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“The world is full of wild beasts.  Our job as artists is to make human beings of them.”

—Eleanor Huntington-Langdon,  Orchestra conductor


“I’m a miner and a mucker and a mean motherfucker.”

—A miner who was also poetic




“The beautiful rests on the foundations of the necessary.”

—Ralph Waldo Emerson












A Note To The Reader

First, just a little note from the author to brace you for what you are about to read.

I think I can truthfully say this book is not like any other.  It connects people and elements, which would never be found together—except here:  hookers in their bawdy den, an opera and an orchestra in their ivory tower, miners in their subterranean lair, a skeleton, a corpse, musicians and divas (and divos), sheriffs, the bordello, the cutthroats, and the lovable rogues—all mashed together in a tale of intrigue, horror, and suspense.

At first, I intended to begin this note with an apology, but I have changed my mind.  Instead, I will just explain:  This novel contains a lot of so called “bad words.”  In fact, it contains quite a lot of them, but they are necessary.  My intention has been to put you, the reader, into the action as much as possible with a novel, and, also, to present an accurate (and exciting) portrait of the characters.  Doing so required replicating their speech and lifestyle, and, although this is a work of fiction, I think I have made it extremely (some might say horrifyingly) true to life.  Those living this particular lifestyle speak using a raw, expletive-laced vernacular, and I declined to gentrify it for the sake of propriety.  One might even conclude that they are as virtuoso in their use of invective as any maestro who ever drew a bow over a violin, or waved a baton in front of an orchestra.

Lastly, about the word “divertimento.”  It is pronounced dee-ver-tee-MEN-toe, and in the Eighteenth Century it originated as a type of lighthearted, musical composition, and functioned as what we, today, might refer to as background, or elevator music.  Divertimenti were not to be taken seriously, as opposed to a symphony, like Beethoven’s Fifth, the introductory measures of which are said to represent Fate knocking on the door of mankind.  That is serious, and not intended to be taken lightly.  Divertimenti, however, merely provided a little music for an afternoon tea, or a soirée in the drawing room.
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Chapter 1
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“Now what are you doing!”  Rex nearly shouted.  He walked over to his partner, alarmed at seeing the partially uncovered human skeleton.  He moved the light beam emanating from the top of his hard hat over the situation.  It skittered about, searching the darkness a thousand feed underground.

By turning out their miner’s lights Rex and Tony could plunge themselves into a darkness vastly different from merely turning out the lights in a room; not just dark, but black—absolute black, like the temperature of absolute zero; a blackness so palpable, so oppressive, as to make one doubt one’s own existence.  A hand placed in front of the face, no matter how close, cannot be seen, and surprisingly, should the hand accidentally touch the face, one may even become startled by the realization that it was so close.  Enveloped by such black, one loses all sense of up or down, forward or backward, and almost becomes a disembodied mind, interred in darkness and rock.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Tony.  “When I dug it up the burlap came open, that’s all.”

“What’re you diggin’ it up now for!  We can’t have it layin’ around the stope ’til lunch time!  Put it back!”

“Nobody’s gonna see it,” said Tony.

“Somebody might climb up here!”  

“They won’t,” said Tony, inflecting a tone of finality into his voice.  “They’re all too busy, ’n’ besides, it’s pretty much outta sight anyway.”

“Well, I can see it!”  Rex shouted.  “Besides, who’s to say nobody at all will climb up here.  They might send somebody up to borrow some tools, or might need help with something, or they might need the boss, ’n’ send somebody up to see if he’s made it here yet.  Somebody could climb up, ’n’ start wanderin’ around before we even know they’re here!  Don could even take it into his head to climb back up here!  Why do I even have to tell you this!”

“Don’s not comin’ back,” Tony countered.  “He’s probly already checked on them, ’n’ anyway, when was the last time he left us, ’n’ then climbed back up here right away?”  Tony answered his own question.  “Never!”

“Well, with our luck, today could be the day!”  Rex insisted.

“I just wanna make sure we have enough time at lunch, ’n’ I don’t wanna waste time diggin’ it up just before lunch when we’ll need all the extra time we can get.  I’ll stash it behind that timber-set we put in yesterday, ’n’ then I’ll fill in this hole so we won’t have to stop ’n’ do it later.”  Tony pulled the burlap back up over the skeleton, secured it with a piece of number nine wire, and began refilling the shallow depression.  “When I’m done nobody’ll be able to tell there was anything here,” he said, and Rex stomped off, cursing to himself.

––––––––
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“A SIX-PACK!”  CK SHOUTED loud enough so everyone could hear.  “Is that all?  You can stick that six-pack up your ass!  If you don’t have any more confidence in yourself than to bet a fuckin’ six-pack you better quit ’n’ become a fuckin’ waiter, you little runt.  I’ll bet my paycheck against yours any fuckin’ day,” CK exclaimed, certain he could win any spike driving contest with José.

CK was tall, immensely strong, and muscular; a lithe, powerful machine.  José, on the other hand, was short, but massive and powerful; a bulldozer.  He was also very self-conscious about being short, and CK’s teasing provoked him.  “Your check!”  José fumed.  He and CK both contracted for the mining company they worked for, and both made a good amount of money, but José feigned disgust to show that he felt CK’s check would not be equal to his.  “Your check!”  He fumed some more.  “I wipe my ass with more money than that!”

Chris, who was only a lowly motorman, had an idea.  “How about one a you rich bastards buys the beer tonight at The Nugget?  Loser buys!”

José motioned in CK’s direction.  “He ain’t old enough to buy beer.”

CK shot back, “You’re the one who’ll be buyin’, ’n’ you’ll find out how much beer we can drink!”  

“Loser’s gonna buy for the whole crew then?”  Chris wanted to make sure.

“Hell yeah!”  CK shouted, “’n’ I’m thirsty!”

“Okay,” said José.  “You can buy beer for us, ’n’ tea for you.”  José assumed a pose as if he were an old lady holding a teacup.

Everybody laughed, and Chief said to Chris, “You worked that just right.”  Everybody laughed again including José and CK.

“Yeah,” said Chris, smiling.  “Looks like I’m gonna be drinkin’ free beer tonight!”

