saw off would cause a bell over his machine to ring, an alert designed to get maintenance men or the foreman over to see what was wrong: everybody called it the “idiot alarm.” A new guy took enough crap in the plant already without inviting it on himself like that. He also didn’t want to give anyone an excuse to move him to a lower paying, less demanding job in the finish room or the trim line. As the outside of the saw blade spun against it, the board started to heat up, and Sanders knew that soon the smell of wood smoke would draw more unwanted attention than a clanging bell.

Knowing he had just a few minutes left before the foreman made his way over to see what was impeding the flow of lumber through the plant, Sanders decided to try something different. To reach a better position, he stepped atop the motor housing, about two feet off the ground, with one foot on each side of the rapidly moving drive chain. Now the offending board was sticking out right at his navel, and he was able at last to get a good, solid grip on the thing, and pull.

He had positioned himself so well that the wood popped right out, surprising him. Holding on to the big heavy plank, Sanders tried to keep his balance, but he overcompensated when shifting his weight forward. His feet slipped on the motor housing, which was made slick by a coating of sawdust as fine as talcum powder. He fell hard, landing with his full weight on the rapidly moving metal chain, a leg on each side.

It all happened in an instant. With a buzzing sound, the jagged metal links ripped through the denim crotch of his jeans like a chain saw. Sanders instinctively put his hands down, gashing them badly on the chain. Events were now unfolding at 1,600 revolutions per minute, and even in his panic, he had no hope of reacting in time. The chain chewed through his jockey shorts as easily as the denim, and then moved on to the tender flesh of his scrotum. With those three scant layers of protection removed, one of the lightning-fast metal links, its outer edge worn into a hook-shaped barb, snagged his left nut, ripped it off his body, and flung it twenty yards through the air.

They say there wasn’t a place in the plant where you couldn’t hear the screaming. Guthrie Kruer, another new employee who was working nearby, was one of the few men present to act fast. He sprinted over and hit the big red emergency stop button, but by then the nut was flying across the mill room, never again to be a part of Mack Sanders. It hit the far wall with a splat, left a bright red starburst of blood, and fell straight down into a pile of wood shavings.

From his hospital bed the next morning, Sanders told his brother to go on to the Derby without him. He also gave him a week’s wages and strict instructions: bet it all on Secretariat to win. Danny Sanders, however, convinced that he had received a heavenly sign, bet every dime on Forego, the only gelding in the field. Forego finished just out of the money. We all know what Secretariat did. Six years later, when Tom Kruer and I went into the woods searching for Mack Sanders, he was still pissed off.



One
 

The strikers cheered as the tractor dragged the ancient Chrysler Newport in front of the main gate. Virgil Stemler, his long skinny arms straining with the effort, sloshed gasoline all over the car from a dented metal can. Mack Sanders followed closely behind him, jittery and playing to the crowd as he tossed a lit match onto the hood, then another, then another, jumping backward with each attempt, until whoosh, the rusty car burst reluctantly into flames. Sanders threw the matchbook to the ground and whipped around to accept our applause as the fire swelled behind him. There was something scary about his enthusiasm, and I wondered how many were like me, clapping only because I didn’t want Sanders to pick me out of the crowd. Tom and I watched, along with half the population of Borden, Indiana, as a streak of greasy black smoke climbed straight into the sky, almost high enough to be seen beyond the heavily wooded walls of the valley that surrounded us.

Tom and I, both fourteen years old, pedaled around the edges of the crowd on our dirt bikes. It was August 1979, the second week of the strike, just before the start of ninth grade and high school. Like almost every other kid I knew, my dad worked at the plant, but I had somehow up to that point been unaware of the tectonic forces that had pulled and pushed us into our respective roles that summer. My ignorance met its end at about the same time that doomed Chrysler did. Before the summer was over, I would learn the differences between management and labor, scabs and thugs, and see the most amazing gunshot of my life.

My best friend’s full name was Thomas Jefferson Kruer. I’m Andrew Jackson Gray. That’s not as strange a coincidence as it might seem outside the valley; I had many friends named for the heroes of democracy. I also knew an Elvis, an Aron, and a Presley, a smattering of John Waynes, and two grown men who went by “Peanut.” I couldn’t remember a time when Tom and I weren’t friends, and we had been around each other so much that I often knew his thoughts, and he more often knew mine. That’s not to say Tom couldn’t surprise me. Frequently he would suggest an idea so crazy or so dangerous that I would stare in disbelief as he grinned and waited for me to come around to his way of thinking.

Tom and I wheeled around the outside of the crowd to get a better look, popping wheelies as we went. There were quite a few other kids from school there. I waved to Steve Koch, a classmate whose brother had died in Vietnam when we were all in kindergarten. I remembered him proudly showing us a set of dog tags in the cafeteria. Steve was laughing and wrestling Mark Deich, who was tossing Steve around like a rag doll. Mark had for some unknown reason a droopy, half-paralyzed face, but despite that affliction he was the undisputed strongest kid in our class, and one of the happiest.

With a start, I spotted Taffy Judd at the edge of the crowd, as always in her faded Pink Floyd T-shirt, the one with the rays of light coming out of the prism. I wanted to get a better look at her, but she was moving quickly along the perimeter of the crowd, almost as if she didn’t want anyone to get too good a fix on her location. Taffy and I sat next to each other in second grade, and were for a time madly in love with each other. When we were given an assignment to write about what job we wanted when we grew up, I guaranteed myself weeks of unmerciful teasing by scrawling in crayon that I wanted to be a doctor, with Taffy as my nurse. Taffy agreed with that vision of the future, and drew a neat picture of herself in white holding hands with a smiling Dr. Gray. Our brief romance ended the next week when she caught me sharing my sandwich with Theresa Gettelfinger and hit me in the head with her lunch box. As brief as it was, my friends still occasionally gave me shit over Taffy. That was one of the reasons I tried to be subtle as I watched her.

As we got older, Taffy got harder and harder to spot in a crowd, lingering in the background as she did on the picket line, elusive and on the edges of the action. She lived in a trailer on a sliver of swampy land between Muddy Fork and Highway 60. Her dad, Orpod Judd, worked at the plant when he wasn’t faking workmen’s comp injuries or doing time for some variety of drunken mayhem. Poverty was easy to hide in Borden, where even the very few of us who were certifiably middle class chose to live simply. Taffy had all the telltale signs, however, even beyond the limited wardrobe and the run-down trailer home: she didn’t have to drop change into the pie plate for her school lunch every day, she seemed to fight the same cold all winter without a doctor visit, and in the school directory she shared a phone number with all the poorer kids of Borden. It was the number of the pay phone in front of Miller’s General Store, the common phone for those in the nearby trailers who couldn’t keep one of their own turned on.

“It’s already junk,” Tom said critically of the burning car, snapping me out of my thoughts about Taffy. It was true. Even as they reveled in their unfamiliar roles as labor firebrands, my flinty German neighbors would no sooner destroy a functioning automobile than they would torch a church. Besides, along with strawberries and Christmas trees, junk cars in Borden were always a surplus crop. I followed him up to a rough-looking trio of older strikers in lawn chairs, all with Local 1096 ball caps and bulges of Skoal in their lips. They used the sticks of their picket signs to push themselves noisily backward as the fire grew too hot.

“Why are we burning a car?” he asked them. His directness impressed me. I was afraid to admit that I found the whole ceremony a little mysterious. Like me, Tom was shirtless, tanned to a dark brown, and wearing shorts made from last year’s jeans. His young body was on the verge of carrying knotty, showy muscle like his father, and he looked athletic and efficient, his body honed by exploring every corner of our valley with me every day, on bike and on foot. His hair was bushy and long, not because that happened to be the fashion of the moment, but because his mom couldn’t get him to sit still on the front porch for the twenty minutes she needed to give him a proper trim. His eyes were bright and alert, more so than mine, a giveaway to the reasonably perceptive that he was the smarter one of our pair. Other than that, on those rare occasions when we ran into strangers, they often thought we were brothers. So I guess we looked alike.

“Why are we burning a car?” Tom asked again. The old men looked at one another, almost as if for a moment they couldn’t think of a good reason themselves.

“That Sanders kid is nuts,” said one of the men in what was not quite an explanation.

“He ain’t been right since…the accident,” said another. We all took a moment to be thankful for our intact testicles.

Tom persisted. “So why are we burning a car?”

“To keep the scabs out!” said the third man, as if the official answer had suddenly dawned on him. He looked to his friends for affirmation and the bills of their caps dipped in agreement. I didn’t know what a scab was, but it didn’t seem to me that we were in any danger of being overrun by them. The parking lot of the Borden Casket Company was empty, except for the old Ford truck that belonged to Don Strange, the plant’s general manager. I presumed he could see the car’s flames from somewhere inside the empty factory, though we could not see him.

Tom was fascinated by the vocabulary of the strike. He shared with me each term he picked up—that morning he had explained “cost of living” to me. He knew by heart his father’s shifts on the picket line as well, six hours every day and a half. I couldn’t help but feel the sting of being left out when he talked about that. For reasons that had not yet been explained to me, my father was never on the picket line.

“Will the sheriff come?” he asked. I was curious about the same thing. Sheriff Kohl was famously stern—he once ticketed New Albany High School’s basketball coach for cursing during a sectional championship game. I, too, was surprised that he would allow car burning in broad daylight along our busiest road. At the same time, the sheriff was a mysterious source of tension inside my home. I would not have brought the matter up on my own.

The striker threw a gap-toothed leer to his friends at Tom’s mention of the sheriff. He leaned forward. “Ain’t you Gus Gray’s kid?”

“Yes,” I said.

“The sheriff won’t come here. Don’t you worry about that.”

He was right. That old Newport burned right down to the wheels and Sheriff Kohl never came.

I was well into adulthood before I realized just how isolated we were up there in Borden, deep in the Hoosier Valley, at the edge of Clark and Washington counties. The rest of Indiana had been scraped clean by an advancing glacier during the last ice age, leaving the land geometrically flat and ready to divide into rectangular fields of beans and corn. Right at the Washington County line, the glacier stopped and retreated, so the primeval hills to the south were spared, all the way down to the Ohio River. Like parallel rows of barbed wire, the hills wrapped us up tight in protective layers of rolling, inconvenient geography that kept road-pavers and subdivision-builders at bay. When I doubt it now, and think that the isolation was some figment of my imagination, an idealization of a rural childhood when the size of my world was limited by how many miles I could ride my dirt bike, I remind myself of some of the creatures that Tom and I used to trap, shoot, and pull from the floating snares we made out of milk jugs and treble hooks. There were critters in Borden you just wouldn’t see anywhere else.

Silver Creek wound back into the hills across giant banks of freshwater mussels. I don’t mean one or two lonely shells clinging to rocks; I’m talking about sheets of the things, thriving generations crusted on top of one another in porous layers that the water ran through with a distinctive, high-pitched sizzle. At Indiana University, in Bloomington, not all that far from Borden as the crow flies, I read once that freshwater mussels were endangered. I laughed out loud right there in the Main Library—Tom and I used to fill our backpacks with the empty shells and pretend they were money in our games. Downstream from the mussel banks, Silver Creek widened and slowed, and on still summer days freshwater jellyfish paraded by, almost invisible to the untrained eye—they looked like pieces of Kleenex drifting just beneath the surface. Boys at school brought giant caterpillars stuffed into Mason jars for show-and-tell, behemoths as big around as Coke cans, with orange horns and elaborate fake eyes imprinted on their backs by the Creator. Between our steep hills sat small, deep, wedge-shaped ponds, home to croaking amphibians we called “mud puppies,” and slime-covered primitive fish with twitchy, stunted legs. My parents had spent good money, they periodically reminded me, on the set of red junior Encyclopedia Britannicas, in my room. They stood in regal alphabetical order above my Springfield M6 rifle in its gun rack, my two most valuable possessions displayed on the same windowless wall. Those encyclopedias showed in exquisite color plates the grotesque Sargassum fish from the Red Sea, and Hawaii’s beautiful Moorish idol, but none of Borden’s local wildlife. It was too exotic to be included.

The strange biosphere continued below our feet. The valley was riven with limestone caves. Some were roped off, domesticated, and turned into tourist attractions for the Louisville families not worn out by their daylong harvest of whatever U-Pick crop was in season. Each had its own unique attraction. The tour of Marengo Cave finished in a chamber where visitors were encouraged to throw coins straight up, where they would stick in a muddy ceiling sheathed by years of captive pennies and nickels. Wyandotte Cave featured the footprints of prehistoric Indians leading to cold fire pits. Most spectacularly, Squire Boone Caverns contained the bones of Daniel Boone’s brother, Squire Boone, who had asked to be interred in the cave he had discovered. Every year of grade school we field-tripped there, where somber teachers warned us in vain to be respectful as we passed the dusty coffin. I’d made the trip so many times I knew Squire’s epitaph by heart: My God my life hath much befriended, I’ll praise him till my days are ended.

What Tom and I had discovered during the summer of the strike was that these weren’t isolated, distinct caves, each with its own exit turnstile and gift shop. The whole thing was a system, a giant network of caves that ran wild throughout the region, connecting the tourist traps, the National Forest’s caves, and the pristine caves opening in the middle of the woods that only Tom and I knew about. There was really just one giant cave. Inside it lived a community of giant white crickets, albino crawdads, and even eyeless white fish, creatures mutated to complete blindness by eons of dark isolation. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for them.

Exploring the caves had become a passion of Tom’s that summer, and he seemed to find something almost magical in the way they could lead us from one end of the valley to the other. When the Chrysler began to smolder, and boredom returned to the picket line, he suggested we head underground. The thought of that cool, dry air was tempting, and he had a theory he wanted to pursue. I turned to get a last look at Taffy as we left, but she was gone.
  

Two
 

Many major events of that summer were determined by the migration paths of ancient buffalo. The Buffalo Trace was a trail pounded into the southern Indiana soil over thousands of years by enormous herds of American bison. These giant communities of buffalo marched every year from the salt licks of Kentucky, across the Ohio River at its shallowest point in Clarksville, and across Indiana into their pastures in Illinois. The herds were just about gone by the time the first white settlers arrived in our state, although there are a few shocked accounts from the earliest pioneers who stepped back in wonder to watch the woolly, grunting masses of buffalo splash their way across the Ohio River. While the buffalo had been gone for two centuries by the time Tom and I came along, their trail remained, a testament to the hardness and determination in those hooves. Large sections of the trail remained wild, and provided a remarkably smooth and straight corridor through the woods for two kids on bikes. Other sections of the trace were so wide and smooth that they had been adopted by the pioneers as a ready-made frontier road, which in turn became State Highway 60, the major road through Borden. Tom and I sped down Highway 60 on our bikes after the car burning.

We rode hard, enjoying the speed that we could gather on the asphalt. Our legs were accustomed to much harder pedaling on dirt, up hills, and through mud. We zipped through Borden’s tiny town proper, starting with Miller’s General Store and its fading RC Cola sign. Next came the three schools—elementary, junior, and high—each in ascending order up the side of Daisy Hill. Next to them rose the Victorian eminence of the Borden Institute, still grand and hopeful even in its old age. The barber shop and the hardware store marked the end of Borden’s minuscule retail district, and the post office marked the end of the town’s incorporated limits. Just past the bridge, but before the cemetery, we veered sharply off the highway to the left, like jet fighters in formation, and let our momentum push us through two feet of thick brush in the state right-of-way. We dodged the thickest tree branches as we penetrated farther, but couldn’t avoid the low-lying thorns grabbing at our bruised and scabbed legs. Just as the vegetation threatened to bring us to a stop, we burst into the clear again, like rockets pushing clear of gravity’s pull, onto the smooth path cleared for us hundreds of years ago by the buffalo.

The trace narrowed as we rode on, forcing Tom and me into single file. We then left the easy riding of the trace and turned again into the brush, as we stood up on our pedals to gain traction. Finally, when pedaling was no longer possible, we laid our bikes down, satisfied that they were sufficiently hidden by the weeds. We continued on foot.

I felt the cave entrance before I saw it—a thin ribbon of cool dry air that felt like air-conditioning in the middle of the sweltering woods. Tom and I walked a short distance to a shelf of limestone that hung over a cave entrance we knew well. From even just a few feet away, the entrance looked like no more than a shadow under the outcropping.

I had suspected this was our destination when we left the picket line. The rest of Tom’s plan, like most of the cave, was a mystery to me. We ducked to enter and let our eyes adjust. The hole was smooth and the dirt floor well-traveled—we were far from the first kids in Clark County to explore the more accessible portions of this particular cave. The chamber widened a little after the entrance. We walked hunched over across the main chamber, toward a small chute that led deeper. Directly above the chute, growing from the dirt, a knobby, thick stalagmite stood guard, the first recognizable cave feature, a smooth pillar of stone pushing through a tangle of dusty tree roots. Tom reached behind it and pulled out two red plastic flashlights that he kept hidden there, and handed one to me. We clicked them on and climbed on down the chute, past two slumbering bats who ignored us.

Fewer people had preceded us into this second chamber, judging by the dwindling number of beer cans and cigarette butts on the ground. We finally got to the far wall, the apparent end of the cave, where Tom turned and smiled, looking slightly demonic, underlit as he was by his flashlight.

“Listen,” he said. His excited voice echoed slightly. I closed my eyes, but still heard nothing but the blood rushing in my ears. I shook my head.

“Down here,” Tom said. I stooped over and put my head next to a hole about the size of a basketball where he was pointing. I had never noticed it before. The room we were in was not large, but I could only ever see what was inside the narrow beam of my flashlight, and it had never fallen on this particular spot before. The hole looked like someone had dug it out and enlarged it, but it was impossible to say when. Time froze in caves, with their constant temperature, low humidity, and eternal shelter from the elements. The hole could have been dug out the week before by some bored kids, or centuries ago by a wandering Shawnee mystic.

With my head next to the hole and my eyes closed, I heard what Tom was talking about: swiftly running water. Water was blood to a cave, and running water meant a living cave: spectacular formations and strange creatures, our eternal quests.

“I think we can get to Squire Boone through there,” said Tom.

“No way.”

“I’m not shitting,” he said. “We get through that hole, and it’ll connect.”

I shook my head. Squire Boone was almost to the Ohio River, just a short trip from the interstate and from Kentucky. I had heard Tom say repeatedly that all the caves were connected, but this notion strained my considerable respect for his knowledge of our local geography and geology.

“Come on,” he said, impatient with my doubts. Even as the rational part of my mind braced itself halfheartedly to debate Tom about his theory and the wisdom of pursuing it, the rest was assessing the beam coming from my red plastic flashlight: steady and strong, ready to go exploring, at least until suppertime. Tom was already digging at the hole, enlarging it one handful of gravelly dirt at a time. I heard rocks falling through it, out the other side, and landing some distance below. Soon, the hole was almost big enough to fit through, and Tom started climbing into it feetfirst.

“Wait, you don’t know how far down that is on the other side,” I said. “You could fall two hundred feet.”

He hesitated. “What should we do? Just walk away? Let’s try it and see.”

“Come on out, I’ve got an idea.”

Tom reluctantly stepped back while I sifted through the gravel he’d dug out, until I found a rock about the size of a Ping-Pong ball. I shoved my arm through the hole as far as I could, up to my shoulder, until my ear was up against the wall. Then I released the rock.

I listened to it roll. When that sound stopped, when the rock was falling through open space, I counted in my head “one Mississippi” to mark the seconds. Before I could say “miss,” the rock struck the bottom, a hard, high-pitched crack that echoed sharply.

“Let me try that again.” I grabbed another rock from the cave floor.

“That’s bigger,” said Tom. “It’ll fall faster.”

“No it won’t,” I said. “But it will be louder.” I rolled it down the chute again, and counted the brief fall.

“So how far is it, professor?”

“It takes two seconds to fall fifty feet,” I said, standing up and brushing the dirt off my hands.

“And it doesn’t matter how big the rock is?” He sounded as doubtful as I had about reaching Squire Boone.

“Nope. You’d take two seconds to fall fifty feet, too. And that rock fell in less than a half-second.”

“So…”

“It’s hard to say. I’m guessing around ten feet.”

“Then it’s like jumping off your porch roof,” said Tom. “That’s about ten feet. Let’s go.”

He resumed climbing into the hole, forcing himself through it backward. At one point before he completely disappeared, he looked up at me with only his head visible, like a grinning human hunting trophy that had been mounted to the wall of the cave. Then he popped through and was gone. When I didn’t hear any screams or breaking bones, I knew I had to follow.

It was a tight squeeze, even for wiry kids like us. I had to put my hands over my head to fit through. I pushed backward, slid for a few feet, and then fell straight down through a brief, terrifying emptiness, before landing squarely on my ass. Stars traced tiny curls in the blackness. When they faded, I pointed my flashlight straight up, to see where I had landed, but realized with awe that the size of the chamber was too large—my beam couldn’t reach the top. Tom and I had discovered something massive.

“Holy shit,” I said, the leisurely response of my echo another indication of the room’s giant size. I swept my flashlight around; I saw Tom’s beam moving in the distance as he did the same.

Surrounding us like the trunks of redwoods were the biggest stalagmites I had ever seen, ropy columns of pink stone that looked like molten wax, each identical, each at least twenty feet around at the base and rising straight up. They were wet—alive—still growing as water dripped onto them from the unseen ceiling, depositing tiny amounts of dissolved limestone with each drop, growing each massive column a few molecules at a time. Right through the middle of the room ran the stream we’d heard from the other side, burbling in from a hole at one end and crashing into another at the far wall. The stream had cut a trench through the stone floor as straight and true as an irrigation ditch.

“Think how old these are,” shouted Tom from across the room. I knew I wasn’t supposed to, I had been warned in countless school field trips that the oil from our hands could kill the cave formation’s growth, but I reached out anyway and put the palm of my hand against the side of one of the columns. It felt preternaturally immovable and solid, as if the columns were holding the whole surface of Clark County above us in place.

Tom was less transfixed than I. He quickly worked his way to the other side of the chamber. “Check this out,” he shouted in the distance, his voice echoing more sharply. I walked toward his flashlight beam. It felt strange to be so far away from him in a cave, where usually things were more compact. “Look,” he said when I reached his side at the edge of the chamber.

He had called me over to a wavy sheet of rock growing up from the floor. It was as thin as paper, thin enough that we saw the yellow glow of a flashlight held to it on the other side. Its folds and curves looked like a curtain blowing over an open window. Tom and I stood on each side, facing each other, examining it—we’d never seen anything like it in all of our explorations. Water dropped onto it from above, growing the wall microscopically, imperceptibly between us. I was lost for a minute, watching a perfectly spherical drop of water fall onto it and roll along its edge.

“Over here,” Tom yelled from far away—he had darted away from me again, moving on with his exploration. At the end of the chamber, one of the giant treelike stalagmites had fallen. I tried to imagine what it would have been like to be in the chamber when that thing had tumbled over. It was broken into three even sections, looking like a column from a ruined ancient temple. Tom scurried up the ragged broken end of one of the pieces, using the jagged nubs for handholds. He soon stood atop the fallen column, which put him within reach of a horizontal crack in the wall.

The crack was about two feet high, and ran the length of the chamber, at least as far as we could see with our underpowered flashlights. Tom hoisted himself into the crack, and lay down inside of it, looking down at me, where I still stood on the cave floor. “Come on up,” he said.

I hesitated.

“Come on up,” he said again. “This crack’ll take us to Squire Boone.”

“Wait, don’t you want to check this out? This room is better than anything at Squire Boone, even the five-dollar tour.”

Before I was done even saying it, Tom was crawling forward, endlessly enthusiastic about finding the next chamber, learning how they all tied together. I climbed up the broken end of the column, peered inside the crack, and pulled myself up and in. Tom didn’t say anything; he continued scurrying forward, into the darkness. I paused just a moment to look ahead. The crack was rough and dirty, with no formations—it really was more of a fissure in the dirt than what we typically called a cave.

We crawled until I completely lost track of time and distance. Gradually, the ceiling above and floor below turned back into smooth, damp limestone. I hustled to keep Tom in my light. The crack shrunk as we progressed, a millimeter at a time, until eventually I felt my back scraping against the ceiling and my belly on the floor as I moved forward. Soon, I was pushing hard through the crevice. Then I was stuck.

I watched as Tom, slightly smaller than me, continued forward a foot more, until he, too, was stuck fast. I could see only the soles of his shoes, struggling, his toes scraping the hard stone in an attempt to push forward. His shoes scraped a line into the thin film of watery mud that coated the rock. Then, just as I had, he tried to move backward. “Shit,” he said.

No one knew where we were—that was my first thought. Both Tom’s parents and mine accepted that on fair summer days we would both disappear into the woods all day, returning home filthy and tired but always in time for supper. Local folklore about boys killed in the caves began racing through my mind. Being trapped in a chamber as it suddenly filled with water was one popular motif. Tom had once explained to me that a dusty cave was safe, while a wet cave like this might get flushed out once in a while by a lethal flash flood. And drowning wasn’t the only way to die in a cave. Sheriff Kohl sang lead in a gospel group around town, and I suddenly remembered a lyric he sang at the Harvest Homecoming about a Kentuckian who had died in a cave long ago: I dreamed I was a prisoner, my life I could not save. The man in that story, Floyd Collins, had died of “exposure,” a word I found horribly vague and descriptive at the same time. Without even a T-shirt to protect me, the stone on all sides leached warmth from my body. My teeth started chattering.

“Are we screwed?” I asked, trying not to sound like too much of a puss. Tom stopped struggling just long enough to let me know that we were.

The fear seemed to make my body swell, fixing me even tighter in the crack. I knew better than to try and muscle my way out—I wasn’t stronger than all that limestone. I could tell by watching Tom’s feet that he had not given up. His shoes twisted and twitched. The crack, I noticed, was barely as high as one of his shoes. One of those shoes came off, then the other, and he continued the struggle in just his socks.

I fought harder to move, completely unsuccessfully, and the frustration allowed me to completely give in to the fear. I could move my arms, and kick my feet about an inch up and down, so I did both as fast as I could in a kind of swimming motion that I couldn’t stop once I started. In my panic, I actually wondered how long it would take me to shrink a little, how many days might pass before I starved enough to slide freely backward the way we came in. Long before then, I knew, my flashlight would die, and I would somehow have to remember which direction to crawl in the total darkness. As I flailed, sweat combined with the dirt and stung hard as it dripped into my eyes.

I stopped long enough to rub my eyes. I noticed then that Tom wasn’t thrashing. He was digging his toes into the dirt and pushing in a very deliberate, determined way. It was hard to see at first, but he was moving infinitesimally forward. The motion was almost imperceptible because his denim shorts remained in place—Tom was pushing himself right out of his Wranglers. I watched as his feet went up inside the legs and disappeared and the shorts collapsed, as if Tom had wanted out of the crack so badly that he had willed himself into vapor. His dimensions reduced by the thickness of one ply of well-worn denim, he shot forward, past the range of my flashlight’s beam.

“Got it!” I heard him say at the other side. By the echo and the strength of his voice, I could tell he was in a chamber large enough to stand in upright. I didn’t shout for Tom to come back and help me. There was no possibility that he wouldn’t.

He crawled back to me without his flashlight so that his hands would be free. I saw his white face like a rising moon when he came within range of mine. He stuck out both hands, and I let go of my flashlight to grab them. With a hard yank, Tom pulled me forward. I tumbled out of the crack, leaving behind in the crevice my flashlight, as well as Tom’s shorts and shoes.

I took in the new room where we found ourselves, my senses heightened by the receding panic. Tom had left his flashlight sitting on a ledge in the chamber, pointing more or less at the crack that almost swallowed us forever. The walls of the new chamber were high and smooth. Inviting paths led out from two sides. The packed-down dirt made them look oddly well-traveled.

“Holy shit,” said Tom, as we slapped the dirt off ourselves. It was the peculiar bright orange mud that was characteristic of our local caves. We were coated in the stuff from head to toe.

“That sucked,” I said, trying to sound unfazed.

Tom moved across the chamber, to where the crack entered at the other end. “I wonder if there’s a better way through,” he said, eyeing the length of it across the wall. I remained silent in a way that let him know I had no intention of crawling into that crack ever again. “It looks wider over here,” he said.

“Not to me.”

Suddenly Tom heard something I didn’t. “What was that?” he whispered.

A moment later, a dozen smiling, jabbering tourists rounded the corner, led by a man in the faux park ranger’s shirt and wide-brimmed hat of the Squire Boone tour guide. As they came into view, hidden electric lights clicked on, dramatically underlighting the chamber’s formations in garish green and blue. The guide was walking backward, talking to the group, so the paying customers saw us before he did: two filthy, orange boys squinting at the light, one of them wearing nothing but his Fruit-of-the-Looms.

The guide turned to face us and there was a split second when we all just stared at one another. Then Tom and I sprinted directly toward them as the group eagerly parted.

We hauled ass down the well-lit tour path. Ahead of us we heard the squawk of someone shouting through a walkie-talkie and saw the herky-jerky movement of a flashlight in the hands of someone at a dead run. Tom took a quick right and I followed him, into a room that was lit with green and red lights, a room whose theme I remembered from a past school trip as having something to do with a pile of rocks shaped like a Christmas tree. Through that room and into the next: we ran directly toward the dusty coffin of Squire Boone, propped up on what looked like sawhorses, when Tom took another sharp turn. We splashed across a shallow, slow stream—I wondered what the sad blind fish might think of the commotion—and into the safety of an unlit, untraveled passageway, where deep, loose gravel made running tough. I knew the tour guides would hesitate before following us this far off the path. I also knew from Tom’s speed that he must have had some notion of where he was going. I trusted him completely; his sense of direction in the caves was uncanny.

We ran like scalded dogs up the path, until I saw narrow lines of light ahead of us, the unmistakable, welcoming brightness of natural sunlight. The two lines of light intersected at a perfect right angle, a beacon of something that had to be man-made. We got closer and I saw that the light outlined a metal door set into the rock by some enterprising cave owner, an attempt at keeping nonpaying customers like us out. It was not, however, designed to keep anyone in. Tom and I hit the door with our shoulders at the same time and it flew open, hurling us into the blinding sunlight, the heat, and the blanketing humidity.

We slammed the door behind us and quickly assessed the situation. We were alone, for the moment. Tom and I ran to the top of a low ridge to get a better look at the landscape and to figure out exactly where we were. We saw the tall knobs in the distance, heard traffic on Highway 60, and saw the slightest discoloration of sunset on the western sky. We knew that the Ohio River, and beyond that Kentucky, must be just over the next ridgeline. A small aluminum fishing boat with a Kentucky license sticker on its bow was turned over by the cave door, another indication that the big river was nearby. As we ran by the boat, we stopped long enough to lift it up, to confirm that there were good oars stored beneath it, and that it looked generally river-worthy. Despite our mad rush, taking inventory of a discovery that valuable in the woods came automatically.

Having fixed our position in the woods, we ran all the way back to my house, staying off the roads and hidden in the trees because of Tom’s pants-less condition. At my house, both cars were in the driveway, meaning both Mom and Dad were home, which I still wasn’t used to at this early hour. Tom and I snuck in the back door when I heard Mom vacuuming in front. We didn’t have to sneak by any siblings—to my perpetual dismay, I was an only child, a rarity in a land of sprawling German-Catholic clans. In my room, Tom put on a pair of my pants and old sneakers over his orange-stained socks. Tom’s pants and shoes, I knew, would be forever preserved in the cave, or at least until disturbed by another reckless boy or some wondering archaeologist centuries in the future.

I walked with Tom to the intersection of Cabin Hill Road and our driveway, the relief from having gotten away unscathed starting to settle in. I saw a turkey hop deeper into the woods as we approached, effectively disappearing into the green. Had it been winter, after the leaves fell and the scrub died off, we could have watched that turkey run for a thousand yards, and followed its tracks in the snow for miles. We could have seen right through the trees down to Highway 60, perhaps even to the black smudge on the road where the Chrysler had burned. It was August, though, and the woods were choked with vegetation; the turkey could feel secure. I couldn’t even see the deep gorge that marked our property line, barely a half mile away.

“Want to eat supper here?” I asked.

“Nah. I’m eating with my dad on the picket line—they’re cooking burgers.”

“Cool.” I was insanely jealous. “Hey,” I asked, always eager to be part of the strike conversation. “What’s a ‘scab’ anyway? Are they the guys that beat everybody up?”

“Nah,” said Tom, “those are the thugs. The scabs are the guys that steal everybody’s jobs.”

With that, Tom walked off, occasionally reaching back to hike up my slightly too-large jeans.

As I walked into our house through the basement door, I heard that the vacuuming had stopped. My parents were in the kitchen arguing in tense low voices. They fought so seldom that I could tell they weren’t very good at it—their rhythm was off, inexperienced as they were in disagreeing with each other on any matter of substance. It was far more common, if I came home unexpectedly early, to find them blushing on the couch and straightening their clothes.

“I don’t want you turning our home into some kind of headquarters,” my mother whispered. My ears perked up at this. I imagined midnight gatherings, code words, and trench coats: a speaking role finally in the strike drama. My father laughed in a way that let both my mother and me know we were being ridiculous.

“Cricket, he wants to talk to me here. What was I supposed to tell him? He’s been over here a thousand times.”

“Tell him he can come over for supper any time he likes, but to keep work at the plant. Where it belongs.”

My father muttered something that sounded like a muted capitulation as I reached the top of the stairs. Despite the strike, Dad was in his work clothes: a short-sleeved white dress shirt; a striped, wide tie hanging loosely around his neck; and some kind of eyepiece on a lanyard, a device that measured the degree of gloss on finished caskets. Stacks of folders and envelopes embossed with the Borden Casket Company logo were on the kitchen table in front of him. Mom turned away from both of us and began noisily stacking clean glasses in the cupboard.

My mother was from Kentucky, but other than that her childhood was almost a complete mystery to me. Not only had I never met a single blood relative of my mother’s, I’d never even seen a family photograph. I didn’t know how many siblings she had, what her father did for a living, or what town she’d called home. Once in a great while Mom would drop some tiny clue about her past: a story about a brother in a bloody fistfight, a family legend about a relative’s coffin washed away in a flood, a sad memory of charity packages at Christmastime. I grabbed each fragment as it came my way, hoping someday to assemble them into a full mosaic that would tell me her story, which was, after all, half of my story. I was entitled to it.

Not all the gaps in my mother’s story took place in the murky past. She was an ardent admirer of Sheriff Kohl’s, had worked on his campaign, and Sheriff Kohl had the honor of being the only nonfemale candidate for office to ever have a sign in our front yard. The sheriff admired my mother as well, singling her out at campaign events for praise and long, laughter-filled conversations. Mom periodically took calls from him in the middle of the night, quick calls that resulted in her hurriedly leaving us, sometimes until the next morning when she would come home frazzled and exhausted. I tried and tried, but could never think of a single good explanation for Mom’s behavior. And I knew from Dad’s example that I was not to ask about her secrets, no matter how much they bothered me.

Because she was not from Borden, my mother was also a mystery to our neighbors. Without their ancestors knowing her ancestors, they could only make vague guesses about her true nature, about whether she might be prone to cancer, drinking, or dishonesty. Her self-taught feminism kept the neighbors off-balance as well—she went to meetings and rallies in Louisville, she liked to loan books by Kate Millett and Betty Friedan to the unsuspecting, and she confused cashiers everywhere with Susan B. Anthony dollars. Let it be said, however, that in Borden, Indiana, in 1979, her feminism was too bizarre to seem threatening. Down Old Township Road, Red Vogel liked to paint welcoming messages to UFOs on the roof of his mobile home; my mom’s behavior was regarded similarly. It was strange, but more or less harmless. My mother was beautiful, well-liked, and active in church and at my school. Cricket Gray was just somewhat unknowable to my neighbors, as she was to me.

My father, on the other hand, was an open book, born and raised in Borden, but educated at Purdue where he received a degree in aeronautical engineering—he used to say that he was too dumb at the time to realize it was a smart guy’s degree. I had heard repeatedly all the mild escapades of his youth, not just from him, but from all of our neighbors who had grown up with him and witnessed it all: the time he tripped on the stage at junior high school graduation, the time he’d gotten his car stuck in the mud on prom night, the successful carpet cleaning business he’d run during summers home from Purdue. Neil Armstrong had been a classmate of his in West Lafayette. Everybody in Borden knew it.

Although my father had employed his degree for twenty years making wooden coffins instead of rocket ships, he still liked to pepper his speech with space-age terminology. When people asked him why he had gotten a good education like that only to return to Borden, he would say that he had “failed to achieve escape velocity.”

He spied me on the steps. “What’s going on, my man?” Mom didn’t turn around from the cabinets she was furiously organizing.

“Nothin’,” I said. He could tell I was happy to see him, hours before he usually got home, and this in turn made him happy. He grabbed my arms and pulled me closer in a kind of half-hug. “What’s going on?” I knew my dad had a tendency to be pathologically honest under direct questioning.

“I’ve got a little meeting here tonight,” he said. “No big deal.”

“Here?” I said. I knew it had to have something to do with the strike. “Who with?”

My father suddenly noticed my orange hue, and took the opportunity to change the subject. “Good Lord, you are filthy,” he said with real admiration in his voice. “What have you been doing all day?”

I tried to think of what I had done that day that would alarm my parents the least. “Tom and I saw them burn up a car down at the picket line.”

“You watched?” His grip on my arms tightened. Mom turned around, real concern in her eyes.

“Whose car did they burn? Don’s?” she asked.

“It was a junk car,” my father said dismissively, over-compensating in his attempt to sound casual about the whole thing. “I heard it didn’t even have an engine in it.”

“Did Sheriff Kohl come?” my mother asked me.

“Of course not,” Dad said sourly, “they could burn that plant to the ground and Kohl wouldn’t risk losing a vote by turning his siren on.” His comment seemed designed to piss off Mom.

“I guess you think he should go down there and crack some heads,” my mother snapped. “You want him to break out the clubs? Beat some people up to save a junk car?”

“I want him to keep the peace,” my father said. “I think I heard him say he’d do that in one of the eight hundred campaign speeches I had to sit through.”

The whole exchange had confused the hell out of me. “Don’t we want the strikers to win?” I asked. “Tom’s dad says they work their butts off and the owners make all the money.”

There was an extended tense silence. I could tell I had said something wrong. In a spastic kid’s errant strategy, I decided it was best just to keep talking. “Tom’s dad says they deserve doctor cards, and that they have to do something now if they ever want to get ahead.”

My mother put her hands on her hips and eyed my father. Dad chose his next words carefully.

“What none of us want,” he said in measured tones, “is for that factory to close. The strikers don’t realize that a lot of factories like ours are going south, or to Mexico, or even further.”

“How could the Borden Casket Company move away from Borden?”

“It will if the owners wake up tomorrow and decide that keeping the plant here isn’t worth the trouble,” he answered. “Then where will Borden be? Where will Tom’s dad be?”

“Oh,” I said. Everything I had heard on the picket line suddenly seemed wrong. “Maybe you should go down on the picket line and tell them all that.”

“Son, they won’t listen to me down on that picket line. I’m management.”

Now I was really confused. “I thought…” I strained for the right words. Unlike Tom, I had not mastered the vocabulary of collective bargaining. “I thought you worked there.”

After a pause, Mom and Dad both burst out laughing. Although I was still confused, I was happy that my words had somehow swept the tension out of our little home just as I had brought it in. Dad began talking in a more relaxed, instructive tone, the same tone he used to explain to me why water towers were necessary, how the refrigerator worked, or why all rocks, no matter how big, take two seconds to fall fifty feet.

“I’m management, Son—they pay me a salary. I’m not in the union. Tom’s dad gets paid by the hour, and he belongs to the union. The union negotiates his wage, and that’s what the company has to pay him.”

“Did the union tell him to go on strike?”

“That’s right,” said Dad.

“Only after the company refused to negotiate the contract,” said Mom pleasantly. She had made her way over to the table and was laying down our three plates. Behind her, pork chops sizzled on the skillet and biscuits cooled on a wire rack. I looked back at Dad.

“You’re mother’s right,” he said. “The company came to the table with a fair offer, the union refused it, we refused to negotiate anymore, and they decided to go on strike. Many of those men thought it was a mistake.”

“Why do they stay in the union then?” I asked.

“If they want to work in our factory, they have to,” said Dad. “That’s what’s called a closed shop.”

Mom jumped in. “People join unions because they have more power if they work together.” Dad smiled right back at her.

“That’s true, too,” he said. “Of course.”

“Have we ever had a strike here before?”

“Lord, yes. Back in the forties when they first unionized the plant, they had to bring soldiers up here to keep the peace—there are pictures of it in the library. Right after the war, they had strikes so regular people used to plan their hunting trips around them.”

That made me feel better, to think that all this had happened before, and that somehow everyone had gotten through it.

“Does that clear everything up?” he asked.

“I guess. But I’m still not sure: are we for or against the strikers?”

Dad started to answer when Mom interrupted. “Go wash up. Dinner’s almost ready.”

As I went into the bathroom I heard Mom and Dad both laughing. I washed my hands and arms up to my elbows, watching the orange dirt spiral down the drain, to our septic tank, back to the southern Indiana underground. Mom was putting the pork chops on the table when I came back downstairs, along with baked beans, kale, and biscuits. Dad said grace and before his hands were unclasped I was digging in. My parents shook their heads as always at the amount of food I could cram into my small body.

After we ate, I helped clean up. Our normal after-dinner card game would have to wait because of Dad’s meeting. Instead, we sat down together to watch the news on WHAS-11, one of three Louisville TV stations we picked up—we were blessed with good reception on top of Cabin Hill. The big story was about the court-ordered busing of schoolkids in Louisville, which had just begun. Rocks were thrown, signs carried, and overflowing Catholic schools with names like Trinity and Saint X were turning away panicked white families in droves. The broadcast ended with Chuck Tyner’s forecast: hot and humid.

“How come they’re not saying anything about the strike?” It was the only news in Borden; every night I was surprised it wasn’t covered on TV.

“Things have to get pretty bad way out here before we make the Louisville news,” my dad said.

The doorbell rang. Before my parents could react, I sprang from the couch. Anybody who really knew us came in through the back door, by the kitchen. An actual ring of the doorbell was always startling and a portent of drama. I opened the door so fast that our visitor’s finger was still on the doorbell button. He looked at me through his thick safety glasses and smiled.

“Well, hello, Andy,” he said. “You’re growing like a weed!” It was Don Strange, the plant manager.
  

