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INTRODUCTION



During the summer of 1955, death came to town. Reporters circled soon after. Some would snatch tidbits and fly away; others would stay for the full feast.


The first body was embedded into the soil of a field of dandelions, grass, weeds, and stalks of volunteer corn. Hidden like a bug crushed by a rolling pin into soft dough. The earth, unlike dough, was more accepting of the intruder. It sipped from the offering before scavengers could deprive it of its due.


A herd of cows retreated to a more distant piece of their world of square corners and wire. The human, who provided them hay and a little treat of sweet feed, would become an occasional memory.


For now, the body was undiscovered. Not yet noticed by birds or animals, spectators or police. Just a corpse, partially buried in a field.
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CHAPTER 1



A BAD TABLE SAW


1955


“Mr. Franklin, I hate to bother you, but I need to get a new blade out of the supply room.”


“Why?” asked the foreman, Pete Franklin.


“I keep hitting nails in this batch of lumber. The logs must have come from a farmer’s fence line or trees where hunters nailed in steps for deer blinds. This blade is dull and starting to get dangerous.”


“Shiflett, ain’t nothing wrong with that blade. Get back to work,” ordered the foreman.


After lunch, Daryl Dean Shiflett screamed when the dull blade hit a knot, which caused the board to jerk suddenly forward, leaving two of his fingers on the factory floor.


He was taken over to Doctor Hill’s office by the factory nurse. A janitor started to throw the fingers in the trash, but the foreman, Mr. Franklin, happened to be walking past and yelled, “Wait, give me one of those.”


The janitor handed him one of the fingers. Grabbing a hammer and nail from a toolbox, Franklin nailed it to the factory wall as an object lesson for workers to be more careful. The digit, nailed above the McCulloch Wood Products calendar, oozed a drop of blood that dripped across the swimsuit of that month’s pinup girl. She sported a brown sash across her swimsuit for the rest of March until that page was torn off for April’s pinup.


Daryl Dean returned to work the next day despite the pain. His whole hand was throbbing, but the worker was desperate not to lose his job, which was necessary to support his wife and daughters. He clocked in on time, went back to the table saw, and turned it on.


Foreman Franklin saw him from the rough end office and yelled for him. Daryl Dean walked up to the foreman. “Mr. Franklin, where do you want me to work today?”


“Shiflett, we can’t afford to have cripples working for McCulloch Wood Products because they slow down production. You shoulda’ been more careful. You’re fired! Get your family moved out of the company house by day after tomorrow. Don’t wait for the Highland Police to make you leave. You won’t like that. Nope, you won’t like it one bit.”


“Mr. Franklin, please give me a chance. I need this job. I have a wife and two little girls.”


“Shiflett, you can leave now, or I’ll have the police remove you. Now, get off company property. This is your last warning,” demanded the foreman.


Daryl Dean walked out of the plant with his head down like a beaten stray cur. His final pay envelope was in his uninjured hand.


Pete Franklin looked around for a replacement on the table saw. He spotted a man coming out of the men’s bathroom. It was one minute past time to start work by the company clock. Franklin yelled, “Hathaway, why are you late? We don’t pay you to sleep in the crapper, get over here.”


“Yes, sir. I wanted to avoid taking a break during the morning shift. I’ll work a little extra over lunch,” responded Maynard Donald “Doc” Hathaway.


“Do you know how to run a table saw?” asked the foreman.


“Ran one for six months on my last job.”


“Well, you have Shiflett’s job now. Catch up on that pile of oak. I need them all cut to sixty-five inches by lunchtime.”


“Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it,” promised Doc.


He worked diligently for an hour, but the saw with the dull blade kept hanging on knots. The saw was jerking his fingers toward the spinning blade, just as it had with Shiflett. Maynard knew it was only a matter of time. He turned off the saw when he saw his foreman walking past.


“Mr. Franklin, may I please change out this blade. I can’t afford to lose any fingers.”


“What is it with you people? Who’s running this plant, you or me? I told Shiflett the blade was fine. I’ll tell you the same thing. That blade is fine. Now get back to work.”


“Mr. Franklin, that blade is dangerous. Shiflett just lost two fingers, and what happened? He got fired. I need all my fingers and this job. If you won’t fix that blade, I want to speak to the plant superintendent,” demanded Doc, who was now angry.


The foreman’s instant response was, “Shut your mouth!”


“Mr. Franklin, I don’t have to take this. If you and the plant superintendent won’t speak to me, I’m gonna complain to Big John. Maybe the owner of the company will let me change the damn blade,” threatened the worker.


“Who did you say you wanted to see?” the foreman asked, and this time he wanted to be sure that he had heard this jackass correctly.


“I want to speak to the boss, the real boss, Big John McCulloch. These conditions are just too dangerous. I need my fingers.”


The foreman stood for a moment and then, with a smirk on his face, shouted, “Mr. John Louis McCulloch, Sr., has better ways to spend his time than listening to whiny-assed babies. Get back to work or get your pay and get off McCulloch plant property.”


There was a pause as the other employees watched.


“Maybe it’s time we started a union,” Hathaway muttered.


It almost seemed the entire plant, which was ordinarily noisy, took a hesitant breath. The workers who were standing nearby pretended they had not heard that last statement. Men with brooms got busy sweeping, and everyone tried to get as far away from this troublemaker as they could get.


The foreman’s face turned red. He began jabbing his finger at Hathaway’s chest with spit flying from his mouth as he shouted, “I’m sorry! I know I did not hear you say that five-letter word. Not in this plant. I did not hear you say it. I’ll show you where you can put your union! When I get back, you…are…done! You are damn dog done!”


After he had eyed the man with a cold stare for five or six-seconds, the foreman walked straight to the plant superintendent’s office.


Mr. Franklin stormed past the surprised secretary and barged into the plant superintendent’s office without even knocking. After five minutes, the plant superintendent, with the foreman in tow, came out of the office, walking hurriedly toward the main office building. Their destination was the office of John Louis, “Big John,” McCulloch, Sr., who presided over the plant, most of the Town of Highland, and half of Green Mountain County.


A tense thirty minutes passed. Franklin came back alone and said nothing. He just sat in his office all afternoon with his door closed. Everyone was shocked that Maynard Hathaway wasn’t instantly fired. Whispered conversations began to take place all over the plant.


The next day, a few events occurred. Hathaway returned to work and a new employee, Billy Ray Bondurant, was hired to drive log trucks for the company. The union threat and lack of retaliation was the main talk of the factory. Even the new guy heard all about it. Some of the men were saying how the boss, Big John McCulloch, must be getting soft.


Billy Ray clocked out with the rest of the day shift at the end of that week, the plant’s payday. All their money was held back. The workers were told to come for their pay on Saturday with no reasons given.


This was the first time that the plant had ever been a day late with the payroll. Some were worried, and others mad. Friday night was going to be a dry night for workers. Several of the men knew their wives would not believe that the employees had not been paid.


Three cops of the Highland Police Department stopped Doc Hathaway as he left the factory. The first was Sergeant “Little John” McCulloch, the son of “Big John.” He grabbed Doc by the arm. Next, Officers Frank Younger and Roger Younger, look-alike twins, also grabbed him. The worker’s lunch pail went flying as the three officers spun him in a half-circle and smashed him, face first, against the corrugated wall of the plant.


The officers handcuffed Hathaway and, without a word, dragged him back to his car, which was parked in the company lot. In the process of being dragged, Doc lost his left shoe. The police did not examine his lunch pail, nor did they search him. Sergeant Little John McCulloch went straight to the passenger side of the unlocked car and began to search under the front seat. He immediately pulled out four pay envelopes.


The town sergeant handed them to the plant superintendent who had just arrived.


“Mr. Spencer, would you read the names of the employees on these envelopes?” demanded Sergeant McCulloch.