––––––––
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THE DAY SHIFT MOTOR crew on the 1400 level had been pulling seven loaded ore cars out from a couple of miles underground in order to dump the ore where it could be hoisted out of the mine, but the second car derailed just as the train approached the Main Switch curve.  The train was going so fast that the heavily laden ore cars continued to ram their way forward, even though the second car was off the track.  In spite of the motorman’s attempt to stop the speeding train, all the cars, including the motor pulling them, derailed.  When the end car derailed it became uncoupled from the car in front of it, and struck a protuberance sticking out from the rock wall, called, in mining parlance, “the rib,” rather than simply, “the wall.”  The car struck with such force that it spun sideways in the tunnel.  Since the cars were piled high with ore, ore flew off in all directions as the derailed, and derailing, cars crashed and jounced about.  The trailing cars bounced over large chunks of ore, as well as over pulverized ore, thrown off by the preceding cars.  One rock, when sucked under a careening car, caused the car to flip against the rib, tilting on its side, so that only two wheels on one side touched the ground.  Another car plowed into a pile deposited by the previous car, and completely up-ended, as if to do a summersault, spilling much of its three ton load in front of itself.  Then, before it could settle back on its wheels, it was struck by the car behind, propping it in the summersault position.

Corrosive water percolating throughout rock structures of the mine, and dripping onto the track, as well as the water running in a ditch beside the track, had corroded the rails, and rotted the railroad ties, so that the weakened track could not withstand the stress generated by derailed cars crashing over it.  The derailing train not only bent, and broke several lengths of rail, but it also mangled the switch and its mechanical components.

The group of switches on the l400 level, collectively named “Main Switch,” controlled access to various tunnels, called “drifts,” which converged at that location.  Therefore, the derailed train, together with the mangled switches and rails, blocked access to much of the 1400 level of the mine—1400 feet below the surface.  The day shift crew hadn’t finished cleaning up the mess, re-railing the train, and laying more rail before the end of the their shift, so that some who came to work on the following shift, “swing shift,” had to continue this work before going to their regular workplaces.

––––––––
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THE CREW PREPARED A section of rail for the duel between CK and José.  They spiked a length of rail to the new ties, using just enough spikes to hold it in position.  This meant that only a few of the spikes were driven in completely.  The rest were just tapped in far enough to keep them from falling over, creating a long row of erect spikes along each side of the rail.  The two contestants would start from opposite ends of the rail, and each would drive the spikes in on the opposite side of the rail from where he was standing, so that, as they neared the center of the rail, they would have to pass each other in a tricky little ballet step, performed with deadly, swinging spike mauls.

Those seeing a spike maul for the first time think it whimsical, or even comical, in appearance, but it is, actually, a specialized type of sledgehammer for driving railroad spikes into railroad ties.  The steel head, attahed to the wooden handle, looks something like the head of a regular sledgehammer, except that it has grown a long, thin snout on one side, and a long, thick snout on the other.  This makes the steel head of the hammer about half the length of the handle itself.  This arrangement allows the spiker a choice between hitting the spike with the end of the maul having either the thick or the thin diameter.  Most experienced trackmen prefer to use the end with the small diameter when driving spikes as this applies a more concentrated force to the head of the spike.  Those inexperienced in driving spikes strike the spike with the side having the larger diameter.  Some even try to use a regular sledgehammer, used for breaking rocks, believing that striking the spike with this even greater surface area will make it easier to drive the spikes, and, to the beginner, a sledgehammer looks like it would work more effectively than a spike maul.  The sledge is big, is certainly heavy enough, and the striking surfaces on a big sledge are even wider than the wide snout of a spike maul, leading one to think that it would be easier to hit a spike with the sledgehammer; except, when driving a spike, the spiker usually stands on the opposite side of the rail from the spike being driven.  This is because the spike must go in with its head so close to the rail that the “lip” of the spike clamps over the bottom edge of the rail.  All the spikes, driven thus, will clamp the rail to the ties.  Striking the spike while standing on the opposite side of the rail, permits the spike maul to contact the head of the spike just a fraction back from the center so that, in addition to driving the spike downward, it is pulled inward, toward the rail, and is, therefore, prevented from bending backward, and away from the rail.  Standing on the same side of the rail as the spike when spiking tends to pull the spike away from the rail, so that, by the time it is driven in all the way, it cannot clamp down on the base of the rail enough to be effective, and it may miss it altogether.

Anyone who tries to spike with a regular sledgehammer is asking for trouble.  If he, correctly, tries to drive the spikes from the opposite side of the rail, he will have to reach across the rail with the sledgehammer in order to strike the head of the spike.  After he drives the spike down a ways it will be out of reach for the sledgehammer, which means that the handle just behind the head will contact the rail before the hammer contacts the spike.  The handle may then break, and the hammerhead fly off, maybe hitting someone nearby.  Furthermore, the striking surface of a sledgehammer is big, and there is the likelihood that the hammer will wallop the top edge of the rail instead of the spike, knocking a chunk out of it, or even breaking the rail itself, with the possibility that it be ripped out and replaced with another.

Other difficulties also arise when spiking rails, even with a spike maul.  Sturdy as they are, spikes will bend in any direction when struck improperly.  They can also press too much against the edge of the rail before there is another spike on the opposite side exerting counter pressure.  Exerting too much pressure on the outside of the rail, pulls the parallel rails closer together so that the gage becomes too narrow, “pinching” the wheels of the train, causing the ore cars to climb off the track.  On the other hand, spikes exerting too much pressure against the inside of the rail may force the rails far enough apart so that the wheels of a speeding train could sink between them.

––––––––
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RUSTY TOTED HEAVY KEGS OF SPIKES, old and new ties, fetched materials, and generally helped the others on the crew.  He was handsome and well proportioned, but he did not have the powerful physique of many miners.

“You want me to hammer a few?”  He asked Chief.

Chief, and old, leather-faced Cherokee, who looked even older than he was, squatted beside the rail gripping a spike maul by the handle right behind the head of the maul.  He tapped a spike into the tie just enough so that it would stay upright without needing to be held in place.  “Don’t kill nobody with this maul.”  He set the spike maul down head first, and flipped the handle toward Rusty, who caught it.  Then Chief turned to the others working in the area.  “Look out, we got a new-hire on the maul.”  They shifted around, and shined their headlamps toward Rusty.  The Main Switch area was one of the few places that was dimly illuminated by a couple of overhead light bulbs in protective, wire cages.  Rusty positioned himself, raised the maul above his head, and brought it down with all his might, missing the spike.  Sam groaned.  Again Rusty raised the hammer.  Seconds later it made a dull thud when it struck the tie instead of the spike.  The tie was wet and muddy, so that when the maul struck it tiny specks of water and grit flew in all directions, and Rusty had his head close enough to feel the tiny projectiles stinging his face.  Sam groaned again.