Three
 

Don Strange was my dad’s boss at the coffin factory. I suppose he was everybody’s boss. I had never thought of him in that way, however, until the strike began forcing me to divide everyone into the categories of labor and management. Before the strike, I thought everybody in the factory had some unique and equally important individual skill, like the Superfriends, or the members of KISS. Some men went into the woods to cut trees down. Some men, like Tom’s dad, worked on the trim line, screwing in handles and hinges. My dad was an engineer on the finish line—he could look at a coffin rolling out of the oven and tell you immediately if the primer was weak, if there was dust in the clearcoat, or if the oven temperature was off by ten degrees. Mr. Strange’s skill was making them all work together.

Dad had been correct in saying that Mr. Strange had been to our house many times, but those suppers always retained a certain formality, as indicated by his coming to the front door. Mr. Strange and Dad always began and ended each evening with a handshake, and Mr. Strange always brought some small wrapped gift for my mother, items that would be meticulously displayed the next time he came to visit, small fancy soaps or a set of brass coasters. Those evenings were a lot like the suppers that Tom’s mom would cook for their parish priest. They were friendly, even congenial, but not quite comfortable.

Dad and Mr. Strange did spend one day a year together outside the factory. For as long as I could remember they’d attended the Oaks together, the traditional day for locals to enjoy the festivities at Churchill Downs one day before the complete mob scene of the Derby. And every year after the race, Dad would come home and regale us with the story of how Mr. Strange would carefully study the horses in the paddock, and bet only on the horse taking the biggest prerace shit.

“Hello, Mr. Strange,” I said, offering my right hand to shake, just as he had once coached me in his office. His grip was gentle, but his skin was rough from having handled a million board feet of fine lumber over a lifetime, eyeing each piece for knots and feeling the grain as it came out of the mill room. He was elfish, shorter than me, with ears that stuck out and giant glasses that accentuated the smallness of his head. Like a lot of tiny old men, he seemed to be cold all the time. On that steamy August evening, he wore a red-and-black-checked flannel hunting jacket. I knew from past visits that the inside pocket of the jacket was lined not with shotgun shells but with rolls of wild cherry Life Savers.

“My Lord, you’re getting big,” he said. I felt my dad walk up behind me. Mom marched up the stairs without greeting our visitor, a breach of courtesy that startled us all. Mr. Strange gave my father a look that told me he understood what was going on far better than I did.

“Well,” he said.

“Come on in, Don,” said my dad.

“No, wait a minute.” The twinkle returned to Mr. Strange’s eye. “I want to talk to this young man here for a minute. Are you still runnin’ around in those woods every day?”

“Yessir, near every day.”

“You huntin’ squirrel?”

“In season.” He had clear blue eyes for an old man, even through the thick lenses.

“Fishin’?”

“I just went fishing on Sunday.”

“What’d you get?”

“Nothing but a gar.” I held my hands up to indicate the size. A gar was another of our peculiar indigenous species, another I didn’t know was peculiar at the time. It was a long, thin stone-age fish with an alligatorlike snout and hundreds of needle-sharp teeth. It liked to cruise right below the surface, sometimes snapping at our fishing line where it touched the water, spitefully severing it with its impressive chops.

“You know how to cook a gar?” asked Mr. Strange.

I turned to look back at my dad, who had always told me that you couldn’t eat a gar. Their bones were like their teeth, sharp and plentiful. Dad was smiling in a way that told me I was about to hear a joke he had heard a thousand times before.

“Well, I’ll tell you how,” continued Mr. Strange. “First, you nail it to a board, you got that?”

I nodded.

“Then, you leave it out in the sun for two weeks, okay?”

“Okay…”

“Then, you throw away the gar and eat the board!”

I laughed hard. It might have been an old joke, but I had never heard it. I couldn’t wait to tell Tom.

“You keep an eye on those trees for me while you’re out in the woods, okay?” said Mr. Strange as my laughter subsided. “Especially the small ones.”

“I will.”

“And let me know if you spot a mahogany. I need one of those down at the plant, okay?”

“Okay,” I said, laughing again. I knew mahoganies came from some jungle somewhere, one of the few hardwoods we had to import.

“Here’s an advance reward for when you find one.” He handed me a two-dollar bill from his shirt pocket. I’d never seen one before, and at first I thought it was some kind of joke, like those million-dollar bills with Jimmy Carter on one side and a peanut on the other.

“Don, don’t,” my dad said seriously. He had that small-town tendency that found all exchanges of money somehow dirty. Mr. Strange shushed him away. “They gave me that crazy thing at the bank this morning. Don’t you think the boy deserves some kind of reward for finding me a mahogany?”

“Thanks, Mr. Strange,” I said, folding the bill in half after briefly studying the engravings on both sides.

“Go hide that where your daddy can’t find it,” he said.

I stepped back to let Mr. Strange into the house. He passed in a fragrant cloud of Old Spice and pipe tobacco. Dad had arranged his files neatly on the coffee table, each stack topped with a chart drawn in mechanical pencil on graph paper, along with some neat drawings of equipment lineups and tooling arrangements. My father, like many engineers of that precomputer generation, was a wonderful illustrator, evidence of his ease with the physical world. I walked upstairs before suffering the embarrassment of being told to leave, but I stopped to look down at a comforting scene.

Both men were hunched over Dad’s drawings, both with their glasses down on the tips of their noses, both pointing to precise positions on the paper with the sharp tips of their pencils. They looked serious, but utterly natural, and not at all worried. I had seen my dad attack problems that way countless times before, an engineer’s technique: charting, calculating, and dissecting the data until out of sheer exhaustion, the solution surrendered itself. Now, I assumed, the problem they were working on was how to keep the plant from moving to Mexico.

“So we could produce with as few as fifteen men?” said Mr. Strange. He seemed pleasantly surprised.

“With the right fifteen men. For a little while. Until we use up the preassembled boxes we’ve got in storage.”

“How many of those do we have?” asked Mr. Strange.

“Two hundred and seven. I counted them myself.”

“Well, that’s something,” said Mr. Strange with a sigh. “We could fill some orders, anyway. Keep the wolves at bay for a little while longer. What about bringing in outside men?”

My dad shook his head vigorously. “No. They wouldn’t know what to do—it would take weeks to train them.”

“Plus, you don’t want to bring in scabs,” said Mr. Strange.

“No, I do not. Do you? I don’t want to be responsible for that. I’d rather just wait a little bit and see if we can’t get some of our own to cross the line. I’ve got some men in mind I might call, men I think might be willing to go back to work. Fellows I know need the paycheck. I’m not sure Cricket would ever talk to me again if I hired scabs, not to mention what the good men of Local 1096 would do to them.”

“Trust me, Gus,” said Mr. Strange, “the good men of Local 1096 won’t take it any easier on their own when they start crossing that line.”

After a pause, their talk began to focus again on the various ratios, coefficients, and tooling arrangements necessary to start making coffins flow again through the factory. I retreated up the stairs.

In my room, I started reading a library book about the great maritime explorers: Magellan, da Gama, Captain Cook. Like many kids in the heartland, I was fascinated by the whole idea of an ocean. Exhausted by my own explorations, and comforted by the rumble of deep voices coming from downstairs, I fell asleep before it was dark, the book still in my hands.

I had a nightmare that night about being stuck in the cave. I was in the crevice, unable to move, the light from my flashlight slowly dimming as the batteries died. Dad was somewhere in the cave, unaware of the danger I was in or unable to help. Just as my light winked out for good, Tom tapped three times on my bedroom window, waking me, rescuing me.

I shook my head as I regained my bearings. I saw only a silhouette through my window, but I knew it had to be Tom. He had climbed up our porch railing and onto the porch roof, which went right up to my bedroom. Before my heart had even slowed down from the nightmare, it began to race again in a familiar combination of dread and excitement, the way it always did before I blindly followed Tom into the unknown.

There comes a time in every boy’s life where his capacity for getting into trouble suddenly exceeds his ability to get out of it. For Tom and me, that moment had arrived that spring, when we discovered we could sneak out of our bedrooms in the middle of the night. We had performed the feat exactly three times. The first two times we didn’t go anywhere. We’d skulked a few feet into the woods, listened to the owls hoot and the crickets chirp, and reveled in our daring. Then I had carefully climbed up to my window and gone back to bed. The third trip was more dramatic. That time we’d been scared so bad that we’d gone almost the whole summer without sneaking out again. That was in May, before the strike, on a night when Chuck Tyner had warned in his six o’clock forecast that the atmosphere was “unstable.”

It had seemed peaceful enough when we set out. The moon was out but hidden by thin clouds, a white smudge against the sky. “Where are we going?” I asked. It was clear Tom had a destination in mind.

“The railroad tracks out by the cemetery,” he said excitedly. “Dad said when he got home from work that a train full of tanks was stopped there.” His dad worked swing shift before the strike, getting off at midnight.

“Tanks?” I was picturing cylindrical tank cars full of ethanol, or corn oil, or any of the other agroproducts that constantly rolled through town. “What’s the big deal?”

“No: tanks. Army tanks, Sherman tanks.”

We sped up to a trot, not wanting to miss the tanks if they were only stopping briefly in Borden. I was skeptical. I’d seen hundreds of trains pass through town, and I’d never seen a tank onboard. I had a hard time even picturing such a thing. Still, strange things had been known to roll through town. There was the time, for instance, when the Ringling Brothers Circus train stopped for an hour in the middle of the night on its way to their winter home in Florida—Patsy Miller still talked about the bearded lady and the tired-looking midgets who ambled down from their car and into the store to buy coffee and cigarettes. If there was a train full of tanks, we both wanted to see it.

We jumped over the low stone wall that surrounded the cemetery, and by the light of the graveyard’s single security light I saw that Tom’s dad had not exaggerated. It was a whole train full of them, one per flatcar, gun barrels raised jauntily and pointing in the general direction of the high school. The tanks extended as far as we could see in both directions.

“Holy shit,” we both said. We dodged gravestones as we sprinted to get closer.

The tanks were painted a dark forest green—we were still painting our tanks for jungle duty rather than the sandy colors of the desert in 1979. We got close enough to one to read the indecipherable sequence of white numbers stenciled on its body. It was beautiful, unblemished. The wheels were fascinating to me. I had seen tanks on television, and drawn them on notebooks, so I knew what they looked like in a cartoonish, GI Joe kind of way. Up close, though, I saw how the wheels linked into the track, and how heavy-duty that track appeared. I had always imagined the track of a tank to be a kind of conveyor, like one of the soft belts that carried caskets around the factory. In fact, the belt was a complicated interlocking flat metal chain, a machine unto itself. The pieces of the belt looked like steel teeth, and they fit together as precisely as a mosaic. It looked like a device designed to crush rocks into powder.

A ladder of steel rungs led up the side of the tank. The second I saw those rungs, I knew where Tom would end up.

“Let’s go on up,” he said, reading my thoughts.

“No. No damn way.”

“Why not?” He was astonished that I would pass on such an opportunity.

“Too dangerous.”

“What’s dangerous about it?” he asked. “We’ve gone up on train cars before. Dozens of times.”

That was true—once we had spent an afternoon climbing inside musty L&N boxcars looking for hoboes. All we found was a used condom, the meaning of which Tom had to explain to me.

“These are tanks!”

“What’s the difference? The thing ain’t gonna start shooting just ’cause we climb up on it.”

“No way.” I shook my head.

He reached for the bottom rung and started climbing up.

“Tom!” I said, a little loudly. He didn’t look down as he continued on up.

He climbed all the way up to the turret, the highest point. He scurried all over it, examining the thing in detail, searching for weaknesses in the armor. “Look here,” he said pointing, “there’s little windows in this thing.” He peered inside. “I bet I can get in there.” He began tugging on the hatch. That was more than I could take. I followed him up.

It truly was irresistible for a couple of hillbilly kids like us: all the appeal of a new gun and a new car combined. There were hooks and loops all over it, everything made from thick steel, every component looking indestructible, right down to the thick glass of the armored searchlight. Tom was straining against the top hatch with all his strength, trying to muscle it open. What kind of trouble Tom could get us into from the inside of an army tank I could not imagine. Fortunately, the army’s prudent tank designers had made it difficult for attackers to open from the outside. Still, given enough time, I think Tom would have gotten us in.

The car suddenly clanked forward as the train began moving, onward down the line to Fort Knox, Kentucky, I suppose, or farther. Tom and I scrambled down, and at the bottom of the tank jumped well clear, a practiced maneuver designed to avoid an awkward landing with an arm or a leg across the tracks.

The cars jerked forward again, and again, groaning and creaking until finally the whole train was rolling slowly forward, the massive power of the unseen engine overcoming the inertia of a hundred army tanks. Tom watched a little wistfully as the tanks rolled past, while I tried to hide my relief. The flatcars clickety-clacked by us with increasing frequency, then the caboose, yellow light pouring from its windows, through which we glimpsed two tired-looking men hunched over a cribbage board. Then it was gone, leaving behind in Borden only the lonely sound of its whistle.

It wasn’t until the whistle faded that we first noticed the lightning in the distance. It was always harder to detect incoming storms at night, when you couldn’t see the approaching line of dark clouds, but even in darkness the quickness of this storm’s approach was alarming. Tom and I weren’t scared of getting struck by lightning or swept away in a tornado; we’d weathered plenty of storms outdoors and knew how to take shelter and survive. But neither of us wanted to sneak back into the house soaking wet at two o’clock in the morning. Tom and I began a slow trot across the cemetery in the direction of home. I noticed it wasn’t windy, which was also odd, given the amount of lightning to the south.

By the time we reached the stone wall of the cemetery, it was raining steadily. We heard thunder, still in the distance but getting closer with each rumble. The temperature dropped so noticeably that I visualized the blue line of the cold front moving across us on a weather map. The lightning was so steady that it was like a strobe light, making Tom look robotic as he ran beside me. The trees themselves were still curiously motionless—my experience told me that the wind should be howling in ahead of the rain as the storm barreled down the Ohio Valley like a marble in a pipe. The storm was weird, and that made us run faster, sometimes slipping on the dirt path that was rapidly turning to mud.

We came to a small clearing in the woods, a recently cut patch of forest peppered with low, fresh stumps. Tom saw something and grabbed my arm. I skidded to a halt with him.

In the middle of the field in front of us, four yellow balls of light rolled erratically along the ground. Each was roughly the size of a grapefruit. They weren’t rolling with the light wind—they zigzagged in random directions, sometimes jumping a few feet into the air before dropping back to the ground.

“What the hell?” whispered Tom. I won’t lie—I was a little afraid. More than that, I felt a real sense of wonder, even when one of the balls began rolling directly toward us.

It rolled almost to our feet, and then floated up to eye level. It was not blindingly bright, only about as intense as a sixty-watt lightbulb. A low buzzing sound came from inside it. All around us I smelled ozone, the smell of electrical failure, a Lionel train set gone bad. As that ball hovered directly in front of our eyes, I was afraid, but I also wanted to feel it. Somehow I knew it would be cool to the touch. As I started to reach out, the ball fizzled and disappeared with a pop.

That snapped us out of our trance. It also announced the onset, finally, of a raging, severe, dangerous storm. We resumed our headlong run, now through the driving rain and constant flashes of lightning that illuminated trees bent over at impossible angles. Occasionally the rain paused to give way to hail, which made a sound like popping popcorn as thousands of icy beads pelted the muddy ground. Thunder crashed, and then echoed a dozen times as the sound bounced from one side of the valley to the other and back. Once or twice I thought I saw more of the light balls bouncing along with us through the woods, but we didn’t stop to investigate. When we got to my house, Tom kept running without a word, and I felt bad that he had to continue on by himself even though that sort of thing didn’t seem to bother him. I shot up my front porch, through my window, tossed my soaking wet clothes in a pile on the floor, and jumped into bed.

Even as I got between my blankets, I heard the bleating weather radio alarm in my parents’ room—a not uncommon occurrence during the spring tornado season. What happened next, however, was unusual.

Dad burst into my bedroom, wearing just his pajama bottoms, his eyes wild. “Get to the basement!” he yelled, making no attempt to hide his own fear. I ran down the steps with Dad so close behind that I worried he might trample me. Mother was waiting there with a flashlight and a portable radio tuned to 840 WHAS.

The state police had confirmed the touchdown of a powerful tornado in Henryville. It was heading our way. The frantic late-shift weatherman counted down the minutes until the twister reached Borden, his words disappearing into static with each burst of lightning. Suddenly it was there, and the screaming wind all around us really did sound like a train, just like people always say. We had an old Buck stove in the basement, and at the wind’s peak, the stove’s little iron doors flew open and a blast of cold, wet ash shot across the floor. Then, just as quickly, the storm was gone. The exhausted weatherman began a new countdown, the minutes until the tornado reached Pekin. I peeked inside the stove. It was pristine, sandblasted clean by the ash and the freak wind.

After things quieted down in the basement, and we all caught our breath, Dad led me back up to my bedroom with his hand on my shoulder. I think he felt bad about not keeping his cool when he woke me up. “Good night,” he said softly as we reached my room. Just as he was getting ready to step out, he saw the soaking wet pile of clothes in the middle of my room. A puddle had formed around them. He looked at me, then back at the clothes. He shook his head, shut my door, and never said a word about it.

Neither the news nor my junior Britannica said anything about the strange glowing spheres. I learned from old-timers and other less authoritative sources that it was a natural phenomenon called “ball lightning.” Some books said that ball lightning was a myth, but I’m here to tell you that it’s not. After scouring the library, I did manage to find one other reliable eyewitness account: On the Banks of Plum Creek, by Laura Ingalls Wilder. During a raging blizzard, three balls of light rolled down the In-gallses’ stovepipe. Ma chased them around the house with a broom before they disappeared. It’s one of the more dramatic episodes in the whole Ingalls saga not depicted by a Garth Williams sketch. I presume that’s because he had no earthly idea how to draw such a thing.

Our close call with the Daisy Hill tornado kept Tom and me content and safe in our bedrooms at night for almost the entire summer. This August night looked clear, however, and Tom had reason to give covert operations another try.

I slipped out of bed, trying to avoid floor creaks that would give me away. I pushed open the window.

“Hey,” I whispered.

“Hey,” he whispered back. “Come on, there’s something going on down at the picket line tonight.” I quickly slid on my shoes, which Mom had arranged by my bed.

I climbed out the window, closed it behind me, and followed Tom silently down the porch roof. The porch light put the front yard in a yellow oval. From the porch, everything beyond that arc seemed invisible in the darkness. I had learned, however, in our past expeditions, that once beyond the reach of the porch light, my eyes adjusted so that I could see pretty well. In that weird way, the electric light actually blinded us, and I was eager to get beyond it and into the dark woods where I could see again.

“What time is it?” I asked once we were safely in the trees. There was always a feeling of relief when we could talk normally and not worry about waking a parent. The moon was bright and the sky unusually clear. The humidity that could press down on Borden for weeks at a time in the summer had lifted, leaving the night crisp and beautiful, a preview of the rapidly approaching fall.

“I think it’s about one in the morning,” he said.

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” he said, his eyes glowing with excitement. “I went down to eat a burger during my dad’s shift on the picket line, and he sent me right back home—wouldn’t let me listen to anything anybody was saying. When he got home, I heard him mumbling something to my mother, and the way she acted, it must have been pretty bad, whatever it was.”

I could tell there was something else. “And?”

“And …” he said, pausing to build the suspense. “I’m not the only one who snuck out of the house tonight.”

“What?”

“I heard my dad start his truck and drive away about a half hour ago.”

We cleared the deep gorge that marked our property line, taking turns to briskly walk across a large fallen ash that spanned it, our arms extended for balance. We then picked up the Buffalo Trace, walking side by side again. We remained silent for the next half mile down into the bottom of the valley.

We came off the Buffalo Trace and fought our way through a few feet of undergrowth, and then carefully stepped over an old barbed-wire fence into a well-tended field of soybeans, a carpet of the bushy low plants stretching into the darkness. Across the field loomed the back wall of the factory, well-illuminated by the moonlight, but still forbidding with all the big sodium arc lights turned off. Tom and I knew that the graveyard shift was normally the most hectic time in the big back parking lot, as the eighteen-wheelers were loaded and unloaded in a chaotic scene that resembled some kind of military evacuation. At the eastern end of the lot during happier times, empty trucks with the Borden Casket Company logo (“dedicated to the dignity of life”) backed up to the loading docks to the tune of their grumbling engines and unintelligible amplified announcements. When the light above each bay turned from red to green, the trucks were loaded with expensive wooden caskets swaddled in elaborate shipping containers. At the other end of the lot the lumber trucks maneuvered, flatbeds weighed down with tree trunks, one type of wood per truck. In the middle of the lot the drivers met in small, jovial groups, drank coffee, smoked cigarettes, and laughed their asses off, enjoying what I was sure was the coolest job in the world. I knew from Dad that the coffins they manufactured went all over the world. It amazed me to think that those drivers, neighbors of ours when they weren’t on the road, might finish their coffee, rub out the butts of their Kools on the ground, and then drive to Los Angeles, New York, or any of those other large cities I knew from TV.

On that night, though, because of the strike, the place was dark. Tom started walking toward the plant, carefully stepping between the soybean plants to avoid crushing them.

“What are we doing?”

“I want to sneak up on the picket line to see what’s going on.” He pointed toward the back of the plant.

I processed what he was saying, and understood right away. Sneaking up on the picket line from the front of the plant would be impossible—we’d have to cross Highway 60 and another soybean field, which offered little natural cover, especially in the bright moonlight, and especially a hundred yards away from a group of bored men whose eyes had thoroughly adjusted to the dark. The logical alternative was to sneak through plant property and approach the picket line from behind, from inside the plant’s gates. I knew how Tom meant to do it. He was already in motion by the time I realized it.

We crossed the soybean field quickly, very aware of how exposed we were in the bright moonlight. At the back of the plant a railroad spur entered through a massive sliding chain-link gate. It was shut and locked.

“Pull on it,” said Tom. I pulled at the gate as hard as I could, and Tom tried to slide through the tiny gap I created, but couldn’t. There were two sets of chain wrapped tightly around it, and judging by the shininess of the chain, I guessed that it was a new security measure in place because of the strike.

Tom lowered himself to the ground and tried to slide under the gate between the rails of the tracks. He could almost make it, but not quite. I saw the bottom wires of the fence dig into his belly as he tried to slide by. He pulled himself back, bleeding and frustrated.

We trotted around the fence looking for other ways inside. Climbing over it was impossible—the fence was topped with a swirl of razor wire. Tom looked thoughtfully at a drainage pipe that penetrated the berm beneath the fence. I saw where it came through on the other side, a distance of about twenty feet. Without hesitating, Tom dove into the pipe. I followed.

Although it hadn’t rained in weeks, there was about two inches of stagnant water in the bottom of the pipe. It smelled like an old basement, with an underlying chemical sourness that made me wonder what this pipe might be carrying away from the factory besides rainwater. Small, sharp gravel covered the bottom, like rocks in a creek bed. The pipe itself was corrugated, and the hard ridges also made it painful to crawl along. Because of the small diameter, I could only move my elbows and knees a few inches forward with each step, falling on an elbow when I raised a knee and vice versa as I made slow, uncomfortable progress. There was no way to hurry. It was completely dark. Halfway into the pipe, I couldn’t see anything. I just kept telling myself that if I crawled forward long enough, I would eventually come out the other side.

Finally, I did, rolling out of the pipe and unfurling my cramped limbs. Tom was waiting for me patiently, pulling some tiny rocks out of his elbow. With that, we were officially trespassing on Borden Casket Company property.

I had been to the plant many times, and was vaguely aware of the major functional areas: mill room, assembly, trim, and finish. Inside the fence, though, I was as confused and disoriented as I had been in the cave—and Tom was just as sure-footed. I followed him around two buildings, stopping when he stopped, listening when he listened, until we turned a final corner and saw the picket line, across the asphalt expanse of the front lot. The strikers were just outside of the fence.

There were four men standing around a dwindling fire in a fifty-five-gallon drum. We were too far away to hear the conversation, but something in their stances made it clear that two of the men were arguing. In profile, all four men had the same lean build, and a ball cap pulled down low. The two antagonists were standing rigidly, facing each other directly across the barrel. The lawn chairs were pushed back out of the way. One man pointed his finger with a jabbing motion at the other, who stood unflinching with his hands on his hips. The two noncombatants stayed silent and took turns taking off their ball caps and rubbing their heads with concern. An upside-down picket sign leaned untended against a chair and in the firelight I read 1096: LOUD AND PROUD! A knot popped in the barrel and sent a covey of orange sparks into the air.

Tom ran across the parking lot until he reached a stack of steel drums organized neatly under a sheet-metal roof. I followed him. In our new location, we were close enough to hear the men but well hidden by the barrels.

“So help me, those crazy assholes are going to get themselves killed,” said the man pointing his finger. “Those boys don’t have a lick of sense between ’em.”

“No one thinks it’s a good idea, Ray,” said the other. That was him—the man with his hands on his hips was Tom’s dad. He was speaking slowly to Ray Arnold, trying to calm him down. Arnold was a well-known hothead; a skinny, nervous guy who was always ready to start a fight, no matter how many times he got his ass kicked.

“That’s a crock of shit, Kruer. Lots of people thought it was a good idea, all that tough talk. People loved it. Ate… it…up! Funny how none of those pussies managed to show up here tonight.”

“Let’s all settle down,” said Tom’s dad quietly.

“Why’s that?” said Ray, leaning toward the drum. “You think it’s a good idea, too? Tear up some company shit? Break the law? You want to help those dumb-asses shut this factory down forever?”

Tom’s dad didn’t say anything, but I felt the two of them glaring at each other. Ray’s blood was up.

“So help me,” pronounced Ray, “if they show up down here for any goddamn reason, I will use that thing.” He pointed to an object beneath his lawn chair, something Tom and I couldn’t see from our hiding place. “Union or no union, I will use that thing. Then I will get on that CB in my truck, I will call the cops, and I will tell the whole damn world who thought this bullshit up, and who thought it was a good idea.”

“We don’t know if they’re going to do anything,” said George Kruer. “It just sounded like a lot of big talk to me…”

“They sounded pretty serious to me,” interrupted Ray.

“Let George talk, Ray,” said one of the men who had mostly been quiet.

Tom’s dad continued. “It’s just a lot of big talk from some pissed off kids.”

“What if it wasn’t just talk?” said Ray. “What if you’re wrong? Maybe I should call the sheriff right now and tell him who’s saying what at the union hall these days.”

There was a long silence before George Kruer spoke again. “Ray, I’m going to strongly recommend you don’t say a goddamn word.”

Tom and I turned to face each other. Neither of us had ever heard his dad speak that way before. He had done two tours in the army, we knew, and he would have looked tough, with his muscled arms and their smeared, indecipherable tattoos. It was all mitigated normally by his perpetual smile and the somewhat girly Bruce Jenner haircut that Tom’s mom gave him on the front porch. From here, though, behind the drums, we heard a different George Kruer, the Kruer we’d seen in yellowing Polaroids with bandoliers of ammo crossing his chest and jungle foliage in the background. He sounded like a pure badass. I once again felt myself getting jealous over our fathers’ relative positions in the strike.

Unfortunately, as I turned back to face the picket line, hunched over as I was, I lost my balance slightly and put my hand out to brace myself, as if I unconsciously thought the drum in my face was as solid and immovable as a tree of the same diameter. The fifty-five-gallon drum in front of me, however, was completely empty, nearly weightless, and I pushed it firmly into the empty drum in front of it. The two drums banged together with a sound as loud and resonant as a church bell.

“Shit!” said Ray. “That’s them!” He ran over to his chair and grabbed what was beneath it. For a split second, as he aimed it at us, I was certain it was a gun. Then he turned it on.

It was a spotlight, the kind of million-candlepower thing that hooked to a car battery and was used by poachers to stun deer. It sure as hell stunned us. Tom and I ducked back down behind the drums, temporarily blinded. I knew we couldn’t be seen, shielded by the drums, but as my night vision slowly returned, I saw we were trapped by two impossibly bright bands of white light streaming by each side of the shelter. If we moved, we’d be spotted immediately.

“It’s them!” screamed Ray. “Stop! I’m calling the police!” The light jerked as he shouted, the shadows cast by it dodging and weaving crazily. I heard a rattle as he banged against the chain-link fence. The light was so bright individual pebbles cast long shadows in the parking lot. We were pinned.

And then suddenly we were free. Ray briefly turned the light on Tom’s dad, either in his excitement or in an unwise act of aggression, giggling as he did it. Tom’s dad promptly smashed it to the ground, where it shattered and extinguished with a loud pop. He and Ray Arnold immediately began the fistfight they had both been preparing for all night, and the other two men began their equally anticipated pulling of the men apart. As much as we both wanted to watch George Kruer kick somebody’s ass, Tom and I took the opportunity to skedaddle.

I was sure the whole time we ran that murderous guards were following us, running right behind me with guns drawn. I was paranoid, out of my element on the treeless asphalt instead of in the woods where I knew what the hell I was doing. In the woods, we had to evade pissed off people on occasion: farmers from whom we borrowed watermelons, an occasional Department of Natural Resources ranger, and, of course, angry Squire Boone Caverns tour guides. That was fun, and it even felt slightly heroic, just a more exciting form of the escape-and-evade games we had always played in the woods, whether we called it Capture the Flag, Cowboys and Indians, or Outsmart the Commie Invaders. Running with Tom across the company parking lot felt radically different. As the chain-link fence raced by in my peripheral vision, I felt like a juvenile delinquent, and that made me feel vulnerable.

Tom dove into the drainage pipe and I followed right behind. As we crawled, I saw that Tom had refined his technique. He was shooting through the pipe twice as fast as I could, stagnant water flying up in his wake. He disappeared in front of me and I was alone, about halfway through, with Tom standing outside whispering frantically at me to hurry up, his voice amplified and metallically sharp inside the pipe. Maybe it was my slightly longer limbs, but no matter how hard I exerted myself, I couldn’t speed up, I could only lift my elbows and knees a few inches, move them forward, and do it again, making exhausting, painful, slow progress.

I felt something beneath my thigh move as I trudged forward. I was so out of breath and hell-bent to escape that I ignored it at first, until I put down my leg again, and felt it farther up and probing urgently, toward my head. There was something alive with me in the pipe, something big, and I knew with a bolt of pure, nauseous dread what it had to be. It was racing forward with the exact kind of panic I felt, both of us determined to get out and get away from each other. I pushed up on my elbows as far and as fast as I could, smashing the back of my head into the top of the pipe. My face was still just inches from the snake’s head when he slithered forward from under my chest.

He was a copperhead. As dark as it was inside the pipe, the snake was big enough and I was close enough to see that clearly: the penny-colored head, the hard cat’s eyes. He was huge, too; even as his head came even with mine, I felt him tugging his tail beneath my knee. With that knee, I had unintentionally pinned him, enraging him, but I couldn’t raise my knee without lowering my face, already just inches from the snake. He began to spasm with panic, his tail jerking under my knee with surprising force. He twisted and turned his head toward mine, and I saw in the slits of his eyes something more primitive than hate. Ready to strike, he stretched his mouth open wide, exposing his bone-white, hook-shaped fangs.

I shot my hand out and grabbed his neck, which caused the rest of my body to fall on top of him. The full length of my torso was now pressing on him, as he contorted crazily beneath me. I was holding the head away from my face, but barely, and he was jerking toward me with his mouth open, trying with every instinct in that tiny brain to sink his fangs into one of my veins. I tried to kill him with the hand I had around his neck. I squeezed as hard as I could but it didn’t have any affect other than wearing out my grip, and I knew that whatever I did, I could not let go. I tried to press my thumb through his skull, but the thing had been engineered too well to be killed that way—it was like trying to push my thumb through a walnut. I tried pulling his head away, while keeping the rest of him pinned beneath me, to see if I could pull him in half, but again, the constraints of the pipe, the sturdy design of the snake, and my inadequate strength made it impossible.

Abandoning the idea of pulling the snake apart, I pulled up my knees, and discovered that with snake in hand, I had still advanced six inches or so down the pipe. I went to my belly again, this time anticipating the feeling of the snake fighting beneath me, and moved forward farther, keeping eye contact with the snake the entire time. I worked my way down the pipe with snake in hand, and finally realized that Tom had been yelling at me the entire time—and not all that much time had passed. By moving like a snake myself, I slowly, painfully, slithered to the end of the drainage pipe.

At the end of the pipe, I put the snake out first, and then tumbled after, keeping him at arm’s length. He sensed freedom, the sudden open space and cooler air, and as I tumbled out of the pipe he wrapped his tail around my arm.

“What the …” Tom tried to take in what was going on. Before he could help, I threw my arm down as hard as I could and let go of the snake’s head, flinging it to the ground.

It could have hung on to my arm with its tail, turned, and sunk its teeth into me at last, but my instincts were correct in sensing that the snake wanted to be separated as badly as I did. It quickly slid into the high grass, disappearing in seconds.

“Let’s go,” I said, as Tom stood staring. I wanted to get away as fast as I could. The factory seemed a very dangerous place for us.

We flew across the soybean field, to the edge of the woods before we stopped and turned around for a last look to make sure we hadn’t been followed.

We watched the backside of the factory, breathing hard, knowing that we were relatively safe where we stood. One step into the protective canopy of the forest, at night, on a path we knew by heart, and no one alive could catch us. Another close call with Tom, another escape.

“Oh, hell, I stink,” I said, catching my breath. Oily musk covered me; the snake had emitted torrents of it as we fought.

Tom was about to respond when he saw something, and my eyes followed his. Against the brown wall of the factory, barely visible, were the black silhouettes of two men running as fast as they could toward us, their arms pumping, a ball cap flying off one of their heads. They were chasing us, I was sure.

We both braced, ready to turn and run into the woods.

We saw the explosion before we heard it. I had to completely shut my eyes against the flash. In the second it took my eyes to adjust, the sound reached us, a massive whomp
that moved across the soybean plants like a gust of wind. Steel drums lifted by the blast crashed to the ground, some of them spilling their contents in a gush, then bursting into flames themselves. In the nucleus of the fireball, we saw the men still running toward us, their silhouettes growing as they neared.

I felt a swell of heat on my back as we turned and bolted into the woods. We took the same path we had taken on the way down, our feet barely touching the dirt on the trace as we flew up the hill. When we reached my house, Tom continued running, as we parted ways without a word. I shot up the porch railing, onto the roof, and through my window. I stripped down and attempted to control my breath as I jumped into bed.

I forced myself to calm down. My breath slowed, my heart stopped racing, and I settled down to the point that I could once again hear the ticking of the clock in the hallway. Except for that, the house was quiet, and I felt profoundly sad that because of what I’d seen, the quiet would not last. I reeked because of the snake, and something else, something bubble gum-sweet that took me a second to identify. It was the odor of burning varnish.

Finally, inevitably, I heard the muted ringing of the telephone next to my parents’ bed through the wall. It rang again, and again, finally pulling my father from sleep. I heard him fumble for the handset and answer with a hoarse “hello.” More mumbling was followed by a wide awake “Jesus Christ!” He hung up. Mom asked a question. Change spilled from his pockets as he pulled on yesterday’s pants. I heard heavy footsteps across the bedroom, and then a pause.

Into that series of familiar noises came a sound unusual but still recognizable. I heard my father drag a heavy box out from under his bed, open it, close it, and then slide the box back. I knew the sound. My father was getting into his footlocker, the only private space he had in the house. The footlocker contained two old love letters from Mom, four Purdue yearbooks, three issues of Playboy, and one .38 Smith & Wesson revolver.

Don Strange was dead. He had returned to the plant after the meeting with my father. Dad said that he had no idea why, that ever since his wife had died Mr. Strange had trouble sleeping and was always going to the plant at odd hours, to catch up on paperwork or look over some piece of machinery that had popped into his head in the middle of the night. My mother needed reassurance that Mr. Strange wasn’t working at the plant that night because of her, that he hadn’t followed her order, as relayed by my father, to keep plant business at the plant. My father swore up and down that he had ignored my mother’s request, an oversight for which she was profoundly, tearfully grateful. It was almost dawn by then, the woods outside our house turning from black to washed-out gray. Mom poured coffee as Dad told us what he had seen down the hill.

“By the time I got there, every volunteer fireman in Borden was standing along Sixty,” he said. “Their trucks were blocking the road, every one of them with its light on top, swirling around, making it hard to see anything.” Dad’s voice was scratchy. “The hook and ladder was through the gate already, all their hoses were running through the front door by the lobby. Something was leaking—there was a huge puddle of water that almost covered the front lot. I fought my way to the front of the crowd by the fence, and found Dave Grosheider,” he said. Grosheider was our fire chief.

“Dave told me there’d been some kind of explosion, a hole blown in the back wall, and that they had extinguished a small fire out on the back loading dock. He asked me about hazardous materials in the plant, that kind of thing, told me that he had three search parties inside the factory already, looking around, making sure there weren’t any more fires. I started to tell him where the gas shutoffs are, the main breaker panels, where the drums of naphtha and alcohol are. Then there was kind of a murmur through the crowd, and everyone looked up.” Dad sighed jaggedly before he continued. It was the saddest, most defeated sound I ever heard my father make.

“One of the search parties was coming out the front door. The fireman in front was carrying a body. He’d taken his coat off and laid it across his arms, so I couldn’t see much, but I could tell it was a person—I could make out the shape of a head beneath the coat, and I saw feet hanging out the other end.” Dad rubbed his bloodshot eyes. “He looked so tiny, we all thought he had a child in his arms.”

“Who did it?” I asked too suddenly.

“Maybe nobody did it,” said Mom. “Maybe it was an accident. One of those furnaces blew up before, you remember that? When all the windows along Sixty broke?”

“No, he’s right, it was somebody.” Dad looked at me a little curiously. “And we know who. Mack Sanders lost his ball cap running away. His name was written inside of it. And Guthrie Kruer’s truck was stalled at the iron bridge. Sheriff Kohl already checked the trailer they both live in. It’s empty and all their guns are gone.”

“Guthrie Kruer and Mack Sanders killed Don Strange?” I asked.

“That’s right.”

It caught me off guard to hear the last name of my best friend like that. Not that it was that big of a coincidence; the hills were filled with Kruers, along with a few other key German surnames like Huber and Stemler. Since they were all robustly Catholic and had millions of kids, you pretty much had to be in the family to understand exactly how they were all interrelated. Their allegiances to each other showed in weird, subtle ways. I knew Tom’s family, for example, drove their cars all the way to Floyd Knobs for repairs because some Kruer cousin owned a garage out there.

Guthrie Kruer had established himself that last December as something of a minor local celebrity. Like about half the adult male population of Borden, Kruer was a volunteer fireman. Acting loosely in that capacity, he had once climbed to the top of the Borden Casket Company’s water tower to free a turkey buzzard that had gotten snagged in the tower’s Christmas lights. The bird was scared shitless and squawking pitifully as Guthrie Kruer approached it—we were all certain the bird would knock him to his death with its giant dark wings. A Courier-Journal photographer happened to be passing through town that day, on his way back from a school board meeting in Salem, and he saw the crowd gathered and snapped a dramatic photo that appeared on the front page of the Louisville paper the next morning: a small man standing gracefully at the top of the rounded water tower, his arms outstretched for balance, the giant bird mirroring him as it spread its wings gratefully and flew away. Tom tried to explain to me at the time exactly how they were related to each other, the gossamer-thin line of blood that connected them back to the different shipments of Kruers that came over from Bavaria in centuries past. The story was confusing even to him and he finally gave up and just identified Guthrie Kruer as his “cousin,” which satisfied us both.

Mack Sanders, on the other hand, was an outsider. Even though he had lived in Borden as long as I could remember, I was always aware of the fact that he came from somewhere else—I think it was Tell City. He had no family in the area. I guess most people in Borden were like me, in that when I heard the name Mack Sanders, the thing that leapt immediately to mind was that the boy had just one nut. The only other thing I knew about Mack Sanders was that Guthrie Kruer was his best friend.

“Where are they now?”

“They must have grabbed somebody else’s truck,” said Dad. “Or maybe they hitchhiked. I’m sure they’re in Louisville by now, probably headed south.” It was a keystone of our local philosophy that all things evil either came from Louisville or ended up there.

I knew better. I pictured them creeping along the edge of the woods, just inside the trees, to the truck where they’d staged it at the iron bridge. It was a good choice—few people drove on that section of road in daylight and nobody drove at night, when you couldn’t see to dodge the gaping holes in the bridge’s planking. I pictured them there, panicked, turning the key over and over, within earshot of the sirens and maybe even the voices on the picket line. I was sure they had parked the truck there, ready to flee to Louisville, just like Dad suspected. When it wouldn’t start, they did just what I would have done. They grabbed their guns and took off into the woods. They would live off whatever fish, rabbit, and squirrel they could catch, and maybe a can or two of Dinty Moore Beef Stew if they’d really been thinking ahead when they loaded up the truck. They were killers, and I hated them for murdering Don Strange. I wanted them found and punished. But something bloomed alongside the rage as I imagined them, two best friends living off the land, tending a campfire, checking snares, and cleaning their guns. It was such a strong feeling, and so unexpected, that it took me a second to recognize it. I was jealous.

“I thought that fireman was carrying you,” said Dad suddenly. He looked up from his coffee, directly at me. Every line in his face was darkened, as if ash from the explosion had set into his wrinkles, exaggerating his age. “For one split second, I was absolutely sure of it. I couldn’t figure out why in the hell you would be down at the plant in the middle of the night.”

He stifled a sob with a drink of coffee. Mom rubbed his shoulders.

Everything changed after that.
  

Four
 

The hunt was on for the “bombers,” as everyone called them, and we finally had a story on our hands big enough to demand coverage from the Louisville TV stations. On their morning news broadcasts, all three channels showed footage of the roadblocks manned by the state troopers until dawn, the abandoned pickup truck that belonged to Guthrie Kruer, the scorched hole in the factory wall, and, finally, a close up of the grimy ball cap picked up on factory grounds after the explosion. On the front, it read LOCAL 1096, and on the inside, in boyish ballpoint pen, it read M SANDERS.

Activity was at such a fever pitch that morning that Tom and I had trouble deciding which aspect of the manhunt we wanted to personally witness. Reverend Nichols had announced he would host a revival meeting so that we all might repent, and lots of kids had gone down to watch the volunteers set up the huge tent down by the river. The sheriffs of both Floyd and Harrison counties pitched in with their helicopters, and the choppers were taking off and landing in the Little League field, throwing up massive clouds of brown dust we saw from on top of Cabin Hill.