Mr. Wesley Spencer read out the names in a loud voice. None of the names were Hathaway’s. He asked Spencer to count the cash. Verifying the money was there, the plant superintendent handed the envelopes back to Sergeant McCulloch.


While everyone watched, the factory police carried Maynard Hathaway off to the county jail. The officers took no notice when the prisoner repeatedly denied stealing the pay envelopes, nor when he said he had no idea how the money had gotten into his car. The shoe and lunchbox remained where they had fallen.


Bondurant asked a couple of the older men who were standing near him, “Who are these Highland Police Officers?”


“Special police, company cops,” announced one of them.


“What kind of police force is that?”


“New guy, the law says that certain factories can hire special police. They get paid by the factory, hired and fired by the factory, and to no one’s surprise, controlled by the factory. These special officers have the same authority as any county sheriff. Here they wear a Highland Police Department uniform, are called town officers, but make no mistake; they are company cops.”


When Bondurant asked, “How can that be?” He was told to shut up and stop being stupid. The older men moved on. Their lesson for the new guy was over.


Hathaway’s wife went to court the next morning for the arraignment. She noticed her husband had a broken nose, a bruised jaw, a swollen shut black eye, and a split lip, and he walked with a limp and moved slowly, indicating that he was sore all over. The Highland Police added a charge of resisting arrest to the charge of theft. The officer told the judge that the plant employee had tried to escape and fought with Sergeant McCulloch. His injuries were from Officer McCulloch subduing the prisoner using reasonable force. No one mentioned the prisoner was handcuffed at the time of his attempted escape. He was remanded to jail until his trial because he had no money for a bail bond.


The Hathaway family lost their company rental house and had to leave town by Tuesday of the next week. While the wife and children cried, the Highland officer informed the wife, “Lady, the plant is being gracious in giving you two extra days to get out. Your man was arrested on a Friday; we waited until Tuesday. What more do you want?”


When the case came to trial a month later, the foreman, plant superintendent, and Sergeant John Louis McCulloch, Jr., testified against him. No one from the payroll office came to explain how he had gotten his hands on pay envelopes which were kept in a locked office under guard until it was time to hand them out. The state prosecutor asked for the maximum sentence of twelve months on each crime for a total of twenty-four months. The defendant had no lawyer and no witnesses to speak on his behalf.


The trial judge commented that his sentence of six months to pull with a year’s probation was lenient because of the unusual circumstances. The police and plant witnesses stormed out of the courtroom upon hearing the light sentence. The wife and children cried upon hearing the harsh punishment. The defendant left the courtroom, claiming he was innocent.
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Friday, June 3, 1955, Billy Ray Bondurant, who everyone now called the “new guy,” had only worked for the McCulloch Company for about three months, but he knew all the details about Shiflett and Hathaway. Being a former coal miner from West Virginia, he believed he and his family were making out much better than when he had worked in the mines, despite his low wages at this plant. The McCulloch Company’s rental house was cheap. The work was a lot cleaner and less dangerous than working shifts in a Hudson Company coal mine.


He was happy, it was Friday, payday, and this was his last trip from the Amherst Log Yard to the McCulloch Wood Products Plant. He planned to pick up his pay, go home, and surprise his family with dinner out at a local hamburger joint, the Black Panther.


His log truck was hard to drive, and he was more than ordinarily careful. The first problem with the truck was that it was overloaded, but since he had not met any Virginia State Troopers, he was almost home free. The Highland Town Police were on the McCulloch payroll and left the company trucks alone. The local sheriff was up for re-election, and his men were also not stopping any company trucks.


His second and more significant problem was a set of mushy brakes. They worked, but he had to pump on the brake pedal to get the most out of the braking system. He was worried that this load might be too much for them.


Billy Ray had known about the brakes on this truck for several weeks. But when he had reported the problem to his foreman, Mr. Pete Franklin had made it clear that if he wanted to continue with the company, he’d better not say anything else. Another log truck was in the shop for a transmission repair; therefore, his vehicle had to wait until the next quarterly budget cycle, which didn’t start until July. Mr. Franklin promised him that next quarter, he would write him up a repair order. Until then, Billy Ray was told to keep adding brake fluid.


So, for the last two trips, he had kept his mouth shut and added brake fluid daily. He had even worked on the brake line himself after he almost rear-ended a car on his last trip into Amherst. Billy Ray tried to fix the brakes with some clamps and a three-inch section of small diameter hydraulic hose he found in a scrap bin at the plant and some gray tape he’d brought from home. Trained as a mechanic in the mine, he knew something about fixing things with wire, twine, and glue. Before leaving Amherst today, he’d poured in his last spare can of brake fluid.


Billy Ray wasn’t stupid. He knew that keeping quiet and keeping his job made the most sense. His wife, Betty Sue, agreed, but she’d begged him to be careful when he left for work that morning.


“Please don’t have a wreck. We need you.”


“Don’t you worry, I’ll come home in one piece,” he’d promised as he departed.


Billy Ray was keeping his word. Only one obstacle to go. Making it into Hidden Valley over Smith’s Gap from the Amherst side required trucks to use lower gears. Prominent warning signs were posted at the top of the gap because on that steep downgrade, there were five sharp curves and a final long one. Once he made it through that last curve, he would be home free because the road was straight across the flats of Hidden Valley. It was so flat and straight that the high school boys ran drag races there. Truckers let their rigs run out of that last curve onto the flats—a good place to make up time.


Humming a tune, he crested the top of the gap and made sure his 1951 Mack log truck was in first gear. He used his brakes as little as possible on the steep downgrade and made it through the five sharp curves. When he got to the last long sweeping bend, he shifted the truck into second and then third gear. He let her run-up to just above the posted speed limit as he came out of that last curve. He could now stay off the brakes, let her run across the valley, and be back by quitting time. The truck backfired twice, but in third gear, his speed stayed in check, just under sixty miles per hour. He had left those wicked curves behind. He stopped worrying and began to sing.


An old 1942 Dodge pickup pulled out of a farm road fifty yards from the last curve before the log truck came into view. When Billy Ray saw the slow-moving pickup, he took a sharp intake of breath, opened wide his eyes, stopped singing, and started pumping the brakes for all he was worth. The log truck first slowed, then something popped under the hood. Instead of slowing, it gained speed. The harder he pumped the brakes, the faster the log truck went. He next tried to downshift into second gear. Once he got the speeding truck out of third gear, he could not get it to go into second or back into third. It was a runaway.


Oak trees lined the road on the right with a dirt bank on the left. The white-knuckled log truck driver saw one final chance to miss the pickup. He eased left to pass it. That’s when he noticed the pickup’s left turn signal blinking. The old farmer never looked back as he slowly, with all the time in the world, turned left for the field road to his tobacco barn.


What happened next was more of an explosion than a collision. The difference in speed and weight of the log truck versus the farmer’s light, slow-moving pickup, resulted in the front end of the log truck smashing the bed of the pickup almost to the cab. The angle of the impact launched the pickup through the air sideways. It went high enough to clear the top of the bank and the four-strand barbed wire fence.


The old farmer died when his head slammed into the back of the cab. He never knew what happened because it happened faster than thought. His quick death was a blessing.


The pickup flew over the bank, landed sideways, and rolled side over side. During rollover number three, the body of the driver went up and out the driver’s side window. It landed in the pasture just ahead of the rolling vehicle. The farmer’s body was crushed when the pickup fell on it. The Dodge continued to roll, leaving the body partially hidden in the pasture. The smashed truck finally came to rest fifteen yards from the body.


The front end of the log truck was demolished. The damage was so bad it turned the long nose of the Baumis style Mack truck into a snub-nosed one. The front axle broke off at the frame. The motor was torn loose, ejected upward, taking the hood with it. The engine landed in the pasture to the left. The wreck, without the front axle attached, slid down the road on its frame, sparks flying. It swerved back to the right, hit a large oak tree at the edge of the right-of-way, and flipped over onto its left side. The missing front axle ground to a halt across the center-line. Logs and wreckage blocked the road.