Pappy called out, “If you can’t hit it with the maul use a shovel!”

The guys chuckled.  Now, Rusty was determined to get that spike.  He swung with a vengeance, and missed again.  CK yelled, “Hit that son-of-a-bitch!”  Rusty swung and swung, and missed and missed, and kept swinging.  He barely clipped the spike, and it flew sideways, and disappeared in the ditch water beside the track.  He probed the murky water for the spike, and replaced it in the shallow hole where it had been.  He swung the maul, hitting the top of the rail, which made a loud report, as from a gunshot.  CK yelled again, “Don’t you crack that fuckin’ rail!  If we have to put another one in, that’s thirty-three feet of fucking rail!”  CK used the uncontracted expletive to emphasize his point.” 

Rusty was getting tired.  Sweat flowed from under his hard hat, ran into his eyes, stinging, and blurring his vision.  It ran into his mouth, and he tasted its salt.  Sometimes, when he struck the spike with all his might, it barely moved, and, finally, after he managed to hit it a few times it bent forward, curling up on itself as if for protection from the blows.  Chief pulled the bent spike out with a huge track bar almost as tall as he was, by jamming the pry part of the bar under the spike, and leveraging it out—almost like pulling a nail with the claw end of a gigantic claw-hammer.  Rusty started again with another spike.  He pounded and pounded, and the maul got heavier and heavier.  He thought his arms would fall off.  Sometimes, when he missed, the maul wrenched out of his hands.  Picking it up again, normally such a casual effort, took all his willpower.  He wished he had not volunteered.  He was ashamed.  Sweat poured into his eyes, and down his face.  His heart pounded, not only in his chest, but also in his head.  His veins throbbed, and he became disoriented.  He could neither see, nor understand what people said; he thought he would fall.

Chief said to him, “How much’ll you pay me if I get it in one whack?”

Rusty was too drained to answer, or even to realize he was being addressed.  Chief removed the spike maul from Rusty’s hands and slammed it down on top of the spike.  The spike went in most, but not quite, all of the way, and Chief had to hit it again.

CK laughed.  “You’re no fuckin’ better than the kid.”

“I’ve driven more spikes than you’ve ever seen,” Chief countered.

“Then why don’t you bet your check against mine when I’m done with José?”  CK suggested.

“’Cause I’d feel bad about takin’ your money.  I don’t want your old lady pissed off at me for takin’ your check.”

“You just ain’t got it any more, old man,” CK said, laughing some more.  “You’ve got arthritis in your arms.”

“You’ve got arthritis in your head,” Chief retorted, and everyone laughed.

“The head of my dick,” said CK, grinning.  “That’s why it gets so hard.”

“Shut up you dumb fuck!”  Chief told him.

“Well, anyway,” said José, “that’s the last spike we need, so let’s get to it.  I can taste that beer already.”

“Well, it’ll be beer you’re buyin’,” CK insisted.

José picked up a spike maul, and inspected the wooden handle to make sure it wasn’t cracked.

“That one’s gonna be unlucky,” CK laughed.

“Well, then,” said José, “you better find a lucky one ’cause you’re gonna need it.”

“Fuck,” said CK, “I could drive them spikes with my fist!”

“You could drive ’em with your hard fucking head!”  José retorted, not using the contraction for the expletive.

“With the head of his dick,” said Chief, and the crew, already laughing, continued their laughter.

“There’s no difference!”  José added, and they laughed some more.

––––––––
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JOSÉ STOOD READY AT one end of the rail, and CK at the other, each resting his spike maul on the rail they were going to spike.  Each man stood on the opposite side of the rail from the row of spikes he was going to drive.  “Okay,” said Sam, looking officious.  “Ready.”  He stood at the center, and looked up and down the rail in both directions.  “Go!”

CK whipped the spike maul in a circular motion obliquely past his body, and slammed his first spike in with one blow.  The downward motion of the spike, ending abruptly after going into the tie, caused the spike maul to rebound slightly.  Instead of just raising the spike maul over his head CK used the reverse motion generated by the re-bound to lift the head of the maul to a point just barely above the rail, and, then, to draw the head of the maul past the top of the rail, and backward past his ankles and the right side of his body.  He whipped the maul around again in the same circular motion, while, simultaneously, twisting the handle in his hands so that the same surface that had struck the first spike also struck the second.  In this way, he kept the maul flying by utilizing its own momentum so that he did not have to hesitate after each blow to raise the maul again.  It seemed almost as if the head of the maul were attached to a whirling length of chain instead of to a wooden handle.  Sidestepping down the drift beside the rail, CK looked like a windmill having only one vane instead of four.  Bam!  Bam!  Bam!  The spikes went in, one after the other, as CK moved down the line of spikes like a machine.

José’s first strike missed the spike, and slammed down on top of the rail, making a loud bang.  It was immediately followed by CK’s mocking laugh, and José’s cursing.

Little Chris, “The Flea,” scampered back and forth between the contestants giving encouragement and commentary.  The others remained well back at both ends of the rail from where they could watch without being in the way.  Those with experience could tell from the sound whether a spike went in all the way, or whether it would have to be struck again.

José’s style was to raise the maul well above his head on each stroke, and power it down for each blow.  His taurine build, brute strength, and massive arms ensured that he expended little effort in lifting the maul each time.  Unlike CK, instead of using the flying spike maul’s momentum to drive the spike, he simply rammed it in using his own brute strength with piston-like precision.

“C’mon, José!”  Chris called out from CK’s end of the rail.  “He’s pullin’ ahead!”

José became flustered, and made mistakes, but CK remained calm, and taunted José once he knew he was pulling ahead.  “You guys ready for beer tonight?  José’s buyin’,” he said, while effortlessly wielding the spike maul.

CK’s jibes, and the realization that he was falling behind, caused José to become more upset, and to fall behind even more.  The more he fell behind the more he cursed.  Every missed spike was a dirty whore, the clobbered rail a rotten son-of-a-bitch, and the maul became both a motherfucker and a bastard.  When he missed two spikes in a row, and the maul thudded on the ties, he heard CK calling out to him with sardonic glee:  “Somebody get José a shovel!”  Followed by a huge guffaw.