We decided in the end to go see the psychic from Louisville who had shown up to help the investigation. We made our way to the modest crowd that surrounded her at the edge of factory property, in the front, in view of the picket line. She was a tall woman with frizzy gray hair and a flowing black dress. She delayed her vision for a few minutes so the crowd could grow to an acceptable size. She then asked for silence, took the famous ball cap from an embarrassed-looking deputy, and held it in one hand with her eyes tightly closed. After inhaling deeply, she pointed to the northeast, exactly opposite the direction we’d seen the bombers run. She handed out business cards while we applauded.

After that, Tom and I decided to walk back to the cave to retrieve our bikes. The thrill of the psychic soon passed as we found ourselves alone in the quiet woods. Men had been pouring into the forest all day looking for the killers; we’d watched them enter in droves. But just a few steps into the woods Tom and I felt profoundly alone. It seemed the wilderness had no trouble completely absorbing all the fugitives, the search parties, and the curious. The sudden hush and the slower pace of travel on foot made us reflective.

“When did you find out about Mr. Strange?” I asked.

“The phone rang. Not long after we got back. The union was calling everybody, telling them about the explosion and an emergency meeting tomorrow. At the institute.”

“Did your dad say anything?”

“Nah. And I didn’t ask. He wasn’t even talking to Mom about it. After the phone call, he just sat on the porch until the sun came up.”

“He said it was all talk last night.”

“I guess he was wrong about that.”

“Is he going to talk to the sheriff?”

Tom shot me a look. “Why would he talk to the sheriff?”

“Because…”

“What about you?” he said a little sharply. “Is your dad talking to the sheriff?”

“Why would he?”

Tom shrugged. “Because he’s a manager? I don’t know. He’s probably in charge of the plant now. And it seems like your mom is always talking to the sheriff. Aren’t they friends or something?”

I felt my cheeks turning red. “I guess. They do talk a lot. Sometimes Dad gets mad, they talk so much.”

“He’s probably jealous,” said Tom.

“My mom wouldn’t do anything like that!” The thought of those midnight phone calls burned at the back of my mind. My overreaction lightened Tom’s mood instantly.

“I didn’t say your mom’s doing anything,” he said, laughing, “but that doesn’t mean your dad’s not jealous. Think about it. The sheriff with his badge and his gun, your mom gives him all this attention—of course your old man gets up tight about it. Think… what if you were going with Taffy and she was always talking to some other guy, always telling you how cool he was?”

“Going with Taffy?” It took me a second to spit it out. Tom grinned at how completely he had rattled me.

“I’m just screwing with you.”

“Fuck off,” I said. I tried to get the conversation back on track—I really wanted to hear Tom’s thoughts on the matter. “But if Mom and Dad are married, and Mom’s not… I guess I don’t understand why it would bother my dad at all when she talks to the sheriff.” Or why it bothered me so much.

Tom gave me the shrug I was used to seeing. It was a shrug that said: I’ve explained it as best I can. You’ll have to figure it for yourself. I wanted to believe what Tom was saying, but I couldn’t forget that Tom didn’t know the entire story. I considered telling him about Sheriff Kohl’s phone calls, but stopped myself for fear of what conclusion he might draw.

“You think they’re out here somewhere?” I asked after a few quiet minutes of walking.

“Who? Sanders and Kruer?”

“Yeah.”

“No doubt.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“We saw them running into these woods, right? And they haven’t caught them yet. That means they’re still out here.”

“My dad says they’re in Louisville. Maybe they hitchhiked or took another truck.”

“What truck? Nobody got their truck stolen. And they couldn’t go hitchhiking with all those guns. Nope, they’re out here.”

“Maybe we should tell somebody what we saw. We saw them run away, right? We’re eyewitnesses and we should tell the sheriff.” It was something that had been nagging at me, a guilty act that tied me to Don Strange’s death.

“No way. What could we tell them? We saw Sanders and Kruer run into the woods? They already know that. If we go to the sheriff, we’ll just get ourselves in a shitload of trouble. It won’t help anybody.”

“I guess they’ll get caught then. Every deputy in Clark County is tromping through the woods.”

Tom laughed. “There’s a million places they could hide. What if it was us? My cousin grew up out here just like us, and he could stay hid from a dozen fat-ass deputies just like we could.”

“What about Sanders?”

Tom scowled. “I don’t know. Sanders is crazy, and if they get caught it’ll be because of him. But I still think they could stay out here a long, long time.”

“I’m not so sure.”

At that moment, a helicopter flew right over us. They’d gotten close before, but this time the noise swelled to a painful level as it flew directly overhead, seemingly just a few feet above the treetops. Tom ran ahead and began jumping up and down and waving his arms, the throbbing noise of rotors deafening as it passed. “Here we are! Here we are! It’s us, the bombers! I did it!” The downdraft from the chopper violently kicked up the dead leaves left over from last fall, and enough dust that we had to shut our eyes tight. For all the noise and the wind, we barely saw it pass above the thick foliage, like a small dark cloud passing quickly in front of the sun.

“See? They’ll never find ’em,” said Tom when the noise had faded enough to speak, winded from his theatrics. “A chopper couldn’t see ’em through the trees if they wanted to get caught. I don’t know why they’re even bothering. They’ll have better luck with the fortune-teller, at least until October.” The brown, papery leaves floated slowly back to earth in a cloud around Tom. He put his hands on his hips, thoughtfully taking in the scene.

“Let’s find ’em,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“Let’s me and you find ’em. You know we can.” He was smiling, already caught up in the idea.

I thought it over. I wanted to see the killers of Don Strange in jail. Guthrie Kruer was Tom’s kin, not mine, and while I felt a strong loyalty to Tom, I felt no secondhand loyalty to his cousin. I didn’t have an extended family. Don Strange was as close as I got, a presence in my home and in my life for as long as I could remember. He hired my father at the plant a million years ago, and he gave me a two-dollar bill the day he died. If we found Sanders and Kruer, I could tell Sheriff Kohl, he could arrest them and make everything right again.

Tom’s motives were undoubtedly different. He certainly didn’t want to deliver his cousin into the hands of law enforcement. Maybe he thought he could somehow help Guthrie Kruer. If Tom was acting in part out of loyalty to his cousin, however, and I was acting out of the same kind of feelings for Don Strange, I think we shared a bigger motivation in common. Finding two fugitives in the woods just sounded like a cool thing to do. It was exciting, secret, and dangerous, a kick-ass adventure we’d embark on without giving much thought to consequences, a cave we’d enter without any idea of where it might lead.

“Okay,” I said. Tom looked pleasantly surprised. “Let’s find them.” I suddenly felt and smelled that cool ribbon of cave air, and noticed for the first time that Tom was carrying a flashlight. I realized with a start that our hunt for Sanders and Kruer might already be in progress.

We walked quickly to the cleared ground in front of the cave entrance, where our bikes were neatly parked. “There’s still time to watch the helicopters if we hurry back,” I said. Tom was standing at the edge of the clearing, alertly studying the scene.

“Let’s go,” I said.

Tom kept staring at me and the bikes, waiting for me to catch on. I finally did.

We hadn’t left our bikes standing up. We had left them well hidden in the brush. Now here they were, leaning on their kickstands in plain sight. I looked at the bike tracks in the dirt, following Tom’s eyes. Barely visible, a set of footprints led right from the bikes to the the cave. Tom ran to the entrance, but I hesitated.

“What?” he said.

“Maybe we shouldn’t go in there.”

“You think Sanders and Kruer moved our bikes?”

“Somebody moved them. Maybe they were going to ride them out of here when they heard us talking.”

“I thought you wanted to find them.”

“I do. I just think we need to…think this through.”

“Let’s find out who moved our bikes.” He was utterly unconcerned that two fugitives might be waiting for us inside the cave, nerves shot and guns loaded.

We walked through the main chamber and slid down through the first chute. We got to the hole that Tom had dug out the day before, and without hesitating Tom slid through it feetfirst. I didn’t have time to argue. Tom had the only flashlight. I climbed into the hole, and tried to slow my fall, remembering the scary drop from the day before. I was able to slow myself a little at first, but as soon as my feet came out of the hole, swinging in the empty air, my groping hands lost their grip. My fingertips slid smoothly down the end and I fell once again through the air and landed squarely on my ass, precisely in the same spot as the day before. When I shook my head to clear the stars, Tom was already probing the darkness with his flashlight.

I got up and ran over to him. “Do you see them?”

He didn’t try to answer my question. “Where are you?” he yelled. The question echoed through the chamber, and down the tunnels we hadn’t yet explored. “Don’t worry!” His voice was playful, neither threatening nor frightened.

The sounds of our breathing and the underwater stream blended together into a steady rush in the darkness. Then, from an unseen corner of the cave, came a hiss, like air escaping from a punctured bike tire. From the same corner, a glow swelled until the entire chamber was visible to us for the first time. The room was even bigger than I thought, filled with more towering formations than I thought, but I couldn’t take it all in right away. Instead, I just squinted at the center of the glow, where high above us sitting on a small stone ledge, dangling her scrawny legs and holding a Coleman lantern, sat Taffy Judd.

“Hi Andy.” She surprised me by sounding so at ease. Although I did still carry a small scar below my ear from her lunch box, I had otherwise always thought of Taffy as quiet, cautious, and a little mysterious. In the cave, she seemed almost bouncy. She looped the handle of the lantern around her wrist, turned to the wall, and scurried straight down. Although there were no perceptible handholds, she moved as agilely as a cat. She walked over to us.

“Sorry I was hiding,” she said. “I thought you were my dad.”

Tom and I stared openmouthed and wondered how to begin the conversation.

“Have you been down here before?” asked Tom. The answer was obvious.

“Lots of times. I could tell someone had been down here yesterday, I found your bikes. I also saw where you dug out the hole a little to get in here.”

“Fell flat on my ass through that hole,” I said. “Twice.”

Taffy laughed. “Yeah, I saw,” she said. “You don’t have to do it that way.” She put down the lantern and walked over to the wall where we’d come in.

She scurried up the wall, again without the benefit of any visible handholds or protrusions. She put two hands up to the lip of the chute from where I had plummeted, which overhung the wall slightly, and pulled herself up and in, athletically and gracefully. “Come over here and look,” she said.

When we were closer, she climbed down slowly, taking her time so Tom and I could see where she placed her hands and her feet. When her arms were over her head, her Pink Floyd T-shirt raised to show her belly, making me gulp. Tom teasingly elbowed me, but I wasn’t about to turn away. After having her repeat the descent a few more times than necessary, Tom and I were able to imitate her path, and in a few minutes we were zipping up and down the wall and even improvising slight modifications to the route. Taffy knew how to get around every inch of that cave, a tribute to both the clear bright light of her lantern and the many hours she must have spent down there practicing.

“Hey, watch this,” said Tom, trying to cross the wall horizontally from the chute to the ledge where we had first seen Taffy. He moved slowly but surely across the wall, his arms straining. It seemed as he got close that he was holding up his entire body with just his fingertips. When he made it to the ledge he pulled himself up, exhausted.

“Cool!” she said, clapping her hands. “I’ve never done that!” I felt a twinge of jealousy, and started searching the walls for an impressive maneuver of my own.

We all stopped cold as a noise rolled to us from what seemed like a very faraway normal world. The low voice was so deep and powerful that it almost sounded like the cave itself was growling at us. “Taffy…Get your ass up here!”

Taffy ran to the lantern in the center of the cave, I followed, and Tom scurried down from the ledge. In his rush he fell the last five feet or so and landed with a grunt—I hoped Taffy had noticed his misstep. He ran to us just as Taffy was turning down the lantern almost completely, until the room-filling sphere of light shrunk to a bright orange marble right in the middle of us, one that barely illuminated our six hands around it.

“It’s my dad,” whispered Taffy. “He’s been on a tear since the strike. I come down here when I have to, to get away from him.”

“Taffy!” we heard again, closer this time, right up against the hole. “Get your ass up here!” I embarrassed myself by cringing.

“Don’t worry,” whispered Taffy, laying her hand on my arm. “He can’t fit his fat ass down here. But I better go now.” To my dismay, she removed her hand and headed toward the crevice we’d almost gotten trapped in, taking the muted lantern with her.

“You can get to Squire Boone Cavern through there,” Tom said, trying to be helpful.

“I know,” she said.

“We almost got stuck down there for good,” I said. “Be careful.”

“It’s wider on this end,” she said, without turning around as she walked to the far corner of the room, confirming Tom’s theory from the previous day. “You can almost walk to Squire Boone without bumping your head this way. Bye, Tom. Bye, Andy.” I tried to convince myself that there was some special, suggestive emphasis in her pronunciation of my name. The small orange light bounced through the crevice and disappeared. A few feet inside, she turned her lantern back up, and the crevice suddenly turned into a jagged bright band across the black cave wall, like a horizontal bolt of lightning frozen in a photograph. Tom and I watched the light slowly fade as she got farther away from both us and her scary father, who continued to rant above us.

Tom and I waited silently in the dark until the yelling stopped. After waiting a while longer, Tom turned his flashlight on and we slowly climbed out, using our new knowledge of the cave, ready to drop back down the hole if there was any sign of him. But he was gone. He had left behind a large oval puddle of piss, in the middle of which floated a bent cigarette butt. He had apparently walked right through it on his way out, leaving a set of giant wet footprints in the dirt. “Even a dog knows better than that,” Tom said.

At the first chute, Tom carefully placed his flashlight back in its hiding place behind the stalagmite, turning to verify it was completely hidden as we exited. Outside, squinting at the sunlight and immediately starting to sweat in the humidity, we saw to our relief that Orpod Judd was long gone. The only trace of Taffy’s father was that both our bikes had been knocked roughly to the ground.

We were all more or less acquainted with our little town’s history. It was originally named New Providence, after the capital of Rhode Island, not the biblical concept. It still today shows up as New Providence on some Indiana maps. The town took its modern name from William W. Borden, a self-taught geologist and farmer’s son from the area who went west, to Leadville, Colorado, during the Gold Rush and was one of the lucky few to actually make his fortune there, cleverly exploiting silver claims that had been neglected by wild-eyed gold seekers. He sold his interest in the mining company after just two years in Leadville, and returned to Indiana a millionaire, with more than enough money to “carry out certain ideas for the advancement of learning and the benefit of my fellow man, which I had for some time entertained.” That according to my personal copy of Borden’s Personal Reminiscences, published in 1901.

The “certain ideas” of Professor Borden, as he was by then known, were remarkably progressive for his time and place. He founded the Borden Institute in 1884, a school chartered to provide the farm children of the area an advanced education at little or no cost. This was a generation even before the casket company, when the area was widely known as “the strawberry district” and offered few opportunities beyond a life of backbreaking labor with hoe and plow. Not only did Borden’s institute teach Cicero, Virgil, “public declamation,” and, of course, geology, it taught these things to both boys and girls. It was as if Professor Borden knew that someday his achievements would be evaluated by the steely eyes of my feminist mother. The curriculum, while advanced and demanding, was loosely structured, allowing students to progress at their own pace and define their own courses of study, radical concepts all in 1884.

The good professor lived until 1906, pouring his money and his heart into the school that became so famous and beloved that the town changed its name in his honor. Thousands of Hoosier farm kids benefited from his generosity. The experiment couldn’t continue, however, without his leadership and his money. Shortly after his death, his priceless geological collections were given to the Smithsonian, and the school closed.

The Borden estate donated his land and buildings to the public school system. The grand Victorian mansion that had housed the institute stood abandoned at the edge of the Borden Elementary School’s parking lot, looking uncomfortable next to its brick-and-steel descendant. Other than the high school and the factory, the institute remained the biggest building in town. Public meetings were often held in the institute’s ornate first-floor auditorium, when the town’s two voting booths were shoved in a corner and covered with sheets. I don’t think William Borden would have been surprised that his institute couldn’t outlive him—it was a bold, almost outlandish experiment to provide a free college-level education to the hill kids of our rural counties. But I think Borden would have been happy to see that his building was still at the center of town life, and witness to much of our drama, as it was the day after Don Strange’s death, when Local 1096 called an emergency meeting at the institute, and Tom and I snuck in to listen.

The meeting was scheduled to begin at nine P.M., which was a problem for me: too late to be allowed out of the house, too early to sneak out. To top it off, my parents were still jumpy and protective because of the “bombing,” and they were well aware of the union meeting that night. They didn’t want me anywhere near it, so there was no way I was going to get down the hill by telling the unvarnished truth. I had to use an excuse I had been saving for extraordinary circumstances.

I waited until our regular game of Authors to ask. It was Dad’s favorite game and one he insisted on playing around the kitchen table after dinner whenever our schedules permitted. The game was similar to Go Fish, but it was played with special cards that each represented one of four books written by thirteen different authors. In other words, instead of attempting to collect all four jacks, or all four twos, you collected A Child’s Garden of Verses, Treasure Island, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and Kidnapped. Thus, over the course of my childhood, I memorized forever the names and watercolor portraits of thirteen authors and their fifty-two great works of English literature.

“Can I stay out late tonight?” I asked between hands.

“Why?” my dad asked in a tone that sounded very close to “no” already.

“Tom and I want to watch the Perseid meteor shower.” This got his attention. He laid his cards flat down on the table. I knew that my sudden interest in astronomy sounded unlikely, but it also sounded scholarly enough for my parents to get their hopes up. Still, I saw the seeds of suspicion in my father’s eyes as he peered at me from across the table. I tried to stay calm. I was attempting to bullshit a true space groupie about a meteor shower.

“You want to watch the Perseid?” he asked.

“Yessir,” I said. “It’s a clear night and this is the peak time of year to watch them.” I paused. “It’s very interesting.” My mom now placed her cards on the table to better assist Dad in his evaluation.

“This is something you’ve taken a recent interest in?” he asked.

“We talked about it in school before summer break,” I said, “and I marked it on my calendar. I’ve been reading about meteors ever since, and now I’d like to actually see one.”

“I see,” said my father. “So you’ve made a study of this.”

“Yes,” I said. “Meteors are cool.”

Dad and Mom looked at each other, and I wondered if I had laid it on too thick. I still had my chief advantage intact. Dad really wanted to believe me.

“Yes, they are cool,” my father said, not yet convinced. “Tell me, since you’ve been looking into it, what are meteors made out of?”

“Most are made out of stone,” I said, regurgitating the information I had reviewed in the junior Britannica just before coming downstairs. “Some are made out of iron and nickel.”

My father nodded his head, impressed, unable now to keep a hopeful smile from flickering to life. But the logical, skeptical half of his brain still needed convincing.

“So, if you found a rock in the middle of the woods tomorrow that you suspected was a meteor, could you know for sure? How could you prove it came from outer space?”

“If I found it in the woods, it wouldn’t be a meteor, it’d be a meteorite.” He nodded approvingly. “You could look for the spherical chondrules in the rock, which don’t show up in earth rocks.” This was good, but I extracted one final piece of trivia from the Britannica that had lodged on the precarious edge of my short-term memory. “And, if it was an iron-nickel meteorite, the metallic crystals would be arranged in the Widmanstatten pattern.”

“Widmanstatten pattern?” my father said. I thought he was going to cry he looked so happy.

“Look to the northwestern sky,” he told me as I left.

I rode my bike down Cabin Hill Road, the setting sun shimmering behind me, and up to Tom, who was waiting beneath one of the towering tulip poplars outside the front entrance of the institute.

“How’d you get down here?” I asked him, proud of my meteorite fiction and wanting to share it.

“I rode down with my dad.” He gestured toward his father’s truck. An early load of firewood poked out from under the green tarp that covered it. Of course, I thought. Tom’s family didn’t think of union meetings as dangerous gatherings to be avoided, saving him the trouble of fabricating a lie.

In fact there were dozens of spectators milling around the outside of the institute. Union wives socialized on the lawn in jeans and pro-union T-shirts. Other locals who lived nearby had wandered over, as they probably always did whenever something big enough to require the use of the institute’s auditorium was going on. Many had shown up to witness the rumored arrival of representatives from “the National,” high-level union men spoken of in tones both reverent and apprehensive. For a second, my heart raced as I thought I saw Taffy’s blond hair in the crowd, but in an instant, I knew it wasn’t her: the girl I saw was too graceless to be Taffy, who could move like a cat and disappear in a crowd like a rabbit in a field. Seconds later, when I saw her dad arrive, I gave up all hope of seeing her.

Orpod Judd glared at Tom and me as he walked by, his watery eyes appraising me so intently that I had to look away. In the middle of that jovial crowd, he was noticeably alone, given wide clearance by his union brothers on an evening when brotherhood was on conspicuous display. Judd was fat, but the fat seemed to disguise a body that was still strong despite the years of abuse and encroaching disintegration. His head slowly turned to watch us as he followed the crowd inside, a movement that reminded me of the snake I had shared a pipe with the night before. Like the snake, Judd seemed to be a purely physical being, without thoughts deeper than attacking threats and surviving. I had never spoken to Orpod Judd, but from the way he glowered I thought he must know me, aware of my connection to Taffy and the cave in some instinctive or supernatural way. Then it occurred to me that he recognized my bike. I breathed a sigh of relief when he disappeared inside the doorway.

None of us on the lawn could see anything that was actually happening inside the building, as security was being enforced at the door by two burly but friendly-looking strikers who were checking the union cards of each person going inside. Tom and I watched as a self-important Courier-Journal reporter tried to bluster his way past, to no avail. He left in a huff as the men at the door looked embarrassed by the commotion.

“We’ll never get in through the front door,” said Tom.

Especially since one of us is the son of a manager, I thought.

It pissed me off. A big event was taking place inside the institute, in our town, and I didn’t like being excluded, as I was now in all things having to do with the union. I was as determined to get inside the institute as I was opposed to family secrets. I wanted to hear what the union had to say about the death of Don Strange and those responsible. And if hanging out with Tom all my life had taught me anything, it was this: you can usually get yourself from one place to another if you want to get there bad enough.

Tom was examining the building with a critical eye. “Let’s go around back.”

I rode around slowly, following Tom, the tread of my bike tires crunching on the dusty gravel of the driveway. In back we saw a number of potential entrances, narrow doors that looked like they had been designed for servants back during the institute’s glory days. I wondered who waited inside those doors now. Guards with guns? Cops? I was constantly being warned by those around me that I had an overactive imagination, and I tried to keep it in check, but the fact was that men who belonged to this group had killed a man, and the criminals were still at large. I worried that my staid German neighbors had imaginations that were not active enough. Disaster had already struck in Borden, and I saw no reason why it couldn’t again. Everyone but Tom and me seemed to have accepted on faith that Sanders and Kruer were gone, the trouble they caused a tragic but fleeting event, a lightning strike. I feared it might be more like a drought, something that could linger and worsen indefinitely.

Tom walked up to one of the small back doors and tugged on the knob. To my shock, the door swung open, and we looked right at the wide back of a man in a blue work shirt and jeans. Past him several other men stood in a relaxed circle inside a large, old-fashioned, institutional kitchen. It took the man just a second to feel the breeze at his back. When he turned around and saw us, he attempted to hide the dewy can of Falls City beer in his hand.

“You run along now,” he said, his eyes darting guiltily from Tom to me and back, his free hand reaching to shut the door quickly. He certainly wasn’t a guard or a cop—he was a regular dude sneaking a beer and a cigarette while locked safely away from a reproachful and possibly Baptist wife. Still, he might as well have been an armed sentry as far as Tom and I were concerned. The other back door opened into the same kitchen, no doubt, in view of the same men, who had every reason to keep us clear of their impromptu stag party.

“Hell’s bells,” said Tom. He scratched his chin and searched the building for another point of vulnerability.

My eyes followed his to a low roof that provided a small area of shelter for one of the narrow back doors, this one at the very back corner of the building. I imagined it as a haven for a uniformed deliveryman in a pouring rain a hundred years ago. Above the small roof was a second-floor window. This was a tactic we knew well—my porch roof was the starting point for many of our recent adventures. We ambled over for a better look.

“How can we get up there?” I asked. In keeping with the grand scale of the institute, the door was tall and the small roof above it seemed out of reach.

Tom jumped at the roof with his hands up in the air. Even with his considerable athleticism, it was futile.

“Can you lift me?” he asked.

“Then how will I get up there?”

“I’ll pull you up after me.”

It seemed risky. It was not yet dark, and just on the other side of the building were a dozen or so folks who could saunter around the corner at any second and catch us in the act. Opening a back door was innocent enough. A manager’s son scaling the building to get to a second-floor window so that he could eavesdrop on a closed union meeting would be harder to explain. Tom either didn’t think about those possibilities or didn’t care.

I positioned myself with my back to the brick wall, and interlaced my fingers in front of me so that Tom could use them as a step. He stepped into my hands with one foot, and then deftly put the other foot on my shoulder. He continued his climb as he reached up to grab the edge of the small roof, which was now just slightly higher than his shoulders. I felt his full weight for just a moment, then he pulled himself up and swung his legs onto the roof. The whole maneuver took just seconds.

He lay on his stomach, and extended his arms to me. They were out of reach. When I jumped, our fingertips brushed, but we could not connect solidly enough for him to pull me up. Tom scooted out farther over the edge, to the point where if I did manage to grab his hands, I was pretty sure I would pull him off. We heard clapping and whistling from the front of the building, as some heroes of the union arrived. I pictured the beer drinkers in the kitchen hurriedly finishing their brews before the official business of the evening began.

“What now?” I whispered.

“Keep trying,” Tom said, scooting out farther.

“It’s not going to work,” I said. “Go on in by yourself.”

Tom thought it over for a minute. “Bring your bike over here,” he said.

I wheeled my bike directly under the roof, and stood it up on its kickstand.

“Climb up and stand on the seat,” he said.

“Stand on the seat?” It seemed like some kind of circus trick.

“Just climb up real quick, it’ll just take a second, then I can reach out and grab you.”

I decided to give it a try, just to humor Tom, because I thought there was no chance of it working. I put my feet on the pedals, facing away from the handlebars, and then, with my arms outstretched for balance, stepped onto the bike seat. I stood like that for a full second or two, and it was only because I hadn’t expected it to work that I wasn’t prepared to grab Tom’s outstretched hands. I jumped clear of the bike as I lost my balance. I readied for another try, this time with every intention of making it up to the small roof.

Feet in the pedals, feet on the seat—I was up. I grasped Tom’s forearms, and he grabbed mine, a perfect linkup, and he hauled me quickly onto the roof. My bike fell over with a clatter as my feet left the seat. Suddenly we were both on the small roof, with barely enough room to stand.

Tom turned to the window and began trying to open it—it occurred to me that it might have been a good idea to try that before devoting so much effort to getting us both on the roof. While it was locked in some way, the window frames were so old that the small lock just tore away from the crumbly wood, and the window opened with a screech. Tom jumped in and I followed, closing the window behind me, verifying that no adult on the ground was staring up in horror at us as we broke into the building.

We jumped down from the sill quickly to get out of the sight of anyone outside, kicking up a dry cloud of dust as we landed. It didn’t take long for our eyes to adjust—it was still not completely dark out, and the room was full of large windows. What we saw amazed us.

It seemed that the Smithsonian had not taken all of Professor Borden’s collections. The built-in cabinets lining the walls were crammed with leather-bound books, intricately carved wooden boxes, and a full complement of antique lab equipment: beakers, tubes, and delicate-looking scales. In addition, the room held three parallel rows of large, ornate lab tables. On top of every one stood stuffed and mounted animals. The professor seemed to have had a particular fondness for exotic rodents, all of them posed by the taxidermist with snarling faces to better expose their long, sharp teeth. Most spectacularly, on the walls above the cabinets, were mounted a score of antique swords and knives, a row of them completely circling the large room. Far, far away, I heard the bang of a gavel and a muted baritone cheer.

“Holy shit,” whispered Tom.

“Look at all this stuff.” It was difficult to decide where to begin.

First I walked carefully to what appeared to be the room’s only door, hoping I could lock it. I was afraid that at any minute someone would burst through it and roust us before we had a chance to take even a brief inventory. Wary of squeaks, I stepped carefully across the dusty wood floor, taking note as I passed of the crates and drawers I wanted to open later, when there was more time, if there was ever enough time. Next to the door, which I was disappointed to see held no lock, I found a glass-enclosed cabinet containing a number of artifacts relating to the institute itself. I got the impression that at some point decades earlier, a local historian had created the small display to inform visitors about the history of the Borden Institute.

A photograph of William Borden himself was at the center. He had a heavy beard and the comfortable smile of a wealthy man who knew exactly how lucky he was. Another document on display seemed to be an old bulletin for prospective students: The building is new and is one of the finest in the State. It is finely finished and well furnished. Afine Stereopticon has lately been added by Prof. Borden, with views of a great number of places of historic interest in this and other countries. The bulletin was signed by the principal of the institute, Francis M. Stalker. One of our five named roads in Borden was Stalker Street, and now I knew why.

Next to the bulletin I found Borden’s autobiography, Personal Reminiscences. I flipped through the first few pages, and scanned the part of the book that described his childhood in New Providence. The old philanthropist wrote that three major events from his youth were “indelibly impressed” on his mind. The first was the cholera epidemic of 1832. A friend of his had to quit school in order to help his father build coffins, a foreshadowing of what would become the town’s main enterprise. The second event was a plague of gray squirrels on a biblical scale in 1833, requiring organized squirrel hunts that slaughtered upward of three thousand of the animals every day: perhaps the origin of the good professor’s interest in stuffed rodents. The migrating squirrels were so insensible to danger that they allowed themselves to be killed with clubs. The final event was a spectacular meteor shower in 1834 of such intensity that sleeping people were awakened by the great light. One witness proclaimed, “Oh, my God, the world is on fire!” Borden went on to write, “Never did rain fall as thick as meteors fell toward the earth that day.”

I was shocked at the coincidence, since a meteor shower had been my pretense for getting out of the house that night. “Look at this!” I called to Tom. He didn’t respond.

I looked across the room to see that he had hastily stacked two crates onto one of the lab tables, and from that wobbly perch was attempting to pull a sword from its mount near the ceiling.

I hurried over. “What are you doing?”

At that moment he freed the sword with a grunt, lurched backward, and regained his balance atop the teetering crate, barely avoiding the fall that would have impaled one or both of us. He carefully climbed down to the floor, sword in hand.

“Look at this thing,” he said, awe in his voice. The blade was large and straight, and sharp on both sides. The flange above the grip was slightly gilded, but most of the gold had worn or faded away. The metal had darkened in some places, as if it had been exposed to smoke, but the entire length of it was surprisingly smooth and unpitted—I wondered if that was an indicator of the quality of the steel. A small yellowing tag dangled from the handle, identifying it in old-fashioned script: Sword, Probably German, 1525-1550.

“Feel.” Tom handed it to me.

It was surprisingly light, weighing no more than my Springfield M6. Although I had never held a sword before, I could tell that it was superbly balanced at the grip—the thing begged to be swung through the air. Also like my M6, the German sword was almost completely unornamented, having been designed purely to serve its function. I assumed that function had been to hack apart invading godless hordes. It took my breath away.

“I’m keeping it,” said Tom as he took it back, already knowing I would object.

“You can’t do that,” I said, although my less scrupulous self was already scanning the walls for the sword I would most like to steal. A curved blade in the corner, like something Sinbad might use, caught my eye.

“Why not?” said Tom. “We keep stuff we find all the time.”

“It’s different when you take something that’s been lost, or left out,” I said. “This is a museum! This would be stealing.” I heard an agitated rumble from the crowd below. Someone must have said something controversial. Tom and I didn’t care. If Jesus Christ himself were addressing Local 1096, I’m not sure we could have torn ourselves away from all that medieval weaponry.

“This ain’t a museum,” said Tom. “This is no different from finding something in the woods. Locking stuff up in this room was the same as throwing it away.”

“This stuff belongs to someone.”

“I thought he left everything to the people of Borden,” said Tom, throwing me off by demonstrating a knowledge of William Borden. “This stuff is sitting here because everyone has forgotten about it.”

“It doesn’t belong to us,” I said. “And this isn’t like digging up potatoes in some field or stealing melons. That thing is really valuable—taking it would be stealing.”

“I’ll bet Professor Borden would want me to have it.”

“Where are you going to keep it?” I asked, thinking I had found my trump card. As hard as it would be for me to hide a gigantic four-hundred-year-old German sword from my parents, it would be impossible for Tom in that army barracks he called a bedroom. “Why don’t you leave it here until we figure out what to do with it?”

Tom mulled it over. “Shit, I did want to go looking for Sanders and Kruer tonight.”

“You did?” That was news to me.

“Yeah…you said you wanted to, remember?”

“I just didn’t know we were doing it tonight.”

“Every time we’re in the woods, we’re going to be looking for them.” I could tell he briefly considered stalking them with sword in hand, but thought better of it. “That’ll have to wait. I’m taking this thing and hiding it in the cave.”

I had to admit that was a good hiding place—no one knew the caves of the area as well, and the thing would actually probably be preserved better in an arid cave than in the musty second floor of the Borden Institute. I thought of my imaginary archaeologist finding the old German sword in the future, an object whose presence in a Clark County cave would be even harder to explain than Tom’s shorts and shoes.

Suddenly the door burst open into the room. Tom and I instinctively ducked down, like rabbits in a bramble. I knew we hadn’t been seen, we were that quick. But I wondered if someone had heard us walking around up there, or arguing, and were now searching for us. If so, it wouldn’t take long to find us.

The intruders shut the door slowly, and then crossed the room, to the windows, one row of tables in front of us. We saw their frayed bell-bottom jeans and work boots as they walked by.

The man in front walked right to the window where we had come in. He opened it a crack.

“This’ll do just fine,” he said. I recognized the voice. It was Ray Arnold, the man who’d fought with Tom’s dad the night before. I heard the metallic clink of a Zippo lighter opening, and then a few seconds later the sickly sweet smell of Clark County weed drifted through the old classroom.

Tom and I looked at each other with some relief. They weren’t up there to bust us; they were there to spark up. If we jumped up and yelled “boo!” they’d probably run out of the room. Tom and I carefully leaned back so we could sit against the tables and wait the potheads out. Tom had the sword lying across his crossed legs.

“This is better than listening to that bullshit downstairs, ain’t it?” Ray exhaled loudly. “Jesus Christ, I am sick of it.” Tom carefully stuck his head around the corner to get a better look, and I did the same.

It was the first time I’d seen a grown man after a genuine ass-kicking. Ray Arnold didn’t quite have a black eye, not the perfectly round, perfectly black, comic-book variety, anyway. Half his face was dark red, however, almost as if it had been scraped badly on the asphalt. I noticed, too, in the way that he put his Zippo back in his pocket, that his fingers appeared to be hurting, as if maybe he’d gotten in a few good licks of his own. He was as wild-eyed as he sounded, with long thin hair and a ragged mustache that twitched when he spoke. With him was Lonnie Vogel, a stocky maintenance man at the plant who also grew Christmas trees on his family farm to make a few extra bucks during the holidays—we got our Scotch pine from him every year. Lonnie delicately took the joint back from Ray Arnold.

“We need to be careful,” said Lonnie. “If we drop this thing in here the whole place will burn to the ground in about five seconds.”

They both chuckled at that.

“So help me,” said Ray, “if one more of those dipshits calls me his brother, I am going to kill him.”

“Yep,” said Lonnie with a sigh, clearly preferring that they not waste a good joint talking about the strike.

“They ain’t my brothers,” Ray continued. “Truthfully, most of ’em are assholes. I might cross the line just to piss ’em off. Just to piss off that dickhead George Kruer.”

Tom and I shot each other looks. Tom was grinning.

“You’re not serious,” said Lonnie, releasing a lungful of smoke.

Ray thought it over. “I didn’t want this strike. And I’ve never told no one no different.”

“You can’t cross the line.”

“Look, man, I’ve got a hungry baby at home and a wife who won’t get off my ass. I was going along with this bullshit, thinking we might get a raise after a week or two, but now they’re killing folks. Hell, I liked Don Strange!”

“I did, too,” said Lonnie thoughtfully.

“Now they’re killing folks, and no raise we get is ever going to make up for the money we’re losing on strike, and I am sick of it.”

“So you’re just going to walk across that line by yourself.”

“I wouldn’t be by myself,” said Ray. “I guarantee you that. I ain’t the only sorry asshole in Borden who needs a paycheck. I’d like to see George Kruer’s face when I take a whole shift back into the plant. You’d follow me across, wouldn’t you?”

Lonnie Vogel thought long and hard, so long I thought he might have forgotten Ray’s question. “I don’t know, Ray,” he said finally. “My dad would kill me if I ever crossed a picket line.”

Ray Arnold thought it over. “That’s true. Your old man would shit. Well, I’m sure somebody would come with me. I can’t be the only one who sees how retarded this whole thing is.”

There was thunderous applause downstairs, and a chant began: Ten ninety-six! Ten ninety-six!

Ray started whispering in rhythm: “Ten ninety-six! We’re all a bunch of pricks!”

They both giggled hysterically, as they finished up the last of Ray’s small joint. “Thanks, dude,” said Lonnie. “That was good.”

Ray sighed theatrically. “Let’s go downstairs and see what we just agreed to.” They tromped out of the room, considerably less carefully than when they came in. Ray pulled the door shut behind him as he exited.

Tom and I stood up. A thin layer of reefer haze floated at chest height.

“I’m keeping it,” he said, picking up the argument where we’d left it.

We stared at each other a moment, Tom knowing full well that he always won these debates. A new chant began downstairs that we couldn’t make out. Combined with Ray and Lonnie’s departure, it led me to think the meeting was reaching a climax. We had to make our move soon, whatever it was.

“We need to go,” I said. I ached for the Sinbad sword on the wall, but knew I couldn’t bring myself to steal it, anymore than I could prevent Tom from taking his.

“Then let’s go,” he said, leading the way across the room with sword extended.

We got to the window, and I let Tom go out first. I followed, and carefully closed the window behind me, taking one last look at all the treasure I was leaving behind. The sun had gone down, which was good news for Tom now that he was officially committing grand theft. Tom knelt down on the small roof. Leaning as far as he could over the edge, he dropped the sword straight down. It stuck in the dirt cleanly right by my bike’s front tire, its weight driving the point into the gravel driveway. Tom jumped down after it, hanging briefly on the roof’s edge by his fingertips before dropping down with a grunt. From above, I watched him pull the sword from the ground like young King Arthur.

I dropped down beside him Tom was positively glowing.

“How are you going to get that thing home?” I asked.

“I’ll hide it in the back of my dad’s truck. I’ll take it out tonight and hide it in the woods, take it to the cave when I get a chance. Next time, though, we’re goin’ lookin’ for them.”

“I still don’t think you should have taken anything from a museum,” I said self-righteously.

Tom laughed. “Well, you did.” He pointed at my hands.

And I had. Without realizing it, I had taken the copy of Borden’s Personal Reminiscences. So we were both thieves.

Tom ran over to his dad’s truck and shoved the sword under the tarp just as the doors of the institute burst open and union men began rolling out, smiling and lighting one another’s cigarettes. We turned to face them, trying to look casual.

“What’d you decide?” Tom asked two of the strikers as they passed.

“We’re all sorry about Don Strange,” said one of them. “We’re buying flowers out of the strike fund.”

“And we’re staying on strike until hell freezes over,” said the other. Those strikers close enough to hear him cheered.

I rode my bike home with the book shoved up my pants leg. My father was waiting for me in the living room, lying on the couch and reading Chesapeake. I could tell the second I walked in, from the quiet and from the general sense of emptiness, that Mom was not home, perhaps instead at one of her feminist gatherings in Louisville, or on a secret errand for the sheriff.

Dad greeted me with an eager smile. “Did you see any?”

For a second, I had absolutely no idea what he was talking about. Then it all came back to me, along with the fear that my stolen book was about to fall out of my pants leg, and that Dad would be able to smell the fine bouquet of Ray’s weed coming off my clothes. He waited for an answer.

“They were falling like rain,” I said.

Numerous historic preservation groups tried to save the institute, but in the end its own grand scale worked against it, making it prohibitively expensive to renovate, and too big to be of any real practical use in our small town. Despite the fact that the building had been on the National Register of Historic Places since 1973, it was condemned by the state fire marshal. Since it was so close to the grammar school, local officials finally decided to demolish the building in 1983, calling it a safety hazard to the romping schoolchildren nearby. I stood in the parking lot and watched them destroy it the day before leaving for college. In all, William Borden’s building had lasted ninety-nine years, which I think to a geologist would seem like just the blink of an eye. What remained of Professor Borden’s collections were carefully inventoried by the preservationists, crated up, and sent three hundred miles away, to the Field Museum in Chicago. So, looking back, I think Tom was right. I’m glad at least one of those swords is still in Borden, and yes, I think Professor Borden would be happy about it, too.
  

Five
 

They buried Don Strange the next morning. I sweated in the front yard in my blue JCPenney sport coat and clip-on tie as my parents finished getting ready inside. Tires crunched on the gravel of Cabin Hill Road, a sound soon followed by Tom’s father driving past in his blue Dodge truck. I automatically lifted my hand to wave, and he briefly made eye contact with me and waved back. His eyes went quickly back to the road. My father was on the front porch in his suit by then, looking out at me with an expression I couldn’t decipher.

The service was at St. Mary of the Knobs Catholic Church, a center of community life I had been to many times, even though I wasn’t Catholic. I’d attended weekly meetings in their parish hall during my brief hitch with the Cub Scouts. We went to their Strawberry Festival every March, where my dad and I would eat shortcake and Mom would buy a raffle ticket for a quilt made by the Knights of Columbus ladies’; auxiliary. I’d even been to a wedding inside the church once, the only wedding I had ever seen, when a man my dad worked with invited us the summer before.

My father had complained that local law enforcement would never challenge the strikers. Now we had state troopers at our funerals, observing the mourners from their black-and-white Crown Vic a respectful distance away. Inside the church, Don Strange lay on pillowy white satin inside a gleaming walnut casket, finally trying out one of the products he had been constructing his entire life. The walnut, it occurred to me, had sprung from southern Indiana dirt, and would now return to it, just like Mr. Strange.

The crowd in the church was arranged into two halves, in a way that reminded me of the bride’s side and the groom’s side in that wedding I had been to. In this case, plant management and Bord en’s small merchant class sat on one side of the church. The strikers sat on the other much more crowded side. The strikers looked as uncomfortable as I did in their suits, and I noticed that most of them, like Tom’s dad, came alone, leaving their families at home, making that side of the church overwhelmingly adult and male. I wondered if it was because they anticipated danger in some way, although I doubted that, because any inkling of danger and my mother wouldn’t have let me within a hundred miles of the church. Maybe they didn’t want their families to see Mr. Strange laid out like that, the rosary wrapped around his clasped dead hands.

Sprinkled randomly among us, oblivious to the seating protocol of our two rival camps, were Mr. Strange’s relatives and friends from out of town. There were two svelte daughters from the swank suburbs east of Louisville, jarringly beautiful women in black dresses and wide hats. There were crying grandchildren, old casket company associates, an aging army buddy in an American Legion hat, and a young grandnephew in a white navy uniform.