All of the cows were up and on the move away from the wreck. Then there was silence. Dust, smoke, and steam drifted away. The only movement was the right rear wheels of the log truck turning until they finally stopped.
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CHAPTER 2



BILLY’S MAGIC MIRROR


Friday, June 3, 1955


On the first day of my summer vacation in 1955, by noon, I was bored. The next day, I made a wish because nothing ever happened in my hometown. Some older boys said it was a fact that by wishing on a mirror, your wish would come true. Things could not have been slower, so I stood in front of my bathroom mirror and gave it a try.


“Mirror, mirror, bring me a big adventure.”


Okay, nothing happened. No smoke, no weird shadows, not even a spooky voice—no change in my mirror. Darn.


I began brushing my curly hair, which I hated, with lots of water to get the curls to flatten out. It was my same old reflection in the same old mirror. That’s when Mom called me from the kitchen.


“Billy, breakfast.”


My full name is William Boyer Gunn, but my parents and most adults call me Billy. My friends call me either Billy or BB Gun or just BB for short.


I’ve lived all my life in Highland, Virginia. Although I’m now fourteen and will start high school this fall, I remember all about the summer of 1955. I was twelve years old and had just finished the sixth-grade. My last exam had ended, and school had let out on Wednesday, June 1, 1955, at 3:05 p.m. I can remember important details like that.


I was reasonably confident that I’d made all A’s. My teacher Miss Jones liked me. However, one could never be sure about grades, and besides, there was no use worrying about them until they arrived.


“Billy, you coming?” Mom yelled for the second time.


“Yes, Mom, be there in a minute.” Working on my hair, I had one more call to go.


Right off, I should tell you that there are two things I hate: an idiot and my curly hair. My dad hates idiots, and I agree with him, except when he thinks I’m the idiot. I got my curly hair from Mom. She hates her curly hair, though I think it’s beautiful. She claims to like my hair, but I think she feels guilty and is just trying to make me feel better.


Scotty, my little brother, was a little shy of three that June and starting to become spoiled. His only good quality that summer was that he was almost toilet trained. The main idea here being almost.


I did inherit one good thing from my mom, though: my brains. She was really smart in school, and, like her, my grades are all “A’s.” School, for me, is easy. I never got fussed at about grades, only talking in class, and being stubborn. Mom and Dad think I’m stubborn. Even Grandma calls me stubborn. I’m still not sure if being stubborn is good or bad, but I got being stubborn from Dad. It’s not safe to cross him on certain things on certain days. When he gets stubborn, only Mom can change his mind and sometimes, not even then.


Mom is swell, most of the time. Wicked good, unless you do something terrible and she gets that funny frown that makes her nose wrinkle.


Now, when I was a little kid, I liked summer and being out of school. But when I was twelve, I started having mixed feelings about my summer break. You see, the summer before, I had learned to be afraid of my dad.


Most of Dad’s days are okay, and then my days are okay. But some of his days that summer were what I called his “quiet days.” Those days he didn’t talk much, and I stayed out of his way. Mom was careful to stay home with Scotty when Dad was having a “quiet day.” She or Grandma kept Scotty away from Dad on those days.


Even Scotty was starting to catch on to Dad’s moods. He was a smart kid for being almost three (though intelligent and likable are quite different; the day of my wish for an adventure, Scotty was being a nosebleed).


Early that morning, while it was still dark, Mom and Dad got into a big fuss. I could hear them through the heating vent in my walk-in closet. They didn’t know and still don’t know about me being able to hear them that way. I was careful not to let on. I didn’t want to lose my early warning system.


Before Mom and Dad bought our house, our closet used to be a tiny nursery. When my parents remodeled and added on to the house, it became a walk-in closet for Scotty and me. All our stuff was to be stored in there, and sometimes we did.


The day they had the big fuss, I was thinking that I might rather be in school. School could be fun. My sixth-grade year had been the best because of my teacher, Miss Jones. She was a teacher everyone liked. Not being married or having children must make it easier to be pleasant.


Miss Jones made stuff fun. Her school parties were something. We even had a party with cake and soda pop for no reason. She called it an end of year party. None of my other teachers had ever given us an end of year party. I heard my fifth-grade teacher tell another teacher the last day of school to come on over to her house for a teachers’ celebration. I could only guess what a teacher’s party was like because none of us kids were invited.


I also realized my fifth and sixth-grade years that I liked figuring out things—math and mechanical things. My dad let me help him fix things when I turned eleven. Gunn’s Garage was his. He was the best mechanic in the whole world. He’d learned all about fixing trucks and jeeps in the Army. The year I was eleven, he let me work in the garage on his good days, and that was fun as long as I was careful to put his tools away.


Lost in thought, brushing my curly hair without making any difference, and thinking about summer, that’s when I heard, “William Boyer Gunn, you get down here right now! Do not make me call you again!” This was Mom’s last call for real.


“Coming Mom,” I answered her in my most respectful voice.


One final look at my hopeless tangle, I hustled down the stairs and into the kitchen. Dad, Grandma Harris, and Scotty were already at the table. Grandma was playing the airplane game with Scotty.


Mom handed me a plate of eggs, bacon, and toast as I passed her on my way to the kitchen table. She also gave me a glass of orange juice that had been sitting on the counter by the stove. I took a sip and noticed it was warm. No way was I going to mention my juice was warm. I sat down to eat but didn’t speak to my dad. I knew better.


“Here comes the plane into the hangar.” Grandma had a spoon full of oatmeal and was making circles around Scotty’s face. He had his mouth shut.


“Look out, here it comes into the hangar. Open up.” She swooped the spoon toward Scotty, who opened wide. The spoon went into his mouth, and he clamped down on it. He bit down so hard, his face looked squished, and at the same time, he smiled. Now, he wouldn’t let go of the spoon. Grandma was tugging at it gently, trying to get it back, but the little brat would not let go.


“Mom, I have asked you again and again, do not feed Scotty. He needs to learn to feed himself.” Mom used her, “I mean it” voice. The same tone that she had used on her last call to get me to come to breakfast. It was apparent, to even the uninformed, that she was not happy. I guessed her rare bad mood was a carryover from her argument with Dad.


“Laura Jane, it never hurt you. Besides, he likes it,” said Grandma, while still tugging on the spoon, but she was not getting it back from Scotty. The more she pulled, the wider his grin, and the tighter he held on to that spoon.


“Now, Mother!” Mom complained with a frown, but before she could fuss, Dad suddenly put down his fork and looked over his newspaper at Grandma.


“Matilda, I think you need…” Dad started to say, but then Grandma interrupted him. Oh, oh, that always made Dad mad. I tried to get smaller.


“John, you got in awfully late last night. You woke me up. I couldn’t get back to sleep. So darn’t you start in on me with your stingers and bouquets.” Grandma looked at Dad and then at Mom, to see who was going to get drawn into a fight with her, first.


It had been about two weeks since Mom, Grandma, and Dad had gotten into what I called a “knock-down, drag-out fight.” I knew that they were about due for another one.


When Grandma started telling someone not to give her “stingers and bouquets,” which she called a severe insult, she was spoiling for a fight. The bigger the battle, the better she liked it. Mom started to say something when Dad folded his paper, stuck it under his arm, got up, picked up his coffee and cigarettes in the same hand, and started for the door to the back porch.


“Gonna drink my coffee outside, where it’s quiet,” he said to no one in particular. He kicked open the screen door with his foot and let it slam behind him.


I drank my juice and looked over the glass to see what would happen next. Mom and Grandma remained quiet. This meant they had either reached a truce or were building up steam for a major blow-up. I finished my breakfast in a rush while silence reigned. I took my dishes over to the sink, picked up the trash can from the corner of the kitchen, and headed for the back door.