They came close, and had to pass each other.  It was a tricky little pas de deux, potentially lethal, and, though neither man really feared being struck by the other, it gave CK an opportunity to provoke José.  “Don’t hit me you wild fucker!” CK shouted just before they passed.

CK finished his last spike, and tossed his spike maul against the rib with a flourish.  José still had a short distance to go.  CK strolled back toward him, picked up another maul, and began helping José drive spikes.  Everybody started laughing.  When they finished, José set his maul down head first near the rib, and flipped the handle against it.  “You cocksucker,” he said to CK, grinning.

“We’ll see you at The Nugget after shift,” said CK, “ and we’re thirsty!”  For extra emphasis he clearly said “and” instead of ’n’.

––––––––
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“WANNA SET ANOTHER RAIL before we take five?”  Said José.

“Okay,” said CK.  He picked up a rail tong, and motioned for Rusty to grab the other handle.  “Grab on,” he told Rusty.

It was a giant tong, similar to something two men might use to sling a heavy block of ice between them in order to carry it, except that it clamped over the top of a rail.  It had two, long, steel handles extending out from the center, which were horizontal with the ground when carried by two men.  José and Chief took a second set of tongs, and the four of them walked down the drift in the direction from which the train had come before it derailed.  Even though couple of bare, electric lights illuminated the Main Switch area, they had only gone a short distance from the overhead lights before the darkness closed in, and they needed their headlamps in order to see.  Water bubbled in the narrow ditch beside the track; a little brook bubbling over the bedrock, and around rocks which had fallen off the overloaded train.  

After a brief walk they came to a cutout in the left rib, merely a location where the drift was mined a little wider so that rails, or other materials, could be stored beside the track.  Several lengthy sections of rail lay parallel with the track.  Further back, past the rail cutout, were the cars from the derailed train.  After much difficulty re-railing them, the crew had pushed them, one at a time, with muscle power, back past the cutout so that they would be out of the way.

“Alex’s gonna get pissed at us for stealin’ all his rail,” said José.

“Fuck him,” said CK.  “I gotta get this job done.  I got better things to do than fuck around here.  He’ll have to lower some more.”  CK sounded as if he were a boss.

“How come they’re his, anyway?”  Rusty wanted to know, doubting that Alex would have paid for them himself.

“They’re not his,” said CK, “but he thinks they are.”

Chief explained.  “He ’n’ Clay’re drivin’ drift on graveyard, ’n’ he ordered them so he would have them to use on that job.”

“Well, if he can get more, then how come we can’t use these?”  Rusty wanted to know.

“We can!” said CK, laughing.

Chief continued.  “If Alex don’t have rail he can’t work.  He’s got a contract to drive that drift, ’n’ he ’n’ his partner get paid so much per foot that they mine it forward, ’n’ if they have to stop minin’, ’n’ lower more rail from up top, and then haul it back here again, the company only pays what they call ‘days pay’ for that, not contract, so they’ll lose a lotta money.”

“Well, then, how come we don’t lower it?”  Rusty asked.

“’Cause we ain’t lowerin’ it!” CK stated emphatically.  He wanted the track repaired as quickly as possible as it was preventing the motor crew from getting back to his stope to haul the ore he had mined, and from delivering the materials he needed.  “These rails weigh 60 pounds per yard, ’n’ they’re 33 feet long, so get ready!”  He told Rusty.  He clamped the tong over one of the rails, and told Rusty again, “Get ready!”  

Chief and José went to the other end of the rail, and clamped their tongs over it, and the four of them carried the rail down the drift.

CK noticed Rusty staggering under the weight.  “Sometimes we get eight guys on it, but we ain’t got far to go,” he said with a little chuckle.  Rusty thought his knees were going to buckle.

When they set the rail in place it didn’t quite reach the next rail, leaving just a small gap.  “Too short,” Chief said, matter-of-factly.

“Let’s take five,” CK said.

The rest of the crew had continued working at various tasks while CK and the others went for the rail, and so, CK’s command bounced around the work area as the men repeated it:  “Take five!”  “Take five!”  “Take five!”  The men stopped whatever they were doing, and gathered around CK.  Some sat on the rails; others sat on unused ties, on kegs of spikes, or just leaned against the rib.  CK threw a tie across the track, on top of the rails, and sat on it like on a bench, his feet between the rails.

“Rail’s too short,” Chief said again.  “We’ll need the rail-stretcher.”

“Yeah,” said CK.  “We’ll send Rusty to get it.”

“You want me to go with him?”  Chris asked.

“He only has to go to the fuckin’ station!” Said CK, and he looked over at Rusty.  “You can walk out to the station by yourself, can’t you?”

Rusty hesitated, and shifted a little.  He didn’t think he knew what the station was.

José was sitting on a stack of ties.  He leaned forward, and spit a big wad of chewing tobacco past his knees.  It landed in the ditch by his feet where the ugly water broke it apart, and swirled it away in bits.  He looked at Rusty.  “When you get around the curve,” José used the light emanating from the top of his head to motion to the curve in the drift a little way off, “just stay in this drift.”  He stamped his foot to emphasize that he meant the drift they were in.  “Don’t take off into any of those other drifts at the switch, ’n’ don’t take any of the crosscut drifts you come to later on.  When you get around the curve just keep going straight.  It’s not far, ’n’ when you get to the station—you know, where you got off the cage—what you called an elevator when you came down—just call up the cager, and tell him to send the rail-stretcher down to you.  He’ll load it on a little flat-car up above, and send it down to you on the cage, and you can push it back here on that flat.”

“What’s the number?”  Rusty asked.

“Number?”  Said José.

“The cager’s phone number,” said Rusty.

There were both groans and laughs.

Ron motioned with his light at Rusty.  “We got another dumb one.  I don’t know why in the fuck they give ’em that orientation.  They don’t pay no attention anyhow.” ’em

“That orientation’s not worth a fuck anyway,” said Chief.  “They don’t spend enough time on in, ’n’ expect us to teach ’em.”

CK said, “There’s no phone number.  It’s just an intercom type phone—a squawk box.  Just pick up the handset, and press the page button on the squawk box—it says ‘page’ right under it—and say ‘hello cager,’ then let up on the button, ’n’ listen for him to talk.  When he comes on you have to let up on the button to talk to him.  The button is just to get his attention if he’s near a phone; it’s like a little loudspeaker, ’n’ if you don’t let it up when you talk it’ll boom everything you say out of every speaker on every phone in the mine.  ’N’ another thing, when you to talk to him, you have to push the other little button on the handset, but, then, you have to let it up so you can hear him talk.”