An unseen organ announced the start of the service with a startling minor chord. A smoldering censor swinging in front of them, a column of priests, deacons, and altar boys marched into the church, singing hymns in a mournful baritone, sending chills up and down my spine. In my fourteen years, I had been exposed just enough to the Catholic religion to become completely fascinated by it. When the priest began the mass from the front of the church, I noticed that the strikers more or less all crossed themselves in unison, while many on the management side of the church did not. Mr. Strange had labored in the mill room for a decade or so before working his way into management, and it appeared that at least as far as his faith was concerned, he had more in common with the rank and file than he did with management. Old stained-glass windows along each side of the church depicted the church’s numerous patron saints in various stages of martyrdom, and a small plaque at the bottom of each thanked a familiar family name for their generosity a century earlier: Kruer, Stemler, Huber, and so on.

I was impressed with the studied impassiveness of the priest. Our preacher down at Blue River Christian Church always seemed like he was trying to sell us salvation with amplitude and clever sermons. To hold our interest, he had to play the opposing trump cards of eternal bliss and eternal damnation. The Catholic priest, in contrast, was stern and removed in a way that seemed confident to me, as he wearily executed the rites of his church. He wasn’t trying to convince me of anything—he had two thousand years of tradition on his side. If you don’t believe any of this, he seemed to be telling us, that’s your problem. “What right have you to recite my statutes?” he intoned. “To take my covenant on your lips, when you detest my teaching and thrust my words behind you?” I turned my head slightly from side to side, trying to identify to whom the priest was addressing the accusation.

When it came time for communion, the labor side of the church filed out of their pews smartly, while we had to step awkwardly aside to let those few Catholics on our side pass by into the aisle. I watched them all walk right up to the priest, who was directly in front of Mr. Strange’s casket, and accept the Eucharist. About half the mourners, I noticed, looked inside Mr. Strange’s casket as they passed. They glanced into it quickly, as if they weren’t supposed to, and maybe they weren’t. I didn’t know what the rules were. I just knew that for the first and only time that day, I was glad to be in the Protestant minority. I knew I would not have been able to avoid peering inside the casket if I walked up there, and I knew doing so would give me nightmares for weeks. We stepped outside for the burial.

The cemetery was right next to the church. To get to Mr. Strange’s grave, we had to walk through the older sections, where the epitaphs were written entirely in German. At Mr. Strange’s grave, a row of chairs and a small Caterpillar backhoe awaited us. A green tent had been set up with enough room for Mr. Strange’s closest relatives to sit in the shade. Behind it, the gravedigger snuck a cigarette and waited for his cue. Graveside, the priest pointed out to the crowd that Mr. Strange was being buried right next to Mavis, his beloved wife, who had died fifteen years earlier. After a few comments more they lowered Mr. Strange into the ground, and the service was over. Dad took a few minutes to shake hands with some of the old-timers who had shown up for the funeral. All of them wanted to talk about the strike. My father did not.

The strikers stood around the outside of the church smoking, their jackets on their shoulders or hung on low tree branches, ties loosened, sweat beading on their foreheads. I realized that I was accustomed to seeing these men exhausted, either plodding into the factory at dawn, or treading across the parking lot at the end of a shift, covered in varnish, sawdust, and fatigue. Seeing them this way, large groups of them rested and idle, was a slightly scary revelation. They all quieted as we passed. Normally my father was the kind of guy who would start a twenty-minute conversation with the guy bagging his groceries. Upon seeing someone from the plant, he usually rejoiced and gossiped like he had found a long-lost cousin. After the funeral he hustled Mom and me as rapidly as he could to our car with his eyes straight ahead.

We were almost to the car, passing a small knot of strikers, when just two feet in front of us Tom’s dad turned around and started walking toward the church, toward us. There was no way to tactfully avoid him; he and Dad almost collided. I could tell by the way Dad stiffened that it was exactly the encounter he had wanted to avoid.

“Howdy, George,” said my mom and dad simultaneously.

“Howdy,” he said back, trying harder than my father to hide his discomfort. Even so, he looked haggard, more genuinely mournful than his cronies, who turned discreetly to see how the conversation was going. “Sad day,” he said.

“Yes, it is,” said my dad. He was stubbornly refusing to take the conversational bait. In normal times he would have been halfway through the shitting-in-the-paddock anecdote.

“I’ve known Don all my life,” said George Kruer, trying to fill the void. “I just… I just never thought something like this would happen here.”

“I guess there are evil people everywhere,” said my dad. George Kruer raised an eyebrow at that, allowing my dad a second to qualify his statement or tone it down. But he didn’t.

“Nobody wanted this to happen,” responded Mr. Kruer. He was defensive, but I thought I detected the slightest note of guilt in his voice, too.

“Looks like somebody did.”

Mom stepped in, trying to bring us back around to the kind of weightless declarations that normally filled the air after a funeral. “We’ll all miss him, very much.”

“The plant won’t be the same without him,” said George.

My dad just nodded and stared past him, refusing to allow the conversation a peaceful death. Finally, Kruer turned uncomfortably around, abandoning whatever chore he had inside the church, returning instead to the safety of his union pals. We finished our short walk to the car.

When we got in, my father turned the key and sighed loudly. I suddenly realized how draining the funeral had been for him. Mother patted his knee sympathetically.

“They’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here like that, don’t they?” he said.

My mother removed her hand quickly and looked out the window.

“Come on, it’s not like Don died of a heart attack,” my dad responded.

“Stop.” Mom was offended. “This doesn’t have anything to do with the strike. Most of these men have known Don Strange since they were boys.”

“Nothing to do with the strike?” My father started to prepare a more detailed rebuttal, but thought better of it, and drove us home in silence.

I always slipped into kind of a trance in the backseat of Dad’s smooth Buick back then, especially when the air-conditioning was cranked up on a sweltering day. The thought of Don Strange’s death, the image of that gleaming casket sinking slowly into the ground, pushed me further into a kind of melancholy fog. I was staring out my window when we turned down our driveway, looking down the barely visible path Tom and I ran on the night of the explosion. Dad pulled up to the house and kept the car running for just a moment longer than normal, a change in rhythm that dragged me out of my trance. When I looked up, Dad was staring straight ahead, his hands clenching the steering wheel. Mom was crying softly for the first time that day, her hands up to her mouth.

YOUR NEXT had been painted in large brown letters on our garage door.

Sheriff Kohl came up immediately. Once he arrived, he sat in the driveway for just a few seconds in the brown Crown Vic, writing studiously in a small notepad. He reviewed his notes with a furrowed brow, then exited the car as we watched.

He was tall and slim in a way that for some reason reminded me of cowboys. The gun on his belt suited him: a .357 Colt Python with a royal blue barrel and a grip of dark, polished walnut, a serious gun for a serious man. His uniform was immaculate, all the way down to where the cuffs of his perfectly creased pants broke against the tops of his shiny brown shoes. Sheriff Kohl had a way of always looking equally concerned, whether he was arresting a drunk driver, handing out Halloween candy at city hall, or singing “I Saw the Light” from the main stage of the Strawberry Festival. Sheriff Kohl looked good, and he looked like a lawman, both of which helped him win reelection, term after term.

He and Dad shook hands formally. Kohl shook his head sadly as Dad showed him the garage door. “That’s a real shame, Gus,” he said. He spoke as if it were the result of some unpreventable natural disaster.

“I appreciate your coming up here so fast.”

“You know I came as soon as I heard,” replied the sheriff. “And when you and I are done, I’m going to start making calls. We’ll make a list of who wasn’t at the funeral and who wasn’t on the picket line. We’ll question everyone in town if we have to.”

“I know you will, Sheriff,” said my father, nodding his head. “Here, I want to show you something.”

He took the sheriff to the shed out back where a half-used can of varnish sat open on the step. Wadded up inside was my basketball net, which the perpetrator had taken down and used to smear the ungrammatical threat on the door.

“I noticed the net was down when we pulled up,” said my father.

“That’s great, Gus. Nice observation.” The sheriff meticulously wrote the information down as if it were the clue of the decade. It dawned on me that the two men were treating each other with a kind of exaggerated courtesy, as if to prove to each other that there was no problem between them, or to prove who was the bigger man. The three of us walked silently back down to the driveway.

I had waited patiently, but now it seemed like the sheriff was wrapping things up, and I thought the important question, the only question, had not been asked. I blurted it out.

“Did the bombers do it?” I asked.

Dad and the sheriff stopped and looked at me, both with very similar startled looks on their faces. It was as if they had no idea what I was talking about.

“The bombers?” I said again. I pointed into the woods by the driveway. The sheriff and my dad were looking at me as if I were inquiring about the odds of a unicorn galloping out of Hoosier National Forest.

The sheriff spoke first. “Son, I don’t believe we have to worry about them. They’re long gone.”

“Why do we think that?” I asked. “Didn’t you find their truck here in town?”

“I’ve got no reason to think they would want to stick around,” the sheriff said. “There’s other ways they could have got to Louisville.”

“Like what?”

My dad stepped in. “They could have got a ride. Hitchhiked. Maybe they had another car nobody knew about.”

“Well, who else could have done this?” I asked, pointing at the garage door.

The sheriff rubbed his forehead. “Son, unfortunately, there’s more than one man in this town right now who might have done something this stupid. But I intend to catch him.” He actually reached out and tousled my hair.

We continued our walk to the sheriff’s car. I was just about to speak up again about the likelihood of the bombers lurking in our woods when the sheriff surprised all of us. Instead of heading back to his Crown Vic, he turned and walked up to the front of the house where my mom had been standing, maintaining her distance. He bounded up the steps while my mom dropped her hands to her front in a startled gesture. Sheriff Kohl took her limp right hand in his.

“I am so sorry about this, Cricket,” he said. She bit her lip and looked to the ground, trying to avoid any more crying.

Sheriff Kohl left, and my parents spent the rest of the day avoiding each other, no easy trick in that small house. I thought about what Tom had said right before we discovered Taffy in the cave, how my dad might be jealous of the sheriff, just because my mom admired him and because he was the sheriff, a man with a badge and a gun who could do things my dad never could. Like arrest the man who made her cry. For the first time, it sort of made sense to me.

During the extended silence, I had lots of time to think. Of course I still didn’t even consider telling Mom and Dad about what Tom and I had seen the night of the explosion. But I still didn’t think that night was some isolated incident that Tom and I could just walk away from, like our other close calls and near misses. Maybe it had implications that were still rippling toward us.

Starting at ten P.M., I watched the normally forbidden Fantasy Island alone in the family room, while Mom sewed buttons onto a small pile of shirts in the kitchen and Dad read Michener in bed, unable to sleep until their fight was resolved. Mom didn’t normally let me watch the show because she thought it licentious. Dad opposed it purely on intellectual grounds. But they were at opposite ends of the house, like boxers in their corners, leaving me to my own devices in the center of the ring. When the telephone rang, I easily got to it first.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Andy?’

“Yessir,” I said, not recognizing the voice.

“This is Sheriff Kohl—”

“Did you find who painted on our garage door?” I interrupted.

“Well, not yet.” He cleared his throat during an extended pause. “Andy, I need to speak to your mother.”

“Oh …” I said, the realization coming over me as Mom and Dad made their way to the phone. It was one of those calls. Mom stood at my elbow.

I handed the phone to her. “Sheriff Kohl,” I said. “He doesn’t know who painted on our garage door.”

She took the phone. “Yes, Sheriff, this is Cricket.” She listened for a few minutes with her back to me. “Yes…Sure enough…Oh my.” She shook her head seriously. “I’ll be right there.”

Within minutes she was stepping into her shoes by the back door and running a brush through her hair while Dad and I watched.

“I’ll get back as soon as I can,” she said, the first words she had said to my father since her conversation with Sheriff Kohl hours earlier. She sounded apologetic.

“Take as long as you need,” my father said. They hugged before she left.

As she drove down Cabin Hill Road, I turned to my dad.

“You know I can’t say,” he told me. “Don’t even ask.”

Later, I tried to stay awake but Mom still hadn’t returned home by the time I drifted off into a restless sleep filled with questions.

When I awoke the next morning Mom was back, scrubbing the threat on the garage door into an unrecognizable brown smear with 409 and a bristle brush. I rode away on my bike and met Tom down on the picket line.

“What happened?” he said. I wondered how much he knew.

“Somebody wrote on our garage door.”

“What’d they write?”

“‘You’re next.’ Except they misspelled ‘you’re.’”

“Shit,” he said. “Who do you think did it?”

“I’ve got an idea.”

Tom scowled. “What do you mean by that?”

“You’re the one who thinks they’re out in the woods still. Maybe they snuck up to our house during the funeral and did it.”

“They’re out there trying to lay low. It’d be retarded to come out of the woods to write some stupid threat on your garage. And besides, my cousin doesn’t have anything against your dad.”

“Did he have anything against Don Strange?”

Tom was getting pissed. “There’s plenty of other dudes in this town who would write that.”

“That’s pretty much what the sheriff said.” We stared at each other for a second. Like most good friends, I suppose, we sensed whenever we reached a line we couldn’t cross together. We stopped ourselves from going further. We shrugged, and let the argument pass.

We cruised around the outside of the strikers, a bigger group than normal that included some wives and other townspeople still hungry for news about the biggest thing to hit Borden since the ’37 flood. The blast damage wasn’t visible from the front of the plant, but Mr. Strange’s death and the giant hole in the factory were part of every conversation.

“Maybe the company did it,” said an old man with a lazy eye. “For the insurance money! Make us look bad!” Everyone around him agreed halfheartedly that it was a possibility.

“Well, they must be geniuses then,” said a young man with bushy Peter Frampton hair and bell-bottom Levi’s. “Because it sure makes us look like shit.” Several laughed bitterly. The picket line no longer had the genial small-town friendliness of a 4-H fair. With the barely concealed tension and smoldering resentment, it felt more like an auction at a foreclosed farm.

Looking back now, I realize that many of the families must have been running out of money about then—we had passed the two-week point in the strike, when the final paycheck had run through its normal lifespan. Hamburger was being stretched with cornflakes and crackers. Gardens were being cultivated with more than the usual vigor. The men on the picket line were looking ahead to September’s bills and wondering how they would pay them.

I think some of the men were also afraid of something more fundamental than getting their pickups repossessed. Before the explosion, the strikers seemed powerful to me, with the confidence of men in firm possession of the moral upper hand. They were just trying to get their fair share, they often said, and I believed them completely. The exorbitant retail prices of the coffins they manufactured had been a popular topic of conversation around the fire drum, and multiplying those prices by the number of coffins manufactured per day astounded me just as it astounded them. To deny the laborers who made it all possible a thirty-cent per hour raise seemed not just cheap, it seemed irrational. Surely, we all thought, it was just a matter of time before the owners came to their senses, met the demands, and everybody got back to work.

Now, with Mr. Strange’s death and the giant hole in the back wall of the factory, the moral clarity on the picket line had been muddied. The factory workers I knew were God-fearing, law-abiding men. From the beginning, the strike had conflicted with their congenital inclinations to obey authority and work to exhaustion every day. These men had awoken one day to discover that they were allied with at least a few who would set explosions and kill people. It was a troubling revelation to those who had voted for the strike swept up in a wave of righteous indignation. And, of course, somewhere out there were the men who had actually killed Don Strange. They had their own reasons for being afraid, like prison and eternal damnation.

“Look,” said Tom. He pointed across Highway 60 to where a state trooper cruiser from the Seymour post was parked, two grim-looking out-of-towners with crew cuts sitting inside. It seemed to confirm that the picketers were now thought of as dangerous men.

Unlike the strikers, I was heartened to see that the troopers had not left after Don Strange’s funeral. Like my father, I had come to doubt that local law enforcement was willing or able to protect Borden from itself during the strike. The writing on our garage door was a direct threat that I knew my dad wasn’t laughing off, even if he had laughed off my theory that the bombers might have done it. The night after the funeral, I heard him checking all our door locks before he went to sleep, a new addition to his ten-thirty routine. I felt incredibly vulnerable as I lay there that night in my bedroom, endangered by the walls and windows that my parents thought would protect us. I knew all too well that the house gave anyone on the outside the advantage, the ability to approach us from any direction without being heard or seen. I seriously considered asking my parents if I could sleep outside until the strike was over, where I at least had a chance of detecting an intruder’s approach: a stick cracking, whispered voices carrying on the wind, careless silhouettes crossing a ridge. From the outside, I could evade intruders or stalk them if I wanted to, my M6 cleaned and ready. Of course, Mom and Dad would never allow it. I looked at the two bored troopers with their crew cuts and half-closed eyes, and tried to believe they could somehow protect us.

Almost as the thought popped into my head, reinforcements arrived on a yellow school bus.

Where the name of the school would normally be were painted the words SHIVELY SECURITY. The tires seemed thicker and knobbier than normal. The windows looked modified, too, tinted and strengthened, and closed tight despite the heat. The bus pulled right up to the front gate, stopping with a hiss from its air brakes. There was a dramatic pause. Then, with a squeak just as innocent as if it were getting ready to discharge a gaggle of first graders, the door swung open.

A huge man stepped down the stairs of the bus, turning sideways to fit. He was wearing black canvas pants and a bulletproof vest that accentuated the size of his barrel chest. Under the vest he wore a black sleeveless T-shirt that showed off his beefy arms. On one shoulder was tattooed the logo of the United States Marine Corps, the eagle and the globe. As he exited, he turned, and I saw Asian script tattooed on the other. His pants were tucked into shiny black combat boots. While he was unarmed, there was something unmistakably military in his bearing. He had a blond flattop and a freckled, incongruously boyish face that looked out of place atop that huge body. The strikers, like me, watched him, rapt.

Without acknowledging any of us, he walked to the padlocked gate, pulled a single tiny key from his front pocket, and unlocked it. He pulled the chain through the hasp, and pushed the gate open. Like everything at the factory, the gate was exquisitely well-maintained and oiled; it swung open without a sound. He waved his arm dramatically at the unseen bus driver.

“Move it!” he barked, making all of us jump. The bus’s brakes squeaked, and it slowly rolled inside as he waited at the gate.

Once the bus was safely on plant property, the blond soldier closed the gate behind it. He did not relock it. Instead, he casually threw the chain and the padlock on the grass beside the driveway in a way that almost seemed arrogant, as if he were saying to us that it would no longer be necessary to lock up now that he had arrived.

The bus rolled to a stop in the center of the vast, empty front parking lot, not far from the empty barrels where Tom and I had hidden. The passengers inside began filing out. All of them were dressed like the blond man, but there was something about them that seemed less authentic. It was the difference between my unadorned M6 and the stickers and meaningless painting on the BB gun I had owned before. That’s not to say these guys weren’t heavily armed. Every other man getting off the bus was carrying some kind of pump-action shotgun.

“Is that a Remington 870?” someone behind me asked about the security force’s gun of choice. Some of the men stepping off the bus actually had bandoliers of shells crossing their chests. A small group of strikers pressed against the fence and soon they were all chattering about the guns on the other side.

“Looks like a Wingmaster to me.”

His friend squinted in concentration. “Nah, it’s a Mossberg 500.”

“How can you tell?”

“My daddy shot a Mossberg all his life—I’d know that gun a mile away.”

“Randall, get over here!” A short man with a handlebar mustache sauntered up to the fence.

“Randall, are those Mossbergs or Remingtons?”

Both men stepped aside deferentially so that Randall, apparently the shotgun expert in the group, could step up to the fence.

“You can’t tell for sure from here,” said Randall after a moment. “But I’d guess they’re Remingtons.”

“Why’s that?”

“I don’t expect these boys economize on their guns.”

“We’ll just have to wait until they get closer to be sure,” said the Mossberg advocate. And by the end of the evening, I knew, the gun-loving men of Borden would have identified and evaluated every piece of armament inside the fence.

Unlike their leader, the rest of the guards did glance over at us as they got off the bus. They looked at the strikers, with their faded work shirts and scruffy beards, with complete disdain. The soldiers, or whatever they were, gathered around the bus until their leader, who was walking briskly toward them from the gate, shouted something. They quickly formed into two columns. When he got in front of them, he gave a brief talk that I strained my ears unsuccessfully to hear. He shouted another order, and the men ran to the bus and began to unload box after box of equipment, rolls of canvas, and plastic trunks full of supplies.

I looked at Tom to see if he was as impressed as I was.

Silently, he mouthed “Thugs.”

The rest of the crowd on the picket line was coming to the same realization, muttering to each other about the latest development, so there was a short delay before we realized that the bus was not completely done unloading passengers. Stepping off quickly, in work boots and jeans, were a group of men who looked vaguely familiar. They walked hunched over, almost jogging, from the bus to the front door of the factory with their backs to us.

“Holy shit,” said a man behind me, the first to realize what we were seeing.

“Turn around you cowards!” said another, and by now the whole picket line was up against the fence.

“Scabs!” many in the crowd shouted at once. They tried to count them as they ran through the door.

“I don’t believe it,” said another man behind me.

“Assholes!” someone yelled when it seemed as if the last man had hurried off the bus into the safety of the factory walls.

A few seconds passed, and then the last scab stepped dramatically off the bus. Unlike the rest, he was in no hurry to rush inside and he made no effort to keep his back to the picket line. He had on crisp new bell-bottom jeans and a short-sleeved work shirt that was almost completely unbuttoned, showing off his skinny, hairless chest. He turned and faced us with a huge grin on his face. Most of the redness on the side of his face was gone. It was Ray Arnold.

“Ray, you pussy!” someone shouted.

Ray beamed. In his posturing, in being the sole focus of our attention from the other side of a fence, and even in his skinniness, Ray strongly reminded me of the scenes I had seen of British rock stars getting off airplanes in front of a mob of delirious fans.

As the insults reached their crescendo, Ray, still smiling, raised both hands with a flourish, and happily flipped us all off with both middle fingers.

Despite their anger, about half the crowd couldn’t help but laugh.

The thugs and the scabs fell into a routine over the next few days. Four of the thugs strolled around the outside of the plant, in two pairs, at all times. One carried a shotgun. The other wore a wide, army-green web belt that held a baton, mace, and a radio that crackled constantly with military jargon. They never spoke to the strikers, never responded to the occasional insult that was thrown their way. Except for the blond man, they all looked vaguely alike, so it was hard to detect exactly when the guard changed, but it seemed like they worked a six-hour shift, more or less, just like the picketers on the other side of the fence. When they were off watch, they disappeared into the plant. Dad told me they had set up a barracks inside, eating in the cafeteria, showering in the locker room, and sleeping on rows of cots that had been set up in the now-empty receiving area. Despite my pleas, he would not take me to see it.

Dad fell into a routine, too, returning to the plant every morning, piecing together coffins with the small crew of scabs who were now clocking in and receiving paychecks once again. The scabs rolled through the gate every morning behind the tinted windows of the Shively Security bus, and went home at night the same way. Exactly how many scabs there were was a matter of some secrecy. “About a dozen” was all my dad would tell me. According to gossip on the picket line, the number was growing by about one scab every three days. If anyone was more than five minutes tardy for the morning shift on the picket line, it was automatically assumed that he was on the scab bus, and all of his traitorous tendencies were discussed at length, at least until he showed up at the line rubbing his eyes and apologizing for oversleeping.

Despite the predictions of the strikers, Dad and his small crew of scabs somehow managed to finish some caskets. “We’re getting ’em done!” he announced excitedly at dinner. The very act of production seemed to cheer him. “More than I thought, even with that small group. With so few men in there, there’s no screwing around, everybody’s dead serious. It’s slow, but all the lights are on, the ovens are running, and by God, we’re makin’ boxes!” Dad pounded his fist on the table in excitement. The scabs may have been dead serious but Dad was darn near giddy. “The teamsters won’t cross the line to pick them up, but I’ll find a driver.”

The happy optimism in my dad’s voice was still in my ears when I rode up to the picket line the next morning. It was pleasantly cool for August, and the morning fog had not completely burned off. The men on the line were burning the first cigarette of the day and passing around a thermos of coffee, treating the start of their shift on the picket line exactly like the start of a workday. The scabs had arrived on their bus at dawn, greeted by some perfunctory jeering, but their appearance each morning had already assumed the status of just part of the daily routine.

Few strikers paid any attention when the empty flatbed truck pulled around to the back of the factory. A few trucks had come and gone, some removing equipment damaged by the explosion. The truck parked out of sight for about two hours, by which time Tom and I, like everyone else on the line, had completely forgotten about it.

When it pulled back out from behind the plant, to our shock, it was loaded with coffins, each snugly secured in its shipping container, the logos oriented neatly in the same direction. We rapidly counted the boxes as the truck rolled up, arriving at a consensus total of thirty-six.

“How’d they do it?” everyone was asking. There was genuine confusion all around. I believe every single person on that line thought it impossible to build a coffin without their individual presence on the line, much less the full group. That the company could without them produce any coffins, much less a full truckload, violated a fundamental tenet of the strike.

“There were some raw boxes in the warehouse,” someone answered. “Still, they would have to trim them up, completely finish them. That would be the hard part.”

“There must be more guys in there than we thought,” somebody said angrily, “there’s no way fifteen guys could finish thirty-six caskets in this much time.”

“It looks like you’re wrong about that.”

The heavily laden truck pulled up to Highway 60, and waited for a break in traffic. There was a momentary surge in hope as the truck sputtered and stalled. They watched breathlessly to see if there would be some kind of divine, mechanical intervention to strike that Kenworth dead and halt the progress of the scab caskets. Without even getting out of the cab, however, the driver turned the key, restarted the engine, and pulled smoothly onto Highway 60. We heard him shift through his gears as he accelerated down the highway, on to a distributor’s warehouse on Dutchman’s Lane in Louisville. I knew that because Dad had exuded about the details of the shipment the night before.

The picket line lapsed into complete, despondent silence.

While the thugs seemed to be more or less restricted to plant property, Tom and I saw the blond thug in Miller’s on his first afternoon in Borden. Needing a break from the scorching heat, Tom and I pooled our spare change and determined that we had enough between us to split a can of Big Red at the store. More important than the cold drink itself, being actual paying customers meant that the bitchy Miller girls would have to allow us to hang out and enjoy their air-conditioning for a few minutes, a luxury neither of us had at home. The store advertised its AC on its main sign, a cartoon of a fan blowing on an ice cube, right next to the cartoon of the store’s famous five-hundred-pound wheel of cheese, a smiling rat gazing at it lustfully. Despite the folksy friendliness that the signs promised travelers up and down Highway 60, the Miller girls—Patsy, Loretta, and Maybelle—were the nastiest people in Borden. Vern Miller, their father and the store’s third-generation owner, had very successfully raised his little girls to believe that they were Borden royalty, superior to the mere factory workers and farmers who surrounded them. They wore rabbit fur coats in the winter and spent their summers at the family condo in Destin, Florida. They became frustrated to learn as adults that despite their innate superiority, they could not leave Borden, but were required to stay and run the store. They lived for running off local kids who lingered too long, lest they suck up the air-conditioning and sully the atmosphere of the store for the tourists on their way back to Louisville.

To their credit, the place was an authentic general store. You could buy anything in there from mantles for your Coleman lantern, to a gallon of milk, to a tiny jar of Testor’s blue paint for your model airplane. Miller’s, along with the hardware store next door, pretty much made up Borden’s entire retail economy, so maybe the Miller girls were even a little crankier than normal, as they felt the financial pinch of the strike. Or maybe they could sense that Tom and I had only enough money for one can of soda between us. Or maybe they’d heard that my mom bought her groceries at the Kroger’s in New Albany. In any case, as Tom and I walked in the door and gratefully sucked in a breath of that artificially cold air, we were greeted by an unusually venomous stare from Patsy Miller at the cash register. We ignored her, and casually strolled through the store, past the giant wheel of cheese on its wooden spool, back to the lit coolers where we could begin our slow, deliberative soda-selection process.

To my surprise, Taffy Judd was also back there, at the cooler, staring longingly at the soda. It was the first time we’d seen her since the cave.

“Hey Taffy,” Tom and I both said, startling her. She turned to face us with a slight smile.

“Hey Tom. Hey Andy,” she said quietly. She went back to staring at the dewy rows of icy soda cans: A&W, Welch’s Grape, Orange Crush, and Big Red, each too cold to hold more than a minute with bare hands. Taffy seemed like a different person than the girl we’d seen in the cave, confident, laughing, climbing those walls with dazzling agility. Here, she seemed just like I remembered her at school: small, a little tired, a little sad. And beautiful.

“Thirsty?” I asked her, after I failed to come up with anything more clever.

“You bet,” whispered Taffy.

Patsy Miller yelled at us from the register. “You kids get out of here if you don’t got no money. I ain’t a babysitter.”

“We got money,” said Tom.

“What about you? You’ve been back there twenty minutes, little girl.”

“We’ve got money,” I said, trying to match Tom’s defiant tone.

“Let me see it.”

We stepped forward, reaching in our pockets. We pulled out our grimy nickels and dimes, and displayed them for Patsy in the center of our sweaty palms.

Patsy grunted in acknowledgment. She then looked back at Taffy. “What about you, sugar? I know you don’t have any money, do you?”

Taffy glared at Patsy, studiously avoided looking at Tom and me, and then walked briskly to the door. Patsy watched her triumphantly. Taffy slammed her hands into the door as she left, making it fly open and ring the attached bell crazily.

“You best not break that door!” screamed Patsy. “You don’t have enough money for a Coke, I know you don’t have enough to fix that door!”

As Patsy screamed, and before the bell had even stopped ringing, a shadow filled the doorway. I thought for just a moment that Taffy might be coming back to tell Patsy what she could do with her ice-cold Coke cans. But the shadow grew and grew, until it was replaced by a towering, huge man. It was the blond guy, the chief thug.

“Hello, boys,” he said with a smile. Tom and I stared openmouthed. “Ma’am,” he said nodding at Patsy, who gave him an enormously pleased and surprised smile in return, her anger at Taffy evaporating before our eyes. As she started moving around nervously behind the register, I swear I thought she was looking for a pen so she could get his autograph.

He seemed bigger than the other men I knew: I thought as he walked by the blushing Patsy that he would bang his head on the overhead racks of cigarettes. He was scary. Not because he was a stranger—strangers came into Miller’s all the time, tourists looking for local color. At least those people, though, had the courtesy to act uncomfortable or perhaps even charmed by the simple hill folks of the area. This guy was neither uncomfortable nor charmed. He picked up a pound of baloney, a loaf of bread, and a cold six-pack of RC Cola with the ease of a man who might just do it every day for the rest of his life. He took his food to the register. Patsy, as I suspected, was not content to just bag his baloney and give him his change.

“And how are you this mornin’?” she asked once she regained the power of speech.

“Just fine, ma’am,” he said, waiting for her to take the five-dollar bill from his fingers. “How are you?”

“We’re so glad you’re here.” Patsy lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “It’s about time somebody taught those yahoos a lesson.”

The thug again offered her his money without comment, but Patsy wasn’t done yet. She was certain she’d found a fellow traveler in her hatred of Borden natives, and she wasn’t about to let him go without some commiseration.

“The unions are ruining the country, I believe.”

“That could be, yes, ma’am.” His halfhearted agreement seemed just an attempt to bring the conversation to a close. But Patsy was just getting started.

“The Teamsters? Known communists. Longshoremen? Known communists. Autoworkers? I tell my little girl: you see this spool of thread? It costs fifteen cents. If we give everybody more money for making it than they deserve, then the spool of thread will cost a dollar. ‘Momma, nobody can pay a dollar for a spool of thread,’ she tells me.” Patsy cackled at her daughter’s precociousness.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“So we’re real glad you’re here.” Patsy actually clasped his hand in both of hers, like a grateful flood victim greeting a national guardsman. Her voice dropped to where we could barely hear her, although I sensed that she intentionally maintained it just high enough for us to make out her words. “You teach those rednecks a lesson.”

“I’m not here to teach anyone a lesson,” said the thug, escaping from her grasp, still smiling tightly. “I’m just here to protect company property.”

Patsy cackled again and winked. “Of course you are,” she said knowingly. “Of course you are!” She finally gave the man his change.

Tom and I had worked our way over to the door by the time he finally made his escape from Patsy. I read “Solinski” on his nametag as he passed.

“You boys stay out of trouble, okay?” he said. He flashed a pointy-toothed smile and winked at us as he left. Through the door, I watched him stride to catch up with Taffy, who was walking dejectedly down the road. He twisted off a can of RC from his six-pack and gave it to her.

When Tom and I returned to the picket line, the people of Borden were once again abuzz with excitement. The WAVE 3 Action News Team had arrived in a van painted gloriously with NBC’s peacock logo. The Action News Team was unloading their equipment, while Borden’s own Dieter Sajko did the same: six fat, tired-looking bloodhounds he had in the back of his ancient Ford Bronco. It seemed a little late for hounds to pick up the trail, and I suspected the event was being staged solely for the benefit of the news crew.

Sajko lived at the edge of town in a ramshackle converted barn. He somehow eked out a living raising bloodhounds and grinding tree stumps around the county. Sajko must have known in advance that his performance was to be televised—he was wearing an uncharacteristically clean shirt and what looked like a new straw hat. Sheriff Kohl stood to the side and nodded approvingly as Sajko tried to coax his dogs into at least looking like they gave a shit. Sajko took the notorious Mack Sanders ball cap from the sheriff, rubbed it in the muzzles of his confused-looking dogs, and then took off running with them into the woods beyond the bean field in front of the plant. It was exactly the opposite direction that Tom and I had seen the “bombers” go—I thought Sajko might be taking his cue from the psychic. The scruffiest-looking member of the news crew trotted after them with a bulky camera on his shoulder, and Tom and I followed on our bikes.

The hounds briefly got into the spirit of things, howling dramatically as they ran in front of Sajko. Their enthusiasm didn’t last long. The hounds ran to the edge of Muddy Fork, the nearest body of water. There they sat down, exhausted and gasping for breath, and lapping occasionally from the creek when they could muster the energy.

Dieter Sajko stepped between his hounds and the television camera. “They gone,” he declared. “Lost the scent on the water. Probably gone to Lou-a-vul.”

The sheriff and his deputies nodded soberly in agreement at Dieter and the small crowd that had caught up with us. I hoped the dogs were right, but I couldn’t forget that image of the men running in the opposite direction, and I couldn’t stop thinking about the threat scrawled on our garage door. The cameraman knelt down and put his camera on the ground, to get a low angle shot of the panting hounds.

Tom and I turned our bikes around and easily beat the crowd back to the picket line, which was now largely deserted. Inside the fence, I saw that the thugs were ignoring the running of the hounds. Solinski had a large topographical map laid out on a picnic table, the site of summer lunches and smoke breaks during happier days. Two of his RC cans were holding down the corners. Solinski was pointing out coordinates and drawing lines for his men. I could tell even from a distance that it wasn’t a map of Louisville: the large blue band of the Ohio River snaked around the very bottom edge of it. It was a map of Clark County. Solinski didn’t believe Sajko’s lazy dogs any more than Tom and I did.

That night after dinner had been cleaned up and the Sanka had brewed, Dad shuffled and dealt our well-worn deck of Authors cards.

“I’m feeling lucky tonight,” said Dad, sorting his hand.

“The Alhambra?” I asked Mom.

“No,” she said. I drew a useless Pendennis off the pile.

“The Scarlet Letter?” Dad asked me. I slid it across the table.

“Yes!” he said, as he happily laid out Hawthorne’s four major works on the table.

“How’d they do it?” I asked suddenly. Dad looked at Mom, and I could tell that not only did he know exactly what my vague question meant, but that they had anticipated and planned for it. One of the many things I didn’t like about being an only child was that it was nearly impossible for me to surprise my parents.

“How’d they do what?” Dad asked, buying time.

“The explosion at the factory,” I said, pretending to sort my cards. “How’d they make it blow up?”

My father looked to my mother again, confirming the strategy they had decided earlier about what and how much to tell me.

“Do you remember the finishing ovens?” my father asked. “Where the caskets roll between coats?”

I nodded. That was in my father’s area of the plant, the area I knew the best. The coffins rolled single file on a belt through the paint booths, which applied each coat of prime, color, and finish. Then the caskets crept slowly through the warm ovens at a precisely calculated temperature, and rolled out the other side with the color more firmly affixed. Or something like that. My father had been largely unsuccessful in his attempts to interest me in the complexities of finishing fine wood coffins. Even so, I did distinctly remember the ovens. While I grew up in a town where virtually everybody paid their bills with money made from the sale of expensive wooden caskets, there was something spooky to me about that unending column of them rolling slowly through a glowing oven.

My father continued. “They lit a candle at one end of the finish line. Then, they blew out the pilot light on the oven, and turned up the throttle valve on the gas all the way. The place filled up with a cloud of natural gas, and when the cloud reached the candle, it ignited, and exploded.” He paused, took a breath, then continued to explain to me how Don Strange died.

“Don was standing outside his office when it exploded. Maybe he heard something. Maybe he smelled gas. Maybe he was just getting ready to leave.”

“So what actually killed him?” I asked.

“The explosion.”

“No, I mean, how? Was he burned up? Did something go through his head?”

My mother was horrified. “Andy, don’t be morbid.”

“No, it’s okay,” said my father. “It was the explosion. The blast threw him across the finish room, into a concrete wall. Broke almost every bone in his body. It was enough to kill him five times over.”

I pretended to focus on the unaffiliated array of Alcotts, Twains, and Sir Walter Scotts in my hand, and not on the image of tiny Don Strange helplessly flying across the finishing room and slamming into a hard wall.

“They’ll pay for what they did. Sooner or later,” my father said. “Although I would have thought they could catch at least one of them by now, Sanders or Kruer.”

“How do you know they’ll get caught? How can you be so sure?” I wanted to know it was certain; if there was no doubt, then I was all freed from any responsibility to come forward and tell the authorities what Tom and I had seen.

“Wherever they end up, somebody will rat them out,” my mom said quickly.

I was mystified by her reaction. “Don’t we want them caught?”

“Of course we do. I just don’t like the way people are lining up to turn them in.” Her Kentucky accent had sharpened in the same way it did when she spoke about Phyllis Schlafly.

My father sighed. “They’ll get caught without anybody’s help—they’ve hardly proven themselves master criminals.”

“Maybe,” my mom said.

“They found Mack’s ball cap at the factory. With his name written in it. Plus, several people came forward and said Sanders was making a lot of crazy threats at the union meeting that very night.”

“Like I said. Union people around here are pretty quick to turn on one of their own.” I wanted her to elaborate on her own upbringing, where people presumably knew how to throw a proper strike.

“Well, God bless the people around here for that,” said my father. “There are folks on our picket line who don’t cotton to murder and arson.”

“God bless them?” my mother asked.

“God bless them.”

We went back to our card game.
  

Six
 

During the night, the phone rang and woke me from a deep sleep. I heard Mom hurriedly get ready and drive away, presumably to help Sheriff Kohl again with one of his secret midnight requests. It occurred to me as I drifted back to sleep that the frequency of the sheriff’s calls was increasing as the strike went on.

That call was a hazy memory when a metallic pounding woke me the next morning. Through my window, I saw Mom out by the road hammering a small blue sign on a metal stake into the ground. I pulled on my shorts, rubbed my eyes, and walked out front to see what she was advocating. It looked almost like one of the pro-strike signs that dotted the lawns throughout town. It wasn’t. When I got closer, I read in red and white letters: ERA—VOTE YES!

“I thought that already passed.” I remembered her celebrating something similar years before, and a mention of the amendment in school.

“Not just yet.”

“What’s ERA gonna make us do?”

“It says you can’t deny me my rights because I’m a woman.”

I thought it over. “Are you sure that’s not the law already?”

“It passed Congress in seventy-two. Now thirty-eight states have to ratify it for it to be part of the Constitution.”

“How many states have passed it?”

“Thirty-five.”

“How about Indiana?” I asked.

“Indiana was the last one, number thirty-five, two years ago.”

“If Indiana already passed it, why put the sign up?”

“Moral support. And because we’re running out of time—1982 is the deadline.”

“Cool,” I said. “You’ve got three years to get three states. That shouldn’t be too hard.”

“You wouldn’t think,” she said, giving the sign a final whack.

We walked back toward the house together. The sign was largely a symbolic gesture, I knew, even apart from Indiana’s fait accompli. Only the Kruers lived between us and the end of Cabin Hill Road: few registered voters would pass and be influenced by my mom’s efforts. Mom had put a similar sign in the yard years before, at some other key point in the amendment’s legislative life. Of the few folks who drove by it, some asked Dad why our house was for sale.

Dad was furiously chopping through shrubs next to the house, in the center of a green cloud of unwanted foliage. Since the strike began, our yard had achieved a kind of glory, more edged, fertilized, and weeded than it had ever been before. Mom exchanged her hammer for a hoe and began hacking between the rows of our vegetable garden. I suppose she imagined recalcitrant state legislators as she worked. I volunteered to pluck the ravenous worms from the tomato plants, avoiding their sharp horns and the green slime they oozed in panic as I dropped them to their doom in a small bucket of water. It felt good to be out in the heat working together. I was so intent on my chores that Mom saw Tom walk up the driveway before I did.

“Hello, Mrs. Gray,” he said. He was shirtless, as usual, with a fishing pole in his hand and his M6 rifle slung behind his back. He gave me a quick, sly look, and I knew why he was there. We were going searching for the fugitives.

“Hi, Tommy,” she said, smiling. While Tom’s dad and mine might have been on opposite sides of our little labor war, neither family made any attempt at curtailing our friendship. Neither family was capable of that kind of cruelty, for one thing. For another, it would have been futile, short of locking us both in our rooms. And we had well-traveled escape routes for that eventuality as well. In any case, my parents genuinely liked Tom and had no interest in keeping us separated. And they had no idea, of course, that we were looking for something bigger than bass and squirrel.

“Can Andy go fishing?” Tom asked my mom. Dad had worked his way over to us. He was wiping sweat from his brow with one hand, holding hedge clippers with the other.

“How are you, young man?” he asked.

“Fine, sir.”

“Your folks?”

“They’re real good,” Tom said automatically. “I thought Andy and me would go fishing.”

“Must be some big fish you’re after.” He grinned and pointed at the gun. Tom shrugged and smiled back. I ran up to my room and got my gun and my fishing pole, and ran up alongside Tom, now identically equipped.

“Look at these two,” my father said.

“Can I go?” I asked.

“Certainly,” said my father. “Be careful. Be home for supper.”

Mom and Dad watched us walk off, and I could tell that the scene gave them profound pleasure.