Mom glanced at me but said nothing. I figured it would be better to take out the trash without her telling me to, thus earning me a position on her good side while things were pre-storm. I emptied the trash, took the empty can back into the kitchen, dropped it off, and fled out the back door, being careful not to let it slam.


I quietly worked on my chores by sorting out the car parts that Dad had ordered for some new jobs. I was careful not to drop them while putting them on the parts shelves. Later in the morning, I finished up by putting away his tools. So far, no explosions from the house. I was hoping things might settle down. Dad was quiet while I worked. I knew to stay quiet and out of his way.


Finishing up my chores, I looked for something else to do. That’s when my best friend, Kent Clark, arrived on his bike. I think I was the only one who knew his middle name was Farnsworth. It was our secret.


Like every kid in this dumb town, he suffered from boredom. We both agreed there was never nothing to do. No, that’s not right. There was never anything to do. I didn’t much care how I said it unless Mom was around to hear my grammar.


I gave Kent the zipper sign. Now, he knew my dad was having a bad day. I pointed outside. We walked over to the picnic table on the side of the garage. Here, we were out of Dad’s view.


Kent was my best friend, who stuck with me no matter what. We tried to be good, most of the time. Not like some other kids at our school. Even at twelve, I could figure people out pretty well, and I usually knew who was okay and who to avoid. However, some people could fool me. Figuring out what was wrong with a fuel pump or radiator was easy. I noticed early in life that some people, like cars that wouldn’t run, were just broken. Unlike a fuel pump, they often could not be fixed because there was no way to figure out what was causing the problem. I learned as a little kid; it was best to stay away from certain people. My mom would tell me there were times Dad was not to be bothered. I knew when to be careful. I didn’t want to get hurt again.


During the summer of last year, I got into a mighty big scrape with my dad. Scrapes are things a kid can study to try to avoid. Still, they happen. I had my share of ‘em. Now at fourteen, it’s easier to avoid them, well, most of the time.


When I started first grade, I had been an idiot. I had gotten into them all the time.


There were some scrapes in fourth and fifth-grade I hadn’t tried to avoid. You see, I liked to annoy certain people. I was very good at doing that to the kids a year or two older than me. I knew how not to get killed. I learned only to annoy older boys when adults were close.


Superman—that’s Kent’s nickname—and I were running down the list of seventh and eighth-grade bullies. It wasn’t wise to cross them, even when adults were close. We noted those in town for the summer and those out of town.


“Hey, Superman, are the Lockhart brothers here over the summer or are they going to stay with their grandparents in Blacks-burg?”


“Last I heard, they’re going to be in town all summer. As mean as they are, their grandparents probably took off for somewhere far, far away, like Baltimore or New York City. If I were them, that’s where I’d go.”


Kent gave me his sideways grin. The kind where one side of his mouth went up and the other went down just a little. He had hit a tree on his sled the winter before last and broke his arm and busted his mouth. Lucky for him no teeth got knocked out, but since the stitches got pulled from the corner of his mouth and cheek, one side of his smile didn’t quite seem to match the other.


“Yeah, those Lockhart brothers are mean as snakes. One minute they’re nice, and the next they’re nothing but trouble,” I agreed with him because it was true. They were broken, mean.


“Kent, we best stay away from them. I hear they’re running with Lou McCulloch.”


Kent made a finger into a gun and pointed it at me. “You know, someone needs to shoot Lou McCulloch. He stole my tennis shoes in gym class last December. I never did get them back. No way he could wear them on his big feet.”


“He didn’t need them. His grandfather could buy the shoe factory,” I said with disgust. “He and that older Lockhart brother, Dickie, make a great pair. Then you add the younger brother, Carl, and you get triple trouble.”


I picked up a stick from the picnic table and over-handed it to the ground like I was throwing a knife. “I think Carl Lockhart is the one who let the air out of Miss Jones’s tire.”


Dickie Lockhart was a year older than his younger brother Carl, but since Dickie had gotten held back a year in school, he, Carl, and Lou McCulloch were now all in the same grade. Triple trouble times three was that bunch. Since Lou’s grandfather owned the town, his grandson got away with murder. Even the teachers let slide a bunch of stuff for Lou that the rest of us would have been paddled for doing.


Kent and I agreed that we would try to avoid the Lockharts and Lou McCulloch for our own safety. I threw in not crossing several of the cranky adults in town, ‘cause when they called Dad, that usually turned out bad. I couldn’t afford to have Dad lose his temper again.


I looked over at Kent and asked, “Hey, Superman, what do you want to do today?”


“We could get our bikes and ride to town. Let’s see what’s going on,” Kent said with that funny grin.


“Okay. We could check out the Top Hat Theater and see if what Mom was saying is true. She was fussing about the terrible movies that are coming here. Boy, did they sound good. One was The Creature from the Black Lagoon, and the other was Bud Abbott and Lou Costello Meet the Mummy,” I said, all excited.


“Doesn’t get any better than that, BB. One of the eighth graders said The Mummy, the scary one, is coming over the Fourth of July. I can hardly wait,” Kent said as he swatted at a bug. Movies were the most exciting thing that ever happened in Highland.


“Seen any summer girls, yet?” I asked Superman.


“Not a one. Still too early. Perhaps some will drift in this week,” he said, hopefully.


Highland’s population was quite small during the winter. But when the summer tourists arrived, the population grew. Visitors came to stay at the famous Green Mountain Resort. That resort is known for having wild parties, or so I’m told. And those families often had cute daughters with them. So, whenever girls came to town, Kent and I always checked them out.


The other resort in town was smaller, visited by some of the best families of Virginia, and was called Cubley’s Coze. The guests there were old people. There were not as many cute girls at Cubley’s Coze. But when one did arrive, they were often with their grandparents. Grandparents tended to be less strict, and the girls got to hang around with us more. Each resort was neat in its own way.


Kent and I were enjoying the sunshine, and I was thinking how beautiful today was. This morning, the red sunrise had been spectacular. We settled back to think and watch the clouds to see what shapes they were making.


Two broad valleys made up my world. One bigger valley ran east to west, the other smaller valley ran north to south, and mountains were all around. Beautiful but boring.


Driving from Charlottesville on State Route Twenty-two south and west toward Lynchburg, you drove over East Gap. State Route Twenty-two was the only way into and across Hidden Valley. Smith’s Gap was how you left the valley to drive on west.


Hidden Valley, what a dumb name because it wasn’t hidden. It was on the main highway. Once you were on State Route Twenty-two, there was no way to avoid Hidden Valley.


There was a big plant just as you came down off East Gap and drove into Hidden Valley—the McCulloch Wood Products plant. And, yes, Lou McCulloch was the grandson of the owner. A lot of folks worked at that plant. Many of my friend’s dads worked there, and even some of the moms.


Sometimes that plant smelled up the whole town when the wind blew from northeast to southwest. Luckily for us, the wind usually blew the other way, so the stink headed away from Highland. It often hung over East Gap and welcomed visitors to Hidden Valley in a most unpleasant way.


Traveling west on twenty-two, you had to turn left onto Main Street to find Highland. If you missed that left turn, you zipped right on past Main Street and missed us entirely. One way in and one way out.


Main Street led to downtown Highland, which sat smack in the middle of Green Mountain Valley. This small town only had five main streets.


Find Green Mountain Avenue and drive south through Green Mountain Valley and you ran into Green Mountain. The first settlers dug the word “green” ‘cause it was everywhere.


The town of Highland, like Hidden Valley, was named by an idiot. Highland was in the center of Green Mountain Valley, and there was nothing high about the town of Highland. Most people, who came to town, were not looking for Highland anyway and did not care what it was called. They were looking for one or the other of the two famous resorts, situated on Green Mountain.