“How come they don’t just give walkie-talkies?”  Rusty wanted to know.

“’Cause the sound won’t carry good underground,” said CK, exasperated.  “Some a the real big mines use ’em on the motors, but it takes a lotta special rigging.  Just do what the fuck we tell you to do!”

“Okay,” said Rusty, meekly.  He noticed CK had said “rigging” instead of “riggin,” but he didn’t mention it.  He did suggest, however, that he take the motor to the station.  It had been re-railed after the wreck, and he suspected that the rail-stretcher would be heavy.  They had already used a massive device they called a “jim-crow” to bend rails used for the curve.  It was a very heavy piece of equipment, and he thought the rail-stretcher would be just as heavy, or heavier.

“No,” said CK.  “You can’t run the motor real good, ’n’ you might derail it again.  Just hurry up ’n’ walk out there.  It ain’t that far.  If you get out there right away, you can be back before lunch.

Chris piped up, “I think I otta to go with him.  What if the rats get him?”

“Fuck the rats,” said CK.  “There’s no rats out at the station.”

“They might be there,” Chris insisted.

“They’re not,” CK said.  “All you wanna do is find an excuse to fuck off.  You’re gonna stay here and do some work.”

“Okay,” Chris whined, “but you better watch out for them rats,” he told Rusty.  “They’ll tear you a new asshole.”

“Rats?”  Said Rusty, puzzled.

“Yeah, rats!”  Said Chris.  “Big rats—Like dogs, ’n’ running in packs!”

Rusty shifted about, uneasily.

“Big as German shepherds, some of ’em,” Chris continued.  “Like wolves even!  They say it’s the water.  They use it over in the mill first, ’n’ then they pump it over here for drilling ’n’ sand-filling ’n’ everything.  It winds up in the piss ditches,” he shined his light at the murky little rill flowing beside the track, “’n’ then it gets pumped back to the mill where they use it again.  The rats, . . . they been drinkin’ it forever.  ’N’ they do get big!”

“How come they don’t get sick?” Rusty asked, remembering he had been warned not to drink any of the water; not from the ditch, nor dripping down from above, nor oozing out of the ribs.

“Because they’re fuckin’ rats,” Ron said, as if Rusty were completely stupid.  Rats always live in the worst fuckin’ places, and eat the worst fuckin’ shit.”

Chief said to Rusty, “They’re fuckin’ with you.  Them rats don’t come around here.  Parts of this mine were mined in the old days, even before they had electricity, ’n’, mostly, the rats hide back in them old workings.  There’s all kinds of old drifts back there.  They hunt animals that come in from the outside.”  Chief’s tone became grave.  “Just never go back there alone.  If you run into a pack of ’em they will attack you.”

“They do come out here, though,” Chris said.  “I’ve heard ’em back in them crosscuts makin’ that squeal they make.”

“But hey didn’t get you, did they?”  Chief said, a little amused.

“No,” said Chris, “I stayed on the motor.”

Al spoke, squatting on the rail in front of CK.  “There’s miles ’n’ miles of old tunnels, ’n’ a lot of ’em come out on the sides of the valley where a lot of the old-timers started tunneling into the mountain, ’til, over the years, a lot of ’em got joined up in one big mine.”

Sam said, “Them rats do go outside, though.  Pete ’n’ me were huntin’ toward dark one year on horses, and caught some of ’em runnin’ a deer.  All of a sudden the horses started gettin’ skittish—kinda like when they get a whiff of a bear—’n’ then, all of a sudden, a deer ran into the clearing.  Pete shot it, ’n’ then we saw what we took, at first, to be coyotes millin’ around in the timber.  It seemed like they weren’t scared by the shot.  It was more like they just got confused.  We got the fuck outta there!”

“What about the deer?”  Al asked.

“Fuck the deer,” said Sam.  “Them horses started gettin’ really spooked, ’n’ crazy, ’n’ we took off.”  Sam held up his hand and made tight circle by folding the thumb around his coiled index finger.  “My asshole was . . . ,” Sam held up his coiled fingers to punctuate his conversation.  “My asshole was puckered!”

“How come you didn’t shoot them?”  Rusty wanted to know.

“The horses got spooked, ’n’ I didn’t wanna shoot off a horse that’s already gettin’ hard to control.  I wouldn’t wanna get thrown in a situation like that!”

Ron said, “Sometimes when you’re runnin’ a motor back toward that old Number Seven Ore Body, you’ll catch a glimpse of one or two of ’em way off down the drift when the motor’s light catches ’em just right; ’specially the eyes.”

CK interrupted.  “If we’re gonna get this done tonight, we better get back at it.”  He looked over at Rusty.  “Hurry up, and get back here with that stretcher.  We ain’t got for fuckin’ ever!”

Rusty walked around the curve in the direction he had been told to go.  Suddenly the area widened, and he came upon the series of switches which controlled entry into four sets of diverging tracks:  two sets diverged toward the left; another set passed straight through the curve without going around it; then, there was the one he was standing in, which continued around the curve to the right.  He hesitated, thinking.  He wasn’t quite sure which way to go.  Maybe he should go back and ask, but he knew they wouldn’t be happy to see him back so soon after they had sent him on an errand.  They’d think he couldn’t do anything he was told.  He had just about decided to return anyway when he remembered that José had said to go straight.
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A HUGE SLAB OF ROCK, about ready to fall, hung approximately eight feet up the rib.  Rex jabbed the pry-end of a long scaling bar behind it, and pried, but the slab only moved slightly.  Other rock fragments he had already barred down littered the area.  He pulled the bar out of the crack, and moved the light beam coming from his hard hat over the slab, seeking a crack that would provide better leverage.  He was trying to pry all the loose rocks and slabs from the ribs and from the back, overhead, to prevent them from falling suddenly without warning, and killing him or his partner.  The previous shift had created these hanging slabs when they blasted a round of ore in that heading.  He jabbed the bar in again, and pried back and forth.  The slab moved, and made a slight grating sound against the surrounding rock surfaces.  He jabbed the bar in a few other places, getting the slab to move more and more until it fell.  Rex had always been amazed at how slabs, sometimes bigger than refrigerators, could, just for a moment, appear almost weightless as they glided through the air before slamming onto the rock pile below.  Of course, most of the rocks were not so large, but even a small chunk, falling from a height, could kill or injure.