The guns slung across our backs were our prized possessions, and we often took them along with us in the woods, when both our meager budgets and our parents allowed us the use of live ammunition. Tom and I had both received the guns the previous Christmas. Up to that point, I had spent that holiday season in a funk, depressed again about the low population inside the Gray house. Starting at about Thanksgiving, I imagined generations bumping into each other in the tiny front rooms all over Borden, the folks repeating themselves to be heard over the noise. Our house was so quiet on Christmas mornings that we could hear the high-pitched whining of my dad’s electronic flash recharging between photographs. Tom’s house was so crowded that two of his younger siblings had to eat Christmas dinner on an ironing board in the living room, because the dining room table, the kitchen table, and two card tables weren’t quite big enough for the whole clan. I always longed for that: a huge family with stupid traditions, family recipes, black sheep, and crazy uncles. The feeling was especially strong during the holidays. But Mom’s family was a mystery, and my father was an only child, like me. Crowded, chaotic Christmas mornings were something I’d never have.

Adding to my gloom was the giant foil-wrapped Hershey Kiss I’d been unable to give Taffy for Christmas. Right before school let out, I’d lingered in Miller’s for thirty minutes until the store was completely empty except for me and Patsy. Then I snatched the kiss off the shelf, hurriedly picked a card, and rushed to the register, eager to complete the transaction before any of my friends could wander in and bust me. Patsy sensed my discomfort and took her time counting my quarters and dimes, but I was able to leave the store unseen. I imagined myself giving it to Taffy at school the next day, the look on her face as she accepted the gift, the resumption of the romance that had been interrupted by a misunderstanding over a shared sandwich with Theresa Gettelfinger.

But Taffy didn’t show up for school the next day, or the next day, and then we were on Christmas break. I’d been unable to muster the nerve necessary to deliver the present to her home. The kiss was hidden in my top dresser drawer, making me think about Taffy every time I got a pair of socks, all of which soon smelled vaguely of chocolate. My parents must have sensed my moodiness when they decided to get me the best Christmas present of my life.

When I came downstairs Christmas morning, the gun was leaning unwrapped against the fireplace, so casually that it took me a few minutes to notice it. It was, in its own way, fairly nondescript, all black metal without a piece of wood on it. As soon as I spotted it, I grabbed it and read the Springfield Armory name and logo etched into the side, two crossed cannons in a circle. On the other side was SPRINGFIELD ARMORY M6 SURVIVAL. As Mom and Dad watched, I broke the weapon down, looking at every part from every angle, memorizing the curves and colors of each component, and especially the way everything fit together in a meaningful, logical way. It’s hard to explain how strongly I wanted to know immediately everything about that gun. A few years later, in a sweltering Indiana University dorm room, I would study a creased photograph of my first love with the same kind of devotion.

The gun was a Springfield M6 Scout. It was entirely made of metal, including the stock—the whole thing had a blocky, utilitarian look. It had two barrels, over and under, a .22 rifle barrel over a slightly larger .410 shotgun. I had seen double-barrel guns before, but always with two barrels of the same caliber. I associated the configuration with old-fashioned guns, museum pieces or heirlooms manufactured before pump-action or semiautomatic mechanisms, when it took two barrels to get two shots off quickly. My gun was clearly no antique, however, as indicated by the complete lack of wood or ornamentation in its manufacture. A knurled knob moved the firing pin on the hammer to one of two positions: the lower position for the shotgun, the top for the .22. The front sight was also selectable, a small “l” of metal that could be flipped up to a small “v” for the shotgun, or a tiny “o” peep sight for the rifle, both of which were labeled as such with tiny, almost microscopic numbers. While it was obviously not a Daisy BB gun, it wasn’t all that much bigger: thirty-two inches long and just four and a half pounds, according to the “Your New M6 Scout” operator’s manual that I rapidly memorized. The strangest thing about the gun’s appearance was that it lacked a trigger. In its place was a kind of squeeze bar. A black nylon sling ran from the very back of the stock to the end of the barrel.

The gun was designed to be compact. It broke open in the middle to load, and in the same way it could be folded almost completely in half. In the buttstock was a waterproof storage compartment for storing ammunition: a single row of nineteen holes, fifteen for .22 shells, and four larger ones for .410 shotgun shells. I owned a Crossman pellet gun, and a BB gun, too, both designed to mimic the look of real guns as closely as possible. But here was the real thing, right in front of me, and it was all mine. I could scarcely believe my luck.

“You be careful with that,” my father said. “Like they taught you.”

Dad was referring to the gun-safety class Tom and I had taken side by side the summer before, the summer of ’78. At the time we were a little curious about why our fathers had enrolled us. We’d both been shooting our fathers’ guns for years, under their careful supervision, and a respect for firearms and an intimate knowledge of the damage they could cause was a part of our lives. Like Tom, I had already felt the exhilaration and the shame of a well-placed shot, killing my first rabbit with the Crossman pellet gun, gingerly examining the limp, bleeding carcass to confirm what I had done. (We were both so bothered by the experience that we independently asked clergymen for solace. Tom’s priest told him killing the rabbit wasn’t a sin because the rabbit didn’t have a soul. Reverend Nichols told me it was okay because God gave man dominion over the animals.) We didn’t think some class had anything to teach us about the power of guns. Nonetheless, Tom and I weren’t going to argue with an opportunity to hold and shoot our fathers’ guns for a week.

For the class, I used my father’s lever-action .22 Marlin rifle, and Tom shot his dad’s old Remington. The class was held in the cinder-block “clubhouse” of the Georgetown Conservation Club, and was filled with city kids from New Albany and Jeffersonville, most of them wearing amberlensed shooting glasses and pristine Cabela’s vests. On the first day, when we stood to introduce ourselves one by one, the kids snickered at Tom and me, either at our presidential names or our hillbilly accents. We had to wait through three days of classroom training before we could show them up. We might talk funny up in the hills, they would learn, but we could shoot like Sergeant York.

The safety classes were excruciatingly thorough and repetitive—to this day I can recite the three fundamental rules for safe gun handling verbatim: ALWAYS keep the gun pointed in a safe direction. ALWAYS keep your finger off the trigger until ready to shoot. ALWAYS keep the gun unloaded until ready to use. We were motivated to study by our knowledge that a passing grade on the written test was required before we could go out on the range. The firing point was in sight and in earshot, just outside the windows of the classroom where we vowed repeatedly to Know Our Target and What Is Beyond. The occasional pop-pop-pop from outside was a tantalizing incentive to study hard.

All but two of our classmates passed the written test. One of those who failed was a chunky loudmouth from Clarksville who had told us all at every turn that he already knew everything about guns and didn’t need the class; he surprised us by crying in humiliation when the instructors announced his failure. The other washout was a nervous, skinny youngster from Georgetown. Throughout the course he had asked the instructors earnest and specific questions about the potential for self-inflicted wounds on the range. When they announced that he had failed the written test and would not be shooting, he let out a heartfelt sigh of relief.

The instructors then marched the rest of us out on the range where Tom and I immediately asserted our superiority. We were naturals. The rules the other kids had to think about individually with each shot—focus on the front sight, breathe, relax, aim, squeeze-the-trigger-don’t-jerk-it—came automatically to us. While the other kids were learning to their surprise how loud a real gunshot is, and how sharply a little .22 rifle can kick you in the shoulder, Tom and I actually thought about the wind direction and the inch of angle the bullet dropped on its way downrange to the paper bull’s-eye. I could actually see my bullet leave the barrel and the arc it traced as it flew downrange. When I told the instructors, they said it wasn’t possible, but Tom said he could see it, too. The instructors soon took a special interest in the two of us, as we punched holes in the centers of ever more distant targets while our classmates struggled to keep their rounds out of the dirt.

At the end of the week, the instructors pitted Tom and me against each other in a friendly shooting competition as the other kids watched jealously. We shot targets at a variety of ranges from a standing, sitting, and prone position. Tom actually outshot me by a little, but I won the prize for best overall score in the class by virtue of my higher grade on the written test. I received as my reward a certificate that pronounced me to be an “Eagle of the Indiana Wilderness,” and a new box of .22 shells, both of which were displayed proudly on my dresser during the six months between the class and Christmas day, the day I discovered why dad had enrolled me in a gun safety class to begin with.

“Can I show Tom?” I asked, when I finally regained the power of speech that Christmas morning.

“Sure,” said my father. “Go on.” He grinned in a way that told me the surprise wasn’t quite over.

“Bundle up,” my mother said.

I found my coat, hat, and gloves in record time, shoved my box of shells in my pocket, and then walked as quickly as I could (the safety rules prohibited running with a weapon) up my driveway and down Cabin Hill Road. About halfway down the road, I saw Tom coming my way, with an identical gun in his hands. We found out later that his father had found them both at a gun show at the fairgrounds in Louisville, and quickly identified them as ideal first guns for us both. Our fathers had carefully coordinated the gifts, after agreeing on the gun safety class and evaluating our maturity and readiness for gun ownership.

Tom and I spent the rest of Christmas morning blasting away icicles that hung from tree branches—they exploded with a satisfying noise and sparkle. When we paused to reload or talk, we heard all around us the distant, jubilant firing of other men and boys with their Christmas-morning guns.

Yes, these were real guns, and we were shooting real ammunition, unsupervised, at will, all over the countryside. We were not inside any city limits, and there were no laws that prevented two kids like us from shooting icicles, Dr Pepper cans, or any other inanimate object for as long as our ammunition held out. Out in the country you heard people shooting all year long, the blast of shotguns and the high-pitched crack of powerful rifles. It was not any more surprising to find empty red and yellow plastic shotgun shells on a path in the woods than it was to find acorns. At thirteen, my age that Christmas morning, I was far from the first of my classmates to own a real gun. Every boy I knew had a hunting license before he had a driver’s license, and most had killed their first deer before their first kiss.

The M6 was not designed for marksmanship. In our hands, however, after shooting thousands of rounds through spring and summer, Tom and I became dead-eyed experts. We knew exactly what the little gun was capable of doing, and within those limits, we could command the weapon perfectly. We designed ever more challenging targets and scenarios for ourselves. When the Coke can on the fence post became too easy, we switched to a small tuna can, which we soon after hung on a string from a tree limb, learning to shoot it dead center as it swung in the breeze. By the time school let out, we were shooting the string.

For our everyday shooting, we bought boxes of shells at Miller’s, whenever we had a few dollars from a birthday or a mowed lawn. The ammo secured in the buttstock’s storage compartment, however, was sacred, to be saved for an “emergency,” that situation Tom and I fantasized about in which we’d need the little gun to save our lives. Most often these fantasies involved invading communist hordes swarming across Clark County. While Tom and I certainly had nothing resembling formal military training, countless shots in every corner of the valley, an intimate knowledge of the landscape, and our vivid imaginations taught us well the value of high ground and interlocking fields of fire. I like to think we might have given an invading horde a pretty good fight.

For the .22 shells in the storage compartment, we chose the Winchester .22LR. That decision was made easy because that was pretty much the best .22 round we could buy in Borden, although we had heard about a .22 center-fire round that was more accurate. That was far too exotic to be found on the shelf at Miller’s. In addition, we practiced constantly with the inexpensive rimfire rounds, and thought it wise to have a familiar rifle round at the ready when the Commies finally came over the hill.

The decision as to what shotgun shells to store in the buttstock was more complicated. A wide variety of things can be fired from a shotgun, one of the reasons it is the most practical of guns. The options we studied included shrieking noisemakers, flechette rounds that shot tiny steel darts, and flamethrower rounds that shot pure fire about twenty feet. After an exhaustive evaluation of our options, Tom and I finally picked up three flare rounds at a gun show at the Holiday Inn in New Albany. That we paid four dollars for each was an indication of how badly we wanted the flares. This gave us one to store in each of our guns, and a third to shoot, to try it out and see what it looked like. On a cool spring night, after flipping a coin to see who would get the honor, I shot the third flare round from my M6 into the sky. It exploded above our heads with a pop and a blinding red starburst that burned intensely for seven seconds, just as the box advertised. Ever since, we had each kept three regular rounds of .410 birdshot stored in our guns, along with the flare round, a compact, portable fireworks display that forever tempted us.

Tom stared into the woods more intently than normal as we walked, fishing rods in our hands and guns across our backs. We were actually going to fish, we hadn’t been lying about that. But from now on, just as Tom had said that night at the museum, every walk in the woods would also be a search for Sanders and Kruer. He studied the path for any sign of them as we walked to Silver Creek, walking a half step slower than normal and peering through the trees. My thoughts about the bombers were vivid at night, when I remembered the dark silhouettes of them running in front of the fireball, or their somehow menacing black-and-white yearbook photos reproduced in the newspaper. When I was trying to fall asleep, Sanders and Kruer represented everything that was dangerous and out of control in my town. But out there in the bright sunlight, with Tom and my Springfield beside me, I tried to get into the spirit of the hunt without feeling any real fear, or even excitement. The woods seemed utterly, completely normal. Actually finding a couple of killers out there just seemed too unbelievable to be frightening.

After a while, Tom began scratching his head and clearing his throat as we walked, and I got the feeling he had something to tell me.

“Did you hear about Taffy Judd?” he finally asked.

“No. What?” I was certain she was lost in a cave.

“She’s gone,” said Tom, the regret clear in his voice. “Her mother and sister, too. Their dad was beating the shit out of all of them last night, all liquored up. Taffy ran down the road to Miller’s in the middle of the night with a broken arm and called the sheriff on the pay phone. Dad heard it all on his police radio—says that drunk might have killed them all if Taffy hadn’t got away.”

“Shit,” I said, picturing poor Taffy running down the dark road, her arm at a funny angle, wincing as she put a nickel in the phone with her good arm. I was relieved beyond words that she hadn’t died in the cave. At the same time, I was sickened by the thought of her brutal father hitting her. I knew Taffy could get away from him, especially if he was slowed down by cheap booze. If she got hurt, I knew it had to be because she was trying to protect her sister and mother. And now she was gone.

“I guess their dad beat them up all the time,” said Tom.

“He did?”

“That’s what Dad said, said it like everybody in town knew about it. He said Judd spent so much money on booze that their mom had to get food from the church.”

“I guess that’s why Taffy didn’t talk much in school,” I mumbled.

“How’s that? Because she was hungry?”

“And she was probably worried all the time, about what her dad was going to do to them every night when he got home from Kirtley’s, or wherever he got liquored up.”

“The cave was probably the safest place she could go,” said Tom, and I realized it was true, despite the fact that I was so worried about her getting hurt down there.

“Where are they now?”

“Their dad’s in jail. No tellin’ where the rest of them ended up. Maybe she’s got family somewhere. I hope.”

“Yeah,” I said. People rarely left Borden, at least for any period of time longer than an army enlistment contract. So it took a few seconds for me to comprehend that I might not ever see her again. And I didn’t even have a picture to remember her by.

“Shit,” I said. We’d stopped walking. Tom stared at the ground sympathetically, hands on hips.

“I’m sorry, man.”

I shrugged, trying to fight off the gloom, or at least put on a brave front. I was surprised at the force of my sadness, the feeling of loss. I could tell by the careful way Tom was handling the situation that he wasn’t surprised by my reaction.

“She’ll be back,” Tom said unconvincingly

“Sure.” We resumed walking.

Tom and I pushed through the weeds to a wide spot in Silver Creek where we’d had some recent luck with bluegill and small but tasty channel catfish. It was a popular spot among knowledgeable locals, so I was relieved to see that Tom and I had it to ourselves, at least for the moment. I really didn’t feel like talking to anyone. The creek was pinched and fast moving at both ends of the pool, but the water where we fished was wide and deep—the pool was roughly in the shape of a giant eye. We leaned our guns on a fallen tree that ran along the bank, a natural bench, dug some grubs up from under a rotten log with our hands, dropped our baited hooks in the water, and waited. The sweltering heat didn’t encourage conversation.

After a time, Tom reeled in out of sheer boredom, and got his line snagged on some floating weeds. He pulled hard, trying hard to free the hook from a variety of angles, because neither of us had brought along any spare tackle. Finally, with his rod bent almost completely over on itself, the line snapped.

“Well, shit.”

We both turned and started looking into the tree branches behind us, looking for any hooks that had been snagged and abandoned by fishermen before us. It was amazing what some guys would leave behind just because they didn’t feel like climbing a tree.

With nothing visible close by, Tom began walking along the bank, looking in the weeds and along the water’s edge for anything remotely usable, even an old rusty hook that might be sharpened on a rock.

“Here we go,” he said, about halfway to the end of the pool. He was leaning down almost to the dirt, where a length of fishing line was running from a small tree near the shore into the water. Tom tugged it, hoping that a hook in relatively good condition would be at the other end.

As he pulled, the whole thing came out of the water. It ran all the way across the creek, where it was tied to a branch on the opposite shore. A dozen leaders baited with red worms dangled from it on swivels at neatly spaced intervals. On two of them, tiny bluegills shimmered in the sunlight, twitching and fighting to escape.

I put my pole down and ran over to look. “What the hell?”

“It’s a trot line,” he said, excited. “That’s smart—fishes all day for you, you just come haul them in at night! You lay low, don’t have to worry about anybody seeing you out here.”

“Do you think …”

Tom was grinning wildly. “Who else could it be?”

“We can’t be sure, anybody could have made this thing…”

“Let me ask you something, Andy. We’ve been fishing here a long time, right? Years and years? Have you ever seen anything like this before?”

I had to shake my head. “Still…”

“Well, if we watch this thing long enough, I guess we’ll find out who it belongs to. We need to come back at night. Goddamn, a trot line—what a great idea.” He unsnapped the nearest leader, and let the line go. It dropped back into the water until only a few inches of it were visible again, the short distance from the waterline to the baby tree. “Holy shit, that is cool.”

We walked back over to our log. Tom grabbed his pole in a kind of happy daze, convinced we had found our first concrete evidence of the bombers. He tied on the leader and cast it into the pool, still using the red worm that the bombers, or whoever, had used. He stared across the water contemplating the possibilities. The complete lack of action made it easy to get lost in thought. We fished silently and fruitlessly for an hour, listening for any sign of the bombers, glancing occasionally at what we could see of the trot line. Soon, I was again pretending to concentrate on my line while thinking only of Taffy.

“Look at that,” Tom said, after a long period of quiet. I saw what he was talking about, a big, slow hit on the surface of the water, right in the center of the eye, the large ripples expanding outward. The waves weren’t the frantic work of a bass snapping its hungry lips at a fly, but something big and lumbering.

“Was it a turtle?”

“I think it was a carp,” Tom said. “A huge one.”

We both reeled in our hooks and threw them in the general direction of the fish, to no avail. Then it hit the surface again, and this time we could actually make out the gaping white mouth. Its pale whiskers broke the surface, and just below we could make out the body, widening and disappearing into the deep. It was a monster.

“How’d that hog get in here?” I asked.

“Probably came down the creek as a baby,” said Tom. “Grew up to where he was trapped in this pool by his size.”

The activity of the big fish on the surface stopped, it having either filled its stomach or heard our voices.

We tried again tossing our hooks in front of it, hoping at least to provoke the fish into rising to the surface again so we could take another look at it. Already I was losing the image in my mind, forgetting the actual size of the thing. I was about to give up when Tom suggested a new course of action.

“Let’s jump in and look at it,” he said.

“What?” I had been fishing my whole life, and no one had ever before suggested just jumping into the water and taking a look around. It was the kind of original thinking that made Tom both fun and a little unsettling to hang out with.

“I’m serious,” Tom said. “The water’s pretty clear. The pool’s not that big across. Let’s jump in and see if we can see it.” He was standing on the log, waiting for me to follow his lead. As was so often the case, Tom’s idea was so far out in left field that I couldn’t even formulate a rebuttal. The heat also made the idea of jumping into the cool water sorely tempting. I removed my shoes, stood up on the log, and on the count of three, we jumped in together.

I sank slowly to the bottom with my eyes closed. The cold of the water quickly soaked through my shorts. The current pushed me downstream with surprising force, pressing me into a sideways lean. When my feet hit the gravelly bottom, something tiny and hard scurried to escape from under my heel. I opened my eyes.

The water was clearer than I’d expected. Rays of sunlight hit the smooth surface about two feet above our heads, and broke into sparkles that danced across the muddy bottom Weeds grew around the edges of the pool and swayed with the current, and I could see all the way to the steep walls of the far bank. Dancing bubbles marked where the swift water of Silver Creek tumbled into the pool, the trot line invisible in the turbulence. And directly across from us hovered the enormous carp.

It was huge, at least twenty-five pounds. Its large, mirrorlike scales reflected the sunlight with a greenish glow. It stared at us, swinging its big, flat tail calmly from side to side. Its large lips were turned downward in a mild frown. The fish was unhappy to share his pool with us, but seemed to recognize that we couldn’t last down there for long. We stared at each other until my lungs burned. As my breath finally ran out, the carp’s mouth opened slightly, allowing a perfectly spherical bubble to follow me as I pushed up and shot to the surface.

Tom popped up right after me. We both gasped for breath.

“I can’t believe it,” I said. “Did you see the size of that thing?” Tom didn’t respond, and I turned to see what had his attention.

Calmly sitting on our log, his booted feet dangling nearly to the water, was Solinski, the head thug. Solinksi was inspecting Tom’s rifle, and mine was across his lap.

I was too stunned to move—I wouldn’t have been more surprised if I saw Solinski sitting on Tom’s living room couch. Tom was already climbing out of the water and heading toward him, seething.

“Hello, boys,” said Solinski with a smile, wholly un-threatened by Tom’s outrage.

Tom grabbed his gun away, so Solinski picked up mine and resumed his inspection.

“An M6,” he said. “I’ll be damned. I’ve never seen one before.”

I was out of the water and standing by him, but I didn’t have the nerve to snatch it away like Tom had. I just stood there and dripped.

“Did you know these were designed for air force bomber pilots?” he said. “So that when they crashed in Siberia or whatever, they could hunt their food and chase away the polar bears for a few days. That’s why they’ve got this squeeze bar instead of a trigger,” he said, pointing at it. “So you can shoot it with mittens.”

“Yeah, we know,” said Tom. He was so emphatic that I am sure Solinksi could tell he was bullshitting. In fact, I had always thought the small gun was designed for kids. Solinski’s information made the gun seem even cooler, and I was grateful to him for that.

“I saw you two in the store, remember?” asked Solinski.

“No,” said Tom. Now he was just being obnoxious.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. I didn’t mean it to sound confrontational. I really wanted to know.

“I’ve been out here a lot. Walking around, getting to know the area, enjoying the scenery. I should ask you what you’re doing here,” he said, in an equally friendly tone. “You’re the ones trespassing on Borden Casket Company property.” It was true, and Tom and I both knew it. The company owned vast tracts throughout the county. Every now and then we’d stumble upon and ignore an orange-lettered sign in the middle of the woods that read YOU ARE NOW TRESSPASSING ON BORDEN CASKET COMPANY PROPERTY. Since none of the land was fenced, and since the property lines ran helter-skelter throughout the valley, the company had always let the locals hunt and fish, just as they always had. As long as they didn’t damage any of the company’s slow-growing assets, nobody seemed to mind.

“Are you here to run us off?” I asked. Tom remained sullen, inching slowly toward the trailhead at the edge of the woods.

“Not at all,” said Solinski. “I’m just out here taking a walk through the woods.”

“You’re looking for Sanders and Kruer,” said Tom.

Solinski looked each of us over carefully, then shrugged. “They’re in Louisville, haven’t you heard?”

We didn’t say anything.

“Personally, I don’t know about that,” continued Solinski. “If it was me, looking at the map, I would have headed this way—into the hills. Especially if I grew up around here and knew people around here. Knew these hills. Like you two.”

I smiled in spite of myself, proud to have my expertise acknowledged.

“Have you seen anything?” Solinski asked, leaning close to me. “Camphres? Tents?” I was consciously fighting the urge to glance in the direction of the trot line when Tom jumped in.

“You’ll be the last guy we tell,” he said, practically shouting.

Solinski laughed a bit, but then turned serious. “Let me tell you two something,” he said, clearly addressing his comments to Tom more than me. “They aren’t heroes. Those are bad men. They killed a guy—one of your own. If you do see them, I don’t care if you tell me. I don’t even care if you tell the cops. But tell someone. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said. Tom glowered and didn’t say anything.

Solinski resumed his inspection of my gun. He found the latch for the buttstock storage compartment and popped it open.

“This is great,” he said. “A .22 and a .410. You guys must be the envy of the neighborhood.” The word “neighborhood” marked Solinski as an outsider. Borden was too small to have neighborhoods. I appreciated the compliment nonetheless.

I shrugged my shoulders with false modesty. “It’s a good smallbore,” I said. “Rabbit and squirrel.”

“Screw that,” said Solinski. “A .22 is the most deadly caliber, did you know that?”

I shook my head.

“Bigger bullets, they have enough energy and momentum to go right through the human body. If they don’t hit anything important, they’ll just pass right through, leave a big hole but pretty much no other damage.”

“Huh,” I said. Solinski sounded like he knew what he was talking about.

“A .22, though, once it penetrates, it won’t have enough energy to come out the other side. It’ll just rattle around inside the body, pretty much turning everything inside to soup.”

Solinski saw the metal cap of the flare round and pulled it out with two big fingers.

“A flare?” he asked, smiling.

I grinned and nodded.

“I didn’t even know they made those for .410. That’s really cool.”

I nodded again—I thought so, too. “It’s small,” I said.

“Trust me,” said Solinski, “if you shoot that thing at night, people will see it. I’ve seen flares save lives, plenty of times, getting guys out of really tough spots.”

“Where was that?” I asked. Tom was pacing around the trailhead, annoyed with me for extending the conversation, but I was dying to hear where Solinski had seen flares save lives. I was pretty sure I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear him say it. In my little hometown in 1979, there were plenty of young men walking around with tattoos like Solinski’s, but none of them ever wanted to tell me anything about it.

“Vietnam,” he said, confirming my theory. “Sometimes they’d send us into the bush to rescue downed pilots. If we got close, or if things got too hot, the pilots would shoot flares from their .45s so we could find ’em in a hurry. They’d shoot those things up, and everybody would go running toward it. On both sides.” I followed his eyes upward, half expecting his memory to conjure up a burst of light in the sky. “What color is it?” He asked suddenly, like he wanted to change the subject.

It took me just a moment to understand what he was asking. “Red,” I answered.

“Well, if I ever see a red flare out here, I’ll come running for you.”

I was embarrassed at how comforting I found that. I nodded my head quickly.

“We need to go,” said Tom impatiently.

Solinski handed my gun back to me. “Here you go. Those things are cool. You be careful with them.”

“Yessir,” I said.

“We need to go,” Tom said again. I started walking to him at the head of the path.

“Do you guys really know how to shoot those things?” asked Solinski. There was no mistaking the note of playful taunting in his voice. I looked at Tom. After the briefest of pauses, Tom walked to the water’s edge, breaking down and loading both chambers of his gun as he did. I did the same. We stood on each side of Solinski.

I wanted to impress Solinski with my marksmanship. I hurriedly scanned Silver Creek and the opposite bank for a target that would be sufficiently showy.

I was in luck. In the far side of the pool, drifting with the swift current, a small snapping turtle passed by. Just its head stuck out of the water, a target roughly the size and shape of my thumb. It moved fast in the water, from left to right.

I pulled the selector up, from the safe position to the .22. I raised the gun to my shoulder, got the picture in the small circle of the rifle sight, and led the turtle, all in one motion. I squeezed the trigger and blew the turtle’s head clean off. It exploded into a puff of green and red mist that lingered over the surface of the water.

“Jesus Christ,” said Solinski, sucking in his breath in surprise. My gunshot echoed across the valley.

The crack of my rifle flushed out three bats from whatever small cave they were sleeping in across the creek. They came flying directly at us, panicked enough by the noise to venture out into broad daylight.

Tom raised his gun. Bats, we had long since determined, were the hardest of all God’s creatures to shoot. Unlike a duck or a goose, or my turtle, they didn’t travel in cooperative straight lines. Bats, especially bats crazed by fear, flew in unpredictable swooping zigzags.

Tom pulled the trigger on his gun, unleashing a tight cone of birdshot into the sky. There was a small explosion of black dust as lead pellets shredded one of the bat’s wings. It fell straight down and landed on the surface of the water with a satisfying slap, and began floating quickly downstream. Without taking the gun off his shoulder, Tom pulled the selector up to the .22 position, and changed his stance infinitesimally to accommodate the different shot. To fire the shotgun, he’d held it loosely against his body, allowing it to swing with the moving target. To shoot the rifle, he turned rigid, his entire frame a stable supporting tower for his weapon. He shot the dead bat out of the water with a perfectly aimed .22 bullet. Its carcass cartwheeled out of the water and landed with a splat on the mud of the far bank. Tom and I lowered our smoking rifles and looked at Solinski.

“Goddamn,” he said, as the three rapid shots rang in our ears. There was real wonder in his voice. “You boys can shoot.”

Tom allowed himself a smile at the praise, even coming as it did from the head thug.

“We need to go,” Tom said again.

“Why were you such a jerk?” I asked as we walked.

Tom shrugged. “I don’t like him. I don’t like any of them.”

“Why?” I asked.

Tom was starting to scowl, the way he always did when I asked my third or fourth question about the same thing. “Those guys are trying to bust the union,” Tom said.

“What’s that mean?”

“My dad just wants to do his job, and they won’t let him.”

“I just don’t know why you had to be such a dick.”

“Did you hear what I just said?” he said. “They’re fucking with my dad’s job!”

“But your dad went out on strike, right? They didn’t fire him.” Tom didn’t respond. “And, come to think of it, isn’t Solinski just doing his job?”

Tom stopped walking. He seemed a little apologetic. “It’s confusing,” he said.

“It really is.”

“I don’t understand everything about why they went on strike, or why the company won’t just give them what they want. Dad’s tried to explain it to me a million times, and there’s a lot of it I just don’t get.”

“Same here.” I was glad to hear that he shared some of my confusion.

“But I do understand one thing,” said Tom.

I waited. “What’s that?”

“I know what side I’m on.”

We walked thoughtfully, as I digested this key difference between us.

As we neared the edge of our property, five cleared acres unprotected by the thick canopy of leaves, the light became brighter and the air became incrementally warmer and more humid. The gray gravel band of Cabin Hill Road was visible through the trees.

“You want to eat supper at my house?” asked Tom as we walked.

“Sure,” I said. I loved the chaos of family meals at Tom’s. He was the oldest of six uncontrollably energetic kids, all of whom, boy and girl, looked exactly alike except for height. The last time I’d been there for dinner, after we’d eaten, Tom yelled “Hop on Pop!” and the entire mob of them jumped on his dad at once, knocking him out of his chair. They tried to keep him pinned to the ground as he hurled shrieking, laughing kids across the room, while Tom’s mother ordered them all to stop and hit whatever heads came in range with a wooden serving spoon. It was somewhat of a contrast to our postdinner game of Authors.

“We only have Kool-Aid to drink right now,” said Tom as we walked. “Kool-Aid and water. The milk is just for breakfast and for the baby.”

“Okay…” I said. It seemed like a strange thing to point out, but I could tell Tom attached importance to it.

“Saving money,” he continued. “Mom says no Coke until the strike’s over.”

“That’s a good idea.” I liked Kool-Aid, anyway. “I’ll tell my mom she should do that, too.”

Tom laughed and stopped walking. It was one of those times he was absolutely mystified by how dense I could be. “You don’t need to save money,” he said. “Your dad is still getting paid. He’s been getting paid this whole time.”

Once again, Tom’s knowledge of the strike left me in the dark. “Even when the plant was completely shut down?” I asked.

“Because he’s management,” Tom explained patiently.

“Well, I guess it’s sort of fair. My dad didn’t want the strike.”

“Neither did my dad. He voted against it. Thought they could work everything out with the plant open. But he still won’t get any money until they go back to work.”

“Your dad was against the strike? But that night we heard him talking—”

“I know,” said Tom, interrupting me.

“Was it because one of the bombers is a Kruer? Is that why your dad got in a fight with Ray down there?”

Tom shrugged.

“Or was it because they’re all in the union together?”

“Maybe,” said Tom. “It’s confusing.” I knew this time he meant that it was confusing only to me.

I was mulling it all over when we heard a branch crack behind us. We stopped moving and looked at each other silently. There was a large rustle off the path, a movement of the leaves and litter of the forest floor out of harmony with the gentler rhythms caused by the small breeze all around us. Another stick broke, farther off—there was acceleration in the movement, acceleration in a direction directly away from us. And it wasn’t a deer. Even the biggest bucks were more graceful than that. I’d seen panicked record-setters sprint right by my face without breaking a twig.

“Let’s go,” whispered Tom, pivoting toward the noise.

“Do you think it’s Solinski?”

“It could be. But he’d be crazy to sneak up on us like that after seeing how we can shoot.”

“Sanders and Kruer?”

I could tell he was trying not to get his hopes up. “Could be Judd. Could be a lot of things. Let’s go find out.”

I hesitated. “We can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Whoever it was, he was following us. Or maybe we just crossed his path and scared him. But either way, he knows we’re here now. We need to be the ones sneaking up to do this right. Plus …”

“What?”

I hated to be the one to say it. “It’s suppertime. We have to get home.”

“Goddamn it.” Tom sighed in frustration, and ran his fingers through his hair, reluctant to give up the hunt so easily. “You’re right,” he said finally. “Okay. Let’s get home, eat supper. We’ll go find ’em tonight.”
  

Seven
 

I verified both chambers of my gun were empty, put it on safe, and carefully laid it on the gun rack in my room below my encyclopedias. My father had been known to spot-check the gun to make sure that it was both clean and safe, especially when he could smell the tang of a recently fired weapon wafting from my room. Before heading back downstairs, I pulled down the red “F” volume of my encyclopedia and scanned the article about fish. Carp, I learned, can live up to forty years. That lonely hog in Silver Creek may be down there still. I ran downstairs.

“Can I eat supper at Tom’s?” I asked my mom.

She looked me over. “Put a decent shirt on,” she ordered.

I paraded by my mom in three shirts of gradually increasing quality until she finally granted her approval.

“Have a good time,” she said. “Don’t be a pig.” Tom was waiting outside. By the time we got to his house, my stomach was growling from hunger.

Tom lived in a big log cabin at the very end of the graded portion of Cabin Hill Road. The road turned into an old logging road at that point, really just two ruts through the forest, before reconnecting with the Buffalo Trace about two miles into the woods. While our house sat in the middle of about five cleared, neatly mown acres, Tom’s log house was in the middle of the trees, looking almost as if it had sprung from the soil itself. The Kruers saw spectacular amounts of wildlife from their front porch, owing to the fact that one time, long ago, their hilltop had been an orchard. Gnarled, feral apple trees, along with abundant wild persimmons, carpeted the forest floor with fruit irresistible to deer, fox, and raccoons. An excitable family of flying squirrels lived in their rafters, and Tom’s dad would sometimes pound on the wall with his fist to initiate an aerobatic display. Tom’s father had built most of their home with his own hands, and much of the lumber came from trees he had cleared on the property. We stepped up to the porch, passing by what looked like a half-buried bathtub on end, home to a blue-and-white plaster statue of the Virgin Mary. A Wiffle ball was jammed between Mary’s head and the edge of the tub.

The house had three tiny bedrooms upstairs: one for Tom’s parents, one for the two girls, and one for the four boys, who slept in two sets of bunk beds. The land around the house had been in Tom’s family forever. Above their fireplace, Tom’s dad had constructed a mantel out of a thick timber he had salvaged from the crumbling remains of his great-grandfather’s cabin on the edge of the property. On one of the timbers GW KRUER had been carved deeply into the wood by his namesake a century before.

The second I walked in I could smell dinner—a giant crock of beans and hamhocks that had simmered all day. Tom’s mother was pulling a black iron skillet of corn bread from the oven when she saw us.

“Well, look who it is!” she said.

“Andy Jackson!” said Tom’s dad, coming into the kitchen to see us. He was a naturally good-looking guy, his hair always neat and in place, and a smile that was the result of good genes and not orthodontia. Like my father, he looked more rested than I was used to seeing him, and at the same time a little manic, as if the surplus energy was starting to fight its way out. I was sure he was thinking about the last time we’d seen each other, the tense conversation with my father after Don Strange’s funeral, and was trying to compensate for that unpleasantness. Of course, like me, he had secret memories of the night of Don Strange’s death, and I’m sure he was also trying to compensate for that. “You gonna help us eat these beans?” he practically shouted.

“Yessir,” I said. “I’m starving.”

“Good, good, good!” he said, punching me hard on the shoulder. We found our way to the table, as the rest of the clan rattled downstairs, shouting, fighting, and laughing as they came. A fat, slumbering baby was placed next to Mr. Kruer at the head of the table, and he would occasionally give the bassinet a gentle poke with his toe to rock her as we ate.

I saw no signs of financial strain beyond my glass of peach Kool-Aid, though I diligently searched the kitchen for differences between labor and management. Our houses certainly were dramatically different. Local folklore had it that the farmer who built our house had modeled it on his daughter’s dollhouse—it did have more gingerbread trim and a more steeply pitched roof than was typical in the area. I saw no overt pro-union posters or anything like that in Tom’s house—although I remembered his dad did have a faded Local 1096 sticker on the bumper of his truck. Another difference: hunting trophies—deer, bass, and turkey—hung in an arc over the Kruers’ fireplace. My mom didn’t allow dead animals on the wall and we never used the fireplace. When I asked why once, after a winter evening at Tom’s, she said that anyone who had ever depended on game for food and wood for heat found it hard to get pleasure from such things. “It’s the same reason I don’t put an outhouse in the front yard and plant daisies around it,” she told me.

“Have some more.” Tom’s dad ladled more beans into my bowl. “You’re practically family.”

“Thank you,” I replied, as much for the family comment as for the food.

Tom’s mother correctly interpreted my gratitude. “Oh, being a Kruer is no big deal,” she said. “Look how many of them there are!”

I laughed, but that was really it, the biggest difference between our two houses: the number of nieces, nephews, and cousins pictured on the walls. Weddings, confirmations, baptisms, and first communions were commemorated on every inch of available wall space, interchangeable German faces and forced smiles looking back at me in their stiff sport coats and wide clip-on ties, usually with a dour Catholic priest close by in the frame. At my house, one whole side of the family was a secret, which by itself kept the number of family photos down. But even on my dad’s side, the families tended to be small. Tom was one of six kids. Tom’s dad was the youngest of ten, and had slept in a sleeping bag in the middle of their small living room until his oldest brother got married, moved out, and started cranking out kids of his own. Tom’s mother was a Huber, one of the biggest clans around. I remembered my dad saying once that “Grays are custom made; Hubers are mass produced.” I concluded that there was some kind of complicated link between unionism, Catholicism, and large, devoted families.

“Are you looking forward to high school?” Mr. Kruer asked me as I worked my way through my third bowl of beans.

I rolled my eyes, making him laugh.

“But you do so good in school!” said Mrs. Kruer. “Aren’t you proud of yourself? I always see you on the honor roll in the Banner-Gazette.”

“I guess so,” I said. In fact, schoolwork was something I put absolutely no effort into, and consequently took little pride in. They might as well have asked me if I was proud of last month’s lunar eclipse.

“He’s humble,” said Mr. Kruer. “He’s smart in school. Just like his daddy was.”

“Thank you,” I mumbled, looking down at my bowl. The rest of the kids quickly took up the conversation, rapidly increasing the volume, as if they sensed my embarrassment at the praise and wanted to help me out. The noise built steadily until one of the sisters called one of the brothers a “dumb-ass.” After an infinitesimal moment of silence came a tidal wave of yelled accusations and counteraccusations. At that point, all of the siblings except Tom and the sleeping baby accepted Mrs. Kruer’s invitation to leave the table. They clamored upstairs where the argument continued.

“Good riddance,” said George Kruer as the kitchen went suddenly quiet. “Now, Andy, weren’t you telling us how smart you are?”

“Leave the boy alone,” said Mrs. Kruer as he and Tom laughed.

“All right, all right,” said Mr. Kruer. He held up an empty coffee cup. “Momma, is there any…”

He stopped in mid-request.

We followed his eyes to the front window. A rattling truck with two unaligned headlights passed the house. The truck slowed at the foot of the Kruers’ driveway, and then the struggling engine gunned and then it continued on to where the road ended, just out of our sight. Since Tom’s house was the last on the dead-end road, it was something we paid some attention to, but it was not quite unusual enough to be alarming, especially in the summertime. Sometimes hunters parked back there. More often it was kids looking for an isolated place to make out, drink beer, or smoke a joint. I knew if enough time passed without seeing that truck heading the other direction, Tom’s dad would walk back there to investigate with a .38 tucked in his belt.

The silence at the dinner table was broken when Tom’s dad stood up, backed two steps away from the table, and farted explosively.

“Good Lord, George,” said Tom’s mom, her mouth open in horror. Tom was laughing so hard he had to put his forehead down on the table.

“I thought it was okay as long as I wasn’t at the table,” said Mr. Kruer, his arms stretched out apologetically. “Isn’t that the rule?” He tapped the pack of Swisher Sweets in his shirt pocket and pointed at the back door.

“Yes, please,” said his wife. “Go outside and be disgusting.”

“You’re the one who made beans,” he said. He quickly exited out the back door, a huge Cheshire cat grin on his face.

“Andy,” said Mrs. Kruer, “do me a favor and don’t tell your momma and daddy what it’s really like over here.”

I couldn’t think of a polite response, so I finished what remained of my beans, wiping the bowl clean with a chunk of corn bread. At that point, I decided I’d better honor my mother’s request that I not make a pig of myself. I started to move toward Mrs. Kruer at the sink with my bowl in hand.

“Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Kruer.”

“Sit yourself down,” she said, rejecting my attempt to help clean up. “I’ve got six kids to help me clean up this mess.” It did not appear to me that any of them intended to help her. It sounded more like they were upstairs destroying the cabin’s entire second story.

“Well, I better get going, then,” I said.

She wiped her hands on the dish towel and pulled me into a close hug. She smelled pleasantly of smoked ham.

“Thanks again,” I said.

“Tom, walk him home,” she ordered. Tom started to get up.

“No, that’s okay,” I said. “Really.” I was actually looking forward to a few minutes of silence, a little solitude. A couple of hours in Tom’s frenetic house sometimes did that to me. At the door, Tom and I gave each other a quick look to confirm that we’d see each other later that night.