To reach the two famous resorts, you had to pay attention to the directions. From Main Street, you turn left on any of the side streets, drive two blocks crossing Church Street, and turn right on Green Mountain Avenue. Main Street dead-ends at the courthouse. To get to the resorts, you have to turn off Main. Many of the tourists were idiots and ended up at the courthouse, asking for directions.


Green Mountain Avenue, passes by this big lake, south of town called, you guessed it, Green Mountain Lake. The road runs right over a bridge built on top of a dam—a great place to skip rocks or feed the fish or ducks.


Smith River feeds the lake, which lies in front of the Green Mountain Resort. The big hotel is easy to see from the bridge; you turn right at the neon sign at the end of Green Mountain Avenue to get to it.


To go to Cubley’s Coze Resort, the smaller resort hotel, you turn left at the same intersection. There is a little sign for this resort, but few people miss it because they return year after year.


Why did they name this second resort Cubley’s Coze? I’ll save that bit of information for later.


That mirror thing, I’m not sure what it did. Most of my friends think I’m nuts, but I still believe that the mirror had something to do with what happened that summer.


A boy about to have a big adventure is like a sleeping dog on the road before the car hits it—not a clue. Kent and I never expected what was headed our way, and like the dog, we were going to find out.
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CHAPTER 3



BILLY ALMOST LOSES A HAND


Friday, June 3, 1955


Superman and I sat in the sun behind my dad’s garage with nothing to do. A bee was buzzing somewhere over my head. I had one eye open, trying to see if it was time to bolt or if the bee was passing by.


“Billy, I need you. Get off that picnic table; tell your friend it’s time for him to get on home. You come here, right now. We got a tow.” I moved a little faster than usual.


“What’s up, Dad? Wreck or break down?” I asked, trying to be pleasant.


“Neither, Old Man Peters backed over a cement parking stop at his store. The idiot has his car stuck. Frank Junior wants us to fix things. Get the forty-foot chain out of the garage and throw it up on Blacky.”


Blacky was Dad’s 1941 Mack Diesel, Model B61 tow truck with tandem rear axles and a 237-diesel engine. The color was shiny black. It was a workhorse with six forward gears, and it could pull a house out of a mud hole. Mr. Peters’ car was not going to be a problem.


I liked Old Man Peters as Dad called him. Frank Peters & Son Grocery had been my favorite grocery store for as long as I could remember. Mr. Peters, the dad, would give me candy cigarettes as a child. He gave me those free treats until I started first grade. I looked forward to going to his store with Mom and getting them. The candy Old Man Peters handed out probably got the grocery store more business than spending a hundred times that amount on advertising.


Frank Junior had gone off to college at the University of Virginia. When he returned home to run the store, he was all “dollars and cents,” according to the locals. Great specials and something called Green Stamps took the place of free candy. Now, the only time the store gave free handouts of candy to the little kids was when Frank Junior wasn’t looking.


Halfway to the garage to get the chain, I saw Kent hurrying to where he had stashed his bike. He knew better than to hang around when Dad told him to go home. I yelled, “See you later, Superman!” He threw a wave without looking back, picked up his bike, did a running mount, and was off.


Kent and I had talked a time or two about dads. Was it better to have a dad that was mean sometimes or no dad at all? Both Kent and I decided not having a dad, which was Kent’s situation, was much worse.


My dad was a lot of fun at times, especially when he let me go with him on tow jobs. Tow jobs were fun to watch.


I pulled the heavy tow chain out of the garage and over to the rear of Blacky. I learned how to wrestle it up onto Blacky by myself when I was eleven. I would heave each three-foot section onto the truck bed while holding the chain in place with one hand and reaching for the next section with the other. I was doing good until the chain slid off before I could stop it.


Wham! I felt a blow to my shoulder. I went flying sideways. When I landed, it was on the ground on my right elbow. My dad was strong. He had given me a shove, a hard one.


The chain landed in a heap at the rear of Blacky. Dad was standing there, looking at the pile of chain at his feet. Me, I was on the ground, trying not to cry.


“I told you to get that damn chain on the truck. Use your muscles, boy!” Dad growled. “Ain’t got all day.”


My father grabbed that chain and, in one toss, threw all of it up onto the back deck of Blacky. Then, he rattled the tow cable, checked the hook and pulleys, but kept glancing at the house.


He finally turned his head to look at me, “You hurt?” he asked, just above a whisper.


“No, sir,” I responded.


He checked the house a final time. When Mom didn’t come to the kitchen door, he walked to the driver’s door of Blacky and climbed in without a word.


I got myself up off the ground. With the palm of my left hand, I rubbed spit on my skinned right elbow to make it stop bleeding. It stung, but I knew better than to cry. I then brushed the dirt off my pants and rubbed my shoulder. Goodness, was he strong. It took all that morning for my shoulder to stop hurting.


Standing there, I heard a faint boom way off in the distance. It sounded like someone was blowing up a stump with dynamite.


“Stop picking your nose and get in the truck, boy!” Dad yelled from the cab.


I ran for the door on my side and climbed up onto the passenger seat. The interior of Blacky was an emerald green that matched the color of the mountains around Highland. Riding in Blacky was cool, ‘cause you could look down on all the other cars. I was big at twelve, but I still had to sit on the front edge of the seat to see out of the windshield. The roar of the diesel often made people look our way.


Driving down Main Street, I saw my last year’s teacher, Miss Jones, going into the hardware. She looked our way, so I waved, and she waved back. Her waving made me feel better.


The stick shift on Blacky was tall. It came up out of the floorboard, even with the bottom of the big steering wheel. When Dad changed gears, he did it quickly with his right hand to get both hands back on that big steering wheel. The gas and brake pedals were giant sizes. Big enough that Dad could wear his mud boots and drive Blacky without a problem. The clutch pedal was over to the left of the brake pedal, but for some reason, it was standard size.


“It takes a soft touch,” as Dad would say, to drive Blacky with a heavy load and shift those gears without losing speed or grinding the transmission. I was looking forward to when I was fifteen and could get a learner’s permit. Dad said he would teach me how to drive Blacky, but I would never be as good as him.


Everybody said my dad was the best wrecker driver in the county, maybe the whole state. He ran calls for the Virginia State Police, the Green Mountain County Sheriff, and many of the folks in town. The Town of Highland Police used the Chevrolet wrecker because Mr. McCulloch owned that dealership and paid the town cops. My dad got cut out of those calls unless their wrecker wasn’t big enough to pull the tow.


Once, I saw my father pull a wreck that the Chevrolet tow truck couldn’t even get to move. Blacky pulled that wrecked truck up a steep bank on the first try. Yep, my dad was the best.


Frank Peters and Son Grocery was eight blocks from our garage, making for a short ride. Dad pulled into the lot and made a half-circle, reversed, and backed up to the front of the stuck car. Dad glanced in his rear-view mirror and told me to forget the chain; he wouldn’t need it. He pulled Blacky forward and off to the left to get the tow truck out of the way.


“Billy, get me four 4x4 blocks.”


“Yes, sir.” I jumped down out of the cab, went over to one of the side cabinets, and opened the swing-up door on its counterweight. When that door swung up, you better be out of its way. I still have a scar on my chin from one time when I was slow jumping back.


That day, I opened it without any problem, reached in, and grabbed two of the 4x4 blocks of wood. I picked them up in both arms and ran them over to Dad.


“Four 4x4’s dummy, not two,” he said to me in a loud whisper as I dropped the first two beside the wheel.


“Yes, sir, coming,” I answered and wasted no time getting the other two. I had learned being slow and making two trips was often better than dropping four. Dad had no patience with “weak-asses.” I tried to never appear weak in front of him. Being a weak-ass was the reason he whacked me when I dropped the chain.


“Slow as molasses in January,” he muttered, which was a standard response from him when he was in a bad mood. When he was not looking, I used to mouth that same phrase as he said it, but not that day—not worth the risk.