Suddenly another light came skittering about the area from behind him.  Rex turned to see a light, which he knew belonged to Tony, his partner, coming toward him from the entrance to the heading.  Even through the darkness Rex recognized the subtle, but unique, way his partner’s movements differentiated him from other men.  By moving his head, Tony made the light on his hard hat move in a circle, signaling through the blackness that he wanted Rex to come toward him.  Rex leaned the scaling-bar against the rib, and walked the length of the heading to Tony.

“I already got it in the skip,” Tony said.

“Okay,” said Rex.  “Let’s get a move on.  We got to get done, ’n’ get back here before lunch is over.”

They walked through their stope, past the entrances to several headings to their left and right; a cervicorn maze of tunnels similar to the drifts below, only without rails.  They had mined these tunnels in their stope themselves, unlike those on the track-level below, which had been mined as the mine was developed.  The rock was nearly black, but sometimes it contained chalky streaks and other inclusions of talc or calcite, and on rare occasions, the blasting exposed valuable crystals, but blasting day after day roiled the mine dust in the moist atmosphere to such a degree that it formed a grimy coating over the rock surfaces of the stope.  Nevertheless, sometimes crystal fragments and other reflective surfaces twinkled when struck by a light beam.

––––––––
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THE “SKIP” WAS A RECTANGULAR, steel box manufactured above ground, “up top,” in the company’s shop, and used for hoisting, and lowering materials to and from the track level hundreds of feet below the stope.  It resembled a medium-sized cardboard box, except that it was made of welded steel sheets.  One side of this “box” was three to four times taller than the other three sides.  One end of a cable, came from the “tugger” up in the stope, and bolted through a hole near the top of this tallest section.  Of the many skips underground, each was a little different from the others, depending on which mechanic, up in the shop, had cut and welded the sheet metal to make it.

Miners hoisted and lowered the skip up and down a “skipway” using the tugger, a small, mechanical drum which coiled and uncoiled the cable attached to the skip.  The tugger was mounted to a rock surface up in the stope.  It operated on compressed air, which was supplied to all the work-places in the mine through a network of specialized, steel pipes, called “air lines.”  The little tugger roared so loudly that anyone hearing it for the first time, without actually seeing it, anticipated the approach of a monstrous machine.  When the skip was at the bottom of the skipway, the tugger gradually pulled it up into the stope by wrapping the cable onto the drum.  If the skip were already up in the stope, unfurling the cable gradually lowered it to the track level.

The skipway and a “manway,” were constructed, side by side, from timber, in a vertical shaft in the rock.  It was like a small drift mined vertically rather than horizontally, so that it could connect the drift below with the stope hundreds of feet above the track.

The manway section consisted of a series of wooden ladders.  The bottom of each ladder was nailed to a wooden platform, or “landing,” which two men could barely occupy at once.  The top of each ladder extended about three feet up through a square hole in the landing above, on which the bottom of the next ladder was nailed.  The ladders were staggered left and right, so that if a man lost his grip, and fell, he would only fall to the landing at the base of the ladder, and not all way down, possibly hundreds of feet.  Thick planking separated the manway and skipway, and enclosed the manway all the way from the top to the bottom, so no one could fall into the skipway while climbing up or down the manway.

Loading or unloading the skip at the top of the skipway necessitated taking care not to fall in, and, though the mine rules required safety cables be attached to a miner’s belt when he leaned over any skipway, most miners considered them too much bother, and didn’t use them.

––––––––
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TONY DISAPPEARED DOWN the manway, and began climbing down to the track level.  Rex worked the tugger control, and the roaring tugger fed out cable.  The skip disappeared from view, and began its plunge.  Rex trained his light on the unwinding cable until it suddenly slackened, signaling that the skip had come to rest at the bottom.  Then he put the control back into the neutral position, and followed Tony down the manway to their motor below.

Basically, electric motors were just long boxes sheathed in steel plates, and mounted on railroad wheels.  They were covered with rust and grime, and were used to pull ore cars, deliver materials, and provide transportation.  The motorman could either sit or stand in an open “well” at one end; something like sitting on the edge of a box with his feet inside, except that a metal ledge formed a rudimentary seat.  When sitting with his feet in the well, the motorman could not sit facing in the direction the motor was going.  Instead, he sat facing to the side, so that, in order to look in the direction he was going, he would have to turn his head.  In front of him, rising past his knees from the bare, steel floor was a steel column.  A control lever was attached to the top of this column, and moving the lever forward or backward caused the motor to move in the same direction; the farther the motorman moved the lever in either direction the more electric power was supplied to the wheels.  This control functioned in conjunction with a “deadman” foot pedal, which was a safety device:  Before the lever could transfer any power to the wheels, the motor operator had to depress the deadman with his foot, and hold it down.  If he released it, power ceased flowing to the wheels.  This was a safety precaution, so that, if the motorman fell out of the motor, or otherwise became indisposed, the train would not continue under power, though it still might coast a long way, especially if it were heavily laden, going fast, or on a downgrade.

The motor well also contained a huge, steel-spoked wheel to the operator’s right.  New employees invariably thought it was for steering, even though the motor could only follow the tracks on which it was mounted.  Actually, spinning this wheel caused massive, steel brake shoes to clamp on all four wheels.  These brakes were not used for stopping, however.  Such mechanical brakes served mostly to control acceleration on a downgrade, and to ensure that a parked train did not begin rolling.  When the motorman wanted to slow, or stop, his train he “plugged” the motor by throwing the lever into reverse, causing the wheels to spin in the opposite direction.

Another well at the other end of the motor contained no controls, which made it more spacious, but it was not as deep as the other well, because under its steel floor was one of the two, huge, electric motors for powering the wheels.  This well was a shallow, steel enclosure, and it was enclosed only on three sides so that heavy tools could be loaded without having to lift them up and over the side.  In this well the motorman’s helper rode, but, whereas the motorman could stand up in his motor well while operating the motor, and often did so, the helper could not stand in the other well without being too high, so he either sat, uncomfortably, on the edge with his feet inside, or else he sat, also uncomfortably, on the floor, or sat, even more uncomfortably, on a pile of equipment they were delivering to various locations.