I walked alone up the Kruers’ long, dark, gravel driveway to Cabin Hill Road, a good quarter-mile hike in itself. I turned right, toward my house. I could have walked in a quicker, straighter route over a well-traveled path in the woods, but I didn’t feel like stumbling onto the source of that earlier mysterious noise Tom and I had heard, whether it was Solinski, the fugitives, Taffy’s dad, or some other supernatural horror. At least not without Tom or my M6 at hand. The gravel road looked blue in the moonlight. I kicked the bigger rocks with the tip of my shoe as I walked, seeing how far and how straight I could send them down the road.

I heard the truck coming back the other way before I saw it. The roar made it sound a lot faster than it was; in fact, it was crawling toward me in a slow-moving cloud of yellow light and acrid smoke. I could have turned and hustled back to the Kruers, but, not for the last time, fear of looking like a pussy kept me standing in harm’s way.

The rider was leaning out the passenger-side window to speak to me as the truck pulled alongside. He was wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves ripped off. A sloppy homemade purple tattoo of a skull grinned at me from his shoulder. All I could see of the driver was the red tip of his cigarette glowing in the darkness of the cab’s interior. A double gun rack in the rear window held a twenty-gauge shotgun above a large carpenter’s level.

“How you doin’, boy?” the passenger said out the window with exaggerated friendliness. He had hazy, drunk eyes and the sour smell of liquor rolled out of the cab.

“Just fine,” I said. The truck sputtered like it was about to die, but then coughed itself back to life. It backfired. I jumped, making the man giggle.

“Hey, ain’t you Mr. Gus Gray’s boy?” he asked when the truck quieted back down. A drunken smile exposed gums stained by years of chaw.

“Why?” I asked. Something in the way he emphasized the word “mister” made me hesitate.

“Come on now,” he said. “You’re Gray’s boy, ain’t you?”

I was about to tell him that in fact I was, when George Kruer appeared suddenly at my side.

“Can I help you with something?” he said in a loud voice, a cigar clinched in his perfect teeth. He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close.

“We’re looking for Gus Gray’s house,” said the passenger again, dropping the fake smile and glowering defensively at us now. “We know he lives up here somewheres. We just want to tell him somethin’.”

“All right,” said Tom’s dad. “I’m Gus Gray. Now what the fuck do you want?”

The driver spoke for the first time. “That ain’t Gus Gray,” he growled. He then gunned the truck, and without another word they jerked away from us as loud as a rocket, backfiring and throwing gravel behind them each time the engine caught and propelled them down the road.

A few seconds later we heard the truck’s roar subside. I can’t say I was completely surprised when I heard a shotgun blast, followed by the roar of the truck driving into the distance.

George Kruer and I ran down the road. Our mailbox had been obliterated; the white post stood headless. My dad and mom were already standing there inspecting the damage by the time we ran up. Dad saw me run up.

“Get inside!” he shouted.

“I was at the Kruers …”

“Goddamn it, go inside!” Dad had the same look in his eyes he had the night of the tornado—mortal danger swirled in the air and he didn’t want my participation; he wanted me locked safely away. I tried to sputter out what had happened as he pulled me by the elbow down the driveway.

Sheriff Kohl drove up. I broke free from Dad, and stepped aside to put the cruiser between us. As he stepped back, Dad seemed to notice for the first time that George Kruer was there, too, looking at the ground sheepishly.

Kohl rolled to a stop and stepped slowly out of his car. He stared at the splintered remains of our mailbox.

“Good Lord.” He looked at Dad. “Did you see them?”

“No. We didn’t see anything.”

“I saw them,” I said. All eyes swung to me. “I talked to them.”

I told my story: the conversation with the men and how George Kruer heroically ran them off. Mom’s jaw dropped. Kruer concurred tersely and then walked home.

The sheriff broadcasted my description of the truck on his radio, and just a few minutes later his deputy radioed back to report that he had arrested the men as they pushed their stalled truck across the railroad tracks at the bottom of the hill. We found out later that one of them, the driver, was in fact a dues-paying member of Local 1096, and worked for my dad in the finish room. My dad said he couldn’t remember anything he’d ever done to piss the man off. The other was just a troublemaker from out in the county who did just enough construction work to keep himself in Sterling Beer and Levi Garrett tobacco. In addition to being charged with destroying our mailbox and drunk driving, the sheriff charged them with the vandalism to our garage door. They denied everything except the drunk driving.

My parents sent me upstairs when the sheriff left. They did their best to keep their voices low.

“My God,” my father said downstairs. I heard the fear in his voice, the recognition of the escalation: first the garage door, now a gunshot. At the same time, now that the immediate crisis had passed, I knew he would try to explain in that engineer’s calm way why the world was still a rational place. Once at King’s Island in Cincinnati, Dad and I rode the tallest wooden roller coaster in the world, both of us crammed into the same small car. The entire time, while I laughed and screamed, he talked of vector addition and potential energy, newtons and ergs. The funny thing was, he enjoyed the ride every bit as much as I did. It was just the way he saw the world, and his role in our family: to analyze, to study, to strip situations of their drama. It was Mom’s role to resist.

“They painted a threat on our garage door! Two crazy men were threatening Andy!”

“I know…I know.”

“With a couple of loaded guns in their truck and a fifth of whiskey in their bellies!”

Dad paused. “Sure enough, you mix enough whiskey and gunpowder together with those rednecks and a lot of bad things can happen.”

“Thank God for Sheriff Kohl. He caught them in two minutes.”

At my mom’s mention of the sheriff, something shifted in Dad’s voice. “Well, if he’d been doing his job right, maybe he would’ve stopped them before they even got up here.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“If you let these people set cars on fire in the middle of a state highway, I guess we shouldn’t act surprised when they think they can drive up and down Cabin Hill Road looking for trouble and get away with it.”

“These people?”

“Yes, these people. People who blow things up. The people who killed Don Strange. The people who are up here shooting our mailbox while Sheriff Kohl is calling bingo down at the Mason’s Lodge, or whatever the hell he was doing.”

“I’m grateful Sheriff Kohl is in this town, or I do believe everything would be worse. I am sure of it.”

“Cricket, I am proud of you for helping him out, especially these last few weeks, I truly am.” I wondered what he meant by that. I was certain it had something to do with the midnight phone calls.

“But?”

“But I swear sometimes I get tired of living in Sheriff Kohl’s campaign headquarters. The fact is, if there was law and order in this town the way there ought to be, Sheriff Kohl wouldn’t have to ride up here and save the day.”

“I think it was George Kruer who saved the day,” she responded. “If he hadn’t come up when he did …”

“What?” my father barked. He was angry that others had rescued me, a job that belonged to him: George Kruer pretending to be my father. “Are you saying Kruer saved Andy’s life?” He made it sound like the most ridiculous idea in the world.

“I’m saying it’s a possibility. There are a lot of angry, desperate people out there right now.”

“And is that my fault? What would you have me do about it?” His language always took a turn for the formal when he got defensive, a habit that infuriated my mother.

“First, you can stop the stupid jealousy.”

My father threw his hands in the air in frustration and walked away just as I came down the stairs.

For the next few minutes the tension was stifling. My parents weren’t exactly fighting any longer, but they were battling. In the kitchen, Mom slammed drawers and cabinet doors as she furiously neatened. Dad turned the volume of the television up louder than the level they had agreed upon after years of complicated marital negotiations.

I sat next to Dad and watched President Carter on the eleven o’clock news. To my shock, the president was actually in southern Indiana—he was making a surprise visit to the river town of English, in Crawford County, which had been stricken by floods. I couldn’t believe the president would stop by English, which flooded each and every year, and not come up to Borden where a real crisis brewed.

“Look at that,” I said, wanting Dad’s opinion on why the president had chosen their tragedy over ours. “English.”

“Godforsaken place,” my dad grunted.

“Why do you think…” I started to ask. I gave up, though, as Mom roared into the family room behind the vacuum cleaner, and not even Dad’s extra volume could compete. He pretended to watch the news unaffected, but I went up to my room.

I read about the labor movement in my red Britannica. There was information about CIO organizer John L. Lewis, a name I vaguely remembered my mother referring to reverently. There was a definition of picketing that didn’t sound the least bit familiar: workers march up and down in front of the company building carrying signs telling the public that the employer is “unfair” to them. All told, the article was about as exciting and as useful to me as the information on Labrador, Canada, that followed it, and explained little of the drama in my town or in my home. I fell asleep trying to discern the difference between a business agent and an organizer.

Tom tapped on my window. I’d been sleeping lightly, knowing he was coming. I stood up and listened for a moment, verifying that no one else was awake. I slipped out quietly and followed him down the porch.

“I think your dad saved my ass,” I whispered as we crossed the yard.

“I knew something happened, he was gone so long, then he comes home and mumbles to my mom for an hour in the kitchen. What happened?”

“Two rednecks shot up our mailbox,” I said. “But they were talking to me before that, when your dad came up and ran them off.”

“Shit! What do you think would have happened if he hadn’t showed up?”

I thought it over. “I don’t know. I don’t know if they would’ve shot me.”

“They wouldn’t have shot you,” said Tom. He thought I was bragging to say so.

“They were pretty drunk. Maybe they would have beat me up, if they would have found out who I was before your dad got there.”

“How would they find out who you were?” said Tom.

I wasn’t about to confess that I was going to tell them myself, a tactical mistake I could not imagine him ever making. “I don’t know,” I said. We crossed the threshold from mowed grass into primeval forest. The sounds of domesticated animals, lowing cows and lonely hounds, faded as we entered a world of wild noises: crickets, cicadas, and swarms of the undiscovered and unidentifiable.

We soon approached the bend where we’d heard the branch snap. We stopped talking and began watching our steps, avoiding any noise that would give us away. I heard Silver Creek gurgling in the distance when Tom turned off the path.

I knew suddenly where he was leading us. Tom had mentally drawn a line through the noises we’d heard in the woods as they raced away from us, and that line led down the hill to an odd rock formation we had always called “the fort.” We stopped talking as we got close, walking slowly and flat-footed to remain quiet. I started paying close attention to my breath, and to every twig in the path, achieving a kind of silence I only could at night. Tom, just in front of me, did the same, absolutely noiseless as we approached the fort. I saw it in front of me. Actually I saw it by not seeing it, a darkness near the ground where it obscured the silhouette of the trees beyond. We’d been to the fort a thousand times, but as the hair stood up on my neck, I realized that I had always before avoided it in the dark.

The fort was a large circle of huge rectangular stones standing on end that had been a centerpiece of our childhood war gaming. The whole formation was about fifty yards in diameter. The interior of the fort was sunken, lower than the surrounding ground. From the outside, the dark, mossy rock walls of the fort were only a couple of feet high. From the inside, they were as high as ten feet. This made the fort a place of supreme natural cover. From the outside, you could barely see it. From inside, you had the perfect hiding spot, a place where you could stand completely upright and not be seen outside the circle. Years ago, Tom and I had discovered that we could stand at opposite ends of the circle whispering, and the sound would be amplified as if we were standing right next to each other. It was a weird place, a place that compelled you to think about things like human sacrifice and primitive religion. Once Tom and I snuck up on four sweaty day hikers from Louisville in the fort, as they stood in the middle of the circle and contemplated their “discovery.” When Tom and I jumped down from the wall, they all yelped and nearly jumped right out of their pricey-looking backpacks. And that was in broad daylight.

Because of the low ground inside, one theory held that the fort was a remnant of a cave that had collapsed in on itself. The more popular explanation, and the one that Tom and I always chose to believe, was that the fort had been constructed centuries before Christopher Columbus by a Welsh prince named Madoc.

Most versions of the legend went something like this: a thousand years ago or so, Madoc, the illegitimate son of a Welsh king, left Wales and discovered the New World with a group of colonists. Putting ashore around what would be called Mobile Bay, Alabama, Madoc and his crew made their way inland, leaving a string of crude fortifications along the way. They stopped to make their permanent home near the Ohio River. By the time the next batch of Europeans arrived, three or four centuries later, the Welshmen had been completely assimilated by the Indians and the land, although the European explorers were surprised to discover Indians who fished from basketlike boats reminiscent of old Wales. In 1803, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark began their famous expedition in southern Indiana, where Silver Creek meets the Ohio, in my county, a county named for William Clark’s brother. Two years into their journey, Lewis and Clark were stunned to discover on the plains a dying tribe of fair-haired Indians who spoke a language that sounded eerily like Welsh.

Like so many things hidden in our woods, scholars dismissed the legend of Madoc, always explaining away the evidence as it would occasionally come to light. During the construction of the Big Four Bridge across the Ohio River in 1888, a leather bag of ancient Roman coins was discovered buried in the murk. In 1968, a helmet with Welsh inscriptions was discovered during the development of a shopping mall in Clarksville. The coins, said the professors, must have been lost by a collector. The helmet was fake. And our fort, as creepy and geometric as Stonehenge, was a sinkhole.

Tom scampered off the path onto the gentle slope that led to the wall of the fort, hunched over to stay low. I followed him. Tom got to the wall slightly before I did, and what he saw surprised him so much it stood him up straight.

“Oh, shit.” he said. I reached his side and looked down. Inside the bowl of the fort was a neat camp: a Coleman two-man dome tent, two nylon jungle hammocks slung between some slight trees, and a campfire that we hadn’t seen until we were on the wall.

“Shit.”

Someone grabbed my elbow. An instant later, someone lunged at Tom noisily and did the same to him, as he tried to jerk away.

“Hello, boys,” said the one grabbing Tom. Without even looking, I knew with absolute certainty that the one grabbing my arm was Guthrie Kruer. Only a local could have snuck up on me like that.

As they pushed us down into the fort, I took stock of the guns spread throughout their camp. There was a .22 Winchester rifle with a nice scope leaning on a tree. Next to that was an expensive twelve-gauge shotgun designed for turkey hunting, every inch of it camouflaged with green splotches in an attempt to gain an advantage over the tricky birds. On a tree stump next to the tent lay a shiny stainless-steel .38 Colt revolver. I was terrified, but not by the guns themselves. It would have been far stranger for Tom and I to come upon adults wandering around in the woods without guns. What alarmed me more was what the men had planned for dinner. A sizable box turtle had been placed on its back near the fire so it couldn’t get away, its leathery legs moving helplessly in the air. Next to it was a scrawny but neatly cleaned rabbit crucified on a spit made of twigs. It was a puny thing, something no normal person would have bothered to shoot, much less eat. That wasn’t the scary part. As every Borden boy knew, until the first week of November, rabbits were out of season. Sanders and Kruer were killers and fugitives, I already knew, but that scrawny, contraband rabbit was to me an ultimate sign of lawlessness and desperation.

Kruer positioned me with surprising gentleness next to the campfire, then walked over to the tree stump, pushed the Colt revolver aside, and wearily sat down. Sanders, who had Tom, shoved him beside me, and placed his hands on his hips in an attempt to look authoritative.

“What are you boys doin’ out here?” he said loudly. “Shootin’ and carryin’ on?” Tom and I didn’t have our guns with us. It confirmed that he must have been the one watching us earlier that afternoon, the source of the mysterious noise.

“Nothin’,” I said, with as much bravado as I could muster. Tom didn’t say anything. My mind was running a thousand miles an hour, as I calculated the best escape route from the camp, the best way over the wall of the fort, the best way to run from this mess. There was one rock I knew, behind us, that had some indentations that might serve as toeholds in a pinch. I wondered how fast I could fly up and over it with a running start. If I made the slightest move, no matter how crazy, I knew Tom would follow me. My muscles tense, I stood on the balls of my feet, ready to do the same for him.

“Well, as you young men know,” he continued, “this here is Borden Casket Company property, and you boys are trespassing!” He jabbed his finger at the smudged BCC company logo on his dirty jacket, which I hadn’t noticed up to that point. “We’re guards for the company.”

I didn’t look at Tom, but if I hadn’t been so scared I would have laughed. I wanted to tell Sanders that I’d seen the actual guards hired by the company, and that they had a more stringent dress code. He continued.

“We’re security guards, and I might just have the police come out here and take you boys to jail.”

“Go ahead,” I said. “I’ll tell them you’re poaching rabbit.”

As Sanders stepped closer, Tom punched my side in warning, which surprised me—he was usually the first to challenge anyone in authority, as he had earlier in the day with Solinski. This seemed to be one of those rare times when he sensed real danger. Sanders got in my face, and everything about him, including his breath, smelled like campfire smoke. It was as if he were about to burst into flames himself.

“Don’t sass me, you little shit,” he said, poking me in the chest. My instincts told me that I was about to get the shit kicked out of me. I leaned back slightly, ready to bolt. Just in time, Kruer came off his tree stump and calmly pulled his partner back. He shook his head as he regained his composure, and returned to the script he had apparently prepared for our little meeting.

“Well, you seem like good boys,” he said, incongruously just seconds after calling me a little shit. Sanders seemed to think we actually bought into the charade, that there might be two guards out there camping in the woods. There was something tangibly off about him. I would recognize it later in life as a characteristic of real craziness, the inability to keep track of even the reality inside your own head. He cleared his throat and spit a gob far into the darkness. Kruer looked on, completely miserable at the spectacle. “I’ll tell you what I can do. Just leave, don’t come back here, and don’t tell anyone about our little talk. If you do that, then I won’t have to get the police involved. Okay?” He gave us a lupine smile.

“Sure,” I said, the relief obvious in my voice. I wanted nothing more than to get away. Tom and I started to back slowly away from the fire.

“Hey,” said Kruer quietly. “Are those twenty-twos? Can you spare some?” He had heard the shells jingling together in Tom’s pocket. Surprising me, Tom reached in his pocket, pulled out the small handful of shells, and walked over so he could drop them in his hand. He gave Tom a weak smile in return, and closed his fingers around the gift.

Tom and I continued walking out of the fort with fake assuredness. We climbed up the rock I had been thinking of; my toes did fit neatly into the crevices I had remembered. We could have scooted up it in a hurry had that been necessary. As soon as we climbed to the top of the wall, Tom turned and shouted back at the men.

“You don’t want to eat that turtle,” Tom yelled.

“Why not?” yelled Sanders with a smirk. “Haven’t you ever heard of turtle soup?”

“Those box turtles eat poison mushrooms,” said Tom. “The poison builds up in the meat. It don’t hurt them, but it’ll kill you.”

“What?” His smirk faded.

“It’s true,” said Kruer, who had returned to his seat on the tree stump.

“Well, why didn’t you tell me before? I was about to eat the motherfucker!” In his anger, Sanders actually lunged for the .38, snatching it off the stump. We all were startled. It was not the action of someone who had grown up around guns, someone who was familiar with the damage they could cause and the very narrow set of problems they were designed to solve. I think it was the disbelief in all our stares, including Kruer’s, which caused Sanders to drop the gun to his side, although in his jitteriness he scared me still, as he unconsciously tapped the cocked gun against his thigh and muttered nonsensically into the darkness.

Kruer ignored him and gently put the turtle on its feet. It marched calmly into the darkness.

Tom and I also made our escape.

Exhilaration flooded my system, as it always did in the aftermath of one of our close scrapes.

“Can you believe that?” Tom said as we ran. “Can you believe we really found them?”

“So what do we do now?” I asked.

Tom pretended not to hear me, refusing to allow me to interfere with his jubilation.
  

Eight
 

The next morning, I rode my bike down Cabin Hill to the picket line. Tom eagerly waved me over as I approached. Two of the strikers were causing a ruckus by heatedly arguing over the communal radio, a dusty thing liberated from someone’s workstation in the factory. It now sat between them, on an overturned steel drum on the shoulder of Highway 60. When the strike began, the spirit of solidarity was so strong on the picket line that no one could have imagined a fistfight between two strikers. Now it appeared that fully half the crowd was cheering for one.

On one side of the radio was Johnny Steinert, a popular, recent graduate of the high school. He’d been a four-year starter on the basketball team, where his height made up for skinny limbs that seemed to be almost devoid of muscle. Upon graduation, Johnny had taken over a spot in the paint room. Johnny’s mom, we all knew, had died of cancer when he was a baby, and no one ever mentioned Johnny without saying what a good job Johnny’s dad had done in raising him, and what a good boy Johnny had turned out to be. He wore a CAT hat and a faded IU T-shirt commemorating Coach Knight’s perfect season three years before. His curly blond hair stuck out wildly from around the cap, making him look like a slightly roughed-up Roger Daltrey. Johnny was holding his hands over the radio, theatrically refusing to allow anyone to change the station. “My Sharona” by the Knack was the song causing all the trouble.

Johnny’s adversary was Russ Knable, who glared at Johnny with hands on hips and close, dark eyes set deep in a fleshy face. Russ’s blue work shirt stretched over the kind of beer belly that, while big, looked as hard as sculpted marble. He and Orpod Judd competed for the title of meanest drunk in Borden. Russ did, however, seem to represent the majority as he demanded that the radio be returned to the bland voice of Milton Metz prattling endlessly on WHAS 840 AM about the heat and the upcoming state fair. I suppose if these men had wanted to listen to music, they would have preferred something from Nashville. To be honest, though, they were sober people who even in good times rarely allowed themselves something as frivolous as music, even if it was sung by somebody respectable, like Porter Wagoner or George Jones. They listened to music at church. The rest of the week they preferred weather and news.

“Hey,” I said, riding up next to Tom as the volume of the argument began to overtake the music.

“Hey,” he said back. We were right at the edge of the strikers, and I could tell Tom was evaluating how much he could say without pulling back away from the crowd. He was almost jittery he wanted to talk about it so badly. “Let’s go back there right now,” he finally said to me with a raised eyebrow.

“Shit no,” I replied. I didn’t even want to think about it. I’d been up all night trying to decide whether to tell my parents about the encounter, but it seemed like too much to reveal all at once: Tom and I sneak out of the house periodically in the middle of the night. We witnessed the plant explosion. We’ve located the men who killed Don Strange. Try as I might, I just couldn’t figure out how I would begin the conversation. I knew it would be difficult to just forget everything I knew about Mack Sanders and Guthrie Kruer, maybe the most difficult thing I had ever done. But I had decided to give it a shot.

“Why not? Come on!” said Tom.

I shook my head again. I can’t say I was surprised that Tom wanted to go back to the fort, but his urgency hit me like a punch in the stomach. I felt like I wasn’t living up to the responsibility of being Tom Kruer’s best friend. As bad as that felt, it wasn’t going to get me back to the fort. From the crucified rabbit to the smoky breath of Mack Sanders, there was absolutely nothing there I wanted to experience again.

“We don’t even have to talk to them,” said Tom. “Let’s just go spy on them, check ’em out, see what they’re doing.”

“I ain’t going back,” I said quietly.

“Come on!”

“No way.”

Out of the corner of my eye, as I tried to think of a way to make Tom drop the subject, I saw thugs moving in formation inside the fence. The entire force was coming out of the plant in kind of a trot, jogging deliberately toward the main gate. There was a rustle of lawn chairs as the picketers turned their attention from the fight over the radio to their approach. For the moment, rock ’n’ roll won the day, as the Knack continued belting out their hit from tinny speakers. The thugs assembled in two rows, one on each side of the driveway just inside the gate.

“We can go tonight,” whispered Tom. “After dark. How about it?”

I had no intention of actually saying a word about Sanders and Kruer to anybody, but I felt an almost physical need to make Tom shut up about them. “Maybe we should tell someone where they are,” I said. “Maybe I should tell my dad. Or the sheriff.”

Tom’s face fell in an expression of complete betrayal. I wasn’t sure if it was because Guthrie Kruer shared his last name, or because they all shared a union, or because Sanders and Kruer were the most remarkable discovery yet that we’d made in the woods: telling anyone about them would be like standing up in front of our class and talking about the secret passage we’d crawled through to Squire Boone Caverns. Tom wanted to explore our new discovery in secret, map its every corner. I wanted to forget about it and never go back.

“I won’t tell anyone,” I recanted quickly. “I promise. But I’m not going back.” Tom was shaking his head, still speechless from my threat to snitch.

We heard shouted orders inside the fence in Solinski’s commanding, raspy voice. The thugs came to attention. Solinski then strode between the two columns to the gate and opened it, reminding me again that he arrogantly kept the thing unlocked. Solinski didn’t look at the strikers as he walked up. They had to pay attention to him, he seemed to be saying, not the other way around. Most of the strikers were now on their feet to get a better look at whatever was going down. The state troopers in their cruiser, I noticed, on the other side of Highway 60, were also craning their necks for a better view. Whatever Solinksi was up to, they weren’t in on it.

“Clear the driveway!” Solinski suddenly shouted in our direction, startling us all. The strikers had gotten into the habit of drifting from the shoulder of Highway 60—public property—and onto the driveway—BCC private property—during the day, after the daily delivery of scabs in their armored Shively Security bus. The strikers always grudgingly moved back again to the shoulder before the end of the shift so that the bus could leave amid a course of halfhearted jeers. It seemed Solinski was expecting midday visitors.

At first, some of the strikers actually stepped obediently aside in response to Solinski’s command. They were a group of men raised to respect authority and follow orders. Then they remembered who was giving the order, and quickly got back into character.

“Screw that,” mumbled Russ Knable. His adrenaline was already jacked up from the battle with Johnny, and he happily took the lead in the confrontation with Solinski. He strolled with exaggerated ease to the center of the driveway, and crossed his short, muscular arms against his chest. A couple of his friends moved reluctantly behind him in support.

“Step aside,” said Solinski. “You’re on company property.”

Russ looked around at his comrades with an eyebrow raised before turning back to face Solinski. “Fuck you, Sarge,” he said. A ripple of nervous laughter went through the picketers.

“Move or I’ll move you.”

“Goddamn that would make me happy,” said Russ, and you could tell he meant it. He spread his feet slightly and clenched his fists.

Solinski stood patiently for a few seconds. He seemed to be waiting for Knable to make the first move, certain that he would. Sure enough, Russ suddenly stepped forward, fists up, eyes wide, more alert than I’d ever seen him, every inch the savvy bar fighter as he took small steps to move in close, surprisingly deft for his size. Knable feinted to his left, and Solinski responded, turning just a tiny bit. Russ ducked his head and went inside, as he had to because of Solinski’s much larger reach, and punched Solinski hard in the ribs. Knable turned his whole body as he struck, efficiently putting his considerable weight behind the punch. Solinski grunted in pain.

But Solinski turned, too, anticipating the punch, stepping back with it, neutralizing some of its power, although I thought it would have leveled most men. Even as he moved backward Solinski was pulling a short black billy club from a loop on his belt. When Knable stepped forward to deliver the next punch, Solinski raised the club in the air, and smashed it down across his face.

Even after the bloodshed and death that would end that summer, it remained the single most violent act I ever witnessed. It sounded like a wooden bat being dropped on a concrete driveway. In movies, people are always hit directly on the top of the head, a blow that delivers them into unconsciousness as neatly as a dose of anesthetic. This was much less hygienic. Solinski’s club crossed Knable’s face diagonally. He immediately buckled in pain, dark blood and snot pouring from his mouth and nose in a thick stream onto the asphalt, like hot oil from an engine after the plug has been pulled. A large tooth poked up from the center of the expanding puddle of fluids. His right eye immediately swelled shut and turned purple. He kept his feet for a second before his knees quivered and he crumpled to the ground, his two hands cupped in front of his face as if he thought he could retain anything he caught. The two state troopers were now frantically running across the highway, their own clubs drawn, dodging the cars that were slowing down to take a look. Through the waves of heat that were rolling off the asphalt, it looked like they were swimming toward us.

Club still in hand, Solinski eyed the two strikers who had joined Knable in the driveway. They immediately abandoned the fight to pull their badly hurt friend onto the shoulder. The state troopers arrived, and the stunned silence of the crowd changed instantly to vocal outrage.

“Did you see that?” they shouted, pointing frantically at Solinski. “Did you see that?” Johnny Steinert, one of the few calm people in the crowd, was on the shoulder, holding Knable’s head with one hand and a wadded up T-shirt over his nose with the other. Dark blood was still pouring from his face into the grass. I fought a strange urge to explain to Solinski what he’d done, what a horrible mistake he’d made.

Solinski was inching backward toward the gate, facing the crowd warily, while the state troopers tried unsuccessfully to calm everybody down. Behind Solinski, the two rows of thugs stood stone-faced. Someone heaved a glass Coke bottle at Solinski; he jabbed it out of the air with his club, smashing it to the ground. I saw two men sprinting to the pay phone at Miller’s, whether to call in reinforcements or an ambulance I didn’t know. Because of the military discipline on their side of the fence, and the accelerating chaos on ours, the cops found themselves naturally aligned against the strikers. The two overmatched troopers tried to back the crowd away from the driveway, along roughly the same boundaries that Solinski had tried to enforce. As they pushed back on the surging crowd, one of the troopers talked into a radio, and I saw in his eyes real fear that the situation was cartwheeling out of control. I felt the same fear. I began eyeing routes through and around the crowd, should an escape become necessary. The noise from the crowd rose to a menacing high buzz, but Solinski stood his ground. A full pint of Early Times zipped by his head. He deftly turned to dodge it. It crashed behind him at the feet of the other thugs, and the smell of cheap whiskey floated through the air.

Suddenly, a car turned into the driveway. It was a shiny brown Buick, with two somber old men in the front seat, their eyes looking straight ahead. One of the whitewalled front tires crunched over Knable’s tooth and the puddle of his blood. The car drove slowly through the two rows of Solinski’s thugs, and he closed the gate behind them. He marched his troops back into the factory without another look in our direction.

“Who is that?” I said to no one in particular.

“The owners, I believe,” one of the strikers said bitterly. “Looked like Dubois County plates. They used to come here about once a year, stand up on a workbench, tell us what a great job we’re doing.” Russ Knable recovered enough to begin blubbering in pain through his smashed, swollen lips.

The Buick, now safely inside the guarded, gated confines of plant property, cruised slowly across the deserted parking lot, the bloody front tire leaving a dark, glossy tread mark with each rotation. Standing in the middle of the lot to greet the visitors, holding a clipboard and wearing a short-sleeved dress shirt, was my father.

Without saying a word to Tom or anyone else, I turned and rode my bike as fast as I could, terrified that someone on the picket line might discover who I really was, outside the gates, beyond Solinski’s protection.

Tom caught up with me about a mile down the path. I hadn’t known where I was going, but Tom somehow had.

“I didn’t even see you leave,” he said.

I shrugged.

“That was a bad scene down there.”

“Yeah.”

“You want to …”

I glared at him, just waiting for him to ask if I wanted to go back to the fort.

“Not that,” he said. “You want to go see the sword? I hid it in the cave.”

Maybe because of my thoughts about Taffy, I had actually started to think of the cave as a kind of refuge. And no matter what was going on in my head, a centuries-old German sword was still pretty cool. I didn’t say anything to Tom one way or another, but as he took the lead and started riding toward the cave, I followed. We stood up our bikes outside the cave and walked inside.

In the first room, in the middle of the floor, sat Taffy’s glowing lantern.

We walked right up to it. My spirits soared as I thought for a second that maybe she was back in town. “Taffy!” I shouted. I was so happy that I didn’t even notice the smell of Pall Malls and cheap whiskey until it was too late.

It grew dark again as he moved behind us, between us and the entrance.

“Which one of you is her boyfriend?” slurred Orpod Judd.

Tom and I both jumped backward.

“You’re her boyfriends, aren’t you? I recognize your bikes, you little shits.”

Tom and I backed up against the hole. We were planning, I thought, on grabbing a hidden flashlight and heading down to the chute, where we knew Taffy’s dad couldn’t follow. I was ready to go. It’s funny how fast my perspective had changed. A few days before I had vowed never to go through that crevice again. Now it was my escape route.

“Now, where is she?” he asked. “I’m sure she called her boyfriend, I’m sure her boyfriend knows where she is. Which one of you is going to tell me where I can find that bitch mother of hers?” His words came out a little breathlessly. “I knew you’d come back.”

Suddenly Tom moved backward, and I moved with him. He reached behind us to grab the flashlight behind the stalagmite so we could jump down through the hole and escape. Taffy’s dad gave a phlegmy laugh.

“You looking for this?” he said. He pointed the beam of the flashlight to Tom’s arm, rooting around in the hiding place behind the stalagmite. We both turned to look at him.

With a kind of animal quickness, as soon as we were facing him, Judd hurled the flashlight at us, end over end. Tom moved his head just in time, as it smashed into the stalagmite and broke into a million pieces. Tom continued to root around frantically behind the stalagmite, reaching as far back as he could.

“Oh, I found that, too,” Judd said, smirking. Tom stopped. “Yeah, I found your big sword, pretty cool. Were you planning on using that on me? I wish I would’ve left it there.”

Tom abandoned the stalagmite, and lunged for the lantern. But the cave was too small. Orpod Judd just took one step forward and waited.

“Come on, you little dick,” he said. “I’m gonna teach Taffy’s boyfriend a lesson.”

Instead of diving to grab the lantern, Tom took one long step forward and kicked it as hard as he could. It hit Judd right in the gut, breaking and spilling fuel on his shoes. I don’t think it hurt him, he was pretty well anesthetized, but he was definitely surprised, and his brain did have a hard time processing the new information in the dark. Tom backed up and I followed him through the second chamber and down into the blackness of the chute.

It was a more controlled descent this time, because of what Taffy had taught us, even though this time we were in a world of absolute darkness, the kind of total blackness contained only in caves. Taffy’s dad yelled at us from above.

“I’m gonna get you, boyfriend! I’ll be waiting right here. And when you see Taffy and that mother of hers, tell her I’m gonna get them, too!”

I wasn’t worried at all about Taffy’s dad coming down there. I was amazed he could fit through a normal doorway, much less the small hole we’d dug for ourselves. But I wondered how long we would have to sit in the darkness.

A small rock fell on my head.

“Ow,” I said.

“I got you, didn’t I, boyfriend!” Judd cackled and threw a handful of rocks after us.

I thought I saw a vague outline of Tom to my left, but when he spoke, he was actually on my right. “Move over here,” he said.

I scooted over, and just as I did a huge rock rolled through, and from the sound, it split in two as it landed and rolled away in pieces. We listened silently as rocks of various sizes tumbled through the chute and onto the floor.

“How long?” I whispered.

“He’ll wear out soon enough,” said Tom. “He doesn’t have any light now, either. And I get the feeling with all the crazy shit in his head, he’s not going to want to stay in the dark for long.”

Sure enough, the rocks gradually stopped falling down. We kept waiting, and I actually began to hallucinate fully formed shapes in the darkness. I saw the outlines of cars, bedroom furniture, and Halloween pumpkins. When I turned my head, they stayed right there. I heard Tom breathing next to me, and I thought if that stopped, the one real sensory input I had left, I would surely go crazy.

“Let’s try it,” Tom said finally.

We both stood, and felt along the wall until we found the handholds we had learned just once before. It actually felt good to be pressed up against the solid wall of rock, something so real and unmoving. I continued up, occasionally feeling Tom’s shoes brushing against my face.

Once we got our heads into the chute, we could see a little light. The chute was half filled with rocks and dirt, almost as if Orpod Judd had tried to fill it in after us, trapping us forever, and then gave up because it took too much effort. Tom looked around for a good long time before climbing out, making sure Judd wasn’t lurking in some corner. He reached behind the stalagmite.

“Goddamn it,” he said. “That asshole took my sword.”

When I got home, the Buick with Jasper plates was in the driveway. I pictured the owners driving back out through the gate with Dad in the backseat, an image I found somehow humiliating. I vividly imagined them driving slowly and silently through the protective cordon of Solinski’s men as the strikers watched them with pure hate in their eyes. I snuck in the back door of our house, just catching a look at the backs of their heads before sneaking up the stairs.

They were Ross and Worth Habig, heirs to the company, part of a large third generation of Habigs who divided up the ownership. My father told me once that he remembered Daddy Habig from way back when, “intimidating but fair,” he said, but it had been a generation since anyone with the name Habig had actually worked in the plant, or had done anything to help turn a tree into a coffin. I learned, as I eavesdropped on the steps, that the brothers had insisted against my father’s recommendation on not only seeing the damage at the plant firsthand, but on driving right through the front gate and the picket line.

“I told you there’d be trouble,” my dad said. “We should have gone around back.”

“And what, Gus? Walk into the plant through a hole in the back wall?” There was silence before Ross Habig continued. “I appreciate your concerns, Gus, believe me I do, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to sneak into the factory that my granddaddy built, the factory that I own.”

“Well, we should have at least told the police to be prepared.”

“I don’t trust those yokels,” said Ross. My dad sighed in exasperation. The state police were complete strangers from the Seymour post. The Habigs saw anyone from south of Indianapolis as potentially complicit.

“I understand why you didn’t want to go around back,” said my dad, though I knew he’d been tactfully sneaking inside in just that way every morning. “I just didn’t want trouble. Now Knable is all smashed up, the police are involved …”

The other Habig spoke up. “Let them investigate. Knable threw the first punch. You can still use force to defend yourself in this state. At least for now you can.” I heard in his voice the same kind of prideful indignation that I heard from the strikers. Their voices dropped to a murmur, and from where I sat on the top of the stairs I could not for a time make out their words. Soon enough, though, emotions surged and I could hear them again.

“Come on, Ross,” I heard my father say. “This company’s been in your family a hundred years.”

“You know, I’m not the only owner,” said Ross Habig. “We’re not the only owners. We’ve got two sisters and another brother, each of whom owns just as much of this company as we do. Between us, we’ve got fourteen kids—they’re all owners, too, even the little ones. At our last stockholders’ meeting, it occurred to my siblings that they’re getting a three percent return on their stake in this plant. They can beat that by selling out and putting their money somewhere else. Anywhere else.”

“They want to sell the plant and what…” my father said. “Put their money in the stock market?” He made it sound like they planned on becoming drug dealers.

“They don’t feel any loyalty to this place,” said the other brother, the quiet one. “They don’t even live in Indiana. They just see a tiny profit that keeps getting tinier, every year. Some of them have wanted to cash out for years, but we’ve been able to fight that off—barely. When my father was alive he used to stand up at every stockholders’ meeting, give the revenue numbers, and practically dare anyone to bring up the idea of selling out. None of them ever did.” I’d seen portraits of their ancestors in the front office, each with a tiny brass light illuminating a frowning man in an old-fashioned black suit. It didn’t surprise me to hear that the children and grandchildren had been afraid to present these men with a plan to liquidate their life’s work.

Ross Habig continued. “Since my father died, they’ve really started pushing for it. This strike, and the money we’re going to lose because of it, is just the excuse they need. There’s a meeting in Indy in September. If the strike is still going on, we’re going to have a massive loss on the books—our first full-year loss since the Depression. I’m not sure we’ll be able to hold them off.”

“My daddy used to tell me about how they’d time the strikes to coincide with deer season,” my dad said. I could hear the forced smile in his voice, another attempt to put everything in a less threatening perspective, just as he had with my mother the night our mailbox was beheaded. “We’ve had labor problems before.”

“They’ve never killed one of our plant managers before,” said Ross Habig.

That pretty much ended the conversation.

As I lay down in bed that night, I prayed I wouldn’t see Tom Kruer at my window. Or Orpod Judd, or the fugitives, the sad, bleeding ghost of Don Strange, or any of the other terrifying specters in my life. I prayed to Jesus Christ that Solinski or Sheriff Kohl would find the fugitives, which would relieve me of any responsibility I had to rat them out. Just to cover all the bases, I even tried to fake my way through a Catholic prayer, to the Blessed Virgin Mary, asking for those same things. I felt guilty about it, guilty for wanting to betray Tom, guilty for not telling my mom and dad what I knew, guilty about Don Strange’s unavenged murder. And when the tapping on the window came, I did pretend to be asleep for a little while, until the tapping came again, more urgently, and I finally went to the window.

“Come on,” Tom said when I finally slid it open. “We’re going to get my sword back.”

We approached the single-wide trailer from a backyard, if you could call it that, that had been stripped bare both by a complete lack of care and by the dozen or so dogs who slept, trampled, and shit on the premises. The dogs who weren’t sound asleep cowered from us as we approached, as if accustomed to frequent, random beatings. What few touches of hominess there were made it that much more depressing, as they reminded me of how hard it must have been for Taffy to try and live her life there. A small clay flowerpot with a smiley face finger-painted upon it, cracked in two by the back door. A sandbox devoid of sand was at the end of the driveway, filled with stagnant water and floating beer cans. A rope swung from a tree limb, its swing nowhere in sight.

Blue light from a television flickered through the small window by the back door. Tom approached, peaked in, and waved me over.

Through the smeared glass, we saw an unconscious Orpod Judd sprawled across a decaying recliner on which the stains had become indistinguishable from the faded pattern of the upholstery. He was wearing only his underwear, over which his sizable belly rolled. A beer bottle was in his hand, and two were on the floor. Billy Jack was wrapping up on the WDRB late movie as he drunkenly dozed.

Close behind him were three nearly empty bookshelves. On the lowest was a collection of commemorative Derby glasses. On the second shelf was a small, cheap-looking revolver and an ashtray. On the top shelf, reflecting the light of the TV, was Tom’s sword.

Tom tugged at the back door. I doubted it was locked, but like everything else at the trailer the door was in such poor repair that it wouldn’t operate properly. He tugged harder but gave up for fear he would make a noise and wake up Judd. We ran around the side.

At the very end of these trailers, I knew, was the “master bedroom,” which was perhaps a slightly presumptuous term for it. The bedroom did have its own door, and even a window, which Tom found was cracked open against the heat. He pushed it open more, and although it squeaked, it was too far from the living room, the TV was too loud, and Orpod Judd was too drunk to be awoken. Tom pulled himself in, and I followed.

The bedroom stank of cigarettes and body odor. The mattress was bare and the lone, stained pillow had no case. Near the bed, several cigarettes had been rubbed out directly on the worn carpet. I wondered how much of the squalor had occurred during the short time Orpod Judd had lived there alone, and how much was a result of the crazed night he broke Taffy’s arm. Tom began slinking out, toward the living room.

The floor of the mobile home, like others I had been in, creaked in a way that reminded me of a boat at sea. The hallway that divided the master bedroom from the rest of the trailer was narrow; Tom and I had to skulk single file into the living room as the song “One Tin Soldier” marked the end of the movie.

I stopped at the entry to the living room as Tom continued in, drawn to the sword like a magnet. There was a cluster of framed family photos atop the TV. One caught my eye: Taffy in a pink dress, maybe a year younger, smiling brightly at the camera and tilting her head in response to the command of the unseen photographer. I slowly lifted the photo up, careful not to knock any of the others down, as Tom inched his way closer to Orpod’s recliner.

Something about being there in the same room with Orpod Judd excited me in a dangerous way; I wanted to hurt him for what he had done to Taffy, and there he was, completely vulnerable. Even so, he was still scary; I don’t think it was just the tiny cramped room that made him look big. Tom walked within inches of Judd’s giant, dirty big toe sticking through its torn sock. He kept his eyes on Judd the entire time, even as he went behind him to the bookshelf. After verifying that Judd remained unconscious, Tom turned, rose up on his toes, and grabbed the sword by the handle.