Mr. Frank Peters, Jr., and his father came out of the store, one after the other. They kept their distance, knowing Dad and hearing his tone of voice to me. Dad looked up and noticed them.


“Mr. Peters, how did this happen?” Dad asked, frowning. “You must have had some speed up to drive over this cement parking stop.”


“Well, it was like this,” said Old Man Peters, “I was parking the car, being careful, going slow, and I guess I was going too slow for some people. A car began blowing its horn. It startled me; I hit the gas instead of the brake. The car shot backward, and there you have it.”


Dad shook his head but said nothing, which was a relief. He took the key from the ignition, popped the car trunk, and got out the jack.


Calling out, Dad asked Old Man Peters if the car was in park with the emergency brake set. Mr. Peters quickly responded, “Of course. I always leave it in park and set the emergency brake. Don’t want it to roll off across the parking lot, you know?”


Dad said under his breath, so only I could hear him, “Yeah, well, putting the back wheels over the cement stop will sure keep it from rolling off.”


I hoped Old Man Peters didn’t have his hearing aid up all the way. Sometimes, he was able to hear quite well with it.


Dad set the jack under the back bumper in the middle and started to jack up the back of the car.


“Billy, listen up. Put a 4x4 in front of each cement parking stop in line with the rear tires. Once I jack the car up high enough, put two more to the rear of the parking stop under each of the rear wheels. I need those blocks placed exactly. I’ll then lower the car down on the blocks, and the car can roll forward. This will make a bridge of 4x4’s to get the wheels up and over those cement stops. Got it?”


“Yes, sir,” I replied.


“Keep your hands out from under that car. I don’t want to have to tell your momma you came back with your hands cut off. Don’t need no more shit from her today.”


Again, I said, “Yes, sir.”


That day was a “yes, sir” sort of day. Dad had come in late, and Mom was not pleased. I heard it all through the secret vent. It was a bad day to be a kid of twelve in the Gunn household. That was why I got a little whack when I dropped the chain. A big whack would have earned me another trip to the hospital. I had learned Dad’s limits. Sure, I got whippings with Dad’s belt every once in a while, but I didn’t count those.


I had just set the last block when, suddenly, the car rolled backward off the jack.


Crash went the car. It came down and the rear wheel just missed squashing one of my hands. I jerked both hands back, but that would have been a quarter second too late if that car had been over my way just a little.


Dad jumped back when the car fell. Lucky for him, it didn’t roll backward very far, or he would have been under it. The jack just missed his foot.


He turned to face Old Man Peters and yelled, “I thought you told me you had it in park, dammit! You could have killed us!” It was then that Dad turned and looked at me.


“Billy, you got all your fingers?”


I held up both hands and began to wiggle all ten of my fingers. Dad looked like he might whack me for the second time, but he didn’t. Instead, he took it out on the car. He reared back and kicked the tire with his boot — good thing he wore steel-toed boots.


Then, he marched over to the driver’s door and jerked it open. He yanked it so hard, it sprung back out of his hand and latched closed. He grabbed it a second time, but this time he didn’t jerk it. It stayed open. I watched through the window as he leaned into the car, set the emergency brake, and put the automatic transmission lever in park. No wonder the car rolled off the jack.


It was not unusual for dad to do dumb stuff after coming in late. Dad always told me, “If you want it done right, do it yourself.” That day at the grocery, I was tempted to remind him of that piece of wisdom, but I didn’t.


Dad looked back at the rear wheels. They were a good eight inches from the cement parking stop and were not on top of the 4x4’s we had placed there. He looked around for me and yelled loud enough to be heard inside the grocery.


“Billy, bring me all of the 4x4’s. I mean, right damn now!”


I ran for the other side cabinet and brought him two more 4x4’s. I walked as fast as I could and tried not to drop them. I was lucky. I made the two trips without losing a single one. I hoped this would be enough because we were now out of 4x4’s.


Dad jacked up the car and put all the 4x4 blocks under the rear wheels in a long line, end to end. He lowered the wheels back on top of the 4x4 platform that he had built. Then, he drove it forward across the 4x4 platform, over the cement parking stops, which were now only two-inch obstacles, and along the 4x4’s on the other side. The rear wheels dropped off the end of the platform and the problem was fixed. He did it all without having to use Blacky.


Dad parked the car and walked over to Mr. Frank Peters, Jr. “That will be six for the trip and one to get it over the cement stops. You got a problem with that, Frank?”


“No, John, that’s more than fair, and I’m sorry Dad got confused. He didn’t understand how dangerous it was, not to set the brake and have it in park.”


Dad had calmed and said, “Don’t worry about it.” He took the seven dollars and shoved the bills into the bib pocket of his coveralls. During this exchange, I put the 4x4’s back into Blacky, put the car jack back in the Peters’ car, and climbed into the cab on the passenger’s side. Dad got in and started the diesel.


“Idiot!” He muttered. I didn’t say anything. Neither my dad nor Old Man Peters were idiots, but they were indeed not at their best. I liked Mr. Peters just as much after that day as before. Candy cigarettes create a lot of “good-will” when you are a kid. Yep, a lot of friendship and a kid’s memory lasts and lasts.


Leaving the lot, we passed a Town of Highland police car with its red-light flashing, going somewhere. Dad waved, but the two officers didn’t wave back.
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CHAPTER 4



THE BIG WRECK


Friday, June 3, 1955


Billy Gunn had heard the accident at his dad’s garage. The locals would later refer to this one as the “big wreck.” After the collision with the loud boom, there was silence. Bird calls returned as the smoke and dust drifted away.


A brand new, 1955 Chevrolet Bel Air, V8-350 came out of the last curve at the bottom of Smith’s Gap. It was “swell” with its white top over a blue body and big chrome bumpers. A thirty-seven-year-old man was the driver. As he approached the scene, he slowed and stopped short of the first log blocking the road.


The driver was Charles Matthew Cubley, but he insisted on being called Matt. He had very blue eyes and dark hair in a crew cut, which was about due for a trim. His build was lean, average height, with a square jaw, and a bearing which left the impression he was former military. He wore blue jeans, a tan shirt, a summer sport coat, and ox-blood penny loafers. He got out of his car and just stood without moving.


When he spoke, he raised his voice in prayer.


“Oh God, please don’t make me do this, not this!”


Matt stared down the road. He slowly walked toward the log truck but suddenly stopped after three steps. Would he stay or leave? Having made his decision, he returned to his car but passed the driver’s door and ended his walk at the trunk.


“What am I doing?” he questioned himself.


Back in motion, he made it to the driver’s door, leaned in, and retrieved the keys. Once again, at the rear of the Chevrolet, he reluctantly inserted the key, opened the trunk, and took out a large tackle box with “Roanoke Life Saving & First Aid Crew” painted on the lid. He carried it with him to the log truck.


Another car arrived on the east side of the wreck. It stopped, immediately turned around, and sped back toward Highland. Matt hoped the other car was going for help.


He hurried over to the front windshield of the log truck and looked into the cab through the spiderweb of cracks in the glass. The driver was unconscious and bleeding from his forehead and nose. His right forearm bent at an odd angle below the elbow.


The driver was breathing, which was the first good sign Matt had seen thus far. Since the truck was on its left side, the driver was also on his left side against the driver’s door. This position would help drain the blood from his nose, away from his throat, and keep his airway clear.


Matt needed something to break out the windshield to get access to the driver. He spotted a club. Workers had been cleaning up a farmer’s fence line by cutting brush. He pulled a tree branch that was three feet long and four inches thick from the pile alongside the road. Stripped of its twigs and leaves, it was perfect.


Matt climbed on top of the truck, leaned inside the passenger’s window, and bashed out the passenger’s windshield with the club. Most of the glass, the large pieces, fell outside the truck cab. The glass that fell on the injured man did not seem to do any additional damage. Matt carefully climbed back down the frame to the ground.