The third section of the motor, between the wells, was by far the largest part.  It was just a huge, rectangular, steel box resting on the chassis above all four wheels, and above the second electric motor.  Simply called the “battery,” it resembled a huge refrigerator laying on its back, and contained hundreds of pounds of large, rechargeable batteries.  Since the battery ran down after several hours of use, the motorman and his helper would usually have to exchange it for a fully charged one.  Each motor, therefore, required two batteries; the one in use on the motor, and another one charging at the “battery barn.”  Because of their tremendous weight, the motor crew changed batteries by lifting the entire steel box off the motor chassis using a special, overhead block and tackle in the battery barn.  They hoisted the dead battery a little above the chassis so that it hung between the two motor wells, and then they guided it, huffing, puffing, and struggling, through the air hanging from overhead rails, and lowered it onto an empty, wooden platform to one side of the track.  They plugged it into the charger, and when they threw the power switch to the “on” position they could read a gage indicating how low was its charge.  Then they slung the charged battery from the block and tackle, and moved it, huffing, puffing, struggling, from where it had been on its stand on the other side of the track, to the exact spot above the empty chassis, and lowered it into place.

Carrying anything on top of the battery was, officially, against the rules as being unsafe.  Men could be maimed when an object, such as a drilling machine, caught on an overhanging chute door as the motor passed underneath, and was dragged into, either the motorman or his helper, before the motor could be stopped.  The rule was often ignored, however.

Each end of the motor also had a steel-encased headlight, capable of illuminating the drift for a long distance.

By the time Rex had climbed down to the bottom of the manway, Tony already had everything out of the skip, and on the motor.  Rex climbed on the motor, and Tony threw the lever forward.  All four wheels ground against the rails, and the motor lurched forward, pushing a train of three loaded cars.  Rex shouted to Tony.  “Don’t get goin’ too fast!  We got time, but if you derail this fucker, we’ll be in deep shit.”
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RUSTY TURNED OFF THE LIGHT on his hard hat.  He was fascinated by how dark it really was.  He held his hand close to his face, and tried to see it.  He touched the tip of his nose, but no matter how much he concentrated, no matter how much he strained, he could not see his hand.  He felt a palpable blackness, and the overwhelming sensation of being nowhere; of just being.  He experienced a detached, floating sensation.  The only existence was his own body; his breathing, his pulse, his thinking.  He felt dizzy, and disoriented.  It seemed that if he tried to walk he would fall, but yet, he almost felt that he could not fall; that the enveloping blackness would support him.  He waved his arm about.  He knew it was waving only because he felt it waving.  No other senses confirmed it.  He felt a chilling, dispassionate darkness.  It seemed to him that, before long, he might meld with it.

Suddenly, Rusty realized he couldn’t hear water running in the ditch.  He turned the little knob on his cap-lamp.  The light blinked on and chased away some of the darkness.  It had the effect of seeing with a flashlight attached to his forehead.  He saw no water and no ditch.  How strange, he thought, that he hadn’t noticed until he turned out his light that there wasn’t any water anymore; not even any dripping.  The ditch must have gone a different direction.  He wondered how far he had come before he noticed.  Then, for a while, he amused himself trying to balance on top of one of the rails just to see how far he could walk without losing his balance.  Whenever he came to another drift, he was careful not to turn into it.  Sometimes, just for amusement, he shined his light down a drift to see how far he could see.  Nearby, the light illuminated, however dimly, the entire drift.  Only objects actually in the spotlight were well defined, however, and when he squinted down the drift he discerned less and less.  The light funneled down the drift until it just seemed to stop; not to go out, actually, but just to reach some distant point, and then stop; like looking down a deep, deep well.
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TONY STOOD UP IN THE motor well, shining his light out over the loaded cars he was pushing.  They rattled and clattered, and dipped and bobbed over the uneven track.  Soon they were clattering through a long drift on a slight downgrade.  The train lumbered past abandoned workings, which had been mined into the left and right ribs.  Tony plugged the motor into reverse every so often to prevent the heavily laden cars from gaining momentum, and dragging the motor after them at a high rate of speed.

They stopped in a location part way down the drift in an area where massive timbering supported the rock structure, and where the modern, wider gage of track met the narrow, almost toy-like track of a former time.  The extensive timber-sets supported an area of highly unstable, likely-to-cave, rock.  The timber, installed mostly above the narrow gage track, resembled a wooden train trestle, except that, in this case, the train passed under it rather than over it, and the “trestle” kept the drift from caving in.  It had been installed a long time ago, and had not rotted only because there was very little moisture in that area.

Tony stopped the train.  He and Rex jumped off, and began moving everything off the motor.  The wider track only passed a few feet into the timbered area so that Tony could not take the train as close to their destrination as he would have liked, forcing them to go back and forth to the motor to get everything, which meant that they had to lug everything along the narrow space between the train cars and the timber.  Behind the last car on the train, and a short way into the timbered area, another drift opened to the right.  Because this drift had been mined in a direction which took it out of the unstable rock, it had not required timber support.  It was a narrow drift, though not very long, and it contained the same diminutive track as in the drift from which it was an offshoot, but only for a short distance.  Many years before, it had obviously served as tool room and underground shop, and it contained broken down-down wooden shelves and bins for spare parts.  An ancient, and decrepit, workbench, its legs askew, leaned against the rib for support.  Nearby, a wooden stool looked like it would collapse if someone even touched it.  A thick layer of dust covered everything.  Broken pieces of shelving lay scattered about.

Rex took the skeleton out of the burlap, and Tony got a bag of worn out clothes off the motor; rags, actually, together with a pair of discarded, lace-up, leather boots, which they had collected from the trash.  The shirt and pants were in such tatters that they were barely recognizable as such, and the broken-down boots had the soles flapping loose.
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RUSTY WAS BECOMING ALARMED.  He realized it was taking too long to get to the station, and that the environment was changing in unexpected ways.  Drifts took off in other directions.  None of the guys had mentioned any such thing.  He had the feeling that he had gone the wrong way somehow.  He decided to go back, but when he started retracing his steps, nothing looked familiar.  He realized he had been walking without paying much attention; just thinking his thoughts, and waiting for the station to appear.  He walked a little ways, and then turned around again.  Still, nothing looked familiar, though his miner’s light was not bright enough for him see everything clearly.  He knew he was supposed to go straight, but he had gone straight; now he was lost, and couldn’t figure out which way to go.  Part of the problem was that the drifts looked remarkably similar.  What if he returned without what he was sent to get?  What if he took so long to return that they had to go looking for him instead of getting the work done?  Maybe he’d get fired, and he badly needed the job.