At that moment, the theme song and the credits for Billy Jack ended, and, after a pause, the television began emitting a loud, steady hum to go along with the colored bars of its test pattern. It was just enough to wake Orpod Judd up.

His eyes fluttered open. Tom was frozen behind him, his hand on the sword, but Judd was facing me. I turned to run, but he was quick, and my feet got tangled for an instant in a dirty T-shirt crumpled on the floor. Even seriously drunk, Judd knew what he was doing—it was not the first time he had chased a quick, agile kid through the trailer. He didn’t try to grab me, from which I could have twisted away. Instead, he hit me full-speed with the bulk of his big body, sending me flying into the door of the master bedroom and onto the floor. When I opened my eyes, he was on top of me. I was vaguely aware that I still held Taffy’s picture.

“Hey, look who it is.” He panted heavily, his breath sour. “Taffy’s boyfriend.” His eyes were unfocused. A smile crossed his dimpled face. I was rolling, twisting, trying to get away, but he was stronger than me, and he just kept pushing me back and forth with his bearlike left hand, keeping his other hand raised, waiting for a good shot with a weird kind of patience. “I thought you might try to get in here.”

When he finally hit me, it was with the practiced violence of a hunter gutting a deer, or a fisherman cutting the head off of a bluegill: it was something he had done many, many times before. I also noticed that he was slapping me with his meaty hand open, not with a fist. Maybe he’d learned that a slap left fewer marks; maybe he thought he’d be more likely to make solid contact with an open hand than with a fist.

Pain exploded on the right side of my face as he made contact. He hit me so hard my whole body hurt, right down to my toes.

“How’d you like that?” He was breathless, not with the exertion, but with excitement. “You seen Taffy lately? How ’bout that mom of hers?” He slapped me again, harder, on the same side of my face. I was struggling, but the fight was going out of me. I covered my face with my arm and just hoped that he would wear himself out.

I felt a shadow come over us, and when I opened my eyes, I saw that Judd felt it, too, although he didn’t want to turn away from me to see the cause. The sword came down right where his thick neck met his shoulder. Tom did not decapitate Orpod Judd, but he would have had the tip of the sword not caught the low ceiling of the living room, tearing off an asbestos ceiling tile as he swung it down. Even with that loss of velocity Tom hurt Judd badly. Blood shot from his shoulder, some of it falling on my face and into my mouth. Even badly hurt and surprised, Judd still had the animal skills to take a shot at Tom. He rolled off of me and against the wall, and tried to pull Tom’s legs out from under him with a sweeping motion of his long caveman arm. Tom jumped over him sword in hand, helped me to my feet, and in seconds we were out the bedroom window and back in the woods.

In the darkness outside, it was impossible to tell how bad I looked. I could feel that my face was swollen, and with my tongue I felt a couple of loose teeth. My face stung, but I knew I would live. My far bigger problem was how I was going to explain the injuries to my mother and father. There was no way I was going to hide something like this. Before Tom and I separated at my house, we talked it over, and decided reluctantly that there was only one plausible way to explain it when that moment arrived.

In my room I stared at Taffy’s photo for a good ten minutes before hiding it in my nightstand drawer, a place of honor it retained through many years and many night-stands in dorms and apartments throughout the Midwest. I fought the temptation to turn on my light for a better look. The glass was broken and the photo was creased down the middle, but all told the picture had made it out of that trailer in better shape than I. I went to sleep profoundly happy for that.

Mom came in to check on me at some point during the night, and saw the bright, bloody faceprint on my pillow. “Son, tell me right now who did this to you,” she said, shaking me awake.

“What?” I said through swollen lips, in one futile, final effort to pretend it was no big deal.

“Come take a look at yourself.” She hustled me into the bathroom to look in the mirror. Dad shuffled in behind me in his pj’s, rubbing his eyes, curious about the commotion.

The visible damage had gotten worse during my few hours in bed. My face was redder, the worst parts were purple, and I had developed a full-blown black eye, with tiny lines of blood inside my eye to go along with it. Everything was swollen. I had to admit, along with my mother, that I looked horrible. My only regret was that school was out and I couldn’t show it off to my friends.

“Who did this?” my mother demanded again.

“Good Lord,” my father said, as it all came into focus. Mom turned me around. She was so mad I thought she would blacken the other eye.

“Tell me right now.”

I waited, hoping I wouldn’t have to use the plan Tom and I had devised, but as we had determined, there was no other believable option. And we certainly weren’t going to start telling the truth.

“Tom did it,” I said. “We got in a fight after we left the picket line and he kicked my ass.”

Mom gasped. Dad scratched his head, aware, even though the story made perfect sense, that there was some other story out there, somewhere.

The next day at lunch, as I painfully sipped iced tea through a straw, Dad told Mom something funny he’d heard at the plant.

“Sheriff Kohl was down at the plant today, told me a heck of a story. Orpod Judd called the police in the middle of the night, said he’d been attacked.” Dad was smiling broadly.

“I’m sure he was stinking drunk,” said Mom, as I stared down at my BLT.

“You’re right about that. He said the bombers broke into his trailer and robbed him.”

“The bombers?”

“That’s what he said. And he did have some nasty wound to his neck apparently, looked like it needed stitches, but he refused to go to the clinic. Just wanted to talk about the robbery, file a report, asked for the name of the Casket Company’s insurance agent. He actually thought that somehow the company’s insurance should pay for it. That’s why Kohl was telling me about it.”

“What on earth could there be in that trailer worth stealing?”

“That’s the really funny part,” said Dad. “He said they’d stolen an antique sword from him, worth, in Judd’s estimation, five thousand dollars. Cut him with it and ran. Of course he had no receipt or anything proving he ever owned such a thing.”

“A sword? Mercy.” Mom and Dad both laughed. “How does the sheriff think he got the cut to his neck?”

“He’s not sure, and it was a nasty wound, apparently. Figures Judd just did something stupid while he was drunk. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“Lord knows.”

The conversation then thankfully turned to the high price of gasoline, and I was able to breathe again.

I thought it over in my room after hurriedly finishing my sandwich. Judd had probably wanted to get his loss on the record, stupidly reasoning there might be some insurance company somewhere that might compensate him for the loss of something he had never owned. Perhaps Judd blamed the bombers because he didn’t want to admit he was waylaid by a couple of kids, and didn’t know exactly who we were, making it harder, in his dense mind, to file an insurance claim. On the other hand, I thought, maybe he didn’t tell the sheriff because he knew exactly who we were, and wanted to take care of us himself.

I was, of course, banned from seeing Tom. Mom and Dad decided not to call Tom’s parents, as Tom and I had anticipated, not wanting to humiliate me further after my ass-kicking nor complicate matters further with our neighbors. While they never asked me directly, they were certain that the fight had something to do with the strike, a manager’s kid versus a striker’s kid, superimposing their struggle over ours. I passed the day watching game shows and reading the same library books over and over.

The most surprising part of my exile from the woods was how much I enjoyed it. I didn’t have Tom pulling me toward the fugitives, the cave, or Orpod Judd. I discovered that I liked being out of danger, safe in my house, with just Bob Barker and my parents to keep me company. There had been a notion in my mind since we saw George Kruer fighting at the picket line, a notion that I should not be keeping all these secrets, and that things would continue to get worse until I unburdened myself. That thought grew steadily, all day, nurtured by indoor lighting and my mom’s home cooking.

That night, after dinner, my father tried to broach the subject of my fight with Tom during our game of Authors. He was not a man who believed in silently mulling over one’s problems.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said. I managed to get the word out pretty well, my lips had deflated back down to only slightly over their normal size.

“Haven’t seen this much of you around the house since the blizzard,” Dad said, as Mom pretended to contemplate her cards.

I shrugged again. “It’s been kind of nice, really. Huckleberry Finn?”

“How’s Tom been doing?” he asked. “I mean, before …”

“Okay,” I said. I tried to think of something else to say on the matter. “They’re drinking Kool-Aid because of the strike.”

There was an awful silence. “It’s okay,” I backtracked. “They like Kool-Aid.”

My dad grimaced and placed his hand on my mom’s knee. It was her turn.

“The Pickwick Papers?” she asked me, clearing her throat.

“Nope.”

“The strike will be over soon,” she said. “And everything will get back to normal.” It felt good to hear the certainty in her voice.

“Do you think they’ll ever catch Sanders and Kruer?” I asked. My observant, caring parents immediately detected the hopefulness in the question, and they nearly guessed right about why I would ask such a crazy thing.

“Is that what’s bothering you, boy?” my father asked, relief pouring into his voice.

“I wouldn’t mind seeing them caught, I guess.”

“They wouldn’t hurt you,” said Mom.

My father shot her a quick look before turning a sympathetic grin back on me. “Those dumb-asses are probably two hundred miles away from here by now!” My mother reflexively elbowed him in the ribs upon hearing the cuss word, but Dad continued jubilantly. “The sheriff sent dogs into the woods and everything! They’re long gone! Don’t you worry about them!”

“I guess,” I said quietly.

“Your father’s right,” my mom said. “If they were out there, somebody around here would surely rat them out.”

My father walked upstairs with me on my way to bed. With each step, I considered telling him everything: about Kruer and Sanders, about Orpod Judd, about the night Don Strange died. The lies were piling up so high that I could no longer find my way around them. I loved Dad, believed to the core of my being in his reasonable nature. The man had an engineer’s passion for order and process, and I had no doubt that in the black-and-white rule book of the world, I was supposed to tell someone that I knew where two killers were bivouacked in the woods. As I felt him walking close behind me on the steps, at the end of a long, boring, enjoyable day, I had a hard time believing that disclosing everything to him would be so bad.

But it would betray Tom. My own mother, it seemed, would also regard me as a rat. I had heard the expression “get it off your chest” before, and now I really knew what it meant—the secrets weighed on me with a physical force, slowing my steps and making it hard for me to breathe. Maybe being away from Tom a full day had somehow weakened my resistance. I had to tell Dad everything, and even if my best friend and my mother disagreed, I could at least take comfort in Dad’s approval.

“’Night, Andy,” my dad said, rubbing my back as I lay down.

“’Night.” Cicadas chirped outside the window. A muted pulse of heat lightning briefly illuminated my father’s serious face.

Dad continued to sit on the edge of my bed, sensing that I needed to talk more.

“Are we against the strikers?” I asked.

He sighed. “That’s complicated. You know I’m management, so most of those guys on the picket line see me as the enemy. But I don’t wish those men any harm. Fate has put us on opposite sides of this thing. May God let it end soon.”

“Why are you management?” I asked. “You went to high school with Tom’s dad, right? How did you two end up on different sides?”

My dad shrugged and thought it over. “I guess part of it’s because I have a college degree,” he said. “There aren’t too many of those around here, so that’s why they made me a manager when I came back from Purdue.”

“Why do you have a degree?” I asked. I wanted to reduce the differences all the way down, all the way back to something solid and irreducible.

Dad thought about it. “It’s hard to say. My parents always wanted me to go to college, although I suppose a lot of parents feel that way. I did well in high school. I guess I probably did okay on some standardized test somewhere along the line, got into college prep classes. Some luck, I guess. Some hard work.”

“So,” I said, going back to my original question, “we’re against the strikers?” I needed clear-cut affirmation from him before I ratted out Kruer and Sanders.

“I want the strike to end, yes. I never wanted a strike to begin with. So yes, I guess I am against the strike.” His emphasis of the word “I” once again cheated me of the clear green light I was looking for so desperately.

“Are you talking about Mom?” I asked. “Is she for the strikers?”

My dad laughed. “That, my boy, is a perceptive question.”

“She does sometimes seem like she’s pulling for them on the line.”

There was a long silence before my father spoke again. “Let me tell you a story,” my father finally said. “You know your mom’s from Kentucky, right?”

I immediately went on full alert, ready to seize whatever details of my mom’s life were about to fly my way.

“Well, she grew up in coal country, in Harlan County. But for a long time, her daddy didn’t work in the mines—and let me tell you, they were miserably poor. Did you know she never celebrated Christmas or her birthday until she was a teenager?”

I shook my head. I had no idea.

“That’s when her daddy got on at the mine. Everything changed for the better. They got plumbing, Coca-Cola once in a while, a dress or two from an actual store. As far as her daddy was concerned, and he reminded them of this every night, they owed it all to the union. Suddenly they had meat on the table that they didn’t have to shoot themselves. And when her momma or daddy would say grace over that meal, they would thank Jesus Christ, John L. Lewis, and the United Mine Workers for everything they were about to receive.”

“Wow,” I said. I was used to the details of my mom’s life dripping in slowly, my knowledge accumulating like a stalactite, a few loose molecules at a time. Now the facts were coming in a torrent, and I was frantically trying to stack them up in my mind, lest I forget something. “So, Mom likes the strikers?”

“She grew up in a time and a place that was ferociously pro-union. She felt, with a lot of justification, that the union lifted her family out of poverty. They even paid for her college, did you know that?”

“No,” I said.

“She won a UMW scholarship, that’s how she was able to go to Purdue. So it’s very hard for her to objectively look at both sides of something like this.”

“Is that why she never talks about her family?” I asked. “Are they mad because you’re not in the union?”

My dad sighed. “You’re close.” I could tell he was trying to decide again whether to tell me something. “What the hell,” he sighed. “You need to find this out sooner or later.” He paused before continuing.

“Your mother has a brother named Russell.” My father didn’t even pause for that bombshell. “Russell was determined to get out of the mines, get out of Harlan County, so when he turned eighteen—he’s four years older than your mom—he moved up this way, got a good job as a welder at Jeffboat. A union job.”

“Okay,” I said. Jeffboat was on the Ohio River in Jeffersonville, not all that far from us.

“Anyway, Russell got married, had kids, was raising this nice little family when Jeffboat went on strike. They went on strike all the time down there, and lordy, it is shitty work. But anyway, for some reason—maybe he needed the money, maybe he’s stubborn like your mom and didn’t like those union boys telling him what to do—Russell crossed the picket line.”

“What’s that mean?” I asked.

“He went to work during the strike. Walked right by the picket line, went inside, clocked in, and started welding.”

“So he was a scab?”

My dad grimaced at my use of the word. “I’m sure they called him that—and a lot worse, too. Anyway, your grandpa, your mother’s father, the proud United Mine Worker, found out about it, and he never spoke to his son again. He couldn’t forgive Russell for crossing that picket line. That man had grandkids he never saw.”

“So Mom was mad at her dad?” I asked.

“She was mad at them both. She was mad at her dad for swearing off Russell. But she was mad at Russell, too, for crossing the picket line and starting all the trouble. Her mom had a stroke and died while this was going on, and your mom believes all the stress and the heartache had a lot to do with it.”

“So they never spoke again?” I asked.

“Your grandpa and Russell never spoke again. Your mom tried with them both, here and again. She talked to her dad on the phone sometimes, went to see Russell’s babies once. It was just too hard for everybody, too much damage had been done. So I think this strike has just dragged a lot of that stuff to the surface, stuff she tries hard not to think about most times. It’s been real tough on her.”

“Okay,” I said. I knew how hard it was to try and forget things you didn’t want to think about—I had definitely not mastered the art myself, and wondered if my mom was any better at it after a lifetime of practice. The story my father had just told me was careening through my mind. I pictured a band of unknown cousins cavorting around Jeffersonville. It was so much more information than I had ever known about my mother, an entire set of her secrets revealed. There were others, of course. I considered asking Dad about the sheriff’s midnight phone calls.

“You can see from your mother that something like this strike can really tear people apart,” he continued.

“Yeah,” I said. “It can.” I thought about Taffy, and her disappearance from Borden.

“So whatever is going on,” he continued, “I hope you and Tom stay friends.”

“We will!” I said. I hadn’t even considered the alternative. I knew my father was basing the statement on the fight he thought we had, but just hearing the words scared me. I considered our friendship to be so permanent, part of the bedrock of my world, I hadn’t even considered myself capable of endangering it.

“Okay, okay,” my father said, surprised at the strength of my reaction. “It’s just… you had this fight…” He gestured toward my wounded face.

“It’s just a fight,” I said. “We’re not even mad anymore.”

Dad sighed. “I know, but your mom lost family because of a strike, right?”

“Right.”

“And I’ve lost a friend because of this strike, right?” His voice cracked slightly. The scent of Old Spice and pipe tobacco seemed to waft through the air.

“Right,” I said quietly.

“So I don’t want you to lose a friend, too, okay?”

“Okay.”

“That would be one of the worst things to come of this strike, if you lost a friend as good as Tom.”

So it was settled.

My dad closed my bedroom door behind him as he left. Over the next three hours, I watched the shadows of the trees move on my wall as the waning moon crossed the sky. When I heard the tapping on my window, I slid it open, and drifted noiselessly with Tom into the southern Indiana night.

Being away from Tom and the woods all day had heightened my awareness and my appreciation of it all. I loved the way the ground felt beneath my feet, firm and yet giving slightly with each step. I loved the almost inaudible groan of the old trees as they swayed in the slight breeze. The night was clear but very dark, the moon just a tiny sliver of white. Tomorrow, I knew, it would be gone completely and the night would be black. I felt quick on my feet in the blue darkness, with my legs strong after the day’s rest, and my shoes almost bounced off the path I knew by heart. Tom stopped after a while and pulled his backpack from a fragrant thicket of honeysuckle. I saw as he stepped into it that the pack was loaded down.

“What’s in there?”

“Food,” he grunted, as he adjusted the straps. I heard the clanking of cans and the crinkling of cellophane.

“For Sanders and Kruer?”

“They must be starving.” Tom stopped talking as we stepped over a log across the path. He wanted them to stay in our woods, I sensed, forever if possible, which was why he was bringing them the food. Tom wanted to keep and nurture them, like the wounded bald eagle we fed hamburger and watched die for two weeks the previous fall.

We walked the rest of the way to the fort.

Tom was clearly making no effort to sneak up on Sanders and Kruer. We walked right down the main path, the one I am sure they were monitoring in some manner. Tom’s cargo made a racket in his backpack the entire time. I knew from experience that on a still night like that, our approach could probably be heard a half mile away.

We climbed over the fort’s rough limestone wall. No one was in camp, but the fire was still smoldering, recently extinguished. We climbed down the wall and walked to the center of the camp. All the guns were gone. I knew they had fled at the sound of our approach, and were now observing us from somewhere in the darkness. With a chill, I discovered what it felt like to be watched through a gun sight.

“It’s us!” Tom yelled. “Don’t worry!”

Slowly the two fugitives drifted up to the walls of the fort from opposite directions. Guthrie Kruer looked down at us a little puzzled. After he took us in, I followed his concerned eyes to the other side of the circle, to the scare-crowlike silhouette of his friend.

Mack Sanders looked even crazier than before. He had a long gun dangling at the end of each jittery arm. Dark circles outlined his eyes, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in days. His face was dirty and lean. His eyes darted from Guthrie to Tom to me, as if he suspected a conspiracy between the three of us. He recklessly threw his guns down into the fort, making me cringe as they hit the ground, certain they would fire randomly, sending a ricocheting bullet right to us just as the curved walls of the fort focused sound. When they didn’t go off, Sanders slithered down the wall, picked the abused guns back up and walked toward us. Guthrie had slipped down the other side but I hadn’t even noticed.

Tom threw off his pack as they got close. He dumped all the food into a pile like a kid evaluating his haul on Halloween night. There were cans of Campbell’s soup, two packs of American cheese slices, Tootsie Pops, a box of Captain Crunch, and more. Mack Sanders stepped up to the pile, dropped his guns again, and lunged at a pack of hot dogs. Up close, I noticed that both guns were safe, a precaution I was certain Kruer was responsible for. Although the embers of the fire were still glowing behind them, Sanders tore into the pack with his teeth and began eating the hot dogs raw. With two whole dogs in his mouth, he handed the pack to Guthrie, who began feasting on them with equal gusto. Tom grinned, extraordinarily pleased with himself.

The fugitives ate an apple apiece and a half box of Little Debbie oatmeal cream pies before even sitting down. When they did, Tom, without an invitation, sat beside Guthrie at the fire. That left a seat next to Sanders for me. The mood had relaxed slightly. We all tried to coax the fire back to life, blowing on it and poking it with sticks.

“Well, looks like somebody got their ass kicked,” said Sanders, noticing my face as the firelight grew. “Ha!” I couldn’t help but stare. Every part of him was in motion, his skinny legs that he couldn’t seem to get in a comfortable position, his twitching eyebrows, his hands with which he kept rubbing his face. He was giggling to himself as he ate, so crumbs occasionally spilled from his mouth and down the front of his shirt.

“Thanks. For the food,” Guthrie said, as he finally took a break from gorging himself.

“No sweat,” said Tom.

“How’d you know we need food?” said Mack, still challenging us, still suspicious. Tom shrugged in response.

“You know who we are, don’t you?” asked Guthrie.

“You’re the fugitives,” I said. “The bombers.”

Tom spoke up: “You’re my cousin.”

Guthrie turned to Mack. “We have got to get out of here. Right now. They know who we are and where we are. There’s no time left.”

“We’ll leave,” said Sanders, never taking his eyes off Tom and me, a tight smile on his face. “When the time is right.”

“When’s the time going to be right?” asked Guthrie.

“We need something before we go and you know it,” said Mack. “Just like we talked about. Precautions!”

“Shit,” whispered Guthrie.

“I need you boys to bring us some more shells,” announced Sanders, ignoring his partner. “Can you do that? Tomorrow night. The big stuff this time. Twelve-gauge buckshot, as much as you can bring us. How about it?”

Tom looked to Guthrie before answering, just as I looked to Tom. Sanders studied Guthrie’s response to us. There seemed to be some complex, silent set of understandings at work, and I was the only one not taking part. “Sure,” said Tom carefully. “We’ll bring you some buckshot.” Guthrie dropped his head in disappointment.

“Good,” said Sanders. “Then we can get out of here and we’ll all be happy.”

We were quiet for a while as Sanders went back to eating. For a time, the hush was interrupted only by the now crackling fire and the sound of Sanders chomping on corn chips and his occasional unprompted giggle. Finally, Guthrie took it upon himself to break the silence. “What grade are you boys in?” he asked. His voice was scratchy from a week of breathing in campfire smoke.

“Going in ninth,” I said.

“Cool, high school,” he said a little wistfully. “Who’s the principal these days?”

“Mr. Nevels,” Tom and I both said.

“The old driver’s ed teacher?” said Guthrie, nodding his head. “He’s a dick.” We all laughed at that, even Sanders, who hadn’t gone to our little school. It dawned on me that in the big scheme of things, these guys weren’t all that much older than us. In the light of the small fire, with their faint but recognizable familial resemblance, it was almost hard to tell Tom and Guthrie apart. We all popped open cans of A&W root beer. It was warm, but felt good on my throat, dry from the hike and the fire.

Tom belched as he finished his root beer. “I’ve got to piss,” he said.

“Me, too,” said Guthrie. “I’ll show you where, cousin.” He led Tom down a faint path leading from the fire to a slight, crumbly break in the wall of the fort. They had apparently established a regular location for the call of nature, presumably downwind and far from any paths regularly traveled by hunters, hikers, or fishermen. I thought about the path they were taking—a walk in that direction would take you to the general area of the cave entrance. That made me realize that the crevice we crawled through might be directly below the fort, which kind of made geologic sense, if I was willing to consider the sinkhole theory, and evidence that contradicted the legend of Prince Madoc.

“My buddy there wants to take off right now, doesn’t he?” Sanders spoke suddenly, snapping me back into the present. I realized with a start that it was just me and him alone by the fire. He smiled.

“Yeah.”

“We can’t do that. Not right now.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Outside these woods, they’re all looking for us, right? How far you think we’d get in broad daylight?” His words tumbled out, as if he couldn’t control them once he began talking.

“Go at night,” I said, eager to help him escape. I knew from experience how one could disappear into the woods after sundown.

“Can’t do that, either,” he said. “Those asshole thugs keep patrolling these woods at night between us and the highway; we’d never get past ’em.”

“Go to Kentucky,” I said.

He snorted. “How am I supposed to do that? You think anyone would notice me and Guthrie walking across the Kennedy Bridge?”

There was another way, I thought, but for some reason I stopped myself from telling him. I looked down at the fire instead. The silence grew unbearable. I could only think of two things to talk about with Mack Sanders, and one of them was the killing of Don Strange. I decided to talk about the other one.

“What was it like?” I asked.

Sanders cleared his throat and spit. “You mean settin’ the explosion?” he said proudly. “Awesome.”

“No,” I said. “Losin’ a nut.”

“Oh,” he said. He stopped short, and then wagged his tongue in an attempt to look devilish. “The bitches like it,” he bragged. “You know what I mean?”

“No,” I said. “Why do they like it?”

He shrugged. “No, I’m just messin’ with you. You can’t really even tell without looking close. The doctor says it shouldn’t affect anything, as far as having kids or anything. Said that’s why the good Lord give us two.” He shrugged again.

Some more silence passed. “How bad did it hurt?” I asked.

“It hurt,” he said. “How do you think it felt?”

“What did they do with the one that got torn off?” It was a part of the story I’d always been curious about.

“What is wrong with you?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m just curious.”

“Seriously, what the fuck is wrong with you? Asking me about my nuts. You want to see?” He stood up with his hands poised on his zipper.

I stared down at the ground, mortified with embarrassment. “No!” I said. “I was just curious.”

“Seriously, I’ll show you if you’re that goddamn curious, you homo.”

“I’m sorry!” I was ready to run off if he unzipped.

Sanders stopped suddenly, perhaps moved by my genuine terror or by his own memories of that day. He sat down heavily again on his log. He sighed and for a while we just watched the fire burn. He lapsed into a kind of stillness I hadn’t seen from him before, all his kinetic energy turned potential, his eyes half closed in thought. I hoped he would remain calm until Kruer and Tom returned. They’d been gone a long while and I wondered what they were talking about.

“We didn’t mean to kill Strange,” Sanders muttered, still looking somberly into the fire. “Now we can’t ever go back. We didn’t know he was in there. I liked that old man.” A huge mosquito landed on his cheek, stabbed him, and began sucking his blood. Sanders didn’t react.

“Why’d you do it?” I asked.

He thought it over for a moment, but it seemed like he couldn’t find words strong enough to express his feelings. “Because …” he said, his brow furrowed, staring hard at the fire. “Because I hate that place.” He spat a sizable goober onto the top of a smoldering log, and waited until it completely sizzled away before he spoke again, mumbling so softly I could barely hear him.

“We didn’t know he was there. We just wanted to shake things up, maybe give those assholes something to think about. What the hell was he doing in there that time of night, anyway?” Flames curled around the log as Sanders wallowed in regret. I felt again like I had to say something.

“My dad says Mr. Strange would go in at all hours.”

“Your dad works at the plant?” Sanders snapped back to life, energized by a piece of information his predatory instincts recognized as significant. He slapped at the mosquito, and a teardrop of blood ran down his cheek.

I had said too much. I nodded my head to answer his question, trying to look unshaken.

“Where at? What part of the plant?” He was smiling broadly, pressing me now, pushing his way through the crevice to which I had led him.

“Finish room,” I mumbled. A log popped.

“Me too!” he said with sudden, artificial enthusiasm. “What’s his name?”

I stammered.

He leaned in close. “Come on, man, what’s your dad’s name?”

I was fumbling for an answer when Tom and Guthrie came running back into camp. “Put out the fire!” whispered Guthrie. Mack hesitated for just a second, looking at me, wanting to continue the interrogation. He then lunged for an old five-gallon bucket that they had filled with creek water and placed next to the fire. He doused it, placing us in total, smoky darkness.

“What’s going on?” whispered Mack as we headed to the wall of the fort. Both Sanders and Kruer brought rifles with them.

“Voices,” said Guthrie. “The thugs again. Closer this time.”

By then we heard them. Men shouting, small branches snapping, larger ones being pushed out of the way. They certainly weren’t trying to be sneaky. A marching band wouldn’t have made more noise. Sanders shouldered his rifle, using the rock wall of the fort for support. He was trying to impress us, I could tell, but his awkwardness with the weapon had the opposite effect. When he raised the gun, his cheek was too close to the stock, an uncomfortable and potentially painful stance an experienced shooter would have avoided. His index finger probed the trigger guard for the safety, but he finally had to take the rifle off his shoulder to locate it. Sanders clearly didn’t know anything about his gun, and he didn’t even know enough to be embarrassed by that.

Flashlights came into view, the beams swinging casually back and forth. They were coming directly from the highway, following the wide, easy path that ran to Silver Creek, a path kept clear and flat by a regular parade of fishermen and day hikers. The bulk of the group was walking together up front in a jovial mob. We heard their voices, which were lighthearted: laughter sprinkled with occasional good-natured bitching.

Behind them, a tall silhouette walked alone and trained his flashlight with more deliberation. A few times, the beam pointed right at us, although we knew from that distance no one could see us, especially hunkered down as we were behind the fort’s limestone wall. Even though the fire was out, I worried about a log popping, giving us away. The lone thug hesitated, almost as if he sensed that we were near. He grew frustrated with the noise coming from his teammates in front.

“Shut the fuck up!” he shouted ahead. They instantly quieted. No one challenged his authority, although it was clear from their continued, casual pace that no one else really expected to find anything of interest during their midnight hike. I knew the voice. Of course it was Solinski.

They continued to walk down the path. Although they were no longer talking, their careless footsteps continued to make an unholy racket. Soon, they all passed from view, and the sound faded in the distance.

“Solinski,” I whispered.

“We have got to get out of here!” Guthrie hissed to Sanders. “They’re getting closer every night.”

“We will,” said Sanders, his sharp teeth flashing in the moonlight. “Tomorrow night, after our little buddies here come back with what we need.”

“Goddamn,” whispered Guthrie.

“Go on,” Sanders said to us. “You kids go on and get home. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

“With the shells?” said Tom.

He paused for just a second. “Right, with the shells.”

“Guthrie told me about the bird,” Tom said, after we had hiked a safe distance away.

“The bird?” I asked.

“The bird, the bird,” Tom said. “The buzzard he rescued from the water tower.”

“Oh,” I said.

“He couldn’t stand the sound,” Tom said. “That’s why he went up there. Said he couldn’t believe nobody planned on doing anything. All the other firemen were just standing around down there in the parking lot, listening to the thing squawk, waiting for it to die.”

“I remember,” I said. “It was freezing cold, right before Christmas. There wasn’t a place in the valley you could go without hearing it.”

“Guthrie said after a few minutes, he decided he had to climb up there—he seriously thought the sound of it was going to drive him crazy.”

“It didn’t even sound like a bird.”

“He said he just had to climb up the tower and make it stop.”

“Save it?” I asked.

“Save it or kill it.”

We both thought that over as we crawled over and under a series of trunks and limbs that had been lying across the path most of our lives.

“How about you?” Tom asked suddenly. “What did you and Sanders talk about? When I went with Guthrie to piss?”

“Sanders said he doesn’t want to leave,” I said.

“Really?”

“Said they’ll be seen by the cops in the daytime, or caught by the thugs at night,” I said.

Tom thought that over. “Then I wonder how come he’ll be ready to leave tomorrow if we just give him a box of buckshot,” he said. “Surely he’s not planning on shooting his way out of here.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “That’s a good question.”

Tom mulled it over in the deepest, smartest part of his brain, the part of my brain I didn’t have full access to. I knew he continued to work on the problem even as he asked me his next question.

“Did Sanders say anything else? What else did you talk about while you two were alone?”

I thought about Sanders closing in, circling me, on the verge of discovering the identity of my father.

“Nothing,” I lied. “What else did you and Guthrie talk about?”

“Nothing,” he said.
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I slept soundly that night, deeper than I’d slept in days. I had a dream where I could jump miles into the air. I had to grab the skinny top branches of trees as I passed to avoid flying into space. I looked down as I hung on, and saw Tom, Guthrie, and Sanders sitting around the fire inside the fort without me. They looked around for me, but none of them thought to look straight up, where I was safely hidden in the treetops. Beyond the fort I saw the cave entrance, a small black void tucked into the thick foliage. The Buffalo Trace snaked in and out of view, in curves that I suddenly realized were not at all random, as they appeared from the ground, but in fact led the buffalo herds efficiently through the hilly topography, around the biggest crags and across the few level plateaus. In the middle of the eye-shaped pool in Silver Creek, the giant, lonely carp came to the surface for a gulp of air, his mirrored scales reflecting the moonlight.

I woke disappointed, unable to fly. The elation of my dream evaporated, making room for the dense, heavy dread that kept me earthbound. I still knew the location of Don Strange’s killers, and I still was supposed to meet them one more time, to deliver whatever buckshot shells Tom could lay his hands on. I didn’t want to get out of bed. Doing so would put me one step closer to a reunion with Mack Sanders.

I suddenly realized that it was the unfamiliar sound of male voices arguing downstairs that had awoken me. Sunlight streamed in my window, telling me that I’d slept late. I looked out and saw Mr. Kruer’s truck in the driveway. I slipped out my bedroom door and halfway down the stairs to listen.

“We’re trying to get by on twenty dollars a week from the strike fund,” said Tom’s dad bitterly. “That was a week’s worth of groceries for us.” There was a note of desperation in his voice, something I was sure he wouldn’t have allowed himself in front of Tom. Or me.

I saw my dad hesitantly reach for his wallet. George Kruer waved his hand in disgust.

“I didn’t come here for your money, Gus,” he said. “Just tell Andy that Tom can’t come out. He’s grounded until he decides to tell me what he did with all that food, and until he comes up with the money to pay for it.” He walked out the front door and stomped down the porch steps.

Dad sighed, his hand still on his wallet. He spotted me on the steps.

“Come on down here, buddy,” he said wearily. I did. My mother had found her way into the front room, dressed to go somewhere. She was wearing new jeans and a shirt that was old but freshly ironed. She had earrings in as well, a rarity. They were the kind of clothes she’d wear to help paint the church or to assemble gift baskets for the poor: old but not too old, nice but not too nice.

“What on earth did Tom do with all those groceries?” asked Dad.

I shrugged, choosing to remain silent rather than lie.

“Sounds like Tom’s dad doesn’t even know you two were in a fight. Doesn’t know you weren’t together at all yesterday.”

I shrugged again.

“Do you two have a friend who needs food? We can help if you let us know.”

My silence hurt Dad’s feelings deeply. He knew that I had secrets, of course, that fact didn’t bother him by itself. I spent days on end in the woods with my best friend, and he realized that we had built up whole volumes of stories together that he would never know. This was different, though. He was asking me something directly, and I was refusing to tell him. It was a new kind of conversation for us, and neither one of us knew quite how to handle it.

“Well, whatever you’ve been doing, you’re not doing it today,” he said, when it became clear that I wasn’t going to volunteer any more information. “Tom’s grounded, and so are you, until you boys find a way to get along with each other, and pay for all that food.”

My parents watched me closely, and I did my best to hide my true feelings about the punishment: unbridled relief. I couldn’t leave the house and neither could Tom I didn’t ever want to see Mack Sanders again, I didn’t want to satisfy his mysterious need for buckshot, and I didn’t want him to ask me again what my father did at the plant. Tom getting grounded was the best thing that could possibly happen to me. My parents were suspicious, I saw, and curious, but they couldn’t quite put the pieces together, and were in the process of writing off the whole grocery theft as one of those illogical acts of mischief that could never be completely explained. I walked upstairs fighting the urge to clap my hands.

My father drove away soon after that, some plant business to attend to. A few minutes later, Mom knocked on my bedroom door and walked in.

“Put on something respectable,” she said. “You’re coming with me.”

“What are we doing?” I asked.

“It’s a secret,” she said seriously. I started to laugh. “No, really,” she said. “It’s secret. I wouldn’t bring you if I didn’t have to, but there’s no way I’m going to leave you here alone with all this craziness going on. Have I got your attention?” she asked.

I nodded.

“You have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone what you see today.”

“Not even Dad?” I said.

“He knows all about it.”

“Can you at least tell me where we’re going?”

She hesitated. “Jeffersonville.”

The yards got smaller with each mile as we drove toward the city on Highway 60. The undefined property lines around the houses in Borden gave way to the large fenced yards in Sellersburg, and finally to the small industrial city of Jeffersonville, where dreary split-levels and duplexes sat next to each other on identical rectangular lots, each surrounded by chain link to protect the integrity of a microscopic yard. I was certain that from one of those front yards I could hurl a baseball over three complete houses. I tried to imagine what it would be like to live within those kinds of constraints, and I couldn’t. On some blocks, black kids ran around, much less fascinated by me than I was by them. Each time Mom slowed the car for a red light or a stop sign, my heart raced, certain that I was about to pull into the driveway of my secret cousins. I hoped there were dozens.

My mother steadfastly refused to tell me why we were going to Jeffersonville. My wildest hopes were confirmed, however, when we passed by Jeffboat, her brother’s employer according to Dad, and THE WORLD’S LARGEST INLAND SHIPBUILDER, according to their huge sign. I saw the skeletons of giant coal barges inside the fence as laborers crawled like ants along their ribs, showers of sparks occasionally flying from their welding rods. Green glimpses of the Ohio and the Louisville riverfront skyline flashed between buildings: Kingfish, the Galt House, the ornate Belknap Hardware warehouses. I tried to spot the Belle of Louisville, the steam-powered paddle wheeler that took tourists up and down the river.

Rolling past the shipyard, we entered Jeffersonville’s oldest neighborhood, a row of old mansions facing the river, homes that had once belonged to riverboat captains back when captains were treated like astronauts, the masters of the most expensive and powerful technology of the day. Conspicuous wrought-iron balconies and widow’s walks seemed to indicate that many of the captains had grown fond of New Orleans’s architecture during their long voyages downriver. Some of the mansions showed every day of their age, with peeling paint and bowed roofs. Others had been lovingly restored to their full glory.

We pulled into the driveway of a house that was somewhere in between. While some of the paint was peeling, and many of the shingles needed replacing, there was a solid-looking new front door, and a freshly planted flower bed around an unlabeled mailbox. New young trees had been planted in the yard, tiny seedlings in a neat row along the street. There was a gate at the end of the driveway, too, the only one I’d seen on the street, and that excited me more. I wondered why my cousins would need it. Was Uncle Russell still in danger because he crossed that picket line all those years ago? My mother put the car in park, and turned to face me.

“Promise me again that you’ll never tell anyone about this place,” she said.

“I promise.”

“It’s incredibly important that you keep this a secret,” she said.

I nodded my head, so excited I could no longer speak.

My mother left the car running and got out. I was surprised to see that she had her own key to the padlock on the gate. No one came out to greet us. After she pushed the gate open, she pulled the car through, got out, and then re-locked the gate behind us.

Mom held my hand as we walked to the front door, a move that would normally have mortified me, but seemed somehow appropriate given the seriousness of what we were about to do. I wondered how my cousins would see me, what we would talk about. Could they come out to Borden sometime and run around with me and Tom? Surely they would now that we knew each other, all the time probably. Tom and I could teach them how to shoot and fish, and they could teach us whatever it is that city kids know how to do. I wondered if one of the johnboats tied up at the pier across the street belonged to them.

A sophisticated-looking intercom box was installed near the front door. Mom pushed a button, got an immediate response from within, and said her name. After a slight delay, I heard the clicking and sliding of a series of locks and latches being undone.

The door came open and a ruddy, solid-looking woman hugged my mother dramatically in the foyer. She had the straight hair, no makeup, and earnest face that were the telltale characteristics of my mother’s feminist friends. “Hello, sister,” she said. But I knew she wasn’t the kind of sister I was looking for.

“You must be Andrew,” she said to me as she released my mother from her clinch.

“Andy,” I said, trying to look beyond her into the house. It was almost devoid of furniture. It was unmistakably old, but the place had a fresh-scrubbed, dust-free cleanliness to it.

“Andy, we’re glad you could come.”

We walked inside.

Past the front room, we entered a spacious kitchen. Two women sat silently at a card table and smoked, a communal pack of Parliaments and a Bic between them. One had a relatively fresh black eye, an eye that was still vibrantly bloodshot from the blow. Neither woman said anything to us as we walked in. They didn’t have the swaggering, theatrical toughness of my mother’s friends on their way to a protest march. When my mom went out of the house without makeup, she had to announce to us that she was making a political statement, because her skin was so fair on its own we could never tell otherwise. The women at the card table had bags under their eyes, wrinkles, and hair that had been brushed back just enough to keep it out of the way of their smoking. They wore baggy T-shirts, old jeans, and house slippers. Their tough stares looked completely earned to me as they looked up, knowingly evaluated the fading wounds on my face, and then dismissed me with taps of their cigarettes on the edge of the clay ashtray. My mother nodded at them.

She then enthusiastically grabbed a yellow bucket from under the sink and a large green sponge—in her eagerness, she seemed to have almost forgotten that I was in the room. She talked with the woman who had answered the door about what she was going to accomplish that day: clean and line the cupboards, and cook a turkey noodle casserole before leaving. I had noticed this internal conflict before in my mother, the battle between her studied feminism and her native southern genius for cooking and cleaning. She was a virtuoso in the kitchen, as well as a tireless scrubber and organizer. While she reminded my father frequently that she shouldn’t be required to do all the cooking, she couldn’t even let him toast his own Pop-Tart, so painful was it for her to watch him fumble around in the kitchen. As she turned on the faucet and began running steaming water into the bucket, she suddenly remembered that she had to do something with me. Our hostess recognized the problem at the same time.

“I’ll take him upstairs, with the other kids,” she said. She put a hand on my shoulder and we walked together up a creaking grand staircase.

She led me to a cavernous room on the third floor, and then with a pat on my shoulder abandoned me. A few toys were scattered across the vast floor. An old chandelier hung from the middle of the high ceiling, a chandelier so old that it had actually used candles for light—a telltale black smear on the ceiling above it reminded me of the Indian fire pits we’d seen in caves. The chandelier, the vast size of the room, and the smooth wood floor made me think it might have been a ballroom in its glory days, with musicians in the corner and an armada of steamboats moored just outside the window. Some modern educational posters had been tacked to the wall: the letters of the alphabet, Spanish numbers uno through diez, cartoonish portraits of the thirty-nine presidents.

There were three other kids in the room, looking just as out of place as the posters. One was a little blond girl who turned toward me with a big pretty smile. A slightly chunky boy in the middle of the room ignored me as he energetically rolled Matchbox cars across the floor and into the far wall. The third girl, the oldest, had her arm in a cast and straight straw-colored hair that fell across her face. She looked down at the floor. Even if she hadn’t been wearing the Pink Floyd T-shirt, I would have recognized her immediately. I’d spent hours studying her photograph.

