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The Clearing of Travis Coble

By Jonathan Janz

Myers climbed out of the Civic and passed a sweaty wrist across a sweatier brow. As he stretched his arms, his back unleashed a barrage of meaty popping sounds. He glanced at the car and grunted. The mountain path had painted the silver Civic white. He drew a finger over the hot metal to make sure his car was still there under the dust, then wiped the chalky powder on one hip of his linen trousers. He took a deep drag of the morning air and felt its dusty heat baking his lungs. A colleague in Chicago had told him that Tennessee was a bad place to be in July, and now Dick understood why. A gang of mosquitoes hovered over the road in a menacing black cloud. Why, he wondered, would anyone live in such a place? 

Padding along the packed dirt road in his ill-chosen loafers, Myers tried to ignore the sizzling of the Civic’s weary engine. The car had never broken down on him before, but he’d never driven it up a mountain either. The task before him loomed formidable, and the thought of getting stranded up here was enough to bring a chill, despite the suffocating heat. What if he ended up like one of the characters in Deliverance? People always talked about the guy who got raped, but really, none of them made out very well. If that was what a man had to go through to learn more about himself, to hell with it. Myers needed no harrowing battle with crazed hillbillies to achieve illumination. His problem was that he’d already achieved it, and what had been illuminated would have been better off left in the dark. While most men in their late forties came to a crossroads, Myers found himself at a dead end. He knew his days at the university were numbered.

Jesus, it was hot. If it wasn’t a hundred degrees, it would be soon. What good was the shade, Myers wondered, if all it did was stifle the breeze? He ambled down the lane, the leather satchel already hanging heavy on his shoulder. To his left towered a hulking wall of evergreens. They glowered down at him like hostile sentries.

* * *

He halted at the edge of the road and put his back to the angry pines. There was no name on the mailbox before him, but he’d followed Coble’s directions carefully. This had to be the place.

Gazing at the house, it was easy to conjure the way Travis Coble had appeared back then: shaggy black hair with an almost ursine sheen. A short, wiry body that seemed to thrum with tensile strength. And the eyes. Was it the eyes that had so enthralled the curious public?

Though he was only nineteen when his younger brothers disappeared, Coble was savvy enough to frustrate even the most veteran reporters covering the case. Calmly, sardonically, he’d avoid their verbal snares and slowly reveal them for the fools they were. Perhaps it was this quality more than any other that had made the case such a sensation. When the trial became national news, like everyone else, Dick Myers and his colleagues in Chicago took notice. Murderer or not, the teenager from the Smoky Mountains was a fascinating case study. 

The twentieth anniversary of the trial was coming up at the end of the summer, and writing a paper about the man, a kind of retrospective reexamination of the case and its effects on Coble’s life, seemed like a hell of an idea back at the university. But during the drive through the mountains, Myers’s excitement had curdled into trepidation. The hairpin turns on the winding mountain road made his balls shrivel and his lips tighten in a grim white line. On one particular curve—a ridiculously sudden and savage buttonhook that wouldn’t have been out of place in an amusement park—Myers had hissed like a terrified grandmother and had actually felt the Civic’s back end swing out over a yawning abyss before it again found purchase on the rutted road.  

The interminable, tortuous drive had left him enervated and hollow. Now, when he needed it most, his well of enthusiasm was drying up. Here in the wilds he felt naked and ill prepared. 

Myers glanced up and down the primordial road and tried to recall the last time he’d seen another soul. The paucity of dwellings up here—he dared not call them houses—filled him with a crawling dread. Despite the cloying effluvium breathing out of the pines behind him, Myers could not compel himself to enter the yard. He forced one loafer forward, but the moment his foot touched grass, a blackbird shrieked a strident warning, as if to disabuse him of the notion.

He licked his lips and stole another glance at the mailbox. He thought about taking out the Dictaphone and recording his thoughts, but he pictured himself standing beside a deserted country road speaking into a tape recorder and felt absurd. What could he say about the mailbox anyway? Early-model metal letter receptacle. Once black, now faded non-color. Stanchioned by a splintering oak plank. Weeds and crabgrass surrounding it in standard haphazard formation. 

Myers blew out disgusted breath. He felt like a bargain-basement private eye. The white rayon shirt with light green stripes seemed like a good choice back at the bed-and-breakfast, but now it felt ridiculous. Who could take someone who wore such a shirt seriously? He was a teacher, not a researcher. Granted, as a psychology professor, a certain amount of grunt work was expected of him, but going out in the field often made him feel incompetent. 
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