He was now able to finish the job. With the passenger side windshield broken out, he took the club, reached into the cab, and battered out the remaining windshield.


Leaning into the cab, Matt removed some glass from the driver’s face and throat. He felt for a carotid pulse, found the driver had a good neck pulse and was breathing. The gash on the man’s forehead continued to bleed freely, but the nosebleed had stopped. Matt got several compresses and roller bandages out of his first aid box. Using them, he bandaged the large gash on the driver’s forehead.


Stepping back, he tried to figure a way to get the injured man out of the truck’s cab. It was apparent he would need help, but no one else had arrived.


Matt was concerned about the man’s broken arm, so he reached in and checked for a pulse, detected one, and left the injured arm as it was. He knew he had done all he could for the log truck driver until more help arrived. Closing his first aid box, he picked it up and carried it along with his battering ram to search for the pickup and more victims.


Matt scouted the dirt farm road and the land near the tobacco barn. Strewn across the meadow were an ax, a shovel, and a post-hole digger, clearly thrown from the bed of the pickup. He followed marks, bent vegetation, and debris across the field, dreading what he might find.


Matt recognized the make and model of the pickup when he saw it upside down in the pasture. A friend of his drove one similar. This wreck was a 1942 Dodge with front headlamps on the fenders that gave it the appearance of a face with bug-eyes. The nose of this model pickup was funny, rounded, and bulb-like with a Dodge emblem hood ornament. The grill was the mouth.


This wrecked pickup, however, bore but a slight resemblance to Matt’s mental image of his friend’s truck because the bed of this pickup had been smashed against the rear of the cab. The cab was intact, but there was no glass in either the left-side or right-side windscreen. The center metal piece that held the left and right windshield glass in place was missing. The roof was flattened four or five inches from where it should have been. It was clear the truck had rolled many times.


Matt looked for the driver, but he was not in the cab, around the truck nor under it. He backtracked, looking for the driver. Walking along the path where the vehicle had rolled over and over, he found the body.


The driver had been mashed into the ground. The body was tough to see because of the pasture grass, weeds, and bent over volunteer corn stalks. Matt knew the man was dead, but he checked anyway as his training demanded. His hand was shaking badly, but he was able to determine there was no pulse and no breathing. Matt stood quietly over the body, saying a prayer for this stranger.


He took off his sport coat and laid it over the corpse. This coat meant more to Matt than any other possession he owned. It was the last gift his wife had given him before her death. He knew all the spilled blood would ruin it, but he did it anyway. Janet would have insisted. Tears filled his eyes, and he wept.


There was nothing more he could do. He paused, took a deep breath, pulled himself together, wiped his face, and picked up his gear. He was drawn back to the log truck for the living, but his mind was on the dead. He could not help but remember the last time he saw Janet and Jack at the wreck that took them. He forced himself to stop thinking.


Arriving again at the smashed log truck, he tried to decide how best to remove the driver from the wreckage. He crawled partly into the cab and carefully took care of the driver’s other minor cuts and abrasions. He did another check of his pulse and respirations and found no change.


Walking to his car, he got out a wooden splint from the trunk. Using his skill, he slowly, inch by slow inch, straightened the broken limb. Then, he splinted the arm. The pulse at the wrist was still good after the splint was applied. This man must have a guardian angel.


He finished by performing a detailed examination to see if there were any significant injuries that he might have missed. He checked the man’s back and neck as best he could but found nothing remarkable. He added and secured more compresses to his head, where the blood had started to show through the first set. No changes in breathing or pulse, but he remained unconscious.


In the distance, Matt heard a siren. It got louder, and he could see red lights approaching. The siren wound down and stopped. Matt looked over to the east and saw a red 1951 Chevrolet pumper with a siren mounted on the roof. The fire truck was typical, with hydrant hoses on one side and a ladder on the other. Two men in turnout coats were making their way to him, having to climb over and around the logs. The fireman wearing a white fire chief’s helmet introduced himself as Chief Bailey Danbury. Matt told him his name.


“What happened?” asked the fire chief.


“I saw the log truck rear-end the pickup as it tried to make a left turn into this pasture. The pickup driver is all busted up, quite dead. The log truck driver has a head wound and an angulated fracture of the arm that I splinted. He needs to go to the hospital as soon as possible.”


“Are you a doctor?” asked Chief Danbury.


“No, but I used to work with the Roanoke Life Saving and First Aid Crew. We’re going to need an ambulance or truck to take the driver to the hospital. The closest hospital is Waynesboro, isn’t it?”


“Yep. I expect Koehler Funeral Home from Beech Grove, just west of here, will be on the way. They can use their hearse as an ambulance. I told dispatch a McCulloch truck was involved. Mr. Koehler’s a cousin of the McCullochs, so that’s who will get called. And their ambulance will be on the right side of this mess to get to the driver of the log truck. Might have to take the driver to Lynchburg ‘cause the back way to Waynesboro through Vesuvius is steep and narrow. No one is getting to Waynesboro on this road.”


A groan came from the cab of the log truck, and Matt turned to look at the driver. Time was running out to get him to a hospital.


A second fire truck, a utility truck, arrived on the other side of the wreck. Another fireman from this second fire truck was working his way through the logs to Chief Danbury.


A siren was heard coming from the direction of Smith’s Gap. In just a few moments, a black hearse pulled into view. The vehicle was a 1948 Cadillac Meteor Hearse with two red lights on the front bumper and a big red spotlight in front of the driver’s door. They all were flashing as the mechanical siren slowly wound down. Two men, one white and one colored, wearing dark suits, got out. Matt noticed the front seat was covered in plush, red velvet. New Orleans flashed across his mind.


He waved them over and gave them the same report he had just given to Chief Danbury. The white man in the dark suit introduced himself as Bill Koehler, the owner of Koehler Funeral Home. He pointed to the colored man and said, “This is my helper, Richard.”


Mr. Koehler began asking Matt questions about the condition of the people in the wreck. Matt noticed that when he tried to tell Mr. Koehler about the medical issues of the log truck driver, Mr. Koehler went back to asking the exact location of the corpse. As the questions about the body continued, Matt got more and more irritated.


Matt squared up, looked Mr. Koehler in the eyes, and reiterated, “The man I found dead was the driver of the pickup truck. He’s dead. We can’t help him, and he will keep. This guy in the log truck is still breathing and needs some help, or you will have two to bury. So, who goes first?”


“Don’t get all worked up, young fellow. We’ll take your man first,” said Mr. Koehler with a frown.


“He’s not my man; I was just the first one here. Do you have a backboard or just a gurney?” asked Matt, raising his voice and matching frown for frown with Mr. Koehler.


“We have a gurney. We also have one tank of oxygen and a few first aid supplies. I run this ambulance stuff on the side. We’re not a big outfit,” Mr. Koehler offered in explanation.


“OK, I suggest we get the gurney, and with some firemen, gently pull the driver out of the cab. Watch his arm because it’s badly broken. I splinted it, but we need to keep it quiet. I suspect he may have a broken neck or back after seeing how his truck is smashed.” Matt looked at Mr. Koehler, who nodded and seemed to be in a more helpful spirit.


The driver was moved to the ambulance. Matt climbed in the back of the hearse-ambulance to make sure the patient was breathing, the oxygen was working, and the face mask was secure.


Matt heard Mr. Koehler tell Chief Danbury he was coming right back for the body, and not to let anyone touch it until he got back. He also gave Richard strict instructions on how to cover the body with a Koehler Funeral Home blanket. The light gray blanket had the name of the funeral home stitched on it in huge, gold letters. He told Richard he was not to leave the body for an instant.


“Richard, you make sure that outfit over in Waynesboro doesn’t show up and take our man. You sit on it if you have to,” said Mr. Koehler.