“Hi, Taffy,” I said.

She didn’t say anything back.

“What’s your name?” asked the little girl. She seemed excited to have company. I realized that the pretty, cheerful little girl was Taffy’s younger sister—she looked just like her.

“Andy,” I said. “Andy Jackson Gray. What’s your name?”

“Becky.”

“Becky Judd, right?”

“We’re not supposed to say,” she said, still cheerful. I couldn’t take my eyes off Taffy and her stark white plaster cast. The other boy, ignoring us all, was now trying to roll a car into the one he had already crashed across the room, a difficult shot from that distance. “Why are you here?” Becky asked.

I was still trying to figure that out myself. “My mom’s downstairs cleaning,” I said, as close as I could come to an explanation.

“So your mom’s a helper,” Becky said brightly.

“Sure. Why are you here?”

“We’re here because my daddy smacks us.”

Taffy glared at her sister, the first I’d seen of her face, and then looked back at the ground, bright shame in her eyes. “We’re not supposed to talk about it, Becky.” She almost whispered.

“I can talk about it if I want,” she replied. They stared at each other, the other boy crashed his cars, and I continued to wonder where my mother had brought me.

After a while I thought I heard a steam whistle in the distance, and walked over to the window to take a look while the sisters continued their stare down. The tall window reminded me of the one Tom and I had climbed through at the Borden Institute. It was slightly warped with age, with tiny bubbles entrained inside the glass. I hoped to catch a glimpse of the Belle outside, taking a sightseeing cruise past the house. Taffy walked up and stood beside me, making my heart race. Her good elbow rubbed against my arm.

“We’re not supposed to stand by the window like that,” said Becky, in the background and as chipper as ever.

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“It’s a rule.” She paused. “Because if my daddy’s out there driving around looking for us, he might see us in the window and come in here and kill everybody.”

I heard a strange wet tapping sound, like raindrops on mud, and looked over to Taffy. She was crying silently. The tapping was the sound of fat tears falling on her cast. I had never in my life wanted to do something so badly while feeling so completely clueless about what to do. So I stood there, for what seemed like hours, staring out the window, trying to think of something useful to say.

Gradually, Taffy stopped crying. When it seemed it might be okay, I got down on the floor and started playing cars with Becky and the boy. I kept low and away from the big front windows, telling myself that it was just to keep Becky happy, and not because I was afraid of Orpod Judd. Occasionally a car would pass the house, and I breathed easier whenever it continued on down the road.

I spent the rest of the day with them in the ballroom. After a while, Taffy joined in, sniffling slightly, but ready. She soon became just as friendly and outgoing as her sister. We joined the boy in his game, trying to crash Matchbox cars together from gradually increasing distances, each of us winning a round in turn. When we got tired of that, we slid across the wood floor in our sock feet, pretending to skate and surf as we whooped and hollered and crashed into each other, all of us being careful not to run into Taffy’s wounded arm. I was at an age when I still had a big time playing with toys and pretending, even though I couldn’t possibly act that way with most of my friends. The rest of the afternoon flew by.

Just as the warm orange sun began going down, we heard the steam whistle again and all of us went to the window, all of us for a moment forgetting the rule and the danger.

This time we saw it. The Belle of Louisville came paddling into view, its red stern wheel propelling it slowly upstream, churning the muddy water behind it to the muted tune of its steam calliope.

“Look at that,” I said. We watched for a few minutes.

“Cool,” said Taffy, brushing her long straight hair out of her face with her left hand. But she wasn’t looking out the window. She was looking at me. I was more paralyzed than when I’d been trapped in the cave.

She suddenly leaned over and kissed me on the cheek, as I watched the sun set and the big steamboat move imperceptibly upstream. With girlfriends later, in high school, college, and the real life after, I would sometimes try to slow the moment down, as I wish I could have that day in Jeffersonville. I wish I would have taken stock of every detail that made it perfect, the old ballroom, the way calliope music always sounds sad, Taffy’s hair falling in front of her face. A more perceptive girlfriend in Bloomington, sensing my remoteness, once begged me so earnestly to tell my story that I almost gave in. But I have inherited my mother’s great ability to keep secrets.

“Andy!” she called from downstairs. “Stop playing, time to go!”

“See you around,” I said to Taffy with a scratchy voice.

“Yeah,” she said, “see you around, Andy.”

Mom called me again and I went downstairs, feeling Taffy’s eyes on my back as I went.

Mom was putting a large casserole in the oven when I got to the kitchen, and then she stood and clapped her hands in a way that announced the completion of our day. The two other women were still at the card table, still smoking, still silent. I tried briefly to figure out which was Taffy’s mom, based on my memory of a family photo in the Judd home. Cigarette butts had mounded in the center of the big clay ashtray. They didn’t say a word as we left.

“Did you have a good time with the kids upstairs?” my mom asked in the car. “You seem out of sorts.”

“It was okay. Didn’t those women even say thank you?” I asked quickly, wanting to change the subject and knowing that Mom was a stickler for common courtesies.

“They’ve got plenty of other things to worry about,” she said. “I go in there now and again so they can get a decent meal without having to say please or thank you to anybody.”

“How did Taffy get here?”

“The sheriff called me the night it happened. I went and picked them up at the Kohls’ house, drove them to the hospital, then here.”

“What was the car ride like?”

My mom took her eyes off the road briefly to look at me. “What do you think it was like?”

“Were you mad?” I asked.

“I was very, very sad.”

“How did the sheriff even know about this place?”

“I told him about it,” she said. “Before this shelter came along, there was nowhere for these poor people to go. Sheriff Kohl, he could put the men in jail for a night, maybe a weekend, but they’d always get out eventually.”

“That is sad.”

“Sheriff Kohl had to go see the same poor women, the same scared kids, over and over again. Sometimes every drunken weekend.”

“Why don’t they just leave?”

“These women don’t have anywhere else to go,” said my mother. “They truly don’t. Anybody that took them in would be risking their own family’s safety.”

“So Sheriff Kohl asked for your help?” I asked.

“He came up to me three years ago and told me he wanted to do something to help these women, and asked me if I had any ideas. He was willing to try anything.”

“Why did he ask you?”

“He’d seen the ERA signs, everyone in town knows about my politics. So I guess he thought, who else am I going to ask? And at first, I didn’t have any help to offer. But I asked around, and I found a group of people who knew about this shelter. They agreed to let me bring women and kids from Borden here.”

“I’ll bet Sheriff Kohl was glad to hear about this place.”

“Overjoyed. He even kicks in part of the jail’s food budget when we’ve got somebody here, to help make ends meet.”

“That’s cool,” I said.

“He’s a good man,” my mom said. “He’s not doing it for political reasons—no one in Borden knows about it. The only vote he gets out of this deal is mine.”

“Has Sheriff Kohl ever been out here to see what it’s like?”

“He has no idea where it is. No one in Borden does. Except me,” she said. “And now you.”

I thought about the kiss and fought the urge to rub my cheek. “Now that I know about this place, can I come back? To help?”

A slight smile crossed her lips. “We’ll see.”

When I got in Mom’s car that morning, I thought I knew what the details of my fourteenth summer’s final, dramatic chapter would be: rescued from a final rendezvous with Sanders, done with the fugitives forever, I would finally get to meet the cool, rambunctious, extended family I was entitled to. Turns out I was wrong on all counts.
  

Ten
 

I guess it was silly to think that getting grounded would keep Tom in his room all night. It’s not as if in normal times we had parental permission to climb out our windows in the middle of the night and run off into the woods. I thought that we were done with Sanders and Kruer because I badly wanted to think that, and I still believed it when I lay down to go to sleep that night. The tapping on the window surprised me when it came.

I slid the window open. “What are you doing?”

Tom looked surprised by the question. “Let’s go.”

“I thought you were grounded.” I heard the silliness of it myself.

“Come on, let’s go,” he said, impatient.

“To take them the buckshot?”

“To help Guthrie Kruer.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t go back,” I said. “They killed Don Strange.” Tom noticed that I was echoing the words of Solinski, and it pissed him off.

“Are you coming or not?” he asked after a long pause.

“No,” I said finally. “I’m all done with it.” I could tell it didn’t completely surprise him. That hurt me more than anything.

“But you’ll keep it all a secret, right?” he asked. “Everything?”

I thought it over. “I’ll keep it a secret,” I said. “On one condition.”

“What’s that?” He was fuming now.

“I don’t want to know any more about it. Leave me completely out of it from now on.”

Now it was Tom’s turn to look hurt. “Okay,” he said. “It’s a deal. You keep this a secret, and you won’t hear another word.” He actually stuck out his hand and we shook on it, a formality we had never before thought necessary in our commitments to each other. As he was leaving he turned around. “You should have just pretended to be asleep if you didn’t want to come out.”

He climbed silently off my porch. The night was moonless and dark, but I could still see him as he quickly crossed our yard, until he disappeared into the woods like a puff of smoke.

For hours, I lay there with my window open and thought it all over. I worried about my father’s warning, about losing a friend because of the strike. Taffy was in a shelter, and I might not ever see her again. I worried about Tom, alone in the woods with two killers. I worried about the plant moving to Mexico and how Tom would ever pay his dad back for all those groceries. I don’t know how much time passed. With no moon in the sky or shadows on my walls it was impossible to judge. I just know it was very late when I first heard the dull pop of distant gunshots.

I jumped out of my bed, leapt into my jeans and sneakers, flew through the window and off the porch, and started running down the trace. With my arms extended for balance as I crossed the old fallen tree across the gap, I hardly slowed down. I heard random shots all the way, louder as I ran, but as I got deeper into the woods, I heard also crazed screaming between shots. I ran up to the edge of the fort.

“Where are you, Guthrie!” Sanders screamed into the empty fort. He kicked the tent into a heap. I was surprised and confused. And stupid, I suppose. Without really thinking about it, I just climbed down into the fort. In a way, I felt a kind of kinship with Sanders. Both of us just wanted to know what the hell was going on.

“What the hell?” he said as he saw me coming down the wall. He looked absolutely skeletal, his crazed eyes bulging out of his head.

“It’s me,” I said.

He smiled in a way that said: now I’ve got this all figured out. I walked right into the middle of the fort, right to Sanders. The neat camp was wrecked, as if without Guthrie present the forces of chaos had immediately taken over. I could see no sign of Tom—or Guthrie. Mack had the camouflaged turkey gun in hand. I could smell gunpowder thick in the air; the discharge gases had pooled inside the fort on the windless night.

“It is you,” he said. “I’ll be damned.” He had calmed suddenly, like I’d seen once before, his eyes half closed and his arms hanging loosely as he muttered.

“Where’s Tom?” I asked. Mack smiled again. Then he swung the gun like a baseball bat, hitting me squarely in the temple.
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I came to, but it was so dark, and I was so groggy, I couldn’t even tell what direction I was facing. My hands were tied painfully tight behind my back. I rolled over, putting my face right into something hairy and foul. I lifted my head high enough to see I had rolled right onto the crusty pelt of the poached rabbit we’d seen on that first night, now stiff with age and half buried in leaves. I rolled the other direction, and found myself looking up directly into the deranged face of Mack Sanders.

“Wake up, sleepyhead,” he said. “I want to finish this before anyone notices you’re gone.”

I noticed for the first time the dark, jagged scar across the palm of his hand, where he had grabbed the chain in panic the day his nut was ripped off. “Finish what?” I mumbled.

Sanders ignored me. “You never did answer me the other night. What’s your daddy’s name?”

“What?” I asked. Panic swept the cobwebs from my head. Sanders pulled a glowing stick from the fire that still burned near where the tent had stood.

“You heard me. What’s your daddy’s name?”

“George Kruer,” I sputtered.

He scratched his chin theatrically, as if thinking it over. “Bullshit,” he said, and jammed the sharp, glowing end of the stick into my neck. Everything went white as I screamed in pain. The sound bounced right back at us from the curved walls of the fort, and I heard the scream, even in my pain, like it belonged to someone else. When I stopped, he was leaning over me, his face just inches away. “The other little asshole is Guthrie’s cousin. Now, tell me again, what’s your daddy’s name?” he whispered.

“Gus Gray,” I whimpered.

He exploded. “I knew it!”

“No,” I said. “It’s not what you think…”

“I knew we never should have trusted you little shits!”

“No…”

“Shut up!” he screamed. He was pacing around me, pulling fingers through his dirty hair.

“Did you know that I’m the one that wrote on your garage door?” he said after calming himself down slightly. He laughed loudly. “Snuck up there when I knew everybody would be at the funeral. What a joke! Your daddy was my manager! And you were right here, sittin’ on a log right next to me.”

“I didn’t…”

“Next question,” he snapped. “What did you guys do with Guthrie? Is he sittin’ in the sheriff’s office right now, drinkin’ coffee and rattin’ me out?”

I must have looked genuinely confused enough to buy myself a few seconds. “He’s gone?”

“That’s right, shithead, like you didn’t know. We were waiting here to take you little assholes hostage. Guthrie was being such a big pussy about the whole thing, I gave in when he said he wanted to wait for a moonless night, which sounded like typical hillbilly bullshit to me. Then he up and disappears while we’re waiting for you. Went to take a piss and never came back.”

“Hostage?”

“You little assholes were going to be our insurance policy. You think we really needed buckshot?”

I nodded.

“Guthrie said that you guys might be smart enough to avoid coming back here. I think he hoped that was the case. I guess he was half right.”

Sanders threw the stick back into the fire in disgust. He had his back to me, and was uncharacteristically quiet. I watched him walk away from the fire, out of my view. I struggled against the twine around my wrists, but it was too tight. When Sanders came back into the dim orange light, he was carrying the turkey gun again, chambering a shell. A little bit of my blood and hair were stuck to the barrel.

“I don’t know anything!” I screamed. “I don’t know where they are!”

“How many people have you told about our spot here?” he asked.

“No one!” I said. “I promised I wouldn’t!”

“The hell you wouldn’t!” he shouted.

“Take me hostage! I can get you out of here.”

His eyes showed a glimmer of hope, but he heard something, either in his own broken mind or in the still air, that made him abandon any hope of escape.

“Guthrie’s probably tellin’ ’em all now it was all my idea. They’re on their way now. I think I can hear ’em!”

He was ranting, but when he paused, I actually thought I heard them, too, the sound of men tromping through the woods in a hurry, without trying to be quiet. I knew they were too far away to help me but I tried anyway.

“Help!” I screamed.

“It’s too late for both of us, little man.”

I imagined Solinski at the front of the group hearing my scream, running my way. I just didn’t have time. I tried to roll away from Mack, but bound up as I was, he just stepped over me and I rolled right into his booted foot. He laughed at my hopelessness as he straddled me. He pointed the turkey gun at my face, and smiled. I saw his finger strain against the trigger, and I saw the surprise in his eyes when it didn’t move. He took his eyes off me for just a second and lifted the gun to locate the thumb safety.

That’s when I sat straight up and rammed my head as hard as I could into his one nut.

Sanders fell over clutching his crotch and I struggled to my feet, my hands still tied tight behind me. I ran to the far edge of the fort, where I had on that first night climbed the stone with toeholds that I thought might have saved me. As Sanders groaned in pain and rose to his feet, I ran flat out at the wall as if sheer adrenaline, speed, and desire could propel me up and over, or as if I could jump to the stars like I did in my dream. I actually got a toehold with my first foot, and then a little higher with my second. For one brief second, my head rose above the level of the wall. Flashlights bobbed in the distance, moving fast, but much too far away. My momentum spent, unable to climb farther with my hands tied, I fell straight back down into the fort, on my back with a thud, right at Sanders’s feet.

“Nice try, my man. Really. Nice try.” He chambered a shell in the turkey gun, fingering the safety, ready to shoot this time. I was looking right into the barrel.

“Don’t do it,” I said.

He actually thought it over for a moment. “What have I got to lose?” he asked. He squinted and prepared to shoot.

Over his shoulder, I saw movement on the dark wall of the fort. A rifle swung into place, then froze as the shooter took aim. After a flash and a crack, a .22 caliber bullet penetrated Mack’s head, rattled around, and turned everything inside to soup.

At some point in the middle of the night it had all come together for my father. All the information had been collecting there in his unconscious mind, where the engineer’s brain went to work on it, assembling and rearranging the pieces until it all finally made sense: my questions about Sanders and Kruer, my concerns about where our loyalty belonged, even Tom’s missing groceries. Maybe it was the distant sound of Sanders’ crazy gunshots that finally made it all crystallize for him—my dad would say all his life he didn’t know exactly what woke him up. Whatever it was, he ran into my room, saw I was missing, saw the window I’d left open, and grabbed my M6 off the rack because it was close by and seemed more potentially useful than an encyclopedia. He shouted to my mom to call the sheriff, forgetting that she wasn’t there, she was back at the shelter helping out the battered women of southern Indiana on an overnight shift. He ran downstairs, and then into the woods, following the path he’d seen Tom and I take so many times, and maybe even remembered from his own youth.

He ran down the Buffalo Trace, where he heard me scream as Sanders jammed the burning stick into my neck. He followed the sounds to the fort, then crawled to the edge of the limestone wall. He chambered a shell from the buttstock. He put Sanders in his sights, from about fifty yards away, out of breath and in shock at the scene, with only the unsteady light of a dying campfire to see by. Dad then inhaled gently, focused on the front sight, held his breath, softly squeezed the trigger, and put a .22 rimfire bullet precisely in the middle of Mack’s skull.

That was the best shot I ever saw.

Dad slid down the wall of the fort and pulled the corpse off of me. He helped me stand. As he pulled the twine off my hands, Solinski appeared at the edge of the opposite wall.

“Is he okay?” shouted Solinski. Two of his flunkies were at his side, out of breath, handguns drawn. Solinski himself was in better shape, breathing hard but not panting, his .45 still in its holster on his hip.

Dad looked me over again, then right into my eyes before responding to Solinski. “I think he’s fine, praise the Lord.” Solinski bounded down the wall like a deer and came to my side. His eyes fell to the throbbing burn wound on my neck. It enraged him. He looked down at the dead body of Sanders and for a moment I thought he was going to kick it.

“Where’s Kruer?” he asked me.

I misunderstood—I thought he was asking about Tom.

My father knew what he meant. “Where’s Guthrie Kruer?” he asked.

Still in shock, I looked slowly around the camp, and their eyes followed mine, as if we might see him hiding somewhere in the debris. They stepped closer, a little breathless, desperate to hear from me exactly what was going on.

And, in an instant of certainty, I did know exactly where Kruer was. I knew just as clearly that my father, and maybe even Solinski, were good men. My father had just saved my life, and I believed Solinski would have done the same. I tried to remember why I should keep the truth a secret, why telling these two men the location of a killer would be some kind of betrayal. I pictured in my mind what I knew had happened, and my eyes drifted to the path that led out of the camp, to the spot where Guthrie had gone to piss, to where Tom had waited for him. Tom had hidden in the dark for hours, waiting for his chance. When his cousin had finally appeared, Tom had stepped out of the bushes, and had helped Guthrie, and only Guthrie, escape. I had never more clearly thought Tom’s thoughts, felt how he felt while hunched over in the darkness, listening to the gnats whine in his ears, waiting to see Guthrie and show him a path out of the valley that only the two of us, and Taffy, knew. I raised my hand to point, ready to explain everything to Solinksi and my father.

At that moment they both raised their eyes to the heavens in wonder, their faces illuminated by a beautiful bright crimson light that glowed brilliantly for precisely seven seconds.

Solinski took off toward the flare. My father and I followed, trailed by Solinski’s lumbering men.

We found Tom sitting calmly on a large limestone outcropping along the trace. His M6 was leaning against the rock, some smoke still curling out of the barrel. He was alone.

“Tom, are you okay?” asked my father.

“Yessir.”

“Where’s the other one?” barked Solinski. “Where’s Kruer?” His team huffed and puffed their way up next to him. Tom shrugged in response. Even in the dark, I saw the bright orange clay on his boots.

“What happened, boy?” Dad put his hands on Tom’s shoulders. “Why’d you shoot the flare?”

Tom paused before responding.

“I got lost,” he said.

At that, my father stepped back and looked at Tom, and then at me, and shook his head. Somewhere beneath our feet, I knew, Kruer was running or crawling through the cave, through the wide end of the crevice, to Squire Boone Caverns; through the Christmas Tree Room, perhaps slowing briefly to pay his respects as he passed the dusty casket. Then across the shallow stream where the eyeless fish swam, to the door set loosely in the rock, to the fishing boat with the good oars and the Kentucky sticker, across the muddy Ohio, to freedom.

They never found him.

By the time Sheriff Kohl showed up, just as dawn was breaking, Tom and I had been next to each other on that rock just long enough to get our stories straight. We’d been able to speak when Dad turned to Solinksi to mutter about the night’s events, or when the two of them jogged into the woods a few yards to investigate a noise. We’d whispered the outline back and forth until we’d constructed a version of the night’s events that was, if not entirely believable, at least possible.

“We snuck out to go frog gigging,” Tom told Sheriff Kohl. There were in fact several of the three-tined spears throughout the camp. I noticed that even at this odd hour, after a decent hike into the woods, Kohl’s uniform was still immaculate, the creases of his pants crisp. There was a single bur clinging to his knee, and I had to fight the urge to pick it off for him.

“Mack Sanders snuck up on us and grabbed me,” I said.

“And I ran away to get help,” said Tom.

There was a long pause. “And that’s when you got lost?” asked the sheriff.

Tom nodded his head. The sheriff turned to me, perhaps more hopeful that I might reveal the whole truth. “And you never saw Guthrie Kruer?”

“Never did,” Tom and I said together.

The sheriff scratched his head, unwilling to push me too hard for some reason, perhaps because of the strange dynamics between him and my dad. He would come out to the house a few times in the coming weeks, and to Tom’s, to question us separately, but the frog gigging story held, and after a while nobody saw any productive reason to tear it apart, even if nobody quite believed it.

“Well,” said Sheriff Kohl, looking at the eastern edge of the woods, just starting to turn pink. “We should get you home, Tom, I am sure your parents are in a panic.”

Tom slid off the rock, picked up his gun, and started walking in front of the group down the trace.

“You sure you know the way?” asked Sheriff Kohl. Tom didn’t turn around.

My father was promoted to plant manager soon after. After a few touchy meetings with the Habigs, the strike ended with a thirty-cent-per-hour across-the-board pay raise. Their main demand met, the union declared the strike an unqualified victory. Solinski and his men left in their souped-up bus on the same dewy Monday morning that the school buses of Borden swung back into service.

Tom and I began high school surprised to find ourselves segregated from each other. I was placed in Borden’s modest college prep program while Tom sailed through regular classes. I don’t know what classes Taffy would have been in; she was gone. That first morning of school I began my lifelong habit of scanning crowds for her straw-colored hair and Pink Floyd T-shirt, to no avail. When I asked Mom about her absence, she said that was pretty typical, people in those situations have to get away while they still can, and no she didn’t know how to find Taffy and wouldn’t tell me if she did. My banged-up face was still impressive enough to entertain my classmates, all of whom wanted to hear the story from me. The wounds from Orpod Judd and Mack Sanders had faded around the edges and blended together, and the only story I ever told anyone was the story of frog gigging, Sanders, and the fort. While that story was a lie and Sanders was dead, however, Orpod Judd was still very much alive, and still always lurking at the back of my mind.

I would see him sometimes, fat and mean, strutting through town like he was proud of what he had done. I tried to convince myself again that he didn’t know or had forgotten who I was, but I never could quite believe it. I was bigger, too, as high school went on, no longer the scrawny fourteen-year-old he’d beaten down in his trailer. But once someone gets the better of you like that, I learned, it’s very hard to unlearn the fear.

Judd was cunning, never doing anything that we could take to Sheriff Kohl. There were petty harassments: slashed tires, silent phone calls in the middle of the night, all our pumpkins smashed in the garden once while we were at church. Nothing I could prove, nothing I even bothered to say to anyone other than Tom, because I knew no one else would believe that Orpod Judd was still after me.

One of the last times I saw Judd was my junior year of high school, when he threw me into a rack of potato chips inside Miller’s. I was in there with Tom, looking to spend a ten-dollar windfall I had gotten from winning a speech contest at the library. Tom and I were big by then, probably fifty pounds heavier than when he’d chased us through his trailer two years earlier, both of us finally starting to put on muscle and height that I suppose would have been attractive to a coach, had Borden High School been big enough to have a football team. Whatever our size, Judd had surprise and ruthlessness on his side. He came up fast behind us, before we could see him, and threw a hip into me so hard I fell and knocked down the entire rack of chips. Startled, on my back, I could smell Cheetos as I watched Tom force Judd back away from me.

Loretta Miller yelled from the register: “Andy Gray, your daddy is gettin’ a bill for all those snacks!” I suppose she knew she’d never get a dime from Judd.

A small crowd gathered. Past Tom, Judd extended one of those long caveman arms with a “What, me?” smirk on his face, as if it were all just an accident. I refused his hand, and he skipped out of the store without a word, as I got to my feet and brushed crumbs off my legs. It was another warning shot from Judd, I knew, a reminder that we still had a score to settle. Without his wife and two daughters to beat up, I was sure Tom and I were the focus of his most violent fantasies. Just as he had the night we stole back the sword, he was just pawing at me, putting me in position, waiting for his shot.

Soon after the incident at Miller’s, Orpod Judd set his truck on fire in his driveway, and tried to collect from the good folks at State Farm. The insurance company was reluctant to pay—it seems Judd watched the truck burn down to its wheels from a lawn chair before doing anything, and then called the agent to ask about his coverage before calling the fire department or the sheriff. Judd was drinking more and more, and his natural atavistic strength seemed to be bleeding away. Everyone knew that Orpod Judd’s story would not end happily. I found myself looking at it as a kind of race, where I was just trying to stay out of Judd’s way until the clock ran out and he finally went to jail, or walked in front of a truck, or set himself on fire.

On an October Saturday, at the beginning of my senior year of high school and as the leaves reached their full glory, Dad appeared in my doorway. I was lying on my bed, staring into space, thinking about nothing. Abject idleness was the one aspect of adolescence that my father could not tolerate.

“Let’s hike to the tomb,” he said, clapping his hands. “Scare up some morels.” I stepped into my boots.

The hike to Captain Frank’s Tomb was one of our old favorites, especially in the fall when the white morel mushrooms stood out starkly against the brown blanket of leaves. It was not a long hike, but it was just vigorous enough, traversing up one of the steepest sections along the banks of the Ohio.

We walked slowly along, keeping our eyes low, enjoying the cool fall air and the scenery, the green band of the Ohio just visible through the trees behind us as we climbed. Although I’d been on these mushroom hunts with my dad countless times, he still carefully inspected every mushroom I plucked before dropping it into our bulging paper sack, verifying that it was indeed a morel and not one of its deadly look-alike cousins. Before long, we’d arrived at the tomb, our spot to rest and take inventory before hiking back home.

The tomb looked like an undersized stone picnic shelter, a small version of what you might see in the state forest, with the unusual addition of a limestone throne inside. Just outside the structure were the remains of several camphres, confirmation that many before us had made the same pilgrimage. Captain Frank had been a prosperous turn-of-the-century steamboat captain who retired at the height of the paddlewheel era, when the riverfront was crowded with the mansions of men who’d made fortunes on the river. Captain Frank loved the Ohio so much that in his will, he arranged to be interred sitting down and facing the river. He constructed himself a tomb on a bluff not all that far from where Tom and I had made our hurried exit from Squire Boone Caverns. Inside the crypt he made a stone chair, where he was seated in death, watching the boats for all eternity through a small opening in the wall.

It seemed like a good idea at the time, but in fact the crypt was so bizarre that it became a kind of tourist attraction, with people hiking out from town for a peek in the window to see the good captain’s rotting corpse, and to knock chips off the walls for souvenirs. Soon enough, Captain Frank’s scandalized family tore down one wall of the tomb and had him moved to a more respectable gravesite, one in which he’d be buried lying down and facing heavenward like a good, normal Christian. But the vacant tomb remained, its front wall knocked down, the rest intact.

“You remember the first time I brought you up here? When you were seven?” My dad was catching his breath and smiling. He’d laid out all our mushrooms on the ground in a row, in order of size.

“You bet.” He’d suggested to me then that I sit on the chair in the tomb as he told me the legend of the curse. Barges on the Ohio, I learned, shine their searchlights on the tomb as a show of respect when they pass that section of the river. As Dad told me this, we watched a searchlight crawl up the hill looking for the tomb.

“If you’re sitting on the chair when the light hits it,” Dad told me, just as the light reached the edge of the tomb, “you’re cursed!”

“You jumped out of that chair so damn fast.” He laughed hard at the memory. “God you were pissed at me.”

“I just couldn’t believe you’d let your only son get cursed.”

“I was just trying to make sure my only son didn’t grow up addled with superstition.”

“Thanks. It worked.”

In the distance, a barge came into view through the trees. It slowly pushed downstream, fully loaded with coal. Its big yellow searchlight clicked on.

“So …” Dad said, “you want to have a seat?”

“No,” I said.

“Me neither.”

At home, Mom was thrilled with our harvest. We decided not to even wait for dinner, as she sliced the morels in half, dipped them in egg, coated them in crushed saltines, and fried them crisp in butter. She piled them high on a steaming platter while Dad and I waited, forks in hand.

That night, after a game of Authors, I got ready for bed still pleasantly stuffed from the fried morels. When I turned my light off, my eyes adjusted just enough as I walked to my bed that something outside caught my eye, a variation easy to detect in a landscape I’d seen a million times. I walked a step closer to the window.

It took a second more, as my eyes completely adjusted to the dark, to see it well. Someone was across Cabin Hill Road, hiding in the tall weeds that had gone brown already after the first hard frost. I waited a moment to be sure. It was a decent hiding space, tall weeds growing up in front of a ditch, it would have been the kind of place a duck hunter might choose as a natural blind if it were located next to water. The intruder lifted his head just slightly, to check out the house, and I was certain. It had to be Judd.

My breath caught. Judd hunkered back down, waiting—for what? It was already completely dark, I had spotted him only because of the moonlight. More likely, I decided, he was waiting for all the lights in our house to go off, so he could catch us all sleeping.

I didn’t look but I could sense my M6 in its rack, the .22 shells lined up neatly inside the stock. I contemplated the shot. It wouldn’t be easy, complicated as it was by the downward angle and the seventy-five yards or so between us. But I knew I could do it. Through the weeds I couldn’t get a precise look at Judd, but would instead have to aim for the “center of mass,” as they said in the shooting magazines. I would only get one shot, and it would have to be perfect. I imagined myself loading the single jewel-like shell in my gun, pulling the hammer up to the .22 position. I visualized myself cracking open the window, just enough to get the barrel through and the sights clear. Taking my time, setting up the shot. Exhale…pause…squeeze. I imagined the sound of the shot, and the half-second or so it would take the bullet to fly downrange, Judd hearing it but not having time to react, right before it slammed into him, hopefully in his chest or his neck, a head shot probably being too much to hope for. I pictured him falling forward, through the weeds, his hiding space revealed, his blood bright on the dry, dusty gravel.

Dad appeared at my side. “What’s up?” He’d come upstairs to say good night.

I pointed out my window toward the weeds, without taking my eyes off the target. Dad squinted, unable to see him at first. “What?” He was confused. “I don’t see anything.”

“Judd.” I mouthed the word, my throat too dry to say it.

“What on earth are you talking about?”

Just then Judd broke from the weeds. He was still hunched over, in an attempt to be stealthy, but there was too much open ground between him and the house. His long stringy hair flopping, hunched over as he ran, he looked even more like a caveman than normal. He was heading for a small maple tree, the last bit of cover between him and our house.

“What the hell? It is him,” my father said.

I started walking around Dad, toward the gun rack.

“What?” said Dad.

I pointed at my M6.

“Good Lord, Son, that’s not how we handle things here in civilization.” Mom appeared in the doorway. “My dear,” he said, “please call the sheriff.” Dad then walked casually down the stairs, flipped on the porch light, and threw open the front door.

Through my window I watched Judd stop cold in his tracks.

“Mr. Judd, how are you this evening? Can I get you a cup of coffee?” All his life, this was my father’s way of saying “you appear to be drunk.”

Judd stood up straight, startled by my father’s forthright greeting. He walked to the front door like he had legitimate business, and disappeared from view beneath the porch roof. “Mr. Gray, I have a matter I need to discuss with you.” Judd was being humorously formal. In all his plans, I am sure, he had not expected to be invited inside for a cup of coffee. Even with that great effort, however, Judd could not control his slur, as he was seriously, dangerously drunk.

“What can I do for you?” Dad asked.

“I have reason to believe your boy knows the location of my children,” said Judd. “I don’t care about that bitch wife of mine, but a man’s got a right to see his offspring.”

“I can assure you no one here can tell you where your family is.”

“And… I believe your son also knows the location of my sword.”

“Your what?” I heard suppressed laughter in Dad’s voice.

“Those little shits broke in my trailer and stole my sword,” said Judd. He had exhausted his supply of fake cordiality. I couldn’t believe my dad was down there trying to talk to him like a normal human being.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Your boy knows what I’m talkin’ about, why don’t you let me talk to him?” I heard movement on the porch, the shuffling of feet, like he was trying to get by my dad into the house.

“Mr. Judd, I think you better get on home,” my father said, still completely affable. There was a tone in my dad’s voice that I identified, to my surprise, as pity. “I’ll talk to Andy, and you and I can discuss this over a cup of coffee, tomorrow in my office.”

“I ain’t going home till someone tells me where my kids are at. A man’s got a right to see his offspring!”

Dad sighed. “I really think you ought to go now.”

There was suddenly another shuffle, louder, and I looked again at the gun on my wall. Then Dad and Judd both appeared back in view, as Dad steamrolled him backward. Judd was big and strong, I knew, but so, I realized with some surprise, was my dad. Dad was just manhandling Judd backward, not trying to do any fancy moves, just steadily forcing the man across the front porch. Judd hit the railing, and Dad gave a final shove, cracking the railing and forcing Judd to flip over it backward, where he landed hard in our perfectly trimmed evergreen bushes. Partially upside down, Judd waved his arms as he struggled to overcome the fulsome bush and his own disorientation to get to his feet. With his feet in the air, I saw a knife sticking out of Judd’s boot. Even so, he was so diminished in that position that it didn’t shock me entirely when Dad actually leaned over the rail and offered a helping hand. Judd Anally pulled himself upright into kind of a squatting position over the bush.

Before Judd could accept Dad’s hand, the sheriff pulled up, lights spinning but with no siren. Judd hung his head in despair, no doubt tabulating the many terms of probation and parole he had just violated. Kohl trotted up to the porch and quickly cuffed him, deftly removed his boot knife and dropped it on the ground, and then led him to the backseat of his cruiser. I could tell by the way Judd carefully ducked his head as he slipped into the backseat that it was not the first time he’d executed that move. With Judd safely locked in the back of the car, Kohl came back up to talk to my dad. Mom and I made our way downstairs.

“What did Mr. Judd want?” the sheriff was asking my dad. “Besides trouble?” They were handing Judd’s knife back and forth as they talked, examining with a critical eye the sheath, its metal boot clip, and the sharpness of the edge.

“Bunch of drunken nonsense,” my dad said. “Thinks we know where his kids are.” He didn’t say anything about the sword.

“You want me to charge him with assault? Destruction of property?” The sheriff waved his hand over the broken porch railing.

“No.” Dad scoffed, shaking his head.

“You sure? He did have a knife.”

“Just let him sleep it off,” said Dad. “I don’t need to see the man put in prison for being a stupid drunk.”

The next morning I walked out to see where Judd had been hiding in the weeds across Cabin Hill Road. I wanted to see the spot he’d chosen, how well he’d picked his ground. Up close, it wasn’t a great blind, with thin weeds to the front and no cover at all on the other three sides. The grass was still flattened where Judd had been sitting, watching our house, my window. Something caught my eye in the weeds as I kicked around. I bent to pick it up. It was a black Zippo lighter. I flipped it open and spun a flame to life with one crunch of the knurled brass wheel.

I knew right away I wouldn’t tell Dad about the lighter. He would say it didn’t mean Judd was going to burn our house down, and that I couldn’t even know for certain that the lighter belonged to Judd. And it certainly wouldn’t change his conviction that his way of handling Judd had been right, and mine wrong. I shut the lighter and threw it as far as I could into the woods.

Judd didn’t take my dad up on his offer for a conversation over coffee. In fact, he never showed up for work at the factory again. He did, however, find a credulous insurance agent two days later, took out a $20,000 insurance policy on his trailer, and then set it on fire with Coleman camp fuel. He was promptly tried and thrown in prison for insurance fraud. Of all the strange endings in Borden, perhaps the oddest to me is that when Orpod Judd finally got put behind bars, it was for a white-collar crime.

For our last two years of high school, Tom took the long bus ride every day to Prosser, a vocational school in Clarksville, for their Manufacturing Technology Program. The events of 1979 had definitely changed us both, and our lives were on somewhat divergent paths, but we were by no means done having adventures together in those deep woods, and we continued to spend the summers and weekends hunting, fishing, and getting ourselves in and out of serious trouble.

The story of Guthrie Kruer entered town lore, taking its place alongside the legends of William Borden and Prince Madoc. Folks periodically spotted the bloodthirsty Guthrie running through the woods like Bigfoot, and kids scared each other to death with stories of the crazed fugitive by the campfire, in parked cars, and on stormy nights. Variations of the legend became plentiful. Some argued that Sanders and Kruer were innocent of blowing up the plant and killing Don Strange. The most plausible alternative offered was Orpod Judd, because of his known tendency to set things afire. Even today, some say Sanders and Kruer are both still alive, and some say they’re both dead. That particular story seemed like it might be proven true during my sophomore year of college, when a group of local cavers found a skeleton crouched inside a tiny anteroom in Marengo Cave, a skeleton that was presumed to be that of the long-lost Guthrie Kruer. It was carefully removed to the University of Louisville, where scientists determined that the small, brown bones belonged not to Tom’s cousin but to a one-thousand-year-old Hopewell Indian woman.

My father’s rescue of me also became part of Borden mythology, and he was constantly invited to brag about his marksmanship, invitations he always politely declined. He never allowed pride in that remarkable shot to overcome the profound fear he had felt at that moment when he saw me in an ancient Welsh fort with a gun in my face. He and Mother carefully monitored me for signs of post-traumatic stress, but the pink, arrow-shaped mark on my neck appears to be the sole lasting scar of the episode. That, and I can’t stand the smell of wood smoke, something that I guess is almost universally regarded as pleasant.

Reminders of the strike around town became rare. The hole in the back of the factory was repaired, and within a year the brown paint had faded and evened out to the point that no one could tell precisely where the breach had occurred. I’d see Russ Knable around town sometimes, when he wasn’t working, and I’d have to fight the urge to stare at a face that seemed somehow misaligned. The Little League field where helicopters had taken off and landed the day after the explosion was renamed Strange Field. A brass plaque with Mr. Strange’s name and lifespan was bolted to the dugout wall while two fidgety T-ball teams lined up along the baselines to pay their respects. Like most of the important things in Borden, the strike was rarely talked about because everybody already knew everything about it.

After high school, I determined that I would not be able to make a living using marksmanship, my sole natural talent. I got a degree in business instead, while Tom got a good job at the factory, as mill room supervisor. We stayed closely in touch through college, hunting a couple of times a year, and fishing whenever we could. I sometimes asked him if he’d heard anything about Taffy, if she’d found her way back to Borden after her dad finally got put away. There was never a trace of her, not even a rumor.

Tom kept his promise. He never told me the details about the night he helped Guthrie Kruer escape, and he never told me if he knows where Kruer is right now. And I kept my promise. I never told anyone, not even my parents, what I knew about Kruer and Sanders. I’ve tried a few times to sort out in my mind the legal issues involved, harboring fugitives and lying to the police, just to start. In truth, I’ve never really worried about that part of it. I’ll keep my secret because it’s not really mine to give away. And because I know Tom has never doubted me for a moment.

The summer I graduated from IU, Tom married Shelly Stemler, and I was right up there at the front of St. Mary of the Knobs with him, the only person in the front half of the church, including the priest, who wasn’t a blood relative of either the bride or groom. As the only non-Catholic in the bunch, I had to step awkwardly aside as the rest of the wedding party took communion. While I waited, I saw Don Strange’s grave through the window, a stained-glass depiction of a suffering saint.

After college, I swapped my redneck for a trader’s red jacket, and took a job at the Merc in Chicago, where I participated in huge, abstract financial transactions related vaguely to the price of milk. As a mental exercise, I try sometimes to calculate the effect my actions are having on the shelves of Miller’s General Store. I ride a train home at night to a condo that’s pure big-city sophistication, without a Mason jar or lard bucket in sight, although my M6 is tucked deep inside my closet, in violation of a dozen gun laws, city and state. I just can’t bring myself to get rid of the thing.

I’ve hung on to that kiss from Taffy as well, and the lingering feeling that we both were cheated out of something special. I still scan crowds for her, as my eye-rolling friends will attest, especially in bars where beer and seventies rock are both being served in overly generous quantities. It is not a completely insane notion. Lots of Indiana kids attracted to bright lights and skyscrapers end up in Chicago, and I have, once or twice, actually spotted other Borden expatriates walking down Rush Street, or in the bleachers at Wrigley. But I never see Taffy. I’ve tried to just be grateful for what I have, the photograph and the kiss. But I know now what I think Taffy completely realized at the time. It was a kiss good-bye.

A few times a year I make the long drive back from Chicago to Borden to see Mom and Dad, and Tom’s growing family—he’s up to four kids now. I like to drop by his place unannounced, so they don’t make a big deal of getting the kids scrubbed clean and dressed up. I like walking over from my parents’ house and just watching for a few seconds before they all spot me, the scruffy, shirtless boys shooting arrows into hay bales, the tomboy daughters trapping lizards in Mason jars. Tom always meets me on the front porch with a smile and a firm handshake, looking more like his dad every time I see him.

Shelly, like my mother, has a strict no-dead-animals-in-the-living-room policy, but a few reminders of those eventful days are still visible in their home. Tom keeps his dad’s union card in a small frame right by his high school diploma. On the same wall is a picture of Tom and me together on our dirt bikes just before the strike, shirtless, smiling, and bushy-haired, the Borden Institute looming in the background. The most striking memento of that summer is proudly displayed over the fireplace, above a mantel crowded with framed photographs of sons and daughters in white celebrating the holy sacraments. On wrought-iron hooks, looking not at all out of place, hangs an ancient German sword.
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