Rusty decided to go part way into some of the interconnecting drifts to see if he could see anything, hopefully other people; but, when he shined his light into them, the darkness just gulped his light, and he couldn’t see much.  Each time he came out of a drift he was more disoriented than before.  He was getting panicky, and had the very great urge to rush in all directions at once, even straight up.  He looked for his footprints to see if he could determine which way he had come, but, by the time he realized he was lost, he had already walked in all directions, obscuring the footprints he had made earlier.  Even so, any impressions were difficult to even see, let alone, analyze.  Suddenly, he noticed that the tracks were now diminutive and narrow, almost like toy tracks.

While he stood, thinking he might have to take off one of his boots, get down on his hands and knees, and creep along, trying match the sole pattern to any marks on the ground, he remembered the tale of Hansel and Gretel, and how they had dropped breadcrumbs along the path so they could find their way back out of the forest.  It hadn’t worked, though, because birds ate the crumbs.  At least, if he had dropped crumbs along the way, there weren’t any birds to eat them down there.  Suddenly a thought blasted his mind:  No! The birds wouldn’t eat them, but the rats would—could even follow them right to him!  At that moment it did not matter to him that he hadn’t dropped any crumbs.  He froze, not sure of the way.  He knew there were no rats where he was, but what if he walked to where they were.  Suddenly, while standing paralyzed, he glimpsed two lights in the distance.  Too far away for him to make out any detail, they appeared like distant stars in the night.  Relieved, and overjoyed, Rusty started toward them, but they disappeared.  Relief turned to dread, and he tried to run in the direction he had seen the specks of light, but running over railroad tracks was difficult and treacherous.  Not only was there darkness wherever he did not shine his light directly, but the rails were too close together for him to run between them easily, and running over the ties was difficult to accomplish without stepping into one of the gaps between them.  He tried to run while trying to watch ahead of himself, and, at the same time, watch where he put his feet.  He managed, with difficulty, to cover some distance, and he came to a spot where the tracks branched into another side drift on his left.  He decided that, maybe, the lights hadn’t disappeared after all, but that those wearing them had gone into a side drift, maybe this one.  He crept into the drift just far enough to see around a curve.  He could see something ahead, but couldn’t make it out.  Its structure was in distinct contrast with that of the drift, however.  He advanced, trying to discern what was there.  Suddenly, he stopped, and listened.  He heard talking.  He listened hard, but it was too muffled to understand what was being said; like hearing people talking in the distance, or on the other side of a thick wall.  He moved forward, but still could not make out the conversation, even though it became louder.  Suddenly the area opened in all directions; even the back became high, like coming into a spacious room after having traveled down a long hallway.  Objects began to appear from the darkness like ghosts; rusting machinery, and rusted, diminutive ore cars on rusting rails, and in one place, a coil of cable so rusted that it was practically just a pile of reddish powder.  A trough, about twelve feet wide and twenty-five feet long, extended along the left side of the track. and was full of greenish-black water.  Green slime covered the water in places, and a half-submerged machine rusted in the middle of it, almost like some foul creature rising from the depths.  Rusty kept moving toward the conversation.  He noticed a pile of old clothes, rags actually, and a couple of ancient ankle-length shoes, not quite boots, the leather curled and hardened, the hooks and eyes corroded.  When he came to the end of the trough he discovered a shaft in the left rib.  There was no cage in it, at least not on the same level he was on, and the timber guides in it were wet and slimy, and had turned black.  There had once been a “Danger! Keep Out!” sign hanging from a wire across the front of the rusted gate, but the wire had broken, and the sign had fallen in front of the gate.  A manway was incorporated into the shaft, and its timbering and ladders were slimy and blackened.  A small trickle of water dropped onto a piece of corrugated tin, and then cascaded into an overflowing tub.  The sound of the water falling onto the tin, coupled to the sound it made falling into the water-filled, metal tub, created a series of vibrations resulting in a sound that resembled muffled speech.  

Rusty’s hope vanished; he filled with dread.  Something in him seemed to sink into his boots.  He knew now that he had stumbled into an old part of the mine, and he realized that the rails were encrusted with rust because nothing had traveled over them for a long time.  He whirled, and began retracing his steps.  He wanted to run, but was more afraid of making noise than of falling.  Suddenly he froze.  A set of eyes appeared from the darkness.  Then he realized that they were created by two crystals twinkling closely enough together to simulate eyes peering from the darkness.  He feared to go forward or backward, yet he feared to stand still.  He listened for the squeal Chris had mentioned.  He was afraid to listen, but he listened.  All he heard was the “conversation,” but now that he knew what it was, it didn’t really sound like conversation anymore.  He crept back around the curve to the drift he had been in, hoping he could find something to use as a weapon.
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REX WAS HAVING SECOND THOUGHTS about their plan.  It had seemed like a better idea before they actually began putting it into practice, but, anyway, they were nearly done.  They put the skeleton in the ancient drift, and Rex tore more of the fabric to expose even more of the bones, and arranged it against the rib.  Tony made several trips back and forth from the side drift to the main drift where the train was parked, scraping up fine dust, and sifting it over both the skeleton, and over their footprints.  “Watch where you’re walking!”  Tony nagged.

On his last trip out to the main drift to collect dust Tony noticed a light in the distance at the other end.  He called to Rex.  “Hey!  Somebody’s coming!”

“What’s somebody doing back there!”  Rex demanded.  He came out of the side drift in a rush, and looked down the drift.  A good distance away he saw the light deeper in the old workings.  “Well fuck!  Who in the fuck’s that!”

“What’s back there?”  Tony asked.

“I don’t know,” said Rex.  “I’ve never been back there.  There’s no reason for anybody to go all the way back there!”

“Well, there’s somebody back there now!”  Tony declared.

“Fuck!”  Said Rex.  He knew he had to decide quickly what to do.  Should they leave, or wait to see who it was?  If they waited right there, whoever it was might decide go into that drift to see what they were up to, but if they could lure him away, they could then “accidentally” run into him in some other area, and then they could find out who it was without letting anyone actually catch them back there.
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