“No, sir, I’ll stick right on it. Won’t nobody move that body but you, Mr. Koehler. I’ll make sure of it,” exclaimed Richard.


Chief Danbury also promised to watch over the body.


Matt, hearing this exchange, climbed out of the back of the ambulance and spoke to Mr. Koehler. “Someone needs to monitor the patient, do you want me to ride in back with this guy?”


Mr. Koehler turned to Matt as if to give him a curt response, hesitated a moment, and then asked Chief Danbury if one of his firemen would ride in the back with the driver of the log truck. Danbury called to one of the younger firemen who had just arrived and told him to ride in the rear of the ambulance to Lynchburg.


The fireman wanted to stay where the excitement was, but finally, he said, “I guess so.”


Matt started to tell Mr. Koehler that he was more qualified because of his first aid training. Thinking about it, he decided he had pushed Mr. Koehler to his limit, so he just turned and walked away as the ambulance left the scene.


Matt walked back to his car to watch and wait until the road was cleared. He had decisions to make about his future and this town.


[image: Images]










CHAPTER 5



FACTS


Friday, June 3, 1955


Matt Cubley waited patiently at the scene of the wreck. The injured man was on his way to better care. He watched cars and trucks stop on both sides of the blockage. Some drivers had turned around and drove away, but others had pulled over, gotten out, and toured the scene.


Fifteen people were standing in a circle around the blanket-covered corpse. They looked at the blanket as if the body was a county fair side-show and the curtain was about to rise.


A police car arrived from the town of Highland carrying two officers. The first officer was over six feet tall with short blond hair. He was slightly overweight, and his belly slightly overhung his gun belt. Above the sergeant stripes were Highland Police Department patches. His biceps were so large that the short sleeves on the shirt looked like the seams might rip at any moment.


The other officer was smaller and leaner. He had the same uniform, but without the sergeant stripes, like the sergeant, he had massive biceps. Both officers took pride in lifting weights.


Despite the body being covered, it remained the center of a crowd. The sergeant pushed a slow-moving bystander out of the way, pulled back the Koehler Funeral Home blanket, and lifted the sports coat away from the victim’s face. He took a look and quickly re-covered the body. One of the bystanders peeked at the crushed remains and threw up, earning a scowl from the sergeant, who put his hands on his hips, puffed out his chest, and ordered the crowd to move back. The crowd shuffled back a few steps, just enough to avoid the wrath of the big cop.


The two officers strode over to Chief Danbury for a conference, and Matt walked near to listen.


The sergeant took out a notebook and asked the fire chief, “What happened?”


“It’s bad, Sarge, real bad! It looks like Old Man Beamis pulled out, and damn if he didn’t get squashed by the log truck,” said Chief Danbury.


The sergeant had started to write in the notebook but put it away after the fire chief’s comment.


“Well, I guess it’s a good thing Old Man Beamis is dead, or I would have to write him up for failure to yield the right of way. Dad’s truck was in the right and Beamis messed up. Case closed,” concluded the sergeant.


Matt’s face clouded over at his dismissive attitude. He moved closer to read the officer’s name tag. He should have known: Sergeant McCulloch. The officer was called “Little John” by his peers, so as not to confuse him with his dad, “Big John.”


Matt spoke up and said, “Sergeant McCulloch, that’s not quite right.”


Chief Danbury, with a shocked countenance, looked back down the road to hide his face from the officer. He concealed just a hint of a smile and waited for what he knew was coming.


The sergeant turned and gave Matt a cold stare. The other officer, Frank Younger, according to his name tag, took a step closer to Matt.


“And who might you be?”


“I’m the guy who saw the accident.”


The sergeant took the 3x5 inch notebook back out, opened it, and with two fingers, pulled a pencil from the spirals at the end of the notebook. The pencil tip went in his mouth to wet it. He looked closely at Matt.


“I know most of the residents of Green Mountain County, but I don’t know you. Where do you live?”


“Well, that’s hard to say. I lived in Roanoke until recently, decided I needed to move on, and now I think I might live in Highland ― for a while.”


“You work anywhere?” said the sergeant with a suspicious tone.


“No, between jobs,” Matt said in a matter of fact way without any hint of an apology.


“You looking for work around here? I know the plant is hiring good men, no troublemakers.”


“Not particularly looking for work,” again with an “I don’t care” tone.


Sergeant McCulloch stopped writing and began conferring with the other officer as if Matt wasn’t present. “No job, no residence, might live here for a while, but not interested in working, he says. Well, Officer Younger, this sounds like just another drifter to me. Never cared much for out-of-work drifters. You?”


“Can’t say that I do,” Officer Younger responded, but he knew the sergeant was not looking for a response from him.


The sergeant sighed, giving up on his conversation with his colleague.


“Name,” the sergeant demanded rather than asked. He wasn’t going to waste much more time on this tramp. Well dressed, but a for sure a tramp troublemaker in his book.


“Cubley’s my last name. Charles Matthew Cubley.”


“Charles? Where do you plan on staying for the ‘while?’”


“I go by my middle name, Matthew, Sergeant. Right now, I plan on checking into Cubley’s Coze. Do you know the place?” said Matt with a smile without warmth.


“Yeah, I know the place. You must be kin to T. J. Cubley. Only other Cubley I ever heard of around here. You his kin?” asked the sergeant, and his left eyebrow rose to punctuate the question.


“Yes,” said Matt, answering the question, but not offering any other information. He just left it at that. He stood in silence, watching the sergeant.


“And?” the sergeant asked, now starting to get irritated without any effort to hide it. “How are you related?”


“Nephew.”


“Well, sorry about the passing of your uncle. I never got on with him much; neither did my dad, but he ran a nice place. Now that he’s no longer the owner, I guess the family will have to sell Cubley’s Coze. Do you know anything about who might have inherited the place?” asked Sergeant John McCulloch with a dramatic change in his tone of voice, now that he wanted information. He was all sweetness. The dead and injured forgotten, and it was so evident to Matt that he almost told the uncaring officer that it was none of his damn business. Instead, he took a moment to get himself under control.


All of the things his Uncle TJ had told him about the McCulloch family were true. His uncle had been gracious to almost everyone, but he had never liked this particular family.


“Don’t know for certain. I’m headed over to see the Cubley family lawyer to find out.” Matt answered with what he hoped was a good poker face.


The sergeant saw he was getting nowhere with this guy.


“All right, Mr. Charles Matthew Cubley, with no residence, what did you see and where were you when you saw it?” The sergeant poised the pencil ready to write.


Matt took a deep breath and let it out slowly before starting.


“I was up on the mountain, eating my lunch, enjoying nature when the log truck went by on the main road, headed down the mountain. He was going slow, real slow, almost walking speed. I lost sight of it behind the trees as he made the curves below me. I was watching for him to come out of the last curve when I saw the pickup pull out of a drive and head toward Highland. The pickup had not gone far when the log truck came into view, barreling out of the last curve. It was picking up a load of speed. The log truck went left and tried to pass the pickup just as the pickup made a left turn into the pasture. Then bang! Nothing but dust and smoke. That’s when I tossed the sandwich I was eating and came on down to see if I could help.”


“And you claim to have seen all of this from that overlook?” Sergeant McCulloch pointed to the top of the mountain.


“Yes, I did.”


“And the log truck tried to pass the pickup when the pickup turned left in front of the log truck?”


“Yes, it did,” Matt repeated.


“You been drinking?” the sergeant suddenly asked, giving Mr. Cubley another stare.


Now, it was Matt’s turn to look surprised. “No, I haven’t been drinking. Do I look like I’ve been drinking?” And with that last question, Matt’s demeanor stopped being amused and swung to angry.


“Just checking,” said the sergeant. He waited, looked at Matt for a few seconds, and then added, “So just before the pickup turned in front of the log truck and cut him off―I assume the pickup gave no turn signal, right?”
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